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​PROLOGUE
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Vancouver Gallery of Modern Art, Vancouver

One year ago

The security guard paid little attention to the middle-aged mousy woman in the ill-fitting beige coat. He saw people like her all the time. Another tourist who had wandered into the small museum to escape the crowded sidewalks of downtown Vancouver. Or maybe she was one of those artsy housewives who liked to stand in front of large pieces of artwork and sigh, then scribble some notes and pretend she understood what she looked at before she picked up her squabbling kids from school in the suburbs.

Whatever. He didn’t care. A flash of the old watch on his wrist showed it was almost time for his break, like his stomach hadn’t been reminding him of that for the last twenty minutes, and he wanted to get off his feet for a few precious minutes instead of answering inane visitor questions. He checked his watch again. Time to go. His colleague hadn’t turned up to relieve him but what the hell, it wasn’t like there was anything to steal here anyway. It wasn’t like they were brimming over with indigenous art that the Museum of Anthropology featured across the bay, or the new and upcoming, being displayed at the Vancouver Art Gallery around the corner in the old courthouse on Hornby Street.

Everyone knew the security guards here were no more than glorified mannequins more suited to giving directions than catching thieves. Plus, he badly needed a smoke. With one last glance at the mousy-haired woman, her hands thrust into the pockets of her oversized coat, still staring at the dull landscape dominating the sparse wall, he creaked to a stand and abandoned his post, taking off for the narrow escalator.

The mousy woman had spent more time discreetly watching the security guard shuffle in his seat and check his watch than she had staring at the painting, noting that every so often his hand tapped his pants pocket.

The guard was a five-a-day smoker. No more, no less, and he was nowhere near quitting although he’d tried gum and patches after his family’s urgent pleas. A stressful morning, aided by people he would never remember, ensured he was desperate for his break. When he slipped away, making for the escalator before his colleague — waylaid deliberately — arrived, she smiled with just the slightest upturn of her lips. Exactly like she planned and right on time.

She had precisely three minutes to remove the painting and replace it without being noticed or triggering an alarm.

Piece of cake.

Five minutes later, she stepped off the last stair of the curved staircase, skirted around the strolling security guard aiming for the gallery she’d just departed, and headed across the marble lobby to the sliding glass doors. Unlike the real tourists, she didn’t loiter at the gift shop or stop to snap photos she’d never look at again. Instead, she stepped outside, hung a left and ambled across the small courtyard towards the street, skirting the street performer trying to entertain a small group of Chinese tourists.

She didn’t move too fast, lest she arouse suspicion, and drew the beige, ill-fitting coat around her. It wasn’t an attractive garment, entirely out of style, but the secret compartment inside it was a work of tailored genius. Just large enough to stow a few extras and expertly made to drape and conceal. Despite that, she would be glad to never wear such a clunky garment again. She would probably set it on fire. The wig too.

Turning onto Burrard Street, she caught a flash of expansive blue in the distance. The glimpse of the harbor, where Burrard gave way to the pier, was always a welcome sight. Indeed, the sea views from all angles of downtown were one of the many reasons she loved Vancouver so much. It was a shame she wouldn’t be coming back any time soon. This was a strict in-and-out job. Perhaps next time she would take a few days of R&R: bike the Stanley sea wall, read a book while perched on a log in English Bay, or head across the sound to hike Grouse Mountain. Yeah, she huffed to herself, like she’d get any leisure moments to indulge herself any time soon.

Plus, there was the small matter that someone might have alerted the authorities that she was in the city and on the hunt. She’d suspected for some time now that her movements were being observed. All the more reason to disappear.

She couldn’t risk any exposure. She would have to go to the States instead or maybe Europe. Her French accent hadn’t had a workout in a while. Neither had her French passport, one of several nationalities and names she used.

Only a couple of blocks to go and she felt herself tensing, the small hairs on the back of her neck standing up.

Was this it? Had they finally found her?

She’d had the awful sensation of being watched several times since she arrived in the city. Before that, she thought she’d been tailed through the US-Canadian crossing. And before that, she’d turned down a job that seemed too good to be true.

She paused at the junction of Dunsmuir, hardly daring to turnaround. Don’t look. Act normal. Then someone brushed past her; a young woman with shiny hair, chattering into her cellphone in a high-pitched voice, ignoring their slight contact.

The crosswalk flashed green and she realized she was the only one not walking so she hurried after them, taking care not to slow her pace as she stepped onto the sidewalk. At the pier, she hung a left, following the route down to the harbor until she spotted the seaplanes docked in their small marina.

The pilot was waiting for her, casually standing by a white seaplane rocking gently on the water. He wore khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, two buttons open at the neck like he was just a regular guy about to take a tourist for a tour. He didn’t wave and neither did she but the edges of his mouth flickered upwards, pleased to see her or possibly amused by her getup. It was hard to tell.

“Beautiful day,” he said when she reached him. His mirrored aviators reflected her face, thick with makeup. She couldn’t wait to take it off. The dowdy, over-sized clothes too.

“The sea likes calm,” she replied. It wasn’t code, not really, but a way of him asking and her saying that everything had gone okay, that there was no need for haste.

He reached for the door, opened it, and she climbed inside the small seaplane, settling into the hard seat. Moments later, he was in the pilot’s seat, lighting up the instrument panel, and adding a pair of thick headphones to his ears. He handed her a pair and she put them on over the wig.

As they taxied onto the water, the loud whoosh of the engine firing made her heart race. Little aircrafts weren’t her favorite form of transport, seaplanes even less so, but she knew better than to show any fear. No one showed fear in this game.

