

[image: cover]




[image: Image]




The Heist copyright © 2013 The Gus Group, LLC.


The Chase copyright © 2014 The Gus Group, LLC.


The Job copyright © 2014 The Gus Group, LLC.


Excerpt from The Scam copyright © 2015 The Gus Group, LLC.


The right of Janet Evanovich and Lee Goldberg to be identified as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them 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 this omnibus edition in Great Britain in 2016


by HEADLINE REVIEW


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


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 4109 2


The Heist: Cover photograph © Jeremy Woodhouse/Holly Wilmeth/Getty Images


The Chase: Cover photograph © Stephen Carroll/Arcangel Images


The Job: Cover photograph © Stephen Carroll/Arcangel Images


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Authors


[image: image]


Janet Evanovich is the No. 1 New York Times bestselling author of the Stephanie Plum 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 Trouble Maker graphic novel, and How I Write: Secrets of a Bestselling Author.




Lee Goldberg is a screenwriter, TV producer, and the author of several books, including King City, The Walk, and the bestselling Monk series of mysteries. He has earned two Edgar Award nominations and was the 2012 recipient of the Poirot Award from Malice Domestic.






Praise


Raves for Evanovich . . .


‘Pithy, witty and fast-paced’ Sunday Times




‘Chutzpah and sheer comic inventiveness . . . The Evanovich books [are] good fun’ Washington Post




‘Among the great joys of contemporary crime fiction’ GQ




‘Slapstick, steam and suspense’ People




‘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




‘A laugh-out-loud page-turner’ Heat




‘Romantic and gripping . . . an absolute tonic’ Good Housekeeping




‘The pace never flags . . . and the dialogue fairly sizzles off the page’ Irish Times






By Janet Evanovich




The Fox and O’Hare novels


with Lee Goldberg


The Heist


The Chase


The Job


The Scam




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




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






About the Book




THE FOX AND O’HARE SERIES 3-BOOK COLLECTION brings together the bestselling first three novels in the Fox & O’Hare series by Janet Evanovich and Lee Goldberg, featuring FBI Agent Kate O’Hare and world-class conman Nick Fox.




An impossible pairing. An unstoppable team.






In THE HEIST, just when it seems that international crook Nick Fox has been captured for good, he pulls off his greatest con of all: he convinces the FBI to offer him a job working side by side with Special Agent Kate O’Hare. Problem is, teaming up to stop a corrupt investment banker who’s hiding on a private island in Indonesia is going to test O’Hare’s patience and Fox’s skill. High-speed chases, pirates, and Toblerone bars are all in a day’s work . . . if O’Hare and Fox don’t kill each other first.




In THE CHASE, Fox and O’Hare’s newest target is Carter Grove, a former White House chief of staff and the ruthless leader of a private security agency. Grove has stolen a rare Chinese artefact from the Smithsonian, a crime that will torpedo U.S. relations with China if it ever becomes public. Nick and Kate must work under the radar – and against the clock – to devise a plan to steal the piece back. A daring heist and a deadly chase leads them from Washington, D.C., to Shanghai, from the highlands of Scotland to the underbelly of Montreal.




In THE JOB, Nick Fox is caught on camera stealing a priceless work of art, taking him right from being the FBI’s most covert operative, back to the top of America’s most-wanted. Only Kate suspects all is not what it seems. Fox is no common thief, and snatch and grab just isn’t his style. Someone is setting him up, and it’s down to Kate to figure out why – before Nick Fox, master of disguise, is beaten at his own game.
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Kate O’Hare’s favorite outfit was her blue windbreaker with the letters FBI written in yellow on the back, worn over a basic black T-shirt and matching black Kevlar vest. The ensemble went well with everything, particularly when paired with jeans and accessorized with a Glock. Thirty-three-year-old Special Agent O’Hare didn’t like feeling exposed and unarmed, especially on the job. That all but ruled her out for undercover work. Fine by her. She preferred a hard-charging style of law enforcement, which was exactly what she was practicing on that 96-degree winter afternoon in Las Vegas when she marched into the St. Cosmas Medical Center in her favorite outfit with a dozen similarly dressed agents behind her.


While the other agents fanned out to seal every exit in the building, Kate pushed past the security guards in the lobby and made her way like a guided missile to the first-floor office of Rufus Stott, the chief administrator of the hospital. She blew past Stott’s stunned assistant without even acknowledging her existence and burst into Stott’s office. The startled Stott yelped and nearly toppled out of his chrome-and-mesh ergonomic chair. He was a chubby, bottom-heavy little guy who looked like a turnip that some bored wizard had tapped with a magic wand and turned into a fifty-five-year-old bureaucrat. He had a spray tan, tortoiseshell glasses, and crotch wrinkles in his tan slacks. His hand was over his heart, and he was gasping for air.


“Don’t shoot,” he finally managed.


“I’m not going to shoot,” Kate said. “I don’t even have my gun drawn. Do you need water, or something? Are you okay?”


“No, I’m not okay,” Stott said. “You just scared the bejeezus out of me. Who are you? What do you want?”


“I’m Special Agent Kate O’Hare, FBI.” She slapped a piece of paper down on his desk. “This is a warrant giving us full access to your concierge wing.”


“We don’t have a concierge wing,” Stott said.


Kate leaned in close, locking her intense blue eyes on him. “Six obscenely wealthy and desperate patients flew in today from all over the country. They were picked up from McCarran airport by limos and brought here. Upon arrival at your private concierge wing, they each wired one million dollars to St. Cosmas’s offshore bank account and immediately jumped to the top of an organ waiting list.”


“You can’t be serious,” Stott said. “We don’t have any offshore bank accounts and we certainly can’t afford to rent limos. We’re teetering on bankruptcy.”


“That’s why you’re conducting off-the-books transplant surgeries using illegally acquired organs that you bought on the black market. We know those patients are here and being prepped for surgery right now. We will lock this building down and search every single room and broom closet if we have to.”


“Be my guest,” Stott said, and handed the warrant back to her. “We aren’t doing any transplant surgeries, and we don’t have a concierge wing. We don’t even have a gift shop.”


Stott no longer looked scared, and he didn’t look like he was lying. Not good signs, Kate thought. He should be in a cold sweat by now. He should be phoning his lawyer.


Eighteen hours earlier, Kate had been at her desk in L.A., tracking scattered intel on known associates of a wanted felon, when she’d stumbled on chatter about a certain financially strapped Las Vegas hospital offering organ transplants to the highest bidder. She dug deeper and discovered that the patients were already en route to Vegas for their surgeries, so she dropped everything and organized a rush operation.


“Take a look at this,” she said, showing Stott a photo on her iPhone.


It was a medium close-up of a man about her age wearing a loose-fitting polo shirt, soft and faded from years of use. His brown hair was windblown. His face was alight with a boyish grin that brought out the laugh lines at the corners of his brown eyes.


“Do you know this man?” she asked.


“Sure I do,” Stott replied. “That’s Cliff Clavin, the engineer handling the asbestos removal from our old building.”


Kate felt a dull ache in her stomach, and it wasn’t from the Jack in the Box sausage-and-egg sandwich she’d had for breakfast. Her gut, flat and toned despite her terrible eating habits, was where her anxieties and her instincts resided and liked to communicate with her in a language of cramps, pains, queasiness, and general malaise.


“Cliff Clavin is a character on the television show Cheers,” she said.


“Yeah, crazy coincidence, right?”


“What old building?” she asked him.


He turned to the window and pointed at a five-story building on the other side of the parking lot. “That one.”


The building was an architectural artifact from the swinging ’60s with its lava rock accents, big tinted windows, and a lobby portico topped with white gravel.


“That was the original hospital,” Stott said. “We moved out of there a year ago. We built this new one to handle the demand for beds that we wrongly anticipated would come from . . .”


Kate wasn’t listening. She was already running out the door. The instant she saw the other building, she knew exactly how she and those six wealthy patients had been duped. The man in the photo on her iPhone wasn’t Cliff Clavin, and he wasn’t an engineer. He was Nicolas Fox, the man she’d been pursuing when she’d stumbled on the organ transplant scheme.


Fox was an international con man and thief, known for the sheer audacity of his high-risk swindles and heists and for the obvious joy he took in pulling them off. No matter how big his scores were, and he’d had some huge ones, he kept going back for more.


Kate had made it her mission at the FBI to nail him. She’d come close two years ago, when she’d discovered Nick’s plot to plunder a venture capitalist’s twentieth-story Chicago penthouse of all his cash and jewels at the same time that the self-proclaimed “King of Hostile Takeovers” was getting married in the living room.


It was a ballsy move, and pure Nick Fox. To pull it off, he somehow got himself hired as the wedding planner and brought in a motley crew of thieves as the caterers. When Kate crashed the wedding with a strike team, Nick’s crew scattered like cockroaches when the lights go on, and Nick parachuted off the top of the building.


Choppers were called in, streets were closed, roadblocks were set up, and buildings were searched, but Nick slipped away. When Kate finally straggled into her hotel room at dawn, there was a bottle of champagne and a bouquet of roses waiting for her. All from Nick. And charged to her room, of course. The whole time she’d been hunting for Nick, he’d been relaxing in her room, watching pay-per-view movies, ordering room service, and helping himself to the Toblerones in her minibar. He’d even stolen the towels on his way out.


The bastard is having way too much fun at my expense, Kate thought as she bolted through the hospital lobby, out the door past two surprised agents, and charged across the parking lot.


When she reached the cyclone fence around the old hospital building, she was sweating and her heart was pounding so hard she could almost hear it. She drew her gun and slowly approached the entrance to the lobby. As she got closer, she saw a red carpet and a sign that had been obscured in the shadows of the alcove under the portico. The sign read:


Welcome to the St. Cosmas Concierge Medical Center.


Please excuse our dust as we remodel to give you more privacy, luxury, and state-of-the art care.


Hugging the lava-rock walls she made her way to the door, yanked it open, and spun into the open space in a firing stance. But there was no one to aim at. Kate faced an elegantly furnished lobby decked out with contemporary leather furniture, travertine floors, and lush plants. On the wall behind the empty reception desk were photos of the surgical staff. She looked at the photos and immediately recognized two of the faces. One of them belonged to Nick Fox, a stethoscope around his neck, exuding doctorly strength and confidence. The other one was her, with a dopey, drunken smile on her face. Her picture had been lifted, cropped, and photoshopped from the bridal-party pictures taken years ago that were now on her sister Megan’s Facebook page. “Dr. William Scholl” was written in bronze letters under Nick’s photo, “Dr. Eunice Huffnagle” under hers.


Okay, so where was the “surgical staff” now? she asked herself. And what about the six rich patients who’d come from far and wide for organ transplants?


Kate headed for the double doors that were located to one side of the reception desk. She pushed them open and stepped into a foyer, ready to fire. But once again, there was no one there. Directly in front of her were three more sets of double doors. One was marked “Operating Room #1,” the second “Post-Op #1,” and the third “Pre-Op.” An elevator was to her left. A stairwell door was to her right.


She eased open the door to the operating room and found a fully decked out surgical suite that took its design cues from an Apple Store. Everything was sleek and white. All the equipment gleamed like new cars on a showroom floor.


She closed the door and peeked into the post-op room. There was the standard hospital bed, the IV stand, and the usual monitoring devices, but the similarities to any other hospital room ended there. The room was luxuriously appointed with fancy French furniture, ornate shelves filled with leather-bound books, a flat-screen TV, and a wet bar stocked with assorted spirits.


He’s smart, she thought. Posing as an asbestos removal company was the perfect cover for Nick’s scam. It ensured that everyone at the hospital kept their distance from the old building while Nick and his crew were actually creating an elaborate set and staging their con.


Finally, she went to the pre-op room. The door opened onto a long ward with an abandoned nurses station and several curtained-off areas behind it. She stepped inside and cautiously slid open the first curtain. An unconscious middle-aged man in a hospital gown was stretched out on a gurney and hooked up to an IV drip. Kate checked his pulse. It was strong.


She made her way through the ward, yanking open curtains as she passed. All six of the men who’d come in that day from the airport were there, each of them sound asleep and, she assumed, a million dollars poorer.


The windows in the building vibrated, and she heard the unmistakable thwap-thwap-thwap of helicopter blades above her. Nick Fox was on the roof, she thought. Again!


She ran out of the room and to the stairwell, climbing the four flights as fast as she could, which was remarkably speedy for a woman whose most frequent dinner companions were Colonel Sanders, Long John Silver, Ronald McDonald, and the Five Guys.


