








ACCLAIM FOR JAYNE ANN KRENTZ’S SPLENDID NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLERS


EYE OF THE BEHOLDER

“The prolific Krentz…once again demonstrates her knack for page-turning plots that masterfully inveigle and misdirect readers up to a surprising denouement.”

—Publishers Weekly

“In the eye of the romance reader, Jayne Ann Krentz remains one of the great authors of the decade…. This wonderful writer always provides an entertaining story. Readers will relish the exciting story line. The lead protagonists are a warm, intrepid duo.”

—barnesandnoble.com

“Krentz weaves her magic in this exciting and passionate tale. She leads us into a maze of puzzles and adventures which we don’t want to end. Read, absorb, and enjoy.”

—Rendezvous

“[A] fun-filled and sensational tale by the incomparable Jayne Ann Krentz. Ms. Krentz is batting a thousand.”

—Romantic Times

FLASH

“Once again, Jayne Ann Krentz brings wit and intelligence to her distinctive, sure-fire recipe for contemporary romantic suspense…. As always, Krentz pairs two equally strong people, endowing them with just enough quirks to make them real, and provides plenty of plot twists to keep her story humming. Flash is romantic suspense of the highest order.”

—amazon.com

“Flash glitters and glows with all of Jayne Ann Krentz’s patented humor and spice. Chalk up another winner for this perennial favorite.”

—Romantic Times

“[A] dazzling tale…. With superb style and skill, Krentz creates a series of false trails that cloak the identity of the threat… until the final, dramatic unveiling. This new element of suspense, plus Krentz’s trademark family squabbles and strong characters, will thrill her fans.”

—Booklist

“Flash has everything a reader could want—mystery, romance, humor, murder, and blackmail…. The final pages bring a surprising twist.”

—The Southern Pines Pilot (NC)

SHARP EDGES

“A fast-paced mystery.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Entertaining…. The dialogue cuts through with… sarcasm and snappy double entendres.”

—People

“A fast-paced, sexy, romantic mystery… with dangerous and passionate results.”

—Library Journal

“A little mystery, a little romance, a lot of fun.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“[A] brisk tale…. A risky time is had by all. And a good time is had by the reader.”

—Associated Press

DEEP WATERS

“Krentz, who sets the standard for mystery romance… has the perfect inscrutable hero, spunky heroine and dauntless pet.”

—Detroit Free Press

ABSOLUTELY, POSITIVELY

“[A] cheerful escapist package combining sex and mystery.”

—Cosmopolitan

TRUST ME

“The pace is brisk and the high-tech gloss fun.”

—Publishers Weekly

AND PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF JAYNE ANN KRENTZ WRITING AS JAYNE CASTLE

ORCHID

“[A] terrifically sexy romance…. With her typically offbeat humor and flair, Castle takes a pair of powerful, ‘unmatchable’ protagonists, sets them down in her innovative, synergistic world of St. Helen’s, and gives them a mystery to solve, villains to outwit, and a passion to explore.”

—Library Journal

ZINNIA

“One of the best futuristic romance[s] to come along…. A touching love story that will enthrall readers until the very last page.”

—Affaire de Coeur

AMARYLLIS

“Superb…. Charming…. The climax is a stunner. As always, this multitalented author has penned a work that is sure to please.”

—The Gothic Journal


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
This one is for Alberta Castle,
the best mother in the world.
And she just happens to be my mother.
Thanks for everything, Mom!



PROLOGUE
 [image: Image]


Avalon, Arizona
Twelve years earlier…

He swept into the house out of the hot desert night, an avenging warlock from the dark canyons carrying thunder and lighting in his fists.

Alexa froze at the top of the stairs when she heard his voice in the hall. Her sudden stillness was instinctive, the immediate, elemental reaction of any creature to the presence of a potential predator.

“I don’t know whether it was you or Guthrie who killed my father, Kenyon,” he said. “Hell, for all I know, the two of you planned it together.”

The night was warm, but Alexa shivered in the shadows above the hall. John Laird Trask was young, somewhere in his early twenties, but the taut control he exerted over his icy rage would have done credit to a man twice his age.

“You listen to me, son, and you listen good.” Lloyd Kenyon spoke with a calm authority that reverberated with an underlying sympathy. “No one murdered your father. Once you’ve had a chance to cool down and think about it, you’ll accept the facts. It was a tragic accident.”

“Bullshit. Dad was a good driver, and he knew that road. He didn’t go off Avalon Point by accident. One of you forced him over the edge.”

Alexa felt suddenly lightheaded. A strange, unfamiliar panic left her fighting for breath. Trask was threatening Lloyd. He was not only a much younger man, he was even bigger than Lloyd, who still had plenty of bulk and muscle left over from the days when he had run construction crews.

Her anxiety for Lloyd’s safety took her by surprise. Until tonight she would have sworn that she had no strong personal attachment to him. She and her mother had moved in with him eighteen months ago following her parents’ divorce. She had been careful to keep a cool distance between herself and this very large, unexciting, rock-steady businessman Vivien had married; careful to make sure Lloyd understood that he could never take the place of the charismatic hero who had been her real father.

It had been a year since Crawford Chambers had been killed by a sniper’s bullet. He had been halfway around the world at the time, photographing the latest in the long list of small, brutal civil wars that had made him a legend in journalism circles.

Crawford had been everything that Lloyd was not, a rakish, dashing, larger-than-life figure who lived life on the edge.

Her father would have been able to deal with Trask, Alexa thought. But staid, steady, unflappable Lloyd probably didn’t stand a chance.

