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All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.

 - George Orwell


























CHAPTER 1 - SKY

I FELT HIM before I saw him. A dark shadow materialising behind me.

“Your knife’s showing,” Rafael whispered as he took his place by my side. 

I’d never seen him in a tux before. He scrubbed up well. One might even mistake him for civilised, but I knew the truth. Tonight, he was a mountain lion forced to play the part of a pussycat, but those claws would pop out at the merest hint of trouble.

As the string quartet in the corner began to play, I glanced down at my dress. Dark grey silk with a tight bodice and a long, flowing skirt edged in black lace, it was easily the most beautiful thing I’d ever worn. And since I’d borrowed it from Emmy, my new boss, it was undoubtedly the most expensive thing too. But sure enough, the edge of a carbon-fibre handle was peeking out from my cleavage. Shit. I shoved it farther into my bra and rearranged the girls.

“Better,” Rafael said.

Was that a hint of a smile flickering at his lips? Yes, I do believe it was. A momentous occasion.

“Stop looking at my tits.”

“Just doing my job.”

Unfortunately, he wasn’t kidding. As one of my mentors at Blackwood Security, the company I’d somehow ended up working for, Rafael’s role—perhaps even his passion in life—involved telling me what to do. Run faster, jump higher, hit harder, get that bullet in the centre of the fucking target, Sky. This morning, we’d started at five o’clock with a ten-mile run, then spent three hours in the gym, another two on the shooting range, and finally got to my favourite part—learning how to ride a motorcycle. After two weeks of practice, I could do wheelies with the best of them. 

But tonight? Tonight, we were going to dinner. Three courses plus wine at a flashy awards show, complete with tasteful music, dancing, and—if everything went according to plan—the capture of an art thief we’d been hunting for months.

And when I say we were going to dinner, we weren’t going far. The whole event was nothing more than an elaborate sting operation being held at Riverley Hall, Emmy’s husband’s ancestral home. Most of the time it was her home too, but a month ago they’d had a bust-up and she’d moved into the house next door. Little Riverley, although that was something of a misnomer seeing as it had six bedrooms, seven bathrooms, a swimming pool, and a movie theatre.

Why all the pretence? Because Killian Marshall, the guy we were after, was a hard man to talk to. Firstly, he lived in a secure compound in the town of Penngrove, Virginia, and he didn’t go out much. Secondly, when he did leave his home, he had a habit of travelling with trigger-happy heavies. Plus research showed he had a concealed-carry permit. Emmy and Alaric, one of her exes, had been on the receiving end of Team Marshall’s firepower when an operation went wrong eight years ago, and nobody wanted a repeat performance. 

A dozen of Blackwood’s finest had spent the last week sniffing around Penngrove, including staking out Casa Killian, and what they’d initially thought would be a simple job got trickier with every new snippet of information they unearthed. In fact, they’d been about to hop over the wall for a sneak-and-peek when Mackenzie Cain, Blackwood’s number-one IT geek-slash-hacker, pushed the proverbial panic button. I’d been in the gym with Emmy when the call came, and she put it on speaker.

“Has the team gone in?” Mack asked.

“They’re on—”

“Stop them.”

Emmy didn’t hesitate, not even for a second. She just picked up another phone and did exactly that. 

“Dan? Stand down, and Ravi too. … No, I don’t know, not yet, but Mack’s found some sort of problem. Call you back in five.” Then to Mack, “Okay, what’s up?”

“I did a little nosing through the records at the sheriff’s office, and I found notes of an incident that took place seven years ago. There’s not much in the way of documentation—it looks as though they tried to hush things up, probably because Killian Marshall sponsored Sheriff Braunton’s daughter to study drama at the Juilliard School in New York.”

“And?”

“Two kids decided to snoop around on the Marshall property one night. Local teenagers. They claimed it was a dare because the house is kinda creepy and Marshall doesn’t exactly welcome visitors. According to the notes, they were meant to take a selfie on the front steps as proof they’d been there. Except a storm came over, so they thought they’d shelter in a barn, but when they crossed the threshold, one of them stumbled over a tripwire and got blasted by a shotgun.”

“Marshall booby-trapped the place? What were the consequences?”

“Legally? None. The kids were trespassing, and Marshall claimed he was only taking precautions because he’d disturbed an intruder late one night when he went out to check on the horses. The alleged intruder ran off, and of course, the incident wasn’t reported. Marshall paid the kid’s medical bills, the sheriff made it clear he wouldn’t take any action, and the mother of the injured boy actually said she was grateful for Marshall’s help and his understanding in the aftermath.”

“Wow. He really brainwashed her, huh?”

“Sure did. But I’ll bet anyone else thought twice about sneaking onto the property.”

“Time could’ve made him complacent, but if he rigged the place in the past, he might’ve carried on doing so. Look at Black—once a security fanatic, always a security fanatic.”

“Black doesn’t rig up tripwires, does he?” I whispered to Emmy.

I’d been merrily traipsing around the whole fucking estate. Had I been in danger of losing my head? Would’ve been nice if someone bothered to mention it.

“Nah, we have sensors and cameras. If he spots an intruder, he’ll go out and shoot them personally.”

Was that supposed to be comforting?

“So if a team goes in, they’ll need to take extra care,” Mack said. “I’ll keep digging, but I haven’t managed to find a personal email address for Marshall, let alone get access to his computer. His PA seems to deal with all his work-related communications. And if he has a second cell phone, it isn’t registered in his name.”

