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Hi! I hope you enjoy this book and that it offers you a source of Christ-centered entertainment. My goal in writing is to offer an opportunity for readers to experience God in books that are different yet refreshingly wholesome.

If you would like to know more about the hope and truth that changed my life and why I now write about fictional people finding that same hope and truth, send me an email!

PS.144outreach@gmail.com

In Christ,

Madison
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Roxy Hartman.

It is a name admired by few and feared by many. Well, mostly just law-abiding citizens with expensive possessions. And it wasn’t like I asked for my name to be illustrious. If I had it my way, it would be as discreet and elusive as my methods of crime. But I guess a well-known name is just what I got for being the best at what I do. 

What do I do, you may ask? I’m a con artist. Sure, it may not be the most honest job, but I wasn’t going to complain about making millions and traveling around the world. Some people might see deceiving others to get what I want as a bad thing, but it’s all good as long as I don’t get caught. And if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s not getting caught.
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One thing I had learned in my years of being a con artist is to strike hard and strike fast. This is a very important concept considering I need to get a person to trust me as quickly as I can manage and then get out with my winnings. As a con artist, I had to know what I was doing, and even if I didn’t, I had to be confident and fake my way through it. Fortunately, most people want to give others the benefit of the doubt, and the average Joe doesn’t assume I am the enemy. That is, until after they’ve been conned. So, I suppose I am just doing the world a service. One by one, I am making people wiser to the ways of the wicked. But you want to know what the greatest thing about my job is?

There’s a sucker born every minute.

I checked the time on my watch as I approached the mansion for sale in the Hamptons, but before I went inside, I quickly replaced the Realtor's sign on the front lawn to one with my smiling face on it. To be honest, the picture didn’t really look like me because I had on a blonde wig and glasses to attempt hiding my true identity. In truth, platinum blonde just wasn’t me. I was a natural redhead by birth, my hair color somewhere between a strawberry blonde and a ginger tone. I guess it was nature’s way of deciding to give me another reason to be a little capricious. And though I was proud of my natural features, hiding my true identity was partly how I’d gotten away with conning people all these years.

That and I was the best.

I’d already gotten the front door unlocked by picking it earlier, and I went into the house, making sure none of the actual Realtor's business cards or signs were visible. Instead, I replaced them with my own from a fake realty office with a phone line that led directly to Howie, my hacker/computer genius associate. He could break into any firewall I gave him, and he was always more than happy to help me out, especially when my boyfriend, Rick, was too busy to assist me in my scams. 

The couple I’d be conning today were probably around my age in their early thirties, but unlike me, they had been born into wealthy families with huge trust funds and a need to flaunt their wealth with a superfluous mansion. They had recently gotten married and were looking to find a home to start a family in, and I was going to give it to them.

Figure of speech. They were going to pay me big time. For a house like this, the down payment would have been over $3 million. And though I’d like to have them just buy this whole house and make a quick $30 million, that was improbable. The $3 million would have to do.

When the couple arrived, they took a look around the home, and I followed them, making up things about every aspect of the home, lying through my teeth about things I had no knowledge of. I mean, I had no idea if the marble countertops in the bathroom were imported from Italy, but for them, they would be. And you know what? It made them happy.

By the end of the tour, I knew they loved the house. In fact, we’d been in communication all week about it online. They loved the pictures, they loved the price, they loved the location. They were just annoying.

And right when I’d told Howie to call, my phone began to ring, and I pulled out my phone while I apologized profusely to the couple.

“Hi, Stuart,” I answered with a smile as I glanced to my marks. “Can I call you back? I’m with clients at the Marylea house.”

“Did I ever tell you how sick you are?” Howie replied without humor, and I could faintly hear the sound of clicking from his keyboard in the background. Sometimes I would just appreciate a fraction of the effort from him that I, myself, put into these cons.

“They what?” I asked in pretend surprise, ignoring everything Howie was saying and continuing with my own script.

“You’re probably the worst human I’ve ever met,” he then let me know.

“I thought they were going to make a decision at the end of the month, cash offer or no,” I replied as I made a sorry face and started toward the next room as if I believed that would prevent them from hearing my conversation. In truth, I wanted them to hear every word. “I mean, I have this great couple here who love the house. Can we get them to hold off accepting the offer until I talk to them? I would hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

“Do you even have a conscience?” Howie then wondered.

“Please, Stuart. I know which couple probably offered them cash, and they are just looking for a trophy house. This couple I have here is looking for a home, and that should mean something,” I spoke passionately.

“You have no soul.”

“Yes, that’s great. Okay, I’ll talk to them and let you know right away,” I then said before I hung up and returned to the room with the couple now wearing downtrodden expressions.

“I’m so sorry about that. It seems the seller is considering an offer from someone willing to pay cash for the down payment, but I got them to hold off accepting it until I talk to you both.”

They looked to each other, and the wife gave her husband a pleading look. 

“We love this house and would love to buy it,” the husband said.

I smiled. “Great. It’s just, the other couple offered cash for their down payment, and the seller was prepared to accept it today, so that’s going to be difficult to argue. As your agent, I would advise you offer something similar to ensure your offer doesn’t get thrown out. I would hate to see you two lose out on this place. I think you would bring life to this house and create a loving environment for your future family,” I spun some sentimental garbage.

