
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Can Blackeye solve his craziest case yet?

	 

	 

	Athen ‘Blackeye’ Mavromatis, roving lieutenant with the Beverly Hills Police Department, is trying to enjoy a rare day off. It doesn’t look like it’s going to happen when the mayor hands him a twisty missing person’s case. A Saudi Princess has vanished. Because of royal protocols, Athen must conduct his investigation under the wire. He doesn’t mind doing that, but it soon becomes apparent that the princess, who’s also a wannabe actress, might have been murdered. Her apartment appears to be one big giant crime scene.

	But just who is Natasha Al-Khan, AKA Natasha King, and who wants her dead? Though Beverly Hills has the reputation of being crime-free, this is the second murder case he’s tackled in the short time Athen’s been with the department. Not only does he have to solve this one fast, but he and his lover, Grady, are dealing with Athen’s delinquent niece who’s just come out to them. Oh, and somebody very near and dear to them may turn out to be a deranged psychopath...
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	“I love to see my baby smile

	You say you love me now but

	You’ve got a fancy man on the side”

	 

	Fancy Man Blues, The Rolling Stones.

	Music and lyrics; Keith Richards
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Unknown Number. Normally, Athen ignored calls like that because they were telemarketers or scams. But he was a cop. He couldn’t ignore calls, especially when they kept calling back. Two-forty a.m. Who the hell could it be? His cellphone crackled.

	“Hullo? Athen?”

	Athen squinted as the voice from his distant past interrupted his, er, uptown funk. He finally had his lover, Grady, right where he wanted him, naked and in bed, the house dark and silent.

	“Jay-zus. Cricket?”

	Charlie Cricket Pritchard chuckled. “You still got that thing for me, eh?”

	Athen rolled his eyes but couldn’t resist laughing, too. “Oh, yeah. I got sleepless nights over you.”

	Grady sat up in bed. “Who the hell are you talking to?”

	Athen held up a finger. Grady’s eyes hardened in a way that Athen knew would mean he had a lot of ‘splaining to do. The truth was, he’d missed Cricket, his old partner. Athen thought he’d retired. Why was he calling now?

	Cricket coughed. He was still smoking, by the sounds of it. “Listen. We need to talk.”

	“Sure. When?”

	Athen reached out a languid hand and stroked Grady’s belly. Grady stiffened, shoving his hand aside and rolled away from him. Ouch.

	“I’d say now, except it’s not a good idea. I’m on surveillance. Can we talk tomorrow? Can you meet me?”

	“Sure,” Athen repeated. “When?”

	“I’ll let you know. Sleep tight. Nighty-night. Keep this on the QT.” Cricket ended their call.

	“Whatever,” Athen said, even though Cricket was gone, and Grady had his back to him.

	“Who the hell’s Cricket?” Grady asked, not turning to look at him.

	“My former partner.”

	“Wait.” Grady half turned. “You mean Charlie?”

	“Yeah.” Athen grinned in the darkened bedroom.

	“Half rodent, quarter insect, quarter human Charlie?”

	Huh. Grady hasn’t forgiven Cricket. Grady had come into his life just as Charlie was being ordered to bedrest after a quadruple bypass.

	“Isn’t he dead yet?”

	Athen stared at Grady’s barely visible back. “Apparently not.”

	“Hmph.” Grady leaned farther away. “You can thank that old coot for my iffy stiffy.”

	Athen lay back against the pillows. The chill between them frustrated him. He was as loyal as they came. He hadn’t had a decent, active case for a month, and at the first sign of something brewing...

	Grady’s soft snoring told him everything he needed to know. Athen might not have much on his plate, but Grady had to be exhausted. He was working on a huge TV show and handling Athen’s thirteen-year-old niece, Despina. She was closer to being shipped off to boarding school than she probably realized.

	Athen loved sex. So did Grady. And Athen loved sex with Grady. Despina did her best to come between them, and now, it seemed, so did Cricket. Athen felt like the guy on the State Farm TV ad whose wife catches him in a late-night phone conversation with Jake, a security specialist and doesn’t believe him.

