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LOVE WON'T LET YOU get away...

Veronica's nemesis is back in town.

The one who got away with a million-dollar gemstone by charming the pants off a baby bodyguard.

But Veronica is now a highly trained FBI agent. She won't be distracted again.

Doesn't matter that the older, more experienced Clarissa is more charming than ever. Doesn't matter that she's now an A-list movie star who knows exactly how to make her fans fall in love.

Veronica is not a fangirl.

And Clarissa is going down.

Under another name and wearing another look, Clarissa was once accused of a bold heist she didn't commit. The old Clarissa had no choice but to flee Hollywood in disgrace.

But now she's back and on top of the world as an Oscar-nominated A-list movie star. 

And she plans to stay there.

Even though her old enemy is now an FBI agent― the perfect job for framing others for her audacious crimes.

Clarissa's going to put a stop to it.

And she's not above using her movie-star wiles to lure Veronica into the perfect honeytrap.

Caught is a high-steam 60,000-word second-chance enemies-to-lovers lesbian romance novel complete with movie industry intrigue, high-stakes passion, and the world's floofiest Tibetan Mastiff. This standalone novel includes no cheating and no cliffhangers, and it comes complete with a happily ever after.
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This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to anyone, any time, or any place is not intended and is merely coincidental. Cover models appear for illustration purposes only and have no relationship to any events in this story. Brief mentions of real persons, places, events, or products are used fictitiously and in accordance with fair use. All trademarks remain the properties of their owners. Some locations and a great many facts have been fictionalized for dramatic purposes.

Pinkie, the pink bottlenose dolphin of Louisiana, was first spotted as a calf in 2007 in Lake Calcasieu and continues to appear in the estuaries of southwest Louisiana. In 2017, the first unconfirmed report appeared stating she'd been spotted with a pink calf of her own.

The Bahia Emerald, valued at anywhere from one hundred to nine hundred million dollars, is a genuine uncut specimen. At the time of writing, almost every other fact about the stone remains in dispute.

Text ©2019 Tessa Vidal & Lovebird Press

Cover Design ©2019 Lovebird Press

Please respect the hard work of the author, and don't post this book to free, sharing, or pirate sites.
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Prologue
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Twelve Years Earlier

Ronnie

As I turned in a slow circle, I felt an unfamiliar chill on my bare legs. The stylist had put me in a silver sheath with a hem that fell to mid-thigh. An inconvenient length for concealing a weapon, especially paired with matching silver ankle boots.

Johannes DeWitte twinkled his pale blue eyes in approval. “You'll fit right in. Indeed, you could pass as a model yourself.”

“Hardly.” The walls of the vault around us were stacked floor to ceiling with steel lock-boxes, so I lowered my voice to reduce the echo. “I still think I would look more professional in...”

“My dear, we've had this discussion.” Whip-lean, he'd dabbled as a male model in the late seventies and still considered himself fashion-forward. The stylist had been one of his finds. “You're twenty-two. You're not wearing an off-the-rack pinstripe pantsuit to a Sean Sheen photoshoot.”

As Johannes never ceased to remind me, Sheen wasn't your grandmother's luxury jeweler. He styled himself as young, cool, and hip, an expert at inserting ridiculous over-the-top luxury items into everyday life― if your idea of everyday life was being a pop singer, a rap artist, or an A-list actor.

“Does anyone still say, ‘pantsuit?’” I asked. “It's a suit. And a thirty-million dollar stone demands...”

“It demands a beautiful model accompanied by her beautiful friend.”

This so-called beautiful friend was tempted to roll her eyes― perfectly ordinary brown eyes under perfectly ordinary brown bangs. I was the tall, plain smart girl who was all legs and no chest. As a student studying gemology and the history of jewelry design, I'd expected to work in offices, bank vaults, and upscale retail stores identifying and appraising fine gems.

Then the legendary Johannes DeWitte took me under his wing, and my job became a whole lot more.

“I'm the bodyguard in this movie, Johannes.” A nervous first-time bodyguard, secretly concerned the heels of my Chelsea boots could conceal nothing more dangerous than a two-inch ceramic blade. Johannes was a second father to me, but no man could understand how challenging it was to hide my slimline Glock 30S under the scanty fabric of a designer dress. “Your Navy SEAL buddy didn't teach me to bring a knife to a gunfight.”

“You'll do fine. You'll make me proud.”

“I certainly intend to.”

The gem was calling me again. Picking up my loupe, I took another long look into the square-cut twenty-carat red beryl at the center of the Sean Sheen platinum choker. Found only in a single mine in the Wah Wah Mountains of Utah, this blood-colored stone was even more costly than its famous cousin, the emerald.

Costly enough to have a name. The DeWitte Red Beryl.

A bell chimed. Tiny lights flashed red in a small electronic box next to the door.

“It's showtime.” Johannes used a twenty-four-karat gold USB drive to enter a code.

I closed my eyes for a second or two, long enough to center me. The red light was still blinking when I opened them again. And then green. The heavy steel door swung outward on silent hinges.

Breathe.

Two members of our security escort were moonlighting LAPD officers, but I was only aware of one of them. Bailey Flowers, my once and future ex. Tall and solid, built for endurance, she was one of those women you first meet in a bar when you're looking for a hookup. Somebody who looks like fun, somebody uncomplicated.

Funny how being uncomplicated gets so complicated. We'd already broken up and gotten back together twice before. I told myself three times would be the charm.

This time it's really over.

We avoided each other's eyes. Bailey, who was serving as the team leader today, pretended not to see me, but my naked legs made me feel exposed.

For insurance reasons, the DeWitte Beryl was always accompanied by armed security whenever it left the vault, even if it was going no farther than the lab down the hall. The final run through the electron microscope was another requirement. It didn't matter how good my eyes were or how many certifications I'd achieved as a gemologist. Lab-grown fakes had been good enough to confuse even the master's eye for decades. Thus the series of checks and double-checks each time the stone was signed in and out.

Bailey accepted the box, and her team marched out of the vault. They turned right, while Johannes and I turned left. I forced myself not to steal a final glance their way.

Our large reception area was furnished in beige and chocolate leather, making it resemble a first-class airport lounge with better-than-average light. A new intern was already circling the room with a silver tray of champagne. Her dress was shorter than mine, and her legs were longer. I waved off the alcohol. Started to check out the legs.

And then Malory Maine came through the door, and everybody else's legs became irrelevant.

So many models underwhelm in person. Their coltish legs and big heads photograph well, but in real life they can look downright lanky.

Malory Maine did not underwhelm. See, the thing is, I'd seen her file, both the stills and the video of a recent strut down a New York Fashion Week runway. It should have taken off the edge. Should have prepared me.

But nothing could have prepared me.

Twenty. Razor-cut cheekbones. Hair dyed some trendy shade of green buzzed almost to the scalp because her complexion was too perfect for her to need any hair.

According to the file, she came from an ordinary middle-class background― mom a fifth grade teacher, dad a manager of a retail athletic wear outlet. And yet her very walk projected a strong, “Dream on, you can't afford me” vibe.

When she shook my hand, she looked into my eyes, giving me a thrill of pleasure. She was gazing into me the way I'd gazed into the red beryl. Such attention is a form of flattery, and I couldn't help but respond.

“I'm so pleased to meet you, Veronica.” Her brown eyes were warm, her voice sincere.

“Nice to meet you too, Malory.”

Because of my work with fine gemstones, I had a habit of noticing tiny reflections on translucent surfaces. An odd glint around her irises caught my attention. She was wearing circle contacts. Who the hell wore brown contacts? The hair, the eyes... everything was calculated to deliberately underplay her striking looks. Only a genuine beauty could get away with that.

The handshake went on longer than it should. It seemed as if neither of us was willing to break contact. Even when the phalanx of security escorts entered the room, she made no move to reclaim her hand, and I took my time about releasing her grip.

“Some ground rules,” I said. “Sean Sheen's insurance requires the gem to never be more than twenty feet away from an armed security escort.”

Malory, her gaze as searching as any police patdown, looked up and down my silver sheath. “But I thought you were my escort.”

I touched her chin, and we locked eyes again. “I am.”

She never saw the Glock materialize in my hand until I stepped back.

“Wow.” She stepped back too. “Where did that come from?”

“The hand is quicker than the eye.” Johannes was pleased with his investment in my education. He was the one who'd found The Amazing Darrell, the close-in Vegas magician who taught me that move. “Meet the magical Mademoiselle Kitty Kait.”

She couldn't look away from the Glock. “Kitty Kait. That's an interesting street name.”

“Crafting names probably wasn't my teacher's area of strength.” I had to laugh. “He called himself The Amazing Darrell. But he knew his game. He tested me regularly at the Santa Monica pier.”

“Tough crowd,” she said. “If you screw up there, they'll let you know about it.”

“Oh, yes.” It was time to get her eyes off the Glock. She was trying too hard to figure out the trick. I talked a little faster. “Anyhoo, in addition to my extensive knowledge of how to make things appear and disappear, I have two thousand hours of training in hand-to-hand combat. I have multiple certifications with my weapon, and I have a current concealed carry permit for the state of California and the municipality of Los Angeles.”

“Well, like I said. Wow.” Malory tapped a pink polished index finger against the clasp of my silver clutch. A good guess, but the answer was no. The clutch was barely big enough for a credit card and a phone. If I really cursed and swore, I could squeeze in a tiny tin of Rosebud lip balm, about all I bothered with in the way of cosmetics.

Smiling, I flicked it open to flash its minimal contents. A small distraction but enough. She never saw me tuck the Glock away. Or where I tucked it.

“People think if they stand close, they'll see more,” I said. “The opposite is true, if you're dealing with a trained master of illusion.”

“You really are amazing.” Malory wasn't ashamed to be impressed, unlike so many standard sulking beauties. This close, her scent tickled my nose. It was something familiar, but her body heat distracted me too much to put a name on it.

“So,” I said. “Back to the ground rules. You're there to walk the catwalk, show off the dress and the gem, and then get the hell offstage and back in the limo to return the gem. You do not linger, you do not mingle. You do not ever leave my field of view. If you do, the assumption is that you're attempting the robbery of a multimillion-dollar necklace which, I probably need not inform you, is a serious felony in the state of California.”

“What if I need to attend to, um, the basics?” Those brown eyes sparkled with mischief.

“If you hear the call of nature, you will alert me and I will accompany you. As long as that stone is around your neck, there will be no private moments.” As she already knew from her contract.

The security team had arrived from the lab. The back of my neck prickled, and I knew Bailey was glaring at me, but I kept my gaze fixed on my client.

We're over, Bailey. Our relationship doesn't exist.

Johannes brandished his twenty-four-karat gold USB drive with its hundred-character passcode. All of us, including Malory, stepped in close to watch the lid of the electronic box lift in melodramatic slow motion to reveal the precious gem in its platinum setting.

Drama is everything in the jewelry business.

Malory's gasp was a gratifying thing. “It's beautiful.”

“Veronica, will you do the honors?” Johannes asked.

“Of course.” The stone felt cool when I lifted it from its velvet nest― a delightful contrast to the warmth I felt from Malory's swanlike neck when I stood behind her to snap the diamond-studded platinum clasp.

Suddenly, I recognized her fragrance. Pure Tahitian vanilla was an expensive ingredient if you were baking cupcakes, but tonight Malory was the cupcake, and even the most costly extract was more affordable for a young model than some three-hundred-dollar-an-ounce French perfume.

The beryl settled into the hollow of her throat, the scarlet gem a cherry set in cream. I couldn't help but flash on a fantasy of licking the frosting off that cupcake.

Down, girl. This is a job.

Bailey's team vanished, and I didn't even see them go. I was the security escort from here on out.

The gold limo Sean Sheen sent was A-list actress, not Z-list unknown model. A driver in a matching gold tuxedo opened our doors to help us into wide leather seats that smelled like new money. That was about the DeWitte Red Beryl making a grand entrance, not about us, but I could still enjoy the ride.

“You do this a lot?” Malory's bare knee swung out accidentally― or was it an accident?― to press against mine. Distracting.

“Do what a lot?” I tactfully scooted my knee out of range. Just an inch or two, which meant we could both still feel the warmth between us.

This close, I found myself gazing into her eyes again. Yes, those were circle contacts. Worn for cosmetic reasons, to change the eye color. What was her real eye color?

I couldn't help but wonder.

“You know. Do you escort a lot of people to events? Do you pit bull a lot of high-end jewels? I bet you have, I bet you've met all kinds of famous stars.”

No bodyguard will ever tell you it's her first time. “That's the job. But, you know, confidentiality. We're not supposed to gossip about the clients.”

