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Dax stepped forward. “You aren’t stealing that painting or anything else tonight, lady. So keep your manicure off the merchandise.”

“And why are you here?” Raven took in his leather jacket, oxford shirt and jeans. “Bidding on an ashtray you fancy?”

He grinned. “I believe you fancy something else. I saw the way you fondled that painting. I think you need a man.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Number one, it’s perfectly legal to cop a feel. No pun intended. Number two, the only man I need is the one with the bull’s-eye over his heart at the shooting range. And number three”—her eyes narrowed even more—“you’re wasting your time with me. In more ways than one.”

He leaned boldly into her personal space. She didn’t move a muscle as he ran his gaze along her bare shoulders and down her body. He had to admit, she was pretty damn hot.

This book is dedicated to my terrific, supportive family: Ed, Rachel, and Ryan. 
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Chapter 1

God, I love this part. Raven smiled as she peered through her scuba mask.

With one hand, she steadied herself in the water while gently prying the gold medallion from lava stone with her knife. She kicked slowly in the tiny phone-booth-sized alcove, careful not to stir up any silt or bump her gear against the low rock ceiling. The caving dive light attached to her mask penetrated the inky darkness and gleamed off the golden treasure before her.

“Do you have it yet? You’ve been down there for thirty minutes,” a high-pitched, anxiety-induced voice asked in her earpiece.

She grinned at her colleague’s typical impatience, which was why he was in the boat, and she handled the acquisitions.

“Relax, Paulie. This thing’s been set in rock for fourteen hundred years. Cut me a little slack,” she replied. “You got a hot date or something?”

“No, but we have company up top.”

Raven stilled. They weren’t exactly in the main shipping lines, five miles off the YucatଠPeninsula coast. “What kind of company?”

“Looks like a luxury yacht, but you know, it’s raining up here. Who goes for a joy ride in the rain?”

Nosy tourists, that’s who. Or worse. An uneasy feeling prickled in her mind. Seventh sense maybe, but it had kept her alive all these years and she wasn’t about to ignore it now. “Watch them. I’m almost done here.”

She finished running the knife around the edge of the round medallion, liberating sea-crusted lichens. Slipping the blade in a gap, she gently freed the gold disc from its ancient berth and into her hand. A low groan echoed through the narrow passage. Raven turned her head, scanning the cave with her dive light and the sound dissipated.

She shrugged and turned the artifact over. It was in superb condition, which was amazing considering the elements it had been exposed to. The markings were clearly Mayan and matched the design she was looking for. But there was only one way to make sure it was authentic.

She pulled off her dive glove and held the metal with her bare hand. Her fingers tingled. A flash of light behind her eyes signaled a familiar journey into the past. Her physical world faded for a moment as her mind focused on the man who wore this amulet. Gold glinting in the sun and a man, his demeanor analytical, decisive, powerful. Through his eyes, she saw costumed followers, intricate ceremonies, and fervent chants. He was the king.

“The yacht just stopped a hundred feet from me. I think you better get up here.” Paulie’s statement wrenched her out of the past.

She moved the amulet to her gloved hand and worked to get her bearings. Her psychic foray confirmed it was the genuine article. A fake would have registered a whisper of existence.

“Heading up now,” she told Paulie.

After carefully securing her prize in a pocket of the dry suit and her knife to her belt, Raven backed out of the tiny grotto and into the main passageway of a cave system with no name. She picked up the reel that connected to a guideline, her only link to the entrance.

Black water permeated the undersea cave a hundred feet below the surface. Her light flashed off small silver fish darting out of her way. As she reeled in the line, following it through the complex network of catacombs, she wondered how someone could have embedded the medallion down here a thousand years ago. Even with her specialized dive equipment, it was extremely dangerous.

There were times when the sheer will of man and his reverence for the trinkets of the past boggled her mind. Why anyone would go to so much trouble for a single object—

A hand slashed out from the darkness, knocking off her face mask and taking her light, air, and comm with it. Precious gas free-flowed around her as she struck blindly at her assailant with the reel. A massive fist shoved her in the chest, smashing her against the cave wall as the reel was ripped from her hand.

Raven brought her legs up and drew her knife from its sheath to defend herself. Eyes closed, muscles coiled, she waited. A hard flow of water came from the left, grazing her head as she ducked. She slashed out, snagging something solid, and heard a muffled cry. Pressure buffeted her as she sliced through the water around her, then everything was calm again.