Kate burst onto the roof ready to fire and saw a blue Las Vegas Aerial Tours chopper on the helipad, its side door open, several “doctors” and “nurses” inside.


Nick Fox was not among them. He stood casually midway between her and the helicopter with his hands in his pockets, the wind created by the chopper blades whipping at his hair and flaring his white lab coat like a superhero’s cape.


Kate had created the man of her dreams when she was twelve, and she’d hung on to the image. The dream man had soft brown hair, intelligent brown eyes, and a boyish grin. He was six feet tall with a slim agile body. He was smart and sexy and playful. So it was with terrible irony that over the course of the last couple years it dawned on Kate that Nick Fox was the living embodiment of her dream man.


“Dr. Scholl?” Kate yelled over the chopper noise. “Really?”


“It’s a very respected name in medicine,” Nick yelled back. “Glad to see you’re wearing sensible shoes.”


Nick knew she always wore Dr. Scholl’s gels in her black Nikes. It was one of the many things he’d learned about her over the last couple years. Most of what he’d learned intrigued him. Some of it was downright scary. The scary part was offset by a physical attraction to her that he couldn’t explain.


Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her flawless skin had a slight sheen from her dash across the parking lot and up the stairs. Sexy, but he suspected the fantasy the sheen inspired was better than the reality. She was the job. Probably wore Kevlar to bed. End of story. Still, he did enjoy playing with her. He liked her big blue eyes, cute little nose, slim athletic body, and her earnest dedication to making the world a more law-abiding place. It made his dedication to crime much more interesting.


“You’re under arrest,” she shouted.


“How do you figure that?”


“Because I’ve got my gun on you, and I’m a great shot.” She took a step toward him.


He took a step back. “I’m sure you are, but you’re not going to shoot me.”


“Frankly, I’m surprised I haven’t shot you already.” She took another step toward him.


“Still upset about those Toblerones?” He took another step back.


“Take one more step, and I’ll put you down.”


“You can’t,” he said.


“I can shoot the testicles off an eagle from a hundred yards.”


“Eagles don’t have testicles.”


“I may suck when it comes to metaphors, but my aim is excellent.”


“You can’t shoot me because I am unarmed and not presenting any threat of physical harm.”


“I can shoot the helicopter.”


“And risk it crashing into a hospital full of children? I don’t think so.”


“The hospital isn’t full of children.”


“You’re missing the point.” He stole a glance down at the parking lot to see scores of FBI agents rushing toward the building and then looked back at her to see she’d advanced two steps closer. “It was really good seeing you again, Kate.”


“It’s Special Agent O’Hare to you,” she said. “And you’re not going anywhere.”


He smiled and bolted for the chopper.


“Damn!” She holstered her gun and charged after him.


Even after racing up four flights of stairs she was still faster than he was, and she took a lot of pleasure in that. She was quickly closing the distance between them, and she was pretty certain that she’d get her hands on him before he could climb inside the chopper.


Apparently the pilot and Nick’s crew shared her optimism, because the chopper suddenly lifted up and out over the edge of the building, leaving their ringleader behind. Nick picked up speed and kept running as if the rooftop extended another hundred yards instead of just a few more feet.


With mounting horror, Kate realized what he intended to do. He was going to jump. And this time, he didn’t have a parachute.


“Don’t!” she yelled, launching herself at him, hoping to take him down with a flying tackle before he could make a suicidal mistake. Too late. She missed him by inches, and hit the concrete hard just as Nick leapt off the building toward the hovering chopper. Her heart stopped for a couple beats while he was in midair, and resumed beating when he latched on to the helicopter’s landing skid. He held on with one hand, blew her a kiss, and the chopper veered off toward the Las Vegas Strip.


Within seconds of his escape, Kate was on the radio, trying to get a police chopper into the air and patrol cars on the ground to chase Nick’s helicopter. Kate knew it was a waste of time and effort, but she went through the motions anyway.


There were half a dozen identical Las Vegas Aerial Tours choppers in the airspace above the Strip, and even though only one of them had a man hanging from a landing skid, by the time she got the word out Nick’s helicopter had disappeared. It didn’t help that in all the excitement, she’d failed to note the chopper’s tail number and had nothing to give to air traffic controllers so they could track its transponder. Not that it would have mattered. The helicopter wasn’t actually part of the tour company’s fleet. It had just been painted to appear as if it was.


Kate sped straight from the hospital back to the room she’d booked at Circus Circus, the least expensive hotel on the Strip. She approached her door quietly, one hand on her holstered gun. She slipped her key card into the lock and slowly eased open the door, hoping Nick Fox had been arrogant enough to pull the same stunt twice, hoping to catch him in the act.


No such luck. The room was empty and smelled like a freshly chlorinated swimming pool. She sat down on the edge of the bed and sighed. Not her best day. And she knew she’d catch a lot of crap for letting Nick get away instead of finding an excuse to shoot him. She certainly had plenty of them, the latest one being the picture of “Dr. Eunice Huffnagle” that she’d managed to snatch off the wall before anyone noticed it.


Kate stared glumly at her reflection in the mirror and started to take off her Kevlar vest. And that’s when she noticed it. She didn’t believe it at first, and had to look over her shoulder to confirm it, but there it was: a Toblerone bar on her pillow.
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SIX MONTHS LATER . . .


When the average person accumulates more stuff than he can fit into his house, he’ll haul everything to a rented cinder-block storage unit, stick a cheap padlock on the roll-up door, and immediately start buying more junk. If you’re someone as old and rich as Roland Larsen Kibbee, you build a museum for it all, carve your name in marble out front, and charge admission so everybody can admire your stuff and, by extension, you.


Not only does opening a museum free up some room in your mansion, it has the added benefit of being a great status symbol, one that’s hard to top even in an age when billionaires are launching rockets into space. Roland’s collection of paintings, sculptures, and jewelry was acquired with the fortune he’d earned snatching up distressed California farms, kicking the owners off their properties, and harvesting their crops using the cheapest labor possible, thus becoming one of the state’s largest employers of illegal immigrants and a pillar of Mexico’s economy.


Of course he didn’t build his museum in Mexico. He established the Roland Larsen Kibbee Art Collection in San Francisco, in a massive Pacific Heights mansion, modeled after a French château.


Roland’s business practices clashed with the liberal ideals of his twenty-six-year-old curator Clarissa Hart, but her master’s degree in fine arts wasn’t getting her any work, she had $97,000 in student loans to pay off, and if she had to live another day with her parents, she’d smother them in their sleep. So she swallowed her ideals and took the paycheck each month from Roland. And while the Kibbee wasn’t the Guggenheim or the Getty, and the artwork, most of it nudes, made Clarissa feel like she was a hostess at the Playboy Mansion, she took solace in the fact that she was still a museum curator.


The collection of paintings and objets d’art was displayed in hallways and intimate salons to make the visitors feel as if they were guests in Roland’s home, though the eighty-five-year-old agribusiness magnate had never lived there. He lived in Palm Beach, Florida, with a twenty-two-year-old stripper named LaRhonda who was waiting for him to die. After he breathed his last agonizing breath she hoped to get her hands on the Crimson Teardrop, a rare two-carat red diamond that was his latest acquisition.


The Teardrop was also the Kibbee’s best shot at wide recognition, and in anticipation of the Crimson Teardrop’s opening-night display, the marble floors were being polished, the paneling was being restained, and the leather couches and armchairs were being replaced with new models. Clarissa was playing tour guide to SFPD Inspector Norman Peterson, who’d shown up to talk with her about traffic control during the exhibition and to make sure the museum had taken adequate security measures to protect the diamond.


“I’ve driven by this place a thousand times and never noticed there was a museum here,” Peterson said, rubbing a mustache that looked like a very large caterpillar taking a nap under his bulbous nose.


He wore his badge on a lanyard around his neck in what Clarissa assumed was an unsuccessful attempt to cover his big belly and the mustard stain on his tie. She placed him in his mid-thirties, though he wouldn’t see forty if he didn’t change his eating habits.


She was right about the age, but wrong about everything else. Inspector Peterson was actually Nick Fox, padded to look fat, his face disguised by layers of expertly applied prosthetics and makeup.


“We’re a boutique museum,” Clarissa said as they made their way around the crew that was putting the new furniture into place.


“What’s that mean?”


She could have said that it meant they were smaller, more intimate, and more carefully curated than larger museums, but something about him, and his absolute lack of pretension, changed her mind.


“It means that people drive by this place a thousand times and never notice us.”


“That’s a shame, because you’ve got some good stuff here.” Nick stopped to look at a life-size five-hundred-year-old marble statue of a naked woman sitting on a tree stump and clutching her left breast. “You’d think she’d have brought a pillow or a blanket to sit on.”


“She was beyond those kinds of concerns.”


“Nobody wants to get a splinter in their butt. Who was she?”


“Aphrodite,” Clarissa said.


“Don’t know her,” Nick said. “But keep in mind, you’re talking to a guy who walks through the Wax Museum on Fisherman’s Wharf and doesn’t recognize half of the supposedly famous people on display.”


Clarissa gave him a look, just to check if he was teasing her, and decided that his remark was genuine. She’d never visited the Wax Museum but knew they probably got more visitors in a day than the Kibbee got in a month.


“She’s the Greek goddess of love, Inspector. Her origin story is interesting. The young and envious Titan Cronus wanted to dethrone his father, Uranus, ruler of the universe. So Cronus cut off his father’s genitals with a scythe, threw them into the ocean, and Aphrodite rose up out of the frothy waves.”


“And she symbolizes love?” Nick said. “That’s brutal.”


“You could say that’s the theme behind every piece in the Kibbee collection,” she said, though she doubted there was any theme at all to Roland’s collecting of artwork, or wives, besides an obvious breast fixation. “The dark side of love. That’s also the allure of the Crimson Teardrop.”


“I thought it’s because it’s worth a gajillion dollars.”


“Closer to fifteen million. It’s an exquisite diamond, but as a piece of art its value comes from its history.” She led him into the salon where the Crimson Teardrop was displayed in the center of the room, in a glass box, on top of an ornate marble pedestal. “It’s named for all the love, death, and sadness that has surrounded it.”


Nick was well aware of the diamond’s history. The diamond had been discovered in 1912 by two young British naturalists hiking through South Africa. The couple were deeply in love, and intended to use the stone in a wedding ring, but when word got out about their find, they were hacked apart by machete-wielding thieves, and the diamond was stolen.


The stone somehow made its way to Russia, where it was fashioned into a necklace that Tsar Nicholas Romanov gave as a gift to his wife, Alexandra. She later passed it along to her daughter Anastasia, who was wearing it under her clothing, along with other heirloom jewelry, when the family was executed in July 1918.


The jewels pillaged from Anastasia’s corpse, as well as those hidden on the other Romanovs and their servants, were sold and resold, and the necklace didn’t appear again until November 3, 1929. That’s when banker Dick Epperson and his wife, Dollie, left destitute by the stock market crash late the previous month, dressed in their finery, kissed each other, and then jumped hand in hand off the balcony of their Park Avenue apartment. The Crimson Teardrop was around Dollie’s neck. No one knew how she’d come to possess it, but her heirs quickly sold it to pay off debts.


More owners and tragedies followed over the decades, none making news until, legend has it, the Crimson Teardrop was acquired by a secret admirer who supposedly gave it as a present to Marilyn Monroe shortly before her death in 1962. The diamond wasn’t actually seen again until recently, when oil company heiress Victoria Burrows died at the age of eighty-seven in the Santa Barbara home she hadn’t left since the death of her husband in 1965.


Roland Larson Kibbee snatched the diamond up at the Burrows estate sale, and now it’s my turn to snatch it from Kibbee, Nick thought.


“They say the diamond is cursed,” Clarissa said. “Especially for lovers.”


“Somebody is going to want to steal it anyway. What’s to stop them?”


“A state-of-the-art alarm system, magnetic fields around the doors and windows, and, in this room alone, motion detectors, heat sensors, and a half dozen wireless cameras, and that’s just for starters,” she said. “You’ll notice there are no windows or doors in here.”


“Of course I did,” Nick said, looking around. “I am a trained detective.” And thief.


“The room is essentially a nicely decorated open vault. There’s only one way in, through the archway behind you. If any of the security systems are tripped, a recessed two-foot-thick reinforced steel door drops down, trapping the would-be thief inside and sending an instant alert directly to your police station. How fast do you think you can get here once the alarm is tripped?”


“You got the guy trapped, right?”


“Virtually entombed. The steel door is designed to withstand explosives and hours of concentrated assault by drills and blowtorches.”


“So what’s the rush?” Nick shrugged. “Maybe I’ll stop by Starbucks on the way just to make the guy sweat.”