“Thanks, Mack.” Emmy tossed her phone back onto a weight bench. “I hate this fucking job. Alaric’s right. Emerald’s jinxed.”

The emerald in question wasn’t a gem but a stolen painting—The Girl with the Emerald Ring—and Alaric had been trying to retrieve her since his days as an FBI agent. Along with Blackwood, he’d recently recovered another painting stolen from the Becker Museum in the same heist—a rescue operation that had left four people dead and two more traumatised—but Emerald herself remained elusive, a malevolent presence hiding in the shadows. I’d seen a photo of her. A half-naked siren reclining on a bed of roses as her enigmatic smile lured men to their doom. I could understand her destructive attitude. The artist who painted her had been male, and if I’d had to lie there for all eternity with thorns stuck up my arse, then I’d want revenge on mankind too.

So far, she’d been responsible for Alaric and Emmy facing a hail of bullets when they tried to buy her from the thieves eight years ago, for Alaric losing his job when the pay-off vanished along with the painting, and for Emmy and Black’s current marital problems. Why? Because I very much suspected Black was the one who’d disappeared the pay-off.

And where did Marshall come in? Well, he’d been the artnapper who showed up to collect the booty. Ten million bucks in cash and untraceable diamonds.

Which led us to our current predicament.

With the possibility of more booby traps plus Emerald’s curse hanging over our heads, nobody wanted to chance a raid on the property. Besides, we’d set up cameras to watch the place. Marshall had two armed guards stationed there at all times, twenty-three security lights, a plethora of motion sensors, and a groom who came morning, noon, and night to take care of his horses. He sponsored the sheriff’s department’s summer barbecue, which meant deputies did regular drive-bys. Oh, and he was an insomniac. 

The conclusion? We’d have to target him away from the property, but that presented its own challenges because when he did venture out, he favoured events with crowds of people present. Nobody wanted to involve innocent bystanders in a shoot-out. A couple of weeks ago, we’d gathered in one of Riverley’s conference rooms and brainstormed ideas to capture Marshall safely, but they were few and far between.

“Doesn’t he eat at restaurants?” Black asked.

Dan, Black’s number two in Blackwood’s investigations division, shook her head. “He orders takeout, and one of his men collects it.”

“What about visiting the mall? Where does he buy clothes?”

“Online, I guess. He gets a lot of packages delivered.”

“So can’t someone pose as a FedEx guy?”

“Nobody’s allowed through the gates. A goon walks down the driveway to collect everything.”

“Paranoid little fucker, isn’t he?”

“Hardly surprising—the FBI’s been after him for years.”

“You give the FBI too much credit.” Black glanced sideways at Alaric. “Sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” Alaric replied.

No, Black wasn’t, but he was feigning civility because he wanted to get back into Emmy’s good graces. She hadn’t confirmed what he’d done, not in as many words, but I didn’t have to be a mind reader to work it out. I was the one who’d first voiced concerns that Black had taken the pay-off, you see, although when I told Emmy of my suspicions, she’d not-so-kindly informed me that I was dead wrong. But she also hadn’t spent a night with him since their big fight. Go figure.

“Doesn’t he go out anywhere?” Emmy asked.

“I spoke to one of the assistants in the Marshall Gallery.” Dan paused to take a sip of her coffee. Whatever faults Emmy might have, she ensured her coffee machine was stocked with the best. If I failed my probation and got my ass kicked back to London, perhaps the biggest disappointment would be having to go back to instant. “She told me that eight years ago, Marshall ramped up security and cut back on his travel. The local gossipmongers said a gang of thieves targeted him for his money.”

“Eight years ago?” Emmy echoed. “Other people’s money, more like. He’s nothing but a dirty thief himself.”

“I’ve asked around, and Mack’s scoured the local newspaper archives. The only thing that seems to lure him out of his lair is arts-related events. Rumour says he’ll be at the opening night of the Penngrove Community Theater’s production of King Lear, but that isn’t for another two months. And he always attends new exhibitions at the gallery, but the current show runs for another six weeks.”

Killian Marshall was a keen patron of the local theatre in Penngrove. He paid the rent on their building as well as providing funding for props and costumes. Plus he ran his eponymous art gallery as a social enterprise, donated to the local animal sanctuary, and sponsored summer camps for the town’s kids. An all-around great guy. A pillar of the community. When he wasn’t busy fencing stolen paintings or shooting at people, that was.

“Any music concerts?”

“Battle of the Bands takes place in September, and he’ll probably present the prizes, but that’s seven weeks away. The rest’s just small change—a local duo playing Simon & Garfunkel’s greatest hits, a Whitney Houston tribute act, a fundraiser by the high school glee club… And the concerts take place at the Penngrove Pavilion. Guess who owns the place?”

“Couldn’t we turn that to our advantage?” Alaric asked. “Have someone act as an event organiser and go visit him? You’re practically married to a music producer, aren’t you?”

“Yes, and I already reached out to the Marshall Foundation on Ethan’s behalf. Killian takes his meetings by Skype only, so I backed off. Agatha researched online and compiled a list of his known public appearances beyond Penngrove for the past eight years, but there’s not much—a mention that he attended the premiere of a movie he helped to finance in California, a trip to London for the opening of an art exhibition he lent a painting to—”

“What painting?”

“A Modigliani. Legally purchased from Christie’s. He also headed to Paris for a charity concert, to New York to attend a special performance of Swan Lake, and to Miami for a jazz performance by Shabaka Hutchings.”