Her improvised perfume tickled my nostrils. Despite the wide back seat, we were still sitting too close, and our bare legs found themselves pressing against each other again.

Her eyes flitted toward the front, where the driver had the barrier up to give us privacy. His eyes avoided meeting ours in the rearview mirror. Sean Sheen's limo driver undoubtedly had all kinds of practice not noticing the various goings-on in the back seat.

Her hand drifted down to squeeze my bare thigh.

“I'm on the job.” I don't know how I forced the words out.

“Me too. But sometimes it's fun to get away with some kind of something.”

Those sparkling eyes. Those long bare legs...

Her words should have been a warning. You don't talk about getting away with some kind of something when you're wearing somebody else's multimillion-dollar choker.

And yet, for all my two thousand hours of training, it never crossed my mind the night would end with Malory Maine under arrest for grand larceny.
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Chapter One
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Ronnie

“I'm concerned about the chain of custody in this case, Ms. Rales.”

“I'm forced to interrupt.” I projected my voice to echo across the crowded courtroom. Shrinking violets need not apply to testify for the prosecution in big, splashy federal cases.

“Excuse me, but you're not allowed to interrupt.” Criminal defense attorney Whittaker Sims did everything but pound his chest like a silverback gorilla.. “Your honor, explain to the witness that she will allow me to finish asking the question.”

Sims was no shrinking violet either. Giving instructions to the judge was a gutsy move. Maybe not all that smart, but plenty gutsy.

“Your honor, Mr. Sims is well aware that I prefer to be addressed as, ‘Special Agent Rales.’”

Judge Bustamante, who looked every day of her sixty-four years in the black robe, slammed down the gavel. “I'm growing very tired of the posturing. This is not Judge Judy, and we are not playing to a live television audience. The next person who violates the rules of this courtroom had better be prepared to get out their checkbook. Mr. Sims, you will address the special agent by her title. And the special agent will wait for the attorney to ask his question. Are we clear?”

“Yes, your honor.”

Sims and I said the same words at the same time, but he resented them more. The judge could fine us for contempt of court, and the notorious criminal defense attorney had all his cash invested in his bespoke suits and blonde wife.

He cleared his throat. “Special Agent Rales, I'm concerned about the chain of custody.”

I allowed a small, deniable sneer to flicker across my mouth. This case was a slam dunk― one of the strongest I'd seen during my time at the FBI as a specialist in art, antique, and gemstone crime. So strong that my lead prosecutor refused to offer a deal to Sims's client, model/actress Patsee Easton.

The chain of custody was unbroken from the moment I spotted the nine-carat Stroganov Alexandrite. It had been hidden in plain sight, sparkling from the collar of Easton's Tibetan Mastiff puppy. 

Sims wasn't winning this time.

“Do you actually have a question, Mr. Sims?” asked the judge. “If not, I suggest you sit down. I won't tolerate speechifying in my courtroom.”

“Ms. Rales...”

I narrowed my eyes. The judge did too.

“Erm, Special Agent Rales has testified that the stone she removed from Yukon's collar was the same stone she later identified in the lab as the Stroganov Alexandrite.” It was March. Was Sims actually getting to his question before Christmas? “However, as we now all know, alexandrite is a frequently counterfeited gem.”

We all knew that because I found the cutter Easton hired to create an exact duplicate of the stone. The cutter hadn't questioned it at the time. Many people in Los Angeles had copies made so they could wear the fake and keep the real stone secured in a bank box to slash their insurance cost.

Easton shifted where she sat at the defendant's table. Dressed by her lawyer in a collared prairie dress, her face scrubbed and her thick blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, she looked more like a fifties-era Sunday school teacher than a bumbling insurance scammer. She claimed she wanted the fake made for her dog's collar so the two of them could go out in public in matching stones.

Yeah, sure. That's why the real stone was in the collar.

I raised an eyebrow at the judge, and Sims talked faster.

“I have very grave concerns that the stone tested in the FBI labs is not the same stone Special Agent Rales confiscated from the dog.”

Still not a question. Bustamante was letting him hang himself.

He could read a room better than anybody. Time to fish or cut bait. With his own small, deniable sneer, he looked at the jury instead of me. “Special Agent Rales, is it not true that you have extensive experience working as a street magician under the name of Kitty Kait? Is it not true you have the ability to...”

Both FBI attorneys screamed to their feet.

“Objection, relevance.”

“Objection, badgering the witness.”

Bustamante banged her gavel. “The jury will disregard the last question. And you, Mr. Sims, will see me in my chambers after this session.” He'd all but accused me of switching the stones myself, but at least the nasty insinuation was going to cost him.

Sims made his face into a blank. “Yes, Your Honor.”

The judge banged the gavel even louder. “Silence! I will have silence in the courtroom. Now!”

Sims and I realized at the same time this ongoing stir wasn't even about us. Everybody had turned toward the open door at the back. A deputy was helping a woman locate the single empty seat. And not just any woman.

The kind of woman who made women and men alike forget how to breathe.

Twenty-six years old. Perfect creamy skin. Her hair a tumble of auburn. Her tall, lithe figure as graceful as a ballerina's but infinitely more shapely.

Clarissa Stanton.

Movie star.

Dressed down for a day off, she looked no less glamorous than she did with her face ten feet wide on a theater screen. The jeans cost a thousand dollars, as anyone who followed the popular Hollywood brands on Instagram already knew. The ivory blouse matched to the ivory jacket probably cost another few thousand.

As always, it was the gem that caught my eye― a four-inch banded brown-and-carnelian agate slab with a hole drilled through it. A beige leather thong secured it around her swanlike neck. It was natural, not one of those garish pink dye jobs, but you'd look hard for a way to spend more than a few hundred dollars on even the finest natural Brazilian agate.

Reverse snobbery, I thought. A statement.

People were remembering how to catch their breaths. Some of them renewed their whispers into the ears of their companions.

“Silence in the courtroom.” The judge banged her gavel yet again, and judges don't appreciate doing anything yet again. “One more word from any of you, and I will have you all removed.”

Stanton, nodding and smiling at the deputy, settled into the place that had so obviously been reserved for her. The man seated at her elbow looked as if he'd just won the lottery. The deputy retreated. The flame-haired beauty stared straight ahead at the front of the room.

Correction. She stared straight at me. Not so odd, since I was the current occupant of the witness box. No reason to feel as if she was looking into me.

No reason at all for that butterfly in my stomach.

Most other people returned their attention to the front as well. A few― entertainment reporters, from the look of their hipster beards and three-hundred-dollar jeans― slipped silently out the still-open back door. They'd been waiting for this moment. Their articles were probably pre-written, ready to be slapped online so they could promote their links instantly on Twitter and Facebook.

Hell, the clickbait headlines had probably been assigned by their editors days before.

Clarissa Stanton in court to support ex accused of insurance fraud.

Clarissa Stanton still believes, “My girl is innocent.”

Clarissa Stanton attempts to confront FBI agent who cracked Stroganov gemstone case.

By now, I could have written all the headlines myself. I'd never been a reporter, but I knew the score. A big trial in California wasn't like a big trial in any other state.

It was show business.

By the time the room settled down enough to allow us to continue, Sims's questions were an anti-climax. Once again, I described the critical moment when I scratched Yukon's fluffy head and realized I was looking down at the supposedly stolen alexandrite. The jurors jolted awake by Stanton's arrival were starting to nap on their benches again. They'd heard it all before. More observers left the courtroom. The reporters had heard it all too.

“Where is the counterfeit now, Special Agent Rales?”

Was he trying to dance back around to the taboo topic of the talented Kitty Kait? I shrugged. “The FBI didn't recover the counterfeit. There was no reason to. The counterfeit was not insured.”

He flourished a piece of paper I didn't need to read. The search warrant executed on Easton's home.

“Yes,” I said. “The counterfeit is listed as one of the items we were searching for.”

“You might wait for me to ask the question first, Special Agent.”

“I might if it didn't take you fifteen minutes to formulate a question.”

Our exchange of glares was cut short by the judge's gavel.

Clarissa Stanton appeared to be studying the back of Patsee Easton's head. The skin under that prim and proper ponytail must be burning.

Easton's current partner, a forty-seven-year-old producer with alleged ties to the Russian mob, had yet to show his face in this courtroom. He'd given her the stone for what he thought was her twenty-fourth birthday. After her arrest, he learned she was thirty and preferred women. The tabloids had a field day, and he decided it was a good time for an extended visit to the old country.

Nobody needed him to make our case. The facts were simple. After learning from her insurance appraiser what the stone was worth, Easton decided to cash in by reporting it stolen. While fumbling around for a buyer on the dark web, she stashed it in plain sight on the rhinestone collar of a Tibetan Mastiff puppy named Yukon.

Don't ask me why anybody would think that was a good idea. Maybe she'd read, “The Purloined Letter,” too many times when she was an impressionable child.

The FBI came in because the insurer thought the Russian might be involved. Gemstone fraud was a growth industry in a world where rising billionaires had fortunes to be laundered.

But this particular scam was too idiotic to be a professional job. I hoped Stanton wasn't dreaming about a happy reunion with her larcenous ex anytime soon.

After I was dismissed from the witness box, I didn't hang around. There were always other cases that demanded my attention. As I paused at the law enforcement exit to pick up my phone and my weapon, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Bailey.” I said her name before I even turned around.

“Ronnie.” Bailey looked good. Damn her. She'd been lifting again. “Let's grab a coffee.”

“Let's not and say we did. I can't keep doing this.”

“We're good together. You know we are.”

“Good at taking each other for granted. Good at being each other's backup plan when we've got nothing better going.”

When she had nothing better going.

“Fourteen years, Ronnie. You're going to throw away fourteen years like it was nothing?”

Pointless to argue. Walking faster, I headed out.

My driver had already pulled the sedan around, and a uniformed police officer had the back passenger door open. There were the usual microphones and flashing cameras, but I hurried past as if I saw nothing.

The officer closed the door behind me with one hand while shooing off the reporters with the other.

My driver was already pulling into traffic.

It was as slick a getaway as I'd ever had.

Except for the woman sitting in the back seat.

Clarissa Stanton. Movie star.
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Chapter Two
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Clary

Beating an FBI special agent to her own car was easier than I expected. My favorite entertainment reporters had already been tipped off, so they didn't have to tail after me the way they usually did. As for the crime reporters waiting for Veronica Rales, fuck crime reporters. My dark sunglasses let me whisk by them without blinking an eye to acknowledge their existence.

“Oh, no, no, no, fuck, no.” Veronica didn't sound all that pleased to see me.

“Surprise.” I smiled and batted my eyelashes. “I checked in with your field office first. Special Agent in Charge Matt Dau...”

She bit me off. “Look, you can't be in here. Regardless of what you think the SAC said.”

“I don't ‘think’ Matt said anything. I know what he said.”

“Matt?” Her eyes narrowed. At thirty-four, those eyes crinkled with experience as well as natural intelligence. “So it's like that. You're on a first name basis. Or you'd like me to believe you are.”

She was a force in a crowded courtroom. Up close, even more so.

Twelve years ago, she'd been a tall, athletic, and conventionally pretty brunette. Almost a girl next door type. Now, she'd matured beyond pretty into beauty. Her cheekbones were more defined. So, I suspected, were her FBI-trained muscles.

If only fate hadn't destined us to be enemies.

“You're welcome to call Matt and confirm for yourself.”

It was a risk, sitting this close to Veronica. A tiny risk. Nobody ever confused Malory Maine, a long-vanished model who would now be thirty-two, with a twenty-six-year-old movie star. Nobody ever thought about Malory Maine at all. She was one of those sad stories, a girl who came to Hollywood to make it big but instead disappeared in a cloud of suspicion.

If there was some superficial resemblance between me and Malory, so what? There was also a strong superficial resemblance between me and Rita Hayworth, a star who had died years before Clarissa Stanton was ever born. Hell, there was an even stronger resemblance between Clarissa and Nicole Kidman, the Rita Hayworth of my mom's generation.

Hollywood operated on types. The blonde bombshell. The sultry brunette.

I was the glamorous redhead.

“I'm a federal agent providing testimony about your girlfriend's involvement in a federal crime. You cannot be in contact with me. You cannot be in this car.” She leaned forward. “Woody, can you pull over as soon as possible to let out our hitchhiker?”

“We still have reporters on our tail, ma'am. Some of them saw Ms. Stanton get in the car, which may have encouraged them to follow.”

“Fuck, fuck!” She looked back.

