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“You’ll just have to trust me, Janine.”



Luc’s voice was smoke and velvet.

“Let me see my vases,” she insisted. What’s the worst that he could do? Say no? Close further in on her?

He started to smile, a dangerous spark in his gaze. “For a price.”

“A price?”

“Dinner.”

“Dinner?” Good God, was he asking her out on a date?

“So we can discuss the security of the exhibit.”

She eyed him warily. “Only if I see the vases right now.”

“That can be arranged.” He reached into his pocket for the key, and his eyebrow tilted upward. “Trust me,” he said again.

“Is there any reason not to?”

A low, sexy laugh was his only response.
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Prologue



As he picked the lock, Nick Jarrett hummed Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A Major. An extraordinary melody. Complex, dynamic, a bit irreverent. No wonder he liked it. He glanced down the empty hotel corridor—no one in sight. His fingers moved to the sprightly minuet of the second movement. A simple matter of pick, pluck, and run.

Even though his client thought the script on this job should read pick, pluck, murder, and run.

But Nick had no intention of killing anyone. He was a thief. Sometimes a liar and occasionally, when pushed to the wall, a cheat. But not a murderer. This was Karim Benazir’s idea of a test.

The pick vibrated the key shaft and released the six-pin lock with a tiny ping.

Nick hated to be tested.

If he’d followed Benazir’s commands, there’d be a man sleeping in this hotel room. Nick had been instructed to put a bullet in the guy’s head before emptying the safe of the half million dollars worth of diamonds that waited there.

Of course, Nick had arranged things differently. He’d still get the diamonds and a healthy percentage of the take, but nobody would die tonight. In fact, he’d just passed the portly businessman in the restaurant downstairs, enjoying a bowl of lobster bisque.

Benazir wouldn’t be happy. But the dethroned Indian prince could climb into a hole in hell if he expected anything more than the usual burglary services.

Nick inched the door open, stepping into the ink black suite as lightly as the tune that played in his brain. He paused, held his breath, and listened. Silence. Without making a sound, he strode across the marble floor of the living room toward the bedroom.

The room darkeners had been pulled so that not a single sliver of the lights of Manhattan peeked through. Surprising, but not a problem. He’d been born with exceptional night vision. He’d also been born with natural coordination, dexterous fingers, and titanium nerves. All ideal qualities for his chosen profession. Or, more precisely, for the profession that had chosen him.

He placed a latex-gloved hand on the ornate closet door handle and opened it. Behind the clothes inside, he inched his fingertips along the wall until he felt the hard surface of the safe. It required just nine twists of his wrist to get it right. This was too easy.

A fine chill danced down his spine. This was too easy. But as his left hand curled around the bag of jewels, he ignored the inner voice. He was nearly finished, and he’d be home drinking a bone-dry martini in fifteen minutes.

There was just one last task to complete the job. His last job, ever.

He pulled a felt-tipped marker out of his jacket pocket with his free hand and bit the red cap with his teeth. Using the inside of the closet door as his canvas, he swiftly sketched the familiar elongated body. Several slashes on either side represented the fingerlike appendages. A final flourish completed the segmented, curved tail and its venomous stinger.

As always, the Scorpion had left his mark.

The cap still in his teeth, Nick eased the safe closed and pushed the closet door with his shoulder. As it snapped shut he heard another sound, and suddenly the room was bathed in light.

“FBI. Don’t move.”

Nick bit hard on the pen cap as the bag of diamonds fell from his fingers and hit the floor. Son of a bitch. He’d fallen right into a trap.

“Hey, Nick.” He could have sworn he heard a chuckle in the familiar voice. “You’re under arrest.”

An image of his mother and his sister flashed in Nick’s mind as he made an abrupt decision. He had to die. But before he did, he’d turn the tables on Karim Benazir and put the bastard away for good. Then the only two people who mattered to him would be safe.

A quiet breath shuddered through him. Now he was ready to face his captor, ready to give Tristan Stewart the satisfaction of holding a gun to the head of the Scorpion.

You win, buddy.

Nick turned and stared into the hard gray eyes of the FBI agent he’d successfully eluded for years. He didn’t think about the prick Benazir, or the trap that he’d waltzed right into with his “flawless” night vision. He didn’t dwell on the fact that, at thirty-four, his life was about to end. He thought only of his mother, Gabrielle, and his sister, Claire. They’d be miserable and betrayed and confused—but they’d be alive.

Ignoring the two other agents who flanked Tristan, Nick held his arms out from his body, gripping the open red marker so hard that the ink stained his rubber gloves.

He was, quite literally, caught red-handed. The irony made his lip curl around the pen cap still trapped in his teeth. His gaze locked on the man who had made a career out of searching for the Scorpion.

Could there be any sympathy in his heart? After all, Tristan had eaten plenty of meals at Gabrielle Jarrett’s kitchen table, and he’d never been able to conceal his adoration of Claire.

The agent looked victorious but wary, as though the thief would once again disappear into thin air.

If only he could.