The husband hesitated, and I knew I didn’t have him quite convinced. “I just feel like we should talk to our financial advisor before we make any decisions.”

I nodded, not panicking. “You do whatever you feel you need to. But you both know the housing market in this area, and I just can’t promise it’ll still be available. But hey, I’m sure you two will find something you love even more.”

The wife looked to her husband. “Honey, please? I love this house. It’s so perfect.”

He thought a moment and then finally gave in to his wife’s plea.

“Alright,” he conceded. “But obviously I don’t have that kind of money on me, so what can we do?” he wondered.

I pretended to think a moment. “Well, we could do a wire transfer. That would put you with an edge above the competition because it would go straight to the owners, and there would be no lag time.”

“Aren’t wire transfers dangerous?” the husband asked, continuing to cause me problems.

“Well, they sure can be. Just like cash and debit cards can be too. But you can be sure our company offers a Secure Sockets Layer encryption process to protect your information, along with funds protection, so if something does go wrong, your investment will be covered,” I assured them phonily. In truth, I had no idea what a Secure Sockets Layer was. I’d simply heard it mentioned by Howie, and it sounded official enough to make me seem knowledgeable.

They still didn’t seem convinced.

“I don’t know...” the husband hesitated.

“And I would imagine it would be safer than just handing over $3 million in cash,” I then added and smiled warmly. “But I completely understand if you need some time to think it through. I cannot, however, promise the house will still be on the market. The homeowner is quite anxious to sell due to some family crisis, and I was informed they’ve had multiple offers,” I continued to lie.

The wife did the final convincing for me as she looked to her husband with pleading eyes, and he finally succumbed to what his wife wanted. He agreed to do the wire transfer with the guarantee they’d get the house. I assured him I’d call my boss and the seller immediately to let them know of the situation before I had them put in their account information on my tablet for an online wire transfer, which unbeknownst to them, would be going directly into one of my own accounts.

Just like that, I was $3 million richer, and I had left that couple a lot wiser.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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A few hours later, I walked into my ritzy condo after Howie and I had settled how we were splitting the money. He’d helped me create the fake website with the listing to fool the couple, and he’d helped me make the money transfer look like it was going into a legitimate account through the fake realty office. The man was gifted, but he always caved in and gave me more than my fair share of the profits. For being a con artist himself, he was easily conned. 

Of course, I kind of took advantage of his feelings for me to get what I wanted. Howie had some funny fantasy that I’d dump Rick and run away with him, which was not going to happen. I was pretty sure he could be attractive in another universe or even if he just cleaned up once in a while. I think he only showered once a week, so most of the time, he just smelled like B.O. and chips. He didn’t bother to make an effort because he spent all his free time scamming people over the internet, and he was amazing at it. He could get money anytime, anywhere. It was impressive, but in my opinion, the real work was outside in the real world.

So, here I was living the good life in the upper East Side of Manhattan in a condo that should have probably been the home for a movie star or politician. Instead, it housed me and my boyfriend, Rick.

I shut the front door behind me and suddenly noticed something was off from inside our home. The TV for one—which was never off. At least, not now that Rick was living with me. Sometimes I wondered why I was dating the guy. He was lazy, and he wasn’t rich. In fact, he gambled away everything he made, and to be honest, he was less of a con artist than he was a straight-up thief. 

What’s the difference, you may ask?

Well, my work took delicate creativity and charisma. His took a crowbar and a deactivated alarm. Honestly, even I knew I could do so much better. But then I remembered the characteristics I liked about him, like the fact he could easily steal a car and even showed me how to do it. And I can’t forget the fact he was insanely gorgeous. But sometimes I wondered if that was enough. All I knew was that he had an addicting charm about him. Still, I knew he wouldn’t dare use it against me. I was Roxy Hartman. I wasn’t the conned. I did the conning. 

I headed to my bedroom to see if he had passed out on the very expensive mattress I’d bought. Sometimes after a long day of losing while gambling, he’d come home and crash. I guess you could say I brought in all the income because he sure didn’t seem to make any. I walked down the hall and opened the door to the bedroom to find not only him in my bed but also some bimbo with him.

“Oh no, you did not!” I exclaimed in fury as I flung the door open and stormed into the room. The woman quickly tried to cover herself up as Rick got a shocked expression on his face.

“You said you were going to be gone all day,” were his first words as I just stood there with my hands on my hips, glaring at him. He made no attempt to get out of the bed, and surprisingly, neither did the woman. I redirected my glare from Rick to the lady.

“Hey, that was your cue to leave a minute ago, sweetie,” I told the woman and then smiled at my stupidity. “Oh, let me guess, he told you he owned this place, didn’t he?” I asked. “Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but that isn’t true. In fact, this is my place,” I informed her as I smirked at Rick. 

Rick was looking a little sick, and despite the fact I wanted to treasure the stupid look on his face, I turned my attention back to the woman. “And I’m just going to go with a hunch here and say he also told you he had houses in Paris and Madrid?” I just shook my head at her as she stared at me with wide eyes, surprised at the way I was acting or maybe at the fact the man she was sleeping with wasn’t who she thought he was. “He’s completely broke, honey. He can’t even afford to buy his own clothes because he gambles his life away.” I waved her away. “So, hurry up, get dressed, and scurry along now,” I told her and turned around so they could both get out from under my new sheets and put some clothes on.