Long seconds ticked by with no movement. With her lungs begging for relief, she fumbled for her mask and found it at the end of its safety tether. She pulled it on and blew air into it to clear the seawater. Cold gas mix filled her lungs, easing the burning.

Her eyes opened to pitch-black—her dive light was gone. Raven retrieved the spare from a pocket and turned it on, which didn’t improve the view much. The struggle had kicked up silt from the floor, and visibility was near zero.

As the silt settled, she swept the cave with her light. No sign of the attacker . . . or her reel. However, there was a distinct red tinge that confirmed a hit. Good. She hoped the sharks got him. On the other hand, she was still in the water as well. Sharks weren’t picky about their prey.

“Paulie, can you hear me?”

“Yup,” his voice crackled in her ear while rock-and-roll music blared in the background. “How’s it going?”

She patted the medallion in her pocket with relief. “Well, I was just mugged. How’s things with you?”

“Holy shit, are you okay?”

She checked her gas levels—they were in the red. “I have a major problem.”

“I knew it. The legend is true. That thing is cursed.”

Raven shone her light on two passageways, trying to remember which one she’d come through. If she had a god, she would have prayed. Instead she kicked toward an opening, hoping she picked the right one.

“Trust me. That wasn’t a curse that stole my lifeline.”

“Oh crap. Oh crap. Are you kidding me? You don’t have the line? Jesus, Raven,” Paulie sputtered.

She could tell he was about ten seconds away from a nervous breakdown. Rough coral snagged her tank and arms as she squeezed through the narrow tunnel.

“Paulie, shut the hell up and listen to me.” She took a breath. “I have next to no air left. I want you to drop a tank, mask and all, over the side of the boat. Open up the regulator full blast.”

“What? There’s no way—”

She breathed, watching the gauge drop. Two breaths, maybe three left. Not enough to argue with. “Just do it.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be right back.”

The line went silent except for her tank scraping rock. Stay calm. Easy breaths.

Right. Her heart was pounding out of her chest. Breathe. Relief pumped through her as her lungs filled.

“The tank is dropped,” Paulie’s frantic voice came back. “Can you get to it in time?”

She didn’t want to answer and waste precious air, but Paulie would throw himself overboard if she didn’t. “No problem. Now get out of here.”

“No way. No way am I leaving you. And just so you know, next time you get a dive partner,” he said. “I don’t give a damn how much you hate that. I don’t care. Nothing is worth this.”

Jeez, you’d think Paulie was the one in trouble. She pulled herself through around a corner and saw light. Hallelujah.

Breathe. The gauge dropped to empty.

Last call on life.

Her lungs ached already from holding her breath during the exertion of swimming, but she worked through the pain as she cleared the cave and entered open water. With a powerful kick, she headed for the surface.

Breathe— Air cut off halfway through.

Oh hell. Don’t panic, body. We’ll get through this.

Water flowed around her as her legs pumped. Eyes upward, flashlight scanning, she watched and listened. It had to be close.

“Raven? You got it yet?”

She didn’t answer this time. Seconds passed like eternity. Her lungs screamed. Her head pounded. And then she heard it—bubbles.

She moved to the right. Pain radiated through her body. The sound drew closer, and she scanned the sea with her light. Thirty feet above her, a white cloud plummeted toward the ocean floor. She kicked once more for position. She’d only get one shot at this. If she missed the tank, she’d be dead. Just about the best motivation she could think of.

“Raven!” Paulie yelled, as if shouting louder would make her answer.

Black started crowding her vision as she grabbed for the tank, missing it but snagging a strap. The force jerked her downward, and she fumbled for the mask shooting bubbles.

The rest was a blur as she yanked off her own mask and shoved the new one over her face. Just before the darkness took her, she purged the seawater and inhaled.

“Did you get it? Did you get it?”

Paulie’s voice in her ear drew her out of the fog that threatened to swallow her up. She was floating downward toward the sea bottom. Cold oxygen filled her starved lungs.

She checked the depth—120 feet and falling. She shook off the stars and shrugged out of her spent tank. It floated off as she pulled on the new gear and headed to the surface. Heavy legs took her up.

Damn, that was close.

“Raven!” Paulie screamed in her ear. She wished she had a volume control on the earpiece, but this was good. If the attacker was listening, he’d think she was dead and hopefully leave Paulie alone up top. If not, they would probably go after her boat, too.