Bradley, Emmy’s assistant, bustled in with a plate of freshly baked cookies. Yet another advantage of living at Riverley. I’d grown up on the breadline in London, where even a Mars Bar was a luxury, and now there was all this food… Yeah, the ten-mile runs weren’t necessarily a bad thing. 

Today, Bradley’s hair was black at the sides with a pale-pink stripe down the middle, like a skunk that took a wrong turn into a candyfloss machine. And then got into a punch-up with a flock of flamingos. His boa was shedding feathers everywhere, and they floated around the room on the breeze coming in through the windows.

“How did Marshall get to those places?” Black asked. “By private jet?”

I might have been the new girl, but I still knew where his thoughts were heading. We could replace the pilot on his next trip and fly Marshall somewhere else. Somewhere isolated. Or possibly snatch him at the airport before he even took off.

“We’re still looking into that. And also researching other possible events he might be interested in. There must be some way we could engineer him onto a guest list.”

“It’s simple, isn’t it?” Bradley said. “Duh. Just hold our own shindig here and invite him. Come on, somebody needs to take an oatmeal and raisin—they won’t kill you.”

Everyone stared at Bradley in silence. At least thirty seconds passed before Emmy spoke.

“It’s not a terrible idea.”

“Excellent! I’ll start the planning. Izzy and Tia can help.” Bradley made it to the door before anyone thought to hog-tie him. “I do love a party.”

And that was how I ended up as Rafael’s “date” for the evening. A role that made me…uncomfortable. When we were training, he must’ve burned off his testosterone or something, but now that he was standing around in a penguin suit doing that lip-twitchy smile, pheromones seeped out of every pore and sort of hung around him in a cloud, leaving me edgy. I shouldn’t have been nervous. After all, it wasn’t Rafael who’d violated me in the worst possible way. Yes, he was tough when we worked together, but he’d never knowingly hurt me, of that I was confident. And he wouldn’t let anyone else hurt me either. Hadn’t he cracked my previous trainer’s ribs when Alex unwittingly scared me? And hadn’t he kept quiet about my resulting panic attack? Yes and yes. So why did I feel uneasy?

The job. It was the job, right? Although I’d gotten tangled up in two previous Blackwood efforts—one where I managed to break Emmy’s nose and another where I might or might not have assisted with a man’s nosedive off a building—this was the first fully planned operation I’d been involved in. 

As undercover operations went, it was a pretty tame one. Every person in the ballroom was connected to Blackwood in some way. All the guests, the waitstaff, even the freaking concert pianist playing the grand piano on the stage at the far end of the room. I didn’t know much about classical music, but she sounded pretty good to me. 

A “waiter” offered me a canapé from a silver tray, and I took a mini smoked salmon roll even though I wasn’t hungry. I’d opted for non-alcoholic wine too, just to be on the safe side. Everything was ready. Killian Marshall would be receiving an Unsung Hero honour from the Blackwood Foundation at their inaugural awards dinner, along with Georgia, who volunteered at a nearby animal rescue centre and happened to be dating one of Emmy’s exes, and Verity, an investigator from the LA branch who ran a literacy program for children on the weekends. The cash prizes would be real, and Bradley was already muttering about making it an annual event. Seemed he’d use any excuse for a party.

Rafael’s hand on the small of my back made me jump, and he smirked again.

“It’s not fucking funny, you asshole. In case you failed to notice, posh dinners aren’t my usual scene.”

“Shh. Your role in life is defined by your attitude. Believe you belong here, and you will.”

I appreciated the sentiment, but I wasn’t so sure I did belong. Yes, I’d bested Emmy once, but I seriously doubted I’d ever manage it again. 

Back in London, I’d liked to think of myself as streetwise. Resourceful. But fuck, just look at this place. These people had laid on a black-tie dinner for two hundred people, and every detail was perfect. They even had a whole bunch of expensive cars parked outside and fake chauffeurs hanging out in a staff lounge attached to the old stables.

I was way, way out of my depth. Hell, I was just glad I’d put my shoes on the right feet. And did I mention that every muscle in me ached?

“What are you? My therapist?”

“No, Sunshine, I’m the cabrón who’s gonna jump out of an airplane with you tomorrow morning.”

“Wait. What?”

His smirk turned into a genuine grin, but it was cunning rather than joyful. 

“Our guest of honour just drove through the gates.”

“What do you mean, jump out of a plane?”

“It’s time for dinner, Sky.” He shepherded me towards a table near the stage. “Don’t forget to smile.”


























CHAPTER 2 - SKY

DON’T FORGET TO smile? I might not have picked up much Spanish, but cabrón was definitely an accurate description of Rafael.

“What plane?”

“I thought you’d be happy. You keep complaining about having to run in the mornings.”

“How is hurtling towards the ground at a hundred miles an hour better?”

“Terminal velocity is more like a hundred and twenty miles an hour if you keep your body flat, a hundred and eighty if you go head first.”

“You’re really not selling this.”

“Relax, Sunshine. We’ll do a tandem jump to start with.”

Oh, perfect. So he’d be close enough to smell my fear. 

“Is it too late to quit?”

“Yes.” He leaned in close enough for his lips to brush my ear. My skin burned. “Marshall’s here.”

Luckily, I’d listened during the briefing, so I knew not to turn and gawp. Unluckily, Rafael chose that moment to slide his hand from the small of my back all the way up to the nape of my neck. He was playing a part, logically I knew that, and the gesture should have meant nothing. It was just Rafael’s way of showing everyone that I was his, for tonight at least. I tried my best not to shudder. Tried not to think about his touch. But then my chest went tight, and a tingling started in my fingers before working its way up my arms and through the rest of my body. No. No. A bead of sweat trickled down my spine, and that only made things worse. What if I ruined Emmy’s dress?

