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About the Book


THE FRAME-UP


A magically gifted con artist must gather her estranged mother’s old crew for a once-in-a-lifetime heist, from the New York Times bestselling author of Stranger Things: Suspicious Minds.


Dani Poissant is the daughter and former accomplice of the world’s most famous art thief. There was no job too big for Maria and her loyal crew. The secret to their success? A little thing called magic, kept rigorously secret from the non-magical world. They seemed unstoppable . . . until a teenage Dani turned her mother over to the FBI.


Ten years later, with Maria still in prison, Dani finds herself approached for a job that only Maria and her crew could pull off . . . if any of them were still speaking to her. But it’s the job of a lifetime and might just be the lure Dani needs to reconcile with her mother and be reunited with her mother’s old gang-including both the love of her life and her former best friend.


The problem is, it’s an impossible task-even with the magical talents of the people she once considered family backing her up. It’s a heist that needs a year to plan, and Dani has just over a week. Worse, the more Dani learns, the more she understands that there’s far more at stake in this job that she ever realised.
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CHAPTER ONE


DANI WAS SETTLED at a sticky back table in the empty dive bar, waiting, when the mark arrived.


Tad Russell, attorney-at-law and cheating shitheel, had someone who looked like a bodyguard with him, and Dani wondered if this meet was going to be more complicated than expected. She hadn’t decided where to go after St. Louis yet, because of her more immediate cash-flow problem. She was broke, so this job needed to work out. Him bringing a gym rat along wasn’t a good sign.


Dani’s dog, Sunflower, growled without taking her head off Dani’s foot, throat vibrating against her leather boot.


Sunflower’s radar for the rotten rivaled Dani’s own. Most people looked at the dog and saw a lean, smiling border collie. They missed how smart she was, how sharp her teeth were. They had that in common too.


“I hear you,” Dani murmured and Sunflower subsided.


The mark spotted Dani and his chin ticked up. Bravado was an interesting choice, given the way he’d visibly sweated through his dress shirt. He could’ve hidden that by wearing his suit jacket, but he chose comfort instead. Just as he could have one less witness without his plus-one. You can tell a lot about people by the stupid decisions they make.


He’d made plenty to end up here. But then, so had Dani.


Dani nodded to indicate the chairs on the other side of the scarred table. The legs scraped the floor as the two men took them. The bodyguard type had a salt-and-pepper beard and didn’t quite hide the wince as he sat. Bad knees. He also had a weak chin and a certain kind of meanness around the eyes. Dani sized him up immediately: former law enforcement.


The bartender was the only other person here with them. The Meet and Greet was a shoebox-sized establishment that probably hadn’t been the site of an actual meet-cute in decades, if ever. Her brief encounter with the bartender told her that he’d never been a hero. Dani was on her own. Which . . . fine. Safer that way.


She believed that, most of the time.


“Tad, you rented yourself an ex-cop . . . Given why you’re here, I’m surprised.” She focused on the friend with the muscles. “Has he told you what he did?”


“He told me some little blond girl from out of town is trying to shake him down.”


Dani was average-sized, not little. And, at twenty-seven, not a girl, but a woman—although she was fine with the term “girl” when it wasn’t being used by a guy like this. She had no quibbles with the blond or the shaking-down or the out-of-town parts. Those were facts. But she wasn’t trying anything.


“So,” Dani said, “I’ll take that as a no, then.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “How do you two know each other?”


Tad’s smile was vintage sleazy lawyer. “I helped him put some crooks away.”


That was really how he was playing this? She took in the ex-cop again. “You and I may have more in common than I assumed. You liked making sure the bad guys got theirs?”


“I don’t—” He squinted and then said, “Yes.”


Tad frowned.


Dani reached down into her bag and extracted her folder on Tad without taking her eyes off either of them. She placed it on her side of the table. Tad’s hands gripped each other; it took effort for him not to reach for it.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “These aren’t the photos.”


“I don’t judge what goes on in people’s personal lives,” the ex-cop said.


Good for him, Dani supposed. She cared more than she should; she always had. An occupational hazard . . . to her.


But her line of work would be a lot trickier if men like Tad Russell weren’t so predictably awful. She’d come to town and hunted down the courthouse, rummaged through court filings to look over current custody disputes to find a promising case. It didn’t take long. It never did.


The juiciest stuff in family court is private, so she had paid a visit to the soon-to-be-divorced Mrs. Tad and offered to help her out for access. Mrs. Tad happily agreed. After all, her husband was attempting to take her kids and short her on alimony. His attorney was his business partner, and Facebook showed them both at a fundraiser with the judge assigned to the case. The wife’s lawyer went to night school and had been practicing for only two years. None of Tad’s colleagues wanted to piss him off, so she was going to get screwed.


Or she was before Dani showed up.


Tad’s financial disclosures were on the light side, especially after a few days of following him. He picked up the girlfriend he denied having in a sensible car and took her to a cheap spot for lunch. The house was nice enough, but not a mansion. His wife said he turned cheap two years ago, and before that he spent money like he had an endless supply. Looking at the assets of his firm and weighing them against his sensible lifestyle, the math put itself together. He covered his tracks more carefully than most, but she had done this plenty of times before.


