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For Janet, who so selflessly gave so much to others.

The sky has another star now.


























CHAPTER 1 - BETHANY

“BETHANY, WOULD YOU help that lady?” 

I forced a smile for Henrietta, the gallery manager, a scrawny blonde with an addiction to mascara who’d hated me from the moment I started working at Pemberton Fine Arts.

“Of course.” 

Henrietta thought I wanted her job, and while I couldn’t deny I’d have accepted if it was offered, I wasn’t about to stoop to her level and make snide comments to Hugo Pemberton, the gallery’s owner, behind her back. Not that I in any way expected an offer—despite being thirty-four years old, I was little more than a glorified intern. Henrietta had only asked me to help because she was busy with another client and the third member of our little team, Gemma, had disappeared. Again.

I glanced towards the door to see who “that lady” was and swallowed a groan. Mirabella Vallos was no lady. She might have had money, but she also had a drinking problem and a stinky attitude to go with it. Even at school, she’d been a cantankerous little witch.

“Mira, how lovely to see you.”

“Bethie!” Oh, how I hated being called Bethie. “It’s been months, hasn’t it? Since before your divorce? Wait—you’re not working here, are you?”

The word “working” obviously left a nasty taste in her mouth because she screwed up her face in disgust. Or at least, she screwed up the bottom half. The top half was frozen in place by Botox. Mine had long since worn off, and boy was I glad to have the ability to frown back.

Ladies like Mira didn’t work—well, maybe the odd day of volunteering to give them something to post on Instagram—and I’d once been a part of that realm. It was only recently that I’d turned my back on it, and I was still trying to find my place in a new world. 

“Yes, I work here now.”

“I heard…” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper, and I saw Henrietta straining to listen. “I heard you got screwed over in your settlement.”

Screwed over? That was the understatement of the century. Somehow, our family home had ended up in a trust fund controlled by my ex-husband’s parents, the villa in Italy turned out to be “owned” by a business partner, the fancy cars were “leased,” and in an unexpected turn of events, our savings had dwindled due to a series of bad investments. By the time our lawyers finished arguing, I was left with our pied-à-terre in Kensington, an extensive designer wardrobe I no longer needed, a horse that ate the little money I had remaining, and a reputation as a gold-digging bitch. And the best part? My ex also kept my family. My parents and sister still liked him better than they did me.

“The settlement could have been better,” I admitted. “What brings you here today?”

“We’ve just redecorated the lounge that overlooks the indoor riding arena, and we need to spruce up the walls.”

An indoor riding arena was a mere memory for me. Chaucer spent most of his time in a muddy field now, and boy did he love to wallow.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Something horsey. Old-looking. What’s that guy’s name, the one who paints the thoroughbreds? Stubbings?”

“Stubbs. George Stubbs.”

“Do you have any of those?”

“I’m afraid not. We could find you a print, but I don’t believe there are any originals on the market at the moment.”

And even if there were, they’d cost hundreds of thousands of pounds. Hardly the thing to hang on the wall of an indoor school. The insurance would be astronomical.

“I don’t want a print.”

“We do have some lovely paintings with a similar feel about them. Perhaps you’d like to look at those? And can I tempt you with a cup of tea or coffee while you’re here?”

“Have you got any wine?”

It was only ten a.m., but okay then. If I recalled correctly, Mirabella tended to get rather loose with her husband’s credit card once she had a few drinks inside her. Give her a bottle, and she wouldn’t even know what she was buying. She’d once purchased a stallion at auction that turned out to be a gelding, and the day it arrived, she’d invited a bunch of us over to see her prized possession, still totally unaware. I hadn’t been popular when I’d pointed out the lack of balls.

“Red or white?”

“Rosé or champagne.”

But of course.

We’d held a show last night, and thankfully, we still had half a dozen bottles of rosé left over in the fridge. I stifled a yawn as I trudged to the kitchen. The show had been a success in that we’d sold all but two paintings, but the artist was a pretentious bore and the event ran late. Midnight had been and gone by the time I shovelled the last guest out of the door and into a taxi. 

Still, I couldn’t complain too much. At least I had a job. 

Between my complete lack of experience and Piers bad-mouthing me to anyone who’d listen after I left him, finding work hadn’t been easy. Do you know how much use a degree in art history is in the real world? No other gallery would give me so much as an interview, but luckily for me, Hugo had read for his degree at Oxford University, my alma mater, and also once had a bust-up with Piers’s father. The whole Fortescue-Hamilton family was mud in Hugo’s eyes, which I suspected was the main reason he’d offered me the position.

A position that paid peanuts, but it was better than having to turn to my parents. They weren’t short of money, and they’d even offered to bail me out, but their “gifts” came with so many strings attached that it was like wading through macramé. Never again would I be beholden to another person, not a blood relative and certainly not a man. 

Which was why I poured Mirabella a generous glass of rosé and headed back to the gallery to find her studying one of the most awful examples of modern art I’d ever seen. Imagine if Picasso drew a pineapple, then put it through a shredder and gave the pieces to a toddler to reassemble. Even Hugo agreed it had no redeeming features. He’d bought it as part of a job lot from a house clearance to get a David Hockney sketch he really wanted, and it was a toss-up over whether to burn the piece or hang it in the gallery on the off-chance some schmuck with appalling taste came in. 

“Isn’t it something?” I said to Mirabella as I passed her a glass of wine. “It’s by Vincent Crystalla.”

“Who?”

“He won the Turner Prize for Laughter Unchained.” Which was a vaguely horrifying sculpture of a clown in orange prison overalls, handcuffs and leg shackles lying on the floor behind him. “Are you familiar with his work?”

“I don’t think I saw that one.”

“It’s a metaphorical representation of the constraints oppressive governments put on human enjoyment. Profound. What do you think of Fruit: Reconstructed?”

“It’s, uh, interesting.”

“Imagine having that on the wall at one of your parties—it’d be a real talking point.”

“You think? It’s not a bit…offbeat?”

“Well, you have to be a real art lover to appreciate it.”