Nick tilted his head and spat the cap onto the floor. “Let’s make a deal, Tris.”

The steel eyes flashed just enough for Nick to know he’d get his deal. Nick Jarrett was about to die. The Scorpion had to be squashed. And someone else would live and breathe in his place.








Chapter

One




Holy hell. Her Plums were missing.

Janine Coulter blinked against the blinding May sunshine reflected off hundreds of Venetian mirrors. Even in the chaotic cavern of light, glass, and enough gilded fleur-de-lis to eliminate world hunger, she could feel that her precious Pompadour Plum vases were not in Versailles’ famed Hall of Mirrors.

“Monsieur le Directeur, where are the Sèvres vases?”

Henri Duvoisier started to smile, but then must have remembered he was French. “How astute of you to notice, Dr. Coulter. We are not including them in this area of the exhibit.” At her intake of breath, he lifted a bony shoulder. “We have been advised against doing so.”

Janine closed her eyes, digging deep for every ounce of diplomacy and patience. This was a test. He resented her because, in his eyes, she was a novice, an American, a woman, and an intruder.

“Advised?” This would be a battle of wills, but her will was steel. Hadn’t she proved that by her sheer determination to assume the position of exhibit curator? “By whom?”

He didn’t respond.

She looked directly into Henri’s limpid blue eyes. “The vases are the centerpiece of the exhibit, monsieur, and our plans call for them to be in the middle of the hall.” She turned and crossed the polished parquet, the staccato tap of her high heels echoing off the marble walls and richly painted ceilings. “They were supposed to be right here.”

She stood below the massive portrait of Madame de Pompadour. If little bourgeoisie Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson could march into the most splendid palace in France and convince the surly court that she deserved to be the king’s mistress, certainly one unwelcome art history professor from UCLA could handle Versailles’ embittered director.

“We have altered the design of the exhibit because of security issues, Dr. Coulter,” Henri said.

Was there a French equivalent to “I don’t give a shit”?

She squared her shoulders and matched the haughty expression captured in Boucher’s famed image of la Pompadour. “I wasn’t apprised of these security issues.”

Henri cleared his throat and suddenly sent a beseeching glance over her shoulder. Someone else had entered the hall. She didn’t hear footsteps, but she sensed a presence. She turned to follow Henri’s gaze.

At first she couldn’t see anything but a shadow against an arched window at the very end of the hall. Then the shadow became a silhouette of a man as he silently approached.

“That’s because you were unavoidably detained.” The English words, buried in a smoky baritone and rich French accent, echoed through the massive hall.

He strode toward her with all the assurance of the three Bourbon kings who’d played God in this very room. They had been tall enough to look down on their subjects, dark enough to be the focal point of every portrait, and handsome enough to have their legendary libidos constantly satisfied.

This man could be a direct descendant. And then some.

His eyes, nearly as black as his thick, straight hair, glinted as he gazed at her. A shadow of stubborn whiskers in his hollow cheeks balanced the dark slash of brow. Everything about him—from the elegant thousand-dollar suit fitted to his wide shoulders, down to the rich Euro loafers—screamed control, perfection, and superiority.

Not only did he have the drop-dead looks of French royalty, he had the ’tude to match.

Janine tilted her face up to him, something a five-foot-seven-inch woman in heels rarely had to do.

“Ah, Luc.” Henri’s voice startled her; she’d forgotten he was in the room. The museum director murmured something indecipherable while he shook the new arrival’s hand.

The corner of the man’s mouth curled, and he turned to Janine, sweeping a glance over her and lingering a moment longer than necessary on her legs. Maybe the spunky skirt was a little too L.A. hip and not enough Paris couture?

His eyes narrowed a fraction. “Evidently you were unable to be involved in the last-minute decisions, Madame la Curator.” His English was flawless, softened by a French accent. “I understand you had urgent personal business keeping you from joining us.”

The musical cadence didn’t mask the little dig. Whoever Luc was, he knew, like everyone else, that she’d been delayed because her wedding had been scheduled to take place the week before. And like everyone else, he would soon realize that she had no ring, no new last name, and no husband in tow.

For the millionth time, she cursed Sam Benjamin and the ground the cheating, lying bastard walked on.

She held out her hand. “I’m Dr. Janine Coulter.”

With a slight bow of his head, he engulfed her hand with a large, strong grip. “Luc Tremont.”

“Luc is our spécialist de la securité,” Henri explained. “A consultant, as you would say, whom we have hired to control the security of the Pompadour exhibit. And yes, Luc, this is the newly appointed Madame la Curator, our distinguished guest from the Université de Californie, Janine Coulter.”

A shower of resentment sparked at her nerve endings. She hadn’t been told a thing about a security consultant.

“The pleasure is mine, madame.” A decidedly un-French smile revealed perfect white teeth. His handshake relaxed as one of his fingers lightly moved over her skin. More resentment sparked. Something sparked. She withdrew her hand.

“From California,” he said, in a tone so soft it could be considered seductive…or mocking. “But your beautiful name is so French. Janine.”