The photos of him and his next wife that Dani snuck into his office after hours and left on his desk were only to get his attention. She needed some account info she correctly figured he kept there. When she called him, he blustered legal terms. She let him, and then told him to find the blonde with the dog at the Meet and Greet tonight at eight-thirty sharp. But the affair wasn’t why he ended up here.


“How many other men has your partner coached to do this?” she asked. She was genuinely curious about that. She lifted a hand before he could answer. “Never mind. Let’s get to it.”


Her fingers tingled as she flipped open the folder. She could have used magic, falsified the records so he’d accept them as real no matter how off they looked, except she didn’t let herself do that anymore. The community had iced her out after what she did. It didn’t seem right to use her power.


Yes, she sometimes felt bad about doing this too. She passed the real bank statements she’d retrieved from his office safe across the table anyway.


He launched into a blustery pretense of confusion. “What is this—”


She held up her hand. “Can we not? I know you. You’re used to always believing you’re the smartest person in the room. But that’s not a fixed state,” she said. “The smartest person in the room one minute can turn into the biggest idiot you’ve ever met like that.” She snapped her fingers. Sunflower shifted beside her but stayed put.


The mark’s eyes narrowed. The cop friend was leaning forward, checking out the rows and columns. “That’s not his name up there,” he said.


She managed not to sigh. “No, but it’s his money in the account. I didn’t have time to look up the worst-case scenario for a lawyer caught falsifying assets in a divorce . . . But I know that skimming accounts and lying to the court about it will definitely mean disbarment.”


Look at that. Maybe Tad wasn’t as dumb as he seemed. He said, “What do you want?”


“Half the money.” He grimaced, but she wasn’t done. “The rest is your wife’s and she gets custody.” Behind every thieving man with a fat bank account, there was a woman who deserved more than she had. Dani could take all the money, but she didn’t need to. She could make peace with herself and sleep at night this way. Sometimes. And when it ran out, there’d be another mark, and so on, ad infinitum.


“You can’t make me give up my kids.”


“Oh, buddy.” She rustled the paper. “I could, but I won’t have to. You just wanted to win, and that’s no longer a possibility. I’m sure you’ll be happy with overnights and weekends. Like I told you, Tad, I may not be from around here, but I know you.”


He looked pleadingly at his ex-cop friend like he was about to suggest he rough up Dani or . . . honestly who knew what? She raised her brows and waited to see which direction this went. The bartender sensed a shift and disappeared into the back. She’d called that one.


The ex-cop pushed back from the table, and like that, he loomed over her. Sunflower growled. Tad grinned.


Shit, she was hoping it wouldn’t come to violence. She wasn’t expecting two of them either, and she didn’t love the odds.


But she’d been doing this a long time. He had to transfer the funds or her work was for nothing.


“Go for it,” she said, which they would think was for them, but was for Sunflower.


Dani reached beneath her leg to grab the Taser tucked there and lunged toward Tad, planting it between his thighs. Sunflower was growling and nipping at the ex-cop’s ankles, darting in and out too fast for him to kick, herding him away from the table. Some border collies herd sheep. Hers herded assholes.


“Now, Tad, have you ever been tased in the balls?” She tried not to take pleasure in how pale his face had gone, how afraid to move he was. “The manual calls it extremely effective.”


She glanced over. The ex-cop was still trying to land a blow on Sunflower, but he was an amateur. Her dog was a pro. The best muscle she’d ever met.


“What the fuck—” he said.


Tad blinked. “All right,” he said. “All right.”


“Tell your friend to sit down.”


“Do it,” he said, a shake in his voice.


The ex-cop was big mad at being outmaneuvered—literally—by some little blonde and her dog. He huffed, red-faced, but he did as he’d been told.


“Down,” Dani said, and Sunflower returned to her side and sank to the floor. Dani reached into her bag and pulled out a tablet, back to business, but keeping the Taser close at hand. “I can help you do the two transfers and sign the custody agreement.”


The door opened, interrupting her triumph, and admitting a tall, oddly dressed . . . gentleman. Yes, “gentleman” was the word.


He was slim, pale, with a tailored black coat that hit above his knees. The lines of him were expensive, from his aristocratic face and bearing to his bizarrely out-of-place wardrobe. The Meet and Greet was not a place for suits, let alone evening tails.


All three of them were momentarily stopped by his approach. And, yes, he was approaching.


The stranger had a walking stick with him, black and gleaming, with an ornately carved gold top. He could’ve stepped out of an old movie. His face was handsome, hair a dark mass of waves, cheekbones sharp, and a full mouth that almost certainly lied with ease. Beneath the long jacket, he wore a suit just as old-fashioned, the crisp white shirt open at the neck.


“I’d like to speak with you,” he said to Dani.


“I’m busy right now.” Dani didn’t like interruptions. She had no idea who this man was. Something about him made her stomach clench and her instincts scream.


“Who are you?” Tad asked, his sexism showing, automatically giving this stranger respect Dani didn’t merit until she threatened to electrify his precious manhood. “Are you her partner?”


She really didn’t like this.


“I work alone,” Dani said, focusing on Tad. “Now to the transfers.”


The ex-cop was ready for this to end. “Yeah, Mr. Peanut, we’re in the middle of something here.”