“Assuming he wasn’t squashed under a half ton of steel before he even got inside the room.”


“Then there’s even less of a reason to hurry,” Nick said. “Tell me now what your favorite coffee is and I’ll pick you up one, too, if the situation ever arises.”


“Cinnamon Dolce Latte, if you please.” She smiled. The guy wasn’t much to look at, but he had charm. “Would you like to see the rest of the museum?”


“Are there more naked women?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Lead on.”


“This is sort of awkward,” she said, “but there was a Norm Peterson on Cheers.”


“No relation,” Nick said.


At 9:52 that same night, if you’d happened to be inside the Kibbee, you would have had the opportunity to see a most remarkable sight. Sadly for the two guards in the front office who were half-heartedly watching the surveillance camera feeds, the sight was not made available to them.


Earlier in the day, a leather armchair and a matching couch had been placed in the hallway outside the salon where the Crimson Teardrop was on display. There were cameras in the hallway aimed at the chair and couch, but one side of each piece of furniture was not visible to the cameras, and it was on those sides that the upholstery began to peel away and reveal two men. One of the men had been folded in a sitting position in the chair. The second man had been lying inside the couch. Both men were completely clad, from head to toe, in skintight green bodysuits.


If Spider-Man was entirely green, couldn’t shoot webs from his wrists, wasn’t ripped, and was self-conscious about the contours of his privates being so out there, these guys were what he’d look like.


Chair Man stood up and removed a folded green bedsheet and a small green gym bag from within the chair. Couch Man slid out and removed two thin boards wrapped in green fabric from within his couch. The lightweight boards were roughly the same size as his body and had handles on their backs, which allowed him to hold them like shields.


At that same moment, one of the two security guards looked at the monitor showing the camera feed from the hallway and saw nothing unusual. Chair Man and Couch Man and the contours of their privates and the things they carried were absolutely invisible on the camera feed.


Chair Man opened his bag, crouched in front of the archway, and took out a green aerosol can, which he sprayed in front of the archway walls, where he knew the heat and motion sensors were hidden. He and Couch Man waited for the mist to clear, then Couch Man handed one of the shields to Chair Man. The two green men, standing behind their boards, entered on either side of the archway. They each stopped in front of the archway frame, unfolded legs from the backs of the boards, and left them in place.


The half-ton steel door hidden above their heads didn’t come crashing down, so they continued into the salon devoted to the Crimson Teardrop display. There was no corner of the room that was obscured from the view of the many hidden cameras, and yet none of them picked up the two men or what they carried.


Chair Man set the green gym bag and the green sheet on the floor in front of the pedestal holding the Teardrop. He picked up one edge of the sheet, Couch Man picked up the other, and they slowly lifted it up in unison and draped the fabric gently over the entire display. Chair Man slipped under the sheet with a glass-cutting tool and began to cut into the Teardrop’s protective glass box. The cut was barely a scratch, hardly visible to the naked eye, but the instant the glass was breached, an alarm sounded and the steel door came crashing down in the archway, rocking the building like an earthquake and trapping the two green men inside the room.
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Nick Fox, in his guise as Inspector Norman Peterson, arrived within twenty minutes of the alarm call, carrying two cups of coffee from Starbucks, one of which he handed to Clarissa Hart, who stood anxiously outside the steel door with the two security guards who’d been watching the monitors.


“One Cinnamon Dolce Latte, as promised, though I didn’t expect I’d ever have to come through on it.” Nick tipped his head toward the lanky young man in the corduroy jacket who’d arrived with him. “This is my partner, Inspector Ed Brown.”


Brown nodded. It wasn’t his real name, of course. Not even Nick knew what that was. Every time he’d worked with “Brown,” the man had a different name and a different look.


“What set off the alarm?” Nick asked, taking a sip of his coffee, seeming to be in no hurry at all to apprehend the thieves trapped on the other side of the steel door.


“There’s a sensor that monitors the air pressure inside the glass box that contains the Crimson Teardrop. It’s tripped the instant the glass is breached. But here’s what makes no sense, Inspector,” she said, holding up her iPhone. “This is the feed from one of the security cameras. As you can see, there’s nobody inside the room, but there’s no way out and the image is definitely live. You can see the steel door in the archway.”


“But you can’t see pieces of this,” Nick said, gesturing to the chunks of green Styrofoam on the floor from whatever had been crushed by the steel door.


Clarissa stared at the iPhone, then at Nick. “You’re right. Are you saying this isn’t a live feed?”


“No, it’s live.”


“Then I don’t understand,” she said.


“Are you familiar with Harry Potter?” Nick asked.


“Of course I am,” she said.


“Then you know about his Cloak of Invisibility,” Nick said, sipping his coffee again and getting a bit of foam in his mustache.


She smiled. “You think the thief is a wizard?”


“No, but he was working for one, who is long gone now and ran the whole show from a fake phone-company truck that was parked down the street.”


“How do you know that?”


“We drove past it on our way here.” Nick wiped the foam off his mustache with his finger, and wiped his finger on his pants.


“I meant, how do you know it’s fake?”


“I didn’t then, but I do now, because of this.” Nick nudged a chunk of Styrofoam with his shoe. “That’s green-colored Styrofoam wrapped in polyester.”


“Sort of like you and your suit,” Brown said with a grin, glancing at Clarissa to see if he’d scored a point with her. He hadn’t, but he had with the two guards, which was no consolation.


“What’s so significant about the polyester?” Clarissa asked.


“Polyester has very low thermal conductivity,” Nick said.


Clarissa nodded with understanding. “So the thief used the polyester-wrapped board as a wall to block the heat sensors from picking him up as he entered the room.”


“That’s right.”


Nick toasted her with his cup, she toasted him back, and Brown grimaced.


Clarissa regarded the inspector as if seeing him for the first time. Physically he wasn’t much to look at, and after she’d had to explain to him who Aphrodite was, she’d dismissed him as an uneducated, though very likeable, oaf. Now she realized that she’d gotten him all wrong. This guy was no oaf. He was sharp, and comfortable in his own skin. The more he spoke, the more she liked him.


“I may have missed something, Inspector,” she said, “but what does all of this have to do with why we can’t see the thief in the room?”


“He’s green,” Nick said.


“He’s done pretty well for an amateur,” Brown said.


“I meant, Ed, that he’s wearing green. The same color as these heat shields, which brings me back to Harry Potter and his Cloak of Invisibility,” Nick said. “It’s a movie special effect. The wizard behind this crime used the same technique that Hollywood uses to put actors on alien worlds that don’t exist or in the cockpits of fighter jets that aren’t actually in the air. They have the actors perform in front of a green screen and then they use a computer to replace the green background with something else, a still or moving image. But our wizard did the reverse.”


“He put the thief and his tools in green,” Clarissa said, getting it now. “The wizard, sitting with a laptop in that fake phone truck outside, tapped into our surveillance camera feeds to replace the thief, and anything else that was green, with video of whatever was behind them, making them appear invisible.”


Nick nodded. “Then the thief draped a Cloak of Invisibility over the Crimson Teardrop display so he could steal the diamond without being seen.”


“How did he do that?” Brown asked.


“He threw a green sheet over it, and the wizard composited a still image of the Crimson Teardrop display over that,” Nick said. “What the guards saw was an empty room and the Crimson Teardrop safely on display.”


“That’s brilliant,” Clarissa said. “The wizard is a genius.”


“He’s a complete screwup,” Brown said. “You’re forgetting that we’re out here and the thief is in there with the diamond, ergo the plan didn’t work.”


“But he came close to pulling it off,” Clarissa said. “You’ve got to give him credit for that.”


Nick nodded in agreement. “A guy this smart has probably been at this awhile. The FBI might have some idea who he is, assuming the thief isn’t kind enough to tell us. Speaking of which, I’d say it’s time that we met our guest. Can you raise the curtain, please, Ms. Hart?”


Clarissa walked to a painting on the wall and moved it aside to reveal a hidden keypad.


Nick looked at the guards. “You two stand aside and keep your weapons in your holsters. We don’t want any accidents.”


Nick set down his coffee cup and drew his own weapon. He and Brown stood in firing stance and faced the steel door. Clarissa typed a code into the keypad. The steel door rose with a heavy groan to reveal two men in green bodysuits sitting glumly on the floor, their hands on their heads. The green sheet was in a clump at the base of the pedestal. The Crimson Teardrop shimmered untouched in its glass case.


“SFPD,” Brown said. “You’re under arrest.”


“You took your damn time,” Chair Man said. “I thought we were going to suffocate in here.”


“Cuff ’em and read ’em their rights, Ed,” Nick said, and tossed Brown his set of cuffs.


Clarissa stared at Nick with unabashed admiration. He was like a real-life Columbo, only much younger and without the glass eye.


“Are you single, Inspector?” she asked.


“Sadly, yes,” he said.


“On the contrary,” she said, slipping her card into his back pocket and giving it a pat.


The Crown Vic siren wailed as the car sped down Van Ness Avenue. Fog was spreading out from the bay and over the city, and the Vic’s headlights fought through the thickening mist. Brown drove, and Nick sat beside him with the green gym bag on his lap. Chair Man and Couch Man were handcuffed in the backseat.


“Did you have to blather on and on for so long?” Couch Man asked.


“I was selling the con,” Nick said.


The elaborate crime had gone down exactly like he’d laid it out to Clarissa, except that he’d been the wizard behind the camera trickery in the fake phone-company truck. And he’d left out that he’d intercepted the alarm signal from the Kibbee before it could reach the police department.


“You were showing off,” Brown said. “You couldn’t resist telling her just how brilliant you think you are.”


“It was all part of the act. You can turn the siren off. People are trying to sleep.”


“What’s the point of driving a police car if you don’t use the siren?”


“I have to hand it to you,” Chair Man said to Nick. “Intentionally getting caught is the way to go. It really cuts down on the stress.”


“I told you so,” Nick said, opening the bag and taking out the Crimson Teardrop to admire it. “It’s much easier to let the security system beat you than to try to beat it.”


“It would have been even less stressful if I didn’t have to wear something that showed everybody my junk,” Couch Man said, tossing his handcuffs onto the floor.


“Don’t be so self-conscious,” Chair Man said, removing his green hood and running his hand through his sweat-soaked red hair. “You don’t have anything everybody hasn’t seen before.”


“Easy for you to say,” Couch Man replied, “you’re hung like Godzilla’s horse.”


“Thanks,” Chair Man said. “Spread the word to all the hot girls you know.”


“Godzilla didn’t ride a horse,” Brown said.


Couch Man pulled off his green hood. “Well, if he did, the horse would be hung huge.”


Nick dropped the diamond back into the bag and zipped it up. He wondered how long it would take before anybody spotted the fake they’d left at the Kibbee. He peeled off his mustache, which itched like poison ivy, and tossed it out the window. The fake nose was next to go.


“C’mon, turn off the siren. There’s no sense drawing attention to ourselves,” Nick said.


Brown did as he was told. “You’re no fun, Nick.”


“How can you say that?” Nick said. “You got to be a cop.”


“The dumb cop,” Brown said.


“It’s better than being the ugly fat one,” Nick said.


“You’d think so,” Brown said. “But you still got the girl’s number.”


“He always does,” Couch Man said with admiration.


Nick was too distracted to be flattered. He’d glanced at the street ahead and saw something in the fog, just beyond the next traffic light, that he wasn’t expecting: a San Francisco Public Utilities Commission water crew was digging up the street. He could see a backhoe, a few workers wearing reflective suits and hard hats, and a big pile of dirt in the intersection blocking one of the two southbound lanes.


“What’s wrong?” Brown asked.


“There wasn’t any scheduled street maintenance on the books for tonight,” Nick said. “I checked this morning.”


“Maybe there was a power outage or a burst pipe,” Brown said. “Things happen.”


“All the lights in the neighborhood are on and I don’t see any water on the street,” Nick said. “Make a U-turn at the intersection.”


“And go back the way we came?” Chair Man said. “That’s not a good idea.”


“You’re being paranoid,” Brown said.


“Just do it,” Nick said, sitting up straight. He had a bad feeling.


Brown started to make a U-turn in the intersection. And that’s when Nick looked out the passenger window and saw the headlights of a speeding Muni bus cutting through the fog like a freight train emerging from a dark tunnel. The bus T-boned their car, sending it rolling over and over and over before it finally came to rest wheels up on the sidewalk.