“Sky? Are you okay?” Rafael asked.

“I… I…” I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t think.

His hand moved again, this time to my hip as he half-carried me out of the room. Everything was blurry. Were people watching me? Staring at the crazy girl who’d lost her mind in the middle of a crowded ballroom?

We made it out into the hallway, and the side door swung closed behind us. 

“Hey, is everything…?” 

A woman’s voice trailed into the distance as Rafael kept going, along blurry hallways and up the stairs to the next floor. And I found myself in a position I’d been in before. Same room, same couch, same concerned look on the handsome if slightly fuzzy face staring down at me. He set me onto the cushions and sat alongside, his body angled towards mine.

“Sky, can you hear me?”

I managed to nod. 

“You’re safe, okay? Just know that you’re safe and focus on my voice. I want you to list five things you can see.”

“Huh?”

“You need to ground yourself. Tell me five things you can see.”

“Uh…” 

Why was I shaking so much? And for so long? When I’d had panic attacks in the past, my foster brother used to hug me until the jitters subsided, but Lenny was in rehab back in London, and instead, I was stuck with an assassin who could have moonlighted as a cover model if he was ever strapped for cash.

“Just do it, Sunshine. Tell me.”

I blinked away the fog as best I could. “A window. A painting. A door. A vase of flowers.” A scary-but-hot guy I was totally embarrassing myself in front of. “A rug.”

“Good. Now tell me four things you can feel.”

“Velvet cushions.” More sweat seeped out, from my neck to the base of my spine. “My silk dress.” I bunched the fabric up in my hands, then quickly let it go so it didn’t crease. “Shoes squashing my toes.” Rafael’s well-muscled thigh pressed against my knee. “The floor beneath my feet.”

“Three things you can hear.”

“Your voice. The music from downstairs. My heart beating.”

“Two things you can smell.”

Okay, this was getting easier.

“Your aftershave. Lemons? Some sort of cleaning product.”

“One thing you can taste.”

“Nasty fake wine.”

For a long moment, Rafael just stared at me, and I feared the anxiety might drag me under again, but that overwhelming feeling of helplessness didn’t come. No, I was merely mortified. If the window hadn’t been securely locked, I’d probably have jumped right out of it. Welcomed the oblivion that came with death.

“We need to talk, Sunshine. And no bullshit this time.”

“I…” What could I even say? “I’m sorry. So sorry. I don’t know what happened in there.”

“You had another panic attack.”

Last time, I’d denied it, but this time, I just nodded. Was this the end? Would Rafael report my episodes to Emmy? If she found out, she’d send me home for sure. How could she trust me to pull my weight in her special ops team if I was liable to crack at any moment?

When I first arrived in Virginia, eight long weeks ago, I’d wanted to turn around and fly straight home again. Only the thought of the cash bonus Emmy had promised plus the fact that she was paying for Lenny’s stay at the Abbey Clinic had kept me from hitching a ride to the airport.

But those two months had changed me. In London, it had been me against the world, but in Virginia, I was part of a team. Yes, the training was hard and I was exhausted twenty-four seven, but when I made it through one of Rafael’s nasty little challenges or learned a new skill or survived until sunset without dying, I felt like punching the air. Or sometimes Rafael himself, although I knew damn well he’d duck. I didn’t want to go home anymore. I was home. London was a part of my past, and if I wound up living there again, I’d be forever reminded of my failure.

“Should I pack my bags?” I asked Rafael.

“Do you want to?”

“No.”

“Then you need to talk. Sky, nobody wants you to leave, but we can’t send you out into the field knowing you might freeze up at a critical time.”

“I get that.”

“What happened to you? Before the first episode, Alex was sitting on you, and this time, you tensed up when I touched your neck. I could take a guess, but…”

I knew what he was thinking. The horror and pity swirling in his charcoal eyes gave it away. All I could do was nod.

“Fuck.”

Fuck indeed. But I knew if I wanted to keep my job, if I wanted to keep this life that made me feel like a part of something rather than a nuisance, a poor little street girl who’d never amount to much, then I had to spill my secrets. Only Lenny knew a version of the truth, but I’d left out the worst parts. When I cried, he’d given me a handful of loo roll and a hug, then offered to beat up whoever hurt me. I’d accepted the first two and declined the third. Even if Lenny managed to get near Brock Keaton without being flattened by his bodyguards, I couldn’t afford bail money.

“It happened two and a half years ago.” I couldn’t look at Rafael as I spoke. I studied the painting on the wall opposite instead. An orchard with a horse hoovering up apples as birds perched on its back. “The ninth of January—I’ll never forget that date. I was working at a nightclub near Brick Lane. The Academy, although the only thing I learned there was to stay the hell away from anyone with a dick.” I glanced at Rafael’s crotch without thinking, then immediately regretted it when he caught me looking. Sky, you dumbass. Maybe I could jump through the glass? “Sorry.”

“Should I be wearing body armour?”

I choked out a laugh. “You’re different.”

Now he looked at his package. His rather substantial package. “I’m not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed by that comment.”

Oh, hell, we were not having that conversation. “I’m sure you’ve got a perfectly adequate dick, but unlike some, it isn’t possessed by the devil.” I swallowed hard. “Do we have to do this? What about the party?”

“Keep talking.”

