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      For the survivors.


      

      You know who you are.
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ACTRESS ISOBEL DESOTO FOUND DEAD IN HER HOME



      

      Second Oscar Winner’s Death Fuels Conspiracy: Coincidence, Curse, or Red Carpet Killer?


      

      Los Angeles, California, April 18


      

      The body of Oscar-winning actress Isobel DeSoto, 36, was found in her Malibu Canyon home early this morning by her housekeeper.

            Sources close to the investigation say numerous prescription medications were found at the scene.


      

      The actress was last seen leaving the Hollywood Hills home of director Angus Gaites, where she attended a dinner party given

            in honor of her recent Academy Award for Best Actress for her role as a young widow in the film The Devil’s Compass, directed by Gaites. Ms. DeSoto’s death is fueling a groundswell of Internet and media speculation regarding the untimely deaths

            of two consecutive winners of the Best Actress Oscar. One year ago, just weeks after winning the Academy Award for her leading

            role as Madame de Pompadour in the blockbuster film Hall of Mirrors, actress Adrienne Dwight lost control of her car and careened over a Los Angeles hillside to what has been officially called an accidental death.


      

      Assistant Director Joseph Gagliardi, head of the Criminal Programs Division of the FBI’s Los Angeles Field Office, has confirmed

            that the investigation is being turned over to the FBI, indicating that authorities think these deaths could be the act of

            a serial killer.


      

      When asked about the reaction of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, President Gilbert Gordon confirmed that

            nothing about the Oscar tradition would change. However, a source within the Academy added that “if there’s a Red Carpet Killer,

            then next year’s nominees may very well be hoping to lose.”


      

   

      

      
CHAPTER 1



      

      

      The Bunker Hill Bridge cast a long shadow over the sea of slate gray concrete bowls and ramps, the whine of traffic competing

         with the constant whirl of BMX and skate wheels on concrete. It was music to Vivi Angelino’s ears.

      


      

      Trotting down the hill from one of the viewing areas, she scooped up a discarded napkin that had blown from the refreshment

         stand and popped it into the trash. Charles River Skate Park was her baby, and even the smallest piece of trash marred its

         perfection.

      


      

      Switching her board from one hand to the other, she paused at the bottom of the half-pipe to watch as some kid attempted a

         five-forty McTwist. A thrum of empathetic exhilaration pulsed through her as the skater sailed into the air and spun gracefully

         into the move.

      


      

      Vivi had yet to land the five-forty, but when she did it would be here, at the Boston park she’d spent every spare minute

         raising money and corralling support to build.

      


      

      The McTwister wiped out right in front of her with a slam and a loud “Sonofabitch!”

      


      

      Vivi walked over to help the kid up, offering knuckles to the failed skater. “You’ll get it.”


      

      “Damn right I will,” he said, popping up even though his butt had to burn. “The McTwist is better than sex.”


      

      “I wouldn’t know,” she said, half to herself as she checked out the top of the ramp. “Haven’t tried it yet.”


      

      The cement reflected silver white in the rare winter sunshine, a gift on a Sunday in February, when the weather gods usually

         tortured Boston with snow.

      


      

      The pipe was crowded, so she decided to cruise the park some more and give herself mental back pats for the all the hard volunteer

         work she’d done. All the years of trips to City Hall, all the presentations to council members, all the free time she’d sacrificed

         had been worth it to give the skaters of Boston a home for their passion. These kids, city rats most of them, had no idea

         how to rally politicians and city leaders to get what they wanted. But Vivi was older—though no less passionate about her

         pastime—and remembered how frustrating it could be to be a teenager with no voice.

      


      

      So she’d been their voice, and this glorious jigsaw of concrete and grass was the result. She eyed the strategically placed

         viewing areas where parents and partners, newbs and wannabes looked out over the courses and—shit. Her heart dropped like a longboard on the eight-foot ramp.

      


      

      “What the hell is he doing here?”

      


      

      Assistant Special Agent in Charge Colton Lang stood with strong hands gripping the rail, broad shoulders tensed in determination,

         his relentless gaze sweeping over the ramps like a deadly sniper intent on finding his next victim.

      


      

      Lang was the very last person she’d ever expect to see at Charles River Skate Park.


      

      He’d only make fun of it. Tease her for being a little old for a skateboard.


      

      Not that his opinion mattered. He was a client of her security and investigation firm, and this was a nonworking Sunday morning.

         Who cared if he saw her hanging at the park she had built?

      


      

      She did. She cared too freaking much about everything that concerned Colt Lang. And that was her problem. Her dirty little

         secret problem.

      


      

      So what the hell was this uptight white-bread FBI agent doing on her sacrosanct skate park grounds, wrecking her perfectly

         awesome Sunday morning? How could he have found her here?

      


      

      And now he would see her with three inches of hair standing on end from her last trip down the vert pipe, her face damp with

         sweat, her clothes hanging off her like she’d grabbed them from her bedroom floor and stepped in without even glancing in

         the mirror. Because, well, she had.

      


      

      But it doesn’t matter, right, Viviana? He’s just a client.


      

      Right.


      

      She stole another look, and saw him take his phone out of his pocket.


      

      Maybe he wouldn’t recognize her—he’d have to have a really excellent eye to pick her up in this sea of skaters, every single

         one wearing the same uniform of baggy top and cargo pants, sunglasses, and helmet.

      


      

      Inside the pocket of her cargo pants, her phone rang. Damn. He was calling her.

      


      

      She turned, trying to use her board to shield herself as she slipped the phone out, hoping he wasn’t scanning the crowd to

         spot anyone answering a cell phone at that moment. It would be so like him to use that sneaky tactic to find her.

      


      

      “Yeah?” The word sounded as on edge as he made her feel.


      

      “Yeah?” His baritone tickled her ear. “That’s how you answer the phone?”


      

      “Oh, so sorry, Assistant Special Agent in Charge of Proper Phone Etiquette and Manners. Let’s have a do-over.” She cleared her throat.

         “Good morning, Mr. Lang. Viviana Angelino at your service—despite the fact that it is Sunday morning and I am not anywhere

         near the Guardian Angelinos office. How can I help you?”

      


      

      He laughed, a mix of a grunt and a low catch in his throat, hating, absolutely hating, that the sound sent a little jolt right down to her toes.

      


      

      “Turn around,” he ordered.


      

      Goddamn him. “What are you talking about?”


      

      “I think I see you, but I need you to turn around.”


      

      “You see me? I’m in church right now, so I seriously doubt that you see me.”


      

      “Church? Right. You’re worshipping at the altar of Airwalk.”


      

      How’d he know that brand? And what made her think she could lie to him?


      

      “Turn around, Vivi.” He said her name just the way she liked it: Vee-vee. He drew out those twin syllables and made those

         long e’s sound… sexy.