	Huh. Cricket, like Jake from State Farm, wears khakis. At least he did. Wonder what the hell he wants from me? Thoughts paddled around his brain. Memories of the last case he and Cricket had worked on still rankled. He tried to push the upsetting thoughts from his mind. And then, sleep claimed him...

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Stumpy Lake, Virginia Beach, Virginia, February. Midnight.

	Five Years ago.

	 

	Athen felt ridiculous, in the dead of night, to be waiting to meet a man who’d claimed he could help him with his case. A man who was blind, no less. Athen shifted his feet a little farther apart on the edge of the damp, rock-strewn lakefront. His boots were wet, but the water hadn’t soaked through to his socked feet. Yet.

	He let his flashlight blaze a trail around him. The lake was considered perfect for watercraft, especially kayaks and canoes, but not for swimming. Athen had already been warned it was filled with deadly snakes.

	Something terrible had happened here to someone beautiful, and he wouldn’t rest until he solved the mystery of Allie Madden’s disappearance. He focused his gaze on a ripple of movement in the water. He didn’t want to get bitten and die before he could find her.

	Her disappearance and apparently brutal murder ached in his gut like an ulcer.

	He took some deep breaths and it only hurt his throat more. How cold is it? Last time I checked it was thirty-two degrees. Much colder now. Athen switched off the flashlight, tucked it into the pocket of his pea coat, and rubbed his gloved hands together. It didn’t help him get any warmer.

	I should have worn something else. This old coat won’t cut it. A fleeting sense of passion scissored through him for his lover, who’d lent it to him. Another worry invaded his thoughts.

	What if the tracker doesn’t show?

	Was it this cold the night Allie Madden was dragged out here?

	He slid his left foot across the sand to his right. Then he drew it back, bringing the right foot toward the left. He shuffled this way repeatedly until the heat from his feet traveled up his calves and moved up toward the rest of his body.

	He let out a breath, condensation evaporating from his frigid lips.

	Keep moving, man.

	He continued sliding his feet back and forth, a trick he’d learned from his days working for the US Marshals. An actress he’d protected from a stalker had taught him this routine from her long days standing on movie sets. Where is she now? She’d been stalked by an ex-lover and he’d guarded her for two months in Savannah, Georgia. It had been hot and sticky and... Yeah. That’s the ticket. Pretend it’s hot right now. Her wonderful smile came to mind, and her wicked sense of humor. She was the closest thing he’d come to falling for a woman.

	And the nearest thing he knew of perfection.

	Athen kept his gaze swiveling across the deserted beach.

	Where is this guy? Was this a hoax? The skin prickled at the back of his neck. The gift of fear. No. Not a hoax. He detected movement. The old man was close.

	Or somebody was.

	Athen stopped shuffling and listened intently, his gaze flickering to his left. He almost shouted a greeting as an old man made his way toward him. Athen noticed a younger man helping him carry a canoe over the bumpy terrain.

	The young man lifted a hand in greeting and Athen nodded back to him, stepping closer to them. The old man didn’t glance in Athen’s direction. He stopped walking and stared out at the rippling water.

	“Hi,” the younger man said. “My name is Andrew Laurie. This is my grandpa, Kaikane.” He pronounced it Ky-kah-nay. “Everyone calls him Kai.”

	Only Andrew shook Athen’s hand.

	“Kai is the Hawaiian word for water, isn’t it?” Athen asked.

	“Yes.” Andrew gave him a fleeting smile. “Kaikane means strong.”

	“Strong water. Somehow that seems apt.” Athen flicked a gaze at the solid-looking man who exuded a quiet confidence. “How do we do this?” For the first time in his career as a cop, Athen felt a cold stab of fear. Am I crazy to meet two strangers like this?

	“I’ll be paddling with you. Kai will navigate. He—we both want to help.”

	“He’s a blind navigator?” Athen blurted.

	“Yes.” This was the first time the old man spoke. He turned his head toward Athen, his eyes seeming bright and alert in the moonlight.

	Before Athen could respond, Andrew continued. “Kai is Hawaiian. He comes from a long line of kahuna. High priests. His gift is tracking the missing. Especially in water.”

