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​ONE

Maddie Spence rocked slowly from side to side, oblivious to everything around her. She stared out the window, past the brightly lit neon proclaiming the business. She left the sign switched on 24/7 since her return from Blue River on the Florida panhandle. That was where Jim Nash, her partner in the business, had disappeared without a trace.

Okay, so it wasn’t exactly like that. He asked to take Friday, her dog, with him. For a visit with old friends. I’ll be back in a couple of days, he said. Well, it had been a couple of days. More than that. Almost a week. And where the hell was the man? She sighed and sunk into her chair.

Blue River. The place had turned into a nightmare for all of them. Emma Mayberry kidnapped along with her boyfriend. Then Emma’s father, Boots, who came to join them in the search from his home in Escape, went missing. She, too had been taken by that madwoman, Fiona Lubinski. Thought to be locked up in a secure prison facility, Fiona somehow got out and made good on her promise to harm them all.

Invested in her thoughts, she didn’t hear the steps on the stairs leading up to the second-floor office. She heard the knock on the open door, though. She spun the chair around and looked. The man standing in the doorway appeared relaxed. Hands in pockets. Eyes trained on her. Looking her over.

She did the same. An appraising look. Her quick glance instantly took in the neatly pressed slacks. An expensive silk shirt said he wasn’t slumming by being in the office, even if it was printed up with the typical south Florida embellishments.

He wasn’t hard to look at, either. Piercing blue eyes. Dark hair. Tall and slim with what looked to be muscular arms. Maybe even a good build beneath the shirt.

“I’m looking for Jim Nash,” he said.

Friday’s ears perked up at the sound of the familiar name. He looked up at Maddie. His tail commenced swishing. She signaled him to go over and investigate the stranger in her office. In Jim’s office.

Their office.

The man bent to pat and pet the big black dog. “Hello, Friday. I haven’t seen you for a while. How have you been?”

It was Maddie’s turn to start paying attention now, and her ears were more than perked up. How did this guy know about Friday? “I’m Maddie Spence. Jim’s partner in the business. I’m also a licensed Private Investigator.” It was important for the man to know that about her. She didn’t know why.

The man’s eyes traveled from the dog to the woman behind the desk. He stopped paying attention to the dog and Friday returned to sit with his mistress in a proprietary sort of way. He kept a wary eye on the man, even though he was familiar.

“Oh, yes. Of course. He mentioned you. Forgive me.”

Maddie considered. He mentioned me. What does that even mean?

The man handed over his card. “I’m William Everhart. I own a dance club on the edge of the city.”

Maddie studied the card and the man’s name and particulars before flipping it over. The name of the club was on the reverse on a deep blue background. Embossed in gold. La Mar Azul. She’d heard of the place, but she’d never been. Jim had, apparently. Both.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Everhart?” What Everhart had called a dance club was actually a strip club. Semantics.

“Bill. My friends call me Bill.”

He approached the desk and reached across. Friday, ever vigilant, got up on all fours, making sure he was able to watch over the exercise.

“We’re not friends, Mr. Everhart.” Yet. Maddie stood to shake his hand, business-like, and sat back down. “Now then. What is it you need from us, exactly?” She still thought of it as us, even though Jim had been gone from the business for nearly a week. It seemed a lot longer. The man regarded her.

“When will Jim be back?” She had no idea, but she would be damned if she was going to let on.

“He’s away on a case that has taken him out of town for the foreseeable future.” Nash had darn well better be getting back, and soon, too, or she’d make sure to kill the man dead when he did. She didn’t mean it, of course, but it felt good to think it.

Immediately, her attention snapped back to the man standing in front of her. Handsome. He was handsome, but that didn’t matter to her. Lots of men were. “How can I help you, Mr. Everhart?”

Emma Mayberry raced up the stairs and burst into the office. She was just coming off her first part-time shift as a paramedic and was eager to tell her friend, Maddie, all about it. “Oh. I’m sorry, Maddie. I didn’t know you had a client. I’ll be upstairs.”

Maddie watched William Everhart’s eyes appraise the women exiting the office. They had reason to. Emma was attractive and in good shape, too. His gaze returned to Maddie. “I have a problem and I need your help.”

Maddie got up to close the office door and returned to sit behind the desk. It was a barrier. Familiar. Safe. She pulled a worn notebook from a drawer and flipped through the pages. It was one of her partner’s. Immediately she stopped thinking about Jim and opened the notebook to a blank page. She was with a new client. It wasn’t a time to be worrying about Jim’s whereabouts.

“In that case, tell me about it, Mr. Everhart.” She wrote the date and time and Everhart’s name and the name of the club before putting down the pen.