      


      

      Still, she refused to move. “Just tell me what you want, Lang.” She’d long ago dispensed with his unwieldy title, since she

         got it wrong most of the time anyway. He’d told her it was proper to call an ASAC “Mr. Lang” but she’d dropped the “Mr.” after their first case together. And he didn’t seem

         to care.

      


      

      “I want you to turn around.”


      

      “Do you have a job for the Guardian Angelinos?” she asked.


      

      “No.”


      

      The single syllable, invasive, and, oh Lord, sexy, punched her gut. “Do you need a report on the assignment that Zach is currently working on?”

      


      

      “No.”


      

      “Do you have a big fat check to give me for all the consulting work we do on behalf of the Federal Bureau of Investigation?”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Then go away and I’ll see you at our scheduled meeting Monday at eleven o’clock.”


      

      A hand landed on her shoulder, making her jump.


      

      “No.” He tightened his grip and eased her around. “Turn around.”


      

      She felt the heat of his body behind her, his presence so strong it made her go weak behind the knee pads.


      

      “Damn you, Lang.” She pivoted, her gaze landing on the Izod logo on his chest, his jacket hanging open to confirm what she

         already suspected. He was a nerd who wore collared pullovers. And they fit like a dream.

      


      

      With one finger, he gently tapped the brim of her helmet. “This is very cute, Angelino.”


      

      “I told you I hate to be called—”


      

      “Cute. I know.”


      

      The air cooled her sweaty head when he took the helmet off. Great. Helmet hair.


      

      His smile deepened and his hazel eyes glinted gold and green. “What else could you call this, other than cute?”

      


      

      Mortifying?


      

      She stepped back and glared at him. What the hell did she care what Lang thought of her? “This is my Sunday special. I’m off

         the clock right now, Lang, so what do you want?”

      


      

      “A good security specialist and investigator is never off the clock,” he said, all condescension and good reason. “I thought

         you were a little business-owning tigress, working tirelessly to build your new organization into a force in the security

         industry.”

      


      

      “Remind me never to confide anything in you again.” Anything. Especially her fantasies.


      

      She eased the longboard between them, desperate to put any kind of barrier between them.


      

      Lang seemed to be getting way too much enjoyment from her disheveled state. Of course he was amused. He’d cruised into her

         world like a package of perfection—not a chestnut hair out of place, his stupid preppy shirt pressed like it just came off

         the rack at Bloomingdale’s and fitting so snug over his expansive shoulders. She’d bet her life he was carrying a Glock under

         that jacket, too.

      


      

      “What are you looking at?” he demanded.


      

      “You shaved, Lang? On a Sunday? What’s wrong with you?”

      


      

      He brushed his whiskerless face. “It’s the former Boy Scout in me.”


      

      She rolled her eyes. It was the nerd in him. And, God, that nerd did unholy things to her insides.


      

      “Want something to drink?” he asked, putting a casual hand on her shoulder like he owned her. She’d tied her sweatshirt around her waist after her last run, so no doubt her skin felt damp through the cotton T-shirt he touched. Oh,

         fabulous. Now he was sticking to her. “There’s a refreshment stand over there.”

      


      

      “I know.” She dropped the board and hopped on, zipping a few feet ahead of him. “I built it.”


      

      Before he could answer, she kicked to the ground and took off ahead of him, rounded a concrete hill, swerved up the side,

         twisted the board into a perfect one-eighty, then landed hard.

      


      

      “You built it?” he asked, reaching her just as she toed the board and gave him a cocky look.


      

      “I supervised the fund-raising team that scared up the dollars to build it,” she explained. “Charles River Skate Park is the

         result of the hard work of a major community volunteer organization. One that I happen to be extremely involved with.”

      


      

      “Really.” He scrutinized her for a moment, like an art dealer who kind of saw something worthwhile—but then he looked away.

         Like he’d rather pass.

      


      

      She hated that his disinterest torqued her.


      

      Disinterest is good, Vivi. He’s a client. Client. Cli-ent. How often did she need to remind herself of that?

      


      

      He slipped her helmet back on her head. “Don’t skate without this.”


      

      She took it back off again. “I’m walking, not skating. What do you want from me today, Lang?”


      

      “I just came to tell you I have to cancel our meeting tomorrow. I had a change in my schedule. I can come over to your offices

         on Wednesday if you have time.”

      


      

      Like he couldn’t have called to tell her that. Or sent a text, since they seemed to be exchanging plenty of them on a regular basis. Couldn’t he just leave a message with Chessie? Why did control-freak Lang always need to do business in

         person?

      


      

      Was it because he didn’t trust the efficient delivery of an e-mail message, or because he wanted to see her? She squashed

         the thought, and considered how much to tell him when she replied.

      


      

      “You’ll have to meet with my brother on Wednesday. I’ll be out of town.”


      

      He gave her an interested look. “Work or fun?”


      

      “Work is fun. Maybe not for hardened FBI agents, but we budding security-business owners have a blast.”

      


      

      “I’m serious.”


      

      That made her laugh. “You were born serious, Lang.”


      

      He almost smiled. But not quite. “Where are you going?”


      

      “Need-to-know basis. And sorry, but you don’t.” He’d just scoff at the whole idea anyway. “You’re not our only client, you

         know.”

      


      

      “I’m the only one here.”


      

      Just the way he said it sent warmth rolling through every female corner of her body.


      

      “You can meet with Zach,” she said. “My brother is up to speed on all our open cases. You’ll never miss me.”


      

      His brow twitched upward, ever so imperceptibly. Like… like maybe he would miss her. “I was hoping you’d give a full report on the Berkower case I handed over to the Guardian Angelinos last month.

         That case is in your bailiwick.”

      


      

      “Bailiwick?” She choked a derisive laugh. “Where do you get these words? Everything’s in my bailiwick, but I’m going to be in L.A., so—”

      


      

      “You’ve got clients in L.A. now?” He sounded surprised, and way too interested. “I didn’t realize your little company was

         going national.”

      


      

      Your little company. She should be used to slight put-downs from Lang by now. They were a fact of life, no different from

         the teasing she took from the cousins she and Zach were raised with. She knew it was just his way of maintaining control.

         Still, they irked her.

      


      

      “If you knew why I was going, you wouldn’t be so liberal with your thinly veiled insults.”


      

      “Then tell me.”


      

      Some skaters whizzed by, swerving to miss Lang, who strode down the path like he’d built the place instead of Vivi and her

         band of volunteers.

      


      

      “Can’t,” she said simply. “It’s client confidential.” Or it would be. As soon as she got the job.


      

      “So you do have a California client? That’s interesting.”


      

      She almost lied, but her mother’s well-painted image of St. Peter at the pearly gates counting up her lifetime tally stopped

         her, as it always did. “To be honest, it’s just a pitch for new business, but I think we have a shot.” A very long shot. But

         that was her favorite kind. “Why is that interesting?”