“I’m not sure it’d work in the riding arena.”

“No, you’d want something more traditional for that spot. Andrea Edmunds is an up-and-coming artist who paints horses in a distinctive style—acrylic on bare canvas with minute attention to detail—and she also takes commissions. Would you like to see her portfolio?”

Two hours and four glasses of rosé later, I helped Mirabella into a taxi and went back inside to face Henrietta. Any other boss would no doubt have been thrilled by the sales I’d made—two countryside scenes, one custom painting from Andrea Edmunds, and the awful pineapple thing—but I knew Henrietta wouldn’t see it that way. We got a bonus for each painting sold, and her client had left without buying a thing.

“Bethany, a word?”

“Let me just clear these wine glasses away.”

Anything to put off the inevitable. What would she make me do this time? Rearrange the packaging supplies? Reply to comments on the gallery’s Facebook page? Dust the back office? In the five months I’d worked there, Henrietta had proven herself to be a master at dreaming up trivial tasks to keep me busy, thereby minimising the possibility that I might beat her in the sales stakes. And I couldn’t say a thing. Complaining would make me look like a troublemaker, and I needed to keep this job for a little longer. The only thing that would look worse on my CV than no experience at all was leaving a position after such a short period of time. 

“No, no, leave that. Gemma can do it. Hugo’s asked you to run an errand.”

Translation: Hugo had asked Henrietta to run an errand, and she’d seen it as the perfect opportunity to get rid of me.

“What kind of errand?”

Oh, that sly smile… She tried to hide it, but just for a moment, it popped onto her face unbidden.

“He wants you to deliver a painting to a client.”

“Which client?”

Henrietta passed me a piece of paper, and I recognised Hugo Pemberton’s elegant cursive.

“Here—Hugo wrote down the address so you wouldn’t forget.”

So she wouldn’t forget, more like. The week after I started, she’d delivered a painting to Christie’s instead of Sotheby’s and blamed it on Gemma’s poor instructions. But I’d been standing next to Gemma when she jotted down the notes from Hugo to give to Henrietta, and she’d clearly written Sotheby’s. When Hugo asked if I knew anything, I couldn’t lie, and that was another reason Henrietta went out of her way to make my life difficult.

Except that today, I got the last laugh. Hugo’s note gave the address of a hotel in Richmond, with an instruction to meet AJ Lonsdale in the bar at four o’clock. It may have been less than ten miles away, but in London traffic, it would take me over two hours to get there and back, by which time the gallery would be closing. Since there was obviously no point in me going back to work, I could carry on driving west to Ascot and visit Chaucer. Between the distance to the stables, the cost of petrol, and the overtime at work, I only got to see him three days a week now if I was lucky, so today’s trip would be an extra treat. Still, I tried to look cheesed off in case Henrietta changed her mind.

“I’ll be sure to memorise the address. Where’s the painting?”

“In Hugo’s studio. You need to leave soon or you’ll be late.” 

Really? But it was only half past twelve, and I didn’t need to arrive until four. Then the old-fashioned brass bell above the front door jangled, and I realised Henrietta just wanted to get rid of the competition. 

“Ooh, I’d better go and speak to this couple,” she said.

See?

Hugo was seated at his easel, his face hidden behind a jeweller’s visor as he retouched an old oil portrait. The rather stern-looking lady was the ancestor of a client’s wife, and he’d decided to have the painting restored as a Christmas surprise. If the wife was anything like my mother—and I suspected she was since they played tennis together—she’d rather have some diamonds or a trip to the Caribbean, but since the husband was paying Hugo a lot of money, I wasn’t about to mention that.

“Henrietta said you wanted me to deliver a painting?”

Hugo tutted quietly under his breath. “I asked her to go while you looked after the customers.”

As I suspected. I saw my precious hour with Chaucer slipping away. “I could ask her to swap? But some people just came in, and she’s talking with them.” I leaned in closer to study the painting. The last time I’d seen it, there had been a two-inch tear in one corner, but now the damage was all but invisible. “Did you patch it?”

“I considered that, but there were flaky areas of paint on the subject’s dress, and also the face, so in the end, I re-lined it instead.”

Sometimes, when a painting had been neglected over the years and was almost beyond saving, the best option was to bond the whole thing—the damaged canvas and what was left of the paint—onto a new canvas behind using a heat-sensitive glue.

The number-one rule of art restoration was that any changes to the painting needed to be reversible. After re-lining, the whole thing would be coated in a synthetic, non-yellowing varnish that could be removed later with solvent if necessary. Only then would the delicate process of retouching begin. A restorer was a master in his own right—he had to be every bit as skilled as the original artist as well as schooled in chemistry, materials, and the history of art. Hugo Pemberton was one of the best.

Once, I’d hoped to follow in his footsteps. The way a seemingly lost cause could be transformed into its former glory by a process that at times seemed like magic had fascinated me for years, ever since my father had my family’s own art collection restored when I was a child. But a lack of courage and marriage to the wrong man had put paid to those dreams, and now I was the errand girl.

“It looks great. About that delivery—I really don’t mind making the trip. Best not to interrupt Henrietta when she’s with potential customers.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right. As long as you’re sure you don’t mind.” Hugo’s lips pinched in concentration as he selected a tiny sable brush, a double-zero size, then changed his mind and swapped it for an even smaller triple-zero. “The painting’s right over there in the corner.”

He waved his other hand at a small wooden crate, roughly thirty inches by fifteen. From those dimensions, I knew the painting would be about two feet by one foot in size as we tended to allow three inches for packing materials, perhaps a little more if it needed to survive a plane trip. Inside, the painting would be wrapped in buffered, acid-free tissue paper and a layer of bubble wrap, with the remaining space filled by styrofoam peanuts.

“Is it the Stanley Spencer landscape?”

“No, I’m still working on that one. This is a Heath Robert, a birthday surprise for a friend in California. His assistant’s in town today, and he’s going to take it back with him.”