He spoke into his mic, confirming their take-off and then they were going, zooming across the sea, creating white surf as they skimmed the water until they lifted off, heading away from the city and towards the mountains.

A few minutes later, he asked, “So?”

She barely cracked a smile as she wriggled around the safety belt and pulled off her coat, extracting the small painting from the hidden pocket.

He burst out laughing. “Shit, Cass! You stole the damn frame too?”

“It’s a nice frame, Nick,” she said, grinning at the wood encasing the canvas, then added, “and easier to take the whole thing than fiddle around removing the painting.”

“What did you leave in its place?”

“You don’t want to wait and read about it in the newspapers?” she teased.

“Nope.”

“A ‘wish you were here’ postcard in a similar frame. Can you believe the sensor wasn’t even attached?”

Nick laughed, the rich, warm sound filling her ears through the headphones. Turning away, she smiled back at the city quickly receding into the distance. Someone was going to be pissed that she’d stolen the painting right out from under their noses.

Probably a whole lot of someones but that wasn’t her problem.

Her problem was that someone wanted her to be caught.
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Paris

Two weeks ago

Cass Temple

The four police cars that sped past, sirens blazing, were probably looking for a brash platinum blond in a tight, black dress and sky-high Louboutin knock-offs.

At the moment they zipped past, oblivious to the coffee drinkers lining the sidewalks of the busy Parisian street, Cass Temple raised a coffee cup to her lips and took a deep breath, reminding herself to stay calm. She’d been through this too many times to count. Plus, they weren’t even looking for her. They were looking for Mandy Oliver, aforementioned blond, with the loud Southern drawl and teetering walk, but that identity had been discarded just as soon as Cass retrieved her client’s fifty-thousand-dollar double-strand diamond necklace from a gold-digging ex-boyfriend minutes before he was due to hand it over to the auction house. She’d ditched the heels, jumped onto the scooter stashed the night before, and dropped it into her client’s hand within a quarter hour.

Her client was happy; she was happy.

As for the police... they could look all they wanted. Mandy Oliver didn’t exist anymore. The long, platinum wig was gone, stuffed into a trash can somewhere near the Louvre. The dress? Abandoned under a stool in a chain store’s changing room. Makeup? Removed with several cotton pads and a great deal of force. And the passport by which Cass had entered France was about to take a swim in the Seine.

“Le menu, Madame?” asked the waiter, pleasantly Gallic with his sweep of dark hair, long, black apron and starched, white shirt.

“Non, merci,” she said, shaking her head before asking for the bill.

Cass had been called a lot of things over her career. Thief. Con-artist. Criminal. At various times in her life, each of those things had been true but these days, she preferred to let her reputation do the talking.

Cass Temple, best damn thief in Europe.

North America too.

Maybe even the world.

Taking another sip of the sweet coffee, she opened the passport again, staring at her platinum wig. She’d quite enjoyed the disguise. Being loud and over-the-top, just the way her mark liked, was liberating. Maybe she’d try it again someday, but as she ran a hand through her own shorter, darker blond hair, she decided it wouldn’t be anytime soon. Plus, she was due a vacation from disguises after the tribulations of chasing down her most recent repatriation. That’s what she did these days: return stuff. Not just any old thing. No, Cass focused on the high value acquisitions. Jewelry, art, identities... anything that could be stolen from another lesser-skilled thief.

It took a certain kind of person to find high-value and highly-desired items and return them to their rightful owners without getting caught.

She wasn’t surprised she was that person, although occasionally, she was surprised to find most of her morals still intact, a testament to nature over nurture.

The coffee cup drained, Cass set it in its saucer, tossed a few euros onto the table, picked up her umbrella and made for the crossing. This stretch of the Seine was quiet at this time of day, a little too far away from the museums for the tourists. So, as she stood at the river edge, she took her time, slicing the passport into little pieces before tossing it into the river, and watching the little pieces sink away to nothing.

“Bye, Mandy,” she said as if the fake identity cared that she’d ceased to exist. Cass held her hand to the light drizzle coming increasingly quickly. At least she’d prepared for that unseen eventuality with the umbrella she’d relieved the auction house of, but she figured they wouldn’t even notice that while dealing with the chaos of the stolen necklace. Just as she was struggling with the stiff mechanism, a larger, open umbrella appeared over her head, a hand wrapped around the wooden handle, protecting her from the fat raindrops.

“Allow me,” said the uniformed man. English. Tall. Older than Cass by two decades. He was dressed in a black suit, and the tie he wore displayed a very small coat of arms in the center.

“Thank you,” Cass replied, wondering how unlikely a coincidence this man’s presence was as she assessed his threat level. He seemed quite steely but his fingers were unblemished and his nails groomed. He wasn’t a fighter. “I’ll be fine.” She attempted to pop the umbrella again.

“Allow me to escort you to the car,” he said.

Cass frowned. “I didn’t order a car. You have the wrong person.” Even as she said it, her stomach formed a knot.

“No, you didn’t. My employer suggested I assist you,” he said, unhurried and making no moves to grab her elbow and steer her towards the curb. That could only be a good thing. Cass would have hated to break his wrist.

Cass pretended to continue fumbling with the umbrella as she discreetly looked past him to the Maybach parked at the curb. The windows were blacked out. “And your employer is...” she prompted.

“Eager to meet you.”

“This sounds like a kidnap,” Cass murmured with a small sigh as if she really couldn’t be bothered entertaining such an attempt. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to snatch her off the street but the Englishman seemed affronted at her suggestion.

“Not at all,” he sniffed, his nose wrinkling with distaste. “My employer would like to talk to you.”