Mr. Peanut wasn’t bad as far as an insult went. The stranger lifted his walking stick and set it back down hard, with a thud that rattled Dani’s spine. And Tad’s and his friend’s too. She saw it in their faces.


“I have business to discuss with this woman, and I don’t like waiting,” the man said.


At Dani’s feet, Sunflower gave a low growl. She didn’t like this any more than Dani. Who was this guy to waltz in here and interrupt her, demanding an audience?


The stranger met her eyes and waited.


This man was definitely more dangerous than either of the other two. She hoped she hadn’t inadvertently encroached on his turf and pissed him off. None of her jobs from the past year seemed like anything he’d be involved with—but you couldn’t always see the type of dirt on the surface. This wasn’t the life she wanted, but it was the one she’d earned. She had plenty to pay for.


Her hands trembled and she put them below the table to hide it.


“Fine,” Dani said, her voice level only because she had a lot of practice keeping it that way. To Tad she said, “Let’s finish this.” Before the stranger could protest, she added, “Then we can talk.”


“Excellent,” he said, and he smiled at her. A hungry, needful smile.


Every instinct told her to run, abandon this job, and race to the door as soon as he was far enough away for her and Sunflower to have a chance at making it. But maybe it was her turn to be the dumbest person in the room. She was too curious to leave.


Well, that, and she wanted her money.









CHAPTER TWO


ONCE THE TRANSFERS were concluded and the paperwork was signed, scum and scummier took off like the devil was on their heels. Dani should have felt better with some padding in her accounts, but she found it impossible to relax with the unpredictable stranger lingering at the bar.


“Buy me a drink?” he said, voice carrying across the space. The request was rich.


She got up with a wary “Why not?”


Though she could think of plenty of reasons.


Sunflower stayed right beside her as they crossed the warped floor to the battered wooden bar. The bartender had returned once it became obvious no cleanup would be required. His face was about as battered as the rest of the place, scored with the deep wrinkles of a life spent on worries. He had the look of someone who’d been in and out of jail.


“Whiskey,” the man told the bartender as they sat on the stools. “Whatever’s the best you have.”


“Same,” Dani said. She dropped a hand to Sunflower’s head, an attempt to reassure them both.


The bartender poured the drinks, and though the stranger was so keen not to wait before, and his index finger ticked against the bar with a silent urgency that signaled his impatience, the stranger didn’t say a word until their glasses were filled and set in front of them. He picked his up, and Dani sensed she was to do the same. She didn’t like the subtle manipulation of it.


“You’re Danielle Poissant,” he said, saving her the need to pretend to introduce herself. He obviously knew something about who she was or he wouldn’t be here. “I’m Archer. I was your mother’s partner.”


Her brain snagged on “Archer”—a name she’d heard only in whispers, long ago—but her heart fixed on the new information: This was her mother’s former partner. The reason Dani made the decision that lost her everything.


She picked up the cheap whiskey and downed it in a single long drink. The burn sharpened her. “What are you doing here?” she managed with a slight cough.


“I have a job for you.” His dark eyes found the bartender. “Excuse us. Leave the bottle.”


Ah, so he wanted privacy for whatever ambush this was.


The bartender pushed the fifth of Jim Beam between them and again exited through a small door into the back. Dani wished she had this magical ability, to quietly order men to do things and have it happen wordlessly, without even needing blackmail or knowledge of their secrets.


“How did you find me?” Dani flew so far under the radar she might as well be a bat.


He raised an eyebrow and sipped his drink. Then, “Do you still paint?”


That one hurt. Sometimes old wounds were the freshest kind.


“Not in ten years,” she said before she thought better of it.


“That’s what I figured. Do you miss it?”


Did she miss painting copies of old and new masters that appeared indistinguishable from the originals and that her magic made so, even to the most educated eyes? Well, she missed the rush of creation. The weight of the paintbrush in her hand. She missed a lot of things.


But she gave them up for a reason. “Not particularly,” she said, unsure if she was lying.


“You’ll want this job,” he said.


She didn’t like him assuming he knew her. No one knew her, not anymore. “What is it?”


He sat back, swirling the brown liquid in his glass. “Are you familiar with the Hackworth Collection?”


Her mother’s El Dorado fantasy in one big art score—the job she was always dreaming about and working toward. The one she’d been on the cusp of doing when Dani messed it all up. William Hackworth started as an oilman but eventually had a finger in several different billion-dollar pies. She remembered seeing the stories when he died five years back, noting that his will had created a stir among the family and prevented anyone from opening up or selling the collection—even them. Nicknamed the “Fortress of Art,” there were rumors it was filled with gains both legal and ill-gotten.


Supposedly every famous artist of the last five hundred years was represented, but no one could say for sure. Hackworth had reportedly never let anyone except himself see the art assembled inside. An infamous prick with enough money to keep his treasures private, like a pissy dragon with a hoard.


Every criminal they knew who had tried to break in failed or got caught. Even one of her mother’s chief rivals, Mica—Danish, with magic fingers that could get him into anyplace. Mica, at least, didn’t end up doing time after he was apprehended. He released himself from jail and laid low until it made sense not to anymore. Last Dani heard he was somewhere in Europe, grifting the good life.