Heath Robert—pronounced “Roe-bear,” never “Roh-bert”—was a well-established artist fond of painting sailing boats. The last work of his we’d sold went for eleven thousand pounds, so it was a generous gift. But Hugo always had been generous. On my birthday, he’d given me a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, then taken me, Henrietta, and Gemma out for dinner at the fancy restaurant around the corner. Even Henrietta had been cheerful that night.

“Lovely—I’ll take good care of it. Don’t work too late, will you?”

“No, no, of course not.”

Hugo would ignore me, just as he always did. It wasn’t unusual for me to unlock the gallery in the morning and find him fast asleep on the old leather sofa in the corner of his studio, snoring quietly. Hugo got so engrossed in his work that he forgot about the time.

Outside, I carefully strapped the Heath Robert into the boot of my Ford Fiesta, a car I’d bought second-hand with proceeds from the sale of four Versace evening gowns and half a dozen hats I’d never worn. I still had clothes in the consignment store near my apartment, and every so often, money would trickle into Chaucer’s carrot fund.

The four-year-old Fiesta was a bit of a come-down after driving a series of brand-new Mercedes for the last decade, but I didn’t care. Better to own my car than to have Piers remind me who financed my lifestyle every five minutes. Or worse still, my parents. 

I carefully closed the boot and squeezed through the narrow gap to the driver’s door. According to my father, Hugo had inherited the gallery building from his parents, and it came with a tiny yard and half a dozen parking spaces at the rear—a real luxury in Chelsea. Since I didn’t have parking at my apartment, he let me keep my car there, tucked in between his old Jaguar and Henrietta’s BMW compact. Yet another reason to hang on to my job.

When I set the satnav on my phone, the route was one solid red line from beginning to end. No problem—thanks to Henrietta, I had plenty of time, and I could listen to an audiobook on the way. And stop off for a coffee. And pick up a bag of carrots for Chaucer. And perhaps grab a microwave meal for dinner. The big supermarket near Earl’s Court had a café and free parking, so it seemed rude not to. Far better to get my caffeine fix at Tesco prices than pay through the nose in a hotel bar while I waited for AJ Lonsdale to arrive.

The painting would be okay in the car for a few minutes, wouldn’t it? I’d heard of gadgets that could detect electronics—laptops and the like—but not canvas. Besides, there was CCTV. Surely even the most brazen of thieves would hesitate before breaking into a vehicle in broad daylight in a busy car park under the watchful eyes of a camera.

Should I head to the café first? Or the produce section? After I’d exited the car, I yawned as I carefully skirted around a homeless man and headed towards the store. Why weren’t the doors opening? Oh. Because that was the exit. Duh. Wake up, Bethany. In four hours, I’d see the only male I still cared about, and then I could go home to get some sleep. Honestly, I was so over humans. Give me a horse any day.


























CHAPTER 2 - ALARIC

“FUCK, CINDERS—COULD you have found a more inappropriate surveillance vehicle?”

Alaric McLain watched in the rear-view mirror as Emmy Black closed up behind him in a sleek black Aston Martin. Even with his windows shut, he heard her approach.

“I’m sorry, okay?” Emmy’s voice came through the speakers in his rented Honda SUV. “I’ve had two hours’ sleep, and I’m barely functioning. I could’ve sworn there were more cars in the garage, but all that was left was this and a motorbike.”

“Why didn’t you bring the motorbike?”

“You want me to wear leathers in this temperature? I’d sweat like a pig.” Granted, she had a point there. Early May, and the weather in London had gone haywire. The last two days had been like a cheerleader’s pool party—wet and hot. “Plus there was nowhere to put my rifle.”

Alaric didn’t even try to hide his groan. “You brought a rifle? We’re chasing an art thief, not a bunch of terrorists.”

“You told me that terrorists steal art to finance their activities. ‘It’s not like in the movies,’” she mimicked. “‘Forget Ocean’s Twelve and The Thomas Crown Affair.’”

That was true. Many people shared a romanticised image of art thieves, fostered in no small part by Hollywood. In real life, men who took masterpieces didn’t do it for the challenge or a bet—more often than not, they were hardened criminals after cold, hard cash, and paintings made easier targets than, say, a bank or an armoured truck. Narcotics dealers used them as trading cards. Thieves sold them through fences for a fraction of their true value. Or occasionally, they were stolen to order for people who ran roughshod over others to satisfy their selfish desires.

The police didn’t tend to take art theft seriously either. As long as nobody got hurt and the insurance companies paid up, cultural crimes got put on the back burner. Despite the vast sums of money involved, museum heists got handled by the same squad as a common or garden burglary, and those cops didn’t have the knowledge or the resources to recover stolen paintings.

How did Alaric know all this? Because he’d once been a member of the FBI’s Art Crime Team, a small band of investigators and undercover agents who specialised in recovering treasures that would otherwise be lost forever. It had been a surprise transfer, a promotion, and it made a change from dealing with plain ol’ RICO violations. Although the Art Crime Team worked out of Washington, DC, he’d spent much of his time overseas, skulking through the underbelly of society in search of missing cultural artifacts. Many of them made their way to the United States—it was the biggest market in the world for stolen treasures. 

One day, Alaric might have masqueraded as a thief, the next, as a middleman or a buyer. Undercover work was his speciality, the ability to hide in plain sight a skill he’d been perfecting since childhood. Colleagues called him a chameleon. His father was a diplomat, and moving from country to country had meant Alaric learned to fit in quickly. He’d lived everywhere from England to Italy to Tanzania to Poland, and as a result, he’d learned more about people than an entire anthropology department. It had been only natural for him to join the CIA after college and take his hobby of being places where he shouldn’t be to a whole other level. Bureaucracy and a boss he couldn’t stand led him to quit after four years, but the FBI had welcomed him with open arms. At least, they had until they’d fired him.

Hence today’s little excursion.

With no Bureau backup anymore, Alaric had been forced to turn to Emmy—his ex-girlfriend and part-owner of Blackwood Security. His own private intelligence agency, Sirius, was still in its infancy, and all three of his business partners were men. They may have been experts in their field, but male-female surveillance teams tended to work better, other than the rare occasions when the female half turned up in a fucking supercar, obviously.