“No, thanks.”

“She is quite insistent.”

“Still a no.” Cass gave up on the umbrella and decided she might be forced to use it as a baton instead.

“She thought you might say that and asked me to give you this.” His hand disappeared inside his suit jacket and reappeared with an envelope. “It’s a hint.”

Cass took the proffered envelope and slipped the flap out, trying not to blink at the wad of small bills inside. Ten thousand euros at a guess. “Or a bribe,” she countered. “What kind of strings are attached to this cash?”

“None. My employer is keen to talk to you. If you will give her a moment of your time, the cash is yours regardless of whether you take the job or not. Call it an introductory fee.”

“The job?”

“It pays far more than this.” He gave the envelope a little tap with his forefinger.

“You’re fun.” Cass’s lips twitched with the smile she struggled to hold back as she noted the sparkle in his eye. He was enjoying his role as facilitator. Normally, her potential clients weren’t so brazen, or so eager. They liked to play it cool. Although the owner of the diamond necklace had simply been frantic, sobbing as she asked Cass to retrieve her inherited necklace.

“It has been said.”

She had to admit, she was intrigued. Her clients were usually more subtle; they liked to talk to her first, get a feel for her and her methods, dance around the issue a little bit, rarely using the word “steal” even though they both knew that was what they meant. Clearly, the person inside the darkened car either didn’t have the time to court her or had enough knowledge about her to know she could get the job done. “Okay, Pennyworth, take me to the Batcave. Let’s talk to your employer,” she said. 

“If you like the car, you’ll love my employer’s version of Wayne Manor,” he said cheerfully.

The Englishman escorted her the few yards to the car, holding the umbrella over her head. He reached for the rear door with his free hand, opening it wide, indicating with an incline of his head that she should get in.

Cass stooped to peer inside, ready to kick him in the balls, followed by a poke in the eye the moment he had the crazy idea to stuff her into the car. Since Columbia, she didn’t tolerate kidnappings.

The solo occupant was a beautifully dressed woman holding a crystal tumbler. A neat two-piece suit, undeniably Chanel, a blond bob swinging at her chin, eyes framed with precisely-cut bangs, and delicate jewelry. She could have been a lady who lunched, a boardroom executive, or an heiress; it was impossible to say. However, what Cass saw indicated old money, and a lot of it.

“Ms. Temple,” she began in clipped English tones. “You’re a hard woman to track down.”

“I try my best.”

“Won’t you get in? It’s raining and I’d like to talk to you about a job.”

“I don’t talk to people I don’t know about jobs.”

The woman sipped her drink, forcing Cass’s nose to get hit by a stray raindrop. “You must meet your clients somehow.”

“By referral usually.”

“Hmmm.” She didn’t seem at all perturbed about Cass’s unwelcoming responses. “Would it help to know that I know about Guatemala?”

“Lovely country,” Cass said.

“Great art,” the woman countered and they both smiled. “My driver was instructed to give you a gift as thanks for talking to me here. I would like to give you a great deal more than that. Do get in.”

“My parents taught me to never get into cars with strangers, even if they do have paper candy.”

“Very droll. Ms. Temple, let me phrase it this way. I have the chief of police on speed dial and I would like you to get in so I don’t have to waste my free time informing him of your whereabouts, or pass on these lovely photos of you stealing some very fetching jewels this afternoon.” She passed Cass another envelope, larger and thinner than the first. Cass stood straight as she pulled two eight by tens from it. The first was a little blurry but clearly her as she lifted the necklace from her target’s case. Well, as Mandy Oliver stole it. The second photo showed her without the wig, seconds away from pulling on the crash helmet. Apparently, Cass hadn’t been as careful as she thought she was. This woman had Cass by the neck and they both knew it.

Cass ducked down to see the woman waiting patiently. “I don’t suppose you’ll share the name of your developer?” Cass asked as she got in, the cash envelope tucked into her pocket. “You got these printed pretty quickly.”

The woman laughed as the driver shut the door with a light click. “You can keep those. The data card with the negatives are enclosed. Consider it another gift.”

“You’re like Santa Claus.”

“Aren’t you intrigued about the job?”

“I am now.”

“And me?”

“So long as you don’t give me the evil monologue before shooting me. I have other things to do today.”

“I was told you were a little... shall we say... spiky, but I find you rather cool. In the fun sense. You conduct yourself well under pressure and despite your spark, I have no doubt you do feel under pressure. Cool is just what I need.” She paused to sip again, taking her time, but more importantly, making Cass wait. “My name is Antoinette Quinlan and I need you to retrieve something for me.”

Cass couldn’t place her name despite a brief glimmer of familiarity. The more Cass thought she sounded familiar, the more her face looked recognizable too. It could have been her mind playing tricks on her but Cass doubted that. She was sure the woman had given her real name. More than that, she was sure Madame Quinlan would have a compelling story. This was not a woman who did things by halves.

“What is it?” Cass asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“That’s more like it.” Antoinette Quinlan smiled as they pulled into traffic, turning away briefly to reach into her purse on the seat beside her. Placing another envelope on her lap she turned her gaze to Cass, silent for a little while before she began to speak again. “Many years ago, my family owned a painting called The Pandora. It’s a beautiful piece,” she started, pulling a print from the envelope and handing it to Cass. 

Cass examined the small print. Pandora was depicted as a beautiful young woman with flowing hair and robes, holding the box full of humanity’s evil and a printed scroll. Flora and fauna surrounded the young woman. It was undeniably pretty in the small version; Cass thought the real painting would be breathtaking.