Archer was still waiting for an answer, as if putting this question to her wasn’t an insult. “You mean the completely impenetrable one outside Louisville?” she said. “Tougher to get into than Fort Knox?”


“So you do know it.” Archer put down his glass. “The family figured out how to work around the will, finally. They have legal clearance to proceed as of two days ago, so there’s about to be an unveiling and an auction onsite. It’s being sold off, and they can’t do it fast enough.”


“And?”


He inclined his head. Yes, there was more.


“There is a single piece, not particularly valuable monetarily, that I need. I would like you to get it for me.”


“Why not just buy it?” The obvious question. He must have money.


Archer shook his head. “Let’s just say that I cannot be the buyer, even through an intermediary. I greatly desire to own it, but there are others who will want the piece and attempt to purchase it. We must circumvent them.”


She might have left that part of the game, but she knew more about the art world than most experts.


“Describe the piece.” She shouldn’t be intrigued. But she was. This was Archer, sitting across from her—an unwelcome link to the past, but flesh and blood.


Archer reached up and touched the back of his neck. He was uncomfortable talking about it. Interesting.


“Well?” she prodded.


He looked down at the bar. “It’s a portrait of me.”


“Ah,” Dani said, as if she understood. She didn’t, unless the portrait implicated him in a theft or was a forgery or . . . Well, it could be any number of things. So maybe she understood enough.


He settled the full weight of his attention back on her, heavy as a hand. “I’m prepared to get you access by putting a whisper in the right ear to bring you on as the family’s special security consultant.”


She nearly fell off the barstool.


“Me? A security consultant?” She scoffed. “That is almost genius.”


“Only almost?” His lips quirked.


“You’re insane. Why in the world would anyone with the resources of the Hackworths go for it?” Except, the way her mother always acted, Archer must have powers. “Unless you plan to persuade them in some special way?”


You didn’t just come out and ask what people’s powers were in the secret world. You waited until they revealed them because they trusted you or you were working together and there was no choice.


Dani’s mother had powers of persuasion too. Thing was, those type of powers didn’t work on Dani. Not that she was about to reveal that.


Archer didn’t look at her as he responded. “The wealthy think differently—you know that’s true. They lost their previous security manager recently. They’ll see your background as a pedigree.” He shrugged one elegant shoulder as he continued with this lie, as if she’d buy such a thin explanation. “I can ensure it will happen. You’ll be contacted to confirm the job, assuming we have a deal.”


She didn’t need him to be honest with her, but she wanted to pierce his cool demeanor. “Admit that you’re convincing them with magic, and I’ll continue this discussion.”


“Fine.” His eyes locked on her again. “It does not matter. I will get you the access I promise.”


He was serious, even though he couldn’t be serious. Not about this. “I don’t have a crew,” she said. “Even with the access, there’s no such thing as a one-person job like this. And I don’t do art anymore.”


He picked up the bottle and topped off her glass. “Not in ten years?”


She was dying to ask about her mother. He must have been aware of that and he had offered her nothing.


“Why come to me?”


“Your mother isn’t available.”


The ache inside her was a black hole. “I’ll be going now.”


He had his walking stick in his left hand in a heartbeat and tapped it on the floor. Hard. Sunflower snarled and inserted herself between Dani and Archer.


“Good girl,” Dani said, without bothering to call her off. She raised her voice, rummaging in her pocket for enough cash to cover the drinks. She wouldn’t sit there to be threatened. “We’ll just be going.”


She could leave. No matter how much it would cost her to walk away from the infamous Archer with nothing . . . except her take from the Tad job. That was all she had expected from today, and it was enough. It had to be.


Dani was excellent at lying to herself. She’d had a long time to practice.


“I can get your mother back for you. Your old life too.” Archer considered her, then set the walking stick against the bar. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a document, placed it in front of her. “This is an advance.”


Dani shouldn’t look. She absolutely should turn and walk out of here with her payday and her dog. She shouldn’t keep talking to Archer—the man who ruined their family, whether he meant to or not. But . . .


She caught a snatch of the address, and then she was lost. The paper on the bar was a deed. The deed to the stone house in Lexington, to be precise—the closest thing they ever had to an actual home. Brad Hackworth, who must be some relation of the old man, was the owner.


“How?” she asked.


“I convinced the older couple who bought it to relocate to Florida. It’s yours if you do this. Brad will sign it over, no questions asked. You can stay in it for the time being. Make it your headquarters again.”


The deed looked legit. She touched it, picked it up, held it to the light. If it was a forgery, she’d see the signs. A hesitation in the signatures, the ghosts of lines traced. The stop and start marks of someone checking their work.


Oh, she was tempted. This alone, the idea of walking through the front door, was almost enough. His other promise—that he could give her mother back to her, and something like their previous life . . . She couldn’t see how. Not even if he’d gotten the stone house to tempt her with. Unless he intended to use his powers on her mother.


Same question, harder to ask this time. “How? She won’t talk to me.”


“What I’m offering you is as real as the house,” he said and set a key on the bar. “That’s to the door. I want the painting, and you must want your life back. Manage to steal from the Fortress of Art, and you’ll be a legend. Offenses forgotten, lies forgiven. No one loses.”


The deed did seem legitimate. She couldn’t quite let herself believe the offer was, but the hell of it was she wanted to.