When she practically ran past me and out the door, I turned back to Rick, still furious and refusing to let him get away with this. “Did you really have to soil my new, Egyptian cotton sheets?” I complained.

He gave me a dumbfounded look. “You walk in and catch me with another woman and all you’re worried about are your sheets?”

I just gave him a look back. “They were expensive, Rick. And frankly, you aren’t that difficult to replace.”

He got an even more funny look on his face. “See, this—right there! That is why I cheated. Because you are so cold-blooded!”

I made a mock sad face and then went back to my stern look. “Honestly, I couldn’t care less about your little, psychological introspection,” I told him. “You cheated. I want you out.” I shoved him towards the front door even though he was only wearing his boxers. I didn’t care. It was time to give the high-class people in this place some excitement.

“What about my stuff?” he asked as I opened the door and shoved him into the hall. 

“Well, seeing as I bought most of your stuff, I’d say it’s all mine anyway,” I told him, and I was about to shut the door when I decided I wasn’t done talking yet. “Oh, and by the way, you’re an unmitigated idiot. I am so much prettier than that other girl,” I rubbed it in before I slammed the door in his face.

I went to my bedroom to get rid of the nasty sheets. I thought about burning them but figured that would set off the fire alarm and maybe be a little excessive, so I simply balled them up and threw them in the trash.

I guess the issue of seeing Rick was over with, but surprisingly, I wasn’t sad. I was angry. No one cheated on me and got away with it. Rick was so going to pay for this. I didn’t know how, but I knew he was going to regret the day he cheated on Roxy Hartman. Or, at least, the day he got caught.

I began piling everything of Rick’s into the living room so I could throw it in the trash or destroy it. While I worked, I started thinking of ways I could get back at him. I knew I couldn’t do just any ordinary con on him. It had to be good. But I wasn’t coming up with anything productive because all I was thinking about involved a meat cleaver and some wire. 

A week passed, and Rick’s things were all out of my apartment, but I was also planning on leaving. I had been here for three months now, so it was time to move. My life was a nomadic one because I could never risk staying in one place for too long for fear the Feds would figure out my location, but I already knew my next destination: Los Angeles. It was always sunny and warm, full of rich people, and it was all the way across the United States.

But first: one last con in New York. Objective: to ruin Rick’s life.

I knew Rick was planning on knocking over a jewelry store soon, and he’d even told me which one. I always warned him how reckless his choice in careers was, but he never listened. So, I simply waited for him to make a move, knowing he’d be dumb enough to continue with his plan despite the fact his very bitter ex knew about it.

And after four nights of staking out the jewelry store, he finally made his move. But he wouldn’t be making off with the goods tonight because I might have anonymously tipped off the police. So, it wasn’t long before I watched as the police busted into the store to find Rick with his hands in the cookie jar.

I sat in my car kitty-corner to the store where I got a front row seat to my ex-boyfriend getting arrested. I watched happily as the police drug him out of the store in handcuffs, and even though the streets were only lit by the streetlights, I could make out Rick’s angry expression. I began to wonder if he knew I had sold him out, but as the officer led him to the cruiser, I saw as Rick began to look around, and when he saw my car, his search stopped.

I smiled and waggled my fingers in a wave.

The officer shoved Rick into the back of the police car just as I heard Rick scream out in anger. “Roxy!” he yelled, his voice echoing in the streets.

My smile grew to a grin. I started my car and disappeared around the corner.
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Now that Rick was in jail, I was free to take the rest of his things and do whatever I wanted with them. Well, since I was the one paying for his storage units, I figured it was time I got rid of everything in them so I would be free to move to Los Angeles. Rick had told me that he used the storage units to house his stolen goods and his eighties Iroc-Z car, so I had never personally gone to inspect what his units held, but I did know the combination to his storage spaces because he always used the same combination for everything. 

I decided to leave the unit with his stupid car for the storage owner to have, but I went to the other storage facility to clear out his second unit, assuming I’d find valuable possessions like jewelry and electronics. Instead, what I found actually took me by surprise because it contained dozens of stolen paintings. And they weren’t just any paintings. They were priceless works of art that had been missing for years after being stolen from various museums. They were paintings like Johannes Vermeer’s The Concert and Van Gogh’s Poppy Flowers.

To be honest, I thought it was strange Rick even had priceless paintings. Don’t get me wrong, he was good at what he did, but I didn’t remember him ever telling me he hit museums. I was pretty sure I would have remembered because, unlike his uncultured self, I was actually interested in art. I wasn’t so interested in stealing or collecting art, but I did enjoy forging art.

Painting was a hobby of mine, but I didn’t mind a few monetary incentives. And I couldn’t exactly sell paintings under my own name, nor did anyone want to buy a painting from an unknown alias. I didn’t want to go through the headache of stealing them from museums or private collectors, so I forged masterpieces and sold them on the black market as the real thing. In my opinion, it took more creativity, and it gave me more respect for the painting and the artist.

So, I was very familiar with the paintings Rick had in his possession, and after ensuring they were all real, it became apparent that Rick was technically rich because, all together, the paintings he had in his possession probably totaled around $750 million, but seeing as he didn’t actually ever sell them on the black market, he was still broke. Well, I wasn’t a procrastinator like Rick, and I was all too happy to sell them on the black market for him. 