“The lady in the portrait is said to be modeled on a great, great grandmother of mine, several times removed, so it has some sentimental value. The artist was John Carmichael, a friend of the family.”

“Another painting by Carmichael sold at Sotheby’s last month for seven point two million pounds,” said Cass.

“Yes, that’s right. This painting has commercial value too although it’s hard to say how much. To me, it has little relevance.”

“It hasn’t been seen in a hundred years,” Cass recalled. The auction, she vaguely recalled, had created a renewed interest in Carmichael and his many ethereal works.

“More. The portrait had been a gift to Lady Georgette, the lady depicted, from her husband and she passed it down to our family through the first daughter line from which I’m descended. I don’t know exactly what happened in previous generations for it to slip from our hands but I believe it was stolen, and that the painting hasn’t surfaced again until now.”

“It’s due to be on display at a museum here,” Cass said. She’d seen an advertisement for the exhibition at the Musée de Trésor only a few days ago and there had been a puff piece in the newspaper with some excitement over the grand revelation, although she couldn’t remember the dates. Sometime soon, she thought. “They consider it a centerpiece of their exhibition and quite the coup to be the first to show it to the public. Are you saying the listed owner stole it?”

“No, it was stolen before his time. However, the listed owner isn’t the rightful owner. Perhaps he inherited it without knowing the history. It’s hard to say.”

“If what you’re saying is true, you must have some evidence to support your claims.” Cass glanced out the window, trying to gauge exactly where they were in the city. They’d left the Seine a few blocks back and now the streets were lined with leafy trees and grand old buildings with doors like barricades.

“I do,” said Antoinette, tapping the envelope. “You must know that I’m not interested in the current owner’s claims. What I want is my family’s painting returned. I have some more documents for you to see. No doubt, you’ll want to verify what I show you. I just ask that you are discreet. The painting has caused some embarrassment to my family over the years.”

Cass loved art. She’d visited almost all of the greatest museums and galleries in the world and viewed many private collections, sometimes while wearing a black jumpsuit, a knit mask, and rappelling gear. She’d stolen several important pieces and on one occasion, discreetly returned a bronze statuette embarrassingly pilfered under a curator’s watch. In the early days, it was just to see if she could; now, as her morals had evolved and stepped far from her entry into crime, it was to right past wrongs. It was a tough job and only getting harder thanks to new technologies and updated security systems. A heist of a painting like that took time, effort, and a hell of a lot of planning. “I don’t know if I can help you,” she said. “The museum takes their security very seriously.”

“I’m aware. I’ve patronized it, and others, for years. Here’s a document from Carmichael to Lady Georgette. He describes the portrait and the conditions in which she sat for him. Perhaps it’s a romantic fancy, but I think he was in love with her.” Antoinette passed the photocopy to Cass, sliding the next document from the envelope. “This one is our family tree and a clutch of birth certificates, showing my direct line to Lady Georgette. Here’s another letter that shows her husband gifted the portrait to her. A letter from Lady Georgette writing of her intent for her daughter to receive it. A will from another lady in the direct line. I have several more letters over the years that make references to the painting at my family’s estate, Temperley Hall. Here.”

Cass took them, rifling through them. All were photocopies or prints. “Where are the originals?” she asked.

“At my London house. Everything that remained was removed from Temperley Hall after a fire many years ago. They are too delicate to move now.”

“Was there a theft report?”

“None that I can find. I fear paperwork then wasn’t quite how it is now.”

“Then how can you prove it’s stolen?”

Antoinette sighed. “I believe it was stolen in the nineteenth century. The families were still close then but the loss of The Pandora promptly ended that. My grandparents and my mother tried to get it back, unsuccessfully. I have tried several times too. The Guldners have always refused and I’m afraid there’s been some bad press. That’s why we’re talking now.”

“You want me to steal it.” Cass waited for a wince but Antoinette’s face remained impassive.

“I prefer... repatriation.”

“You want me to steal a painting probably worth several million dollars?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t do it.”

Antoinette raised a single eyebrow. “Can’t or won’t?”

Cass decided not to answer that. Of course she could steal it. Whether she wanted to was a different matter. Instead, she said, “It’s too risky. The painting is in a private collection. It’ll be guarded, protected by the best security systems and even if it weren’t, its provenance is still difficult, if not impossible to prove. Until the Musée de Trésor puts it on display, no one even knows its location.”

“The Pandora is already in Paris. It’s being studied by the museum’s team prior to the exhibition opening.”

Cass looked up sharply. “That’s why you’re approaching me now?”

“It’s serendipitous, don’t you think? It’s in Paris, we’re in Paris. Don’t you love a challenge? Something to stretch your talents?”

“I’m leaving Paris.” Cass had another passport waiting for her in a drop box near the Gare du Nord along with tickets for an evening Eurostar. She would be, should be, in London tonight; this job and the past few months quiet, continental living until she’d stolen the necklace already a fading memory by the time the train reached the tunnel.

The Maybach drew to a halt. Cass didn’t need to check out the window to know where they were. She had recognized the streets a few minutes before. They were near her apartment. Somehow this Antoinette Quinlan knew everything. She knew who Cass’s client was, where her jobs went down, even how to find her. That she had been tracked so efficiently sent a shiver down Cass’s spine even as she ensured her face didn’t give away her concern. Worse, this woman knew Cass loved a challenge. She knew she’d dropped temptation into her lap and lured her further with righting a wrong.

“Take everything and look over it. Review it. Keep the cash Mackie gave you as a gift. Call it a consultation fee if you like. If you’re not interested, no harm done. If you’re interested—” Antoinette plucked a card from her purse, placing it on top of the paperwork and its envelope. “—Call me. You’ll need to be quick. The painting is only in town for a short time.”