Dani’s mother taught her well enough, that things that were too good to be true were always fakes, promises like this were fairy dust that dissolved when you flipped the lights on. Yet, in this dark bar, Dani felt hope in every beat of her heart.


She realized she wanted to say yes, for multiple reasons. Archer was a mystery, still, after all these years. This would give her a chance to pry, to solve it, to figure out who he was and what hold he had on her mother.


That wasn’t the most enticing part of his offer. She could hardly allow herself to contemplate it. But suppose he could close the abyss between her and her mother?


Complicated as returning to that life would be . . . She was older now. Archer had told her what he wanted. This painting. It was a start to understanding him, and possibly why her mother made the choices she had, at long last. And he wasn’t wrong—pulling this off would earn her back respect. But what she wanted most was another chance with her mother, no matter how it came.


“Just the portrait, nothing else?” she asked. “And you get me an introduction to the Hackworth family?”


“The job is yours, Dani. Working for me, and for them.”


“What’s the timeline?” she asked. He intimated soon, but preparing for something like this—even with access—wouldn’t be straightforward.


“The preview is in two days, the sale a week later.”


“You’re serious?” she asked.


“I told you the family was in a rush. Just be glad for the opportunity. If anyone can do it, it’s a Poissant.” His smile was a seduction and she ignored that part of it. She had no interest in flirting with him. She had hated him for too long.


He seemed surprised by the lack of response and gave her a subtle reconsideration.


Dani worked hard to keep emotion off her face. Him not being aware of how much the timeline worried her or how she loathed him were advantages, and she was going to need all of those she could get. She picked up her glass and gestured for him to do the same. The terms weren’t hers, but they weren’t to be entirely his either. She clinked her glass against his.


“The first thing I’ll need is to get my crew together.”


Convincing them to talk to her would be the hardest part. That was another thing he didn’t need to know.


She downed the whiskey, plucked the deed and key off the bar, and nodded to him. “If I need to be in touch . . .”


“I’ll find you. The details will be waiting when you get to Lexington.”


She’d rather do the contacting instead of him, but left it for the time being. It was a job even her mother was never able to do, and she had to pull it off in nine days.


She was on her mark, and now it was settled: Go.









NINE DAYS OUT









CHAPTER THREE


DANI CRASHED EARLY the night before leaving for Lexington, partly to mentally prepare herself for the homecoming journey. But she was up early, because tick-fucking-tock, and toss-and-turn. She had to cool her heels until her noon brunch meeting with the soon-to-be-ex Mrs. Tad, where she handed over the paperwork, confirmed they were good, and declined an offer of bottomless mimosas. Then, it was into the car and heading east on the interstate, making as good a time as she could without getting pulled over.


Driving made it impossible to avoid dwelling on the past. Each turn of the wheel on pavement was a siren song, calling up memories of the life she left behind ten years ago.


She never thought she’d come back here.


Admittedly, here was less a place than a world. There was the past and her present, and they didn’t exist in the same space. The past was full of magic. And the secret world she would be reentering was one where specific gifts were used in very specific ways for profit—and always had been.


Take Vincenzo Peruggia, a humble worker who supposedly hid in a closet at the Louvre and walked out with the Mona Lisa wrapped in his jacket in 1911, seeking to repatriate it to Italy, only to be caught and have it returned two years later. In truth, a mysterious con man named Marquis de Valfierno hired Peruggia after having six copies of the painting made to sell to millionaires in America. His talent involved fraudulent deals; no one in his presence could say no to him. The deals proved binding. Lots of people doubted Valfierno’s existence, believing him made up, questioning the story because the copies never surfaced. But that was simply part of Valfierno’s power, as was erasing any trace of himself except the one printed by a newspaperman he forgot to swear to silence. The revelation caused a sensation when it appeared in The Saturday Evening Post in 1932 under the headline “Why and How the Mona Lisa Was Stolen.” It later got debunked by “experts,” despite being mostly true.


Or, in 1990, seven years before Dani was born, there was the Gardner Museum Heist in Boston, known to Dani as her mother’s criminal origin story. An expert in art with the gift of a silver tongue, Dani’s mother, Maria, convinced her friend Rabbit, who could bend electronics to her tinkering will, and a now-dead associate named Frankie, who could put anyone to sleep with a touch, to partner with her on the job.


They left with at least five hundred million dollars’ worth of paintings that included irreplaceable pieces by Vermeer, Rembrandt, and Manet. Her mother used her ability to muddle the guards’ memories of the night’s events, and left breadcrumbs leading in many different directions besides theirs. It was this theft of the century that sealed her legendary reputation for untouchable brilliance in the community. She never tried to sell the pieces—too much heat. Even Dani wasn’t sure where they resided, or if they even still existed. It was a question she was too afraid to ask.


The success brought Archer into Maria’s orbit, and also inspired Maria’s future modus operandi, when she saw how the press focused on the museum’s security deficits. Glamorous Maria Poissant, nicknamed the Poison Angel, would steal a few paintings from this museum or that private collection and fence them to well-heeled scum, or occasionally put them up for ransom. The twist was that she then presented herself as the solution to the museum, a way to prevent future thefts. She was the world’s best art thief and its most famous security consultant.