Nick was conscious but dazed, hanging upside down, belted into his seat, as the passenger-side airbag pressed against his face deflated with a hiss. The airbag, and the padding around his waist that he’d used to create his fake belly, had insulated him from injury. He heard the moans and groans of the other three men, which was good. It meant they were alive. His subconscious Scotty did an instantaneous full diagnostic and reported to his conscious mind, his inner Captain Kirk, that aye, they’d taken a beating, but all systems were functioning.


I can get you impulse power, Captain, but the warp drives are down. It will take me at least two days to repair ’em.


Make it two minutes, Scotty.


You’re asking for the impossible!


That’s what we’re paid to do, Mister.


He closed his eyes, shook his head, and willed himself to focus. He opened his eyes again. Through the shattered windshield he could make out the SFPUC workers running toward the car, and he could see that they were carrying guns. So much for them being SFPUC workers.


Nick heard a crunch of glass shards under someone’s shoes. He turned his head and looked out the open passenger window. He could see whoever it was only from the waist down. The guy was wearing jeans and black Nikes, walking slowly and deliberately toward the car and holding a Glock casually at his side.


Nick’s first thought was that another crew was ripping them off. There was a whole class of predators who specialized in hijacking scores made by crooks more ingenious and industrious than they were. It was one of the risks of the profession, especially when several parties had their eye on the same high-profile prize. Let the best man get there first, then take it from him.


His second thought was more of a wish. He hoped whoever it was wouldn’t put a bullet in his head before walking away with the Crimson Teardrop. But if the guy was smart, he would shoot him, because Nick vowed in that moment to follow the bastard to the ends of the earth and steal the jewel back in the most personally humiliating and financially devastating swindle he could devise.


The guy stopped at Nick’s window, aimed his gun inside, and then crouched down to look at him.


“You’re under arrest,” FBI Special Agent Kate O’Hare said.
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Kate hated the Federal Building on Mission and Seventh, which was designed not only to be environmentally friendly but also to promote healthy living among the people who worked in it. The main elevators stopped only on every third floor, ensuring that everyone had to walk up or down a flight or two of stairs every day. The only elevator that went to each floor was strictly reserved for deliveries and the disabled, so whenever a case brought Kate to San Francisco, she’d fake a debilitating limp. Sometimes she even brought a cane.


“Gunshot wound,” she’d say when given a dubious look on the elevator by an agent in a wheelchair. “Tulsa, ’06.”


Or “IED, Kandahar. Damn shrapnel.”


From this day forward, she hoped that the San Francisco Federal Building would take on special meaning for her. The sight of it would always remind her of the day she finally nailed Nick Fox. And not, as she feared now, of the forty-five minutes and counting she’d spent in the twelfth-floor women’s bathroom, her stomach cramped with anxiety.


She’d taken an inordinate amount of time with her hair this morning, brushing it out and letting it fall to her shoulders, studying herself in the mirror. Everyone said she had her mother’s hair. Deep chestnut, thick, and straight as a pin. Easy to manage unless it was confronted by humidity, and then it was a disaster. The brushed-out hair wasn’t right, she decided. Too much of it. Too Saturday night. She tried wrapping it into a French braid and hated it. Too formal. So she pulled her hair into a ponytail, just like always.


She’d started out with makeup too. And it looked pretty good until she threw up. So now she was standing at the sink in her gray Ann Taylor pantsuit and white blouse, her face freshly scrubbed, her sleeves pushed up, her hands resting on the counter.


“Jeez Louise, get a grip!” she said to herself in the mirror. “This is supposed to be your finest hour. This is what you’ve worked for: to put him away. So do it. Finish the job.” She popped open the third button of her blouse, applied fresh lipstick, and gave her lashes a swipe of mascara. “Eat your heart out, Nick Fox,” she whispered to the mirror. “It’ll be decades before you get up close and personal with a woman. Only one of many life experiences you can kiss goodbye.”


Okay, so she felt a little stupid talking to herself like that, but she was getting into a frame of mind, right? She’d gotten rid of her breakfast burrito, and now she was going to walk into that interrogation room, and she’d own it. Nick Fox was a beaten man, and she’d remind him with every look, with every gesture, with every inflection of her voice, that she was the one who’d beaten him. She wouldn’t let herself be manipulated by his charm. Nothing would distract her from her goal. It wasn’t enough to get a conviction. There were millions of dollars in cash, jewelry, and art that he’d swindled and stolen that had never been recovered. He knew where it all was and she’d make him give it up. Without cleavage. She closed the third button of her blouse. She didn’t need to use even a hint of her sexuality to crack him. That would be cheating. Not to mention, she wasn’t down with the whole seduction thing. Truth is, it had been a while since she’d used her feminine charms. Maybe never.


She sucked in her stomach and stood military straight. She was ready to go. She had her mission. Time to go accomplish it.


The door opened and Agent in Charge Carl Jessup walked in. Jessup was her boss, up from Los Angeles just for the occasion. Jessup was a lean and sinewy Kentuckian in his fifties with a craggy face that looked like a crumpled road map, each line a rough road taken, or a detour that went nowhere, or a wrong turn that had sent him over a cliff. And from the looks of it, he’d been over a lot of cliffs.


“This is the women’s room,” Kate said. “You can’t come in here.”


“I infiltrated the Ku Klux Klan and lived with them for three years,” he said. “I think I can walk through a door marked ‘Women’ and come out unscathed.”


“It’s a question of decency and respect for a woman’s privacy.”


“You hit Nick Fox with a bus.”


“He was fleeing,” she said.


“He wasn’t being chased,” Jessup said.


“He and another member of his crew had guns and therefore presented a credible threat to the safety and lives of others.”


“The guns weren’t loaded,” he said. “There wasn’t a single bullet in their possession.”


“We didn’t know that at the time,” she said.


“Sounds to me like you’re rehearsing your defense for a board of inquiry. Do I look like a board of inquiry?”


“Yes, in that they are typically made up entirely of men over the age of forty, even though nineteen percent of FBI special agents are women. But the board rarely convenes in women’s bathrooms, so I’d have to go with no.”


“Let me repeat myself. You hit Nick Fox with a bus!”


“I got a lot of flack from you and everybody else for letting him get away in Vegas, remember?”


“And that made you so angry, you wanted to hit him with a bus,” Jessup said. “So you did.”


“Yes,” she said.


“Just so we’re clear, you and I.”


“We’re clear,” she said.


He nodded, satisfied. “How did it feel?”


“Great,” she said, breaking into a smile. “Unbelievably great.”


“I’d leave that part out when you meet with all those men on the board of inquiry,” Jessup said. “But don’t worry, I’ll handle them. It took five long years of dogged pursuit and investigation, but you got your man. That’s what the FBI is all about. Now put him away and claw back what he stole.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Sometime today would be nice.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Got some butterflies in your stomach?”


“Butterflies are awfully girlie for a woman who carries a Glock, don’t you think?”


“Okay. African killer bees.”


“That’s more like it.”


“Don’t sweat it, O’Hare. I’ve stared into the eye of the porcelain god a few times after a big arrest. You’re feeling the adrenaline, that’s all.” He looked around the room and frowned. “It smells nice, and there aren’t any urinals, but other than that, this isn’t any different than a men’s room.”


“What were you expecting?”


“A bowl of mints, maybe a tea service.”


She turned and looked at him. “You spent three years undercover as a white supremacist?”


“Yeah,” he said.


“How did you live with yourself?”


“I became an alcoholic,” Jessup said, and left the room.


She gave herself another once-over, unbuttoned the third button of her blouse, and followed Jessup.


Nick Fox wore a white T-shirt and polyester slacks and sat at a gunmetal-gray table. He was in a lopsided chair, his hands cuffed behind his back and the chain around his ankles locked into a steel eyelet on the floor. He faced the mirror that hid the agents watching him in the next room, but of course he knew that they were there. It was like he was starring in a play and the stage lights were so bright in his eyes that he couldn’t see the audience in the darkness.


Kate came in carrying a fat, dog-eared file, her crisp white shirt unbuttoned enough to show cleavage. He knew the show of cleavage wasn’t normal for her, and he appreciated the effort. He would have appreciated it even more if she’d popped a fourth button.


He smiled and Kate was almost blinded by the wattage. How does he do that? she wondered. She should have worn sunglasses, she thought, like those poker players on TV.


She sat down at the table, placed the file in front of her, opened it, and examined one of the pages. “You’re in a lot of trouble,” she said.


“I know,” he said. “I was taken to an ER last night and I don’t have medical insurance. It’s going to cost me a fortune. Those crooks charge fifty dollars for a tongue depressor.”


“Was your tongue depressed?”


“Thankfully, no. It’s very well adjusted.”


“Because it gets a lot of exercise. You’ve got to be a fast talker in your line of work.”


“I’m a professional hand model.”


“You’re a con man and thief, wanted on three continents,” she said. “That’s how I knew you’d be at the Kibbee. It was the first time in decades that anyone knew exactly where to find the Crimson Teardrop and a rare window of opportunity to steal it. You couldn’t resist. I was at the auction house in Santa Barbara, waiting for you to make your move before the diamond sold, but you didn’t show.”


“Sorry to have disappointed you,” he said.


“It’s okay,” she said. “You’re here now, that’s what counts. And unless you can make a deal with me today, you’ll be spending the rest of your life in prison.”


He cocked his head, bewildered. “I don’t see why.”


“Well, for starters, we have you for impersonating a police officer, wiretapping, and possession of stolen property,” she said. “And that’s not even counting the outstanding charges on your last swindle.”


“What swindle?”


“You bilked six men in Las Vegas out of a million dollars each for organ transplants that they didn’t get.”


“Really? There are people who’ve accused me of that?”


She shifted in her seat. She didn’t know whether he’d guessed, or knew for a fact, that not one of the six men had ID’d his photo, or admitted to paying him a dime, or pressed any charges. They didn’t want to confess to trying to buy their way to the top of the organ-transplant lists and they didn’t want him caught to contradict their story. So they claimed they’d come for face-lifts and had only seen a nurse. Each man gave a conflicting description of her.


“No,” Kate said.


“Then I’m confused. What swindle are you talking about?”


“You trespassed on private property. You impersonated an engineer.”


“Those are federal offenses?”


“You swindled a hospital for asbestos cleanup that you didn’t do.”


“Did they say they paid me?”


“No,” she said, “but—”


“Is there asbestos in the hospital?”


“No,” she said.


“I rest my case,” he said, and smiled at her. “Can I go now?”


She wanted to hit him with a bus all over again. She was glad her back was to the mirror, to the agents who were watching, so they couldn’t see the flush on her face and her frustration as the interrogation slipped away from her.


Kate leaned forward against the table. “There are dozens of other swindles and heists we haven’t talked about yet. You’ve been doing this for a very a long time, Nick. Scotland Yard, the Sûreté, and the Russian Politsiya all want a piece of you. We’re only just getting started.”


He lifted his eyes to hers. “You must have me mistaken for someone else.”


“Is that the best you can do?”


“You’ve misinterpreted everything that happened last night,” he said. “You’re making a terrible mistake.”


“Then by all means, set me straight,” she said, leaning back again. She needed a moment to regroup anyway, to collect her thoughts and regain control of the situation.


He looked past her, directing his appeal to the audience. “I’m a struggling performance artist. What happened at the Kibbee was a show.”


“Like the Blue Man Group, only in green and with a diamond?” Kate said.


“In a sense, yes. Live theater on the stage of life. A big stunt that we hoped would go viral on YouTube. Obviously, it was a dumb thing to do. I’ll gladly do my thousand hours of community service and pay restitution for the scratch we left in the glass display case.”


“You drove away with a fifteen-million-dollar diamond,” she said.


“No, I didn’t,” he said. “It was a cubic zirconia, a fifteen-dollar bauble just like the one we left behind in its place. So see, it was theater on both sides. No harm done.”


It was another bold guess, but an educated one, Kate thought. She’d switched the real diamond before its arrival at the Kibbee, though only Roland knew that. And as the situation was playing out, her unwillingness to gamble with the real diamond would cost her in the courtroom. He wouldn’t do much prison time for this heist. They’d have to nail him for all the swindles he’d pulled before, assuming they didn’t end up having to stand in line behind the other countries that wanted to extradite him. Either way, though, he was going down. She had to show him how futile it was to fight the inevitable, that now was the time to make a deal.


“I know all about you, going back to when you were eighteen,” Kate said. “I don’t get it, either. You had such a bright future. You had the smarts to get yourself into Harvard, but you threw it all away by running a massive, multifaceted cheating operation for rich students. Your scams ran the gamut from hiring impostors to take tests to creating entirely fake transcripts that you planted in the registrar’s office. When you were finally caught, you and a dozen students were expelled and seventy-eight of your other victims were quietly forced to repeat entire academic years.”