Eighty feet from the surface, she pulled up short. No divers within visual range, and Paulie was still hyperventilating, so he was safe enough. A low rumble permeated the water as the party boat churned up the sea and headed back to the coast. She’d like to be here to give them the surprise of their lives when they came back looking for her body in that cave. Not today.

“I’m here, Paulie.”

“Thank God,” Paulie replied. “You scared the crap out of me.”

She could almost hear his blood pressure dropping. “Did you get an ID on that party barge?”

“No, I was a little busy freaking out over you. Besides, the yacht just left.”

“Any other boats in the vicinity?”

“Nope.” A pause. “Oh hell. They were the ones who mugged you, weren’t they?”

Five miles from the coastline. That diver didn’t swim all the way out here by himself. “Most definitely.”

“Damn scavengers,” he sputtered. “Want me to call them in to the authorities?”

“For what? They didn’t get anything.”

“Oh, right. Maybe we can follow them.”

“Forget it, we’ll never catch up.” She turned toward the surface and kicked. “Unless you mounted a rocket launcher on the deck while I was gone?”

He laughed nervously as if he thought she might actually be serious. “No, sorry.”

“Too bad. That would have really made my day. I’ll be up after I decompress.”

Paulie was hovering like a mother hen by the time she pulled herself onto the swim platform and into the boat. Twentysomething with glasses, a shaved head beneath his Cardinals cap and thin frame under his Aerosmith T-shirt, he could have been any geek on the planet. Luckily, he was her geek.

“I mean it,” he muttered, helping her with the gear. “I’m not doing this again unless you get a dive buddy.”

She leaned back against the gunwale, unzipped her dive suit, and let the rain trickle inside. These near-death experiences took a lot out of her.

“Save it, Paulie. You know I don’t play well with others.”

He mounted the cockpit seat and revved the engine. “I don’t care. This is absolutely the last time.”

While he rattled on, she extracted the medallion from her pocket. Even in the gray rain, it was superb, depicting the Mayan sacred calendar in gold relief. And more than that, it was the real deal. Another artifact unearthed for the world to worship with giddy reverence and kill for. She wondered how many people had died for this one. She was just grateful she wasn’t one of them.

The boat lurched forward, drowning out Paulie’s lecture. She tucked the medallion into her suit, and a shiver of victory went through her. She’d won the game despite the attack. It’d been too long since she’d had a good adrenaline rush.

She smiled. She really did love this part.


Chapter 2

Her footsteps echoed in the marble corridors of the Antiquities Preservation Institute. An enormous window showcased a fifty-first-floor view of the Manhattan skyline.

A few of the office staff did a double take as she passed by them. She supposed it wasn’t every day they saw her dressed in a black turtleneck and slacks wearing an ancient medallion around her neck. She stopped at Thomas Bigley’s door and planted her hands on his assistant’s desk. Gilmore looked up at her in annoyance and made a face.

“Hello, Raven,” he said in a nasal voice.

“Gilmore.” She leaned closer. “Is he in?”

Gilmore sat up straight in his chair and crossed his wrists with a huff. His slicked-back hair looked glued to his pinhead. “Do you have an appointment?”

He enunciated every letter of the last word because he knew damn well that she wasn’t on the schedule. The little shit. Over the past year, she’d entertained a multitude of fantasies on how to teach Gilmore some manners. Today’s was to take the medallion and shove it—

As if reading her mind, his eyebrows went up. “No appointment? Well, I can pencil you in for next week.”

She gave him her most brilliant smile and swung the medallion on its chain in front of his eyes. “This is my appointment. You want me to tell Bigs you wouldn’t let me through?”

Gilmore’s nose wrinkled, and he turned to check his computer. He finally looked at her. “He’s in. Let me buzz him.”

She shoved off the desk. “Never mind, I know my way.”

Gilmore’s sniff was unmistakable as she pushed open the double doors and entered her boss’s office. A wide bank of windows surrounded a ring of crimson chairs and a modest mahogany desk. Thomas Bigley, president of API, glanced over his glasses. A smile blossomed on his face as he pocketed the glasses and stood to greet her. With white-shot hair, sharp blue eyes, and tall stature, he looked fit for a fifty-eight-year-old man.

“Raven, you’re back,” he said.

She kissed him on each cheek. “When are you going to replace that little shit of an assistant you have?”