	Kai held up a hand. “I’m blind, not mute.” He stared at Athen. Hard.

	Athen had met some intriguing people in his time, but Kai was one of the most unusual. He had an odd scent to him. A mixture of kerosene, it seemed, hair pomade, and a woodsy smell. Athen had a mental image of the old man living on a boat using kerosene for fuel.

	Kai’s long, grey hair had been pulled back from his face and he wore it in two braids. He reminds me of Willie Nelson. His attire was an odd mix of western and tropical clothing. His skinny legs were adorned in jeans that seemed three sizes two big, and he was barefoot. Barefoot. In this weather. Over what looked like an ugly Christmas sweater, he wore a large swath of cloth Athen recognized as tapa. Tree bark beaten and fashioned into distinctive tan and black fabric.

	“Please tell me everything you know about Allie’s disappearance,” Kai said.

	Athen took a breath that was so cold he could feel it in his lungs. “Allie Madden is missing, presumed dead after she and her husband were seen arguing in a bar, an exclusive private club on Atlantic Avenue—”

	“I know the official story.” The old man’s tone was sharp. “I want to know your impressions.” He jabbed a finger at Athen. For a guy who couldn’t see, he seemed to know exactly where Athen stood.

	“Are you really blind?”

	“I see shadows. You’re right to be afraid. This beach has known evil.”

	Damn. Athen swallowed.

	The old man seemed to be waiting.

	“I came into this case late,” Athen admitted. “As a favor to the US Marshals. I’ve worked dozens of missing people cases around the country.”

	“I know your story. I want to know about hers.” Another jab to Athen’s chest.

	“She is—was—married—”

	“Ah. So, you believe she’s no longer alive.”

	Athen hesitated. The local authorities had been quick to release way too much information on the case, hoping somebody who knew Allie Madden, or felt badly enough about the disappearance of the young married mother of a baby boy, would come forward with information. Despite nationwide publicity, not a single, credible clue had emerged.

	“We know the husband, Phil Madden, has a mistress, Leta Gordon, but she is in fear of her safety. The story she tells is... chilling.” Athen paused and closed his eyes. He felt badly for Allie Madden, and for Leta, who had believed Phil’s lies. She was young and naïve, by her own admission, and became caught up in something she would never be able to get over.

	“I am telling you this in the strictest confidence and because my commanding officer says I can trust you.” Athen sucked in another frigid breath. “I tracked Leta down to a hunting shack on Pine Mountain. I guaranteed her protection in exchange for her cooperation.”

	“What did she tell you?” The old man seemed alive with excitement.

	“That she helped her lover, Allie’s husband, Phil, kill his wife on the edge of this lake. She was crying hysterically when she described how Allie begged for her life as he stabbed her multiple times. She said it took a long time for her to die.” Athen paused. “Then they took his old rowboat out here and dumped her body in the middle of the lake.”

	A look of anguish crossed the old man’s face. “And she has regrets?”

	“Plenty. She found out she was just one of three mistresses. And Phil has been threatening her ever since they killed Allie.”

	Kai looked surprised. “Dakine. Let’s go.”

	“We’ve searched the lake and there’s been no sign of her. Nothing. And we can’t even find the alleged rowboat,” Athen pointed out.

	“Let’s get on with it. I’m due back on Maui in two days. I miss my wife.” Kai frowned at him. Athen could see it by the faint light of the moon. Another jab to Athens chest. “No more yackety-yackety.”

	They dragged the canoe to the waterline, pushed it in and all three climbed aboard. The old man sat in front, his hands trailing in the water as Athen and Andrew paddled.

	Kai muttered something under his breath as he leaned close to the water.

	“It’s a chant for protection,” Andrew whispered to Athen between strokes.

	Athen nodded, curious, as Kai waved a hand in one direction, then another. He held up a hand in a ‘stop’ gesture at one point and turned to face Athen. “What was down there?” He pointed right beneath them.

	Interesting. Navy divers had found an old tire iron and a chain at the bottom of the lake. The investigators had told nobody about the objects, and they’d been deemed too rusted and crusty to be of any value.