And Dani’s mother. Until . . . she wasn’t.


Dani never cared for what happened to the art or for most of the people her mother dealt with. At first, she loved having magic, delighting her mother with it. But like most things, it got more complicated.


When she was a little kid, still presumably powerless, she spent plenty of time looking for a hidden opening into the extraordinary. She was surrounded by people with magic, so it was logical to look. To press aside the smelly old coats in the wardrobe that might hide the entrance to frozen Narnia. To peer at the ground for the rabbit hole into the Red Queen’s acid trip. To travel through a market with an eye out for the magic carpet that suddenly flew higher and higher, away from what you were to what you wanted to be. To think magic solved problems.


Those stories lied. So far as Dani’s experience went, magic wasn’t a blessing. It was a curse that made people do things they might not otherwise.


She should know. She was doing one of them now.


She turned the car onto the road heading out of Lexington, toward the stone house, and there was something almost sinister about how much it looked the same, like no time had passed at all. The shadows of trees dappled the two lanes of asphalt, the light at sunset dazzling. The pastures of the Thoroughbred horse farms were an unreal, verdant green.


Dani used to riff on the names on the fancy Thoroughbred farm signs to amuse her mother. Bloodstone Stud might be the property of a coven of witches with a giant, magical rock for sacrifices. Lucky Horseshoe could belong to an Irish family blessed by, and under the control of, leprechauns. Her mother even pitched in sometimes. Her stories were more savage, of the terrible things the rich Carmichaels and Dennisons and Angelos had done to wrangle their holdings, speculation on what pieces they might have worth stealing on the walls of their enormous mansions.


Well, not speculation. Her mom knew every last significant private art collection inside out. But she would never have risked stealing so close to home. Save for Maria’s fixation on the Fortress of Art—her ultimate score, next on her list when she got caught. But now Dani wondered whether it was less general that it had seemed, and more about the painting of Archer she’d been hired to steal. Who was he and what hold did he have on her mother? She would find out. Finally.


Dani reached the stone house as evening settled in, but hesitated to pull into the driveway. She could park alongside the road, like a stranger, but the deed was in the glove box. She’d examined it under brighter light, with a loupe, in her hotel room. It was legitimate. Bradford Hackworth’s name listed as owner. Her nerves thrummed, because this might well be some twisted sort of game.


But she turned in to the front circle drive and cut the engine.


The house looked eerily the same too, partially illuminated by a security light. The stone was a motley of browns, the roof slanted black. Inside, there should be three bedrooms, a working fireplace in the living room that heated the medium-sized kitchen in winter. The steps upstairs with their haunted creaks. Would the house’s secrets be intact? The occasional hollow place in the wall or floor? The hidden studio out back?


The stone house wasn’t a mansion. Just the closest thing Dani ever had to HOME, capital letters.


The wash of nostalgia made her feel ill. In her memories, the light streamed in through the kitchen windows on her mother’s intense planning sessions with the regular crew, close as family, and sometimes the other strange, unsavory characters who populated their universe, forever dropping by or taking off. Then, the dark crept at the windows, once the people were gone. Her mother whispered in the shadows to the silent partner Dani had met only yesterday. Archer.


There was a risk in revisiting places this important in your personal mythology. Everything had a tendency to seem smaller, more ordinary. Once you stopped making new memories with people, they became like a book. You could revisit the story, but in the end, it turned out the same.


Archer had given her a shot at understanding the past. Possibly rewriting it. She was determined not to waste that.


Dani climbed out of the car. Sunflower hopped down and took off into the yard to relieve herself.


The first test would be to see if the key Archer gave Dani worked, so she headed for the front porch.


It slid into the lock.


Dani paused on the threshold with her forehead resting against the door. Whoever said you couldn’t go home again was full of shit. Most people who made such sayings were.


She straightened, opened the door, and stepped inside, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. The light switch was by the door where she remembered, and although she wasn’t sure it would, it even worked. When she flipped it, the overhead light popped on.


The previous owners were fans of curtains—lots of them. The living room held some left-behind furniture. Not her style, too oversized, but it looked comfortable enough. The couch would give her somewhere to sleep. The built-in bookcases on the wall were empty, no longer filled with her mother’s art reference library. There was a slightly airless atmosphere too—the stale smell of a house that had been closed up for weeks.


And then Dani spotted movement in the kitchen. A person.


Someone was here. Waiting for her in the lone chair at the table.


Archer had set her up. It had to be a trap.


Humiliation burned through her at having fallen for it. He would not get away with this.


Dani whistled, high and sharp.


In seconds, Sunflower rushed in past her and darted straight at the interloper. She barked up a storm, the sound echoing through the house.


A woman stood and stepped back from the table, and Dani’s breath caught in her throat. She was leveling a handgun. Not at Dani. At Sunflower.


Dani crossed the space without wasting a breath. “Who the fuck are you?”


“Call off your dog, please,” the woman said coolly and waved the fingers of her free hand. She was wearing so much jewelry it glinted even in the low light.


Sunflower snapped at the motion but didn’t bite. She wouldn’t unless Dani said to. Dani didn’t like being the one without a gun in this room. Her Taser was back in the car.