We’d only been for a fancy dinner together once before, when Emmy told me she needed Rafael off the estate so she could do some crackpot experiment with her sister that involved a stunt plane, a skydive, and a bunch of bruises. Rafael had picked the restaurant—a Spanish place in downtown Richmond that boasted great food and great service. They hadn’t been kidding. The tapas might have been my new favourite thing, but the dishes came quickly, far too quickly. When Emmy hadn’t answered my texts requesting a status update, I feared I hadn’t given her enough time, so I’d waited until we were almost back at Riverley, then pretended I’d left my wallet in the ladies’ loo. Idiot Sky, so forgetful. Rafael had huffed and driven me all the way back again. At the time, I thought it was the most awkward evening ever, but clearly I’d been wrong. 

“I was serving tables in the VIP section that night. Yes, I lied about my age to get the job, and I don’t need a lecture for that, okay? If I didn’t earn money, I’d have starved and so would Lenny.” Or worse, I’d have been slung back into foster care, and guess where I’d first been sexually assaulted? “Anyhow, the place always attracted celebs. Not A-list, more like footballers’ wives and twats from reality TV.” And up-and-coming pop stars. “One of them started paying attention to me, and it was…well, flattering, I guess. I was a nobody, and he was a somebody.”

“No one who’s met you could ever mistake you for a nobody, Sunshine.”

That was the nicest thing Rafael had ever said to me. That any guy had ever said. A tear rolled down my cheek, and I swore under my breath. Hadn’t I embarrassed myself enough already?

“Here.” Rafael passed me the hanky out of his top pocket. I always thought those things were just for decoration. You live and learn, eh?

“In that place, I was a piece of meat, a plaything, there to be groped at will. But this guy didn’t. Grope me, I mean. He talked to me and bought me drinks, and at the end of the night, he offered me a ride home because he said he was worried about me walking alone. He put his hand on the back of my neck the way you did earlier, leaned his forehead against mine, and said, ‘Babe, you don’t know who’s out there.’ Then…then… I woke up in the back of his limo, and he was on top of me, and I couldn’t… I couldn’t…”

Even now, the memory of Brock’s aftershave made me want to vomit. Every so often, I’d walk past a man wearing it on the street, and that usually triggered another panic attack. His rasped words would forever echo in my head: you know you want this, slut. The part I didn’t tell Rafael? Until that night, I’d been a virgin. And when Brock had realised, he’d looked surprised for a second, and then he’d laughed. He’d fucking laughed.

“Who was he, Sky?”

“What does it matter? He’s famous now. He’s got money and lawyers, and I’ve got nothing but memories, and even those are jumbled. It’d be my word against his.”

“You didn’t go…?” Rafael trailed off.

“To the police? Of course not. I was a street kid, and besides, he used a condom.” Brock was cruel, but not stupid. “I just want to forget it ever happened and get on with my life. And if it wasn’t for these stupid panic attacks, I could do that. But they creep up on me out of nowhere and catch me by surprise.”

“There are triggers, Sunshine.”

“Yes, but I never know when I’ll come across one.”

“Then we’ll add them to your training. Eventually, they won’t affect you.”

“Eventually? I’ve only got four months.”

“Then we’d better get started.” Rafael stood. “We both have work to do tonight.”

That was it? He wasn’t going to ask questions or demand more details or pick my story apart? He believed me? One of my biggest fears had always been that if I did tell somebody what happened, they’d call me a liar. An attention seeker. That Rafael accepted my story and wanted to help meant something. I scrambled to my feet, then swayed a bit because my legs were still trembling. Pull yourself together, Sky. If he was giving me a second chance, then I had to grab it with both hands. 

“Will you tell Emmy?”

“I don’t think she needs to know at the moment. She’s got enough problems of her own right now,” he added under his breath.

“You’ve noticed?”

“When she’s not there, my uncle’s moping around like a lost fucking puppy. And he’s sharing his bed with a dog.”

By process of elimination, that must be Barkley, the mutt Emmy and Dan had rescued on their recent escapade to Kentucky. Lucy, Emmy’s other dog, was residing at Little Riverley with—I shit you not—her pet fucking jaguar. The damn cat thought it was a dog. Kitty rolled over for belly rubs and everything.

“Hope Barkley doesn’t drool.”

“I think that’s the least of Black’s problems. Do you happen to know why he and Emmy are sleeping in different houses?”

Oh, I was gonna go to hell for this. “Emmy hasn’t said anything.”

Rafael nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer. “Careful wording. I’m impressed. You can keep your secrets, Sunshine. For now. If I decide I need to know, then you’ll tell me.”

Shit.

“Fix your make-up.” Rafael pointed at a mirror behind the couch and checked his no-doubt-pricey watch. “Two minutes.”

My mascara was smeared, and when I tried to wipe it away with Rafael’s hanky, the concealer under my eyes went with it, revealing a lifetime’s worth of dark circles. I smudged everything back into place as best I could and tidied my blonde hair, but I still ended up looking like an undercover goth. Great. I’d better keep out of Bradley’s way or he’d ask questions for sure.

Rafael held out a hand, but when I moved to take it, he shook his head. 

“Not like that. Put my hand on the back of your neck, where it was before.”

“What if—”

“It won’t. You’re in charge now. You call the shots. I give you my word that outside of work, I won’t touch you. Some people call me a monster, and maybe I am, but I’m not that kind of monster.”

No, he wasn’t.

I sucked in a breath, smoothed down my dress, and put Rafael’s hand back where it needed to go. This time, I didn’t bother to suppress my shudder, and Rafael gave me a moment to compose myself.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Ready to go?”

I nodded, and together we made our way back to the party.


