	“Did they contain metal?” Kai asked as though reading Athen’s thoughts.

	Shocked, Athen mumbled. “Yeah. An old tire iron and a chain.”

	“Hmm. This way.” Kai pointed to the left and once again, his search pattern seemed whimsical. Not the methodical grid the military had used.

	“Stop.” Kai’s hand churned in the water. “I know why you never found her here.”

	“Why’s that?” Athen asked, so cold now, it hurt his whole face to talk.

	“She was never out here in the first place.” Kai made smaller, calmer circles with his hand then suddenly withdrew it, as though stung. “She’s not here at all.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Wakey, wakey.”

	Athen resisted the pull of Grady’s growling early-morning voice and the smell of fresh coffee. He burrowed deeper under the covers. Warm. I’m warm. Thank God. Man. Why am I dreaming about that case? Anguish gnawed at him. Why can’t I have wet dreams about Grady instead of missing people?

	He knew it was the late-night call from Cricket.

	“Get up.” Grady seemed tense.

	“Leave the coffee on the table,” Athen mumbled.

	“Nothing doing. I know you. You’ll go right back to sleep.”

	“But it’s my day off.” Athen raised his head and opened one eye, then the other. Grady had put two cups of coffee on the nightstand and was opening the plantation shutters on their bedroom’s bay windows.

	“Why does it always rain on my day off?” Athen stared as fat drops spattered the beveled glass panes Grady had polished until they gleamed the day before.

	Grady handed him one of the cups. “Because you have bad luck.”

	“No, I don’t.”

	“Yes, you do. Worst luck of anyone I know.” Grady sipped his own coffee. “Charlie, sorry, Cricket called you for a reason. I’m thinking we may need to bring in an exorcist.” He pulled a face. “No sugar. This one’s yours.” He reached over and switched cups, a grumpy look on his face as he parked his butt on the edge of the bed.

	“Does this make it my bad luck, or yours?” Athen asked, taking a sip.

	“Yours. It just traveled to me. It’s like catching somebody else’s cold.” Grady’s eyes widened. “I’m inheriting your bad luck.”

	Athen had a feeling that the long, lavish breakfast and fast and dirty lovemaking he’d envisioned were off the calendar this morning. He swung his feet to the floor and steadied the sloshing contents of his cup. “Don’t say that. I don’t have bad luck.” He took another sip. Mm, mm. Good.

	“You have very bad luck.” Grady rose, moving around the room with the gait of an angry tiger. “Every time you have a day off, the city of Beverly Hills makes alternative arrangements for you.”

	True. Athen took another sip. Perfect. He waited a beat, but Grady was now in full flight.

	“You watch. They’ll call you with a homicide or missing person’s case. And God knows what Cricket wants.”

	“Right.” Athen stared at him but Grady shifted his gaze. “Babe. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

	“Other than the fact the mayor’s on hold wanting to discuss a missing person’s case?” Grady stared at him. “Absolutely nothing.”

	Athen gasped. “He’s been on hold all this time? What’s the matter with you?” He fumbled for his cellphone. Nothing there. He glanced at the landline phone on the nightstand. It had two lines on it. One was blinking. “How come I didn’t hear that?”

	“Because I muted it. You needed sleep.” Before Athen could respond, Grady stomped out of the room.

	Athen took the call. He, Grady, and Despina, had come to call the landline the bat phone. No good calls came from it. The instrument was a gateway between them and catastrophe. Many times involving Despina.

	“Sir?” Athen wondered if he’d have time to finish his coffee and take a quick shower before tackling hazardous duty. Sometimes he felt like one of Charlie’s Angels. Four weeks ago, he’d handled the first homicide the city of Beverly Hills had had in several years. Now there was a missing person. Athen always got his orders from the mayor, Scott Aubrey, via phone. A bit like Charlie’s private eyes.

	Scott breathed heavily. Athen narrowed his gaze. “Sir?” he repeated.

	“Sorry, Athen. I’m at the equestrian center and I’m in the middle of a ride.”

	It was hard to imagine Scott Aubrey atop a horse. He was an elegant man who preferred suits and ties to just about anything. A bit of a bubblehead, he was happiest with a microphone in his face.