But she didn’t have to be unarmed—maybe. Taking a risk, she lunged for a spot in the wall, shoving aside the false panel her mother installed years ago. She thrust her fingers in and there it was, among stray brushes and some of her old palettes. The silver of her X-Acto knife, thin and sharp at the end—a tool that had cut many paintings from frames and pieces of canvas down to size. The old couple who lived here must never have discovered the cache.


The woman continued to hold off a growling Sunflower as Dani advanced.


“Quiet,” Dani said and Sunflower stopped. The dog’s alert brown eyes didn’t move from the woman. “Put the gun away unless you want real trouble. You hurt my dog, that’s what we’re going to have.”


The woman waved the gun around. “You’re bringing a . . . very small knife to a gunfight? Aren’t you a security consultant? I’m not the one with an attack hound.”


Dani’s suspicions about who the hell this woman might be coalesced. Archer said the details would be waiting for her in Lexington. Was this one of the people she was going to have to work for? Because if so, the Hackworths and their retainers were plainly out of their minds.


“She’s not a hound, she’s a collie. And this is her house. Who are you and what are you doing here?”


The woman finally lowered the pistol, though Dani could tell by the ease she handled it with that she knew how to use it.


“Lower your tiny knife too, then.” Again, she sounded annoyed at the fuss, as if she didn’t cause it.


Dani located another light switch and hit it, brightening the kitchen to get a good look at the intruder. Not the kind of person she usually came into contact with these days, but familiar from the past.


“And it’s not your house yet,” the woman said with a sigh. She was in her mid-fifties. Flowing tunic and pants, chunky, artisan-made jewelry. Impeccably highlighted hair. Glasses dangling from a bejeweled lanyard around her neck. A phone lay on the table in front of where she’d sat before. “I was told the family is loaning it to you. That if you do the job, it’s yours. For now, you are a guest here too. An employee.”


“Tell me who you are,” Dani said, putting herself in front of Sunflower.


The woman slid the chair back out and sat. Rude, since there was only the one. Ruder, because it should be Dani’s mother’s chair.


She smoothed one errant lock of hair off her face. “I’m here on behalf of your new employers, the Hackworths. But I’ve been waiting here for hours. I suppose I could have waited outside . . .” She shrugged.


Yes, you could have. “Where is your car? I didn’t see one out front.”


“I parked in back.”


“And you just hung out in here in the dark? Why?”


“I promise you, I’m with the Hackworths.”


She had the polished look of a longtime retainer and the quirk of an art dealer. It tracked. “Personal curator? Available for some light gunplay?”


“Good eye, though I’ve never killed anyone,” the woman said, her thin lips stretching into a smile. “But I do know where some bodies are buried, so to speak. And yet, since William died, I’ve spent my time fighting the battle to honor his wishes. I lost to the family, and I guess now I’m just an exquisitely paid errand girl, forced to help sell off what I built.” She picked up the phone on the table and extended it to Dani. “This is for you. So you can be reached. Day or night, keep it on and with you. I’m told you’ve been briefed on the broad strokes already.”


“By who?”


“Brad. William’s son. You’ll meet him tomorrow.”


“At the showing, I assume.” Dani accepted the phone. She rarely had one with the same SIM for more than a week. She’d have to create a dummy phone so they wouldn’t be able to track her movements, but that was no trouble. “You have an actual name, other than Knows-Where-the-Bodies-Are-Buried?”


The woman looked surprised to be asked. “Rose.”


That fit. She was prickly as a fistful of thorns. Her name had turned up in Dani’s glancing research into Hackworth and the nearly half decade of court battles over the estate. The legal cases started just two months after the man’s death.


“As you obviously already know, I’m Danielle Poissant. Dani, for short.” Dani offered her hand while trying not to feel ridiculous that they went from an armed standoff to awkward politesse. Rose’s shake was brief. Sunflower took the hint and melted down to relax on the floor. “Must be a wild job buying for the Hackworths, if you’re toting around a Glock in your handbag.” Dani wanted to do more digging into this woman, and soon. Had she bought paintings that weren’t strictly legal and how many? Leverage.


“It definitely was before William died.” Rose frowned and hesitated. “And you think I’m beyond the pale? Get ready. I’m nothing compared to the wives. I guess it’s good this happened. You’ll be somewhat better prepared.”


“Oh? Care to enlighten me?” This woman had no idea the kind of bizarre Dani had seen. She looked around. “I’d offer you something, but I just got here. As you know.”


“Yes, sorry. Brad didn’t tell me to have the place stocked.”


“I can do my own shopping,” Dani said.


“If you must,” Rose countered and then got back up. “No one else I know can or does.”


“The son—Brad—what’s he like?”


“He could’ve inherited it all, was supposed to. That was William’s wish. But he wants to sell. So I think he’s a pleasant asshole. You can tell him I said that.” The hint of a smile crossed Rose’s face then.


Might as well push while Rose was talking. “Want to give me a preview of what’s in the collection?”


“The NDAs and the will prevent me—and you—from seeing it early. Yes, even the new head of security. You’ll see it with everyone else tomorrow. It took them a long time to win the litigation. Thus, the rush. They don’t want to risk delays.” She started for the door. “I should be going—you’ll need to be at the main house at eleven A.M. The address is in the phone. Don’t be late.”