CHAPTER 3 - SKY

PEOPLE WERE STARTING to take their seats when we walked into the ballroom, and Rafael must have known I wasn’t in the mood for small talk because he steered me straight to our allocated table. We’d be sharing with Mack and her husband Luke, plus six others from various Blackwood branches. Black had offered plane tickets, two nights in a hotel, and an extra day of vacation to anyone volunteering to make the trip. 

Who wasn’t present? Emmy and Alaric. They were the only two people who’d come face to face with Marshall, and even though that had been eight years ago and Bradley offered to do full theatrical make-up, nobody wanted to take a chance on them being recognised. Sofia, my tutor in all things poisonous, had stepped in as Emmy’s replacement, and Emmy had even lent Sofia her wedding rings. Black’s face had clouded when he noticed her wearing them earlier, but he didn’t say anything. Sofia’s boyfriend was standing in as Hallie’s other half at a different table. 

Sort of like a swingers’ party, Blackwood-style. All we needed was a pot to drop our car keys into.

Except for me, obviously. After the Brock incident, I’d embraced celibacy, and the only man at Riverley I’d even consider having a sleepover with was Bradley and that was solely because he was gay. 

Ten minutes later, everybody was seated, and waiters began setting starters in front of us. Black hadn’t skimped on the catering, that was for sure. We had goat’s cheese soufflés with apple and walnut salad, complete with still-warm bread rolls and more non-alcoholic wine. Apparently, Killian Marshall would be getting the real deal.

Rafael chatted easily with the other guests, more talkative during tonight’s charade than he ever was on a normal day. Apart from Luke, who really did own a software company, everyone was bullshitting. Mack claimed to be a housewife, and one of the other “wives” pretended she was a real estate agent. Cue an in-depth discussion on the benefits of Pottery Barn versus Crate and Barrel. Yawn. I actually preferred it when Mack talked about computers.

“Okay?” Rafael asked quietly.

As okay as I could be under the circumstances. Even though my stomach was churning, I’d managed to eat most of the starter, and my anxiety had subsided to a tolerable level. But I still wanted the evening to be over. Was everyone else genuinely enjoying themselves? They certainly seemed to be, but it probably beat paperwork and meetings and surveillance duty. And being shot at.

“I’m okay.”

“Emmy’ll be here late once they’ve got Marshall, so I’ll walk you back to Little Riverley after dinner.”

“You don’t have to do that. This place is a fortress.”

“Yes, I do.”

The end. Trying to argue with a man like Rafael was basically impossible, and I knew it. Besides, I didn’t totally despise the thought of him seeing me home. It was oddly sweet, and I was feeling a bit fragile after what had happened earlier.

I snuck a glance over at the top table. As well as Black and Sofia, Georgia was there with her boyfriend Xavier, Verity had borrowed Knox for the evening, and Dan was sitting next to Marshall. The remaining two places? A brunette I didn’t recognise plus our secret weapon, Tripp Tolliver. Tripp had been selected for his undercover experience, his acting ability, and his physical appearance. While everyone ate dinner, he was studying Marshall, watching his mannerisms and memorising his voice because later, he’d become him for the journey back to Penngrove. Then he’d disappear. 

And because he’d disappear from Marshall’s home rather than from Riverley, Emmy and Alaric could spend as much time with Marshall as they needed.

The main course arrived, and I ate as much of the cumin-crusted lamb as I could manage. Butterflies fluttered in my belly, and I wasn’t sure why. Worry about the panic attacks? Anticipation over what was to come? A general fear that I wasn’t good enough?

Oh, here we go.

Black rose and climbed the steps to the stage with Sofia at his side. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for taking the time to join us tonight for the inaugural Blackwood Foundation Awards. We’ve always believed in supporting smaller charities, grassroots causes that might not get much attention on a national scale. These organisations can make a real difference at a local level, and we’re proud to offer not only financial assistance to three such causes this evening but recognition for their valuable work as well. Firstly, I’d like to invite Georgia Rutherford from Hope for Hounds onto the stage.”

Everyone applauded, and Georgia stepped forward to receive a giant cheque for fifty thousand bucks. As a senator’s daughter, she’d once been used to the limelight, although I gathered she’d chosen to live a quieter life now. She gushed suitably, thanked everyone, and then it was Marshall’s turn.

“Truthfully, it was a surprise to be asked here tonight,” he said. “So often, the arts find themselves at the bottom of the pile when it comes to funding. Creativity has been devalued. But can you imagine a world without it? No books, no movies, no music, no museums. Our walls would be bare, sporting events would be played in silence, and the sounds of the radio would be a mere memory. Yet school budgets have been cut to the bare minimum, artists are expected to work ‘for exposure,’ and often, the only opportunity children have to access specialist tuition comes from the generosity of strangers. Not only will this grant help to secure the future of the Penngrove summer art camp, but it means we’ll be able to expand the program by offering places to children from neighbouring towns as well. From the bottom of my heart, thank you for believing in what we’re trying to do in our community. Art in all of its many forms helps to make the world more beautiful.”

Listening to Marshall speak, I almost believed he was what he claimed to be—a caring old guy who just wanted to make the world a better place for generations to come. But Emmy and Alaric were both certain he was the asshole who’d ordered his henchmen to shoot at them plus a whole boatload of undercover agents. One man had been seriously injured. Could a leopard change its spots? We were about to find out.

The third award winner did her thing, and a few minutes later, Black quietly led a group from the room—Sofia, Xavier, Dan, and Marshall. A moment later, Emmy’s sister rose from her seat three tables away and headed in the same direction. Despite Marshall’s crimes, I couldn’t help feeling a tiny bit sorry for him.