So did I. At least two of the vehicles behind us were news vans. They shouldn't have been able to keep up with an experienced FBI driver, but that's LA traffic for you.

I smiled. Publicity stunts don't work out so well if you don't get any publicity.

“You are in so much fucking trouble.” Dark eyes flashing, Veronica turned to me. “I don't know what SAC Dauphin thinks he's doing, but this is obstruction of justice. You are not going to create a mistrial for your girlfriend.”

“Not. My. Girlfriend.”

“What?”

“How many times do I have to say it? Patsee was not my girlfriend. She was never my girlfriend. She was a friend friend. Not even that, really. An acquaintance. One of those social climbers who swirl around you once you get a hit movie or two under your belt.”

For the first time, Veronica looked at my face like she was really looking at me. Into me. Instead of looking at the shell.

That jolted me. Even scared me.

That night in the gold limo. Her leg against my leg. The memory of that, the long electric sensation of our two bodies pressed together...

If Veronica remembered...

But no. She wouldn't, she couldn't. Clarissa Stanton was twenty-six. She would have been fourteen years old when twenty-year-old Malory Maine sat in that limo with twenty-two-year-old Veronica Rales.

The special agent would never have a reason to link the two of us together.

“Can we start over?” I put out my right hand. “I'm Clarissa Stanton. Call me Clary.”

She eyed my hand warily. Gave it a single firm shake and let it drop. “I'm Special Agent Rales of the FBI. You can call me Special Agent Rales.”

“Yes, I know. I heard the judge giving the beat-down on that lawyer when I was walking in.”

“Sims is the world's biggest jerk.”

“It's his job to be a jerk,” I said. “If he can get a rise out of you, cast some doubt on your testimony, he can make it look like you're out to get her. Los Angeles juries can be sympathetic to that. We know about police wrong-doing.”

I shouldn't have said all that. Everybody hates defense attorneys. And probably nobody hates them more than the FBI.

“You sure you're not the girlfriend? Because you're starting to sound an awful lot like the girlfriend.”

“I'm not anybody's fucking girlfriend, all right? It's just that everybody deserves a strong defense.”

“I do know the theory. Tell me again, if you ever managed to tell me the first time. Why exactly are you in my car, Ms. Stanton?”

“Thanks to this shitty case, we both have a publicity problem that needs to be addressed.”

Malory Maine had brown eyes. Clarissa Stanton has green eyes. Time to bat them at the sexy agent.

Veronica took a sharp breath. “You have a publicity problem. I'm about to tick off another win and another promotion.” The words were harsh, but her tone was a little softer. I was getting to her.

I hoped.

“All right. I have a problem. The thing is, I did nothing wrong, and yet somehow my name got pulled into your case.”

“I'm sorry about that.” Her voice softened some more. “The FBI has no control over what the tabloids write, but I can see how it's upsetting.”

“Every single time they cover this trial, they have to throw in a line about how I'm the ex-girlfriend of the accused, and I'm just... not. We went on one date, and she built on that, using my name to get jobs or dates or whatever. She's been selling stories about our relationship that were completely invented.”

That fucking famous date. We'd left the club by the super-secret VIP exit, only to get a flash popping off in our eyes before we had both feet out the door. I put a hand in front of my face, but the damage was done. Patsee tried to look as upset as I was. Bullshit. Someone tipped off that photographer, and it sure the fuck wasn't me.

And, of course, he'd signed the damn photo with a stock agency. Every news service in the world could buy the right to run it any time they got the urge to describe Patsee Easton as Clarissa Stanton's ex-girlfriend.

“That isn't a crime, that's a civil matter,” Veronica said.

“I'm not asking you to put Patsee in jail for lying to the tabloids.” This should have been easy. Why wasn't it easy? “I need your help.”

“I'm not in any position to help you.” She was talking right over me. “It might be hard to hear it, but your best play is to distance yourself from this case. Don't visit the courtroom, and don't get in my car. You are your own worst enemy, Ms. Stanton. You're helping to create your own rumors.”

“Please,” I said. “Hear me out. I've got a real problem here.”

“And I'm telling you that if you get out of this car, you don't have a problem. Look. I'm not allowed to discuss an open case with you, but I can tell you that you're not the focus of an FBI investigation. The tabloids may be pulling you into this trial, but the FBI knows you weren't involved.”

She didn't have to tell me. If that was happening, I'd already know.

Because they'd already know I used to have another name and another set of papers.

It's Hollywood. There isn't one fucking thing wrong with changing your name and your age to get a second chance at the game. There's nothing the least bit criminal about that. But law enforcement officers have their own ideas. And I was well aware the younger identity I'd bought would never withstand serious FBI scrutiny. Fingerprints can't be changed.

One day, I was going to get busted. But today was not that day. The clock was ticking, but time hadn't run out yet.

With any luck, I'd be able to arrange my publicity so I came out as Malory Maine on my own terms.

Not on theirs.

I touched my collarbone. The agate felt cool against my fingers.

If I played my cards right, if I went through Special Agent Rales, I could learn everything the FBI knew about the case. My celebrity status had already dazzled her SAC. This was a risk, a big one, but Patsee's case had given me an opening that wouldn't come again. Veronica didn't know it yet, but we were about to be spending a lot more quality time together.

Young girls had been taking the fall for somebody else's crimes for years. The person who set up Patsee was probably the same person who set up Malory Maine. And I was going to prove it.

The driver had a light hand on the wheel, and he took care to signal his intentions even if it was only to change a lane. I glanced out the window. We still had our little string of followers. Everything was still going according to plan.

“Veronica, you've been in federal court for pretty much three days' straight, so I'm not surprised you're unaware of the FBI's biggest problem with this case.”

“It's Ronnie.” She too spared a glance out the window, although she seemed less pleased with her driver's skills. “But you can keep calling me Special Agent Rales.”

Controlling the blush response when you're a natural redhead is one of the most difficult things an actor can do. Right now, I didn't bother. Anger was a natural response. “Are you for real right now?”

“I am most definitely for real. I am not an actor, Ms. Stanton. I have a real job.”

“You have a real publicity shit storm. You can't take five minutes out of your busy day to look at Instagram?”

That surprised a laugh out of her. “Instagram? What's next, Twitter?”

Time to whip out my phone. “This has been a trending hashtag for the last three days, peaking yesterday afternoon and again this morning.” When I thrust the screen at her face, she had to lean back to focus. “I do hope a big important FBI special agent such as yourself knows what a trending hashtag is. Look. Hashtag WhereIsYukonDog. Hashtag YukonDogMissing. Hashtag CrueltyToAnimals.”

She took the phone out of my hand to frown at the screen. “The hell is this? The FBI does not lose evidence. The FBI sure the hell doesn't lose entire fucking dogs. Do you know the amount of money the federal government spent arranging for rehab in that football player's dogfighting case?”

I had no idea, and twenty-six-year-old Clarissa Stanton probably wouldn't even know what football player Veronica― Ronnie― was talking about. “All I know is that Instagram is going crazy. The biggest theory holds you already sold the dog off at some cheesy government auction. Tibetan Mastiffs can be trained as fighters. People are saying a drug cartel has him now. Some people are saying there's a YouTube showing him mauling a guy during a big coke sale.”

“The FBI has no obligation to respond to conspiracy theory crap. Much less faked YouTube bullshit.”

Our driver signaled and began to slow dance toward the far right lane.

“Woody?” she asked. “What the hell? This isn't our exit.”

“I'm sorry, ma'am. Orders.”
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Chapter Three
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Ronnie

I'd been sandbagged. And everybody involved had a metric fuck-ton of explaining to do. “Somebody needs to tell me what the hell is going on.” My face felt hot, and I wouldn't have been surprised to find steam coming out of my ears.

On top of everything else, my phone took that moment to sing out a familiar ringtone. Bailey.

I should block her number, but in honor of our fourteen years of on-again, off-again shared history, I sent her to voicemail.

“Yukon is going to need a new home.” Clarissa picked up the thread like we'd never been interrupted. “The poor dog didn't do anything wrong.”

“The FBI is working with an excellent rescue.” I glanced around at streets that were becoming more and more familiar. “As you clearly already know. Come clean. What did you and your new best friend Matt Dauphin cook up without consulting me?”

“My people and your people have had a meeting of minds.”

“Well, wasn't that special of my people to keep me informed?”

“You needed to focus on giving evidence.” She smiled like butter wouldn't melt. “That isn't my decision. That's coming from your side.”

A third news van had joined the two already trailing after us. This van hadn't been following us all along. Somebody had tipped them off.

Marvelous.

“Under the law, dogs are property, and this dog is evidence,” I said. “We can't release him for auction until after the trial.”

“After all the negative optics, the deputy director of the FBI believes you will never be free to release Yukon for auction. He needs to be placed directly in a suitable home as soon as possible.”

So. She hadn't been content to go over my head to my supervisor. She'd gone to fucking Washington.

“I'm not hearing this,” I said. “I am not involving myself or the FBI in a celebrity dog adoption.”

“Why not?” She flicked open her designer bag and checked her lipstick in a fourteen-karat gold compact. Of course. She needed to be ready for her close-up. “It's perfect. We can turn all that negative publicity on its head.”

Yukon was a ball of fluff, but he was a very large ball of fluff. “Be reasonable, Ms. Stanton. You can't adopt a dog bigger than you are as a publicity stunt.”

She dropped the compact in her bag. The large green eyes finally turned serious. “The good publicity is just a bonus. I've been volunteering at Happy for over a year. I've spent more time working with primitive breeds than you've spent training with that Glock on your hip.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

“I'm going to be adopting some dog. Why shouldn't it be him?”

The gall of this woman. She seemed to think she was being perfectly reasonable.

“Look.” She put a hand on my arm. “I've spent a year going through the Happy Heaven Dog Rescue training to qualify to adopt a large breed. He's too much dog for a lot of people in Los Angeles. But he's exactly what I've been looking for.”

I looked down at her beautiful hand on my arm. She flushed and pulled it back. My gaze returned to her even more beautiful face. She looked familiar. Not that I ever have time to sit down to watch an entire movie, but some people are so omnipresent in the culture you glimpse their faces everywhere. Maybe I'd first seen her in a movie trailer or a television news clip.

Or maybe, just maybe, I'd seen her in person. “Wait a minute. Hold on. I saw you there at the shelter the other day, didn't I? Bathing dogs. That was you, don't deny it.”

“I was supposed to be in disguise.”

“Why do celebrities think a ball cap and wraparound sunglasses is a disguise? You might as well wear a flashing neon sign over your head that says, ‘famous person here.’”

“It worked, didn't it? You might've suspected I was somebody, but you didn't know which somebody I was.”

Georgia Summers, the owner of the rescue, had been walking me down the short path to the air-conditioned kennels designed for heat-sensitive Arctic and mountain breeds. Summers was one of those ageless women who wear a low, gray ponytail pulled back from a smooth face, a look that costs far more in skin care products than it saves on hair color. This was Los Angeles, after all.

On the sunny side of the yard, a slender woman in her late twenties or early thirties was splash-bathing a large white-and-black Landseer Newfoundland. The dog cheerfully shook water all over the shapely curves exposed by her vestigial black bikini. The good body made me curious to see the face, but the black ball cap and mirrorshades were as good as a ski mask at this distance.

“One of our volunteers,” is all Georgia said. She wasn't impressed by celebrities. Not everyone who wanted one of her dogs would get one. You had to prove yourself. Somebody was being tested. A model or an actor.

And then Georgia and I were around the corner, where another volunteer was already bringing Yukon forward on his harness.

No disguises today. I looked back at the string of news vans in our wake. Today, a lot of people were going to get a clear shot of Stanton's face. She'd held back, she'd teased, and now she was paying off.

We were playing out a Hollywood script. And the green-eyed scriptwriter was sitting right beside me.

Good publicity for the rescue, good publicity for the actor who saved a difficult-to-place large dog, and good publicity for the FBI. It was a win all-around for everybody. So why did I feel so damn grumpy about it?

“I wonder how long you've been planning this,” I said. “For all I know, you're the one who started the hashtags and the conspiracies.”

“I'm honestly not that devious. Please. Use your FBI resources to check the timeline. I was already planning to adopt a guardian dog when the FBI asked the shelter to take care of Yukon. He isn't all that old, you know, less than two years. She didn't have him when I knew her.”

That much was true. Yukon was another expensive gift from the Russian.

She was doing a good thing here. I shouldn't let it rankle me so much.