“You’re not going to tell me what to expect when I get there?”


“I wish I had a clue, most days,” Rose said. “You’ll get a full packet on the goods and the existing security then.” She paused. “I was against hiring you.”


“I heard you lost the person in charge of security. What happened?”


“He had a heart attack. Might live. Hasn’t been awake yet.” Rose shrugged, as if she wasn’t talking about someone she must have worked with for years. “See you soon. You should know I have my eye on a piece or two.” Then she was gone.


Dani wondered if the former head of security’s health emergency was Archer’s work or natural causes. Working with people like Rose and the Hackworths could obviously be stressful. The curator would be tricky to navigate, with her open grudges about the auction and the family.


Dani was left alone in the house with Sunflower and a thousand metaphorical old ghosts. Not the first gun pulled in this house, but hopefully the last.


She’d gotten by with Sunflower as her main muscle for years.


Dani checked the phone to make sure it worked and decided against sitting down in her mother’s chair. There was so much to do. Far more than groceries. Hard work. Research. People to track down, apologies to offer. Rabbit had to be the first visit on her list. She was the only one who knew as much as her mother about planning to grab a piece of art—and who could be an entrée to the other people Dani needed on her crew. Then, yes, she had to check out the Fortress and identify its weaknesses. And she’d need to examine the piece she was meant to steal so she could start on a forgery. To make an unimpeachable copy, she needed a clear view of the piece. She could work from a reproduction, but for a job this high stakes, she wanted to look at the original as closely as possible. She’d also have to obtain the materials to make a close facsimile of the frame; her ability meant no one would dig beneath its surface appearance.


She walked the X-Acto back over to the stash spot she had pulled it from. She pushed her hand back inside to feel around for where to put it. There was comfort in finding one of the house’s secrets intact.


Her fingers hit something else metal. She discarded the X-Acto and fumbled it loose. A small key with a number on it . . . A vague image flashed in her mind, her holding her mom’s hand on the way into a bank . . .


A safe-deposit-box key. The feds probably raided it, but it might be worth a look.


She added visiting local banks until she figured out which one it came from to her list of Too Many Damn Priorities, Too Little Time. The saddest part was, she’d rather do that than go see someone she’d always considered family—someone else who cast her out anyway.


But she could get through some of her homework first. She needed to learn more about the Hackworths and whatever else she could find about the collection. More about Rose.


She collapsed on the left-behind couch for just a moment, putting a hand out to pet Sunflower’s head. Truth was, she was waiting. She knew that if Elliott was still working with Rabbit, which she assumed that he was, he would sense her return—if he wanted to, if any part of him was waiting on her to come back. She’d be close enough.


So she’d wait here tonight and see if the door between them was truly closed.


Dani told herself that if he didn’t come, catching Rabbit first thing tomorrow morning would be best anyway. Maybe she would even have the beginning of an approach from what she learned online by then.


Tick-tock.


The night passed long, and lonely.









EIGHT DAYS OUT









CHAPTER FOUR


EVEN THOUGH DANI was seventeen the last time she visited the so-called Rabbit Hutch, she had no problem navigating her way. Rabbit lived farther out in the country. While it’d be too early to call on most people, Rabbit always had a habit of collecting strays—both human and animal—along with a few goats and chickens.


Anyone who had a farm got up early, and Rabbit barely slept. She was like the human embodiment of amphetamines, her mind buzzing like the electronics she communed with, bending them to her will. That and a toe-tapping tic were the source of her nickname.


Dani took the turnout to the intentionally isolated property. There was no sneaking up on Rabbit.


Her tires crunched on the long gravel road that led to the rambling house and farm buildings. When they came into view, she wasn’t surprised to see someone outside. But she was shocked at who it was.


Her childhood best friend Mia’s silhouette was unmistakable. Rabbit’s daughter. She sported threadbare overalls, her hair clipped short, a flock of chickens surrounding her.


Anger surged within Dani at the sight of her. Anger at Mia.


She hit the brakes, then parked in the drive. “What are you doing here?” she demanded of Mia as soon as she got out.


“Quite a question coming from Dani fucking Poissant. I live here. What are you doing here? Mom is gonna flip her lid.” Mia had a sprinkling of freckles across her dark skin. She put her hands on her rounded hips. “You better go.”


“She’s not here?”


“Early meeting. Some angels are looking out for you.”


As if that’d ever been true.


A rooster crowed and then launched itself at one of the chickens. “Damn it,” Mia said. “Hold on. I don’t know why Mom got this guy. He’s a holy terror.” She stepped toward him. “Come on, murderbird.”


Dani stood, watching as Mia herded the black rooster toward the barn, the chickens following in their weaving, pecking way. She flapped her hands until the rooster was inside the old red barn, then shut him in. The many-colored chickens focused on their grit.


“You’re welcome, my little dragons,” Mia said to the chickens and dusted off her hands.


Dani’s emotions were a mess of love and hate and moving on and holding tight. She had underestimated how hard this would be. Elliott hadn’t come, and she felt like a fool for expecting him to. That and finding Mia still here . . .


“Now, you better go,” Mia said.


“I’m here to talk to your mother.” Dani needed to understand, though. “But . . . why didn’t you leave here? You should’ve left.”
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