So, before I moved for California, I sold the most profitable one: the Vermeer. I saved the rest for another time because I didn’t want to risk selling too many consecutively. The transaction was discreet, no names were mentioned, and I came out filthy rich, so I knew I would fit in just fine in Los Angeles. I had been to the city many times before, though I’d never actually lived there.

The bright sun and tall palm trees welcomed me back to the city, and it immediately felt like home. Well, as much of a home as it was going to be for the next few months while I scammed all I could from the wealthy population. 

I set myself up in a new apartment near Venice Beach and spent the next week making myself comfortable. That and hiding anything and everything that could compromise me in case someone I wasn’t expecting showed up—like a Fed or a nosy neighbor. I spent my days hiding most of my valuables in simple household things, like putting a sock full of valuable rings in the bottom of my hamper. Then I hid some hundred-dollar bills at the bottom of a Kleenex box, in an empty shampoo bottle, and in food containers in the pantry, like in a big, empty box of instant mashed potatoes, making sure I never told anyone that I didn’t actually eat or even like instant mashed potatoes. 

Then came the difficult part of figuring out what to do with my bigger items and the rest of the money I needed to hide. I was forced to do some reconstruction. I had some contractors come in and add a fake wall in the back of my walk-in closet, making sure to pay off every single one of them to stay silent about what they did, though I was very careful about them not knowing who I really was. There was a reason the Feds had never found me despite the fact they tried very hard to. So, even though it was burdensome, it was always better to do the work and be prepared for anything in the present in case any surprises came up in the future. 

Once my things were hidden and I was settled in, I was free to let my paranoia rest. Plus, the down time gave me time to paint. It had been awhile since I’d painted anything new, and I was itching to create something rather than just reproduce someone else’s work. Lately, most of my effort went into forging copies of works done by famous painters, but I did have a collection of my own work. They were mostly realist works capturing fictitious people in forlorn situations.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t feeling inspired lately, so I started work on recreating a Monet, figuring his stuff always sold without a problem. I had quite a few forgeries in stock just in case, but it never hurt to have more, and sometimes it felt easier to pour my effort into someone else’s work.

When I took a break, I decided to go take a true inventory of what I had real and fake. I figured there would be a lot of ignorant people here in LA who would pay big bucks for a masterpiece. Would it be real? Probably not. Would they know that? No. But rich people just wanted a trophy. If it made them feel good, then what did it matter?

I went to my closet where I’d had the contractors put in a fake wall with a floor length mirror that looked seamless, but really, it was a door that led behind the wall. I went into the small room to the pictures I had hanging on the walls along with the sets I’d stacked on the floor. I began to thumb through the ones stacked, mostly my own paintings I didn’t bother hanging. But as I looked through them, I came across a painting I’d done in my early twenties. I’d attempted to capture how lonely I’d felt as a child, so I had painted a little girl standing by herself in a field of wildflowers as she blew a dead dandelion into the breeze.

One of my all-time favorite artists was Edward Hopper, and he always had a way of creating elegantly mysterious characters in insanely lonely environments. I supposed I identified with the style in my own life, but I had never shown anyone my own work. Every piece I’d painted represented some emotion or memory of mine. My originals told a story about me as a person, and I was unable to paint behind a pretense. Each painting threatened to expose the real me, and it was part of the reason I refused to show anyone. I’d never come across someone I trusted enough to be that vulnerable with, but maybe it was because I never allowed myself to trust anyone—a byproduct of my childhood.

I didn’t know who my father was, and my mom was incapable of juggling her addiction with raising a child. I was taken away from her and put into the system where I was passed from foster home to foster home for years before I received word my mom had taken her own life. By then, I had become a master of deception. I was whoever I needed to be in the situation. If I liked the family I was staying with, I was the studious, golden child. If I didn’t like the family, I played the difficult rebel. By the time I was an adult, I had learned how to read people like books and exactly how to manipulate them for my own gain. I hit my stride and found what worked for me, and I capitalized on it.

But that lifestyle had definitely come with a price. Most days, I convinced myself it was worth it. But it was moments like this that I began to question it. Still, I couldn’t say I wasn’t content doing exactly what I was doing. Being a con artist was all I knew, and despite the fact it was a lonely existence, I knew it was all I’d ever be. It just worked for me. Besides, I was on top of the world, and no one was going to bring me down.
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I kept a pretty low profile for the first few weeks in Los Angeles, giving some time for the black-market painting I’d sold in New York to die down. So, instead of working any cons, I spent some time researching and plotting for future cons. I needed to locate secluded areas I could tell prospective buyers and clients to meet me. They had to be places where there wouldn’t be a lot of eyes, minimal to no cameras, and somewhere with quick exits in case something went wrong.

So, I spent an entire afternoon and evening doing a little reconnaissance of the city, and when I was satisfied with my search and had come back with a few possibilities, I returned home. By then, it was late, and I knew I could just go home and crash. Tomorrow, I would send out some hints that I had some valuable masterpieces for sale and see if I got any bites.

When I reached my apartment, I unlocked my door and stepped inside to turn on the light. But as I shut the door behind me, I turned and realized I wasn’t alone. I froze in terror as I found two men I didn’t recognize sitting in my living room, but they immediately stood up to approach me. They both held guns pointed at my head, and the one man motioned me away from the door so I couldn’t make a break for it.

“Take whatever you want, but I don’t have anything of value,” I lied as I came to stand in my living room, just trying to get them to leave even though I wasn’t sure what they wanted. Why would burglars wait for the homeowner to return?