“Gilmore has been here longer than any of the others, so leave him alone.” He raised his eyebrows. “Unless you’d like the job?”

She nearly choked. “Not on your life. Keep him.”

Bigley asked, “So how was your trip?”

She unclipped the latch behind her neck and held the medallion up to Bigley by the chain. “Present for you.”

His focus shifted instantly. He pulled his glasses back on hastily and took the piece like it was spun glass. She followed him to his desk where he turned on a magnifying light and inspected the piece through it.

“Oh my,” he said in a hushed voice. “Truly spectacular.”

His reverence always made her smile. It didn’t matter how many pieces she recovered for their clients; each and every one earned the same reaction. She swore the whole reason he created the institute was so that he could get his hands on the good stuff.

She sat on the corner of his desk and crossed her arms. “Worn by King Pacal Votan the Great—a.d. 615-683.”

Bigley squinted up at her. “Are you certain?”

She shrugged. “Most likely. I’ll leave it up to you to get the provenance. I only do the easy stuff.”

Her boss gave a little smile. He never questioned her gift, never pried into how it worked or why. He simply nodded and went back to studying the artifact. “I’ll notify the Guatemalan Ministry of Culture at once. They will be happy to hear you got to it before the looters did.”

“I almost didn’t. Someone paid me a visit while I was in the cave,” she said.

Bigley’s head came up. “Good heavens. What happened?”

She waved him off, because she didn’t feel like another lecture. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. I’m just getting damn sick of being ambushed. I hate these government jobs. Politicians can never keep a secret.”

Bigley donned a worried frown. “I suppose it’s possible the ministry may have leaked the general location of the medallion once their scholars deciphered the scrolls they found.”

She nodded. “That’s my theory.”

“Or you were followed. This is the third time over the past few months.” He eyed her over his spectacles. “You are becoming quite famous, my dear.”

She gave him a stern look. He knew damn well she wasn’t in this for the fame. “It just makes life more interesting.”

“It also makes my position more difficult.”

She knew where he was heading with this one. “Don’t try to protect me. I’m perfectly capable of doing my job. Besides, I am the best recovery specialist you have. How many of your clients have their stolen artifacts back because of me? How many national treasures have I returned to their rightful places in museums and private collections?”

He raised his hands in defeat. “You are the best, without a doubt. I’m just saying, you always have other options in this organization.”

“Like replacing Gilmore? No thanks. If my life comes to that, I’m throwing myself off a bridge,” she said firmly.

He leaned back in his chair, watching her for a few moments before nodding. “In that case, I have an urgent job for you.”

He picked up the remote and clicked it at the forty-inch plasma screen on the wall. A photo of a painting appeared—a portrait of a woman with relaxed realism, rounded features, classic pose.

“Recognize this?”

Raven studied it. “Santo Vassalo portrait. Romanticism, Italian, late 1800s. Private collection, if I recall.”

He nodded. “Very good. It’s titled Sad Maria. Vassalo’s wife. Now look at this one.”

Another photograph appeared next to the first. Raven narrowed her eyes. It was of a man with the same expression, but his eyes were more direct and intense. Passionate. Angry.

“Is that Vassalo himself?”

Bigley moved next to her. “It’s unsigned, but the technique, probably early in his career, is similar, as is the setting. They are companion pieces, separated shortly after his death and never reunited under one roof. In fact, neither of these have been seen in over fifty years.”

She turned to him and noted the light smile. There was more to this story. “So how did you get the photos?”

“Sad Maria just came on the market.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “And the Vassalo self-portrait?”

He winked at her. “I took the photo. This morning.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He walked over to an enormous wall painting and touched the side. It swung wide on precision hinges, revealing a stainless-steel vault. He laid his palm across the security panel, and it opened to a deep room with padded walls. From it, Bigley removed a frame and laid it on a nearby table—the Vassalo self-portrait.

A heartfelt “Holy shit” was all she could muster. Then she glanced at her boss. “And how long have you had this?”

He took a deep breath. “Just surfaced last week. No one knows about it except you and me.”

She gaped at him in utter respect. “And you kept it secret this long? I’m impressed.”

He laughed. “It wasn’t easy. I was hoping you could tell me if it’s genuine.”

She turned serious. A painting this old would have a lot of history, and possibly changed hands hundreds of times. And with each new owner, the imprints of people, places, and emotions—every one of which she would experience vividly. Especially the bad ones. She would never understand why violent emotions always imprinted best.