Mackie opened the door, a rush of cool air hitting Cass’s legs. “Miss,” said the chauffeur, but it was an instruction, not a request. Her time was up.

Silently, Cass gathered the paperwork and photos, dropping them all into her purse, and stepped out. The driver didn’t move.

“Ms. Temple,” Antoinette called and Cass had to turn and stoop to see her nestled in the back of the car.

“Half my fee up front. I’ll send you an account number for the transfer. There’s a twenty percent rush fee,” said Cass impulsively.

“Done. This job isn’t for just anyone. This is a job for you. Don’t let me down.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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FBI Field Office, New Montgomery, Massachusetts

One week ago

Adam Maddox

Adam Maddox’s day was shit. Or, at least, it wasn’t shit yet but it was definitely going that way. Case files towered on his desk. His coffee was half drunk, cold and forgotten. But the thing that made his day really shit was the report buried in the New York Times.

PRICELESS POCKET WATCH STOLEN FROM PHILANTHROPIST.

It was her. He knew it was. Deep in his bones, he knew it.

As soon as he’d picked up the newspaper, he’d pushed all his other paperwork to one side — biting back the urge to upend it onto the floor with one big sweep of his arm — and started working the phones. First, there was his contact at NYPD, a guy he’d met on a trip a few years back, becoming buddies over whitewater rafting, campfire beers, and an encounter with a bear that had (thankfully) ended up being a funny anecdote and not their entrails splattered all over the hiking trial. Not that anyone would know the encounter wasn’t all that dangerous; certainly not from the way they’d embellished the story over the years.

He called the philanthropist’s office, unsurprised when he was passed off to their tiny media department for a bland couple of lines on internal investigations ongoing. He didn’t call the journalist whose byline was listed under the headline; judging by the article, all puff and conjecture, they didn’t seem to actually know anything.

They hadn’t connected any dots.

They didn’t know it was her.

But he did.

The whole heist stank of her MO.

The last year had stunk of it.

He’d first become aware of the thief when he’d happened to pick up a copy of the Vancouver Sun by accident almost a year ago. Someone had stuffed it into the wrong rack at the kiosk and he’d been so distracted, he hadn’t even noticed he’d bought the wrong newspaper until he’d reached his desk. It was then he’d noticed the headline:

Painting stolen from city museum. Culprit at large.

The small painting hadn’t been priceless. It wasn’t a Rembrandt or a Monet or a Van Gogh. If it had been one of the Masters, it would have dominated the headlines for several more days before being lost to Wikipedia legend and forgotten by everyone else. It had been beautiful though, the work of an American artist growing in popularity since his death in the previous century. A lovely watercolor of a lakeside, the water a delicate contrast to the fall shades of the trees crowding the far shore.

The journalist had noted a case taken before the Canadian courts only a year before, with a bid from the artist’s rightful heir, apparently duped out of his inheritance by a last minute will made days before the artist died, favoring a companion. The will had been upheld despite public outcry.

The new owner had allowed the painting to be exhibited.

And then the painting was gone, disappearing into thin air, leaving everyone from the security guard to the curator scratching their heads.

Adam had a print of the watercolor on the large whiteboard behind his desk and as this latest article chugged its way out of the printer, he grabbed the sheet and added it to his collection.

There was no mistaking the thief’s handiwork.

It was well known the so-called philanthropist made a mockery of the accolade. He was a miser, a flaunter of his wealth with a crushing legal retainer. He made donations purely for the tax breaks and did not give two shits that the pocket watch had belonged to his much beleagured ex-wife’s grandfather. He gave even less of a shit that she wanted it back. He kept it out of spite.

The pocket watch was gone.

Just like the painting in Vancouver.

Like the brooch in London.

The vase in Shanghai.

The book collection in Washington DC.

And the jewels in Bogotá.

A steady trickle of crimes where the objects’ ownership had been in dispute, objects that meant so little to their purported owners and everything to their claimants.

Someone was repatriating the items.

Yet they were also committing a crime.

Adam wasn’t totally sure how he felt about that, despite his badge telling him the law was the law. Then the stakes seemed to have become higher when he started to look at other crimes; crimes that weren’t about righting wrongs. Heists from museums, private collections and taxfree ports.

All of them committed as if by an unseen hand, researched to perfection, flawlessly executed.

He definitely knew how he felt about that.

The thief financed the repatriation thefts with the high-value thefts.

The thief had to be caught.

It had taken him a year so far. A year of scouring headlines and snippets buried in the inner pages of global newspapers. A year of sticking pins in maps. A year of collating police reports and calling detectives, telling them it was professional curiosity, just a funny little hunch, but no, no it didn’t sound like it might be connected to a case he was putting together. Everything he said was designed not to spark too much curiosity, not to sound alarms, to be interested but not too interesting. The reason for that, Adam told himself, was for the thief to execute crimes so perfect, so audacious, she must have eyes and ears all over the place, and at any moment, someone could tip her off that there was a nosy FBI agent on the east coast putting it all together.

She.

Yeah, he was pretty sure the thief was a woman.

There wasn’t anything concrete despite the hours of CCTV to filter through, some of it on quiet days in the office, others on his personal time when he should have been at home watching sports or a film, or at a bar with his buddies, anything to fill that aching loneliness at home since his last girlfriend had abruptly ended their relationship. That had been his fault. He hadn’t communicated and she’d seen something that was too easily misinterpreted for something else, and been shattered. Shattered and angry as hell, with another man waiting to step into his shoes to ease her aching heart.