“Your team already has the press release written,” I said. “Let me guess. ‘Clarissa Stanton confronted an FBI agent today about the whereabouts of a dog seized in a federal insurance fraud investigation. The Oscar-nominated star is a well-known supporter of animal rights and has committed to providing the thirteen-month-old pale gold Tibetan Mastiff with a forever home.’”

“Is that bad? I don't see how that's bad.” She was smiling again.

“You don't have to sell me when you've already sold the deputy director of the FBI.” I blew out a puff of air. “I guess it isn't bad. Yukon does need a home.” It just pissed me off that I wasn't consulted first. Why hadn't Matt given me a heads-up? I could have had a nice speech all ready for the stupid-ass reporters. “But I also have a right to feel sandbagged. Your people went to the top of the food chain at the FBI. Nobody thought to ask the people down here on the ground who actually know the dog.”

“That isn't true. I asked Georgia.” She touched my knee, an actor's unthinking ease at touching another person. “Oh. Wait. Were you hoping to adopt him yourself?”

“I knew it wasn't practical. I might be moving soon, and trying to rent an apartment when you own a large dog...” I took hold of her hand and carefully removed it to her own knee. I was a federal agent. I couldn't let random people pat my knee. Although, after her hand was gone, my knee felt awfully lonely.

And there was no “might be” moving. This time, I was out the door. Bailey's beautiful house was spacious, but even Hearst Castle was no longer big enough for both of us.

♥♥♥
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I'M NOT REAL FOND OF doing off-the-cuff press conferences, but it started out well enough. Yukon's training was impeccable. The scrum of reporters and flashing cameras didn't disturb him in the slightest. He posed between me and Clarissa like a wanna-be actor in love with the spotlight, while I rolled out some bullshit about the prevalence of deep fakes on YouTube.

“Video can and is routinely faked,” I said. “As you can see for yourself, Yukon is happy, healthy, and headed to a wonderful new home.”

Clarissa pointed to an entertainment reporter, probably one of her fangirls who could be trusted to throw a softball. “Question?”

“Aren't you a little intimidated to be taking on this responsibility?” The woman shivered melodramatically. “Can't a dog that size be dangerous?”

The dangerous dog seemed to smile, although he was probably just drooling. Clarissa looked serious. “Can be, but it all goes back to training. Yukon got lots of love and socialization from an early age, first from his owner and now from the highly trained staff of Happy Heaven Dog Rescue. As you can see, he's a real city boy who loves plenty of noise, crowds, and attention. This dog isn't the least bit dangerous.”

Yukon was a happy dog. And Clarissa would be a good owner. Before I signed the transfer paperwork in Georgia's office, she verified that Clarissa had been training for over a year with dogs his size.

Still, the scriptedness of the situation bothered me. Maybe it shouldn't, but it did.

“This is life for you,” I'd said before we headed out to meet the press. “You just decide how it's going to go, and that's how it goes.”

Clarissa laughed. “I wish.”

Yet here we sat, the script unrolling. Some of the news vehicles were already leaving, their fluffy feel-good stories in the can.

A cheap Honda with a dent in the back passenger door pulled into a space vacated by one of the vans. What now? I knew that Honda even before I saw the man who came barreling out of it. Jerry Lane was a crime reporter and not for a tabloid.

“My question is for Special Agent Rales.”

“Go ahead, Jerry.” I had a real bad feeling about this.

“The defense has alleged the discovery of new exculpatory evidence in the Easton case― evidence they allege the FBI has tried to conceal. Judge Bustamante has delayed the trial for three weeks to give all parties a chance to evaluate that evidence. Do you have a comment about what this means for the FBI's case against Patsee Easton?”

What fucking exculpatory evidence?

There was no fucking exculpatory evidence to hide. And I was real fucking tired of getting sandbagged.

“The FBI has a rock-solid case against Easton, and I stand by my testimony. No further comment.”
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Chapter Four
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Clary

It was my perfect opportunity. I was the knight in shining armor whisking my lady away from the marauding herd of screaming reporters. At a signal, Yukon was on his feet and at my side, a formidable escort for the two of us.

“We can escape out the back.” I knew exactly how to whisper in her ear to tickle all the way down. “Georgia has already told the driver to pull around.”

Her face was a granite mask. “I need to get back to the Los Angeles field office ASAP.”

“Of course. I understand perfectly.”

Dogs pick up on human tension, and Yukon was aware of Ronnie's upset. He nosed at my hand, and I stroked him on the head as we walked down the curving paths beyond the kennels to the back garden. There was a small patch of faux forest created ten years ago by landscapers who were experts at transporting adult trees. Of course, Clarissa Stanton hadn't been around then, but Georgia Summers had told me all about it during my long hours of volunteer work. The fence line itself was planted with hedges to screen the busy road from sight, although even the thickest vegetation couldn't completely muffle the sound.

After the quiet of the pocket park, the street seemed loud and bright. The sun danced silver off the gleaming surfaces of my baby blue 1959 Cadillac Fleetwood. It appeared to be a perfect restoration, but she was a twenty-first-century girl under the hood.

Ronnie stopped dead in her tracks. “What the actual fuck? Is this some kind of sick joke? Where's my car?”

“They'll be watching your car.”

“So you thought this, this...” Speechless spluttering was a good look on her. You felt proud to be a witness, because you knew it wasn't every day a big, bad FBI agent stumbled over her words. “This atrocity would be just the thing for a nice, inconspicuous getaway?”

“Atrocity” couldn't be the word she really wanted. I made the executive decision to overlook her faux pas. Especially since her flushed cheeks looked so cute.

“Isn't she gorgeous?” I patted the baby blue bumper.

My driver, who was wearing a matching baby blue tuxedo, held the door open for us.

“Does he always dress like that?” she asked.

“It's a special occasion,” I said. “Isn't it, Barney? Yukon coming home deserves a party.”

“Yes, ma'am.” He shot us a distinctly unmilitary salute and closed the door behind us.

“I can't believe this.” Ronnie looked around the pale blue leather seats like they were a hallucination. Perfectly trained Yukon was already scrambling into his super-sized dog crate, but Ronnie seemed dazed, so I leaned over and helped strap her in.

“There's an authenticity issue,” she said. “You do know they didn't have seatbelts and shoulder restraints in the sixties.”

Aha. The genius gemstone expert didn't know everything.

“The fifties,” I said helpfully. “Nineteen fifty-nine.”

“The fifties,” she repeated.

“The engine is modern too. A fuel-efficient hybrid. The original could get up to one hundred thirty miles an hour, but now we can top one-eighty.”

“If you want your driver to go to jail, you can top one-eighty.”

Barney was already moving easily in the direction of my home in Hollywood Hills. Yukon settled in for a snooze.

I looked behind us. “Well, it looks like we've made a clean getaway. Thank you, Clary. You're brilliant, Clary. I never would have thought of it myself, Clary.”

She snorted and pulled out her phone. Instead of texting like a normal person, she began to yell. “What the hell is going on with my fucking case, Matt? We need to talk.”

He said something back I heard only as a mumble.

“Tell me now. What fresh hell is this delay?”

More mumble.

“Shit. No.” She looked around. “Probably not.”

What were they talking about? What had happened to Patsee's case after we left that courtroom? Sims could work miracles, but Patsee hadn't left him much to work with.

I would die to hear both sides of this conversation.

“We'll be there in ten.” She tucked away the phone.

“We'll be where in ten?” I asked.

“The FBI field office on Wilshire.” She leaned forward to give Barney the address, and he changed course. Still, there was zero chance the best driver in the world would be there in ten.

Maybe an hour and ten.

Not a problem for me. She wasn't hard to look at, and I had every intention of getting to know her a lot better. Why not start right now?

“I was impressed with how well you did at the press event,” I said. “You handled those reporters like a champ.”

“You don't have to patronize me. Actors aren't the only ones who get a lot of practice talking to bullshit reporters.”

Prickly. “Sorry. I didn't mean to sound patronizing.”

A brief silence. “Yeah, all right. I'm sorry too. I shouldn't have snapped at you. But you'll find law enforcement officers aren't a big fan of surprises.” She toed at Yukon's cage. He snuffled in his sleep. “I'm impressed at how much time you've spent educating yourself about dogs. Most people don't bother.”

“I guess I'm not most people.” And it was time to shift the topic of conversation away from me. “You have an interesting area of expertise.”

She didn't say anything.

“What got you into gemstone fraud?”

She looked at me. The seats of those old-school Fleetwoods were almost as wide as actual limousines, and I flashed back to memories she didn't know we shared.

“You don't have to be polite,” she said.

“I'm not, I'm really interested. You'll find actors are fascinated with character, and an FBI agent with a specialty in gemstones, you've got to admit, that's a hell of a character.”

She brushed a hand over her forehead. For a minute, I thought she was going to close her eyes and pretend to nap along with Yukon. “In college, I had a double major in geology and criminal justice.”

“That tells me what you studied but not why.” I touched my agate. “I like to know why people do things.”

She shrugged. “The thrill of the hunt. The search for buried treasure. I started out in geology, but most of the jobs out there aren't about treasure-hunting. They're in the petroleum industry.”

“So you got into another kind of hunt. Stolen and faked gems, and the people who perpetrate those crimes.”

She looked surprised to be understood. “Essentially, yes.”

“What's the most exciting find you ever made?”

She rubbed her chin. I scooted closer. But then she shook her head. “I don't know, Clarissa.” It was the first time she'd used my first name. “You sure ask a lot of questions.”

Her mouth was so close.

“Just one more.” I leaned in. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

“We really shouldn't get into our personal stuff.” Her voice had gone all husky.

“All right.” I dropped my own voice a register. “I was just wondering.”

“No, I don't have a girlfriend.”

“Then maybe you don't mind if I do this.” I kissed her as softly as a butterfly lands on a flower. Her closed lips were soft, twin rose petals waiting to bloom. The shoulder harness prevented me from pressing myself hard against her firm body, but the tug backward only enhanced the sense of urgency. I couldn't really have her, so I had to have her.

She wasn't pulling away. There was no more mumble about not getting into personal stuff. Instead, she too flexed forward against her shoulder harness. Her arms came up to wrap around my back.

Yes. Hell, yes.

I kissed her again, harder this time and not so sweet. There was no innocence in the way my insistent tongue-tip fluttered at the seam of those rose petal lips.

She opened to me slowly, so slowly it could only be a deliberate tease. Our open mouths began to exchange delight with each other. Our tongues darted here and there to tickle the most sensitive nerve endings. She tasted of coffee and butterscotch, and she felt like heaven.
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Chapter Five
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Ronnie

The lingering aftertaste of that completely inappropriate kiss still burned as I jumped out in front of the FBI field office. If I scrambled fast enough, I could tell myself nobody saw me get out of that pastel dinosaur. Flashing my badge at my colleagues, I speed-walked toward the elevator.

I couldn't deny my attraction to Clarissa Stanton. A one-off might be fun.

Bailey's ringtone sang on my hip. Yeah, right. I once thought a one-off might be fun with Bailey. And here we were, fourteen years later. I put the phone on airplane one-handed. Punched the elevator call button with the other. Onward.

I walked into my office to find Special Agent in Charge Matt Dauphin sitting behind my desk. I couldn't even be surprised. What was one more world-class goat rodeo on a day like this?

He looked like the television version of a mid-career FBI agent― tall, reasonably fit, gray skin, short gray hair. Even his eyes were gray. “Nice work today, Agent Rales. Both in court and on the street. You managed a tough situation very well.”

Just like you're trying to manage me.

“It would've been nice if you'd told me about the media event with Clarissa Stanton.”

“Then we would've had this discussion twice instead of just the once.” He put down a pink-and-white cardboard box tied with pink string.

Deep-fried quesitos. I didn't even have to open the box. “It won't work this time, Matt. Cheese-filled doughnuts will get you only so far. What the hell were you thinking, throwing me into that situation without a word of warning?”

“I wanted your unfiltered reaction to Clarissa Stanton. Naturally, if I'd had any idea about the bombshell Sims planned to spring on us...”

“You set me up, and Sims set me up, and I'm not real happy with either of you right now. But I don't expect any different from Sims.”

“You handled it splendidly. As I knew you would.”

He was dancing around something, and it wasn't Whittaker Sims accusing the FBI of withholding evidence. Any good defense lawyer worth his salt tries to prove the FBI has withheld evidence. “You said you wanted my unfiltered reaction. To what?”

He steepled his hands. Considered the ceiling. “To Clarissa Stanton.”

“Why? Stanton is a distraction. Easton acted alone.” My cheeks felt hot. I hoped they didn't look hot. No fucking way was I going to mention that kiss.

“So what did you think of her?”

“Stanton?” My lips tingled. “I think it doesn't matter what I think of her.”