Using the skills she’d acquired over her lifetime, she pulled insular protection around her, shutting off the flow of emotions. Then she raised her hands over the painting. Lightly, she pressed her fingers to the canvas and closed her eyes. A flood of images flashed as she descended through the layers to the first brushstrokes.

Old Venice, thick Italian voices, the smell of tobacco and wrenching emptiness. She shielded herself from the sudden onslaught of passion and yearning. A lover lost. Crushing depression. Betrayal . . . pain.

Raven extracted herself abruptly from the past and the residual anguish. Damn paintings. Bigley was watching her with rapt interest as she lifted her fingers, still tingling from the images, and shook them out.

She said, “Could be his. And just so you know, he wasn’t a happy camper when he painted this one. Why are the good painters always suicidal?”

Bigley frowned. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Not your fault,” she said, and she meant it. He respected her gift, and his requests were few. “So—” She looked at him. “What’s this baby worth?”

He picked it up and placed it back into the wall vault. “Probably close to 1.5 million.”

Raven crossed her arms. “Provenance?”

He turned to face her with a shake of his head. “That’s the challenge. Authentication will be the best we can do.”

“Don’t think anyone’s going to take my word for 1.5 mil.”

He smiled crookedly. “I agree, but I may have the solution. Sad Maria is going to private auction in Miami tomorrow evening. I’d like you to bring it back so we can use it to validate this one.”

“Another auction,” she said. “How very exciting. You really are trying to keep me out of trouble, aren’t you?”

He chuckled. “I’m afraid all your recoveries can’t be as exciting as cave diving, my dear. Try not to fall asleep. Walter Abbott will be the buyer. You’ll be his associate.”

She frowned. “Why can’t I just go solo?”

He walked by her and took a seat behind his desk. “As a well-regarded art dealer, Walter was invited. You weren’t.”

“After all the art I’ve handled over the years, I still get no respect.”

She ignored Bigley’s warning look as he continued. “And I want you to keep an eye on Walter. He doesn’t move as fast as he used to. Besides, this is his last job for API before he retires. He specifically asked to work with you.”

She couldn’t say anything to that. Walter was a sweet man who sincerely adored and appreciated great art and shared that passion with anyone willing to listen. Over the past ten years, they had worked many jobs together, posing as prospective buyers to locate artwork that had been stolen. Of course, Walter tended to follow the rules and call in the authorities more than she did. Sometimes, it was a lot less hassle just to steal the art back.

“Tell Walter I’ll be honored to work with him again,” she said.

“Excellent.” Bigley hitched his head toward the self-portrait. “Until we have the auction piece, I’d like this Vassalo to be our little secret. Walter doesn’t even know. No one can know.”

“What Vassalo?” she said innocently.

Bigley didn’t even break a smile. “No jokes, Raven. This job could become very dangerous. We’re talking the find of the century. Separately, the pieces may be worth only a few million dollars each. But reunited as a set after over one hundred years, they could easily top ten million or more. Never underestimate the greed of man.”

He didn’t need to worry. The greed of man was something she knew all about. Intimately.

The phone was ringing when Raven entered her apartment. She dropped her suitcases at the door, tossed her keys in a crystal bowl, and grabbed the phone on her way to the kitchen.

“Hi, Jill.”

“How do you always know it’s me?” her sister asked.

Raven opened the refrigerator door and light washed the tile floor. “Aside from caller ID and the fact that only you, Bigley, and Paulie have this number, it’s 7:32 p.m. on a Monday night. You’re heading out to dinner with Dad, and you are calling to see if I want to join you. You are highly predictable, kiddo.”

Raven scanned the meager contents. Half a quart of milk, spoiled no doubt. A six-pack of bottled water. Leftover pork chop suey with petrified white rice. She picked up a mushy package that was once lettuce and tossed it in the trash.

“You just got back in town, didn’t you?” her sister said with a sigh.

“Yup.” Raven opened the freezer. A full tray of ice cubes sat next to a Lean Cuisine dinner stuck to the back corner.

“Don’t tell me what you were after this time. I don’t want to know.”

Raven closed the door and stood in the middle of her kitchen. Where were those damn grocery fairies when you needed them? “Not even a hint?”

“No! Good God, Raven. I’m an assistant curator for the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The last thing I need is insider information. I’ll never get promoted.”

Raven paused. “You need to find another job. You bust your ass seventy hours a week for those people, and no one appreciates it. You could put your gift to better use.”