“They weren’t victims. They came to me to take advantage of the unique services that I offered so they could have more time for their leisurely pursuits,” he said. “Harvard taught me how to be an enterprising entrepreneur in a global marketplace.”


“What you learned was to target the rich and the venal, people who could afford to be swindled and would rarely report the crime or press charges because they wouldn’t want to be seen as fools,” she said. “That’s what’s kept you out of jail. Until now.”


“It’s odd to hear you talking to me about jail,” Nick said.


“I don’t see why,” she said. “I’m an FBI agent and you’re a crook.”


“Your mother died when you were seven. Your father, a career soldier, took you and your younger sister with him from base to base, all over the world, so you lived the same regimented life that he did. Instead of escaping from the military life when you were eighteen, you joined up, becoming a Navy SEAL, until your commanding officer tried to cop a feel.”


“He was a jerk.”


Nick grinned. “You broke the jerk’s nose, and the good ol’ boy network made you settle for an honorable discharge instead of court-martial. You joined the FBI after that, which is like the army only there’s no uniform and no saluting. You don’t play well with others. You work alone, because you’re too driven and emotionally distant for anyone to last as your partner, and you live alone for the same reason. So you’re in your own kind of prison. Which is really a shame because you’re very pretty, frighteningly competent, and compellingly complex.”


Kate was momentarily speechless. She was shocked that he knew all those things about her. And she was gobstruck that he thought she was pretty.


“I usually look better,” Kate said, “but I threw up.”


“I hope it wasn’t on my account.”


“I’m pretty sure it was the breakfast burrito.”


“You should take better care of yourself and stop eating all that fast food,” he said.


“How do you know these things?”


“Facebook.”


“I’m not on Facebook.”


“But your sister is and so is everybody else in your family. I love the pictures from your thirteenth birthday party. What was with the braces on your teeth? I’ve never seen anything like it, all those wires, rubber bands, and headgear—”


“I had crooked teeth and an overbite, okay?”


“You were cute.”


“I wasn’t cute. I looked like a demented chipmunk.”


Nick smiled wide. “I thought you looked cute.”


Kate narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re playing me.”


“I’m not playing you. I’m serious. I’m attracted to you. You’re sexy and exciting.”


“That’s it.” She slapped the file shut, tucked it under her arm, and got up. “Forget about a deal. Let’s see what your smile is like after ten years in prison.”


Kate stormed out, slamming the door behind her. She squinched her eyes closed and slapped herself in the forehead hard enough to rattle things loose. “Ugh!” she said. “Crap, damn, phooey!” She threw the file against the wall, ran over to it, and kicked it twenty feet down the hall.


The door to the observation room opened, and Carl Jessup stepped out and eyeballed the file scattered over the floor.


“Feel better?” he asked.


“No. I’m sorry, sir. I let him get to me.”


“He’s a con man, it’s what he does. But it doesn’t matter. He’s sitting in there in irons. You got him and he knows it,” Jessup said. “He’ll end up giving us what we want, every dollar that he stole, to avoid extradition and the possibility of ending up in a Russian gulag. So don’t beat yourself up over this.”


“I should have gone with the French braid,” she said. “The ponytail isn’t my power look.”
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Kate spent the next couple days back in Los Angeles, gathering all of her notes and files on Nick Fox and handing them over to the federal prosecutor who was leading the trial team. She offered to stick around, to do whatever additional investigation might be necessary, but the prosecutor thought it was best for the case if she stayed out of it until she was called to testify. So she was finally free of the investigation that had occupied most of her time and attention for years.


She enjoyed that freedom in the privacy of her cubicle for five whole minutes before marching into Jessup’s office. It had a commanding view of the Santa Monica Mountains and the hilltop Getty Center museum, which she knew Nick Fox had twice tricked into buying fake paintings, not that she’d been able to prove it.


Jessup looked up from his desk. “Did you give the Justice Department everything?”


“I cleaned out my files,” she said. “I even gave them my paper clips and the half-eaten turkey sandwich that’s been in my desk drawer since January. What have you got for me?”


He handed her a thin file. “Pirates.”


“You’re sending me to Somalia?”


“There’s a ring in Southern California that’s been duping DVDs of movies and TV shows and posting the digital files on the Internet for people to download for free,” Jessup said.


“We go after that stuff?”


“Haven’t you seen the FBI warning at the beginning of every DVD?”


“Yeah, but I thought it was a joke.”


“It’s not,” Jessup said.


“It is to me,” Kate said. “I brought in Nick Fox. I should be going after the next Nick Fox.”


“This is big-time crime, Kate. The ring has cost the studios millions of dollars,” Jessup said. “One of the movies that they uploaded to a file-tharing site was downloaded twenty-seven thousand times in ninety days. And they’ve uploaded hundreds.”


“I’m not feeling it,” she said.


“The maximum penalty for conspiracy to commit copyright infringement is five years in prison, a two-hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar fine, and damages, which are computed by taking the sales price of the DVD and multiplying it by the number of times the digital file has been downloaded. On a twenty-five-dollar DVD downloaded twenty-seven thousand times, that’s six hundred seventy-five thousand dollars. Now multiply that by hundreds of movies, and you get the picture. This is a huge case.”


Kate shook her head and put the file down. “I should be going after someone in the same league as Nick Fox. What about Derek Griffin? That big-time investment guy who ran off with five hundred million dollars that he stole from his clients? I should find him.”


“We’ve already got somebody on it,” Jessup said. “An entire task force, in fact.”


“There must be someone else on the Ten Most Wanted list I can have.”


“They are all taken.”


“All of them?”


“Believe it or not, while you were chasing Nick Fox, the rest of the Bureau was busy, too.”


“Fine. I’ll take number eleven on the list.”


“You’ll take this.” Jessup tapped the file. “Oh, and you’ll be working with an MPAA investigator on this one.”


“MPAA?”


“Motion Picture Association of America,” Jessup said.


“They have cops?”


“Yes,” Jessup said. “They do.”


“You’re telling me to work with a make-believe cop.”


“She’s not make-believe,” Jessup said. “She’s real. It’s what she’s hired to protect that’s not.”


Kate looked Jessup in the eye. “Are you punishing me?”


“Not every case can be Nick Fox,” Jessup said. “Get used to it.”


“You have to take down your Facebook page,” Kate told her sister, Megan.


It was clearly an order, but Megan wasn’t the least bit intimidated. The two women were sitting at a table in the backyard of Megan’s hillside home, one of the many red-tile-roofed Spanish Mediterranean McMansions in Calabasas, a suburb of guard-gated communities at the southwestern edge of the San Fernando Valley. Megan was in shorts and a T-shirt, reading Star magazine and getting the latest news on the Real Housewives of Everywhere. While she was talking to Kate she was keeping an eye on her narrow lap pool, where her four-year-old son, Tyler, and six-year-old daughter, Sara, yellow floaties around their chubby, pale arms, were in a water cannon fight with Megan’s husband, Roger. They were all splashing and shrieking, and their Jack Russell terrier, named Jack Russell, was running around the pool barking.


The air was rated “moderately unhealthful” by the Air Quality Management District, the fire hazard in the surrounding foothills was deemed “very high” by the Department of Forestry, and a SigAlert had been declared by the California Highway Patrol on the Ventura Freeway, meaning it would be an hour-long crawl to anywhere across the valley floor. In other words, it was a perfect Saturday afternoon in Southern California.


“Why would I want to take down my Facebook page?” Megan asked.


“Because it allows stalkers to mine personal information about you and your entire family,” Kate told her.


“I don’t have stalkers.”


“You might.” Kate was wearing a tank top, shorts, and flipflops, and she felt naked without her Glock, which was in a lockbox in the trunk of her car. “You won’t know until one of them kidnaps your daughter to be his sex slave.”


Megan glared at her over the top of her Star magazine. “How can you say something awful like that about your adorable niece?”


“It’s a fact of life.” Kate gestured to the cover of the magazine. “It’s right there. ‘Teen Kidnapped by Hillbillies Reveals Ten-Year Ordeal as Sex Slave.’”


Megan put the magazine down on a stack of publications that included People, Us, and the National Enquirer, all of which Kate had brought. Reading trashy gossip magazines and making fun of the celebrities was a traditional part of O’Hare family picnics. It was something they’d picked up from the mothers on the military bases when they were growing up.


“There are no hillbillies in Calabasas, and even if there were, nobody is going to kidnap my kids,” Megan said. “You know why? Because my sister is an FBI agent, and my dad, an ex-marine who can kill a man sixteen different ways with an eyebrow tweezer, lives in the house.”


“He lives in the garage,” Kate said.


“It’s a casita,” Megan said.


“What would Dad be doing with an eyebrow tweezer?”


“It’s mine and it might be the only weapon handy when the hillbillies attack,” Megan said. “We aren’t taking down the Facebook page. The family loves it.”


“So make it private,” Kate said.


“It already is,” Megan said. “Family and friends only.”


“How many are there?”


Her sister reached for a handful of Doritos from one of the three big salad bowls of different chips in the center of the table. “One thousand three hundred and twelve.”


“We don’t have one thousand three hundred and twelve family and friends,” Kate said.


“That includes family of family and friends of friends,” Megan said.


Roger called out from the pool. “Easy on the Doritos, honey. You’ll want to save room for my world famous cheeseburgers.”


His burgers were simply ground-beef patties sprinkled with Lawry’s Seasoned Salt and topped with a slice of Kraft processed American cheese. It wasn’t like it was a recipe that his great-grandmother had smuggled over from the old country on a scrap of paper stuffed in her cleavage or a unique blend of spices that he’d refined over years of backyard barbecuing. But everybody in the family, Kate included, dutifully ooohed and aaahed over the burgers anyway.


“Fine, you can keep your Facebook page,” Kate said. “But you have to remove all the pictures of me.”


“I can’t,” Megan said. “They’re family photos that you happen to be in. Everybody loves them. You are one part of a lot of great memories that we enjoy sharing. It’s how we stay connected as a family. Well, all of us but you.”


“Then photoshop my part out,” Kate said. “Or at least erase my braces and zits.”


“Oh, grow up, that was almost twenty years ago,” Megan said. “Besides, you’ve never cared much what people think of how you look. So something else must be in play here.”


“Thank you, Dr. Phil.”


Megan studied her. “When was the last time you had a chitty-chitty-bang-bang?”


“Drove a flying car?”


Megan glanced over at her kids to make sure they weren’t listening. “You know what I mean. How long has it been since you danced the horizontal mambo?”


Kate did know what Megan meant, but she was stalling for time. “What does that have to do with anything?”


“Because you’re afraid of somebody seeing how geeky and awkward you were when you were a kid and finding you less attractive now as a result.”


Megan was three years younger than Kate and had never been geeky or awkward, so she didn’t care about how she looked in old pictures. After birthing two kids she was carrying a few extra pounds but she wore the weight well, probably because she didn’t give a damn about it, and half of beauty is attitude anyway. Or so they say in Us Weekly.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kate said.


“You want to know how often I have sex?”


“No!” Kate said.


“Three times a week,” Megan said. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays. How about you?”


“None of your business.”


“So it’s been at least six months,” Megan said. “You need a love life. Heck, you need a life.”


“I have one,” Kate said.


“What you had was chasing Nick Fox. That’s a case, not a life. Now it’s time to reassess your goals and look ahead. Where do you want to be in five years? Who do you want to be? How many orgasms do you want to be having?”


“You plan your orgasms five years in advance?”


“You know how I got all of this?” Megan gestured to the house, the kids, and Jack Russell taking a crap on the lawn.


“Unprotected sex,” Kate said.


Megan was twenty-four years old and six months pregnant when she married Roger, an accountant she’d met on a blind date.


Megan ignored the comment. “I imagined it. I saw myself as a wife and mother. And here it is, a dream come true. What’s yours?”


Kate gave her a look and said, “Daniel Craig, a tropical island, a quart of Oreo cookie ice cream, and a pair of handcuffs.”


“Who’s wearing the cuffs?” Megan asked.


Kate ate another chip and let the question go unanswered.


Megan wagged a finger at her. “Your big problem is that you spend all of your time on the job, where the only men you meet are cops and crooks.”


That comment worried Kate. She’d heard it before. It was Megan’s excuse for creating an account under Kate’s name at eHarmony and setting her up for dates.


“I’m serious about arresting you for identity theft if you sign me up for another online dating service,” Kate said.


“I’ve been going to the gym twice a week, and as it happens I’ve met a terrific guy there. He’s a pilot for one of the big airlines, flying international routes.”


“You can stop right there.”