	“How can I help you?” Athen wondered about the mayor’s attire. What had possessed him to take up any form of exercise?

	“We have a missing person. A girl. Woman.” Huff, huff. “I just got a call from the Saudi Arabian consulate. This cannot escalate, Blackeye. It. Can. Not.”

	When Athen didn’t respond, Scott barked, “Okay?”

	Athen knew that Beverly Hills had a large Saudi population. Their riyal had feathered a lot of the city’s coffers. It was an uneasy alliance because Saudi customs were so foreign to America. The Saudis lived by their own rules as though they were part of a secret society where nobody else mattered. They had, however, forged a strong foothold in the most prosperous city in the US. They had escaped the current government’s travel restrictions even though they were Muslim. But they were rich Muslims, and money changed things. A lot of things.

	“Who is she?” Athen asked, getting ready to jot down details.

	“This must be done in secrecy. She’s a Saudi prince’s daughter. Her name is Natasha King, only she keeps her identity secret. Her real name is Natasha Al-Khan. The consulate contacted me in strictest confidence. She’s been missing for a day. Didn’t show up for her Got Set yesterday. Her friends say this isn’t like her. She—”

	“Her what?” Athen asked, not sure he’d heard right.

	“Got Set. She booked a studio to shoot some scenes for her show reel.”

	“Oh. So, she’s an actress?”

	“Wannabe,” Scott said. “She also set up a photo shoot she never showed up for yesterday and Maggie Harman, her friend who reported her missing—”

	“I thought you said the consulate reported it.”

	“She reported it to the consulate.” Scott’s tone became testy.

	“I see. Then they contacted you.” Athen took a swig of coffee. “You got a contact name and number there?”

	“No, I don’t. I already told you the call came to me in the strictest confidence.”

	Athen said nothing.

	“Hold on,” Scott barked.

	Athen’s thoughts raced. The murder of New York Times reporter, Jamal Khashoggi, in the Turkish Embassy in Istanbul, had caused shockwaves among Beverly Hills’ Arab community the previous year. Its impact was still being felt. Young, progressive Saudis continued to flutter in and out of the US, a lot more careful now about their tweets, Snapchat, and Instagram posts. They feared what was often perceived as radicalism by the heavy hand of the ruling Saudi kingdom.

	Particularly vulnerable were female activists. A few prominent young women had been imprisoned over their support for a new law allowing women to drive in Saudi Arabia. Was Natasha King a party girl or a humanitarian? I have to Google her.

	He moved out of the bedroom and into his home office. His desktop computer had numerous passwords and encryptions to stop Despina from accessing the Internet and buying stuff she didn’t need on Athen’s dime. All the security however made it arduous for Athen to get online himself.

	Scott was screaming at somebody in the background. Athen cradled the receiver against his ear as he typed one incorrect password after another.

	I give up. He returned to the bedroom and pulled out clothes for the day. He wondered if Scott had forgotten about him as he swigged his coffee. In the bathroom, he checked Google for information on Natasha King. There was one photo of her from some big fundraiser. She was a beautiful, exotic-looking woman, posing with some Hollywood actor. The photo was tiny however, and for some reason he couldn’t enhance it.

	She had a million-dollar smile and a sparkly silver dress that was hard to forget. There wasn’t much else about her online. Nothing under her real name and only two references for Natasha King. So, she’s one of the careful ones.

	The affluent Arab community in Beverly Hills had its own banks, restaurants, clubs... everything. They were well looked after in the city, so they didn’t stray far from its confines, because they liked to splash the flash. But there was a truth most people ignored. Many of these visitors behaved badly in Beverly Hills. Some women came to LA and still wore their abayas and other traditional garb. Many did not. Away from parental rule, the younger set got up to a lot of mischief that rarely made the headlines.

	“Sorry.” Scott came back on the line. “Maggie Harman’s worried Natasha won’t turn up for acting class today. She says if Natasha doesn’t show, then something is very wrong because this particular class is important to her. Natasha’s been preparing for it for months. I—” He stopped huffing and puffing and a wild scream almost shattered Athen’s ear drum.