      


      

      “Because…” He hesitated, sliding a glance at her. “I may be moving out there.”


      

      Her heart dropped so hard and fast she felt it hit bottom. “Really?”


      

      He shrugged, feigning a casualness that something told her he didn’t feel. “Possibly. There’s an opening for an SAC position

         out there that I’ve been interviewing for.”

      


      

      “Whoa, Lang.” She gave him a playful punch in the arm, using the opportunity to let her knuckles enjoy the hard bump of his bicep. “Big promotion to Special Agent in Charge, losing that pesky ‘assistant’ handle.” A promotion that

         would put him three thousand miles away. “You’d be running the whole office?”

      


      

      “God, no. Only the Criminal Programs Division, which is pretty big. There are multiple SACs in an office that size, so it’d

         still be a move out—er, up.”

      


      

      And out. “You’re from L.A., aren’t you? Your family’s there?”


      

      “Just my dad, and he’s getting on. I’m the only kid around to help, since my brother lives in Europe and is a complete waste

         of a human.”

      


      

      She snorted softly. “Nice.”


      

      “Maybe not, but it’s true.”


      

      He guided her toward the snack shack. “Tell me about the L.A. job.”


      

      “No, thanks. I try to avoid your ridicule whenever possible.”


      

      “I won’t ridicule you.” He walked up to the window. “Want a Coke?”


      

      “Cherry slurpy.”


      

      He rolled his eyes. “And you make fun of me.”


      

      “See? Ridicule because I want a slurpy.”


      

      “Vivi, you’re thirty-one years old.”


      

      “Right. So make it a vodka slurpy and meet me at that table.” She walked to an empty round table with matching cement benches

         and sat down. There, she positioned herself to watch Lang buy their drinks.

      


      

      And think about him moving to Los Angeles.


      

      Lang leaving was a good thing, she told herself, but she couldn’t deny the pressure on her heart. She would be able to work

         with another ASAC, someone who didn’t wreck her balance and make her freaking heart stutter every time his ID showed up on her phone. Like the man said, she was

         thirty-one years old and way past the time of teenage crushes.

      


      

      But look at him. Even his doofus Izod shirt looked… hot. And as much as she loathed a pair of khaki Dockers, his covered a world-class backside

         and had just enough of a bulge in the front to send her imagination into overdrive and make her little vibrator seem inadequate.

      


      

      Sunlight pouring over him, he was all goodness and strength. The gold flecks in his eyes and hair looked like God had dipped

         him in bronze when he was born. The sun highlighted the sharp angle of his cheekbone and jaw and the fullness of a mouth that

         rarely smiled, but when it did, stupid things happened in her lower half.

      


      

      She blew out a shaky breath. So, yeah. L.A. Good move for everyone.


      

      He strolled over with the drinks, his eyes locking on her as if he knew what she was thinking. Thank God that was impossible,

         because Lord knows if he had even an inkling of the direction her thoughts took when she looked at him he’d laugh himself

         silly. She was a colleague, a consultant, a friend at best. Nothing more to him. Nothing would be more humiliating than him

         knowing just how many times she’d fantasized about tearing off that golf shirt. With her teeth.

      


      

      “Interesting hairstyle,” he said, placing the drinks on the table. “Even for you.”


      

      Yeah. They were most definitely not on the same wavelength.


      

      “Is this your way of sweet-talking information about my new client out of me? So effective.” She took the slurpy and tore the paper off the top of the straw, turning it around to blow the wrapper in his face.

      


      

      He snapped it midair with one lightning-fast hand. “You know you want to tell me.” He leaned over the table. “Just give in

         to it, Vivi.”

      


      

      Her nether regions took another thrill ride.


      

      “Give me one good reason why I should tell you anything.”


      

      “Because,” he said, lowering his voice to that I-call-the-shots tone she found maddening and sexy and, every once in a while,

         a little scary, “I want to know.”

      


      

      And just like that, she capitulated. No man had ever had that effect on her. Ever.


      

      When Vivi Angelino closed her mouth over a wide straw and sucked hard enough to hollow her delicate cheeks, Colton Lang almost

         got a boner.

      


      

      Almost.


      

      The state of damn-near-hard was status quo around this woman, so in the few months he’d been sending consulting jobs to her

         firm, Colt had learned a couple of tricks to ensure that “almost” didn’t become “obvious.”

      


      

      Like focusing on her outlandish black hair, made even more so today by the helmet and what appeared to be yesterday’s hair

         gel. Or he’d let his gaze settle on the diamond dot in the side of her nose, concentrating on how much that puncture had to

         hurt instead of how it would feel to run his tongue over the stone.

      


      

      Or he’d simply remind himself that this skateboard-riding, sneaker-wearing, guitar-playing tomboy happened to have some of

         the best investigative instincts around, and if he wanted to keep the Guardian Angelinos in his back pocket for certain jobs, acting on a mindless surge of blood to his dick would be not only unprofessional, but also foolish.

      


      

      That was usually enough to quell the erection. Sometimes. Today, finding her in this skate park with a little sheen of perspiration

         making her pixie-like features glisten and her coffee-brown eyes spark with unexpected interest, the boner might win this

         battle.

      


      

      But look at that outfit, Colt. A long-sleeved cotton T-shirt that dangled off her narrow frame and faded green cargo pants frayed at the cuffs. He could

         never be attracted to a woman who cared so little about her appearance that she rolled around Boston dressed like she’d shopped

         at Goodwill.

      


      

      He preferred a woman who looked like a woman, who wore a little makeup, had hair falling to her shoulders, and maybe strolled—not

         rolled—through a park in a pretty sundress. He’d bet his bottom dollar she didn’t own a dress.

      


      

      “All right, I’ll tell you,” she said after swallowing. “But I swear to God, Lang, don’t try to talk me out of it, because

         I want this job.”

      


      

      “What job?”


      

      “You’ve heard about the Red Carpet Killer, of course.”


      

      He held his Coke, frozen midway to his mouth. “You don’t buy that malarkey, do you?”


      

      She smiled. “Lang, malarkey hasn’t been sold for forty years. Can you get with this century? And do you really think two Oscar-winning

         actresses being killed in two consecutive years, weeks after winning, isn’t more than simple coincidence?”

      


      

      “One was an overdose, one was an accident. No matching MO, no serial killer. But I do know there’s an FBI task force out of L.A. with an eye on the possibility of a copycat

         killer.”

      


      

      “Exactly.” She pointed at him. “I don’t happen to think there’s a serial killer, but I do know there are five women in Hollywood

         who are scared spitless right now. They are ramping up security like you wouldn’t believe.”