“That’s not what we heard,” the bigger man spoke, obviously the leader. “Where is the painting?” he then demanded.

I furrowed my brows, putting on my best act yet. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I played dumb while I tried to figure out what he was referring to. One of the paintings from Rick, perhaps?

“Don’t play dumb with me, Roxy,” he replied.

How did he know who I was? This fact terrified me more than the fact I had two guns pointed at my head. Fun fact about con artists: good con artists never needed to use guns, and if there was one thing I was truly frightened of, it was guns. 

“We know you stole the paintings Rick was holding, and our boss would like his painting back,” the man then explained.

This was quickly becoming a disaster as I realized I was in possession of paintings that Rick had obviously not stolen. Instead, he’d been storing the paintings for someone. But for whom? I found myself in between a rock and a hard place, but I still played it cool.

“Technically, you can’t steal what was already stolen,” I pointed out before I added, “And it’s your boss’s fault for trusting Rick to hold on to them in the first place. Why don’t you find Rick and bring up this situation with him?” I asked, gambling with the idea they might not have been aware Rick had been arrested.

The man nodded. “You see, we would. Except, Rick is in prison, and we know you’re the one who broke into his storage unit and took the possessions within.”

“I would never do something like that,” I denied.

“Right,” he replied incredulously. “Just like I would never kill you just for lying to me.”

I didn’t like the way he’d said that.

“Now, give us the painting you stole, and we will be on our merry way,” he bargained with me.

I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, I think that’s more than fair,” I agreed. “All the paintings I stole are hidden behind that sofa,” I lied as I motioned to the sofa against the wall that was behind the second man.

They both turned to look at the sofa while I took my opportunity to run for the door. The leader seemed to have sensed I would because he immediately caught up to me and grabbed me. He threw me to the floor and got on me to pin me down and cover my mouth to keep me from screaming as he pointed a gun to my forehead.

He glowered down at me, and I stared back up at him, unsure if he was going to kill me in this moment.

“Not smart. I thought Roxy Hartman was supposed to be so clever,” he spat.

Well, I couldn’t exactly tell him this was new territory for me. I’d never gotten caught before, so I didn’t exactly know how to con my way out of this one.

“Now, one more chance or we kill you right here and now. What did you do with the paintings you stole?”

He removed his hand from my mouth, and I swallowed nervously, deciding to tell the truth. “Refresh my memory. Which one are you looking for?” At that moment, I was praying I still had it. I’d give it up without a second thought. Anything to get rid of these men.

“Oh, you’d remember this one,” he assured me. “It was a Vermeer. The Concert. Ring a bell?”

The image of the painting popped into my head immediately. It was of two women singing while a man played the piano. And though it wasn’t my style, it was probably the most valuable stolen painting in history. So, it had been the only painting I’d sold.

“I remember,” I told him.

“That’s a good girl. Now, where is it?”

I decided to explain, hoping he’d have some compassion on me. “Um, well, you see, I was really mad at Rick because he cheated on me, and he ruined my new Egyptian cotton sheets, so I kind of...” I trailed off as the man stared at me with a perplexed look on his face. “Sold it,” I finished and flinched.

I watched as the man’s face changed from white, to red, and then to an even deeper shade of red. The veins in his neck started to bulge, and I was scared they were going to burst.

“What!?” he screamed.

I flinched again. “I really don’t want to repeat it,” I said softly.

He was fuming, and he forcefully shoved the barrel of the gun into my temple, ready to pull the trigger.

“Wait, wait, wait!” I cried in panic. “If you kill me, you’ll never find it!” I tried to convince him in desperation.

He paused, never taking his finger from the trigger, but he didn’t pull it. Until finally, I saw a certain level of reasoning return to his angry eyes. “No, I’m not going to shoot you,” he relented. “You are going to find that painting. Now, who did you sell it to?” he then demanded, and my mind began to work overtime. I couldn’t tell him anything. If I did, he’d use the little information I had and probably kill me right now. Maybe there was still a way I could buy myself some time.

“Well, that’s kind of an issue. You see, I have a policy that all transactions are anonymous,” I told him, and it was true. I honestly had no idea who I’d sold it to, but I refused to give him anything in the hopes he’d think he needed me alive. 

“Well, you better figure out who you sold it to and get it back or else a very scary man is going to be after me, and I am going to be after you.”

“We all have our problems, don’t we?” I tried, but his hardened expression didn’t soften.

“Does the name Aleksandr Savin mean anything to you?” he questioned me as if to make me realize the weight behind the situation.

I felt my heart rate speed up. Aleksandr was not a guy to mess with. He had made a name for himself in the criminal underworld as a ruthless and greedy man. He had ties to the Russian mob, and anyone who went against him wound up dead. And now he wanted a painting I had stolen and sold.

“I thought so,” he said when he saw my expression because I was pretty sure my face had lost all its color. “Get it back or die. Got it?”

I nodded. “How do I know you won’t kill me when I get it?” I asked, wanting insurance on my life.

“You don’t. But lucky for you, you won’t be bringing the painting to me. You made this mess, so you can return it to Alek yourself. Then he can decide what he wants to do with you.”

Scary thought.