“Oh, and what am I supposed to say to potential employers? Hey, I can see ghosts moving around your precious artifacts? That’d go over real well. No thank you. I’ll stick to my graduate degree and hard work like everyone else.”

Raven sighed. Playing by the rules never got anyone a promotion. She pulled out a stack of take-out menus, leaned against the counter and flipped through them. “We aren’t like everyone else, Jill.”

“Tell me about it. So come to dinner with the other freak in the family.”

“Sorry. I’m beat, and I still have to unpack and repack for tomorrow.”

“I’m buying. Free food,” her sister cooed. “I know how you cook.”

Raven’s fingers paused on the menus. That was the problem with sisters—they had ammo, and they weren’t afraid to use it. “I’ve been contemplating cooking lessons.”

Jillian laughed. “Don’t even try that one. You don’t possess the prerequisite skill of water boiling.”

Raven found the flyer for Riccardi’s Italian Grill and tossed the rest aside. She walked over to the couch, dropped her shoulder bag beside her, and sank into the leather upholstery. “For your information, I’m having manicotti tonight.”

“Oh? Dating an Italian?”

Raven narrowed her eyes. “Maybe. How’s the dating world treating you?”

Jillian relented. “Fine. I’ll tell Dad you were busy again.”

Like you do every time. “I’ve been busy every Monday night for the past two years. I think he’s probably figured it out by now.”

Jillian quieted, and Raven felt a stab of compassion for her sister. Raven rubbed her forehead. Jill would never understand. She was a far better person, and good people forgave.

“Why do you keep trying, Jill? You know what the answer is going to be.”

“Because someday, you might say yes, and I don’t want to miss it.”

Her sister had the blind faith of a saint. “It’ll never happen. Dad and I have nothing to say to each other.”

“Never is a long time,” Jill quipped.

Raven squinted. “Have you been watching reruns of Kissed by an Angel again?”

“That’s Touched by an Angel,” she corrected; then she added a guilty, “No, I haven’t.”

Raven wanted to laugh. Her sister was such a good Catholic girl. At least one of them would make it to heaven.

Jillian asked, “So where are you off to?”

Raven smiled, knowing her sister was dying to find out even if she denied it. She had adventurer’s blood in her veins, no matter how hard she tried to bury it under blind faith and the security of homogeneity. “Art auction in Miami with Walter.”

“Oh. That’s good,” Jillian said with more than a little relief in her voice.

“You just like it when no one shoots at me.”

Raven could almost see Jill’s eyes glaze over, caught dead center in the middle of the dysfunctional family headlights.

“Don’t say that, Raven. Those are the visions that keep me awake at night. You do legitimate recovery operations for API. Period.”

Except when I have to steal stuff back from the bad guys, Raven thought silently. “Of course.”

Jillian said, “I have to run. If you change your mind, you know where to find us. Love you.”

Raven replied with her usual, “You too.”

After she’d hung up, Raven sat for a moment in the silence and looked across her apartment. French doors framed a matrix of buildings as dusk weighed heavy on her balcony. Fading sunlight warmed the chrome and glass of her furniture, giving the monochromatic colors a rosy tinge. Funny how there could be a whole city beyond those doors and yet so quiet in her apartment.

From the bag, she pulled out a souvenir and held it up to the waning light. Its crude, classic Mayan face stared back at her—a wooden smile frozen in time.

She set the Mayan figurine in an empty space on the curio wall cabinet. It fit in perfectly with the odd assortment of mass-produced souvenirs from all her travels. Some people collected fine art—paintings, bronzes, sculptures, or antiquities. Some . . . didn’t.

Then she picked up the phone and dialed the number for Riccardi’s takeout.


Chapter 3

Welcome to Matador’s Auction House,” the greeter said and handed Walter a catalog. Raven nodded at the young man beneath the brim of her black feather hat as they entered the preauction exhibition. He gave her an approving smile, and she knew he was watching her ass as she swayed by. As long as everyone concentrated on the dress and not her hands, she’d be good.

Her pulse quickened when they entered the great hall with the other patrons. The game had begun, even if it was a simple one. She loved the setup, the preparation, the anticipation. And the sweet smell of victory. Instant gratification. Like chocolate. Like sex. Only without all the calories and strings.

Walter looked every bit the proper dealer in a fine charcoal suit with carefully combed white hair, soft gray eyes, and a face that crinkled when he smiled.