Szha-neen. It sure never sounded like that before. She shook her head and tried to respond in his language to be polite and demonstrate her fluency, but every syllable she’d ever known eluded her. Damn. “No, not French. Just…American.”

She crossed her arms self-consciously. This was probably part of their sabotage strategy. They sent this hunk to sidetrack her, make her stumble on the job, steal her attention from her responsibilities. Who said the French weren’t effective warriors?

“We were so sorry to hear of the passing of Dr. Farrow,” he said.

The familiar dull ache settled around her heart at the mention of the man whose death she’d yet to accept. “Thank you. His death was a tremendous loss for the art world and for the university.”

But she didn’t want to discuss her friend and mentor. Or the fact that she’d persuaded the French minister of culture to give her Albert Farrow’s coveted assignment. She’d defended her position enough; she was the curator and she wanted the Plums.

“Monsieur Tremont, do you know where the Sèvres vases are?”

He extended an arm toward an artful arrangement of porcelain under a portrait of Louis XV. “Some are right there, madame, and there are still more in the Salon de la Guerre.”

She’d already been through that area of the Hall of Mirrors, nearly a football field away. No vases. Not the ones she wanted. “Non, monsieur. The Pompadour Plum vases.”

She heard Henri stifle a moan at the phrase. The American media had dubbed the three exquisite vases “the Pompadour Plums” after they had been found in the dusty basement of a French château a year ago. The purist French historians despised the catchy description of the matchless purple porcelain that had been the subject of such great debate in the art world.

Luc Tremont regarded her from under thick, dark lashes. “It’s my strong recommendation that we limit the viewing of the Sèvres to one of the anterooms, guarded twenty-four hours a day. I’ll allow entrance by invitation only.”

He’ll allow entrance?

“I don’t think so,” she responded. “The vases are the heart and soul of the exhibit.”

“There are nearly a hundred other artifacts on display,” he countered.

“None as precious as the Sèvres.” And none as closely tied to Madame de Pompadour, the exhibit’s namesake. “They are the whole reason people will come to this exhibit.”

“Surely they will want to see all of the treasures of Louis XV’s Versailles.”

He was clueless, this big French security guard. “Monsieur Tremont, do you realize that in the history of all mankind, there has never been a piece of soft paste Sèvres porcelain produced in that color? Let alone three matching vases, all with Pompadour’s image and name?” She purposely used the let-me-spell-this-out-for-you tone that she saved for freshmen. “All three bear Madame’s actual signature written in gold. They are priceless.”

“Precisely my point.” A glimmer lit his midnight gaze. “Professor.”

A sudden, uncomfortable warmth spread through her, but she continued her argument. “They’re the reason more than a million people around the world will file into museums like this one,” she insisted. “It would be like exhibiting King Tut without the sarcophagus. We can’t deny visitors the chance to see the Pompadour Plums.”

“Madame.” Henri cleared his throat. “We are not using that expression.”

She ignored him, her focus unwavering on Tremont. “Why would you do something so counterproductive? This is rare. This is huge. It has to be shown to the world, not just a select few.”

Tremont took a few steps closer to her, invading her breathing space in that totally French way. But somehow, with him, it was more…invasive. “There have been very specific threats to the exhibit, madame. I don’t think you want to take the chance of losing the vases before they have traveled the world.”

Of course not. If anything went wrong, her trial run would end as fast as she could say au revoir. But she wouldn’t let this guy steamroll her. “Why don’t you let me in on the security issues, Monsieur Tremont, and then we can come up with a plan that meets your needs and mine?”

“Madame la Curator.” A hint of condescension was artfully buried in the musical accent. “There have been rumblings in the underground world of art trading.”

So, word on the street said there would be a hit. “I don’t have a problem with armed guards and increased museum security,” she responded, “but I refuse to remove the Sèvres vases from the main exhibit.”

“I’m afraid you have no authority to refuse anything.”

“Sorry, but I do.” She gave him a sweet smile. “Perhaps we can discuss this with the minister of culture, who gave me the authority to do what I want with my vases.”

He winked at her. “They belong to France.”

Damn. She could have bitten a hole in her lip. “I mean Madame’s vases…the Sèvres vases.”

With one strong, sure hand on her shoulder, Tremont guided her away from Henri, leaning close enough for Janine to feel a whisper of warm breath on her cheek. The French—personal space was irrelevant to them. “Madame. Doctor. What do you prefer that I call you?”

She couldn’t resist. “Janine.”

“Janine.” Szha-neen. It was absolutely sinful the way he said it. “There is more than I am telling you.”

A shiver skated down her spine, but that was due to his serious tone, not his sexy pronunciation.

He moved his hand down her back, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. “Surely you understand that there are those who will stop at nothing to own such a magnificent piece of history as Pompadour’s vases.”

“Of course there are thieves who would want them,” she said impatiently. “But hiding them in another room? Offering a viewing by invitation only? Such extreme measures will only detract from the exhibit.”

He shook his head. “Not when lives are at risk, Janine.”