The man finally got off me, and I sat up, but I didn’t make a move to get off the floor. “Don’t try anything funny. If you think you can disappear, you can’t. We have eyes everywhere. And if you try anything, then we’ll kill you and sell your body parts to make up for the money you owe. Now, neither of us want that. So, just do what you are told, alright?”

I nodded in submission.

“Good,” he replied before he motioned his head to his accomplice. They began to make their way out of my apartment when the leading man paused and looked at the 18th century Italian marble figural I had sitting on an end table. It was of a woman in a tapestry dress decorated delicately with flowers, and it had been something I’d gotten from my time conning the Duchess of York a few years back.

He picked it up, and I watched him warily as I pulled myself up from the floor.

“This is nice,” he commented, and I was about to agree with him when he took it and swung it down at the end table, breaking the sculpture at the woman’s neck, her head falling to the floor and rolling under the table.

“Oops,” he spoke uncaringly as he set the decapitated woman on the table.

Well, there went $18 thousand and a sculpture I happened to really like, but I didn’t have a chance to respond before the two brutes left. I looked to the head on the floor, the message he’d sent loud and clear. Then I hurried to my bedroom to grab my suitcase before I began piling clothes in it. I wasn’t sure what my plan was, but I knew I wasn’t sticking around to have those men kill me. I tossed in my passports, IDs, and as much cash as I could fit before I closed the lid and began to zip it up. But just as I was closing it, I heard a noise at the front door. Were they back to actually kill me this time?

“FBI!” I heard a man shout, and I really began to panic.

I had to make the decision to ditch my suitcase, knowing I couldn’t make a run for it if I was towing that heavy thing. So, I immediately went to my bedroom window and opened it to climb out and start down the fire escape.

Was my apartment seriously being raided by the Feds? How had they found me? How had Alek’s men found me?

Suddenly, one name came to mind.

Rick.

As quickly and as quietly as I could manage, I made my way down each level of the fire escape, scurried down the ladder, and hopped down onto the pavement of the alleyway behind my complex. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I was running. But I didn’t get more than a few feet before I heard another voice behind me. 

“FBI! Freeze!”

And then, an undercover Fed car pulled up to the opening of the alley where two more agents proceeded to hop out of the back and surround me.

With no way of escaping and multiple guns pointed at me, I stopped and put my hands up in surrender.

This was just not my day.
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I was searched and cuffed before the FBI agents shoved me into the back of a car and sped away from my apartment. There were two agents in the car with me, one middle-aged man and one woman about my age, and I pestered them the entire way to our destination in attempt to make them understand I couldn’t go to prison.

Instead of taking me to an FBI facility, I was brought to a house about five minutes away from my own place. The home itself was small with a tall fence surrounding it, and I was taken into the home from the alleyway entrance. 

Once inside the house, we met up with a final agent, and he was the one to tow me into the kitchen to sit me down at the table.

“I don’t think you guys understand,” I tried for the hundredth time before they could get a word in. “I can’t go to prison. If you put me away, you’re going to be facing a bigger problem than me,” I insisted as the younger, male agent sat down across from me at the table. I hadn’t really had a chance to study him, but now that I was sitting across from him, I realized just how attractive he was. He was in his thirties with light brown hair and eyes I couldn’t tell if they were blue or green.

“She’s going to drive me insane,” the older man spoke as he pulled out his phone to make a call and left the room, leaving just the handsome one and the female agent as she leaned up against the kitchen counter, simply listening in to our conversation.

I eyed the handsome agent, trying to size him up. “Let me guess, you’re the good cop in this scenario?” 

“I suppose that depends on how well you cooperate,” he replied. “My name’s Special Agent Carter Matthews. Don’t bother introducing yourself. I know who you are. Roxy Hartman, the infamous con artist and the bane to the FBI’s existence. Nice to meet you.”

I exhaled, not in the mood for this. “Look, I’ll say it again: I can’t go to prison. Not only would I look terrible in an orange jumpsuit, there were just two very scary men who paid me a visit right before you guys showed up, and they threatened to kill me if I don’t give them what they want. I obviously can’t do that if I’m in prison.”

“Who were these guys?”

“I don’t know exactly. But I do know who they work for.”

“Who?” he pressed.

“Aleksandr Savin. Ever heard of him?” I replied.

From the look he got on his face, I was sure he had.

“What did these men look like? Did they give you any names or leave a way to contact them?” he began to spew off questions.

I shook my head, not about to give all my information to this guy without knowing I held some leverage.

“No, I’m not answering any more questions until you answer a few of mine,” I told him sassily. “How did you guys find me? Who ratted me out? Was it Rick? I bet it was Rick,” I stated before I muttered, “Little, spineless leech.”

“We had a break in intel,” he told me vaguely.

I set my jaw. I shouldn’t have gotten Rick arrested. I should have just killed him.

“Why am I here?” I then asked. I was pretty sure this wasn’t how the FBI normally arrested someone.

“Well, it’s perfect you brought up Aleksandr Savin. Because we actually brought you here to offer you an opportunity,” he baited me.

“What kind of opportunity?” I asked, taking the bait.

“The FBI would like you to help us track down Aleksandr,” he informed me. “I’m going to go with a guess and say his cronies showed up at your place looking for the missing Vermeer?”

His knowledge actually took me off guard, but I refused to confirm or deny his words.

“We were informed by our source—”

“Rick,” I interrupted him stubbornly.