Decked out in a little black dress, a floral black-and-red scarf that brushed her thighs, and Dior slingbacks, she preferred to think she looked more like his daughter than a companion. And if Walter thought otherwise, he was too much of a gentleman to say anything.

Glass cases full of artworks lined the exhibit hall, and potential buyers milled about, hoping for a good deal come auction time. This crowd was more upscale than most, the items demanding top price.

Walter gently held her elbow, and they proceeded slowly through the rows of paintings, sculptures, and artifacts that made up today’s bidding lots. His step was light and his face animated as he regaled her with tidbits of information about the pieces, still teaching her, as he had from the first day they worked together. Everything she’d learned about the art world, she’d learned from him. And if not for his great love of art, she would never see artifacts as anything but painful memories.

As they took their time, stopping at various items, she noted four security guards covering the exits, two standing at permanent posts and another two floating.

“We aren’t alone,” she whispered to Walter.

“Quite,” he said, barely moving his lips. “We shall need to be expeditious.”

Raven scanned the crowded room until her gaze settled on the Vassalo in the far corner, with a security guard posted nearby. Aside from the security detail, the room also housed a matrix of ceiling-mounted cameras; but all she needed was a few seconds, and since potential buyers had the right to inspect the painting, this should be quick and easy.

However, “easy” usually wasn’t part of her job. Thank God, or she would have quit ages ago.

As they approached, the guard gave her a quick once-over and effectively dismissed her. Raven moved to the opposite side of the painting, looking bored, while Walter stood directly in front of it and made thoughtful clucking noises. After due time and with skilled ease, he engaged the security guard in idle chatter about the upcoming auction.

Raven waited until the guard was looking the other way to give Walter directions to the nearest bar before reaching out and lightly brushing her fingers over the painting’s surface.

She inhaled sharply at the resurgence of pain and betrayal, concentrating on the surroundings that accompanied creation. Familiar pipe smoke filled her senses, along with the same sights and sounds of Venice that she’d felt with Bigley’s Vassalo.

Authentic.

She broke the bond and stepped away from the painting to center herself. When she opened her eyes, she noticed the dark shadow of a man staring at her from thirty feet away.

Penetrating blue eyes full of condemnation bore through her disguise, stripping her of the past year and setting her back to a near disaster of a heist in a small suburb of Miami and a couple of nosy Ouray patrolmen. His hair was longer and the outfit was different, but his expression was still chiseled from pure granite.

Son of a bitch.

She’d remember that face anywhere.

Son of a bitch.

Dax would recognize that face anywhere.

She stared back at him from beneath the fringe of dark feathers, her hair tucked neatly underneath. While her partner in crime distracted the guard, Dax had watched her finger the painting with blatant hunger. The intense look on her face reminded him of a lover’s satisfaction. But this woman was no lover. This one was a thief, a player, and potential trouble for his operation.

She raised her chin marginally in silent defiance, and a stony resolve swept across her expression. Then she stepped beside the old man and whispered something. He nodded to the guard, and they turned toward the main entrance for their escape.

I don’t think so, Dax thought as he took a route around the room to cut them off. Potential buyers parted in his wake; one of the benefits of being a big man on a mission. He relished the flash of surprise in her eyes when he appeared in front of them just before they reached the main doors.

“Susan Carrey, isn’t it?” Dax said.

She narrowed her eyes. “Sorry, I don’t know you. Come on, Walter.” She tugged at the startled gentleman.

Dax sidestepped in front of them. “No, I’m pretty sure it’s Susan. I rarely forget a name. Or a face.”

He stuck a hand out to the older man, who was eyeing him with great suspicion. “David Maddox.”

“Walter Abbott,” he returned in a distinct English accent. “May we be of service?”

Dax grinned. “Actually, I’d like to borrow Susan for a moment.” He winked. “We’re old friends. Very close.”

“Not friends. Not close,” she said coolly.

He leaned down, and with a hundred people present, said, “Don’t you remember that hot night last summer?”

Her eyes widened a fraction, and he could almost feel the steam coming out of her nostrils.

“Or maybe you don’t mind reminiscing about our good times in front of Mr. Abbott?”

She gave him a withering glare as their gazes locked in a war of wills. Finally, she turned and patted Abbott’s hand. “It’s fine. I’ll catch up with you later.”

He appeared uncertain as his white eyebrows knitted. “Are you sure, my dear?”