“I’d have preferred you in the leather outfit,” he told Emmy.

“Of course you would, but the bike was a bright red Ducati. Look on the bright side—no sane person would run surveillance in this beast, so Blondie won’t suspect a thing.”

Blondie was a retail assistant named Bethany Stafford-Lyons. They’d met her last night during the Pemberton gallery’s latest exhibition, where they’d snooped around and planted half a dozen bugs in addition to gushing over the paintings and pretending to drink champagne. Her hair colour came from a bottle, the contents a shade or three too light for her complexion, and either she’d been on vacation recently or her tan was applied by hand as well. Stafford-Lyons took care of herself, but she wasn’t a princess. When she’d handed Alaric a drink, she’d tried to hide the chips in her manicure, then blushed when she noticed him glance at a faint bruise on her calf still visible through her sheer pantyhose.

A preliminary background check showed Stafford-Lyons was a thirty-four-year-old divorcee who’d worked at Pemberton Fine Arts for the last five months, but apart from that, she hadn’t held a job since she graduated from Oxford with a first-class honours degree in art history. Credit records were sketchy, mainly because she didn’t appear to have paid for anything prior to her divorce. A kept woman. Her only sins had been an arrest at an animal rights protest when she was eighteen and a handful of parking tickets. One of Alaric’s business partners, Judd, ran in those sorts of circles, and his assessment of her father suggested a manipulative man who’d stop at nothing to get his own way. The ex-husband? A “blithering idiot, a sycophant.”

Was Bethany Stafford-Lyons hurting for money? Rumour said the divorce settlement hadn’t been kind to her. Sure, her address was in Kensington, but 122c Carlton Terrace was a tiny apartment, a far cry from the Surrey mansion she’d lived in previously. The change in lifestyle must have hurt. Had she been tempted to get involved with Pemberton’s side hustle to make some extra cash?

Alaric dropped back a few car lengths, letting Emmy take the lead through Chelsea. He hated to admit it, but the Aston fit in quite well there. They could swap positions after they left the area.

Where was Stafford-Lyons heading? He had no idea. The bug had picked up Pemberton talking on the phone earlier, and he confirmed he’d be sending his assistant to the meet with Red After Dark as previously arranged. Since the gallery manager was tied up with customers and the lazy brunette with the nicotine habit didn’t have a vehicle, that left Stafford-Lyons. Certainly she’d carried a box of the right size towards the rear exit of the gallery.

“You really think this woman can lead us to Emerald?” Emmy asked. “She seems kind of…virtuous.”

“You know who else seemed virtuous? Bernie Madoff.”

“Fair point. Care to give me a proper briefing yet? I’m not completely in the dark, but it’s definitely twilight.”

“I would’ve done it last night over dinner if you hadn’t lived up to your nickname and run out on me, Cinders.”

The moniker had come about after Emmy lost one of her high-heeled pumps in a wine bar on their first date. Red-lacquered soles, size six. His first two wilderness years excepted, Alaric had bought Emmy a pair of designer heels for every birthday, remembering Bradley’s instruction to go up a size in the Louboutins. Bradley was Emmy’s assistant, a man who knew more about fashion than Vogue and who’d been responsible for the Brioni suit habit Alaric had never been able to break.

“Believe me, I’d rather have sat around drinking wine until the early hours, but when some fucker breaks into one of the properties we monitor…”

“Did you get him?”

Silence. If Emmy had been sitting in the passenger seat, Alaric knew she’d have been wearing her snarky “what do you think?” face.

“Of course you got him.”

“I also got a lot of questions from the cops plus a whole ream of paperwork. They really don’t love it when bad guys trip down the stairs.”

“Hence the lack of sleep and the tetchiness?”

“I’m not tetchy.”

“Whatever you say, Cinders.”

“Briefing?”

Alaric swallowed a laugh. Nearly eight years, and Emmy hadn’t changed a bit. Not like him. In many ways, he was grateful for that. How many other women would step off a jet at Heathrow, spend the night fighting crime, and then go straight out on a job with barely an explanation? Plus she still trusted him while many others didn’t.

“Remember when Emerald went missing? That wasn’t the only painting the thieves took—there were four others stolen in the same heist.”

Collateral damage, no doubt snatched because of their proximity to the main prize. The Girl with the Emerald Ring had been the obvious target. Once held in the private collection of Ada and Gerhard Becker, it was moved to their namesake museum in Boston upon Ada’s death fifteen years ago. In her native Germany, Ada had grown up as the daughter of a wealthy industrialist, and with money no object, she’d spent years amassing art, a passion she’d inherited from her father and one that hadn’t diminished when she emigrated to the United States at the age of thirty-seven. In her will, she’d insisted her collection go on show for the nation to enjoy when she passed. 

It was from the Becker Museum that Emerald had been stolen thirteen years ago in a daring robbery involving smoke canisters and a rooftop escape. None of the guards from the surveillance room downstairs noticed a thing until it was too late, mainly because they were far too busy chasing a squirrel through the sculpture hall, which it later emerged had been released by the thief or thieves. The police found a box hidden behind a life-sized model of Aphrodite, complete with a remote-controlled locking mechanism and a handful of macadamia nuts. Presumably a “visitor” had left it there. Nobody noticed, and why would they? The security team had been concerned with people taking things out of the gallery, not bringing them in.

“Yeah, I remember. But the others weren’t as valuable, were they?”

“No, but collectively they were still worth millions. And two weeks ago, a contact of mine believes they caught sight of Red After Dark in Hugo Pemberton’s studio.”

“That’s the one with the red-headed woman running into the forest?”

“You remember?” Alaric was impressed, but then again, Emmy was fond of art herself, although her tastes tended towards more modern pieces. Her ability to appreciate a painting’s beauty was yet another thing that had attracted him to her.

“We spent weeks looking for those paintings before you fucked off to who knows where. And Blackwood’s still looking for them. We never stopped.”