Trask’s accusations were nothing but crazy talk, she told herself. Lloyd would never harm anyone.

She had to get to the phone.

The nearest instrument was at the foot of the stairs. With an enormous effort of will, she fought through the temporary paralysis. She went silently, cautiously, down the steps.

“It was raining that night.” Lloyd’s voice was calm, infused with reason. “This is what we call our monsoon season. Downpours are common. That stretch of the road is treacherous. Everyone around here knows that. I’ve always said that portion of Cliff Drive should be closed during a storm.”

“The rain had passed by the time Dad got into the car,” Trask said. “I checked with the cops.”

“The roads were still wet. Even the best driver can make a mistake.”

“This was no mistake,” Trask said. “I know all about the partnership between the three of you. And I know about the offer from that hotel chain. Dad was murdered because someone wanted him out of the way.”

Alexa realized he believed every word he said. She knew that he was wrong, at least about Lloyd. But Trask was clearly convinced that his father had been murdered.

She sensed her mother’s presence on the steps behind her. She glanced over her shoulder. Vivien’s fine-boned, ascetic face was taut with anxiety as she listened to the two men quarrel.

“You think I was involved in some kind of bizarre conspiracy to kill your father?” Lloyd’s voice rose in disbelief. “That’s outrageous.”

“I looked through some of Dad’s papers this afternoon. I heard about the quarrel at the country club the night he died. It didn’t take me long to put it all together.”

“Business partners sometimes disagree. It’s a fact of life, son.”

“That argument was more than a disagreement. I talked to the bartender at the club. He said the three of you nearly came to blows.”

“Guthrie gets a little hotheaded when he drinks,” Lloyd admitted. “But I restrained him. There was no physical stuff.”

“Maybe not then. But you and Guthrie knew that Dad would never agree to sell the Avalon Mansion property to that chain. So one of you found a way to get rid of him.”

“Damn it, I’ve had enough.” Lloyd’s voice hardened. “I’m trying to be patient. I know you’ve had a hellish few days, and I know you’ve got a lot of responsibility to shoulder. But you’re going too far here.”

“Believe me, Kenyon, I haven’t even started.”

“You’re going to have to get your priorities straight, Trask. You’ve got your brother to think about. He’s only seventeen, and you’re all the family that boy has left in the world.”

“Thanks to you or Guthrie.”

“That’s a damn lie. When you come to your senses and calm down, you’ll see that. Meanwhile, you’d better start thinking about the future. You’ve got your work cut out.”

“Don’t talk to me about my work, you son-of-a-bitch.”

“Someone better talk to you about it. You’re going to have to get through the fallout from your father’s bankruptcy and take care of your brother at the same time. That’s a man-sized job. You need to get focused and stay that way. You can’t afford to waste your energy chasing a wild conspiracy fantasy.”

“I don’t need you to tell me what I have to do, Kenyon. I’ll take care of Nathan, and I’ll take care of myself. But one day I’ll find out what really happened at Avalon Point the night Dad died.”

Alexa reached the bottom of the stairs. Neither man noticed her. They were intent only on each other. Lloyd had his back to her as he confronted Trask.

This was the first time she had seen John Laird Trask in person. She knew from what Lloyd had said that his family came from Seattle. It had been Harry Trask’s plan to restore the old Avalon Mansion and turn it into a destination resort. The project had brought him to Arizona on a frequent and regular basis during the past year. His two sons had remained in Seattle.

Alexa paid little attention to Lloyd’s business affairs even though he managed the inheritance she had received from her grandmother. As a result, she knew almost nothing about Harry Trask and even less about his sons.

But after tonight she knew that she would never forget John Laird Trask.

From where she stood she could see him looming in the hall, taking up far too much space. The warm glow of the overhead fixture did nothing to soften the sinister angles of his face and jaw. She could feel the energy waves of his fury.

She was only a step away from the phone now. She took a deep breath, stretched out her hand, and picked up the receiver.

“If you don’t go away right now, Mr. Trask, I’m going to call the police,” she said with a fierceness that startled her as much as it did everyone else.

Both men swung around to stare at her, but it was Trask’s relentless green-gold gaze that riveted her. For an instant she could not move. Her hand clenched around the phone.

“It’s all right, Alexa.” Lloyd’s face gentled as he looked at her standing there with the phone clutched in her hand. “Everything is under control. Trask is leaving now. Isn’t that right, Trask?”

Trask continued to watch Alexa for another second or two, as if assessing both her and her threat. Abruptly he turned away, dismissing her with a cold disdain that sent another chill through her.

“Yeah, I’m going now, Kenyon,” he said. “But one day I’ll come back for the truth. And when I do, someone will pay. Count on it.”

Without another word, he walked out into the night.

A startling silence gripped the entire house for a few endless seconds.

Then Lloyd exhaled deeply and quietly closed the front door. He turned to give Alexa a reassuring smile.

“Don’t worry, he didn’t mean any of that nonsense.”

She thought about the pitiless determination she had seen in Trask’s eyes. “Yes, he did.”

Outside a pickup truck engine roared to life.

Vivien came slowly down the stairs. “He sounded very serious, Lloyd. Do you think he might come back to cause trouble?”

“Nah. That was the pain of a young man who has just lost his father talking.” Lloyd put his arm around his wife. He looked at Alexa with perceptive eyes. “You know what he’s going through, don’t you, honey?”

The phone buzzed. Alexa realized that she still held the receiver in a death grip. Slowly she replaced it. “Yes,” she said. “I guess I know how he feels.”