“They’re going to the gallery,” Mack murmured. Like Rafael, she was wired for sound, her earpiece hidden under an elaborate sweep of red hair. “Marshall won’t be coming back. Anyone know what’s for dessert?”

And that was that. Our job was done. Days of planning, weeks of preparation, and the bad guy just disappeared quietly into the night.


























CHAPTER 4 - ALARIC

ALARIC MCLAIN PACED the half-decorated room beside the gallery, stepping around paint buckets and ladders as Emmy sat on a plastic-covered table and swung her legs. 

“Chill, dude. It’s usually me doing the pacing.”

“Something’s gonna go wrong.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Emerald’s involved. I’m not even sure I want to find that damn painting anymore.”

The last two months had been a roller-coaster ride. Alaric had met the second love of his life, then almost lost her along with the girl he considered his daughter. Over the years, Emerald had unleashed hell on the women he cared about. Emmy had borne the brunt of her wrath during the initial recovery attempt, then later Beth and Rune. Beth was still hobbling from an ankle injury. If so many people hadn’t put so much effort into catching Marshall tonight, Alaric could quite happily have collected his family from the guest house out back and gotten the hell out of there. 

But Beth herself had urged him to finish this, and he couldn’t run, not again. All things happened for a reason, Rune told him, and she was right. That girl always had shown wisdom beyond her fifteen years. When Alaric left town after the initial Emerald fiasco, he’d ended up in the right place to rescue Rune, and his return to hunt for the painting a second time had led to him meeting Beth. 

“While we wait for dessert, perhaps you’d like to take a look at our art collection?” Black suggested through Alaric’s earpiece. “We have a few nice pieces here. A David Hockney, a Modigliani, a Mark Rothko, plus an Andy Warhol my wife bought at auction several years ago. An impulse buy, wasn’t it, Diamond?”

Sofia giggled. “I went with a friend who wanted to buy a Marc Chagall, but something about the Warhol just spoke to me.”

“Did your friend get the Chagall?” Marshall asked. Out of politeness? Or because it made a good target for his gang of thieves?

“No, she got outbid at the last minute.” Sofia’s English accent wasn’t bad. “Bloody Russian oligarchs.”

“A crying shame. Chagalls make a good investment.”

Soft footsteps sounded in the carpeted hallway outside as Black’s band of merry men walked past.

“After you,” he said.

Alaric heard the clip of heels on a wooden floor. A quiet grunt. The rip of duct tape. Then silence followed by four sets of shackles ratcheting into place. Emmy pushed forward off the table. 

“Sounds like we’re on. Can’t believe it took eight bloody years to catch this bastard.” She echoed Black. “After you.”

Killian Marshall sat on a lone chair in the middle of the gallery, blinking in the glare from two spotlights trained on him. Black’s theatrics? Or Bradley’s? Alaric guessed at the latter.

He saw the instant when recognition dawned. An infinitesimal widening of Marshall’s eyes. A slight stiffening of his spine. He knew why he was there. Good. That saved an explanation. Alaric tore the duct tape away from his mouth, and the second it came unstuck, the idiot started yelling.

“Help! Help! I’ve been—”

Emmy stepped forward and backhanded him hard enough to loosen teeth. “That’s for shooting at me, asshole. And yell all you want. This room’s soundproofed, and everyone present tonight is in on the plan.”

Marshall pondered that for a moment. “My men would never betray me.”

“Perhaps not, but what makes you think they’re still alive?”

That shook him. He paled a few more shades.

“You killed them? In cold blood?”

“We’re asking the questions here. Let’s start with the big one, shall we? Where’s The Girl with the Emerald Ring?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“Oh, please. You offered her for sale eight years ago, and our research showed that you always delivered the goods. We wouldn’t have played along otherwise.”

“You didn’t play along! You brought counterfeit money. Fake diamonds!”

“Did we? Or did you switch them as my friend here climbed on board the boat to make the handover?”

Marshall looked puzzled. Scared out of his mind, but genuinely perplexed. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“When he left FBI headquarters, there was real money and real gems in that case. Where did they go? That’s the ten-million-dollar question.”

“FBI?”

“Answer me.”

“Look, I don’t know anything about that.”

Strangely, Alaric was inclined to believe him. There was still a possibility that Marshall’s former team had double-crossed both of them, but the six men with him had died on the old scallop boat, and during the search afterwards, the real pay-off was nowhere to be found. If Marshall had known it was on board, then surely he’d have taken it with him when he escaped?

Which left one last possibility—that the original contents of the briefcase had been stolen en route to Riverley the night before the exchange. Suspicion fell on Alaric’s former colleagues again. But that mystery would have to wait—right now, he just wanted to get Emerald back on the wall in the Becker Museum where she belonged. Maybe then she’d stop wreaking havoc on everyone connected with the case.

“But you did know where Emerald was on the day we first met.” Alaric took a turn with the interrogation. “Didn’t you?”

Marshall had two choices—either claim he never had the painting or admit that he did. And by all accounts, Marshall was proud of his professional reputation, such that it was.

“Pick your answer carefully,” Emmy warned him. “We’ll get the truth out of you. It’s up to you whether we do that the easy way or the hard way.” She glanced to the side and waited for Marshall to follow her gaze. Xavier had wheeled in a trolley full of surgical instruments plus several syringes that probably belonged to Sofia for good measure. “Some of my friends enjoy doing things the hard way, but quite frankly, I hate cleaning up blood.”