The knock that came at his door made him jerk his head upright, and spin his desk chair, pulling him out of the funk that threatened to drag him down whenever he began dwelling on Lexi.

“Yeah?”

Colin Lynch put his balding head around the glass door, half leaning in, not willing to make it a full step as he cast a curious gaze over Adam’s whiteboard while Adam carefully slid the newspaper cutting he’d made last week under his desk. He wasn’t ready to show anyone that yet; not until he’d convinced the boss he’d found the linchpin to the investigation.

The gap let in a steady stream of noise. Agents on the phone, keyboards clacking, conversation. Rhythmic, gentle, none of the boisterous toxic masculinity he’d heard in other departments, including his years as a detective. No, here they had their autonomy and quietly got on with their work, trusted and expected to deliver, not micromanaged. “Boss wants to see you,” said Colin.

“Now?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

The door shut with a soft click, Colin striding back to his desk on the other side of the office where he was working a fraud case with a big insurance firm, a promotion in his sights if he resolved it and brought the perpetrators to justice. He’d deserve it too. They’d thought about being partners when Adam joined the Major Crimes team but concluded they were both too big-headed and made better colleagues from a distance.

Adam paused for a moment, wondering if the boss wanted to talk about his research tacked to the whiteboard. He’d made a compelling case, he thought, with the information he’d sent and what he thought might happen imminently, but was it enough? He’d spent his time since joining the Major Crimes division diligently working through the caseload handed to him, putting in the hours, the time, the effort to make those crucial arrests. He’d made several. Arrests that got his name noticed, and won him praise. Some criminals were in prison now, serving lengthy sentences for felonies. Several others were in the pipeline, their criminal cases waiting to make it to court.

He’d brought some of these cases into the department, tapping into his network to find the cases, assessing the ones that had been brought in. Some of it was luck, some of it was the finely honed detective instinct he’d spent years developing.

He glanced one last time at the painting in the middle of his whiteboard and crossed his fingers, hoping luck was on his side today, and eased out of his chair, taking the clipping with him.

No one paid Adam any attention as he walked across the office, past the other glass-walled cubicles, until he reached the boss’s office. He gave a light rap on the door with his knuckles, a lifetime of habit, and waited to be waved inside.

Luis Garza had his desk phone pressed to his ear, grunting non-committal noises every few seconds in a surprisingly youthful voice that didn’t match his lined face or salt and peppered hair, as he pointed to the chair opposite, covered in files. Adam scooped them up, looking around for somewhere more convenient to put them, settling for the top of the filing cabinet, waiting a second to see if they would fall off. They didn’t, so he dropped into the chair and waited for Luis to wrap up his conversation, which he did moments later with a grunted “Keep me updated.”

“Dicks,” he said with a roll of his eyes.

“The suits upstairs?” asked Adam.

“Accounts.” Luis steepled his fingers together and gave Adam one of his long, cool looks. The type he didn’t like being interrupted. Adam had quickly learned it was best to let him get on with it, and then lead the conversation when there was a break.

“So, we have a career thief,” he said at last and Adam felt a breath of air he hadn’t realized he’d been holding ebb out of him.

“I believe so, sir.”

“I read your pitch, if I can call it that. There’s certainly a lot of similarities in the crimes but how can you be sure it’s the same person? Don’t tell me it’s a gut feeling.”

Adam grinned. “There’s that,” he admitted, “but every theft is so damn clean. It takes a lot of skill and experience to pull off those kinds of thefts. Money, too. What I’ve found may only be a fraction of the crimes committed.”

“I can believe that. Who do you think is behind it?” Luis began to toss out names. Two of them were on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. One was in the Top Ten. The others hadn’t made that climb yet but he recognized them, and knew they’d committed plenty of thefts between them. Two were in jail, one he figured was dead, another had gone to ground, one had found — of all things — Jesus, probably the only thing he couldn’t steal although he didn’t think the church would be safe for long. Yet there was a glaring problem with all of them.

They were all male.

“I think we have a new player,” said Adam. He coughed, and corrected himself. “A new-to-us player. She hasn’t been on our radar before.”

“She? How sure are you that it’s a woman?”

“I can’t say a hundred percent but I’m close. I’ve scoured hundreds of hours of footage, and read case files ten times over. On several occasions, only women were present immediately prior to the theft. I emailed some pictures.” Adam pointed to Luis’s computer and the older man leaned in, reaching for his mouse.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

“At first glance, these women all look different but I think they’re disguises. Wigs, prosthetics, different clothes, clever studies of mannerisms. All designed to blend this woman into the background, to make her so bland that no one would ever remember her.”

“Yeah, well, that works,” said Luis, his finger running down the ancient mouse wheel. Adam knew he was taking in the poor photos, the back shots, the side profiles, the barely-caught images. Blond, brunette, faded redhead, mousy, plain, dowdy. In one, she seemed young in a threadbare varsity hoodie and jeans; in another, matronly in a beige mac and thick stockings. It was like she was old and young, trendy and dull. “Do you have anything on her? Name? Age? Nationality?”

Adam hated to shake his head. “Not yet, sir.”

“I hate being called sir,” Luis grumbled.

“I know, s—.” He stopped as Luis’s gaze rose, flickering to him, before returning to the computer screen. “I think I know what she’s going to go after next.”

“I’m all ears.” Luis didn’t ask how he had the information, but trusted that he had it, that he’d logged it, that he was building a case they could prosecute. Perhaps even swing a promotion from.