“He was just lashing out at the nearest target and I was it.” Lloyd shook his head. “Trask has got some tough times ahead of him. His father was a great one for dreaming up projects, but he wasn’t much good at the bottom line. He left his finances in a shambles. And then there’s young Nathan to worry about.”

“Do you think that Trask will be able to handle things?” Vivien asked uneasily. “He’s only twenty-three years old.”

“He’ll be okay.” Lloyd raised his bushy gray brows. “But I’ll contact the lawyer who’s handling Harry’s estate in the morning and see what I can do about arranging some financial assistance.”

Alexa hugged herself and listened to the pickup roar off into the night. “Trask won’t take your money, Lloyd.”

“After he calms down and realizes what he’s up against, he’ll see that it’s the only reasonable thing to do,” Lloyd said.

“No.” Alexa thought about the savage determination that had blazed in Trask’s eyes. “He won’t accept any help from you or anyone else.”

“Thank heavens he’s gone,” Vivien whispered. “I don’t mind telling you that he scared me.”

“Once young Trask is back in Seattle he’ll settle down and get on with his life,” Lloyd said.

Alexa stared at him. In the short time she had known him, she had learned that he was usually quite accurate when it came to judging people. She was amazed by his failure to comprehend the obvious.

“You’re wrong,” she said. “He’s gone for now. But he’ll come back someday.”
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Seattle, Washington
The present…

“Damn it, this isn’t about opening another hotel, JL, it’s about your obsession with revenge.” Nathan planted his hands on the polished glass surface of the desk and scowled at Trask through the lenses of his gold-rimmed glasses. “This is about what happened to Dad all those years ago. Admit it.”

“For the last time, I’m going to Avalon on company business.” Trask leaned back in the gray leather chair and steepled his fingers. “I thought I’d made that clear.”

Only Nathan still called him by the initials, JL. To the rest of the company and the world he was simply Trask, president and CEO of Avalon Resorts, Inc. It had been that way for five years, ever since he had left his position with Carrington-Towne Hotels to go out on his own.

“I don’t like it.” Nathan shoved himself away from the desk and thrust his hands into the pockets of his trousers. He stalked to the window and stared moodily out at the soft rain that drizzled over Seattle. “You’ve been obsessed with that property down in Arizona ever since you managed to buy it from Carrington-Towne two years ago.”

“I’m focused on it, not obsessed with it. There’s a difference.”

“There sure as hell is, and take it from me, your attitude toward this project definitely comes under the heading of obsession. There was no good reason for us to acquire the old Avalon Mansion in the first place.”

“Yes, there was,” Trask said. “It was a steal.”

Nathan snorted. “Only because it’s been a financial disaster for every hotel and resort development company that has ever tried to do anything with it. Dad wasn’t the only one who went broke trying to make it work. Even Carrington-Towne decided it wasn’t worth the cost of gutting the old mansion and turning it into a hotel.”

“It won’t be a disaster for us,” Trask said with absolute certainty. He was not the dreamer Harry had been, but he knew that he was very good at the hotel business. “Dad always said that Avalon would eventually become the next Sedona. He was right. He was twelve years ahead of his time, but he was right.”

Nathan raised his eyes to the ceiling, apparently seeking patience from on high. “I’m not arguing the point. And I’m not saying that the new resort won’t fly. Unlike Dad, you can make it work.”

“Damn right, I can make it work.” Trask felt no particular obligation to be modest about what was a simple, incontrovertible fact. “I may not be the creative type, but I know a good fantasy when I see one. And that’s what we’re in the business of selling. Fantasy.”

Avalon, Arizona, with its surreal landscape of sculpted red rocks, mysterious sandstone canyons, and shatteringly spectacular sunsets, had caught the attention of artists, writers, retirees, and the New Age crowd several years ago.

A handful of small inns and bed-and-breakfasts as well as a trendy metaphysical retreat called the Dimensions Institute had operated successfully for several years in Avalon. The new Avalon Resort & Spa, however, would be the first large, world-class hotel designed to attract the increasing number of tourists who had begun to discover the region.

“Avalon is going to be very hot in the next few years.” Trask watched the cold rain come down outside the window and thought of the heat of that Arizona night twelve years ago. “We’ll be there to ride the wave.”

“I’m not doubting your instincts for this kind of thing.” Nathan glanced uneasily at him. “It’s just that I have a feeling this property is different from the others for you. The closer we get to the opening, the weirder you get.”

“There’s nothing weird about my going down for the official opening of the resort. I go to every opening.”

“Sure, but you don’t make plans to hang around for a month or two afterward.”

“You know that I’ve been thinking that it might be a good idea for me to spend more time in the field.” Trask smiled. “What’s the point of having an office and an owner’s suite at each of the properties if I don’t use them once in a while?”

Nathan swung around abruptly, intelligent eyes narrowed behind the lenses of his glasses. “Let me handle the opening down in Avalon, JL.”

Trask tapped his fingers together very gently as he considered the best way to deal with his brother.

Nathan had graduated from the University of Washington with a degree in architecture. He was the creative powerhouse responsible for the unique design concepts of each Avalon Resort.

Their mother, who had died shortly after Nathan was born, had bequeathed not only her artistic flair but also her light brown hair and warm hazel eyes to her youngest son.

Women considered Nathan good-looking. He had never lacked for dates. But he had been politely oblivious to every woman who had come along until he had fallen like the proverbial ton of bricks for Sarah Howe. The two had been married within four months of meeting each other. Trask had had his reservations, the chief one being that he considered Nathan too young to marry.

But, then, what did he know about marriage? His own had been a carefully considered decision made with the same attention to detail he applied to all his business affairs. It had proved to be a spectacular failure.