      


      

      “You think they’re going to hire your firm for protection?” He tried not to scoff, he really did. But it was ludicrous. “A

         brand-new firm made up of an extended family of renegade Angelinos and Rossi cousins?”

      


      

      No surprise, her espresso eyes narrowed in disgust. “We are not renegades, for God’s sake. I’m a former investigative journalist,

         in case you forgot, so getting a PI license was a natural move. Zach is a former Army Ranger. And, yeah, our core employee

         base happens to be a few cousins my brother and I were raised with—”

      


      

      “Don’t forget Uncle Nino, providing pasta and daily encouragement.”


      

      “Don’t knock my Nino,” she shot back. “And, for your information, we’re interviewing protection and security specialists,

         including some highly qualified bodyguards. The Guardian Angelinos are experiencing a growth spurt.”

      


      

      He angled his head in acknowledgment. “I know that, Vivi, especially since I keep throwing FBI consulting jobs at you. I just

         think the actresses who are worried about being victims of a curse or a killer will hire the biggest and best in the protection

         industry.”

      


      

      “Maybe.” She took another drink, her eyes dancing with some untold secret. “What do you think of Cara Ferrari?”


      

      “I think I wouldn’t kick her out of bed for eating crackers.”

      


      

      She looked skyward with a loud tsk. “I meant of her chances to win.”


      

      “I don’t follow Hollywood too closely, but I did see that remake of Now, Voyager. My opinion? She was too melodramatic.”

      


      

      “Fortunately, your opinion doesn’t matter. She’s got a chance.” She gave him a slow smile, revealing that tiny chip on her

         front tooth. God, he’d thought about licking that, too. “So I think I have a chance, too.”

      


      

      He just shook his head, not following, but maybe because his body was betraying him again.


      

      “Look at me,” she demanded, leaning back to prop her hands on her hips and cock her head to one side.


      

      “I’m looking.” That was the problem. She was so damn cute he forgot what they were talking about.


      

      “Look, Lang.”

      


      

      At what? The way her position pulled the T-shirt just tight enough to outline her breasts? They weren’t big but perky and

         sweet, just as spunky as she was and, well, even on Vivi some things were feminine. Was that what she wanted him to look at?

         Because if he eyed them any longer, his hard-on was poised to make a reappearance.

      


      

      “Don’t you see the resemblance?” She turned her face to give him a profile, lifting her chin, closing her eyes, and dropping

         her head back in a classic movie-star pose. His gaze drifted over her throat which was—just another fucking thing he wanted

         to lick.

      


      

      Jesus, Colt. Get a grip.


      

      She spun her face around and for one insane second he thought she’d read his mind.


      

      “I look exactly like Cara Ferrari,” she insisted.

      


      

      He let out a soft hoot of laughter. “Are you as stoned as half these other skaters?”


      

      She scowled at him. “Real skaters don’t get high—posers do. And look at this face,” she demanded, pointing to her cheeks with

         two index fingers. “Is this not Cara Ferrari’s twin sister?”

      


      

      He chuckled again. “Speaking of posers.”


      

      “Lang, damn it.” Frustration heightened her color, making her even cuter. “Everyone says I look like her. I mean if my hair were longer

         and I—you know, had some makeup on.”

      


      

      “Like a truckload.”


      

      “I get stopped and asked if I’m Cara Ferrari all the time,” she insisted.


      

      “And you believe what drunks say to you in bars?”


      

      “Jeez, you’re as bad as my cousins. Quit teasing me and take this seriously.”


      

      He worked his face into the most humorless expression he had, and he had many. “Cara Ferrari is a movie star, Vivi.”


      

      “So?”


      

      How deep was she going to let him dig himself? “I mean, she’s a gorgeous icon….”


      

      Deep.


      

      “Not that you’re not attractive in your own way.” This was getting worse, but on he went. “It’s just that she’s all glitz

         and glamour and gloss and you’re…” Not.

      


      

      “I can glam up.”


      

      Now that, he’d like to see. “All right,” he relented, not wanting to hurt her. He squinted at her, and made a camera viewing

         box with his fingers. “Yeah, I can see the similarity. You both have dark hair and dark eyes.”

      


      

      She swiped his hands down. “Never mind, Lang. I should have known you couldn’t think outside the box. You’re all linear, trapped

         by your rules and the way things are supposed to be done. I shouldn’t ever dream that you might approach something creatively. That would just be asking too much from

         your structured, formulaic, uninspired brain.”

      


      

      All right, he deserved that after the insults he’d just heaped on her, but something was really off in this conversation,

         even for them. “What the hell are you getting at, Vivi?”

      


      

      “A body double.”


      

      This time he just stared at her for a minute. “You’re not serious.”


      

      She thumped her fist on the table. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”


      

      “Told me what?”


      

      “C’mon, Lang, it’s the oldest form of security in the world. Put a fake—a professional fake—in her shoes until the killer is caught. If there even is a killer, which I don’t happen to think there is. But, still,

         we bait with a decoy and—”

      


      

      “Stop it,” he said, his voice low and harsh, not having to pretend seriousness at all now. “All kidding aside, you’d need

         an extreme makeover to pass as Cara Ferrari.”

      


      

      “Not from a distance.”


      

      “A job like that should go to a trained professional, not an outside consultant. And good luck getting to Cara Ferrari. It’s

         easier to get an appointment with the President.”

      


      

      A flicker of arrogance crossed her face. “Maybe I already have.”


      

      “What? How?”


      

      She shrugged. “What do they say—everyone is six degrees of separation from someone.”

      


      

      “You are not six degrees of anything from Cara Ferrari.” Was she?


      

      She picked up her drink and then set it down again. “Forget it, Lang. You’re right, she did suck in Now, Voyager. She should stick to the trashy stuff that made her real money.”

      


      

      “Absolutely,” he agreed, ignoring her sarcasm. “Like one of her really early B movies, the one where she played the undercover

         cop working as a stripper? I liked that.”

      


      

      “Of course you did. What man doesn’t love the raw acting talent it takes for a woman to use her mouth to unzip thigh-high

         boots during a lap dance?”

      


      

      “You have to admit that was a memorable scene.”


      

      “Yeah, that took mad acting skills.”


      

      “And coordination,” he agreed. “Just think how many college boys she made happy.”


      

      “Were you one of them, Lang?”


      

      “Please. I was in the FBI Academy when that movie came out.” Still, he fought a smile. “But it was a pretty sexy lap dance.

         Although, I guess that’s redundant.”

      


      

      “Yeah, whatever. Can we just forget we had this conversation? It’s moot anyway. They say Kimberly Horne has the Oscar in the

         bag.”

      


      

      He relaxed a little. “Vivi, you can’t seriously think you could convince Cara Ferrari to let you be her for however long it takes for this Red Carpet Killer brouhaha to die down. I think you should forget this idea completely.”