“There’s a painting in Paris. It belongs to a private collection but the ownership has been under dispute for years. Courts tossed it out but there’s been press alluding to the two families fighting over it. It’s on display in Paris, first time in a hundred years or something, then it’s going to be shipped to a museum in Zurich. I think she—” Adam pointed to the monitor, even though he couldn’t see the screen “—is going to steal it.”
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Paris

Cass

Five days ago

“It’s a pretty big coincidence.” Nick unfolded his legs and crossed to the window, pushing his hands into the pockets of his tan chinos. Cass knew by his position, a quarter turned, that he was gazing at the Eiffel Tower, just visible from this corner of the elegant bachelor apartment, and probably one of her favorite structures in the whole world. She’d seen plenty. The Brandenburg Gate, The Burj al Khalifa, the Colosseum, and the Sydney Opera House. All of them filed away in her mind, and not one of them had she visited purely as a tourist. Officially, of course, she’d never been there.

She should change that. Take a vacation somewhere. Lounge on a beach, follow a map around a city, go visit some vineyards and drink in the sun.

Yeah, maybe she would do that.

That was the downside of the job: glamorous locations that she didn’t always get to see, scant miles away while she pored over maps, commissioned fabricated identity documents, and figured out her drop zones and exfiltration in case something went horribly wrong. It was where she hired a team or became a cat burglar, unseen while cities slept.

Nothing had gone that wrong yet, but there had been some close shaves.

Bullets fired at the LA Observatory, a knife under her ribs in the back streets of Hong Kong, and not one, not two, but an entire gang of muscled henchmen in Berlin all with murder in their eyes. It had been a particular pleasure to give them the runaround, watching them chase their tails like hungry dogs as she spun them in circles before she gave them the slip entirely.

“What is?”

“You and The Pandora in the same city at the same time, as it goes on public display for the first time in decades.”

“But it’s still a coincidence. I came here to do another job.”

“Which you still haven’t told me about.”

“And never will.” Cass and Nick smiled at each other, knowing that was partially true. They both took jobs each other knew nothing about, and always had, but somewhere down the line, they’d probably have a few drinks too many and skirt around boastful tales of their dangerous escapes or ask if the other had heard about the SD card theft in San Francisco or the bank vault heist in Dublin and what about the raid in Kuala Lumpur, huh?! Eventually, one of them would piece something together, realize what job the other had executed, and gape wide-eyed before the other went back to protesting their innocence. That was their thing and Cass enjoyed it.

That they’d never come to blows over any of it was nothing short of a miracle, but then Nick took the kinds of jobs Cass would never touch, and he wasn’t interested in hers either. That they could work together, and rely on each other, wasn’t even a compromise. It was a happy occurrence for both of them. They didn’t get to trust many people in this business, but they trusted each other, a trust that had been built upon years of mutual aid, sometimes arriving just in time for a breathless escape.

They were cats with nine lives each and Cass often wondered how many of those lives remained.

Nick rocked on his heels, his shoulders relaxed, glancing over at her as he said, “I heard some poor guy got robbed of a very expensive piece of jewelry yesterday. Get this, Cass, he stole it from his ex. Poetic justice, don’t you think?” He waited, watching her with a sparkle in his eyes that suggested he wanted to play the game again.

Cass smiled and winked. She didn’t even bother to mime zipping her mouth.

“Antoinette Quinlan is a big fish,” he said, returning to the topic she wanted his opinion on. Normally, she wouldn’t name the client, but Quinlan and the painting were inextricably linked. “Rich as Croesus. Inherited the company from her father and trimmed off the fat, turning over a sizable profit for the last decade. Papa Quinlan brought it back from the brink after a hostile takeover from his father. I hear she has a lovely Manet in her office.”

“What do you think?” she asked, tapping the pile of paperwork they’d reviewed over a breakfast of fresh croissants, exotic fruit, and strong coffee. She’d read it all after Antoinette Quinlan had deposited her less than a block from her apartment, and then again while she dined alone, the balcony doors open to the dusky sky, on the fifth floor of her ancient building in the heart of Paris. The apartment was less than a half hour’s walk from Nick’s place but she wondered if he’d ever given a thought to where she resided when in the city. Probably, but he’d never asked and was perfectly content to meet her at this place.

Nick gave every impression of owning the apartment but Cass had figured out two years ago that was a lie. He rented it whenever they needed to meet, clearing out by the end of the day. She knew that because, out of curiosity and a smidge of self-preservation despite the accrued trust, she’d realized there was nothing in any of the drawers or closets. So she waited and watched him leave, following him to a houseboat moored on the banks of the Seine. The Petite Chat was registered to a corporation, owned by another corporation and so on, but it was definitely Nick’s. Not that she’d tried getting aboard lest she risk tripping whatever security traps he’d cleverly placed.

If he’d noticed her following him, he’d never said, and, although she didn’t want to assume, she was fairly sure he hadn’t realized, which was his error. She simply wanted with the information because it didn’t matter how long she’d known Nick, people changed. He wouldn’t be the first and she’d long since realized it was far more sensible to always be one step ahead.

The houseboat and the rented apartment didn’t give her anything to worry about, but she’d been a lot more careful about the routes she took in arriving and departing now. It was all very well she knew about Nick’s real nest, in Paris anyway, but she was more fastidious about her own accommodation, preferring her anonymity. Not only that, but she had drop zones spread far and wide, just in case her studio was blown and she needed to run.

People like Antoinette Quinlan, several steps ahead of her already, ensured she never felt entirely safe.

Damn. She was probably going to have to ditch the apartment.

“Interesting stuff. Quite romantic,” Nick was saying. He moved around the large leather sofa to sit next to her, reaching for one of the photocopies.

“I thought so too. It gives every impression the artist loved the woman he painted.”