	“Sir? Are you okay?” Athen yelled into the phone. A commotion on the other end of the call was punctuated by a horse’s neigh.

	“Please tell me you didn’t photograph that,” Scott bawled at somebody on the other end of the phone.

	Athen bit his lip. “Sir?” he asked again.

	Scott came back on the line. “Sorry about that, Blackeye. I’m out here doing a photo spread.”

	“I see,” Athen said, trying not to laugh.

	“My wife’s idea. She set this whole thing up. I think I just got a wedgie.”

	Athen closed his eyes. The last thing he wanted to envision was the mayor’s underpants bunched uncomfortably up his butt. “Sir, where do I start?”

	“This photo shoot is important,” the mayor continued.

	“Hers or yours?”

	“Mine. I’ve decided to run for governor.”

	God help us all. Athen rolled his eyes. When he didn’t respond, the mayor continued.

	“My wife’s conception. She’s my campaign manager.”

	I bet she is. Athen fought another wild urge to laugh. Wait till I tell Grady about this. He’ll laugh for days.

	The mayor muttered, “Take the horse,” to somebody on the other end of the line then came back to Athen. “Natasha lives in the Bermuda Triangle on Linden. I’ll text you her address. I’ll also send you her friend Maggie’s number. You can contact her, but leave the consulate out of this, and do not file any official paperwork, and do not discuss this with anyone at headquarters. Keep me posted.”

	Fuck you. “I have a question, sir. If nobody knows our missing woman is royalty, why did this Maggie Harman call the consulate and not the police?”

	A long pause ensued during which time Athen heard crickets.

	“I don’t know. You’re the cop. Go check it out.” Scott ended the call and Athen ignored his orders, calling Lucy Lane, the acting chief of the Beverly Hills Police department. Rumor had it she would probably be offered the permanent position within a matter of days. He hoped so. Athen liked and respected Lucy very much. They went way back to the Allie Madden murder case that spanned three states and was still waiting to be settled in the courts. Without a body, the prosecutor’s office had been reluctant to press charges. They were in no real hurry because there was no statute of limitations on murder, and so far, Phil Matthews still denied he had anything to do with her disappearance. There was no proof.

	It rankled Athen that the guy had broken up with Leta Gordon and had started a family with yet another woman. His wife was still officially missing, and he couldn’t apply to the courts for permission to declare her legally dead for another five years. It would take another ten years after that for it to become final.

	Why was I dreaming about her? Tears pricked the back of his eyes. Every cop had a case like Allie Madden. A case that clung like barnacles and never left them.

	Lucy took his call, saying, “Don’t tell me you’re working on your day off.”

	“I am, sir,” he said. Chiefs were always called sir, regardless of their gender. He gave her a brief rundown.

	“I’ve never heard of Natasha King, but I appreciate you letting me know about this. Once again, the mayor is trying to ignore my presence. Hopefully Natasha just overslept or something. If she’s living in the Bermuda Triangle, then she has money.” A beat. “If you find something more serious going on, I can assign you a detective. Who would you like to work with?”

	“If it can’t be you, then Paulie Hansen.” Athen liked and trusted the guy. He’d been a godsend in their recent homicide investigation.

	“Gotcha. And thanks for the compliment. And, Athen, you did the right thing letting me know. You work for me. And the city’s lucky to have you. I’m lucky to have you. Please keep me posted, and the lone ranger, too.”

	Athen burst into laughter. “You know about that?”

	“Yeah. He’s using my horse for his damned photos. I hear she threw him off. Twice.”

	They both laughed at that. They ended the call on a warm note and Athen took his coffee into the bathroom. He took a two-minute shower, though he longed for a lengthy, scorching one. He dried off, and just as he was feeling good about himself, he used the wrong bottle to spray his pits. He studied the label. It was Despina’s latest fragrance. Lush Go Green. Great. I always wanted to smell like a Christmas tree. He banged the bottle back on the vanity and stomped off to the kitchen.

	“You have time for another quick coffee? Or I can give it to you to go,” Grady offered, leaning into him for a kiss.