“Whose life is at risk?” she scoffed in disbelief.

“Yours.”

 

Luc knew his trump card would get her attention. He could think of a number of other ways to do so, some more appealing than others. Like claiming her pretty little mouth in a world-class demonstration of a French kiss. That would also satisfy the annoying itch that started the moment he laid eyes on the California girl.

“My life is at risk?” As the blood faded from her face, her alabaster skin revealed the faintest dusting of freckles, noticeable only because of the reflected sunbeams bouncing around the Galerie des Glaces. Sunlight suited her. She belonged in the sun. On the beach, sparkling on the sand somewhere. She was so bright and fresh and…American.

Behind him, other staff members had entered the Hall. Although the palace was closed to visitors in preparation for the gala that would launch the exhibit, there were still many faces he didn’t recognize. Or trust.

“Why don’t we walk outside for a few moments?” he suggested. “We can talk privately.”

Her sky blue eyes flashed, but she consented with a nod. Before Henri could attach himself to them again, Luc led Janine through a gallery that opened onto the Cour de Marbre.

He paused as they stepped onto the intricate pattern of gray and white marble. Beyond it rolled the emerald lawns of the gardens, dotted with multicolored flowers, gushing fountains, and priceless sculptures.

As always, the singular beauty of France simply left him homesick. But he held out his hand to share the scene. “C’est magnifique, n’est ce pas?”

She cast a quick glance at the view and barely inhaled enough to enjoy the fragrance of orange blossoms that floated on the breeze. Tucking her handbag under her elbow, she crossed her arms and locked an insistent gaze on him. “I’m not here to take a tour, monsieur. I’d appreciate an explanation of what you just said.”

The color had returned to her fine-boned face. She had no way of knowing he wasn’t just another anti-American Frenchman who resented her arrival, so he forgave her the little jutting chin. He knew enough about her situation to understand.

“Not a tour, I promise. But I find that hall a bit suffocating, non? In May in France, there’s never a reason to be indoors.”

She gave the grounds another cursory glance and then trained her blue eyes on him again. “Can you tell me exactly what you meant in there?”

“Oui.” Three uniformed tour guides stood smoking a few yards away. Versailles had ears, and eyes. That was his biggest problem. “While we walk, s’il vous plait.” He headed toward the matching pools that anchored the entrance to the gardens.

Although his gut instinct—backed up by a thorough background check—cleared Dr. Coulter from any suspicion, he still had no intention of telling her the truth. Raw ambition may have been her motive for muscling in on the curator’s job when the old man killed himself, or she might have been sent as a plant. Or simply a distraction.

He took another surreptitious glance at her long, lean calves. His weakness for a magnificent pair of legs was known to only a few, but those few included at least one man who’d like to see him dead.

He opted for the obvious explanation. “There’s a great deal of anti-American sentiment in France, as you undoubtedly are aware. There are those who’d prefer that the curator of the Pompadour exhibit be a French citizen.”

“I’m qualified for the job, and the minister of culture agreed.” Her cool tone left no room for discussion. “Certainly your anti-American sentiment doesn’t include killing visitors to your country?”

“Not usually.” He smiled at her as a breeze lifted a strand of her platinum blond hair from the loose knot at the nape of her neck, and she hastily tucked it back. “Although we’ve been known to insult them into leaving.”

She responded with a soft, musical laugh that reminded him of a wind chime. “I can handle that.”

“I’ve no doubt you can.”

He remembered the grainy photo he’d seen on the UCLA faculty web site. He’d been searching for potential cracks in security when he discovered that the curator-to-be was more than a hotshot art history PhD who’d worked closely with the famed Albert Farrow. She was also a knockout.

And she remained unmarried, despite a delay for her wedding. He’d have to find out why.

“You’ve assumed a very high-profile position in an important and controversial exhibit for Versailles, indeed, for all of France.” He tilted his head toward her and lowered his voice. “And, of course, there are those who firmly believe the Plums are nothing but a hoax.”

She groaned and looked at the sky. “Lord, save me from the anti-Pompadour crowd. They were the bane of Albert’s existence—and mine. They are idiot conservatives who would keep Louis’s mistress out of the history books completely if they could.”

He laughed softly. “Mais oui. A Monica Lewinsky of her time.”

Her eyes sparked in response. “That is so wrong—she changed the course of history. She was as powerful as a queen and just as influential as the king she loved.”

“But as you say, she rarely merits more than a paragraph in French history books.”

“This exhibit could change that,” she insisted.

“Then you understand why you are the focus of so much attention, Janine.”

She shrugged it off. “I didn’t want the attention. I’m here because the Pompadour Plums are one of the most significant finds of the twentieth-century art world. I worked side by side with Albert Farrow to prove their existence. To great personal and professional expense, I have convinced Claude Marchionette, the minister of culture, that I’m the best person to keep those vases front and center in this exhibit.”

Precisely where he didn’t want them to be. “And you are to be congratulated on that coup. I’m sure it will elevate your stature considerably in the art and academic world.”