Nathan and Sarah, however, seemed blissfully happy. Any day now they would become parents.

Parents. It struck Trask as very strange to think of his little brother becoming a father.

From out of nowhere, he had a sudden, searing memory of standing with Nathan at Harry’s funeral. That was when it had hit him for the first time that Nathan was now his responsibility. It would be his job to make sure that his younger brother had a roof over his head, went to college, and got started in life.

Trask knew he would never forget the raw fear that had descended on him at that moment. He had just come from the lawyer’s office, where it had been explained to him that Harry had died on the brink of bankruptcy. Every major possession left, including the house in Seattle, was in jeopardy.

With an effort of will, Trask blanked the screen inside his head. He wondered if he should be worried about the fact that the old images were coming back with increasing frequency.

He had thought that the disturbing mental snapshots had all faded to distant memories. They had not troubled him much in recent years, perhaps because he had been consumed with one major crisis after another. Back at the beginning there had been the basic problem of keeping Nathan and himself afloat financially. Simultaneously he’d had to deal with his brother’s grief, as well as his own mixed bag of anger and guilt.

When the dust had settled after the bankruptcy, he had focused on his long-term goal, the creation of Avalon Resorts, Inc. He’d continued to work construction for a couple of years, the kind of hard, heavy jobs that had financed his and later Nathan’s education. And then he’d gone to work for Carrington-Towne. His success with the dynamic hotel conglomerate had helped him launch Avalon Resorts, Inc.

The business had been a godsend in ways other than financial. It had provided an outlet for the restless energy that burned within him. It had forced the shards of memories to the distant corners of his mind.

But now the unpleasant pictures were becoming sharper and more vivid again. All of them had one thing in common. They were connected to his father’s death.

He didn’t need a shrink to tell him that it was the plan to return to Avalon that was causing the images and the guilt that went with them to flash across the screen in his mind.

Nathan stared glumly out the window. “I don’t like this, JL. I wish you weren’t going down there. I’ve got a bad feeling about it.”

“You know Glenda wants me there. She says she’s pulled in a lot of media because of the hotel’s art collection, and she wants to take advantage of it.”

“I know.” Nathan massaged the back of his neck. “We’ll get a tremendous amount of press out of that collection.”

“You’d better be right. When I think of what we paid that consultant…”

Nathan smiled wryly. “Edward Vale was worth every penny. He’s one of the best corporate art consultants in the country. He’s got contacts throughout the art world, and that’s what it takes to pull together a great corporate art collection. Contacts.”

“All I care about is that the company gets its money’s worth.”

“Does it ever worry you that you might be a little too focused on the bottom line, JL?”

Trask contemplated that briefly. “No.”

“We’re talking about art here. There are reasons other than the bottom line for putting together a great collection.”

“Not for a corporation.”

“What about the prestige factor?” Nathan swept out a hand as he warmed to his topic. “What about good corporate citizenship? Responsibility to the community?”

Trask grunted.

“What about the knowledge that Avalon Resorts, Inc., will be doing its share to make a fine collection of art and antiques available for viewing by thousands of people who might not otherwise have the opportunity? What about the duty to preserve and protect some of the most interesting objets d’art of the early twentieth century for generations to come?”

“We operate hotels. Bookings are the bottom line.”

Nathan gave him an exasperated look. “I’m not worried about the collection, I’m worried about your fixation with the new resort. I want you to swear to me on a stack of Avalon Resorts quarterly reports that you’re not going back for revenge.”

“I’m going back to open the hotel that Dad dreamed of creating in Avalon,” Trask said softly.

He did not tell Nathan about the private investigator he had hired six months ago. He knew the information would only fuel his brother’s concern.

He was not going back for revenge, Trask thought. He was going back to get the truth.

After he had the answers to his questions there would be plenty of time to think about revenge.
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Avalon, Arizona
The present…

Alexa Chambers walked slowly around the slender bronze satyr set in the green marble and wood base. She paused to trail a palm across the muscular hindquarters of the half-man, half-goat figure. Her gaze fell on the satyr’s lovingly detailed genitalia.

She grimaced and looked up quickly. She could have sworn the satyr gave her a lewd wink.

Something was wrong with the bronze. She recognized the craftsmanship all too well.

Anger hummed in her, but she forced herself to remain calm and professional. There was too much riding on this project. She could not screw up now.

“It’s one of the best fakes I’ve ever seen, Edward,” she said evenly, “but it’s definitely a fake. This is not an Icarus Ives piece.”

“A fake?” Edward Vale’s chin dropped visibly. “Are you mad? I paid Paxton Forsyth a fortune for Dancing Satyr.”

“It was Avalon Resorts’ money, not your own. Call Forsyth, tell him you’ve had Dancing Satyr independently appraised, and you want to return it.”

Edward briefly closed his eyes. A shudder went through his elegant frame. “You know I can’t do that. It would be as good as telling Forsyth that he had been fooled himself. Or, worse, that he’d deliberately misrepresented the piece. Either way, if word got out that I’d questioned his opinion, he’d be furious. He’d never deal with me again.”

Alexa met Edward’s eyes over the top of the satyr’s horned head. “Want me to talk to him for you?”

“No, no, for God’s sake don’t even think about it.” Edward flapped his professionally manicured hands wildly. “If you call Forsyth to tell him you think Dancing Satyr is a, uh, reproduction—”

“Not a reproduction, Edward. A fake. A forgery. A fraud.”

“We don’t know that.” He eyed the figure. “It could be an honest copy, some artist’s homage to Icarus Ives created years ago that accidentally got passed off as the real thing.”