“Really?”

“Dude, I never give up.”

True. Emmy always had been a tenacious bitch, which was both a good thing and a bad thing, depending on the situation.

“That makes two of us. If it’s the last thing I do, I want to get Emerald back where she belongs and find out who took the pay-off as well.”

The pay-off. Alaric’s downfall. The day it disappeared had been both the best and worst of his life. After months of undercover work, he’d finally gotten a lead on Emerald, the jewel in the Becker Museum’s crown. Negotiating the purchase had taken weeks, and together with his colleagues at the Bureau, he’d planned an elaborate sting operation involving a yacht, a helicopter, and a payment of ten million dollars—one million in cash and the rest in diamonds. Except things hadn’t quite gone according to plan.

The first indication that the job was jinxed came when the helicopter the FBI had dredged up—the only one available that didn’t scream “law enforcement”—developed an engine problem. The doohickey to fix it wouldn’t be available for at least a week, apparently.

That presented a problem because when Alaric had spoken to the broker the evening before, he’d claimed to be in Florida, a thirteen-hour drive away but only two hours by air. If Dyson had men watching for Alaric’s arrival and he suddenly appeared in a car, rather than by helicopter as they’d previously discussed, that would arouse suspicions. Cue a call to Emmy, who’d offered up her Eurocopter plus a pilot for the short hop from her place near Richmond to Virginia Beach.

Issue number two had revealed itself the following morning as he ate breakfast with Emmy. The scheme called for two bikini-clad girls to accompany him—every rich asshole had them—but one of Alaric’s would-be deck ornaments had fallen down the stairs at the Chesapeake field office and broken her ankle yesterday afternoon. By the time she got out of surgery and somebody thought to inform Alaric, it was too late to arrange a replacement.

“We’re gonna have to call this off,” he said, groaning into his oatmeal. “We can’t go ahead without Gina.”

“Why not?” 

The FBI’s team had been finely balanced—the staff that an unscrupulous businessman would be expected to travel with versus a team capable of taking down Dyson and his goons if the need arose. The few people who’d met the guy said he usually brought half a dozen men. As well as the bikini girls, Alaric’s alter ego, Joseph Delray, had a captain and a deckhand for his yacht, plus a butler and a bodyguard. Any more and they risked scaring Dyson off. 

The captain and deckhand knew boats, the butler was another agent from the Art Crime Team who spent most of his time behind a desk, and the bodyguard was a former marine picked out by Alaric’s boss. Secretly, Alaric thought the marine was a bit of a dick. A call to his old college roommate, himself a captain in the USMC, confirmed Alaric’s initial impressions—Corporal Hooper had been great at sucking up to the brass, apparently, but not so good in the field. Nobody had been sorry to see him go. That left the girls, one of whom had been selected for her shooting skills and the other for her rack.

“Gina was our best marksman, and the job’s risky enough as it is. I had to fight like hell to get it approved, and now the program manager’s getting cold feet. Quite frankly, so am I.”

“So you need a girl who can shoot?”

“Yes, and they’re in remarkably short supply.”

“What time do we leave?”

Alaric did a double take. “You?”

“I think I’m qualified to wear a bikini, and I certainly know how to fire a gun.”

“You said you had a meeting at ten.”

“A meeting I’ve been looking for an excuse to ditch, and this one’s perfect. Would I rather sunbathe on a boat or freeze my tits off in an air-conditioned conference room in Langley while a bunch of spooks argue with each other? Hmm, let me think for a nanosecond…”

“I’m not sure the boss’ll go for that.”

“No, but his boss’s boss will. I won’t even charge the FBI for my time.” Emmy grinned, and Alaric had never been able to resist her smile. “This is gonna be fun.”


























CHAPTER 3 - ALARIC

EIGHT PHONE CALLS and two hours later, Emmy and Alaric had boarded her helicopter together. That was the only reason he was still alive today. 

Off the Virginia coast, he feigned relaxation while the captain motored the Seaduction—a nice fifty-footer confiscated from a drug dealer and his fifth wife—out to sea to meet their prey. The trip took on a jovial air as the girls lay out on the sun deck and the guys sipped drinks from the cooler, and Alaric dared to hope that the exchange might even go smoothly. By all accounts, Dyson was an honourable guy—for a thief, anyway—and he didn’t have a habit of double-crossing his buyers. Tough but fair, Alaric’s sources told him. If Dyson said he had Emerald, then the painting was in his possession.

Four miles off the coast, the captain shut off the engine and waved Alaric over.

“This is it, boss. These are the coordinates, but there’s nothin’ here.” No, there wasn’t. Just a blue sky and gentle swell as far as the eye could see. “What now?”

“Now, we wait.”

A half hour ticked by before a small scallop vessel appeared on the horizon. Alaric thought at first that it would pass them, but it turned to circle them once before it approached.

“This is it,” Emmy said from her position on a sunlounger. “A shitty fishing boat. Nice move.”

As the scalloper came closer, Alaric saw that the occupants were anything but fishermen. He counted six men, all wearing jackets despite the heat. The muscle. The main man, the man Alaric had dug through the dark reaches of society to find, was nowhere to be seen. Rumour said he was older, a nondescript shadow.

“You have a tender?” the tallest of the crew barked.

They did—a small Zodiac RIB with a powerful outboard motor. Drug dealers had the best toys, everything from planes to sports cars to mini-submarines. It was almost enough to make Alaric rethink his career. The FBI paid peanuts. He had a little family money to fall back on so he wasn’t exactly on the breadline, but he hated feeling undervalued.

“Yes, we have a tender.”

“You’ll come alone.”

Go alone? No problem. He’d been ready for that. He’d been ready for almost anything except what actually happened.

From the deck of the Seaduction, the waves hadn’t looked like much, but as he bumped towards the scalloper in a dinghy, they seemed a whole lot bigger. Unlike Emmy, he hadn’t spent much time on the water, and his stomach threatened to heave its contents overboard as he approached the bigger boat. It’s just seasickness, he told himself. Nothing to do with the fact that the assholes on board most likely had guns and he didn’t. He’d considered bringing one along in an ankle holster, but Dyson had specified that he go unarmed, and the information Alaric had managed to glean suggested the man wasn’t dangerous unless provoked. The risks of carrying a concealed weapon outweighed the benefits.