“He’s perfect for you. A man in uniform, only without a gun or a mailbag.”


“I don’t need you setting me up on blind dates.”


“It’s not blind, I’ve had a very good look at him. He’s in his early thirties, has a fantastic body and a killer smile. He’s so sexy and charming, I’m half tempted to leave Roger for him.”


“Fine, you take him,” Kate said.


They heard the clang of the wrought-iron gate closing on the side yard, and a moment later Jake O’Hare, their father, strode into the backyard. He was dressed in a golf shirt and slacks, and still wearing his cleats. He was square-jawed, square-shouldered, barrel-chested, and big-boned. His gray hair was buzzed to military specifications. He moved with a slight limp, the result of an injury he’d sustained on a mission that he still insisted was classified. It was his limp that Kate imitated when she used the disabled elevator at the San Francisco Federal Building.


“Dad, what have I told you about wearing your golf shoes around the house?” Megan said as Kate rose up to greet her father.


“I’m aerating the grass,” Jake said, giving Kate a hug. “What brings you out here?”


“I brought the kids their Christmas presents,” Kate said.


“Guns, of course,” Megan said.


“Water cannons,” Kate said.


“It’s June,” Jake said. “You’re a little early.”


“These were the gifts I was going to bring last Christmas, but then things got crazy at work,” Kate said. “I had a strong lead on a case that I had to chase down. That’s over now, so I’m catching up on some things that kind of fell through cracks during the investigation.”


“That’s right, you finally caught Nick Fox. Congratulations.”


“Thanks,” Kate said.


Jake gestured to her glass. “You feel like having something stronger than that Hawaiian Punch?”


“That’d be nice,” Kate said.


“We’re making my famous hamburgers in a half hour,” Roger yelled from the pool.


“Wouldn’t miss it,” Kate said, and followed her father around the side yard to the front of the house, where there were two matching detached garages, one on either side of the driveway. Both had red-tiled roofs, of course. She’d parked her white Ford Crown Victoria, the police interceptor model, between the two garages. “Thank you for rescuing me.”


“From what?” Jake said.


“From that,” Kate said. “I don’t know how you can take it here.”


“It’s a good life,” Jake said.


“You live in the garage.”


“It’s a casita.”


“It’s a detached garage that they put a bathroom and kitchenette in,” Kate said. “It still has the garage doors.”


“They’re nonworking. It’s a garage-door façade. We had to keep it to maintain conformity,” Jake said. “The architectural committee in this neighborhood is stricter than the Taliban. But I still like it here.”


“How can you?”


“It’s sunny all the time. The streets are cleaner than Disneyland. We’re right above the golf course and I get to be with my family. I get to tickle the grandkids and read ’em bedtime stories.”


“Yeah, but there’s Roger.”


“He’s a good man,” Jake said.


“He’s unbelievably dull.”


“Nobody’s asking him to open for Tony Bennett, just to be there for his wife and kids, and he is, more than I ever was for you and Megan.”


“You don’t have to be there to be there,” Kate said.


“Yes, honey, you do.” Jake went into his casita and came out a moment later with two cold Buds. Kate leaned against her car.


“So you’re paying penance,” Kate said. “That’s why you’re here.”


“I told you, I like it here.”


“You spent decades traveling to exotic locales, fighting wars. How can you like this?”


“I’m still fighting wars. We’ve got a real problem here with morning glories invading the common areas. I’m leading the landscaping committee’s offensive to repel the invasion.”


“You’re depressing me, Dad.”


He laughed and took a drink. “A new assignment will come along for you soon.”


“I got one. It sucks.”


“Not all of them can be Nick Fox.”


“So everyone keeps telling me. To which I say, why not?”


They were quiet for a moment, looking at the view of the smog-covered valley and the community’s front gate. There was a tiny guardhouse that looked like a miniature golf version of Megan’s McMansion. The guard always greeted Kate when she arrived like they were colleagues, both servants of justice wearing badges, except hers wasn’t a patch.


Her father took another drink of his beer. “I led a covert mission once to assist a ragtag group of rebels in liberating their country from a crazy, crack-addicted dictator and his corrupt army. I spent months in that jungle, fighting soldiers and mosquitos the size of Corollas. But we did it. Twenty years later, I was sent on another covert mission to help rebels liberate their country. Turned out to be the same damn country, same damn jungle. Different dictator.”


Kate finished her beer and thought about what he said. “What’s your point?”


“I have absolutely no idea,” he said. “I just felt like telling the story. Maybe you’ll find some deeper meaning in it later. If you do, give me a call and let me know what it was.”


“How many ways could you kill a man with an eyebrow tweezer?”


“Sixteen,” Jake said.


Kate looked at him in surprise. She’d thought her sister was just being a smart-ass, a quality they both shared. “Really?”


“Yeah,” he said.


“Will you teach me?”


“Wouldn’t be much of a father if I didn’t,” he said.
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In the course of his fifteen-year career, U.S. Marshal Odell Morris had escorted all kinds of violent killers from their jail cells to the courtroom without any trouble, including a male model who’d strangled ten men, decapitated them, had sex with their corpses, then chopped them up and served them to the homeless in tuna casseroles. So Odell didn’t get why his bosses insisted that he bring not one but two other marshals along to safely deliver Nick Fox to court. It made no sense at all.


Nick Fox wasn’t some stone killer. He was a pretty-boy candy-ass con man who’d be in handcuffs and ankle chains the whole time. And even if Nick could do a Houdini with the chains, so what? Odell had a gun, a Taser, a baton, a can of Mace, a black belt in tae kwon do, and a very short fuse. Nick’s only weapon was his mouth, something Odell could neutralize with one pop of his mighty fist. Not that he’d have to, because Nick was a total pussy, already teary-eyed and shaking when Odell and the two other marshals picked him up in his cell. By the time they drove up to the U.S. District Courthouse, Nick was so scared that he looked like he might soil his bright-orange jailbird scrubs.


The four of them headed down the long corridor toward the courtroom. Odell walked beside Nick, gripping his arm so the scary criminal mastermind would move along and not trip over his ankle chain. One marshal walked ahead of them and the other trailed behind, just in case Nick hulked out, broke his chains, and flung Odell through a wall.


Yes, it was that stupid. In Odell’s estimation, three guys on Nick Fox was overkill. So was wasting a man of Odell’s skills on this. An elderly librarian could’ve guarded Nick, who was crumbling more and more with each step they took toward the courtroom. He was hunched over now, clutching his stomach and mewling like a baby, and this was just his preliminary hearing. By the time the trial started, Odell figured, he’d probably be catatonic.


“I’m going to be sick,” Nick said.


Odell wasn’t surprised by the news, just relieved that Nick had managed to hold it in until they got out of the car.


“There’s a trash can over there.” Odell started to lead him to it.


“Not that kind of sick,” Nick said.


Odell spotted the men’s room and, irritated, dragged Nick over and shoved him against the wall beside the door, pinning him in place with a hand to the chest.


“Watch him while I check the room out,” Odell said to his fellow marshals.


This was not Odell’s first dance, and he was savvy to the fact that Nick might be faking just to get into the restroom.


“Hurry,” Nick whined.


Odell went inside and looked around. The restroom was windowless and empty. Only one way out. Odell was happy with that. There were urinals and sinks on one wall and three toilet stalls on the other. One stall, the farthest from the door and set against the back wall, had an “Out of Service” sign taped to its door. No surprise there. This wasn’t exactly a restroom at the Ritz.


Odell went to the first stall and opened the door. There was a toilet paper holder and a toilet seat cover dispenser mounted on the partition between the stalls. He checked out the toilet, looking inside the tank and peering behind it, to make sure there wasn’t a gun or a knife hidden there for Nick by some confederate. He did the same check in the center stall, then went to the third, the one that was out of service. There was no toilet inside the third stall, just a hole in the floor where it was supposed to go. Satisfied that the restroom was safe, Odell went back to the door, grabbed Nick by the shoulders, and yanked him inside.


“You two stay here,” Odell said to the other marshals. “Nobody comes in. Even if the governor himself drops by to take a whiz. You got it?”


They nodded. Odell closed the door, dragged Nick to the center stall, and shoved him in.


“Make it quick,” Odell said.


Nick held out his wrists. “Aren’t you going to uncuff me?”


“Nope,” Odell said.


“So how am I supposed to clean myself?”


“Should’ve thought of that before you broke the law,” Odell said, and closed the door.


Technically, Odell probably should have left the door open, but the last thing he wanted was to watch Nick do his business. Turned out he’d made a wise decision, because barely an instant after the door closed, Odell heard a gastrointestinal explosion that sounded like it could kill a man.


Odell turned away and quickly put as much distance as he could between himself and the stall, which took him over to the urinals. Since he was there anyway, he decided to relieve himself. The “Theme from Shaft” played in his head as it always did whenever his zipper was opened. But the song wasn’t loud enough to save Odell, no matter how high he cranked up his mental volume control. The noise coming from Nick’s stall was epic. Odell wished he could walk out and wait with the other two marshals in the hall, but he knew he couldn’t. He wasn’t worried about Nick escaping from a windowless room with only one door, but what if he offed himself somehow?


Odell went to the sink, glancing at the stalls on his way. He could see Nick’s feet, the orange scrub pants bunched around the chain on his ankles. The orchestra of intestinal distress continued, with special emphasis on the horns and percussion. It was sickening. Odell held his breath and washed his hands, then dried them with a paper towel and glanced at his watch. They were five minutes late for court already. But what could he do about it? Worse came to worst, he’d have one of the marshals go and notify the court. Maybe he should tell them to alert a HazMat team, too.


There was a new surge of digestive distress, as if Nick had found a second stomach within himself to disgorge. To Odell’s horror, the disgusting melody was repeating itself all over again, from the top.


That last thought nagged at him. It did sound the same. Then again, he figured, it’s not like there was a lot of variation to butt music. Even so, there was a disturbing familiarity to it. Like it was a loop. Odell risked a breath through his nose. There was no smell. How could that be? Odell glanced over at the stall and saw Nick’s feet. He marched over and hammered his fist on the door.


“Open up,” Odell said.


When Nick didn’t respond, Odell took a deep breath and kicked the door open. Nick’s shoes, chain, and pants were there, but Nick was gone. An ultrathin MP3 player rested on the toilet tank and played the intestinal soundtrack. Right beside the player was a pair of handcuffs. The MP3 player and the cuff keys must have been hidden in the toilet seat cover dispenser.


Odell pushed against the partition between the second and third stall, the partition pivoted on a support pole, and the opening allowed access to the third stall, the one without a toilet. There was a hole torn in the wall, revealing a closet that had been hidden by a layer of paper made to look like painted stucco. The sounds of gastrointestinal distress had covered the noise Nick made tearing open the sealed doorway.


Odell climbed through the center divider into the third stall, drew his gun, and went into the closet, which was full of mops, brooms, and cleaning supplies. He groaned at the sight of a second door, yanked it open, and found himself standing in the women’s restroom. The two restrooms shared the same utility closet. He ran through the restroom and burst out the door into the courthouse hallway, much to the astonishment of the two other marshals, who were still standing guard outside the men’s room.


“Hey, Odell, how’d you get over there?” one of them asked.


In that split second, Odell Morris saw his entire career pass before his eyes and even glimpsed his future working in mall security.


“Why me?” Odell asked, and grabbed his radio to raise the alarm.


There wasn’t anything sexy, or even remotely interesting, to Kate about chasing down guys who copy movies and make them available for free on the Internet. Sure, the stakes were high. The studios were losing millions of dollars in revenue from movies and TV shows that wouldn’t be purchased or rented because they were available for free. They’d probably cover those losses by cutting jobs, so it wouldn’t just be people with fat stock portfolios who’d feel the pain, but average middle-class families struggling to pay their mortgages.


Kate understood all that, in an abstract way. Maybe if the pirate looked like Johnny Depp, or maybe if the guy they were chasing was actually stuffing those millions of dollars in cold hard cash into his pockets, then she could get into it. But this guy wasn’t making a buck off his thievery or doing it for some greater evil purpose, like delivering a crippling blow to the American economy by making it possible to download every episode of Will & Grace for free. He was doing it because . . . well . . . Kate didn’t know and didn’t give a hoot. She just wanted this incredibly dull investigation to end before she put a gun into her mouth and pulled the trigger.


It wasn’t hard for Sharon Cargill, the investigator from the Motion Picture Association of America, to pick up on Kate’s discontent, mainly because Kate kept expressing it. The bulk of their investigation over the last five days had consisted of sitting together in the basement of the Federal Building on Wilshire, looking over the shoulder of a computer tech as he followed the cyber clues and devoured Hot Pockets.