“If you believe that, I’ve got a genuine Avalon energy vortex tuning fork that I can sell you.”

Edward groaned. “We both know that you can’t call Paxton Forsyth. If you do he’ll suspect that you’re my Deco authority on this project. I would be ruined.”

Alexa propped one shoulder against the plaster replica of a Roman column that stood behind her. She folded her arms.

“Ruined?”

“Let’s be honest here, Alexa. Neither of us can afford to take any risks at this delicate stage. From all accounts Trask has got a thing about getting his money’s worth. He approved me as art consultant on this project on the basis of my reputation. If he gets word that you’re working with me, he might very well explode.”

“How bloody inconvenient.”

Edward bounced a little on the toes of his beige oxfords. He fixed her with a grim look. “More to the point, he’ll probably fire me and we’ll both be out our commissions.”

Alexa pursed her lips. “I guess that is the bottom line, isn’t it?”

“It certainly is. And Trask is said to be very big on bottom lines.” Edward gave her a pleading look. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance that you’re wrong about Dancing Satyr?”

Alexa gave a ladylike snort. “Take a good look at the thing.”

“I did take a good look at it when I bought it from Forsyth. I didn’t see a damn thing wrong with it.” Edward glared at the bronze. “It’s a magnificent satyr. A perfect example of the French influence on American sculpture during the Deco period.”

“That’s the whole point,” Alexa said softly. “It’s a little too good.”

Edward blinked and then scowled. “I beg your pardon?”

She waved a disgusted hand at the bronze. “Look at the finesse of the zigzag design worked into the hair. And the sense of balance in the Egyptian-style pose of the arms. The energy in the arrangement of the feet or hooves or whatever it is satyrs have. What about the, shall we say, earthy expression on the features?”

“A sense of sophisticated sensuality is a classic element of the Art Deco style,” Edward reminded her quickly.

“Deco sensuality is icy and dark. This is too warm and lively. Besides, Ives’s work is more heavy-handed than this.” Alexa paused, searching for the right words. “It’s colder.”

“Are you sure?” Edward studied the figure.

“I’m sure.” There was no point in being self-deprecating about it. When it came to this kind of thing, she was almost never wrong. Edward knew that better than most.

“The provenance is impeccable.” Edward sounded as though he was trying to convince himself rather than her. “After all, the piece came from the Paxton Forsyth Gallery. He’s been dealing to the most important collectors for over thirty years. His reputation is—”

“I know,” Alexa interrupted. “His reputation is everything that mine is not.”

Edward drew himself up, an impressive sight in his off-white linen jacket and matching, pleated trousers. Alexa allowed herself a tiny spark of pure envy. Edward was one of those rare individuals whose innate sense of style allowed him to actually wear summer-weight linen suits without looking like an unmade bed.

“Not to put too fine a point on it,” he said, “yes. Your reputation is downright shaky, and we both know it. Damn it, Alexa, there are times when we in the trade have to consider the pragmatic angle.”

“Pragmatic?”

“You know what I’m trying to say here. Trask is a corporate collector. We both know that guys like him buy art to get publicity and to impress their fellow corporate honchos. It’s an image thing.”

“I can just see Trask out on the golf course with his corporate buddies,” Alexa mused. “‘My hotel’s art collection is bigger than your hotel’s art collection.’”

Edward’s mouth twisted. “Crude but accurate. Corporate art collections are trophies for CEOs, just like new, young wives. The point is, Trask will never question a work purchased through the Paxton Forsyth Gallery and neither will anyone else.”

“Because the Forsyth reputation is unassailable.”

“Exactly. No offense, but the truth is Trask would have every reason to discount your professional opinion.” He swept out a hand to indicate Alexa’s cluttered stock room. “I mean, just look at what you’re doing for a living these days. The word tacky comes to mind.”

Alexa refused to acknowledge the hit. She did not even wince. But then, she reflected, she’d had a lot of practice keeping her expression cool and unfazed whenever the subject of her past arose.

It had been a little more than a year since the art forgery scandal that had crushed her budding career as an expert in early-twentieth-century art and antiques. In the blink of an eye, she had lost her most important asset in the world of art, her reputation as an honest dealer.

Following the humiliating debacle at the once-prestigious McClelland Gallery in Scottsdale, she had returned to Avalon to lick her wounds and plot her comeback. Step One of her big plan was to go to ground while the worst of the gossip dissipated.

Her small business, Elegant Relic, was only a stopgap measure designed to occupy her time and energy while she schemed to make her triumphant return to the art world.

The shop specialized in inexpensive replicas of ancient, medieval, and gothic relics. She did a lively trade with the New Age and metaphysical types, as well as people who were fascinated by the symbolism and pageantry of the past.

She could not complain, she thought. She had even learned to take some satisfaction in the success of Elegant Relic. As Lloyd had promised, she had learned a lot about running her own business in the process. She had certainly come a long way since the disaster at McClelland.

Like the replicas she sold, she was very good at presenting a false facade to the world. She could fake a cool nonchalance about her former career. But deep inside, the hunger to reestablish herself smoldered.

Edward Vale and the Avalon Resort & Spa collection of Art Deco was her ticket back to the world she loved. She must not blow this golden opportunity.

“What do you want me to say, Edward? You paid for my opinion on Dancing Satyr, and I gave it to you. You know I’m right.”

Edward pushed back the edges of his off-white jacket and planted his hands on his hips. He glared at the bronze statue. “Damn, damn, damn.”

“You should have had me examine the piece before you bought it.”