She shot him a quick smile that surprised Dax with its sincerity. “Positive.”

Abbott nodded to Dax. “A pleasure meeting you.” With that, he left.

Dax dropped the Good Humor Man act and latched onto her arm as he drew her through the patrons and into a nearby corridor. They were going to have a little talk before things got out of hand. He tried a few doors before finding a storage room unlocked, and ushered her inside.

When he turned around to face her, there was a Beretta Tomcat pointed at his head.

Okay. Looked like things were already out of hand.

He took a breath to ease the automatic fight response looking down the barrel of a gun always had on him. Too many witnesses around, and they’d all seen them leave together. She might be a thief, but she wasn’t stupid. If anything, she was brilliant. He’d watched her talk his rookie partner into letting her go last year with minimal effort. Of course, that was Nick. Long legs and a hot phone number did that to him.

“You can get into a lot of trouble pulling a gun on a cop,” he said, staying focused, which was a definite challenge, considering he was already trying to figure out where she hid a weapon in an outfit like that.

“Self-protection. I don’t see a badge flashing. I don’t see a uniform. So as far as I’m concerned, you kidnapped an innocent woman, dragged her into a closet, and backed her up against a wall.”

“Innocent. Good one,” he said with a laugh. “The way you were innocent when we caught you casing the Lowry house last summer?”

She lifted her chin, her expression challenging. “As I explained to your much nicer partner, I took a wrong turn on a late-evening walk. I was venting restless energy. I vent a lot. You might want to remember that.”

She lowered the handgun to her side but didn’t stow it. Probably a thigh holster. Now there was a visual distraction he didn’t need.

Her lips pursed. “Can we just move on to the high points here? I’d like to make it to the auction tonight.”

Beneath the smoky makeup and elegantly arched brows, her eyes were sharp and clear. And light blue, if he remembered right. Under the hat, her hair would be long, fine, and a shade of black that shone in the sunlight. And beneath the dress . . . a whole slew of distractions.

Dax stepped forward. “You aren’t stealing that painting or anything else here tonight, lady. So keep your manicure off the merchandise.”

A flash of anger passed behind her eyes. “Sorry to disappoint you, but no stealing today. Maybe tomorrow.”

“So you’re here just for the culture, is that it?”

“And why are you here?” She took in his leather jacket, oxford shirt, and jeans. “Bidding on an ashtray you fancy?”

He grinned. “I believe you fancy something else. I saw the way you fondled that painting. I think you need a man.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Number one, it’s perfectly legal to cop a feel. No pun intended. Number two, the only man I need is the one with the bull’s-eye over his heart at the shooting range. And number three—” Her eyes narrowed even more. “You’re wasting your time with me. In more ways than one.”

He watched her bat her eyelashes mockingly and decided that he wasn’t above playing the bad-cop card today.

“You can count off all the reasons you want, but the bottom line is that I have the badge. And if I catch you anywhere near that painting, I’m going to use it. I won’t let you go next time.”

He leaned boldly into her personal space. She didn’t move a muscle as he ran his gaze along her bare shoulders and down her body. He had to admit, she was pretty damn hot. But regardless of the view, she was standing between him and his quarry. And no one was going to do that. He’d been waiting for this chance for six months.

He looked her in the eye with renewed focus. “I’m watching you. All I need is a reason.”

He turned and walked out.

Raven was still fuming when the auction began. The part of the confrontation that pissed her off the most was the fact that for once, she wasn’t even planning to steal anything. The lack of any measurable guilt gave her categorical righteousness. How dare he hassle her? She was here as a lawful buyer. The arrogant bastard.

She sat beside Walter in sullen silence amid the rows of well-tailored bidders and spectators that crowded the hall and chattered between lots. One by one, they paraded through the process of selling art. Hundreds of thousands of dollars exchanged for a single object. If she had that kind of money, she wouldn’t be buying art. She’d be . . . she didn’t know what, but it would be something more important than hanging a painting over a staircase.

She took note of who bought what, but mostly she waited for the Vassalo. God, she was bored.

Beside her, Walter watched the proceedings with rapt interest.

“The house is doing well tonight,” he said softly but with as much giddiness as Walter’s breeding would allow. “All lots are selling above catalog estimates.”

She nodded, half listening to his ramblings about how art continued to escalate in price even as the economies of their native countries crumbled. His monotone melded in with the other sounds.
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