He paused before he continued. “Our very anonymous source informed us one of Aleksandr’s prized paintings was missing, and this source claimed you had it in your possession. But since you’re still alive, I’m going to go with a guess and say you don’t actually have it but that you know how to find it?”

Okay, so this guy was obviously smart, but I refused to give him anything.

“Why would I want to help you?” I asked instead of answering. “I don’t do anything unless I get something in return.”

“Well, since you’re so opposed to that orange jumpsuit, how about a sentence reduction?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, refusing to trust this man despite his eyes trying to convince me otherwise.

“What happens if I turn down your offer?” I wondered, not giving away anything I was thinking.

“Well, then you go to prison for a very long time. Probably the remainder of your life.”

“And if I accept?” I asked.

“The FBI is ready to offer you a deal. If you help us track down Aleksandr and get back those paintings you stole, we get your charges reduced and shave considerable time off your sentence.”

“How much time?”

“You’d be looking at just a few years in prison.”

“Be specific,” I urged him.

“Ten years followed by five years of probation.”

I blew out a deep breath at the hefty sentence as I noticed the woman agent leaving the room to take a phone call.

“Hey, it’s better than a lifetime in prison,” Carter reminded me.

“Fine. I want that in writing, signed, and notarized.”

“Does that mean you accept?” he wondered.

“Maybe,” I then spoke, taking our opportunity alone to try something. I tilted my head and looked to him alluringly. “Or maybe you and I could work out our own deal?” I asked seductively, wondering if he’d go for it. No, I did not plan on sleeping with him, but it was possible I’d get his guard down long enough for me to make a break for it. Or maybe he’d actually consider just letting me go.

To my surprise, he laughed at my offer.

My seductive look fell, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’ve never gotten that reaction before...”

“Yeah, I can imagine. But if you think that kind of thing is going to work on me, you’re very mistaken.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why? You’re not into women or something?”

“No, I like women. Just not ones who offer sex to try getting out of something.”

I made a face at his assumption. I had never once slept with someone to get what I wanted for a con I was trying to pull. I refused to be the con artist known for sleeping her way through scams. Being a con artist took a lot of brains, and my body wasn’t going to get me everywhere. Don’t get me wrong, it got me a lot of things, but I needed the brains too.

“I wasn’t actually going to sleep with you,” I informed him. “A good con artist never has to sleep with a person to get what they want. They should already have what they want before it reaches that point.”

Carter shrugged. “Either way, you’re not conning your way out of this one.”

“It was worth a shot,” I muttered.

He started to stand up. “This is a waste of my time. Have fun in prison.”

“Wait,” I stopped him from grabbing me, and I looked up to him. “I’m sorry. Old habits die hard.”

He looked down at me, not immediately accepting my apology. “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about. You know, this is a once in a lifetime offer you’re getting. And to be honest, I am completely against offering it to you. You have done nothing these last ten years except steal and cheat people out of their honest money and possessions. But the Bureau seems to think catching Aleksandr is worth giving you a break even after I warned them you were undeserving of it,” he told me honestly before he looked away and then back to me, his eyes serious and his tone now taking on a more solemn note. “Don’t prove me right.”

His words cut me, but I refused to show him. “So, if you hate me so much, why not offer this great deal to Rick?” I wondered.

He laughed once without humor as he retook his seat across from me, obviously giving up his threat for now.

“You won’t drop this Rick thing, will you?”

I shook my head.

He leaned back in his seat. “Alright, if I tell you what I know, will you tell me what you know about Aleksandr and the two men who showed up at your place tonight?” he wondered.

I liked his style. “Okay, but you go first,” I bartered.

He exhaled. “Fine. The FBI in New York were going to offer Rick the same deal, but Rick just so happened to get on the bad side of the assistant director in New York by hitting on his daughter, who just so happened to be one of the agents in charge of Rick.”

I laughed in devious joy. “That idiot.”

“How did he get on your bad side?” Carter then wondered, unable to help himself from being curious.

“He didn’t tell the FBI?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Lover’s quarrel?” he guessed.

I laughed once without humor. “He cheated on me,” I informed him and looked to him. “Yeah. Me. You believe that? So, I tipped off the police to a burglary he was committing.”

“The jewelry store he was caught in?” he asked for clarification.

I nodded.

“I guess that explains why he was so willing to rat you out,” Carter noted, and I made a face. I definitely should have killed Rick. I hadn’t thought that all the way through.

“Your turn,” he then stated.

Right.

I told Carter all about the men showing up at my apartment, gave him a description of them both, and then told him what I knew about Aleksandr Savin, which wasn’t much. I then told him about the Vermeer and about me taking almost everything within Rick’s storage unit. Just as I was finishing up, the other agents stepped back into the room, and the woman approached the table as the man took a seat next to Carter. 

“So, have you made your decision?” the man asked me. “Because we don’t have all night.”

I looked from him to Carter, trying to think of a solution to this whole mess. In order to solve this, I needed to return the painting and help the FBI catch Aleksandr. And who knows? Maybe an opportunity for me to escape would arise along the way.

“I accept your offer,” I told them.

“Can we trust you to behave?” Carter immediately asked.

I shook my head. “No,” I replied assuredly before I added seriously, “But you can trust me.”

“I guess that is to be determined,” Carter spoke pessimistically. 