      


      

      “Brouhaha.” She rolled her eyes and grabbed her drink. “I don’t care what you think.”


      

      He didn’t respond and she sucked the straw again, looking up at him with her wide eyes—kind of exactly like she’d look up from a blow job.

      


      

      Goddamn his dancing dick.


      

      “Just forget it,” he said, as much to his disobedient organ as to his unintentionally sexy consultant. “It’s a cute idea,

         but—”

      


      

      “Fuck you, Lang.”


      

      “Sorry, I know you hate anything cute.”


      

      “You just don’t get it, do you?”


      

      Evidently not. “Get what?”


      

      “What I’m trying to do with this business my brother and I started.”


      

      “How can you say that?” He pushed his drink aside to move closer to Vivi. “I believe in your business. Hell, if I’m not careful,

         my boss is going to start questioning just why I’ve given you—what, four or five assignments in as many months? We’re supposed

         to spread the outsourcing wealth, not focus on one firm.”

      


      

      She just shook her head. “This isn’t about you and your office. This is about me and my office.”

      


      

      “Seriously, Vivi. You only started this business last fall. What do you expect?”


      

      “Greatness,” she replied without pause. “There are companies doing what mine does and making millions. They’ve got multiple

         offices and hundreds of investigators and bodyguards and security specialists on their payroll.”

      


      

      “And that’s what you want?” Somehow, the dream of big business just didn’t fit this skater chick. The raw ambition, like so

         many things about Vivi, surprised him.

      


      

      “I always want to be the best,” she told him. “I don’t like to do things half-assed.”


      

      “I respect that, but”—he placed both his hands over hers, damning the electrical charge he got every time his skin made contact

         with hers—“you’re not starting with Cara and your body-double idea.”

      


      

      She snapped her hands away. “You can’t tell me what to do, Lang. No one can.”


      

      Obviously.


      

      “Give me one good reason why not, other than the fact that I don’t look like a movie star, as you’ve pointed out with great relish and candor.”

      


      

      “What if there really is a Red Carpet Killer? Or a copycat? It’s dangerous.”


      

      “My job is dangerous,” she replied. “Your job is dangerous. That’s the life we’ve chosen. If we get the assignment, Zach has

         three excellent bodyguards who can come stay with me twenty-four/seven.”

      


      

      Three guys with her twenty-four/seven? Unfamiliar and ugly jealousy rolled through him. “Doesn’t matter. With all the nutcases

         out there, it’s too risky.”

      


      

      She pushed back with a disgusted breath. “You are so… careful.”


      

      “You say that like it’s a detriment. I’m an FBI agent, Vivi. Cautious is my middle name. And if you’re going to make it in

         the security consulting business, you’d do well to adopt the same one.”

      


      

      “Well, my middle name is Belladonna,” she informed him.


      

      “A poison.”


      

      “ ‘Beautiful woman’ in Italian,” she corrected him, then raised a palm to stop his response. “Don’t. You’ve insulted me enough

         for one day. My point is, cautious doesn’t always work in business, Lang.”

      


      

      “It does in the security business.” Three bodyguards? Shit, he hated that.

      


      

      “Nobody gets ahead playing it safe. It’s like that half-pipe over there.” She tipped her head to the concrete slopes where

         skaters flew and flipped. And fell on their asses. “You gotta go big or go down.”

      


      

      “Yeah, well, I’ve gone big and gone down hard.” No, he hadn’t gone down. The one and only woman he’d ever loved had gone down.

         All the way down. Six-feet-under down.

      


      

      “What happened?” she asked.


      

      He shook his head. “Just don’t take crazy risks, Vivi.”


      

      “Can’t help it—that’s how I roll.” She got up, kicked her board out from under the table, and hopped on it. “I’m going to

         be late for the Rossi family Sunday dinner if I don’t leave now. See ya, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Colton Cautious Lang.”

      


      

      “Bye, Private Investigator Viviana Poison Angelino.”

      


      

      She untied a ratty sweatshirt and pulled it over her head, then tugged on her helmet. “Thanks for the slurpy and the advice.”


      

      She zipped off, giving him a perfect shot of her ass as she kicked into high speed.


      

      There went his cock again.


      

      To make the blood flow north to his brain, he forced himself to think about her stupid, foolish, crazy idea. Okay, it wasn’t

         entirely stupid, but the last time he took a risk like that, he’d lost everything.

      


      

      Never again.


      

   

      

      
CHAPTER 2



      

      

      Lang had gotten one thing right: Vivi wasn’t six degrees from Cara Ferrari. She was three. Her cousin Nicki had gone to shrink

         graduate school with a guy who was the brother of Cara’s stylist, Bridget McKeever, who’d agreed to help arrange a meeting

         because the brother convinced the stylist that Cara should at least talk to Vivi.

      


      

      So maybe that was four degrees from Cara, but it really didn’t matter. Because three days after the little run-in with Lang

         at the park, Vivi drove under the world-famous arches of the Paramount Studios lot, flashed her license to a security guard,

         and headed for the set of Jehovah’s Witness, the legal thriller Cara was wrapping this week.

      


      

      The end-of-filming schedule was perfect, no doubt forced by the star herself, giving her the ability to disappear for a few

         weeks following the Academy Awards this coming weekend. Although all five of the nominated actresses had made public statements

         that they were not the least bit concerned about the folklore of a Red Carpet Killer or Curse, they’d all somehow managed to clear their calendars for the next six weeks.

      


      

      All five women had a life-or-death reason to not want that statuette on their mantel.


      

      Of course they wanted it, Vivi mused as she parked and followed the directions Bridget had given her to the set. Who wouldn’t

         want to achieve that pinnacle of success? But they also wanted to be safe, and live to enjoy it, which was why Vivi’s idea

         was such a good one.

      


      

      If Cara liked the body-double strategy, it could set up the Guardian Angelinos as one of the most sought-after security firms

         in the country. And, dream of dreams, if there really was a Red Carpet Killer and Vivi lured and caught him—bingo! They’d

         be made.

      


      

      Besides, Vivi’s investigator’s instinct told her there was no real threat, making the assignment easy money and a brilliant

         career move.

      


      

      Screw Lang and his pessimism. This was a risk, but as Uncle Nino would say, you can’t get the good fruit if you don’t go out

         on a limb. And he’d be right.

      


      

      Worse things had happened to Vivi, and she’d weathered them. Pretty much.


      

      She ran a hand over her smooth hair, purposely combed and gelled down into a tame style that went along with her simple skirt

         and jacket, both borrowed from her best friend Sam, the woman who someday soon would be marrying her brother, Zach.

      


      

      Vivi scanned the lot, passing the commissary and turning a corner that opened up to several large white buildings, each marked

         with studio numbers. People milled about, a few on foot, some on golf carts, the pavement warm from the California sun under

         the soles of Vivi’s brand-new and horrifically uncomfortable high-heeled shoes. She spotted her makeup artist contact striding toward her, all

         long skinny legs in pencil jeans and flying platinum hair.