The pirate was copying screeners—DVDs supplied to entertainment industry professionals for Oscar and Emmy award voting—and uploading them under the name Nanatastic74 to a file-sharing site. Digital watermarks in the files and Nanatastic74’s IP address led them to Pete Debney, a forty-eight-year-old struggling screenwriter living in an apartment in Castaic.


Debney was a member of the Writers Guild of America, which explained how he got access to the screeners, but he didn’t have any of them in his house, and there were no digital movie files on his computer. That’s because he’d given all of his screeners to his mother, Janice, who lived in a retirement home in Ventura. He’d opened the broadband account for her and paid her bill.


So that’s what brought Kate and Sharon to Sunny Vistas Active Senior Living Center. The lobby was like a hotel’s, with a reception desk to the right and an open dining area to the left, a row of walkers parked like cars along the low wall. There were a dozen old folks sitting at tables, picking at plates of meat loaf and peas. A few of them were sleeping in their seats, their heads slumped onto their chests. Or maybe they were dead, Kate thought with a shudder.


Sharon went to the receptionist and asked where they could find Janice Debney.


“Down the hall in the community computer room,” the receptionist said. “She’s almost always there.”


The computer room turned out to be a bank of four desktops in a room with shelves lined with DVDs. There were four seniors hunched over the computers, two men and two women, one of whom had an oxygen tank. Movies were playing silently on two of the flat screens as they were being encoded and converted from DVDs into digital files. Sharon went straight to the shelves of DVDs and started sorting through them.


“Excuse me,” Kate said to the computer users, “I’m looking for Janice Debney.”


The woman with the oxygen tank turned around. She was wearing a bad wig and fake eyelashes. Her skin looked like parchment paper. “That’s me.”


“FBI. We’re here about the movies,” Kate told her.


“What movies?”


“These,” Sharon said, holding out a DVD. “They’re all Academy screeners.”


“They’re mine,” Janice said.


“Actually, they belong to the studios and are loaned to Academy members for screening purposes only. You are not an Academy member.”


“My son gave them to me. He’s so sweet. We show them here on Saturday nights.”


“And you copy them and post them on the Internet,” Sharon said.


“So other people our age can see them without having to go to a movie theater,” Janice said.


“It’s a crime,” Sharon said.


“It certainly is,” Janice said. “Movie theaters are horrible. The ticket prices are outrageous and the movies are way too loud.”


“Or they aren’t loud enough,” one of the men said.


“You have to climb a bunch of stairs to get to your seats now,” the other man said. “Whose brilliant idea was that? I have a hip replacement.”


Kate squelched a grimace. Her life was over. As long as she was here, she might as well see if they had any vacancies.


“You could buy DVDs,” Sharon said. “Or rent downloads.”


“I’m on Social Security, honey,” Janice said. “It barely covers the price of cigarettes.”


“You’re still smoking?” Sharon said. “You’re using an oxygen tank.”


“Oh, relax,” Janice said. “You don’t have to make a federal case out of it.”


“This is the federal case,” Sharon said, holding up a DVD. “What you’re doing is criminal copyright infringement.”


Janice dismissed Sharon with a wave of her bony hand. “That movie sucked.”


The other woman spoke up. “I wish they’d make more musicals.”


Kate’s phone rang. The caller was Jessup.


“Nick Fox escaped on his way to court,” he said.


Thank God, Kate thought.


“Damn,” she said, trying to sound suitably angry, which she knew she should be, instead of joyously relieved. “Un-friggin’-believable. How could that have happened?”


“Smoke and mirrors,” Jessup said. “I’ll fill you in on the details later.”


“I’ll be back in the office in an hour.”


“There’s no rush,” Jessup said. “I just didn’t want you hearing about the escape on the news. Special Agent Ryerson is handling the case.”


“Ryerson? He couldn’t find the fortune in a fortune cookie,” Kate said. “Nobody knows Nick Fox better than I do.”


“The feeling upstairs is that we need a fresh perspective.”


“By the time someone else gets up to speed on Nick Fox, the Mona Lisa will be gone and Donald Trump will be broke, and everybody will be wondering how the heck he did it.”


“You think Fox is going after the Mona Lisa and Donald Trump?”


“I don’t know what he’s going after,” Kate said. “But I know I’m the only one who can catch him.”


“You had your shot,” Jessup said.


“And I got him,” Kate said. “Someone else lost him.”


“I’m sorry,” Jessup said. “But this is the way it’s got to be.”
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Kate had several weeks of vacation time banked, so two days after her conversation with Jessup she cashed her days in and showed up at the door of her father’s casita. It was lunchtime, and she’d brought her MacBook, a six-pack of beer, and a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken. She knew that her sister would be at a Mommy and Me gym class with her kids and that Roger would be at work.


Her father greeted her in a polo shirt and chinos and immediately relieved her of the bucket and the six-pack.


“You are the perfect daughter,” Jake said, stepping aside and beckoning her in. “But I will deny it if you ever tell Megan.”


His casita was like a large hotel room and just about as clean and impersonal. There was one bedroom, Jake’s bed always made up as tight as a sarcophagus, and a tiny bath and a kitchenette that opened onto a front room barely large enough for a small table, a love seat, and a flat-screen TV. Jake hadn’t kept any mementos from his career and world travels, except for his medals, which included a Purple Heart, a Bronze Star, and a Silver Star. He kept the medals tucked away in his nightstand drawer with his spare change and antacids. The only personal items on display were pictures of Kate, Megan, and their mother in small frames on the nightstand.


Kate put her laptop on the table. “I’m sure you tell Megan the same thing.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jake said, pulling plates from the cupboard and setting them on the table.


“She says you tell her that she’s the perfect daughter all the time.”


“That’s absolutely not true,” Jake said, opening the bucket and helping himself to the biggest, greasiest piece of chicken he could find.


“That’s a pro forma denial.” Kate got a piece of chicken for herself and cracked open a beer. “I bet she’s never brought you a bucket of chicken.”


“She’s worried about my heart,” Jake said.


“Your heart is fine. It’s cast-iron and wrapped in Kevlar. Just like mine.”


“I’m not sure that’s such a good thing for you. Have you heard about the pilot Megan met? He’s traveling half the time, so if you’re worried about some guy clinging to you, then he’s perfect.”


“Please, not you too,” Kate said. “The last thing I need is my family meddling in my love life.”


“We just want you to be happy.”


“I am.”


“Really?” He studied his enormous chicken breast, as if trying to determine the best angle of attack. “It’s great that you’re here, but it’s the last thing I expected, not with Nick Fox on the loose again.”


Of course Jake knew all about that. Everybody did. Nick’s bold escape from the U.S. Courthouse was all over the news an hour after it happened and had immediately vaulted him to the top of the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. That was two days ago. Now he was on Interpol’s global hot list as well.


“They want a fresh perspective on the case,” Kate told Jake as she analyzed her piece of chicken. Was it a thigh? A breast portion? Or a rat that had fallen into the deep fryer? She decided it didn’t matter and took a bite. “So I’m on vacation, which I’ve started by sharing a bucket of chicken and a few beers with my dad.”


“And you expect me to believe that you’re happy.”


“Of course I am,” she said. “I’m with you.”


“I’m touched. And if you were still sixteen, this is where you’d be asking me for the keys to my Jeep and twenty bucks.”


“Trust me, Dad. I couldn’t be happier than I am right now.”


If she’d been a more introspective person, the kind who enjoys exploring her understanding of herself, she’d have wanted to examine that assertion in more depth.


“I’m here because I don’t spend nearly enough time with you,” Kate said. “I’ve got a big trip planned and I want your advice. You’re the world traveler in our family.”


“I’m impressed that you’ve taken being sidelined so well. I don’t mean to rub salt in your wound or anything, but the curiosity is killing me. How did Fox escape from three marshals on his way to court?”


She gave her father the broad-stroke details of Nick’s escape from the men’s room while under guard. “He had one of his cronies build a fake stall with a swiveling center partition right in front of the closet door and then paper over it.”


“How’d they do it without anyone noticing?”


“By being completely out in the open about it. There was a crew in there for a week remodeling the restrooms. People in the courthouse had wanted those restrooms spruced up for years, so they were glad to see it finally getting done and didn’t question it.”


“So Fox slipped out dressed as a woman?”


“Nope, there was a hiding place built in the closet. Once the marshals raised the alarm and went looking for him, he walked out of the men’s room dressed as a judge. We’ve got that much on security camera footage. How he slipped out of the building after that is a mystery.”


Jake looked at Kate skeptically over his beer can as he took a sip. “One that you aren’t the least bit interested in solving.”


“It’s not my problem.”


“That’s the right attitude,” he said. “You caught him, they lost him, let them deal with it. So where are you going on your trip?”


“Greece.” She opened her laptop and hit a few keys, bringing up on the screen a detailed map of the country.


“I’ve been there many times. It’s a breathtaking place. What part are you visiting?”


“Mount Athos,” she said.


He finished his beer and set the can down. “It’s the oldest monastic settlement on earth, going back to the seventh century A.D., built within a mountainous, inhospitable, rocky peninsula that is thirty miles long, ranging from four to eight miles wide, and pounded by the Aegean Sea on three sides. It’s technically part of Greece, but it’s actually an autonomous state where two thousand devout bearded monks and hermits live in centuries-old fortified monasteries, ancient stone huts, and caves. They abide by the laws of the Byzantine Empire, even though it fell five hundred sixty years ago, and they still mark their days by the Julian liturgical calendar. But you know all about that, right?”


“Of course,” she said. “It sounds charming.”


“Then you also know that females have been forbidden on Athos for nearly a thousand years. That prohibition is so strict that it extends to all female creatures, including cows, horses, and hens. They’d ban female reptiles and birds, too, if they could find a way to do it.”


“And that’s why I think Nick Fox is there,” Kate said. “Because it’s the one place on earth that I can’t go.”


“That’s a big reach, Kate.”


“There’s more. I know that a few months ago he applied for a visa from Athos under the alias ‘Father Dowling,’ and under the guise of doing research on Byzantine monastic architecture. The visa was granted. I’d assumed he did it as part of some larger scheme to steal some of their priceless and poorly protected artifacts, holy relics, ancient manuscripts, and icons. But now I realize he might have just been taking out an insurance policy against his eventual capture and escape.”


Her father opened another beer. “Or not. He could be anywhere or purposely leading you astray. It’s still a big jump to make that he’s there.”


“That’s why I scanned hours of surveillance footage of the customs area at the Athens airport, and I spotted Nick in disguise as a priest, the cocky bastard. I pulled up the customs records. ‘Father Dowling’ flew from Athens to Thessaloniki, then took a bus to Ouranoupoli, the ramshackle seaside village that happens to be the only spot on the western side of the peninsula where you can pick up the Athos ferry.”


“And you want to go after him.”


“Of course.”


“Well, if you disregard the law banning women—”


“And I do,” she said.


“The other big problem is that Athos is virtually inaccessible by land. There aren’t any roads leading to it. But even on foot it’s damn near impossible,” he said, pointing out on the map that the narrow peninsula was dominated by a mountain range, with peaks ranging from 1,600 feet high to 6,600 atop the snowcapped Mount Athos itself.


The rest of the peninsula’s geography was hardly more hospitable, with impassable gorges and deep ravines, dense forests, and a coastline of jagged cliffs, with imposing medieval monasteries rising from them as if they were natural extensions of the rock. Amid those formidable obstacles, however, were crop fields and olive groves from which the monks sustained themselves nutritionally and economically. They grew their own fruits and vegetables and produced olive oil and wine.


“The only way in is by boat, but even then, each visitor must be male and obtain a permit, written in Greek and following the Julian calendar, from the leaders of at least four of the monasteries,” Jake said. “That process is complex, tricky, and takes forever. Even if the permit is granted, getting to Athos by ferry from Ouranoupoli can be treacherous. The sea is historically, and notoriously, unpredictable and dangerous.”


“How do you know so much about Mount Athos?”


“I’m a student of military history. I try to learn from past mistakes,” Jake said. “In 492 B.C., Mardonius, the great Persian general, lost his entire fleet of three hundred ships and twenty thousand men off the storm-tossed coast of Athos. In 411 B.C., the Spartan admiral Epicleas lost fifty ships.”


“That’s because they couldn’t fly,” she said. “I’m going to parachute onto Athos at night.”


“You are,” he said.


“Athos doesn’t have radar or air defenses, and it certainly doesn’t have security patrols or other perimeter defenses on the ground. So how hard can it be? All I’ve got to do is fly into Athens, catch another flight to Thessaloniki, then charter a small plane from there to take me over Athos.”