“You have yourself a deal,” the older man spoke up. “Roxy, let me properly introduce us. I’m Supervisory Special Agent Scott Tompkins, and this is Special Agent Reese Danbury,” he introduced himself and the woman before he spoke again. “Let’s cover the basics now that you are officially under FBI supervision. You will be required to have a GPS tracker on you at all times. You will abstain from any and all cons unless it is authorized or necessary for the investigation. Your deal with the FBI will not be mentioned to anyone in order to keep the sanctity of the investigation, understood?”

Jeez, those were a lot of rules to remember, but I nodded as he continued.

“Let’s go over how this investigation is going to work. The FBI is going to assign an agent to be your shadow. You will report everything to that agent who will then report everything back to headquarters. This agent is there to keep you safe, but because of the situation, he will be going undercover as not to tip off anyone within Alek’s ring.”

I nodded again to let him know I understood.

He looked to Carter. “Alright. Carter, you’re on Roxy duty.”

Reese and Carter both furrowed their brows in confusion, but Carter spoke first. “Wait, what? I thought you were assigned to this case.”

Scott made an annoyed face. “I know, I don’t like it either, but I just got off the phone with Barrett, and he was very adamant about me working on the trafficking operation here. I tried to get him to change his mind, but you know how he is. So, Carter, that means you are now on this assignment.”

I looked to Carter as he looked to his coworker in surprise. “Why wasn’t I a part of this decision? We didn’t discuss this.”

“Well, he didn’t discuss it with me either, but if it makes you feel better, here: Hey, Carter, I have been reassigned, can you be Roxy’s shadow? Great, thanks.”

Carter didn’t look happy. “I would prefer to bring this up with Barrett myself.”

Scott shrugged. “Fine, maybe you can convince him to change his mind. Let’s go give him a call.”

The boys excused themselves, leaving just Reese to watch me.

“I see Carter is my number one fan,” I noted sarcastically as I sat back in my seat, but I couldn’t say I wanted Scott as my agent either. Why couldn’t Reese take the position? She seemed reasonable.

“Don’t worry about him. He’s just wound a little tight,” she spoke.

“Well, I have to say, I’m a little disappointed you aren’t going to be my shadow. I don’t think Carter will be bothered to keep me alive,” I then stated, trying to size up the man who would be following me around.

“Carter is a good agent and a good man. He won’t let his personal feelings interfere with his job, so you can trust him,” she assured me. “And maybe this arrangement will be good for the both of you.”

“How?” I asked incredulously.

“Well, he needs to learn mercy, and you need to learn boundaries.”

I made a face at the word boundaries. Still, I moved on. “About this tracking device...” I broached in distaste. “Can that be negotiated?”

She shook her head.

It was worth a try. “Well, from one woman to another, can you see if it can be tasteful in appearance at least? I mean, a chunky anklet doesn’t really go with any of my outfits, and it would be a little obvious should anyone happen to see it.”

“I’ll talk to them and see what they have,” she assured me as Scott and Carter returned to the room, and from their expressions, I was pretty sure their boss hadn’t changed his mind.

Scott looked to me. “Roxy, do you have any qualms about Carter taking the position to assist you in your search?”

I looked to Carter, quickly weighing my options. I could say yes and have the opportunity of getting Reese—someone who seemed to hate me a little less. Or I could say no and make Carter’s life miserable.

“No,” I assured them as I gave Carter a smile.

He didn’t smile back.
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Now that I was officially property of the FBI, they placed their ugly tracking anklet on my ankle, but Scott assured me he’d see what they had that would be a little less obvious since we were supposed to be undercover.

Meanwhile, Carter was on my case about giving the paintings I still had in my possession to the FBI. So, I had to tell Scott and Reese where I had them hidden, and while they went and seized all my most valued possessions, I was stuck at the safe house with Carter. Against my will, we were trying to come up with a plan on how to get the Vermeer back, but on a positive note, they had removed my handcuffs since I was now traceable.

“Okay, how many paintings did you sell before you moved to Los Angeles?” Carter asked.

Because of the Vermeer’s reputation, I hadn’t wanted to risk selling too many paintings at one time, so I had sold just the one, but I pretended to go through a mental list and began counting on my fingers, only looking up to see Carter’s sick expression when I reached seven.

I smiled. “I just sold the one.”

He exhaled in relief before he spoke again. “Alright, I need details on the sale.”

I eyed him a moment. “Are we staying the night here?” I asked him without giving his words a second thought. “Because I don’t have any of my clothes. Although, I honestly probably sleep better naked anyway,” I told him just to gauge his reaction.

He didn’t bite. “Can you focus?”

I made a face. “I don’t know who bought the Vermeer. I keep all my transactions completely anonymous. We just both get what we want and part ways,” I let him know. “But I met him in the parking lot of an IKEA to make the trade. The Vermeer for the money.”

“How much money are we talking here?” Carter wondered before he looked at his notes in front of him. “Because it’s valued at $200 million.”

I nodded. “That’s how much I sold it for,” I lied, hoping maybe I’d get to keep the rest if the FBI didn’t know the difference.

He eyed me suspiciously. “Really? Be aware no matter what you do, we will figure out just how much money you’ve made, and the Bureau doesn’t take kindly to being lied to.”

I exhaled. “Fine. $300 million.”

He nodded satisfactorily. “Okay, so which IKEA did you meet him at? We can pull camera logs and maybe get a clear enough image of the man to ID him with facial recognition software.”
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