	At least he’s giving me that. Athen tried not to fret about Grady’s moodiness. “To go would be great. And I’ll have the bacon I see there. And that piece of toast.” Athen nuzzled Grady’s gorgeous neck. “You used the wrong bottle, too.”

	“I swear. I tried to find her something more pleasant, but she loves Lush’s bath bombs and she begged me for the perfume.” Grady handed Athen and their dog Bella slices of bacon. Athen threw his rasher onto a piece of toast then slathered cashew butter all over it. Grady winced at the spectacle. Bella drooled as she watched.

	Athen gave her half of his toast and eyed Grady. “Babe, what do you know about Got Sets?”

	Grady threw him a dirty look. “Why do you ask?”

	“You’re in the biz. You must know something about them.”

	Grady chomped on a piece of toast. “I do.” He swallowed. “They’re bad news. Big, big open secret in Hollywood. Actors pay a fortune to record a scene or two for their reels.”

	Athen knew that actors took snippets of work they’d done then put them on DVDs—known as reels—that they sent to casting directors, producers, and agents, in the endless hunt for acting work.

	“Most of them look fake,” Grady said. “When they first showed up on reels, casting people took them for lousy, cheap productions until they could find no record of them on the International Movie Data Base. Then the same sets, and the same damned scenes kept turning up over and over again. In the early days, about three years ago, professional crews did the Got Sets and the results were great.” He jabbed a finger at Athen. “And if you ever tell anyone I said that, I’ll deny it emphatically.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” Athen loved it when Grady got all worked up over something. “So, what changed?”

	“People who think they’re Martin Scorsese jumped into the pool and wrecked if for everybody. No finesse. No talent. They charge these actors hundreds, sometimes a couple grand to shoot a scene somebody else just did in the same studio. It’s become so bad, casting directors have instructed talent agents to make sure there are no Got Sets on their clients’ reels, or they won’t even look at ‘em.”

	Before Athen could respond, Grady went on. “Some of those scenes are painful to watch. A girl in a prison jumpsuit, for example, sits opposite somebody, usually a man in a suit and she raves on about the false accusations surrounding her arrest. This scene crops up all the time, but a lot of actors have no idea. Got Set people will shoot the scene with different dialogue but the same premise.

	“I don’t know if you’re aware that the day of actors going on auditions is fading. Most casting directors want virtual auditions now. They’ll do it via Skype or the actor gets a friend to tape their audition then email the video to the casting director. Still a losing game. Big names are having trouble getting work and they’re desperate to jump into the TV mud pile. They’ll get the jobs over little-known talent any day.”

	“And Got Sets are that easy to spot?”

	Grady rolled his eyes. “They’re designed to bilk actors out of a lot of money. Just like the endless demands for new head shots. The quality’s usually horrendous and the lighting is poor. No stuff going on behind them in the scene. The focus is purely on the actor in question. They rarely show you the other actor’s face. Just not authentic to TV shows and movies.”

	“So the actor in question’s wasted a whole lot of money for naught.” The mention of money made Athen think of his niece. “Despina’s awfully quiet.”

	“That’s what happens when she’s off school. Stays up all night playing video games and texting her friends.”

	“But she hasn’t nicked your credit card lately?”

	“Not yet. But the day is still young. And I keep hiding my wallet.”

	Despina had all the time in the world to get up to mischief. Her school, like millions of others had been cancelled for the rest of the schoolyear thanks to the outbreak of the coronavirus. She was at a loose end until the new year started in September.

	And like a lot of Hollywood workers, Grady’s TV show had yet to return to production, so her care frequently fell on his shoulders.

	Athen knew that it was a daily ordeal dealing with her. Despina longed to hang out with her friends at the Beverly Center, but she’d been caught shoplifting there and had been banned from going there by the security personnel for three months. He and Grady didn’t know if they could trust her unsupervised alone in the house. She was a handful at the best of times. They’d talked about more drastic measures in dealing with her, but so far hadn’t made any decisions.

	Grady handed Athen a travel mug that had a pair of eyes painted on it and the words, I See Guilty People.