Emmy, on the other hand… Not only was she a weapon in her own right, but when they’d arrived at the marina, she’d hefted a duffel bag up the gangplank onto the Seaduction and dumped it beside the bed in the master stateroom. She hadn’t volunteered what was in it, and Alaric had known better than to ask.

Now he secured the tender’s painter to the bottom rung of the metal ladder attached to the side of the scalloper, then faced the challenge of climbing the damn thing carrying a briefcase in one hand. If Emmy had been in the Zodiac, she’d have laughed her fucking head off. Probably she’d also have brought some kind of strap to secure the briefcase to her back if she’d been the one doing the handover. There was a reason Alaric had chosen to specialise in information gathering rather than hands-on operations. Let him talk his way into a fancy party over bobbing around in a dinghy any day.

Fortunately, the crew of the scalloper saw his predicament and lowered a rope.

“Tie the briefcase on,” the tall guy ordered.

Alaric hesitated. With the money on board, there was a risk they’d cut him loose, or worse, shoot him. His heart hammered in his chest as he evaluated the risks, but ultimately, he came to the conclusion that Dyson had a reputation to protect, even if it was a slightly shady one.

The briefcase disappeared over the metal railing above, and Alaric quickly stuck a tracker to the scalloper’s hull just above the waterline, then clambered up the ladder, puffing as he neared the top. The last month had been manic, and all those missed gym sessions were starting to show. Emmy had given him a workout last night, but that combined with only a couple of hours’ sleep hadn’t exactly helped his energy levels, and he was grateful when two of the crew members helped him onto the deck before giving him a thorough pat-down. They missed his subvocal earpiece and the microphone built into his watch, but he sure was glad he’d left the gun behind.

“Mr. Dyson is downstairs,” the tall guy said, handing the briefcase back to Alaric.

Below decks, their target was working at his laptop in the crew quarters, a four-berth stateroom now converted into a makeshift office with a desk crammed between the bunks. Dyson was undoubtedly not his real name, but it was the only name Alaric had for him. Considering the man’s reputation as one of the art world’s premier fixers, Alaric had been expecting something more than a diminutive guy in his fifties sporting thinning brown hair, flip-flops, Bermuda shorts, and a T-shirt advertising a brand of beer Alaric had never heard of. But when the picture in his head didn’t match up with reality, he mentally chided himself. After years working undercover, he of all people should know that appearances were deceptive.

Dyson looked up. “Mr. Delray. We meet at last.”

That line came from a bad action movie, which unbeknown to Alaric at that moment, was exactly what the situation was about to turn into. He smiled and nodded. The smile was tense, and deliberately so—Alaric’s alter ego hadn’t been keen to meet in the middle of the fucking ocean.

“Difficult trip?” he asked. “The sea’s a little rough today.”

“On the contrary—it’s always a pleasure to get out on the water, even in a boat like this. Do you have the money?”

“Do you have the painting?”

Dyson chuckled. “All in good time. Can I interest you in a drink?”

He waved a hand at a glass-fronted mini-fridge on the floor in one corner, and Alaric spotted a bottle of Dom Perignon as well as soft drinks and a six-pack of beer. Dyson was an enigma, a ghost with many faces, much like Alaric himself was to become after that day.

“Let’s save that for after we’ve completed the deal, shall we?”

“As you wish.” Dyson closed the laptop and tucked it into a drawer, then tapped his hand on the desk. “Let me see.”

Alaric hefted the briefcase onto the table. One million bucks in hundred-dollar bills weighed twenty-two pounds, not much for what amounted to a lifetime’s work for many people. The remainder of the pay-off, the diamonds, consisted of sixty-five stones of three to four carats each, all rated in the top two categories for clarity—IF or VVS1. Alaric had learned a lot about gems over the last few months, and not just because of this case. No, last month, he’d bitten the bullet and bought a ring for Emmy. Would he ever give it to her? He didn’t know. He wanted to. But there was one big obstacle standing in the way, and his name was Black.

Emmy’s husband.

The two of them had never been married in the traditional sense. There was no big white wedding with a kiss and a honeymoon at the end. From what Alaric could gather, it had started off as a green-card deal, a way to tie Emmy to Blackwood Security and her job for good, but the arrangement had lasted for seven years and counting. The pair lived together, and even though Emmy assured Alaric that there was no romance involved, he’d seen the way Black looked at her. The asshole wouldn’t let Emmy go easily.

Did Alaric feel guilty about dating another man’s wife? Not really. It wasn’t as if Black stayed celibate. Emmy said he had a fuck pad in Richmond, an apartment where he took women, but when Alaric did some digging, he found it was so much more than that. Black didn’t just have the occasional hook-up, he had a whole damn harem. The women lived in an apartment complex in Rybridge, usually half a dozen at any one time, and they even had a concierge to look after them. When Black needed to get his rocks off, he just picked out a piece of ass and had her sent over. Did Emmy know all that? Alaric was fairly sure she didn’t. The beck-and-call girls signed NDAs.

And tempting though it had been to let the information slip, he didn’t want to win Emmy’s affections by driving a wedge between her and Black. She obviously cared for the man despite his many faults. No, Alaric needed to tread carefully and bide his time.

The night before the handover, before they’d flown to Virginia Beach and picked up the yacht, Emmy had fallen asleep in his arms for a few minutes, something she never normally did. He’d whispered that he loved her. Did she hear? He wasn’t sure, but when her eyes flickered open, she’d kissed him sweetly, almost tenderly, and he’d sensed her hesitation before she headed back to her own bedroom. She’d wanted to stay.

Why hadn’t she? Because she was dangerous. A combination of nightmares, instinct, and lightning-fast reflexes meant she was capable of killing a man in her sleep, and she’d come damn close once. Ever since that night, she’d slept alone.