Her eyes darkened to match the water in the ornate fountain behind her. “Who hired you anyway? Henri Duvoisier?”

He nearly laughed. “Non.”

“But he’s the top of the food chain at Versailles.”

“I was retained from outside the museum hierarchy.” She wasn’t stupid; in a minute she’d run up the “food chain” and figure it out.

She frowned. “The Réunion des Musées Nationals is the only authority over the museums, as far as I know.” She stared at him, the stray hair escaping again. “Claude Marchionette?”

“Precisement.” He resisted the urge to touch that silky strand, watching it dance in the breeze.

Her jaw dropped. “You were hired by the minister of culture, too?”

“He has given me carte blanche to protect the exhibit. Even if that means altering it.”

“Then he’s given two people carte blanche,” she said, with a wry lift of her brow. “And surely you know that security doesn’t drive the design of an exhibit, it’s the other way around.”

He nodded. “I am sensitive to that. I’m a specialist, brought in for very specific situations such as this major exhibit. I’m well-trained to protect priceless treasures.”

“What kind of training?”

He recited his résumé casually, glossing over dates and years as if modest, not purposefully vague. He managed to sound as if he had experience in museums all over the world and enough education to be considered “intelligent” by the elite French standards.

“Do you require references, madame?” he asked, unfastening the single button of his suit jacket and slipping his hands into his pockets.

“I’ll talk to the minister.”

“You do that.” Because a conversation with Claude Marchionette wouldn’t change a thing.

As they reached the stone barrier around an enormous fountain, she stopped and studied the sculpture at its center.

“It’s the Greek goddess Latona,” he commented.

“Yes, I know.” A hint of a smile crossed her face as she gazed at the spray that burst from the open mouths of dozens of gilded frogs.

“Do you find her amusing?” he asked.

“Not her, all the frogs.”

He chuckled. “Never let it be said that the French can’t laugh at themselves.”

She turned and unexpectedly put a hand on his arm. “Listen, I’m not on a mission to change French history or the way it’s recorded.” Color rose in her cheeks and her eyes sparkled. “I’m just partial to porcelain, especially the Plums. And I’m the last person who would compromise their security. Couldn’t you please consider moving them back to the main exhibit?”

Keeping the Plums separate from the rest of the exhibit was critical to Luc’s success on this job. It was the only way the whole event could be choreographed and completed without endangering lives. “I’m sorry,” he responded. “We can’t make it easy for a thief.”

And yet, that was precisely what he was doing.

She held his gaze for a long moment, all plantinum blond and blue-eyed determination. He could stare at her all day. If she’d been sent to distract him, then his nemesis knew him far too well.

She stepped away, and he followed her around the base of the fountain in silence, admiring the way her trim little suit fit from behind.

“Are you supposed to baby-sit me, as well as the vases?” she finally asked.

“To some extent. Although it appears the Pompadour Plums will be less of a challenge than the curator.”

“You’ve got that right.” She tossed a glance over her shoulder, her lips lifted in a hint of a smile. “You can’t lock me up in a viewing room and allow visitors by invitation.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” he shot back. “Just you, me, and your vases.”

Her expression melted into embarrassment. “Sorry about that. I really didn’t mean to call them mine.”

This time he didn’t fight the urge. He lifted the shiny lock of hair and tucked it behind her ear with a teasing smile. “I’ll keep your secret, Madame la Curator.”

A tiny crease formed on her brow as she opened her mouth to speak. Then she pressed her lips together.

“What is it?” he urged.

“Nothing. You just…you just don’t seem very French.”

His gut tightened. “Pardon?” He let his gaze drop over her face and down her torso in proof that he could caress the opposite sex with a smoldering gaze as well as the next Frenchman. To confirm that he was as French as croissants and champagne. “Why would you say that?”

“For one thing, you smile.”

“Just trying to make you feel at home.” He dipped his head close enough to catch her sweet, floral scent. “Janine.”

She flushed again when he said her name. “And you have no qualms about making eye contact.”

“How could I look away from such a lovely woman?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you’re French.”

“But of course.” He would have to be very careful with this all-American beauty. Very careful indeed. If her real mission was to distract him, she’d already succeeded.








Chapter

Two




By the time Luc Tremont escorted her back, Janine had figured out that the engaging and flirtatious Frenchman was a master of the art of saying nothing. She escaped him at the museum offices, feigning an appointment.

Making her way through the maze of closed doors to her tiny, windowless office, she dropped her handbag on the desk and fell into her chair. God, she’d been here a whole day and still hadn’t even seen her vases.

Her vases? She sniffed and slid her jacket over the back of the chair. They were her vases; hers and Albert’s. They’d spent their careers working to prove the vases existed, and then…The pain was still fresh. Why, after all those months and years of work, when the Plums were finally discovered, why would Albert inexplicably end his life?

She knew all the pat answers that floated around: that he’d buckled under the pressure of his critics, that he’d given in to the Alzheimer’s that had begun to tear at his brain. No one seemed to give credence to her theory that it was not suicide. So, here she was, in France. Doing the only thing she could do to continue his life’s work, and hers: showcasing the Plums to the world.