He dropped his gaze from the ceiling to my eyes. “So you really don't know.”

“Know what, for fuck's sake?”

“You've met before.”

“Our paths crossed at the shelter. I wouldn't call that meeting.”

“She's that good an actress.” He seemed impressed. “Even up close.”

“People think they'll see more if they stand in close. The opposite is true.”

“You always say that.”

I nodded.

“You got that from your lessons with The Amazing Darrell.”

I nodded again.

“What if I was to tell you that Clarissa Stanton was another close-in magician?”

“What if I was to tell you that I'm tired of the games?” My favorite letter opener had a lapis lazuli handle. I picked it up to cut the string on the box. There were half a dozen quesitos inside just begging to be eaten. Sugar, cheese, egg, and vanilla. Add your choice of caffeine or alcohol, and you had a meal that met the complete nutritional needs of your average law enforcement officer.

“How deeply did you dive into Stanton's background?” he asked.

“Not very. She wasn't involved.”

“Los Angeles looked deeper.”

“Somebody with LAPD is earning extra cash under the table selling tips to the tabloids.” Even Bailey had done it a time or two over the years. I'd asked her to stop, and she'd said sure, but she probably only stopped telling me about it.

“No doubt, but the tips aren't always wrong. One of the officers collected a champagne flute handled by Ms. Stanton. Of course, they sent it to their own lab, but I have a contact there, and she shared some disturbing information.”

Here it comes.

“Stanton's fingerprints are a perfect match to a suspect arrested in 2007 in another gemstone swap.”

I let my mouth drop open. Was it possible? “The DeWitte Red Beryl.”

“It was never recovered. LAPD couldn't crack Malory Maine.”

“Son of a bitch.” I remembered Clarissa's passionate defense of Patsee Easton's creepy lawyer. He'd once been Malory Maine's creepy lawyer. “She used me. In discovery, I had to testify that she never left my sight. I still have no idea how the switch was made. Nobody does. The prosecutor ended up dropping the case. Nobody could prove a damn thing.”

Malory had seemed so light and free. So happy. You'd never guess she was actually a liar and a thief. I'd been dazzled. Deceived. Distracted. After she walked the runway, we found ourselves back in the gold limo, the lights of the city glittering all around us. Her lips skittered against my lips, velvet on velvet. A quick, impulsive kiss, followed by a more lingering one.

Wow. Sound familiar, anyone?

That fucking kiss. Was that when it happened? Was that the distraction she used to switch the stones? But how? She'd seemed so fully present in the moment. So engaged.

Her tongue slid so easily into my warm mouth. Her vanilla scent filled my nostrils. Her knee slipped between my thighs, a bold suggestion.

Her attention seemed to be fixed on me and nothing else, nobody else. We felt like the only two people in the world.

Wow, wow, wow. And she'd gone straight for the same move today. Fucking hell. Kissing women in cars must be her go-to play.

Sure, it was. That classic car was also a classic old-school drive-in fuck-mobile.

And she did it so well. In all those years with Bailey, we'd never shared a kiss that sparkled all the way down to my core like that.

Fuck.

This woman was more dangerous than an ocean full of sharks.

Matt's voice seemed to come from a thousand miles away. “Well, you're getting a second chance to find out. I want you to develop this friendship with Clarissa Stanton.”

Now I understood why he took my desk to leave me standing here flat-footed. “I didn't hear you say that. No, Matt. No. Hard no. I'm a gemologist. I don't work undercover.”

The son of a bitch had the gall to smile at me. “Nobody's suggesting you go undercover. Anyway, it would be a funny kind of undercover when she knows going in that you're an FBI agent.”

He's your boss. You can't strangle him. Yet.

“Then what are you suggesting?”

“You and Stanton have a certain level of rapport. It came across even on the brief clips they used of the two of you on TV just now.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Hear me out. She doesn't know we know she's Malory Maine. She thinks she's playing us. Using you to get inside FBI operations.”

“She used me to get some good publicity for her cause,” I said carefully. “The dog shelter. And that's it.”

Matt showed some gray teeth when he smiled. Uh oh.

My calves backed into a chair, and I finally sat down. Hard.

“You are now the official FBI consultant on Stanton's new film.”

I opened my mouth in an exaggerated O, then closed it again. What could I say?

“And the best part? The request came from Stanton herself. She thinks it's all her idea.”

“Clint will be unthrilled,” I said. Clint Kasparov, a fortysomething agent who played up his resemblance to George Clooney, had recently snagged the plum job of Hollywood liaison.

“Let me handle Clint. Filming begins next week in New Orleans. Stanton's character is an FBI agent gone rogue, and she wants to consult with an actual female agent.”

There were a ton of female agents who would be thrilled to be assigned to a movie set in New Orleans. I lifted an eyebrow.

“There's a subplot about an emerald heist. And the director is in negotiations with the Smithsonian to loan him the actual stone that's the centerpiece of the heist. If he's successful, she'll have unprecedented access to a priceless gem.”

“No,” I said. “No, no, no, no.”

“Yes.” He smiled. “The Ademar. Ninety carats of flawless Colombian emerald on the hoof. Seriously, she won't be able to resist.”

“The Smithsonian is going to be able to resist just fine. They're not going to loan their priceless gem to serve as fucking bait for the FBI.”

“And that's where you're wrong.”

“I'm not wrong, Matt.”

“You are, because you don't have all the facts.” He steepled his hands and looked to the ceiling, the picture of male arrogance.

“What fact am I missing now?”

“I'm glad you asked, Special Agent Rales.” His grin turned boyish as he whisked a large leatherette-and-velveteen box out of his jacket.

Wary, I opened it in slow motion. “What the actual fuck?”

“A perfect replica of the Ademar Emerald created from lab-grown material indistinguishable from the real thing even under one hundred times magnification. And that's not all. The stone has been fitted with a nanobot GPS tracker which will allow us to follow its location at all times.”

“Nanobot GPS trackers are five years away.” I picked up my loupe to examine the piece. Damned convincing. Damned beautiful. Just like Malory Maine. “Maybe ten years.”

His grin kept growing. “The CIA has already been using them for eighteen months. And they've loaned one of the little beauties to the FBI, specifically because of the link between terrorism and high-end gemstone laundering.”

So all the Smithsonian had to do was play along. It could be the perfect trap. I'd want to take a deeper look later, but there was no obvious sign of the tracker under the loupe. The nanobot might not even be visible under a conventional microscope.

“All right,” I said slowly. “This is almost too good. Why would Stanton want me on the set?”

“It isn't that mysterious, is it?” He looked me up and down. “She wants a wedge into FBI operations, and she thinks she can get that wedge by going through you. There's no way she'll risk going after that stone unless she thinks she's ahead of us every step of the way.”

“Most stars would prefer to work their wiles on, Clint ‘I'm George Clooney's lost twin’ Kasparov.”

“Yeah, well, lucky you. Stanton isn't most stars. She may be looking to mix pleasure with business.”

She wanted to seduce me and then betray me. The work of a sociopath. Even though I kind of, sort of, knew that all along, I couldn't reconcile that with the Clarissa Stanton I'd seen fussing over the care of her new dog.

How could a beautiful woman seem so real and be so false?

♥♥♥
[image: image]


TWELVE YEARS BEFORE, big-eyed Malory Maine almost got away with the perfect crime. And whoever she was working with did get away with it. No matter how many times I went over the sequence of events, I could never figure out where the switch was made.

After the party, we'd been returned to the DeWitte lounge to laugh and sip champagne while the security team escorted the choker on its final trip to the lab. Our Waterford crystal flutes clinked together. At twenty, Malory was below the drinking age in the state of California, but nobody cared about that right now. She was warm and sweet, sitting too close to me, our legs rubbing. This was a formality. A final check of the gem before it was locked away in the vault.

She twisted on the leather couch to kiss me again, a champagne-flavored promise of much more. Soon, we would be free to go, and I already knew we'd be going back to my place.

I kissed back. Our tongues sparred.

There was absolutely not a hint of warning. The team from the Los Angeles Robbery-Homicide Division burst into the lounge in an overwhelming show of force. I stood up fast, but Malory sat stunned.

“What the hell, Bailey?” I asked. “What's going on?”

Bailey's eyes were flat stones that skipped away from my face. All business. “Malory Maine. Please stand up slowly. That's right, nice and slow.” 

Malory pushed herself to her feet. Her long bare legs suddenly looked vulnerable, like the breakable legs of a baby giraffe. “Is there a problem?”

“Turn around with your hands behind your back.” 

“Bailey,” I said.

“Please be quiet, miss.” Bailey spoke to me like a robot. A robot with a warrant for somebody's arrest.

I felt as stunned as Malory looked.

“Malory Maine, you are under arrest for felony grand larceny. You have the right to remain silent...”

I spotted my mentor hanging back near the front door. “Johannes?”

As a cuffed Malory was being walked out by two officers who gripped her by the upper arm, he stepped into the light. His face was gray and marked by lines I'd never seen before. “The lab ran it through twice, Veronica. You'll want to check the read-outs for yourself, but there's no mistake. The stone you left with is not the stone you brought back.”

♥♥♥
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“PROBLEMS,” I SAID NOW. “Two of them.”

Matt nodded his permission to continue.

“The statute of limitations has run out on the DeWitte Beryl. And Johannes shut down the business in 2009. A well-publicized theft and then the great recession.” It hadn't been a good time for the industry. He'd left Los Angeles, hell, left the country. The last Christmas card I got some six years ago had wandered in from Switzerland. “The stone now belongs to the insurance company. It's their job to track it down if they ever get a lead.”

“Agreed,” he said. “The DeWitte Beryl is no longer an FBI case, if it ever was.” The famous Robbery-Homicide Division of LAPD had taken point on that one. “We can't get her for that. We'll have to make a case based on whatever she's planning now. And the odds are high she'll go after the Ademar. The opportunity falling into her lap is simply too good to ignore.”

“She's quite a wealthy woman now in her own right. What's her motive to continue taking that kind of risk?”

“The Ademar, even after being laundered, is going to run around fifty million dollars worth of motive. Besides, I had the front line do some preliminary digging, and I agree with LAPD's analysis. She's planning something.” He dropped a thumb drive on my desk. “You'll find the complete file in there, and you'll want to study it in-depth. She's been studying you for some time. In fact, she hired a private investigator to check into your background.”

“She's targeting me. Why? Because she scammed me before when I was an inexperienced twenty-two-year-old? That doesn't seem like a good plan. I'm an FBI agent now. She's taking a hell of a chance.”

“True, but you have unusual access to a variety of priceless gems. And she might think she can use her beauty and her sexuality to get to you. You wouldn't be the first agent turned bad by love.”

“Maybe. Maybe.” I sighed. How could the electricity between us be so real when Clarissa or Malory or whoever the hell she was had faked everything? “What about Easton?”

“Testimony doesn't resume for three weeks. You'll have Stanton wrapped up in a bow by then.”

“Oh. You are clever.”

He batted his eyes. “What?”

“Innocence is not a good look on a man your age.”

“Ouch.” But he was smiling. “We may have fed Sims a big bite of red herring.”

“The exculpatory evidence he thinks he has is a fake that will fall apart ten minutes later. Got it.” Now I was smiling too.

“Easton's in the bag. You concentrate on cracking Stanton. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Her organization has been making fools of law enforcement for over a decade. And now she thinks she'll use you as a wedge to get even deeper into FBI operations.”

“Not gonna happen,” I said. “I won't be used like that. Not this time.”
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Chapter Six
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Clary

Late March was a fabulous time of year for a cross-country drive.

I'd given the staff a few weeks off and loaded my own bags in the capacious trunk of the Fleetwood. Yukon watched me with an anticipatory air that suggested he'd been road-tripping before.

Georgia Summers wouldn't release a dog his size merely to see him stuffed into the cargo hold of a commercial jet. There was only one way to get him on location in New Orleans. And that was fine by him.

As soon as Ronnie arrived, we'd be the road.

I scratched Yukon's ears as I reviewed my plan for the last time.

Her former boss, Johannes DeWitte, had vanished in Zurich years ago. Had she known that? She must. Were they both in on it? Probably. He paid for that close-in magician she trained with.

The Amazing Darrell. That was the name. He was so good people claimed he used actual witchcraft to magic rings off fingers and watches off wrists. It couldn't have been cheap to hire him to teach all his secrets to the likes of Veronica Rales. Not cheap in money, and not cheap in practice time either.

Most criminals didn't train and didn't study. If they wanted to do homework, they could make safer money in legit careers. The few who did, the smart ones, could get away with their bullshit for years, even decades.