“I told you, there was another bidder. I had to make a decision on the spot.” Edward groaned. “Who’d have thought that Forsyth would make a mistake like this?”

Alexa said nothing. The professional opinions of dealers of Forsyth’s stature were almost never questioned.

“Damn, damn, damn,” Edward said again.

Alexa eyed him. “What are you going to do about Dancing Satyr?”

“I don’t know.” Edward slanted her a sly, speculative glance. “I’ve got to think about it.”

A tingle of alarm zinged through Alexa. “What’s to think about? It’s a fake.”

“According to you,” he murmured.

Panic replaced alarm. “Edward, you know I’m never wrong about this kind of thing.”

His gaze slid away from hers. “No one is right one hundred percent of the time. If push comes to shove, it’s Forsyth’s opinion against yours. As the corporate art consultant for Avalon Resorts, Inc., I have every right to go with Forsyth’s verdict. In fact, I’ve got a clear responsibility to credit his professional expertise.”

Alexa straightened abruptly away from the Roman column. “Don’t tell me you’re planning to add this piece to the hotel’s collection.”

“Why not?” Edward’s artificially tanned jaw set in mutinous lines. “It’s been certified by no less than Paxton Forsyth himself.”

“Damn it, Edward, you can’t put Dancing Satyr into the Avalon Resort collection.”

“Give me one good reason why it shouldn’t be added.”

She took a step toward him. “I’ve given you the best possible reason. It’s not an Icarus Ives. It’s a fake.”

“So you say.”

“Yes, so I say.”

She was stunned to realize that she was on the verge of losing her temper. This was crazy. She had to watch her step or risk destroying everything she hoped to gain with this venture.

Edward had every right to take Forsyth’s opinion over hers, she told herself. As he had just pointed out, most people would say that he had a duty to take the reputable gallery’s opinion over hers.

This was business, she reminded herself. Her future was at stake. She must stay calm. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize her new working relationship with Edward Vale.

They had known each other since her days with the McClelland Gallery. When she’d learned that he had landed the plum assignment to select the Art Deco pieces that would be installed in the new Avalon Resort, she had approached him with her offer to consult anonymously.

Edward had leaped at the opportunity to take advantage of her expertise. He knew better than anyone else just how good she was at her work. On top of that, he had reason to be grateful to her. She had saved him from becoming one of McClelland’s victims. He owed her, and he knew it.

They had struck a bargain. She had been his secret consultant on the Avalon Resorts project. She had done all the work, but Edward would take all the credit, at least initially.

If things went well and the reviews were favorable, he would leak the fact that she had assisted him on the project. The reviewers and others who considered themselves experts on the Art Deco style would not be able to retract their authoritative opinions without making themselves look like fools.

Alexa’s vision of her potentially rosy future shimmered before her. With luck the reviews, articles, and feature stories in the major journals and publications that served the art world would bring in other consulting opportunities. Private collectors would seek her out. Museum curators and gallery owners would begin to call on her again.

It would take time, but she was determined to shed the taint of fraud that had tarnished her career.

Everything depended on this project, she thought. The glittering reception the hotel management planned to celebrate the opening of the new resort would attract a host of VIPs. There would be influential people not only from the tourism industry, but also from a variety of Southwest and West Coast museums and galleries.

Edward had told her that a reporter for Twentieth-Century Artifact was scheduled to attend the reception. The journal was considered a bible to everyone involved in the business of buying and selling the art and antiques of the twentieth century. It was TCA’s “Insider’s Notes” column that had done the most damage to her reputation following the McClelland fiasco.

No, she definitely could not afford to annoy Edward Vale.

On the other hand, she could not abide the thought of Dancing Satyr in the Avalon Resort collection. She had invested too much time, energy, and sheer passion on that collection. It was perfect, and it was hers.

“I understand your position.” She gave him her best shot at a placating smile. “But you’ve said yourself there will be a lot of experts at the hotel when it’s opened. Why take a chance that one of them will recognize Dancing Satyr as a fake?”

Edward shook his head. “Highly unlikely that will happen. It’s good enough to fool me and Paxton Forsyth. What are the odds that there will be someone in the crowd who’s got your instincts? I’ve never met anyone else who’s got your feel.”

She had nothing left to lose. It was time to grovel. “Please, Edward. I’m throwing myself on your mercy. Leave it out of the collection as a favor to me.”

He looked pained. “This is business. I spent a good-sized chunk of my total budget on Dancing Satyr. Trask may not know art, but he does know money. Sooner or later someone will take a look at the invoices. What the hell am I supposed to say? ‘Sorry, Mr. Trask, I dropped a bundle of your money on a fake statue and had to throw it away’?”

“We’ve got time.” Alexa tried for a cross between coaxing and persuasive. “It’s not as though Trask will personally inspect the invoices. This is a corporate project. Heck, he’ll probably never even see the bill. It will be handled by the company accountants, and it will take months to go through the process.”

Edward hesitated. “I don’t know, Alexa. From what I’ve been told, Trask keeps an eye on every aspect of his business.”

She cast about in desperation. “Look, I’ll make a deal with you. Promise me you’ll leave Dancing Satyr out of the collection until after the opening night reception.”

“Alexa—”

“Let the art critics and the gallery crowd see the good stuff that night. Give the media a chance to write the reviews. Wait until TCA tells the world that Avalon Resorts, Inc., houses a museum-caliber display of Art Deco. Then you can slip this stupid statue back into the collection if you really think it’s genuine.”

Edward bounced on his toes again while he considered her offer. Alexa waited, intensely aware of the swift beat of her own pulse.