And now, even that was compromised by the rather unnerving Luc Tremont. He’d certainly managed to unnerve her out by that fountain—but not with idle threats.

With boudoir eyes, a velvet voice, and his better-to-eat-you-with smile, all contained in one super-sized package. He’d make any red-blooded female dry mouthed and stupefied. Jus you and me and your vahses, Szha-neeeeen. And she’d blushed like a schoolgirl.

The unfamiliar double ring of her desk phone made her jump. Her first call in her new job. She cleared her throat and answered. “Janine Coulter.”

“Hey, Jay-nine.”

Oh, hell. “Hello, Sam.”

“I thought I’d hear from you when you got the flowers.”

The ones she snipped the tops off and dumped into the trash can in her hotel room? “I didn’t accept them from the concierge.”

“Those were Sterling Silver roses, Janine. It took me two fucking days to find them in France.”

Yeah, right. It took his secretary two hours. “I’m very busy, Sam. What do you want?”

“I can be on a flight this afternoon.” He paused, for drama, no doubt. Everything Sam did was for effect. “We can get married in Paris. Just say the word.”

“Shelby.” That was the word: the actress he’d betrayed her with.

“Oh, Christ. How many times do I have to tell you? She’s desperate; she knows the network’s going to fire her. She came on to me.”

She came, all right. Janine had heard every moan and gasp when she’d walked through Sam’s front door, holding the final guest list in one hand and two tickets to Paris in the other. She could hear Shelby projecting, like a good theater-trained actress, all the way from the bedroom.

“Apparently I didn’t make this clear when I left. We’re done. Over. Fini. What part of that don’t you understand? There’s a lot going on here, and I need to concentrate.”

“I told you you’d be in over your head when you went after this job.”

“Thanks, Sam. Your confidence and support are touching. I’m not in over my head. Even Albert, before he died, told me I could have handled the job as well as he could.”

Sam responded with that disgusted little snort-cough he always made. “Oh, come on. Albert Farrow was a certifiable freak show in purple pants, and he proved it by blowing away what was left of his brains.”

“Shut up, Sam.” The pain was too fresh, too real. But that wouldn’t stop Sam from trivializing it; no doubt he’d already pitched Albert’s life story as a movie of the week to TNT. “He wasn’t crazy.”

“But you were, to ditch me and take that job.”

“Ditch you?” She sucked in a breath and squeezed the phone tighter. “You did the ditching when you took that woman into your bed. Listen, I’ve staked my entire reputation to get here, and I intend to do this job without distractions from you.”

“Bag the teacher voice, Jay. I get your point.” The long distance crackling stopped momentarily. Had he just hit mute? The static started again with his next word. “I just didn’t think your going after this Plum thing was such a good idea.”

“You thought it was a swell idea a week ago. A honeymoon in France and the possibility of my being out of town for most of a year. How convenient for you.”

“Jay-baby.” He took another long, dramatic pause, and she heard something rustle in the background. “You just had so much hit you at once.” Was that the click of a keyboard?

She almost laughed out loud. He wasn’t going for impact with long, staged pauses. He was reading his e-mail, skimming a script, and probably scanning his PDA for a phone number, all while trying to woo her back. The epitome of West Coast multitasking.

“Yes, I did, Sam. My dear friend died tragically, on the verge of realizing his lifelong dream. And I stepped up to the plate to make sure that dream stays alive. And then my fiancé decided to boink a stupid, has-been actress five days before he said ‘I do’ to me. Yep. That’s a lot.”

He muted her for a few seconds and then came back on the line. “She’s not stupid.”

“Madame la Curator! Vous êtes ici.”

Surprised, Janine looked up to meet the dark gaze of Simone de Vries. “Thank you so much for calling, Sam. Good-bye.” She dropped the phone in the cradle and smiled at the woman in charge of Versailles Security. “Oui, madame. I’m here.”

Simone stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. “Are you finding everything you need?”

“Oui.” After the morning she’d had, she couldn’t bear to start the polite dance of small talk the French insisted on before every real conversation. The hell with protocol. “I’ve just met the new security consultant. You didn’t mention him at the exhibit planning meeting this morning.”

Simone looked suitably regretful. “Pardonnez-moi, madame. I forgot. He will be here during the exhibit month as part of the security staff.”

Luc Tremont hardly considered himself staff. “He told me you were conducting an investigation into some threats.”

Simone frowned and shook her head, her stiff brown hair not moving with the gesture. “You should concern yourself with the art and the guests, and I will worry about the security.”

“Do you agree with his plan to keep the Sèvres vases in a safe room apart from the exhibit?”

Simone raised an eyebrow along with her shoulder. “That is une necessité.”

“I don’t think it is in the best interests of the museum or the exhibit.” Janine purposely kept her English slow and plain. “I plan to speak with the minister of culture to get them reinstated, at least for the gala. The president of France will be here.”