“That’s all? Tell me, how many pilots do you know in Central Macedonia who’d be willing to defy centuries of Byzantine tradition and violate current Greek law to drop you over Athos?”


“None,” she said. “But I’m sure that you do.”


“You expect me to use my covert assets in Greece, calling in favors I earned through my blood and sweat during decades of military service, so you can chase a fugitive into a sovereign monastic state that you are forbidden by law, and some would say God, to enter.”


“Can you think of a better vacation than that?”


Jake had to use every ounce of his military training, everything he’d learned about withstanding brutal physical and mental torture at the hands of our most ruthless enemies, not to smile. He almost succeeded.


“Dad, I’m not going to hit the ground, let down my hair, and stroll around the monasteries in a bikini,” she said. “I’m going to pass myself off as a man, one of the pilgrims visiting Athos to study.”


“You think you can do that?”


“Barbra Streisand did it in Yentl. I’ll cut my hair, tape down my boobs, and belch a lot. Nobody will suspect a thing. It’s not like they have a lot of experience recognizing women.”


“Even if you’re right about Fox being in Athos, there are twenty monasteries and countless remote huts and caves,” he said. “How are you going to find him?”


“Because Nick Fox is not a hermit or a monk. There’s no television or radio on Athos, and only limited electricity and phone service. He will want to be in constant contact with the outside world. So he will have a satellite phone, and I have a device that can pick up its unique electronic signature. Or something like that. I don’t know exactly how it works, just that it will.”


“Okay, assuming you are able to apprehend him, how are you going to get him off Athos without revealing yourself and causing an international incident that could have devastating consequences for U.S. foreign policy?”


“I’ll alert Interpol by satellite phone that I’ve apprehended a fugitive hiding out in Ouranoupoli, and they’ll send agents there to meet us. In the meantime, we’ll leave Athos for Ouranoupoli on the same ferry that the other authorized visitors do, except that Nick will be doing so at gunpoint and wearing handcuffs under his robes.”


“He’ll be wearing robes?”


“Isn’t that what monks and hermits wear? It’s not like they have a Tommy Bahama outlet up there.”


“This is a terrible plan,” Jake said. “There are a hundred ways it could fail.”


Kate shrugged. “So I’ll have to do it the one way it can go right.”


“We will,” he said.


“No way,” Kate said. “You’re retired and in your sixties.”


“I’m not talking about jumping out of the plane and tracking Fox. I am too old for that. I’ll go to Greece with you and coordinate the op.”


“I can do this on my own,” she said.


“No, you can’t.”


“I’m an ex–Navy SEAL, a crack FBI special agent, and Jake O’Hare’s daughter. I can handle myself.”


“I’m sure you can. But that’s only one small part of the mission. Logistics and resources are the key. The people you’ll need to pull this off are mercenaries and criminals who will participate because they owe me something. They won’t help you without me. Besides, I know a few things about extraordinary rendition.”


“You mean kidnapping,” she said.


He ignored the comment. “You’ll parachute in on a moonlit night, and if you succeed in capturing Fox, instead of calling Interpol or taking the ferry, you’ll call me and make your way to a prearranged extraction point on Athos, where I will pick you up by chopper. We’ll go back to Thessaloniki, where we will stash Fox someplace remote and abandoned. That’s when you will call Interpol with an anonymous tip that will lead them to Fox, who will be gift-wrapped for them.”


“But I won’t get any credit for the arrest that way.”


“Oh, forgive me. I was working under the assumption that you wanted to keep your job and stay out of prison yourself.”


He had a good point. Her bosses at the FBI were unlikely to be pleased that she’d captured Nick Fox after she’d been thrown off the case, or that she’d engaged in an unsanctioned apprehension on foreign soil where she had absolutely no jurisdiction, or that she’d failed to notify the FBI or local law enforcement of her intentions. And there was the little matter of kidnapping Nick, which was technically a criminal offense in Greece, whether he was a fugitive or not.


Kate sighed with resignation. “Okay, fine, I guess I’ll just have to be satisfied knowing that I was the one that got him.”


“Welcome to my life. Most of my career was made up of missions like that. To this day, very few people know what I’ve done.”


She opened a beer and took a sip. “You’d really go all the way to Greece, and run a covert operation again, just so I can have the satisfaction of capturing Nick Fox?”


“Sure,” he said. “We don’t get nearly enough quality father-daughter time.”
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The Greek smuggler’s 1978 Cessna 182 Skylane had three seats salvaged from an old Volvo, an instrument panel held together with duct tape, and a single propeller on its rusty nose. The smuggler’s name was Spiro. No last name given. He was a crusty old man in a moth-eaten sweater, a worn-out leather bomber jacket, and stained cargo shorts. Jake and Kate kept him company at dinner, during which time Spiro had barely touched the platter of salted fish, olives, hard-boiled eggs, feta cheese, and pita that he’d laid out in his drafty hangar. The hangar doubled as Spiro’s home and barn and was located on a private airfield outside of Thessaloniki. Jake had enlisted Spiro to fly them to Mount Athos, and in preparation for the hundred-mile flight, Spiro had chosen to forsake the food and instead guzzle an entire bottle of ouzo.


“We have to scrub the mission,” Kate said to her father when Spiro stepped out to relieve himself on the side of the hangar. “Spiro’s too drunk to fly.”


“He’s a better pilot drunk than most pilots are sober.”


That didn’t give Kate much comfort, but it wasn’t like she had any choice. It had to be tonight. She had to jump during a full moon so she could see where she was landing. And there weren’t many pilots who were willing to drop her over Athos, and probably none who’d do it for nothing. But Spiro was grudgingly repaying a debt to her father, and neither one of them would tell her what it was. All she needed to know, her father insisted, was that Spiro had a plane and two choppers and could fly them, even if he couldn’t pass a field sobriety test.


Spiro returned to the table, drained the last drop from the ouzo bottle, and chased a flock of roosting hens out of his plane. He said something in Greek and made some hand motions that Kate interpreted as Let’s get this stupid mission over and done so I can crack open another bottle of ouzo.


So here she was, flying twelve thousand feet above the Halkidiki peninsula at midnight, a mere two weeks after laying out her plan to her father. Her hair was cut pixie-style under her helmet, and her breasts were minimalized by a compression sports bra. She had her Glock and a pair of handcuffs in special pockets on the thighs of her jumpsuit, an altimeter strapped to her left wrist, gloves on her hands, and the tracking device for Nick’s satellite phone in a pack on her stomach.


Judging from the smile on her father’s face, Kate was guessing this was definitely more fun than another round of golf at the Calabasas Country Club.


Kate gave her father a kiss on the cheek, and he put his arm around her.


“You’re going to be fine,” he said.


“I know that,” she said. “I’m just glad you’re here.”


“So am I,” he said. “We should do this more often.”


Spiro peed into the coffee can at his feet, and Kate couldn’t help seeing it as an expression of his feelings about their conversation.


Jake checked his handheld GPS. “We’re at the drop point,” he said, turning to Kate. “Are you ready?”


“I can’t wait.”


Kate stood up, adjusted her goggles, and opened the door. A blast of air roared through the plane, making it shake and rattle.


“Good luck,” Jake yelled, and Kate jumped into the darkness.


She stretched out into the box position, belly to the earth, her arms out at her sides, her legs bent. Although she was dropping at 120 miles per hour, she didn’t feel like she was falling. She felt like she was flying. Kate moved through the air as if she’d been born with wings. It had been two years since her last skydive, and she’d forgotten how exhilarating and liberating it could be.


She flew over fortresslike monasteries rising dramatically out of the sea mist, and over honeycombs of earthen hermitages clinging like mud dauber nests to the jagged faces of gorges and cliffs, and over the stone huts that blended into the meadows and forests. It was like no landscape she’d ever seen before. She felt as if she’d traveled into the past, not as it ever existed but as imagined by the Brothers Grimm.


At three thousand feet she reached down with her right hand and yanked the small leather strap behind her, releasing her canopy. The chute caught the air and yanked her up, feet to the earth, so she was now dropping in a standing position.


Kate headed into the wind to slow her descent and steered toward a clearing that was a safe distance from the monasteries and far from the dangers posed by the cliffs and dense chestnut forests. She’d been trained to land within a ten-foot square on a drop zone, so she knew she could be precise.


The drop was smooth, fast, and silent. She landed on her feet, quickly gathered up her chute, and dragged it into an olive grove that bordered the clearing. Kate stood for a moment to get her bearings. It was so quiet that the silence was unsettling, as if the volume of the entire world had been shut off. She saw lights coming from within the fortified walls of an imposing monastery on the nearest peak, but she wasn’t concerned about that. The monks were already deep into hours of prayer. She wasn’t likely to run into any of them as she made her trek, unless Nick was hiding in the monastery, but she doubted that.


She took the tracking device out of her pocket, hoping she’d made a good choice in landing on the western side of the peninsula. If Nick was on the eastern edge she’d face an arduous journey on foot, over a mountain pass. The tracker looked like a standard handheld GPS, but was designed to pick up a signal from a satellite phone. If it turned out Nick didn’t have a satellite phone or didn’t have it powered up, she was screwed. She turned the tracker on and nearly collapsed with relief when, almost immediately, a red dot began pulsating on the map of Athos. There was a satellite phone emitting a signal a few miles north of her present position. The good news was that there was a satellite phone nearby. The bad news was that its location appeared to be on the edge of a cliff, and she hadn’t brought any rappelling gear.


She headed north and had only walked a short distance when she came upon a collection of primitive huts arranged around a lopsided church no bigger than a double-wide mobile home. In the front yard of one of the huts was a small vegetable garden, a pile of cut wood, and a clothesline strung between two crooked chestnut trees from which several pairs of pants and shirts had been hung to dry. The clothes looked as if they’d been sewn together from gunny cloth and old potato sacks.


Kate snatched a shirt and a pair of pants that seemed to be about her size and slipped them on over her jumpsuit. She crept out of the village, following the course set by her tracking device. She hiked along a narrow footpath through the dense woods, across a crystal-clear creek, and then up a steep, rocky hillside that had a rope strung through bolts hammered into the stone to use as a handrail.


After about an hour of climbing she came to a centuries-old stone and earthen hut built out from the mouth of a cave. A curl of smoke rose from its chimney. A stream originating from the wooded peak high above spilled down from a wide crevice beside the hut and turned a paddle wheel. She assumed that the paddle wheel powered the steady light that glowed warmly behind the single small window. The setting had such a storybook quality to it that she half expected the Seven Dwarfs to pop out, singing as they headed off to work.


Kate doubled-checked the tracker. The satellite phone was inside the hut, and it was on. Her gut told her she’d found Nick Fox’s hideaway, and judging by the light and the smoke, he was awake. She put the tracker back into the stomach pocket of her jumpsuit and removed the Glock from the pocket on her thigh. She tiptoed slowly up to the large wooden door and pressed her ear to it. She could hear the crackle of the fire, the burbling of the stream, and the churn of the paddle wheel.


Pressing her left side against the door, she carefully tested the latch and decided it wasn’t locked. She took a deep breath, threw her entire weight against the door, and burst into the room.


Nick Fox smiled at her from across a small table. He was wearing an aloha shirt, board shorts, and flip-flops. And he was eating a sandwich and drinking tsipouro, a clear liquor made on Athos from the residue of the wine presses. He didn’t seem especially surprised to see her or alarmed that she had a gun pointed at him.


“You’re under arrest,” she said.


“Is that how you greet everyone?”


“Only international fugitives.”


She kicked the door closed and looked around the tiny room. It was a bleak hermit’s cell, built for quiet spiritual contemplation and little else. A small fire burned in the stone hearth behind Nick, and a ragged curtain was drawn across an archway leading back to the cave.


“You really ought to try ‘Hello, Nick, it’s nice to see you’ as a greeting one of these days.”


“I’ll try it the first time I visit you in prison.”


Nick’s eyebrows raised a fraction of an inch. “You’d visit me in prison?”


“No,” she said. “I lied.”


Nick smiled, and Kate sank her teeth into her bottom lip to keep from smiling with him. The man was irresistible. What’s with that? she thought. It was like wanting to bake cookies for the spawn of Satan.


“Would you like some wine?” he asked her. “Why don’t you sit down and relax?”


She kept her gun trained on him. “This is how I relax.”


“Okay, that’s just scary. Would you like half of my corned-beef sandwich?” he asked. “It’s direct from the Carnegie Deli in New York.”


“Meat is forbidden on Athos.”
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