“I’ll think about it,” Edward said finally.

Alexa breathed deeply and allowed herself to relax slightly.

“Thanks.” She smiled. “You’ll be doing yourself a favor by leaving this piece out. Like I said, why take the risk that someone else might recognize that it’s a fake?”

“You’re the only one who seems to think it’s not a genuine Ives.” He shot the cuff of his pale linen jacket and recoiled in apparent shock when he saw the face of his black and silver watch. “Look, I’ve got to run. There are a million things that have to be done to prepare for the reception.”

“I understand.”

“Give me a hand with this, will you?” Edward stooped to grasp the hindquarters of Dancing Satyr.

“Sure.” Alexa took hold of the figure’s head. “Sheesh. Not exactly a lightweight piece, is it?”

“No.” Edward backed cautiously through the cluttered stockroom toward the rear door. “By the way, the Clarice Cliff teapots arrived from Harbin’s this morning. They’ll be gorgeous in that display case in the east wing.”

“Yes, I know. I chose them, remember? It took me months to hunt down a good representative selection. Then I had to pry them out of the collectors ‘hands.”

“Bribe them, you mean.”

“The good stuff rarely comes cheap.” Lugging her half of the bronze, she followed him through the maze of artistically broken columns, scrolled pedestals, and winged lions that littered the back room of Elegant Relic. “Edward, about Dancing Satyr…”

“Get the door, will you?”

“Right.”

She lowered her end of the figure to the floor and hurried around Edward to open the rear door. She peered out into the alley that served the boutiques and galleries in Avalon Plaza. It was too early in the day for any of the other establishments to be open, but she nevertheless took pains to be certain that there was no one around.

It would not do for anyone to notice her and Edward carrying a large Art Deco–style statue out of Elegant Relic.

She and Edward had not concealed the fact that they were acquainted with each other, but they had kept absolutely mum about the extent of their past and present association.

“All clear.”

She went back to help Edward hoist the statue.

Together they carted it out to the unmarked white van that stood in the alley. Edward set his end down and slid open the vehicle’s side door.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

They maneuvered it into the van. Edward quickly slammed the door closed.

Alexa dusted off her hands. “Edward?”

“Yes?” He dug out his keys and started toward the front of the van.

“There’s just one more thing,” she said very firmly.

He glanced warily back over his shoulder. “What’s that?”

“I haven’t received my invitation to the hotel opening yet. It should have come by now.”

“Yes, I suppose it should have arrived,” he said vaguely.

“I’d use the one that got sent to my mother and Lloyd since they’re both in Maui for a month. But it very clearly states that it’s for Mr. and Mrs. Kenyon.”

“I’ll look into it,” Edward said much too glibly.

“You promised, Edward.” It was time to get tough. Edward was very good at weaseling if he was given half a chance. “It was part of our arrangement, remember?”

He sighed. “I know, I know. But it’s risky. What if Trask recognizes you and somehow puts you together with the McClelland forgery affair?”

“I told you, Trask has only seen me once, and that was only for a few minutes twelve years ago. I was a scrawny teenager at the time, and he had other things on his mind. He wouldn’t remember me even if he did happen to see me at the reception. And there is no way he could tie me to the McClelland affair unless someone told him about it.”

“I don’t know.” Edward looked dubious. “I hear he’s a take-no-prisoners kind of guy if he thinks he’s been crossed.”

“No one’s crossed him. He’s getting what he’s paid for.”

“Yes, of course,” Edward said quickly. “But you know that perception is everything in our business. If he even suspects that he’s been had, we’re doomed.”

“Even if, by some hellacious bit of luck, Trask does see me at the reception and even if he does happen to recognize me and if he can associate me with the McClelland scandal, which is highly unlikely since he’s not into art, he’d still have no way of knowing that I was the expert who selected the art in his new hotel.”

“Well…”

“I haven’t said a word about working for you on this project, and I know you’ve kept quiet about it. Who’s going to tell Trask?”

“I suppose that’s true.”

Sensing weakness, Alexa pounced. “Look, I give you my word I’ll wear black and stay out of sight behind the potted palms. There will be a huge crowd at the hotel on the night of the reception. Trask will never even know I’m there.”

Edward studied her with an unusually thoughtful glint in his light gray eyes. “Are you sure you want to attend?”

“Are you kidding?” She stared at him, outraged. “I’ve put several quarts of my life’s blood into assembling the Avalon Resort collection. Of course I want to be at the reception. I told you at the start that it was important to me.”

“I thought maybe you might have changed your mind,” Edward mumbled.

“What on earth made you think I’d do that?”

Edward twitched his discretely padded shoulders. He was clearly uncomfortable. “During the past few days it has come to my attention that not everyone here in Avalon is thrilled to have Trask back in town, even for a short time.”

“So?”

Edward gave her a straight look as he opened the driver’s door. “So, according to the talk I heard, one of the people who apparently would rather not have Trask here is your stepfather.”

“Lloyd is not my stepfather,” she said automatically. “He’s the man my mother married after my parents were divorced. There’s a difference, at least as far as I’m concerned. And what do you know about Trask and Lloyd, anyway?”

“As little as possible, I assure you.” Edward shot her a meaningful look as he got behind the wheel. “You know my motto. Never get too curious about the client. That way lies madness.”

“Edward, who told you about Lloyd and Trask?”

He inclined his head significantly at two of the other doors in the alleyway. “I overheard Joanna Bell and that fellow who owns the bookstore, Dylan Fenn, talking about it. I got the impression there was some bad blood between Trask and a couple of folks who had once been in a partnership with his father. True?”