No more. It stops here.

A significant chunk of my last movie's earnings had gone to a team of private investigators. They'd scoured not just Los Angeles but the world in their search for answers. Where was the DeWitte Red Beryl? It seemed to have vanished without a trace. Who set up Malory Maine? Notes smuggled out of LAPD told me the cops had never entertained another suspect. When the prosecutor dropped the case against me, the file ended up on an Open Unsolved shelf.

No leads to the stone. No leads to much of anything.

Ronnie's Spanish colonial in Los Feliz was something else. Great landscaping, complete with a pool that offered a view of the Hollywood sign. Several of her neighbors had famous names. Oh, I'd never been there. She brushed me off when I offered to pick her up at home. But the files told me everything.

The county records showed the property as belonging to one Bailey Flowers, a thirty-nine-year-old LAPD officer who was, surprise, surprise, also the girlfriend. Hell of a place for two people on law enforcement salaries.

My lead PI said Flowers explained it away as an inheritance from a much older cousin who supposedly owned a sports bar in Vegas. Nobody seemed able to figure out which sports bar. And the cousin's name never appeared on the history of the property's ownership.

A gray Ford Escape pulled up, and Ronnie got out. I studied the sway of her strong hips as she bent to pick up her traveler's backpack. The rideshare driver didn't help and soon took off.

My entire focus was on Ronnie's sculpted profile. She was one of those women who look better in her thirties than she did in her twenties.

Beautiful women can be so deceptive. They break hearts.

Fine. No problem. I could do that too.

Turnabout was fair play.

Patsee was nowhere near my favorite person, but nobody deserves to be railroaded for a crime she didn't commit.

Ronnie was dangerous. Especially if you never saw her coming.

This time, I'd be the one you never saw coming. This time, I'd have the upper hand. This time, I was going to use every movie-star wile at my disposal to blast open all those long years of lies stacked upon lies upon lies.

Odds were the DeWitte Red Beryl bought her beautiful house. But now Ronnie Rales might live to regret putting the property in the girlfriend's name. Flowers and Rales were splitting. Without the cash to buy it back, Ronnie might just lose the place. According to my team, she'd been living in a room at the Super 8 on Sunset Boulevard for at least the last three weeks.

Ouch. That had to be a harsh comedown.

Considering the price of Los Angeles real estate, even a much less fancy house was going to be a challenge to buy on a special agent's salary.

That was probably why she set up Patsee. But something had gone wrong. The FBI recovered the real stone, not the fake.

Not just any FBI either. Veronica Rales herself brought it in.

That fact gave me pause every time I considered it. Ronnie recognized the stone when no one else did, but she didn't try to get away with it.

Why? Was it a trap? Was somebody else from the FBI closing in?

Why would you abandon the scam at the very moment you had your hands on the stone?

All I knew was that something went wrong enough that Ronnie didn't take the Stroganov. Which meant Ronnie still needed cash.

Which meant she'd have to try again. Sooner, rather than later.

I couldn't resist the chance to dangle the ultimate temptation in front of her. The Ademar Emerald was ninety carats of water-clear Colombian perfection set in a glittering rope of perfectly matched white diamonds. My director had arranged to borrow it for our next caper film.

And I'd arranged for light-fingered Ronnie to be on the scene as the FBI consultant.

She'd go for it. She had to.

And this time I'd catch her making the switch. Maybe she'd witched the DeWitte off my neck, but she wouldn't get away with it twice. This time, I'd be on guard.

“Road trip, baby.” I dug both hands into Yukon's fluff before I buried my face in the back of his warm neck. He was such a softie. “Are you ready?” When I twisted my head to bat my green eyes at Ronnie, I was well aware of what my tumble of red hair looked like against his pale gold fur.

Perversely, she wasn't looking. Instead, she chose to glare at the freshly washed lines of my baby blue Cadillac. “You've got to be kidding me.”

“You knew what my car looked like before you agreed to go.” I opened the wide back door where Yukon's snug, well-padded crate awaited. “And you're going to be so surprised at the mileage. She's a classic on the outside and the future on the inside.”

Ronnie continued to look everywhere but at me. “And where's the well-dressed driver?”

Yukon wagged his tail. I smiled a smile that grew wider as she finally looked me in the eyes.

“Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no.”

“You sure say no a lot. You ever think about taking one of those courses on PMA?”

She squinted.

“Positive mental attitude,” I said. “Oh, never mind. You wouldn't have heard of it.”

“I'm positive this is going to be a real adventure.”

“Getting in and out of his crate for a ride around is one of Yukon's favorite things to do. And he's too polite to show it, but I can tell he's twitching to be on the road.”

In fact, he was already snuggled into his crate. I wondered about the size of the niches where these dogs concealed themselves while standing guard in mountain temples in the long ago. He had an instinct for fitting happily into small places that you didn't expect from an animal that size.

“Why did I agree to this?” Ronnie stowed her backpack in the open trunk. “They have nonstop flights departing for New Orleans every hour, and Georgia would be happy to keep Yukon at the shelter.”

“This is a critical bonding period in our new relationship. It's no time to leave him behind. Besides, he's going to love working on location. I can already tell.”

“Uh huh.”

The gloomier she acted, the happier I felt. She was playing me or thought she was. She wanted me to think she was reluctant. That I'd gone over her head to get her assigned to this job. Well, I had, but let's not let the little technicalities get in the way. She'd built a career pinning big frauds on pretty girls who couldn't defend themselves.

She wouldn't be able to resist trying it on little Clary Stanton.

She thought she was setting a trap for me.

But the trap was all mine.

And, this time, I'd be ready to snap it shut at the perfect moment.
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Chapter Seven
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Ronnie

We had eighteen hundred miles to go and all week to get there. Clarissa seemed to be in no hurry. She made regular stops to let Yukon stretch his legs.

It seemed perverse, being chauffeured around by a movie star. Celebrities were rarely famous for good driving skills. “I could take a turn,” I said.

“Maybe later. I'm enjoying myself.” It didn't seem to be a lie, although I-10 East hardly seemed like the most inspiring drive.

“Music?” I asked.

“We could talk.”

Perfect. And it was her idea. “So. Tell me about yourself. Where does a movie star grow up?”

Matt's files told me Malory Maine's parents claimed they hadn't seen their daughter in years. They got a card in a wine basket delivered every year on Christmas Eve to let them know she was still alive. I suspected good old Mom and Dad knew more than they were telling. LAPD didn't have the budget to surveil the Maine abode in an out-of-the-way Gold Country town called Angels Camp. Clarissa née Malory could easily keep her visits home on the down-low.

“I don't really talk about my family,” Clarissa said. “It isn't fair to them, dragging them into the limelight. People don't think about that, what a hassle it is for everybody else in the family if one person gets really huge.” It was a dodge, one she'd used many times before with entertainment reporters.

“Some people think about it. Some people's families figure they can build on a star's career to borrow money or sell stories to the tabloids or maybe get a reality TV gig.”

“Yeah. Well. My folks wanted a doctor. Or maybe a college professor.”

I studied her beautiful profile. “I guess a dad finds it tough to watch his kid go into a career like show business.”

“Seriously, enough about me.” She kept her eyes on the road. “Talking about me is too much like work. I'll be doing a bunch of publicity for the film, and it gets old.”

Impressive. Most people would at least admit to having been born and raised someplace at some time. She wasn't giving me a goddamn inch.

“You're an evasive interview,” I said. “You never talk about yourself. You have a way of shifting the conversation to your causes. The shelter is only one of them.”

“Talking about my causes is talking about me. What's in my head and in my heart is about me.”

“Touché.”

She was evasive and smart. But I already knew that.

“Tell me about FBI Special Agent Veronica Rales.” Her tone was light, and her long hands were relaxed on the leather steering wheel.

“I'm not any huge fan of talking about myself either.”

“But that's what my director is paying you for. So you're going to have to bear with me as I do a deep dive into your character.”

“I don't know where to begin.”

“Well, I'll start, and you stop me when I go wrong. You've been at the FBI for nine years. Before that, you worked several years for DeWitte Limited. And you got a fancy degree with a double minor from the Colorado School of Mines. Considering you're not that old, you must have got off to an early start.”

“You've been checking me out.”

She lifted a shoulder, a tacit half-shrug.

A lipstick red Toyota Tacoma pulled up on the right. Clarissa sped up, and the truck did too. That close, we could see somebody taking an iPhone video over the driver's shoulder.

“Rude,” I said.

“Everybody's a videographer these days.” Her smile was unworried. Perspective and her dark sunglasses concealed her identity. All the truck saw was a well-maintained antique ready to be bagged, tagged, and uploaded to Instagram.

The next time Clarissa sped up, they let us get away.

“Ninety,” she said. “Want to go for a hundred?”

“I was happy with eighty.”

She laughed and touched the brakes. The road unspooled in silence all the way to Quartzite, where she pulled off. Somehow, the personal conversation had been effectively derailed. Digging into the cooler, she pulled out a cold can of Fanta Orange. “Drink. It's a dry heat.”

I popped it open.

“My favorite form of hydration,” she said.

“Funny. It's my favorite too.” 

“Huh. Must be fate.”

Yeah, right. Those investigators of hers weren't half-bad for private guys.

I thought we might spend the night in one of those fancy five-star resorts complete with snooty spa in Phoenix, but she kept on going. After a time, she got off the interstate, and I assumed we were headed for one of the frou-frou resorts in the Catalina Foothills.

And still she kept climbing.

“It'll be cooler at higher elevation,” she said. “Better for our evening walk.”

She was a good driver. You thought of old fossils like this as land yachts that were hard to maneuver around tight curves, but she handled the car with ease. The GPS― another aftermarket installation― began to talk us through a series of turns. Eventually, we found ourselves going up a curving driveway that led us into an old-fashioned open carport.

“Where is everybody?” There were three spaces, but no vehicles besides our own.

“I have a code.” Yukon sniffed an interesting tree trunk, and Clarissa touched the top of his fluffy head. “We can't just drive up to any random motel with a dog this size.”

She was right, of course.

“My people found this place and made the reservations for me.” Squinting at something on her phone, she punched a series of numbers into an alarm box.

A soft buzz sounded, and then something clunked. The door unlocking itself.

The house was small but comfortable. The décor was standard bed and breakfast kitsch― depression glass on display in a tall bookshelf, paintings of sunsets and western wildflowers, the wood a little too dark and heavy for modern tastes. There was a climate-controlled empty back room which led out into a fenced dog run, making it obvious where their canine guests were meant to stay.

Clarissa unpacked Yukon's stuff first― setting out bowls and fluffing his doggy bed. He walked around snuffling, obviously intrigued by the interesting scents left behind by previous visitors.

“This is nice.” I hadn't known I was going to say that until the words were out.

After we brought in our bags, she headed off to walk Yukon on a nearby trail. I wouldn't have minded a walk myself, but I needed some time alone. Clarissa seemed so fucking normal. So decent. Kind to animals. A careful but efficient driver. It was hard to hate her, even though I knew she was the bad guy in this movie.

Don't let her get to you. Let her think she's charming you, but you've got to keep your head.

Yeah, right. That was all well and good in theory.

I wanted to text Matt with an update, but my phone had no signal. Huh. The place hadn't seemed that remote. Well, it wasn't like I'd learned anything yet. We were still in the getting-to-know-you phase.

What was Bailey doing?

Didn't matter.

Bailey and I were over. Done and dusted. I couldn't let myself think about Bailey.

Clarissa had taken the smaller of the two bedrooms, rolling in her suitcase before I could offer. Smart sociopaths could learn to be polite in little ways, the better to stick the knife in. But she didn't seem to be your standard sociopath. She seemed to be genuinely nice. Of course, nice people committed crimes for money the same as anybody else, but they usually needed a stronger motive. A sick child or spouse. Or a parent.

I thought about Malory Maine's parents again. According to the background material on Matt's thumb drive, they weren't experiencing any unusual financial pressure. Besides, Clarissa was now a top star paid millions for every movie. She could provide for her folks through legal means.

Her bedroom door was open. Her blood-red polycarbonate Rimowa rolling suitcase was unlocked.

I needed to hurry. Large dogs shouldn't be over-exercised when they were young. Clarissa and Yukon wouldn't be out of the way forever.

Opening the case, I carefully lifted out the contents piece by piece. Expensive but mostly casual clothes suitable for road-tripping. One little black dress, one matching pair of black stilettos. A bag of expensive cosmetics. No computer, and the phone was undoubtedly in her cross-body handbag.

No jewelry.