The last tinges of colour drained from Marshall’s face, and when Emmy ground a heel into his foot, he let out an unearthly howl.

“Talk,” Emmy ordered.

“Emerald was on the boat,” he whispered. “We brought her with us.”

So close. They’d been so fucking close.

In a room full of bad cops, somebody had to play the good cop, and now Alaric fell into that role. 

“That wasn’t a great day for any of us. What happened, Killian? Looking at what you’ve done in Penngrove, it seems you’re a good man, and yet you’re fencing stolen goods?”

“Don’t you get it? I can’t do one without the other.” He looked past Alaric and focused on Black. “Did you buy this place with your own money? Money you made yourself? I bet you didn’t. You sit there with your inherited wealth and judge people, and meanwhile, the rest of us are out there doing what we have to in order to survive.”

That earned him another slap from Emmy. “I grew up on the streets. Now who’s being judgemental, motherfucker? Don’t talk to me about surviving.”

“I-I’m sorry.”

Alaric cut Emmy a glare. Now wasn’t the time.

“There’s surviving, and then there’s living in a compound surrounded by high walls and armed guards.”

“You think I live that way by choice? The job meant I dealt with unsavoury characters every day, so of course I took precautions. And you tried to kill me!”

“Nobody wanted you dead.”

“Your man shot first.”

“Only because one of your men tried to take me hostage. Look, what’s done is done. Can we all just agree that that day was a clusterfuck of epic proportions?”

“Have you ever had to explain to a mother that her son isn’t coming home, Mr. Delray?”

Joseph Delray. That had been Alaric’s alter ego back then, a champagne-swilling, pussy-chasing millionaire he’d rather forget.

“Yes, I have.”

“Then I think we can both agree it was a clusterfuck, as you so eloquently put it. Who’s going to speak to the parents of those poor men you killed today?”

“Nobody’s dead.”

“But she said—”

“No, she didn’t. Right now, your men believe they’re driving you back to Penngrove. You’ll get out of your car when you arrive home, and then you’ll disappear. If anybody starts looking for you, they won’t look here.”

Ah, the resignation of a defeated man. Alaric rarely took pleasure in breaking another human being, but for Marshall, he made an exception. The thief had been the bane of his life for almost a decade.

“So what will happen to me?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On how cooperative you are.”

“But I don’t know where Emerald is!”

“Then you’ll help us to find her. Who was behind the theft? Rumour says the School of Shadows was involved.”

Right after the heist, the whispers had started. The School of Shadows was the art world’s bogeyman, a many-tentacled monster that reached across continents to snatch priceless works of art and spirit them into the ether. It had been blamed for everything from last year’s Van Gogh theft to the disappearance of a pickled tarantula from the Tate Modern. Smoke and mirrors. Quite literally, in Emerald’s case. The thief or thieves had used mirrors to fool the laser alarm system, then set off a smoke canister so the security cameras wouldn’t capture their faces.

But Marshall merely nodded. “Yes, it was them.”

A bubble of excitement formed in Alaric’s belly. This was how the chase used to feel, back when he’d been an integral part of the FBI’s Art Crime Team, before he’d quit to bum around on a beach and ultimately form a private intelligence agency along with three friends who’d become equally disillusioned with their former lives.

“You’ll have to elaborate.”

“To do that, I’d have to start at the beginning.”

“Go right ahead.” Alaric walked to the far side of the gallery and dragged a high-backed tan leather chair across the floor until it was positioned in front of Marshall. Screeeeeech. He took a seat. “We’ve got all night.”


























CHAPTER 5 - ALARIC

“I NEVER SET out to do anything illegal—you have to understand that,” Marshall said with a pleading note in his voice. “At school, I used to paint, but one lesson a week wasn’t enough, and my mom couldn’t afford to pay for extra lessons or materials. So I never developed the skills to create my own masterpiece. But I studied hard and managed to land a scholarship to read art history at Cambridge University. And from there, I went to work at Sotheby’s, and then for a small gallery in London.”

“Pemberton Fine Arts.”

There it was again—resignation, but this time with a hint of surprise. “You have done your homework.”

“It’s my job.” Plus the Pemberton gallery was where the second phase of this perhaps not-so-wild goose chase had started off. Beth was employed there too. At least, she had been until she lost her job for being a little too suspicious over the history of some of the paintings being restored by Hugo Pemberton, the gallery’s owner. “We also know you worked for Jago Rockingham.”

“Yes. By then, I’d realised that my talents lay in matching buyers with sellers rather than in authentication or restoration work. And working with Jago took those skills to another level.” Marshall broke eye contact for a moment. “Until the day I met you, I’d always prided myself on being able to spot a genuine purchaser from a fake, but you fooled me. I suppose I should offer my congratulations.”

“It gives me no pleasure to accept them.”

A nod of acknowledgement. “Jago was a real character.”

“Until he got shot.”

“A true tragedy.”

“Perhaps he shouldn’t have aggravated the wrong person.”

“The police said it was a burglary gone wrong.”

“Sure. And you’re just a kind-hearted philanthropist. What did you do? Inherit his client list?”

Marshall sighed. For him, this was the point of no return, wasn’t it? 

“I knew where he hid his ledgers. Jago had always been suspicious of computers, and he kept everything written down. Once the police released the crime scene, I simply let myself into his home and picked them up. And I already knew Hugo Pemberton would restore stolen paintings, no questions asked. He believes he’s doing the art world a service, that all great works should look their best, no matter their provenance.”
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