      


      

      Bridget looked more like a movie star than some of the real stars, but, then, so did damn near every woman in Los Angeles.


      

      Lang would love it here in the land of milk and honeys.


      

      “Hey,” Bridget called as she approached, not slowed by even higher heels. “Sorry, I was stuck on the set.”


      

      When they reached each other, Bridget gave Vivi air-kisses on both cheeks, then leaned back, assessing Vivi.


      

      “Good look for you,” she said, all professional and serious. “But we’re going with Plan A. We really have to blow Cara away.”


      

      “I’m ready,” Vivi assured her.


      

      “So am I. She’s doing a scene that will definitely go ten takes, on an inside set, so we have an hour. Let’s go clear her

         trailer and get it done.”

      


      

      “Have you told her anything?” Vivi asked.


      

      “Just that I have a solution and asked her to consider it, no matter how off the wall. Beyond that, I think it’s better if

         she sees you exactly as we planned: in full Cara costume.”

      


      

      The “trailer” was hardly a doublewide. Set off from the rest of a row of motor homes along the side of a long parking lot,

         Cara’s “dressing room” stood two stories high and at least seventy feet long. A husky guard lingered outside the entrance

         but said nothing as Bridget and Vivi breezed by him.

      


      

      Sloppy, Vivi thought. If he worked for the Guardian Angelinos, he’d have asked for ID.


      

      Inside the trailer, it was as bright as sunshine with shades of yellow on every wall, floor, and seat. Classical music played

         from invisible speakers, the notes competing with the high-pitched yelp of a dog. A copper-colored dachshund leaped off a

         leather sofa and launched at Vivi’s feet, barking, panting, and circling her with suspicious dark eyes and the strangest hint

         of a limp.

      


      

      “Stella!” Bridget said, trying to appease the little dog. “Hush.”


      

      Vivi reached down to give the dog a cursory hello and got a low, throaty growl in response.


      

      “Don’t mind Stella,” Bridget said. “She basically hates anyone who isn’t Cara. But she doesn’t bite.”


      

      “It’s all right.” She looked around, taking in the living area that had been divided between a luxurious sitting room and

         kitchen on one side and a makeup station on the other. Half of the marble countertop was used to display Styrofoam heads covered

         with black wigs of various lengths and styles.

      


      

      Another woman walked in from a back room, shutting her phone with an officious snap as she zeroed in on Vivi.


      

      “Who are you?” she demanded. “There wasn’t an appointment on Ms. Ferrari’s book.”


      

      “She’s with me,” Bridget said. “Vivi, this is Marissa Hunter, one of Cara’s personal assistants.”


      

      “Not one of them.” Marissa threw a contemptible look at Bridget, but then rearranged her rather plain features into a fake smile.

         A small space between less-than-pearly teeth didn’t make her any prettier, but it did detract from an unattractive frown line

         between her dark brows. “I’m the assistant.”

      


      

      Bridget just gave Vivi a little nudge toward a small stairway. “We’ll be upstairs in wardrobe. When I come down, Marissa,

         you’ll be gone. That’s not a suggestion.”

      


      

      Vivi followed her up spiral stairs to a second floor. There the walls were lined with handrails full of hanging outfits all

         displayed face out, with shoes, bags, and jewelry next to each on individual tables. A platform rose from the center of the

         room, directly between two three-way mirrors.

      


      

      Stella tip-tapped on long nails right into the room, still eyeing Vivi with distrust.


      

      “Get up on the dressing stage,” Bridget said, gesturing to the platform. “Let me pick something that is totally Cara. Then

         we’ll do hair and makeup downstairs when Marissa’s gone. She can be a real pain, but not as bad as Joellen, who’s usually

         sprawled out on the sofa, half toasted.”

      


      

      “Joellen Mugg is Cara’s sister, right?” Vivi had spent days reading everything she could get her hands on about Cara Ferrari.


      

      “Correct.” She considered, then passed on a whole series of lawyerly-looking outfits that were probably costumes from the

         current film. “There are a few of us who form a human wall around Cara. And, of course, Stella Dallas, the four-legged toddler.”

      


      

      At the sound of her name, the little dog circled the platform, nothing but dislike in her glassy brown eyes.


      

      “I guessed wrong, then,” Vivi said. “I figured Stella from A Streetcar Named Desire.”

      


      

      “Wrong movie, but the right idea. And that pooch’ll be our litmus test. If we can fool Stella Dallas, then we can fool anyone.”


      

      Vivi gave the dog a tight smile. “Can we fool you, little hot dog?”

      


      

      The dachshund growled low, settling down to watch for one false move. There’d be no fooling Stella.


      

      “I’ve seen that dog with Cara in pictures,” Vivi said to Bridget, stepping up to the raised platform. “They’re pretty attached.”


      

      “At the hip,” Bridget said, flipping through some dresses and checking out Vivi as if she were imagining her in each. “We’re

         going to have to go with yellow. That’s Cara’s signature color.”

      


      

      Of course it was. The one color—okay, two, counting pink—that would never be found in Viviana Angelino’s closet. She eyed

         a row of shoes with heels higher than the Prudential Building, including three pairs of thigh-high boots.

      


      

      “Does she still wear those boots?”


      

      Bridget laughed softly. “As often as possible. Exposed might have bombed at the box office, but it made a star out of Cara Ferrari.”

      


      

      And gave millions of young men—and FBI agents—a thrill they would obviously never forget.


      

      Bridget pulled down a lemon-colored one-shouldered knit thing. Too short to be a dress, too long to be a shirt. “This’ll work.”


      

      Work as what? A handkerchief?


      

      Forty-five minutes later, after the total invasion of personal space called “hair and makeup,” Vivi stepped into the dress

         and slid into the boots halfway up her thigh. And still they didn’t reach the hem of the little bit of yellow fabric.

      


      

      She turned to the mirror and sucked in a soft breath.


      

      “I know, right?” Bridget said. “You totally look like her. It’s kind of creepy. In a good way.”

      


      

      She did look like Cara, but that wasn’t why she gasped. The strangest sensation rolled through her, a quick kick of sex and

         power. Two things she rarely equated with her own reflection.

      


      

      And she liked it. Whoa. Wasn’t expecting that.

      


      

      Was that why women dressed like this? Because it made them feel sexy and strong? She’d always thought it was just a plea for

         attention, a red flag in front of a bull.

      


      

      Or, in this case, a yellow flag. For caution.


      

      She put her hands on her hips and shook the long-haired wig over her shoulders.


      

      Take that, Colton Cautious Lang.