But maybe if she got away from Blackwood, away from the source of the strife…

Alaric pushed the thought out of his mind as he unlocked the briefcase. That was a problem for another day.

The first inkling that something was wrong came with Dyson’s sharp intake of breath. What was the issue? Alaric had watched the accountant at the Bureau pack the cash himself, and the amount was spot on—one million dollars exactly, taken from a slush fund that didn’t officially exist. Alaric’s boss hadn’t been thrilled about him borrowing it, or the conflict diamonds confiscated from a crooked lobbyist, but since they’d be coming right back, he’d grudgingly agreed.

An FBI team would be monitoring the scalloper’s movements by now, thanks to the tracker Alaric had installed. The agents were stationed on a coastguard patrol boat just outside the marina. They’d decided it was too risky to have more vessels in the area in case they spooked the target, and that was a good call judging by the marine radar unit mounted above the scalloper’s bridge. As long as Alaric got Emerald, Dyson and his friends would be arrested as soon as they set foot on the shore. And if the sale turned out to be a scam and Dyson attempted to steal the money? Same outcome—handcuffs and a nice vacation in prison. Sure, there was a chance they’d try to dump Alaric’s body overboard, but what was life without a little danger? He wasn’t worried. He’d been in worse situations, and he had Emmy as backup. Oh, and the other FBI agents, but Emmy was worth ten of them.

“This money is fake,” Dyson snapped. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

What? This was the scam? They’d lured Alaric into the middle of nowhere, only to accuse him of a double-cross? As if he’d do that. Not when Dyson was their best—and only—lead to a ring that had stolen hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of art. Rumour said the School of Shadows had been involved in the Emerald heist as well as the disappearance of a Van Gogh last year and numerous other high-profile thefts over the past four decades, but nobody knew who they were or where they came from. Alaric couldn’t afford to screw this up.

“It’s not fake.”

“I wasn’t born yesterday. These bills all have the same serial number.”

A chill started in Alaric’s toes and worked its way up his body. Duplicate serial numbers were amateur hour, and they hadn’t even been sequential let alone identical when he left FBI headquarters in Washington, DC. He grabbed one stack and thumbed through them, and the chill turned to a full-on glacier seeping through his veins. The notes were forgeries, and not even good ones. Instead of puffy clouds drifting over Independence Hall, there was a fucking tempest brewing.

“What the hell?” he muttered under his breath.

Meanwhile, Dyson had tipped a couple of the rocks out of their velvet pouch and begun examining them with a diamond tester, a small electronic device that measured the electrical and thermal conductivity of the stone. Diamonds wouldn’t conduct electricity, whereas some imitations would. 

Such as the ones in Dyson’s hand, for example.

“This is cubic zirconia,” he said. “I negotiate in good faith, and you, my friend, are a fraud.”

No, no, no. Those damn stones were diamonds. According to Alaric’s boss, every single one had been authenticated by a jeweller when they were confiscated, and they’d been sitting in a safe at the Bureau ever since. Alaric knew it was possible to tamper with a diamond tester, to rewire the inside to skew the readings, and if that had been the only problem, he’d have suspected Dyson was trying to pull a fast one. But the hundred-dollar bills… Sometime between the originals being loaded into the briefcase at headquarters and that moment on the boat, they’d been swapped. What if the real diamonds had been taken too?

He was trapped in a fucking horror story.

“I don’t know where those stones came from.”

At best, the operation was blown. At worst, his entire career had been flushed down the toilet. He’d been entrusted with ten million bucks’ worth of loot, and now it was gone. How the hell would he explain things to his boss? His brain froze, which gave Dyson enough time to get to the door. At that point, Alaric realised that losing his job wasn’t actually the worst-case scenario; losing his life was.

Dyson shook his head, dismissive. “Enrique! Get rid of this man.”

Fuck.

Enrique, the tall guy, appeared with another five henchmen behind him, all with guns in their hands and pissed expressions on their faces. Their bearing said former military, their willingness to accept orders said they’d turned mercenary, and Enrique’s malicious grin said he was enjoying this.

“With pleasure.”

From another world, Emmy’s voice registered in Alaric’s ear.

“Got your back, Prince.”

Her tone said what her words didn’t—he also had her trust, and that meant everything.

When Enrique jabbed the muzzle of his pistol into the small of Alaric’s back, he moved towards the narrow staircase, careful to keep his hands in sight. No sudden moves. No twitches that could encourage Enrique to pull the trigger too soon. Whatever Emmy was planning, he needed to trust her in return and let her do her job.

Except muffled voices told him things weren’t going to plan on the Seaduction either.

“Stand down, Marine,” Emmy said, presumably to Hooper. “We don’t need any heroes.”

“Ma’am, you’re not in charge here.”

“Neither are you.”

“This is an FBI operation, and you’re a civilian. In McLain’s absence, I’m assuming command.”

“No, you’re making a difficult situation worse.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Alaric blinked in the daylight as they emerged onto the deck, and the first thing he saw was sunlight glinting off the gun in Hooper’s hand. Enrique saw it too—only a damn mole could’ve missed it. His pistol shifted to the side of Alaric’s head in order to use Alaric’s body as a shield, and the other men dived behind whatever cover they could find when Hooper began firing. Emmy charged him and pushed the jackass into the water, but not before the damage was done. The mercenaries shot back, and a blossom of red formed on the captain’s shirt as he crumpled to the deck. The last thing Alaric saw before Enrique dragged him behind the pilot house was Emmy taking a running leap across the gap between the two boats. In a gold fucking bikini.

By the time she’d finished playing cat and mouse, six men were dead, Hooper was spewing curses, the helicopter was on its way to pick up the injured captain, and Dyson was nowhere to be found. Emerald, the laptop, the Zodiac, and the briefcase? They were gone too.


























CHAPTER 4 - ALARIC

“EARTH TO ALARIC,” Emmy said, her voice loud and clear through the Honda’s speakers. “Don’t zone out, dude. You owe me a briefing.”