I felt along the side panels, but they didn't seem to be stuffed with bundles of cash or bags of uncut diamonds. What had I really expected to find? She was too smart to make it that easy.

This felt creepy. Yes, I was on assignment. Yes, my SAC expected me to check her out from every angle. Yes, I had a basic duty to make sure she wasn't carrying a concealed weapon or some other kind of dangerous contraband, but...

Snooping around like this felt wrong.

I repacked everything with care and zipped the bag.

Back in the kitchen, I found three bottles of red wine with bright ribbons around their necks. A heavy gold card was propped up against the bottles:

Welcome, Clarissa and Veronica!

Feel! Free! Help yourself to anything you find in the kitchen or bar!

The exclamation points certainly expressed a lot of enthusiasm.

I examined one of the bottles. Opus One. I was a gemstone appraiser, not a sommelier, but I knew that was an expensive bottle. How much did this place cost per night? Movie stars definitely knew how to live.

What the hell. I picked up the waiting corkscrew and opened the first bottle. Might as well let it stand and breathe.
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Chapter Eight
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Clary

I settled Yukon in for the night and paused at the door to kick off my shoes. A mouth-watering aroma lured me to the kitchen. Ronnie also went barefoot inside the house. Her toes sparkled with a shade of pink I hadn't expected from an FBI special agent.

“So,” I said. “You have some little-known talents as a chef.”

“Hardly.” She handed me a glass of wine, then tilted the bottle in my direction so I could read the label. “They left us a Beef Burgundy in the fridge with some instructions on how to warm it up in the oven. It'll be a few minutes more.”

Toes can't be suggestive. And neither can long, sexy fingers.

Yeah, keep telling yourself that.

“It smells marvelous.” I kept my voice light.

Drifting into the next room, I sat down on a long sofa that left all the emptiness in the world next to me. Following, she hesitated for only a moment before she sat too. Her knee swung out wide by habit, then snapped away again when she brushed against my leg.

Not very smooth, special agent. Do I have you a little flustered?

We clinked glasses. I sipped. She swished her wine around to check its body, then inhaled deeply to sample its bouquet. Her eyes closed a moment so she could concentrate.

Ronnie wasn't a gulper. She was an appreciator. A good quality in a woman.

Not for the first time, I wished I could be myself and tell her who I was.

An impossible wish.

This was bigger than me. Bigger than Malory Maine. There were too many other girls just like me who might not be able to rebuild their lives as successfully as I did after Hurricane Ronnie. Not everybody gets up after they're knocked down. And nothing knocks you down like being accused of a crime you didn't commit.

She put down her wine glass and gazed into the middle distance.

When I sipped, she picked up her glass again.

“Good, isn't it?” I asked.

“Too good. Dangerous.”

The sexual tension between us crackled. I experienced another twinge of regret. If only we were two completely different people. If only we could explore each other without all this history.

A history she didn't even know we had.

“It's good to live dangerously sometimes.” Now I was the one who put down her glass. “I'm free and single, and so are you, or so you said. What's wrong with a little kiss?”

She did gulp that final mouthful. “Clarissa...”

“Clary.”

“Fine. Clary.” Her knee swung out again. She'd forgotten to control it.

I tingled where our legs brushed together. Turning easily, I leaned into her, and she leaned a little back. This push-pull dance wasn't something I'd often encountered, especially once I became Clarissa Stanton, Oscar-nominated movie star. People chased me, and I let them.

Somehow, this time, I was one who had to chase, Ronnie the one playing coy. “I don't know that I want to be a notch on a movie star's bedpost,” she said.

“Everybody wants to be a notch on a movie star's bedpost.”

“One-date Clary.”

There was only one tabloid that regularly ran that nickname. “I had no idea FBI agents read that kind of trash.”

“You got me. I don't know the industry gossip as well as an alleged movie consultant should so, well, I Googled you.”

“If I was a man, people wouldn't bat an eye at my love-em-and-leave-em reputation. They'd expect me to enjoy my celebrity.”

“Oh, I'm not judging you.” She touched my knee, an awkward gesture, like she wanted to squeeze it but wasn't sure if she should. “I'm just saying what I read.”

“All right.” When I touched her knee, I gave it a real squeeze. “I'm not trying to persuade you to do anything you don't want to do.”

“Only because you know damn well I do want to do it.”

Wine forgotten, we shifted slowly but inexorably into each other― two daisies turning toward the sun. Except our sun was each other's faces. Our lips were a whisper away from another kiss, and my knees were open to let one of her knees slot itself between my thighs.

Slowly, slowly.

She smelled, ever so faintly, of something woodsy.

My heart pounded. It would be so easy to rush this moment. Instead, I kissed my own index finger, then tapped the kiss ever so softly against the side of her mouth.

“Why deny yourself then?” I asked. “If you want me, take me.”

She shivered. “Clary...” A sharp breath. “This is a job. And I don't want to fuck up the job on the very first night.”

I was shivering too. We were so close. My finger slipped down to stroke the strong, smooth line of her chin. “You're not going to fuck anything up. Everything will go more smoothly if we blow off some steam. We'll be able to focus better after.”

“Uh huh. I'm pretty sure it doesn't work like that.” Her voice cracked.

She wanted to be persuaded.

“Of course, it works like that. The only way to relieve sexual tension is to... relieve sexual tension.”

“Uh huh.” A lifted eyebrow told me what she thought of that theory. “You hook up with somebody once, and then the tension's gone, and you never want it again. That's just... not the way it is. At least, not for me.”

It did sound unlikely. Already, I sensed that one taste of Ronnie Rales might not be enough. But I was in too deep to give up now. Acting on instinct, I leaned all-in to plant another long, lingering kiss on those beautiful lips. No indirect kiss to the finger this time. My mouth sealed itself against her mouth, the better to share the pent-up desire pulsing inside of me.

Her breath tasted of expensive wine. Sweet and not-sweet. My own breath must taste the same. A rich, juicy heat. The very flavor of physical need. Unable to resist, she answered me with kisses as deep and urgent as my own. Our hands wandered across each other's bodies, and we both shuddered with impatience to be out of clothes that were suddenly much too hot and tight.

A loud buzzer went off, and Ronnie jumped. She was gone. Just that fast.

The fucking oven. Pushing myself to my feet, I hurried into the kitchen after her.

She turned and stood up straighter. There was an odd smile on her face I couldn't quite read.

“I don't think I can eat Beef Burgundy just this minute,” I said.

“It's the kind of dish they leave for honeymooners. The kind you can turn down to low, and it keeps. So I turned it down to low.”

A delicious confession. We were both on the same track. She wanted me as much as I wanted her.

And that was enough to make me bold. “Tell me what you want, Ronnie. Tonight is for you. Everything I do will be for you. Your night with a movie star.” Wasn't that everybody's fantasy? Wasn't that what everybody wanted?

Still, she hesitated. “You're so beautiful, Clary. You don't have to play a part. Not here, not tonight.”

“Who says it's a part? Who says I'm not exactly what I want to be?”

My hips danced with exaggerated sway as I headed off to the bedroom. All right, maybe I was playing a part, but I was enjoying the part I played.

The tease.

The seductive actress.

Available, if only for a single night of fantasy.

Ronnie groaned softly behind me. “I should be stronger than this.”

And, boom, there it was. My fantasy. I wanted to shake her iron control. I wanted to feel all that heat and power moving toward me. Wanted to see the calm, cool, and collected FBI agent lose all that calm and all that cool.

I whispered a few words, and music began to play. My entire body thrummed with the awareness of Ronnie standing in the doorway, unable to tear her eyes away from me. My French lace boy-shorts felt tight and a little sticky where my sensitive mound puffed with desire. Invisible heat flared the length of my body. My diamond-tipped nipples were in danger of jabbing their way out of the matching French lace brassiere.

Had I donned those sexy underthings just this morning in the hope that Ronnie would be seeing them tonight? If so, I hadn't quite admitted it to myself at the time. Was my plan too dangerous? Was I confusing her, or just confusing myself?

Ronnie's brown eyes seemed black as night. Her pupils dilated because of the dark doorway, or so I told myself, but I knew it was more.

She wanted me. Just one push more, and she'd take me.

Neither of us could resist the force of this moment. Instead of turning on the bedroom light, I whispered another word or two, and the smart bank of electric candles lit up. Between tucking Yukon into bed and finding Ronnie in the kitchen, I'd strung them along the mantelpiece of the antique fireplace.

Her eyes, already wide, went wider. “When did you do all that?”

“There wasn't a lot of ‘all that’ to do. Stringing up some electric candles takes, like, two minutes.”

“But... but...” She clamped her mouth shut.

Aha. “But where did they come from? Is that your question?”

She blinked away.

“You wouldn't have been rooting through my luggage, were you, Special Agent Rales?”

“I should have told you.”

“Well, whatever you were looking for, I'm sorry to disappoint you.” I smiled. “No mysterious diet drugs from Hollywood doctors. No thousand-dollar face creams made from the ground-up parts of endangered tigers.”

“I really am sorry. It was a stupid thing to do. I'm used to being an investigator, not a movie consultant. Call it force of habit.”

“It's all right. It's a Rimowa. If I'd really wanted to lock it, I would have. And you'd have hell to pay trying to break in.” Which was nothing more nor less than the truth. I'd wanted to know if she'd go snooping, and she'd fallen right into the trap.

She didn't really make much effort to hide it or to lie about it, though. Interesting. What was her game? Or was she not playing any game after all?

Don't let her turn your head. You're supposed to be turning hers.

Probably I shouldn't want to kiss her. Shouldn't want to hold her. My body shouldn't crave her touch like an essential vitamin. And yet I did. Was it some scent she carried? Some addictive pheromone? All I knew was that I was pulling her into my arms again, and she wasn't offering any resistance. Our fingers began to feel for buttons here and zipper tags there.

“So, anyway, that's an interesting story where it all came from.” My voice came out huskier than I meant it to. “The casserole isn't the only thing designed for a honeymooner's convenience. Didn't you notice that little treasure chest of naughtiness at the foot of the bed?”

She twisted in my arms, then dropped to her knees in front of the treasure chest in question. Her button-down shirt was completely unbuttoned now, the better to reveal the clean lines of her practical white bra. Was that FBI special issue?

“Holy shit,” she said.

“Maybe they've got a similar toy box in your bedroom. It might not be a honeymooner's place. It might be a swinger's playground. Who knows what kind of people rent these crazy out-of-the-way hideaways?”

“I bet you're right. There was a chest in my room, but I didn't open it. I just thought... interior decoration.”

She seemed hypnotized by the open chest in front of her. Electric candles and strings of little twinkly lights were the least of it. Our unseen hosts had supplied a selection of blister-wrapped dildos, strap-ons, and other sex toys in a bewildering variety of sizes, colors, and textures. “Do people really use so many gadgets?” she asked. “I've always thought of myself as more organic.”

“I assume you're supposed to take what you can use and leave the rest.” I touched her shoulder to get her back on her feet. “Right now, the organic approach is sounding good to me. Toys can be fun, but skin-to-skin...”

She shook herself and stood. Determined to knock her off her feet again, I used a sexy stripper's bounce as I danced away my shirt and shorts. Underneath were the bra and boy-short set. The lime-colored French lace was the perfect color to set up my creamy skim― and the delicate fabric was translucent enough to reveal the pink flush of my erect nipples, not to mention the tiny, tender contours of my throbbing clitty bud.

Ronnie's knees sagged. Fast and not too far, but I saw.

Smiling, I bundled up my long waves of red hair and tossed them easily over one shoulder.

She swallowed hard.

“Let me help you undress.” I stepped in close, my hands wandering boldly in search of any button that remained in its buttonhole.

“Are you trying to drive me insane?” she asked.

“‘Trying?’” I asked. “I'm not just ‘trying’ to do anything.”

She turned this way and that, a life-sized doll allowing me to strip her bare. There were odd moments of hesitation, and I remembered that she'd been with the same woman, on and off, for fourteen years. This was new to her, getting to know a new woman, moving under new hands. She wasn't used to casual encounters, and nothing she did was slick and calculated. None of it was planned out to spin my head around.

An intoxicating thought. I was special. This was special. And it seemed a little evil to remind myself yet again this was supposed to be my chance to spin her head around.

But I had to.

Don't forget who she is. Don't forget why you have her here.

Empty words, for the most part. Minute by minute and second by second, I forgot about anything except the sweet sight of her long naked body emerging in front of me. The white bra did cause me to fumble, but only for a beat or two. The clasp was between her breasts, and it had been a while since I'd encountered a bra that snapped in front. A delicious scent filled my nostrils as I figured things out.