“Non.” Simone squished her face into an unattractive network of lines. “We will not do that, madame.”

We? Who is this we?

“The president will be on the private invitation list to see the vases at the gala,” Simone assured her. “Do not worry.”

“But I am worried, madame. There will be hundreds of other guests on Saturday, not to mention the thousands of people who’ll be expecting to see them while they’re on display at Versailles.”

“Ah, oui. C’est une désappointement.” She looked down her long nose at Janine, a haughty French version of “too bad, so sad.”

“It is more than a disappointment, madame,” she said quietly. “It’s a travesty.”

“Madame la Curator. You are new to our museum, and you are…perhaps unaware of some of the problems that we are facing. There have been a number of serious thefts recently. By chance, have you heard of the pieces missing from the Louvre and the sizeable turmoil that has caused?”

Of course Janine had heard of the Louvre thefts and had read all the reports placing blame squarely on the lax security at that great museum. “Yes, madame. But I have every confidence in your security efforts.”

“Merci.” Simone’s smile was tight at best. “But our experience tells us that when there is a noticeable increase in thefts, it means that the underground markets are rich at the moment. There are wealthy, greedy collectors who are looking to add treasures to their coffers.”

“I understand that. I just believe this step is too drastic and extremely detrimental to the exhibit.”

Simone leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Madame. Ecoutez, s’il vous plait. There is a very dangerous and daring thief moving about France maintenant.”

“I’m sure there are many thieves, now and always. Certainly you can use twenty-four-hour guards, alarms, and other protective measures.”

Simone slowly shook her head, a warning in her dark eyes. “Nothing would stop the Scorpion, madame.”

“The Scorpion?” Janine tried not to laugh. “He’s been dead for years.”

Simone’s eyes narrowed. “There is a rumor that he lives.”

Janine couldn’t resist a mocking smile. “There’s also a rumor that Elvis is alive and well and performing in Switzerland.”

“You will not be making jokes if the vases disappear, madame.” Simone was dead serious. Did she really believe it? “I’m expected in Henri’s office tout de suite.” She turned to leave, pausing as she placed her hand on the doorknob. “I strongly urge you to cooperate with Monsieur Tremont. He is very well regarded.” Then she left.

Janine stared at the closed door. “Thanks, sweetie. So nice to have a girlfriend at work.”

She lifted the phone to call the minister of culture’s office.

The Scorpion? These people obviously believed in ghosts.

 

When he turned onto the rue de Rennes in Saint-Germain, Luc realized that he’d been thinking in English for the entire hour it had taken to navigate the insane traffic from Versailles to Paris. He parked his car and pocketed the key, muttering his favorite French curse. He couldn’t allow himself the luxury of thinking in English. Not yet.

But if all went as planned, then he’d finally be able to indulge in that luxury, and many others he’d feared he’d never enjoy again. He’d risk anything for that. He was about to risk everything for that.

Slipping through the late lunch crowds on the boulevard Saint-Germain, he replayed the conversation with the pretty American curator. She might look like the girl next-door, but his thoughts weren’t exactly neighborly. In any language.

Too bad he had such a monumental task in front of him. Too bad she was American. Too bad he’d be gone before she even adjusted to the time change.

All around him, tourists and locals soaked up the spring afternoon at the cafés that lined the main avenue of the Left Bank. Luc sidestepped a group of sightseers on their way into the Musée Delacroix and tossed some money in the box of a street musician. Tuning out the distant whine of a siren and the hum of humanity around him, he concentrated on finding a man waiting at the Café Clairmont.

The irony of the name wasn’t lost on Luc. As he crossed the crowded rue Bonapart he spotted his contact, wearing blue-lensed sunglasses and a Red Sox baseball cap pulled low. Luc didn’t miss the subtle significance of the hat choice, either. It wasn’t part of their prearranged code; it was just a reminder of who had the power in this twisted relationship. Reading USA Today, Tristan Stewart looked as much like a bumbling foreigner as an FBI agent could.

As Luc walked by the café, Tristan dropped a few Euros on the table and stood, his newspaper fluttering in front of Luc.

“Ah, pardonnez-moi,” Tristan said, butchering even that simple phrase.

Luc picked up the paper and handed it to him. “Voici, monsieur.”

“Merci.”

“De rien.”

Tristan adjusted his baseball cap. “Parlez vous en Anglais?” He fell into step with Luc on the street.

Luc maintained the funereal expression of a put-upon Parisian. “Un peu.”

“Would you happen to know how I get to the Eiffel Tower?”

The Eiffel Tower meant they had specific new information. Had he asked for directions to Notre Dame, Luc would have continued his stroll alone. “Oui. I’m going that way.”

They walked silently for a few minutes, toward the river.

“We’re on,” Tristan announced quietly.

Luc made no outward reaction. “Bien.”

A stunning redhead sauntered by, and the platinum sheen of Janine Coulter’s hair flashed in Luc’s mind. But like any good Frenchman, he stared at the redhead, and she responded with the icy nonlook that acknowledged his compliment.