Right. A briefing on the job. The whole reason they’d come to London in the first place.

“Sorry.”

“The gallery? Red After Dark? I didn’t see it last night.”

“No, it was never for sale or even on display. Alessandra got ‘lost’ on her way to the bathroom and wandered into Pemberton’s upstairs studio out of curiosity. When he found her in there, she said she was interested in buying it, but he told her it was with him for restoration on behalf of a client.”

“Alessandra? Your contact’s a woman?”

Was it Alaric’s imagination, or was there a hint of jealousy there? Emmy had no right to feel that way—she was the one who was married.

“Why the surprise? I’ve heard I can be very charming when the need arises.”

“No reason. So, the painting? Why did we plant bugs instead of searching for it?”

“One, Pemberton’s got hidden cameras all over the gallery, the private areas and restoration room included.” Alessandra had spotted them—it was her job, since she was an undercover officer with Italy’s Carabinieri. “And two, he told Alessa that the owner was picking it up today.”

“Except the owner asked for delivery service?” Emmy guessed.

“Exactly. I overheard Pemberton talking on the phone this morning, before the gallery opened, and he offered the services of his assistant.”

“Where’s the handover?”

“I don’t know—the owner said he’d email the final details within the hour, and the bug in the hallway by the bathroom picked up Pemberton giving instructions to that bitchy manager chick. Seems he wrote the address down.”

“Your team hasn’t hacked his email?”

“Not yet. He doesn’t appear to use it all that much.”

Up ahead, Stafford-Lyons passed the site of the former Earls Court Exhibition Centre and slowed for the traffic lights, positioned in the middle lane. Alaric let a Porsche cut in between them, the driver too busy on the phone to notice when the lights turned green. Ten seconds passed before Emmy got impatient from two cars behind and leaned on the horn.

“Where are you going, lady?” she muttered. “Holland Park? Hammersmith?”

No, Tesco.

Stafford-Lyons signalled and pulled into the parking lot, then slotted her Ford Fiesta neatly into a space near the back. What the hell was she doing? Stopping to buy groceries? Surprise turned to incredulity when she exited the vehicle with only a small purse. Where was the painting? Had she left it in the trunk? Red After Dark was worth a million dollars.

“What the fuck?” Emmy asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Did we get this wrong? Nobody in their right mind’s gonna leave a painting by Edwin Bateson in a parked car while they go into a bloody supermarket.”

Alaric was beginning to wonder the same thing himself. “I guess it’s possible we made a mistake.”

“Maybe the other assistant was meant to deliver the painting and this one’s just out to buy lunch? Did you actually see her load the thing into her car?”

“No, I didn’t,” he admitted. “She carried a package in that direction, and the other girl’s with customers, so I just assumed…”

“Never assume—”

“It makes an ass out of ‘u’ and ‘me,’” he finished. How many times had she told him that? “This job’s cursed.”

“Want to go back?”

“We’d better.”

“Okay, but let me grab some food first. I skipped breakfast, and my stomach’s protesting.”

Emmy was the only girl Alaric had ever dated who ate more than he did. Probably because she spent half her life in the gym and ran a marathon every week. He worked out, but he’d always struggled to keep up with her. Did he mind? No way. That stamina meant she’d blown his fucking mind in the bedroom, as well as other parts of his anatomy.

“Hurry up, Cinders. And bring me back a sandwich, would you?”

Emmy bleeped the locks on the Aston and strolled into the store, following in the footsteps of Stafford-Lyons. Damn, that ass. It had only gotten better over the years. Mind you, Alaric had always been a leg man, and Stafford-Lyons gave Emmy a run for her money in that department, especially in those pumps. Don’t be so fucking shallow, McLain. He forced his gaze away from his ex and focused on the surveillance app on his phone. Last night, they’d taken advantage of the crowd cover to install small, wireless bugs, Russian-made, easy to hide but poor when it came to battery life. He’d set them to voice-activated mode to conserve power, and a quick check revealed everything was operating as it should. Any conversations within range would come through the car’s Bluetooth speakers.

If he got the chance, he’d go back to the gallery at some point and retrieve the spent devices. They weren’t cheap, and Alaric was funding this fool’s errand on his own dime. Time and time again, his business partners had told him to let it go, to focus on the future, and he knew they were right, but…he just couldn’t. Even after all these years, he still felt a compulsion to clear his name, to prove he wasn’t a thief to everyone who’d doubted his word. His colleagues, his parents, his former friends… The only person from his old life who truly believed in him was Emmy. Sure, the others at Blackwood had tried to help in the aftermath of the Seaduction disaster, but they’d never trusted him again, no matter how hard Emmy had fought his corner.

The sting of that would never fade.

At the gallery, Henrietta encouraged a couple to buy a painting. A landscape, one that would look just darling above their fireplace, or so she claimed. If it was the one Alaric was thinking of, the horses looked like donkeys and the clouds bore more than a passing resemblance to the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. Silence from Hugo Pemberton. He seemed to be a man of few words.

Alaric was about to call Emmy and ask her to pick up a packet of chips for him too when he spotted a girl heading for Stafford-Lyons’s car. A blonde teenager wearing torn black jeans and a faded hoodie over a T-shirt that showed her midriff. Even from forty metres away, Alaric could see the holes in her sneakers. A fashion statement? Alaric had never understood the attraction of adding ventilation to perfectly good clothes.

The girl didn’t look behind her, didn’t hesitate as she unlocked the Fiesta and slid into the driver’s seat. Who was she? Alaric didn’t have time to consider the question before he frantically dialled Emmy.

“Get your sweet ass back here. This must be a handover because the car’s on the move.”


























CHAPTER 5 - SKY

IT STARTED LIKE any other Wednesday morning, with borderline exhaustion and an errand to run for Digger, a guy who made his money doing questionable things for questionable people. Two or three times a week, sometimes every other day, he gave me an envelope to run across London and twenty quid for the “favour.” I didn’t know what was in the envelopes. I didn’t want to know.
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