Everhart began telling her about his business. He was obviously proud of the business he built in the dance club. How it was known for pretty and smart young women. Many were in college or university. Performing to pay their bills. Earning a good dollar while doing it. Often they stayed until graduation. How it was all about the good, clean atmosphere. That he didn’t brook lying or cheating employees.

Not once did he call it a strip club.

“That’s all well and good, Mr. Everhart. I admire your honesty. Now tell me your problem, exactly.”

As if to emphasize the point, Friday chose that moment to shake his head and snort like the dog he was.

“Somehow, I’ve managed to hire a couple of rotten apples. They’re giving the club a bad name and ruining the reputation for good, clean fun I’ve built up over the years.”

“That’s an easy one, and you don’t need to pay me to help you solve it. Fire them,” she stated.

“I would if I knew who they were. But they’re involving some of the good, honest employees, unfortunately. I need to find out who’s doing what and when and where and how—”

Maddie interrupted. “Very well. Let’s talk fees. We charge a thousand a day—”

“No problem,” Everhart interrupted.

“Plus expenses. And if I have to involve our assistant—you saw her earlier—she’ll be part of the bill, too. Plus her expenses.”

“That seems kind of steep for—” Everhart began.

“I don’t know what it’s going to involve yet, Mr. Everhart, but let’s consider for a moment. Just off the top of my head, it’s going to involve me, and perhaps Emma, too. We’ll need to sign up as employees. Are you going to be able to pay the bill?”

It was a risky question. She considered apologizing for her brashness as Everhart hesitated. His eyes bored into hers until a disarming smile appeared on his face.

“Jim always said you were one tough cookie. He told me about that time when you—”

She interrupted Everhart immediately. “How soon would you like us to get started?” This wasn’t about Jim. Or her. She would be the one on the clock, so to speak. Except the clock turned into a stage. A strip club stage.

She used us, thinking to be sure to include Emma in the gig. After all, if she was going to work in a strip club, she would want backup. She didn’t want to think about need.

“I have a check made out for five thousand dollars. A deposit.” Everhart handed it across the desk. Maddie looked it over before folding it and placing it under the blotter.

“If it takes less than that, there’ll be a refund, I’m sure. I’ll be coming in first thing tomorrow. I might bring Emma with me. Is that a problem?”

“Very well.” Everhart stood up.

“In that case, don’t show up too early. We don’t open until three p.m. I’ll tell the manager I’m hiring new help. What names should I use?”

“Don’t use any. I want it to look like I heard about the opening via the grapevine.”


​TWO

First thing when William Everhart left the premises, Maddie called her pole-dance instructor. She’d taken it up to keep in shape and kept at it until only recently. Her thinking was she’d go back to it when Jim returned. If Jim returned. She made arrangements for herself and Emma to attend a class as quick as possible.

She regarded Friday as she considered what she would tell Emma. Friday, still missing Jim, jumped up onto the man’s chair behind his desk and whined. “Yeah, Friday, I know. I miss the man, too.”

She skipped upstairs, calling Emma’s name. The woman was busy preparing dinner.

“If I’d known you could cook, girl, I’d have brought you here a lot sooner.”

Emma Mayberry laughed. “Of course you would. Just what you and Jim need. A third wheel.”

Emma regretted the words instantly. She knew how worried Maddie was about the missing man. No one, not even his friends back at the marina on the panhandle, knew where he was. No one had heard word one from the man.

“He’ll show up eventually. He knows I’ll finish the job if anything happens to him. But the reason I came up—”

“You have a case.” Emma couldn’t hold back the huge grin. Maddie mirrored the look. She could take her mind off of the missing man with a vengeance now.

“You bet, girl. I have a case.”

“That guy’s a bit of a hunk if you ask me. What’s it about?”

—The man owns a dance club.

“A dance club? You mean a peeler bar. A strip club, right?”

“Well yeah. You up for a part-time gig? I’m thinking I’m going to need some help.”

Emma looked doubtful.

“Maddie, I’ve never danced like that. I can barely dance by myself, never mind naked with a bunch of strange men leering.”

“Oh come on. How difficult can it be? I’ve already made an appointment with my pole dance instructor later today for a refresher. You’re coming with me.”

Emma held up her hands. “I have work.”

“Yes, you do. Now tell me all about your first day on the job, woman. I can’t wait to hear the details.”

Maddie busied herself setting the table while Emma went on about her first day on the job as a big-city paramedic. “It was amazing. Everyone is so helpful. All the old-timers gave me a hard time, but they were grinning and laughing about it. I made so many rookie mistakes they gave me a certificate.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. But I’m not the only one
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