“I wonder if she was receptive?” He turned to her now, his face alive with interest just like she knew it would be when she showed him Antoinette’s letters. Cass’s research had proved the older woman had been telling the truth. The couple had once lived at Temperley Hall, a sprawling English estate. The artist, while not enormously sought after at the time, had been a frequent visitor. There were several articles from history and art buffs who variously claimed the illicit romance to be true or a fanciful fiction, commiserating with the husband and conjecturing on whether he knew and had his own mistress to occupy his time, leaving his wife lonely in the countryside.

There were a few other articles about The Pandora’s provenance in dispute, and speculation about where it might be, probably dusty and forgotten in a private collection. Numerous legal retrieval attempts had been made over the years, all of them rebuffed, and making little splash in the newspapers, and now Antoinette Quinlan wanted to seize the opportunity of its emergence, having exhausted all legal avenues.

If the legal system wasn’t on her side, perhaps justice by other means would be.

Cass’s interest was whetted.

“I’d love to read the other letters. I assume they still exist since we have these, and the articles I read refer to them, but that’s not what I’m asking. Do you think the story is real?” asked Cass.

“Maybe. It’s hard to tell. I have a guy that could look over the letters and authenticate them but he won’t be able to do that sufficiently from the photocopies. I’d need the originals.”

Cass reclined on the sofa, comfortable against the large, squashy cushions, the color a rich chocolate brown that made her feel like she was the filling in a chocolate cake. She’d considered authentication and had yet to come up with a way around it, without the originals. “I don’t think my client will hand them over. She says they’re stored at her London house. I looked it up,” she added with a whistle. The Kensington house had been obscenely large.

“Figures. Don’t they know we’re criminals? We don’t trust anyone, much less our clients.” Nick grinned then, pleased with his joking self-awareness.

“Not even each other?” Cass asked, knowing the answer wasn’t nearly simple enough for yes or no so she didn’t expect an answer. Instead, she winked and carried on, “I’m intrigued anyway. There’s enough to suggest my client’s evidence is all real.”

“How much time do you have?”

“The painting is only on display in Paris for another week before it gets put on a train to Zurich. If everything the client tells me is true, then I need to assemble a crew, get a plan together, and steal the damn thing in just a few days. I can’t do this by myself. It’s too big.”

“The painting is rather large.”

“I meant the job.”

“You can put the heist together in a week.”

“Less than a week,” Cass clarified although she wasn’t sure Nick had actually asked a question. He must have run the same calculations she had in her head: the time, the cost, the danger. She didn’t have enough time, but could swing the cost. The fee Antoinette had insisted on as fair was enormous. Most of it would go towards paying her crew and for whatever they needed to conduct the heist, but there would be a tidy sum left over. The danger was always there.

Yes, maybe she would book that vacation. Somewhere sunny and far from Europe. The US and Canada too. While the dust settled, she could sip mojitos.

“You’ve always loved a challenge.”

“True... but I also know my limits.”

Nick dropped onto the sofa next to her. “Pass me the letters again. I’ll give them another read-through while you investigate other channels. I assume you’re doing that?”

“Of course. I need to be sure my client hasn’t misled me in anyway.”

“She’d be a fool to do that.”

“You’re the best,” Cass said, meaning it.

Nick smiled lazily, shrugging the compliment away with a nudge of his shoulder. “I know.”
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Paris

Adam

Now

Adam turned his head, gazing up at the gloriously blue sky interspersed with soft puffs of white cloud, as the plane soared towards Charles de Gaulle. He’d only alighted at that airport a few hours ago, stubbled, bleary-eyed, and mildly revolted at the appalling airplane breakfast, and worse lunch, standing in queues and flashing his passport before he, and several hundred other new arrivals, spilled out in search of taxis.

Now, freshly showered, his suitcase stashed in a third-floor room of a mid-priced hotel, the only luxury a fridge wedged under a scratched desk, and he was on his way to the office. Or would be if he could work out which way around the map on his phone should be.

He’d already walked up two small streets before having to double back on himself but now the blinking icon on his screen appeared to be finally content he was heading in the right direction. Adam was fully aware this was the most touristy he’d ever looked and that included the time he spent a full night inside a Las Vegas casino, entirely bamboozled by the cloud-painted ceiling, lack of clocks, and ever ready stream of cocktails, only to stumble outside and realize it was the next morning already. Curiously, he was up a hundred bucks, a feat that never failed to amaze him.

Just like it was amazing that he was here, in Paris, and not on his own dime. Of course, he was here to work, but that wasn’t going to stop him from enjoying the architecture, the steady chatter of French as he passed sidewalk cafés, or the two incredibly chic women he’d just passed who’d smiled at him. He couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder, admiring the view of their retreating derrières.

He might be flying solo, but damn, he wasn’t entirely dead inside.

With one more glance at the map, confirming he was heading in the right direction, Adam pushed on at a brisk pace.

Interpol was largely as he expected it: another government building full of cream walls, business suits, and people walking with purpose. The only thing setting it apart from the field office back home was the myriad accents.

“Special Agent Maddox, it is a pleasure to meet you,” said his French counterpart, a slim, blond woman with sharp eyes who almost reached his height. “Celine Allard,” she added, shaking his hand.

“Good to meet you,” said Adam.

“I have read all your material,” Celine told him as they left the lobby, a new lanyard swinging around his neck. They headed to the elevators and then to her office down a long, broad corridor. “The case is intriguing. It is not often we find ourselves in pursuit of a female thief of this calibre. Perhaps feminism has reached the criminal underworld, yes?” She offered a smile, and raised her eyebrows, amused.
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