      


      

      She’d be sure to give him a picture when this was all over. Let him fantasize about that instead of Cara’s sleazy stripper

         movie. The thought gave her a downright unnatural thrill.

      


      

      Bridget reached into her pocket for a buzzing cell phone to check the incoming text. “She’s on her way. Stay here. Don’t move

         a muscle until I open the door.”

      


      

      “As if I could. I’m so pinned, glued, painted, and stuck I’m immobilized.”


      

      Bridget grinned as she gave Vivi a quick once-over, her keen, critical eye looking for flaws. “I’m not sure even I could tell you’re not Cara.” She studied her face and tilted her head. “Up close, yeah, your nose is different and your teeth

         need some work.”

      


      

      Vivi smiled. “Thanks.”


      

      “Just don’t get too close to anyone and you’ll be a perfect match. We’ve never even had a body or stunt double who looked

         so much like her.”

      


      

      She left and Vivi took one more look in the mirror, giving some sass with her shoulder and testing her stability in the heels.

         Only a moment passed before she heard footsteps on the stairs up to the dressing room.

      


      

      Stella jumped up and waddled to the door.


      

      “What is this surprise, Bridget?” a voice said as the door opened. The dog barked excitedly, standing on her hind legs to

         greet a woman who looked eerily like the one Vivi had been admiring in the mirror.

      


      

      Dressed in a dark business suit for her role as a prosecuting attorney, Cara Ferrari blinked once and let her jaw drop as

         she scooped up the dog without taking her eyes off Vivi.

      


      

      “Jesus Christ on a hot dog bun.” Her voice was lower, smoother, softer than Vivi’s. “That is fucking amazing.”


      

      “My name is Viviana Angelino,” Vivi said, extending her hand. “I own a protection and private investigation firm in Boston.

         I have a proposal for you, Ms. Ferrari. I’d like to be your—”

      


      

      “Body double,” she whispered, leaning against the doorjamb as if she needed support, ignoring the offered hand. “Yes, oh God

         in heaven, yes. Bridget, is this your idea?”

      


      

      “Her idea,” Bridget offered. “I just helped her get to you, Cara.”


      

      Cara just stared. “I take it you want to ‘be’ me if I win on Sunday night?”


      

      “That would be the plan, if you’d be willing to work with me.”


      

      “Oh, I’m willing.”


      

      Vivi lifted a brow. “Don’t you even want to know the cost?”


      

      Cara closed her eyes, the lids as heavily made up as Vivi’s, her mouth downturned. “The cost is astronomical if I don’t do something like this,” she said.

      


      

      Vivi mentally doubled her fee and resisted the urge to pump her still unshaken fist in the air.


      

      “Get back up and turn around,” she ordered, twirling her finger. Vivi returned to the platform and rotated as directed.


      

      “Wow,” Cara said.


      

      “With me as your double, Ms. Ferrari, you would be completely safe.”


      

      Cara considered that, eyes on Vivi while she kissed the dog’s head. “But what’s in it for you? Why would you want to be me

         if someone wants me dead?”

      


      

      “I run a professional security firm called the Guardian Angelinos,” Vivi answered. “And like I said, you haven’t asked my

         fee.”

      


      

      Cara tilted her head and gave a wistful smile, a well-known expression the camera loved. “There’s always more to it than money.

         As an artist, a character’s motivation is of paramount importance to me.”

      


      

      “I believe that this assignment could allow our business to greatly expand.”


      

      “A private security business?” Cara asked quickly. “Not associated with any law enforcement agency?”

      


      

      Was that a trick question? “We’re completely private,” she said. “It’s a family business, as you might tell from the name.”

         Encouraged by Cara’s nod, Vivi continued, “I want it to succeed, so that my family can continue to work together and grow

         the business. Family’s important to me.”

      


      

      Cara smiled. “I understand that. Clever name, too, the Guardian Angelinos.”


      

      “And we’re qualified,” Vivi added, knowing this was a job interview despite the bizarre circumstances of being on a platform

         in a banana-colored napkin for a dress. “Although my brother, cousins, and I only started the business about six months ago,

         we’ve already amassed some excellent references.” Would Lang give her a reference?

      


      

      “You’ve invested quite a bit in this company, I imagine.”


      

      “Of course.” Vivi turned to maintain eye contact as Cara slowly walked around the raised platform, petting the dog, scrutinizing

         Vivi.

      


      

      “Well, let’s start with the bad news, then,” Cara said.


      

      Damn. “Hit me.”


      

      “If you screw up, your business will fold.”


      

      For the first time, Vivi wobbled slightly on her high heels. “I have no intention of making a mistake.”


      

      “I have very strict stipulations,” she said, her enunciation letter perfect. “If you follow them, we’re fine. If you don’t,

         I’ll suck the life out of you, your business, your family, and everything else I can get my hands on.”

      


      

      Whoa, seriously? Yes, seriously. This lady was so not kidding.

      


      

      “Are you familiar with a nondisclosure agreement, Ms. Angelino?”


      

      “Of course.”


      

      “Anyone who works for me, around me, with me, or near me is expected to sign one,” she said, continuing her predatory circle

         around Vivi. “In this case, under these very unusual circumstances, the penalty for breaking that nondisclosure will be a

         flat ten million dollars. And I will get it from you or your business if I have to put a lien on everything you own or ever will own, or anything your family owns or ever will own. Is that clear?”

      


      

      “Crystal.” Her brother would love that.

      


      

      “Is it?” Cara volleyed back. “Because there is a bright side to working for me, and that would be that if you do succeed in

         making the world believe you are me and if the truth is not leaked out to any media, law enforcement, or otherwise nosy party

         for the duration of one month following the Academy Awards, assuming I win, then…”

      


      

      Vivi felt her hands fist in anticipation, the seconds dragging out as Cara no doubt timed the delivery of her next line for

         maximum impact.

      


      

      “Then I will pay you one million dollars.”


      

      Vivi almost fell off the heels. One million dollars? And she’d been ready to ask for a hundred grand. “That would be”—life changing—“excellent.”

      


      

      “Do we have a deal, then? On my terms?”

      


      

      Did they ever. Vivi stepped down, without so much as a wobble in the boots. Her gaze was direct as she reached out her hand

         one more time. “We do. And I give you my word that every aspect of this assignment will be treated with the utmost confidentiality.”

      


      

      “I don’t need your word,” Cara said. “I’ll take ten million dollars and ruin you if you fail. Both our lives are at risk here,

         Miss Angelino.”

      


      

      “I’m not afraid of risks,” Vivi said honestly. “I live for them.”


      

      “Good.” Cara shook her hand. “I hope you don’t die for them, too.”


      

      •    •    •


      

      Colt had to stop coming to the Newton Commonwealth Golf Course on Sundays, even if it hadn’t snowed in six weeks and the fairways

         weren’t frozen. Last week’s trip to the skate park had been a nice diversion, but every time he came back here, he slipped

         into a place he didn’t want to be.