	I sure do. “What game is she playing these days?” Athen leaned over and kissed his lover then twisted off the cap from his mug. He inhaled the deep, rich fragrance, taking deep sips.

	“Horizon Zero Dawn,” came Grady’s prompt reply.

	“That the one with the female warrior and the robot dinosaurs?”

	“Yep.” Grady stopped fussing around the kitchen island. “She’s moving around now. She’s had about three hours’ sleep so she might be grumpy. Get out now while you can, unless you want an argument.”

	“Good idea.” Athen recapped his coffee, kissed Grady and Bella, who flopped to the floor, licking the spot where her toast had been.

	“Will you be gone all day?” Grady asked.

	“No idea, babe. I’ll call you.”

	Grady blew out a breath. He glanced at Athen, then fixed his gaze away from him at the collection of family photos on the living room shelves. “I don’t know why I forgot Cricket’s nickname. And I’m sorry I was an ass last night.”

	Athen had plenty that he wanted to say but the truth never hurt. “Maybe because he wasn’t very nice to you.”

	Grady focused on him again. “Yeah, there’s that.”

	Athen wished things were hot, and not heavy between them. “I love you, G. I’m headed for the Bermuda Triangle.”

	Grady’s eyes widened. “Don’t say that too loud. Despina will want to go with you. She’s fascinated by it.”

	“Really?”

	“She’s in her early, early goth phase.”

	“Geez.” Athen made a run for the door.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The Bermuda Triangle was a patch of prime real estate in the flats of Beverly Hills. Most people never even noticed the small, triangular piece of land with a swathe of emerald green grass, crowded with swaying palm trees south of Sunset Boulevard. It made Athen think of a miniature Gilligan’s Island. It was the gateway to one of the most sinister intersections of the city, and certainly the neighborhood. Freaky stuff happened between Whittier Boulevard on one side of the triangle, and Linden Drive on the other.

	Despina had ferreted out some strange tidbits such as actor Boris Karloff the original movie Frankenstein, and his friends’ obsessions with his rose garden. Legend had it that his friends loved that garden so much, they asked for their ashes to be buried there. He must have been a popular guy because the garden contained hundreds of people’s cremated remains. Though the Bowmont Drive house had been through multiple renovations, the garden remained unspoiled and well-tended.

	It was right near there in 1946, when Howard Hughes crashed his private, experimental XF-11 plane into a row of upscale houses on North Whittier. Hughes had been piloting the aircraft for the first time. He took off from Culver City Airport several miles away but somehow wound up in the Bermuda Triangle. Critically injured, doctors said he was lucky to survive.

	A year later, the gangster Bugsy Siegel, enjoying a quiet evening with friends after dinner, was gunned down in his living room via a drive-by shooting a few blocks away on North Linden.

	In 1966, singer Jan Berry of the popular surf music group Jan & Dean crashed his sporty Stingray into a gardener’s truck driving south of Sunset on Whittier Boulevard. Like Hughes, he suffered severe injuries, but Berry never fully recovered from massive head trauma.

	More recently, in November 2010, Hollywood publicist Ronni Chasen was shot to death in her Mercedes-Benz E350 at the corner of Sunset and Whittier in a botched robbery attempt. Oddly, the spot where Chasen’s vehicle came to a violent stop, was mere yards away from the living room where Bugsy Siegel died from 30-caliber military M1 carbine fire.

	Chasen’s death had been the last murder in Beverly Hills until Athen’s woman-in-the-carpet case a month ago.

	The rain had slowed to a drizzle but it shook him to remember that the day he started his investigation into the brutal murder of Paulina Martinez, the rain had been unbelievable. It had hampered his investigation. He hoped it wouldn’t be the same today.

	As he headed north from his home on Arnaz Drive toward Sunset, he pondered calling Maggie Harman, Natasha’s friend who’d reported her apparent disappearance. Why was Natasha’s missing a Got Set and a photo shoot such cause for alarm?

	He checked her address. She lived on North Linden. He hoped the mysterious triangle hadn’t claimed another victim. He asked his virtual assistant, Alexa, via Bluetooth, to Google Natasha King.

	“One
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