“I’ve pleaded your case,” Tristan finally said.

Luc’s gut squeezed as he waited for the next sentence. This was it. Life or death. Yes or no. “And?”

“He agreed.”

Luc resisted the urge to shout in relief. “Of course he did.”

Tristan burned him with a warning look. “You gotta pull this off, man. Exactly like you said you can. And I don’t know how the hell you plan to do that, because you’re walking right into a trap.”

“Trust me.”

“Right.” Tristan tried to cover up the word with a cough. “Our sources confirmed that it’s going to happen on Saturday night, just as we expected. At the gala.”

Bon Dieu, he had work to do today.

Tristan slowed his step and looked sideways at Luc. “If anything goes wrong, anything, all bets are off.”

“Nothing will go wrong.” Not for him, at least. But Luc felt a tug of sympathy for the lovely curator; her party was going to be a disaster.

They were nearly at the river, the blue black waters of the Seine churned by the strong spring wind. “I will give you who you want, and then you will give me what I want,” Luc said. “But I need the time and space to get the job done my way.”

Tristan nodded. “As long as I don’t wind up looking like an idiot for agreeing to this.”

Luc started to smile. Here comes a Tristan Truism: Go out on a limb, and you fall.

“Don’t fuck this up, man.”

Luc laughed softly. “Not the platitude I was expecting, Tris.”

“There’s a lot at stake, and I’m not just talking about your personal needs.”

This went so far beyond personal needs. But he didn’t correct Tristan. “I know what’s at stake.”

“I’m betting everything that you can do this.”

Then they were both betting everything. Luc could just hear the wheels in Tristan’s head. Fool me once…

They reached the edge of the Invalides section of the city and paused at a stone wall along the river. “Weren’t you looking for the Tour d’Eiffel, monsieur?” Luc pointed toward the spire in the sky. “There it is.”

As Tristan looked, Luc leaned close enough for his whisper to be heard. “We both know the Scorpion can’t stay hidden much longer.”








Chapter

Three




Janine lost all track of time as she drafted her speech for the gala in French. A hungry rumble from her stomach finally convinced her to quit.

No one had stopped into her office to say good night. Just like no one had invited her for the standard three-hour Euro-lunch. And forget about dinner.

She looked at her watch. It was damn near eight o’clock and she still hadn’t seen her Plums.

“Let’s see, I can hide in here and have a pity party….” She closed her laptop with a clunk. Sliding the top drawer of her desk open, she lifted the newspaper clipping she’d placed there that morning. It was a silly gesture, but she wanted Albert with her somehow. “Or I can find your Plums and feel better,” she said to Albert’s smiling black-and-white photo.

Except for the soft echo of her heels on the wood floors, the deserted building was dead silent as she left the business offices and headed toward the center of the great palace. In these gilded halls she could almost smell the perfume of courtesans, the heavy fragrance of flowers and musk that they’d used to cover their humanity.

Goosebumps jumped to attention along her bare arms, reminding her that she’d forgotten her jacket. She paused at a vestibule outside the endless array of baths, libraries, galleries, and meeting rooms of the king’s chambers.

Which one of those splendid rooms housed her vases?

And where the hell were the guards? Was security in this place so lax that someone who hid in the palace until the tourists and staff left could roam about freely? Could anyone touch priceless art and furniture, climb up and take a nap in the king’s bed if he felt like it?

She crossed the loggia and tried to open one of several doors. It was locked. But the next swung wide without so much as a click.

“Yes,” she whispered with self-satisfaction.

The glow of early-evening light slipped through the only window. But she knew she’d entered the Cabinet of the Dogs. The kings had kept their favorite chiens in here, enclosed in gold-and-white kennels. No one with a drop of French blood in him would place the vases in the Antichambres des Chiens.

Across the parquet, another door stood open, inviting her to step into the world-famous Clock Cabinet, an enormous study where all of the kings had carefully timed their every movement of every day.

She paused at the pedestal with a bronze statue of Louis on horseback in the center of the room, and studied the gigantic Passement clock along one wall. They weren’t in this room. She just knew it.

Across from her, a glass-topped table stood by the entrance to one more room…the private bedroom.

That’s where she’d put the vases. Where Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson practiced her most effective influence over the king.

As she stepped toward the bedroom, she heard something.

A soft, breathy…whistle. A melody.

Her heart stopped, and then kicked into double time. Who on earth was whistling in Louis’s bedroom? She listened intently, closing her eyes to focus on the sound.

Was that Mozart? Possibly. Certainly the kind of tune Jeanne-Antoinette might have hummed while preparing for a late-night tryst with her king.

Should she march in and face…what? A ghost? A guard?

As much as she wanted to see the Plums, she didn’t particularly relish an encounter with a surly French night guard. Not even one who whistled classical music.

Still, she had every right to be there. Clearing her throat, she called out, “Is anyone there?”

The whistling stopped immediately.

Taking a step into the room, she peered into the shadows, her gaze moving over the tables and heavily embroidered canopy over the bed. The room was empty.
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