      


      

      He remembered happier rounds of golf, with a lot of laughter, a lot of love. A woman who played with heart—and a life snuffed

         out before it really had a chance to be lived.

      


      

      Why didn’t he insist on a different course?


      

      Because his three golfing buddies loved this course and had no idea what was going on in his head. Just like at the office,

         they assumed he was just an unemotional hard-ass on his way up and out. Especially out.

      


      

      His cell phone buzzed as they loaded their clubs into the cart.


      

      “Shit, Colt, if that’s work we’re going to go get a sub before we tee off,” one of his friends said.


      

      “Could be a break in the Charlestown robberies,” he said, pulling out the phone. “Let me just get someone out…” His voice

         trailed off as he read the ID.

      


      

      Federal Bureau of Investigation Los Angeles. Yes.

      


      

      “Sorry, guys. Start the first hole without me.” Without listening to their complaints, he strode away. Finally, the offer

         call.

      


      

      “Mr. Lang, please hold for Assistant Director Joseph Gagliardi,” a woman commanded. This was the call he’d been waiting for.


      

      In a matter of weeks he could golf on some memory-free course in L.A.


      

      “Are you in a private location, Mr. Lang?” Gagliardi asked without preamble.


      

      Would he need to be secluded to accept the offer? “I can be, Mr. Gagliardi,” he assured his potential new boss. They were

         on a first-name basis by now, but if Joe was going formal, Colt would follow his lead.

      


      

      He cut through the clubhouse to the parking lot, his steps determined, his need to hear the words that he’d been promoted

         to SAC in L.A. burning.

      


      

      Of course, the promotion to SAC was secondary, but he’d never let Gagliardi know that. He’d never let anyone know that.


      

      “All right, sir,” he said as he reached a deserted area of the lot, not far from where he’d parked. “How can I help you?”


      

      “We’re on a conference call, Mr. Lang,” he said, which explained the “Mr. Lang.” “Let me introduce to you Special Agent Thomas

         Tuttle.”

      


      

      The first twinge of worry started. Why would there be two guys calling about a job offer?


      

      “Hello, Special Agent Tuttle,” he said automatically, keeping the question out of his voice.


      

      “Tom’s currently heading a task force investigating the deaths of two actresses and the possibility of a serial killer targeting

         Oscar-winning movie stars.”

      


      

      Something inside him slipped, disappointment wending down to his gut. The hope that this was a call regarding a promotion

         to the L.A. office faded, replaced by the memory of his conversation with Vivi about the so-called Red Carpet Killer.

      


      

      Why were they calling him? Had something happened to Vivi? A knot formed in his gut as he answered. “I’m vaguely familiar

         with the task force, sir,” he said.

      


      

      “Well, you’re about to get a hell of a lot more familiar with it, since tonight’s winner is going to land in your jurisdiction on Tuesday morning.”

      


      

      He frowned into the phone. “Tonight’s winner?” The Oscars would be awarded later that evening—even a casual observer like

         Colt knew that. The knot grew tighter. If Gagliardi knew the winner already, there was a damn good reason why. “There’s evidence

         to suggest the first two deaths were linked?” he asked.

      


      

      “There is,” he said. “I’ll let Tom tell you the details before we brief you on the responsibilities regarding this case.”


      

      It was a case now, not speculation, not a task force. And, damn, he hadn’t heard a word from Vivi other than superficial texts

         all week.

      


      

      “My forensic specialists have uncovered a connection between two pieces of evidence that the LAPD investigators missed when

         they analyzed the crime scenes,” Agent Tuttle said, the slightest tone of wry condescension in his voice. Of course the LAPD

         screwed up. Of course the FBI fixed it. “Human hair not belonging to either victim was found at both crime scenes. Most likely

         from a wig or hair extensions.”

      


      

      Interesting, except for the fact that every actress in Hollywood wore fake hair. Still, Colt listened as Tuttle continued.


      

      “A long brown hair was found in Adrienne Dwight’s wrecked car, not matching her DNA or the DNA of any friends, staffers, or

         co-workers who had reportedly been in her car. Final analysis showed that the hair had come from a wig or extensions, which,

         considering her occupation, isn’t a surprise. One year later, another human hair from a wig, a different color, was also found

         near the body of Isobel DeSoto.”

      


      

      “The consensus by the LAPD was that both these women constantly changed wigs and had hair extensions,” Gagliardi chimed in.

         “And they were around people who did the same. And after reading the evidence, I can see why hairs that didn’t match the victim

         didn’t generate more attention in the LAPD. But our lab guys discovered two very interesting things.”

      


      

      “Very interesting,” Tom noted. “Both human hairs, which, by the way, are commonly used for wigs and extensions, had been affixed

         using a protein called keratin. First, super-expensive star-quality extensions don’t use keratin; there are better glues.

         Second, Isobel DeSoto was allergic to keratin, so the wig or extension the hair came from definitely wasn’t hers.”

      


      

      He followed what they were establishing: The same type of hair extension, if not the same person, might have been present

         at both scenes. “Still not a stretch in Hollywood, the land of hair extensions,” Colt said. “Could be from anyone who’d visited

         one of the victims or ridden in the car of the other or worked at a car wash, for that matter.”

      


      

      “True, but these two hairs were coated in an unusual phenol formaldehyde glue that is used only on wigs from India.”


      

      Big country. Big wig industry, too. “The only way it matters is if you can prove the two hairs at two different crime scenes

         may have come from the same person wearing the same wig,” Lang said.

      


      

      “Or two different wigs both purchased from the same, rather obscure, Indian manufacturer,” Gagliardi replied. “We don’t have

         this confirmed yet, but we believe it’s possible that both wigs were made by the same company, one of the few still using this glue with a certain dye combination. We’re analyzing the dye, which might tell us

         a lot, including the manufacturer. If we get that, we’re sending someone to India for access to the sales files.”

      


      

      “Until then?” he asked.


      

      “We have a Best Actress winner to protect,” Tuttle said.


      

      Vivi’s face flashed in his head, not an unusual occurrence. Except that this time she was posing as a movie star.


      

      “The accounting firm tallying the Oscar votes released the winner’s name to the task force. So we know who is going to win,

         and where she’s going to be for the next month. It appears she’s headed to her place on Nantucket Island, and we want an agent

         with her twenty-four/seven, on alert for anything out of the ordinary.”

      


      

      What was ordinary where a movie star was concerned? At least he hoped it was a movie star, and not—


      

      No, she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Oh, hell, she might.


      

      Wait, he didn’t know the name of the winner yet. They could be talking about Kimberly Horne or Colleen True or—he couldn’t

         remember any other names except Cara Ferrari. If someone else won, Vivi’s involvement would be a moot point.
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