Alexa glanced at the doors in question. One was the rear entrance of Joanna’s Crystal Rainbow, a popular gallery that featured stone and crystal jewelry.

Alexa had met Joanna shortly after Elegant Relic had opened. They were not close friends, but they had gotten to know each other as business neighbors. Joanna was the half-sister of the charismatic Webster Bell, owner and resident guru of the trendy metaphysical retreat called the Dimensions Institute.

The second door was the rear exit of Spheres, a metaphysically oriented bookshop owned and operated by Dylan Fenn.

Alexa turned back to Edward. “Whatever gossip you heard is more than a decade out of date. Forget it.”

“Happy to oblige.” Edward turned the key in the van’s ignition. “As I said, my policy is not to get curious about the client.”

“Edward, about my reception invitation…”

“All right, all right.” He gave her a smile that showed off his nicely capped teeth. “If you’re sure you really want to go to the ball, Cinderella, I’ll arrange it. Just remember to stay out of sight while you’re there. I have it on good authority that, whatever else he may be, Trask is no prince.”

“I’m not looking for a prince. All I want is to get back my career.”

Understanding softened Edward’s expression. “I know, Alexa. Hang in there. If anyone can make it happen, you can.”

She stood watching as Edward drove slowly out of the alley. After a while she turned and went back into the crowded stock room.

She wondered why she had not told Edward that Dancing Satyr was not just a very skillful forgery. It was a McClelland piece.

Mac was back in business.
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She saw the Jeep first. A layer of desert grit dulled the dark green paint, evidence of a long drive. The vehicle was parked on the side of the road above Avalon Point. The sight of it brought her to a halt on the path.

It was not unusual to see a tourist stopped here at the Point. The sun was about to set, and the view of the stark, red rock landscape with its towers and canyons was magnificent at this time of day.

Alexa glanced around, searching for the Jeep’s driver.

It took her a moment to find him. He stood deep in the long shadow cast by a stone outcropping.

The first thing that struck her was that he was on the wrong side of the waist-high metal rail that had been erected a few years ago to protect sightseers. Alarm shot through her. He was much too close to the edge of the Point.

He seemed oblivious to the vibrant beauty of the spectacular terrain set afire by the dying light. As Alexa watched, he gazed broodingly down into the brush-choked canyon. There was a dark intensity about him, as though he were engaged in reading omens and portents.

Sometimes an overly ambitious amateur photographer took one too many risks in an attempt to get the perfect sunset shot.

“Excuse me,” she said loudly. “That guard rail is there for a good reason. It’s dangerous to stand on the wrong side.”

The man in the shadows turned unhurriedly to look at her.

Her first thought was that he could have stepped straight out of a Tamara de Lempicka painting.

The artist who had become known as the quintessential Art Deco portraitist would have loved him, Alexa thought. De Lempicka had excelled at creating a dark, sinister, edgy energy around her subjects. She had been able to endow them with a highly charged sensuality and an icy, enigmatic aura.

But in this man’s case, she thought, de Lempicka would not have had to invent the ominous illusion. The painter’s only task would have been to capture the unsettling reality of it.

The jolt of recognition hit Alexa with such force she froze in mid-step.

Trask.

Twelve years older, harder, more dangerous, but unmistakably Trask. He looked even bigger than he had the last time. Lean and broad-shouldered, he still took up a lot of space. It was a wonder light did not bend to get around him.

He contemplated her for a moment.

“Thanks for the warning,” he said.

He made no move to get back behind the guard rail. It figured, she thought. This man was accustomed to standing on the edge of cliffs. She could tell that just by looking at him.

She realized she was holding her breath, waiting for him to recognize her. But he gave no indication that he remembered her from that long-ago scene in Lloyd’s hall. She told herself she should be enormously relieved.

She released the breath she had been holding.

A gust of wind broke the peculiar little trance that had gripped her. She managed to keep her polite-to-the-tourist smile firmly fixed in place.

“You really should move back to the right side of that railing.” She was horrified by the slightly breathless quality she heard in her own words. Get a grip, Alexa. “Didn’t you see the sign?”

“Yeah, I saw it.”

His voice was low and resonant. The voice of a man who did not have to speak loudly in order to get the attention of others. The voice of a man who was accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed.

She had pushed her luck far enough. Time to take her leave before he recalled her face. No sense taking chances. She searched for a suitable exit line.

“Are you lost? Can I give you directions?” she asked.

He looked amused. “I know where I am.”

“Well, in that case,” she said briskly, “I’ll be on my way. It’s getting late.”

He watched the breeze tangle her hair. “Can I give you a lift?”

“What? No.” Startled, she took a hasty step back, although he had made no move toward her. “I mean, thanks, but I live near here. I use this path for exercise.” Lord, now she was babbling.

His brows rose. “It’s all right. I’m not a serial killer.”

She kept smiling. “Yeah, sure, that’s what they all say.”

“I take it you’re the type who doesn’t take lifts from strangers?”

“No intelligent person accepts rides from strangers in this day and age.”

“Maybe I’d better introduce myself. My name is Trask. My company owns the new resort here in Avalon.”

Stay cool, Alexa. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Trask.”

“Just Trask.”

“Yes, well, best of luck with the new resort.” She retreated another step. “Everyone in town is very excited about it.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

She did not trust the cool amusement she saw in his eyes. She dropped her own polite smile.

“Welcome to Avalon, Trask.”

She turned quickly and walked swiftly away from him.

“Better hurry,” he said much too softly behind her. “I hear that night falls fast in the desert. It’ll be dark soon.”
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