Pay attention. Where's the Glock?

“Wait,” I said. “Aren't you supposed to carry a service weapon? Do you want to make sure you know where it is?”

“I do know where it is, sweet Clary. I left it in my gun safe in the trunk of your Fleetwood.” She touched the side of my face with one hand, the curve of my breast with the other. “Sometimes, I do know when to turn it off.”

And maybe I needed to know when to turn it off too.

Forget the plan. Forget everything.

She's here. You be here too.

Nothing exists right now but this moment.

With her bra gone, her firm breasts were on full display. “I want to gobble you up from top to bottom. I want to taste every inch of you.” My lips clamped on the goose-pimpled flesh of her right nipple. Sucking, pulling, I teased a squeal out of her. And then another. And another.

“Oh, fuck.” Her hands fluttered impatiently around to find the clasps that secured my bra. “You have to be naked too.”

Squirming back in a fancy two-step, I finished the dance out of my bra. It was a technique calculated to show off the sleek, cream-colored curves of my edible body. Something I'd done a thousand times. And yet all those other times felt like nothing more than endless rehearsal.

The light in her eyes electrified me. The heat.

“This is... we shouldn't... it's too much...” But she too was doing a little wiggle-waggle dance out of her oh-so-proper white underpants. Her bush was trimmed down to a tiny, teasing triangle intended to point the way.

My boy-shorts felt glued to me in all the wrong places. Using both hands, I rolled them carefully to mid-thigh, at which point I couldn't contain my impatience any more. With a rip, I yanked the fine French lace off my body.

She gasped. “You're so beautiful.”

“You too. You too.”

All that long, trained muscle. All the length of those glorious legs. Did she have any idea of how amazing she looked to me?

Our naked skin glowed in the light from the electric candles. We looked like we'd been rubbed in glycerin for a movie scene, but the gloss of sexual desire was all-natural. As was the way we tumbled together onto the double bed, my legs twining around her legs and her legs twining around mine.

“Organic,” she'd said, and it felt that way. Natural, animal, full of raw heat.

Length to length, we rubbed, kissed, and caressed each other. Lips slipped hot against lips. Nipples poked into breasts. Deltas tilted into thighs. The more fiercely we humped each other, the more pleasure we seemed to be grinding into each other's naked bodies.

My clit was on fire. My core was soaking wet.

Fire and water. Heat and more heat.

The reasons I had for seducing her, for confusing her, were forgotten. Nothing mattered to me now except making her feel good.

I did a slow slide down the length of her. My tongue lingered as it learned how to draw a silver track down the side of her chin to her collarbone and around her breasts and then down her belly.

And then lower.
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Chapter Nine
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Ronnie

Clary's people had investigators to rival the FBI. It's just that they tended to investigate different things. How did you find a hidden house in the hills where you had Opus One on the counter, a dog run in the back, and a treasure chest full of naughtiness in the bedroom?

Right now, the only naughtiness I needed was Clary's evil tongue. She worked it down and down, and I was powerless to resist. Indeed, I rolled onto my back, the better to open myself to its tireless attentions. Was it the scent of me that excited her so? The fragrance of my own arousal?

Don't flatter yourself. She's playing you.

Yeah. Playing me like a fucking violin. And she's the whole fucking orchestra.

How could a simple tongue waltzing its slow dance down feel so damn good? It never felt like this with Bailey. Not even in the beginning. We were fast and efficient and done.

And somehow, for fourteen years, I'd put up with fast and efficient and done.

No more.

I too deserved to know what it felt like to be appreciated. To have someone lick me inch by inch and step by step. To have someone there with me in the moment instead of rushing onward to the next new thing.

Forget Bailey. There was no Bailey. Not anymore.

Clary whimpered softly as I squirmed around beneath her. “Both of us,” I said, which wasn't even a complete sentence. But somehow she understood. Laughing, she got up on hands and feet, pushing herself high to let me turn beneath her. Then down again. And there we were, the two of us in a classic sixty-nine with Clary still on top.

A dream. A fantasy. Too much, too intense.

Overwhelming.

I wanted the overwhelm of being tasted while I was tasting. I needed it, I welcomed it, and sixty-nine done well chokes out all other thought. You can't coordinate the action unless you're totally there with your partner. And she was here with me, oh, fuck, she was here with me, and I was here with her, and...

Words were just words. You could say we started by flicking our tongues at each other's belly buttons, a preliminary tease as we got our bearings. You could say Clary had a teeny, tiny notch in her navel― a place where she must sometimes wear a piercing. You could struggle to describe how her tongue scooted in a tight circle to demonstrate its control.

Where are the words to tell how it felt when she sucked harder? The words to describe the special teasing tickle that rocked me to my toes?

I needed her lower.

And she needed me lower too.

Yes. That's it. Walk it down.

Our tongues moved in the kind of shared rhythm you'd think could only come from long practice. Funny how well we understood each other's bodies, even though we'd had no real time together, and what little time we had was twelve years ago.

Funny how much we understood when we were both deceiving each other.

She thought I didn't know she was Malory Maine, and I knew she didn't know I knew she was Malory Maine.

It could make you dizzy, if you let yourself think about it.

And so I didn't.

It wasn't a time for thinking, but for feeling. Our tongues reached the plush velvet of each other's mounds. Like many Hollywood women and perhaps all actresses, Clary had one of those expensive Brazilian waxes that left her smooth and hairless as a living doll. Her supple flesh was slippery and completely open to my exploring tongue. I could lick everywhere with reckless disregard.

My own bush was kept trimmed fiercely short, but it was there. Short fur against flesh. To my surprise, she rocked her whole face against it. Apparently, she liked the feeling of it brushing into her cheeks, her chin. Our hot, panting breaths sounded loud in the small room. We were both breathing deeply, the better to savor the rich scent of each other's desire.

Twin tongues in folds. Twin tongues sliding easily to tease the nubbin at the peak of those folds. Twin tongues probing deep for the source of wetness. It wasn't like one of us was copying the other. It was like we knew, stroke for stroke, and lick for lick, exactly how and when to move in tandem. The little licks and teases were soon followed up by harder, longer sucks. The juice was running down my chin. Every time she thrust her tongue inside of me, I thrust my own tongue more deeply inside of her.

If we timed things right...

But there was no if...

We timed things perfectly.

We rippled together, our bodies shaking. The collapsing walls of my orgasming pussy tugged her tongue hard and deep, just as the collapsing walls of her orgasming pussy tugged at my tongue. We came together for a long time, much longer than you'd think possible. It felt like we'd both decided to replace breathing with moaning.

At last, we lifted our heads a little, the better to gasp for much-needed air. She was still reverberating. I could feel it in the way her entire belly, delta, and inner thighs vibrated against my face. Hell. I was reverberating just as hard.

A snatch of air, and our tongues were back in the game. She'd started out juicy and only gotten juicier. I too was drizzling halfway down my thighs. The second round was messier than the first, and it felt all the more intense for being so messy. Wet, damp, hot.

There came a time when we tumbled over. Now I was on top, my head rolling enthusiastically between her sleek thighs. She groaned into my pussy, her face slotting itself eagerly into its new position. We were two pieces of one puzzle. Already, the pressure was beginning to build again. Higher and then higher. Every little spasm was an encouragement to spasm again.

♥♥♥
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I SLEPT MORE DEEPLY than I had in years― more deeply than I should have. This house was offline and out of the way, a place known to Clary's people but not to mine. Our athletic endeavors of the night before had drained the tension from every muscle in my body, including some I'd never known I had.

Just blowing off steam. Just getting the obvious sexual tension out of the way.

Yeah, right.

The room was too quiet when I woke. Where? I sat up in a rush, the soft if somewhat damp sheets sliding easily down my nude body. The cool of the air conditioner, which had gone unnoticed in the heat of the night before, suddenly felt arctic. I shivered, and not in a sexy way. Goose pimples stood up on my arms.

Where was she? Her side of the bed was empty.

Her side of the bed?

It was all her bed or meant to be.

Maybe she'd slipped away to sleep in the other bedroom.

One-date Clary.

Fine. Now we've got all that mess out of the way...

Hollow words for a hollow thought. I got up and padded naked to the open door of the bedroom. I couldn't throw on a robe, since my own things were in the other room. Well, it was silly to be modest now.

“Clary? Clary?”

There was a clatter of dishes from the kitchen. And a high, thin voice like a baby bird just learning to carry a tune. Clary had such a sultry speaking voice that I never realized she hadn't studied music. Singing was something private for her, not part of her career path as an actor. Something spontaneous.

I hung back from the open arch leading into the kitchen, close enough to see her and Yukon busying themselves with a tray.

The leftover Beef Burgundy. A silver pot of coffee.

I couldn't spoil their surprise, so I slipped back to the bedroom. My eyes had barely closed, and my body had barely slumped into the sheets before Clary came in with the tray. Happy Yukon tagged along at her heels.

“I know you're awake,” she said. “I hope I'm not the one who disturbed you.”

I sat up. “You're an angel.”

“Ha.” It was meant to be a laugh, but a micro-expression of sadness flickered across her face.

Did she feel bad about deceiving me? Or was I flattering myself?

Coffee and protein. And Clary. She was dressed in another pair of lace boy-shorts matched with another fancy brassiere. Last night's lingerie was Key lime. This morning's was aquamarine. How many colors did she own? I'd like to see them all.

She took away the tray and the dog. I lingered in bed. Her clear voice warbled in the distance as she urged Yukon to explore the dog run while it was still the cool of the morning. Then she was back.

“What happened to just one date to blow off steam?” As soon as I said it, I wished I hadn't.

She laughed. “It's all the same date, isn't it? The same twelve-hour period?”

“Hmm.”

She squirmed on top of me, still in her boy-shorts and bra, me still naked. Well, even more naked than before, since she'd kicked away the sheets. Her greedy hands pushed my arms up over my head and out of the way, and I let her do it. So easy to be lazy with Clary on top of me.

“You're so beautiful.” It wasn't the first time she'd said it, but hearing those words still touched something deep inside of me.

“Me. I'm not the beautiful one.”

“Oh, don't be all modest.”

“You're the movie star.”

“There are ugly movie stars.”

“Old ones. Male ones.”

She laughed. “All right. I'm going to gag you now.”

“You are not.”

“Am too.”

She had a long wisp of silk, something from the treasure chest. It wasn't a gag, and she had no serious intention of putting my mouth out of commission. Instead, she wiggled on top of me to bind my wrists together out of the way before she secured the tie to the nearest bedpost. I could have flexed two muscles and bucked her off, but where was the fun in that? I let her bind my arms and do what she wanted.

My legs sprawled open. “I'm at your mercy.”

“Bwah hah hah. And now I am going to perform the first of many experiments.” She puffed her cheeks at me and popped something out of her mouth and between her lips.

A metal ball. It chimed softly, so it had a bell or a weight of some kind inside of it. What the hell? Where had it come from? Well, obviously from the treasure chest, but I'd never seen it go into her mouth. Now it was there, ready for her to roll it merrily down my suddenly ticklish belly from my navel to my triangle.

“You tease,” I said.

She groaned, her nostrils flaring, her mouth working, but she couldn't formulate words. Not when she was busily making her metal ball rub into my clitty, where it chimed again and again, at shorter and shorter intervals. The metal, cool at first, warmed within seconds to body temperature, the hard material providing a strange contrast with her velvet lips. Two kinds of pressure rolled around the area of my clit, hard and unyielding, followed up by melting and teasing. Steel versus tongue. As she rolled it faster and faster, I wondered that the ball didn't go flying free of her mouth altogether, but she had perfect control.

“Please. You're going to make me come. It's too much. Too intense.”

Her laugh came from low in her throat. She wanted to give me that intensity. That rush. And I could not resist her.
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Chapter Ten
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Clary

I hadn't thought through the political realities of driving a baby blue Cadillac cross-country. As we descended in the direction of the interstate, we turned a curve and found ourselves at the back of a line of traffic that seemed out of place in the country.

“A pop-up checkpoint.” Ronnie was already removing her sunglasses.

Two uniformed officers on horseback moved quickly down the line of cars. Braking, I took off my ball cap to shake out my long red movie-star hair. As one of the men on horseback moved closer to my window, I slowly and theatrically pushed my sunglasses on top of my head to reveal my famous green eyes.

“Is there a problem, officer?”

He grunted and waved us on.

We drove in silence a long time after that.

I-10 East itself was clear. Another sunny day with a sky made of unbroken blue. It would be easy to drive faster than we should. All things considered, though, a visible vehicle like the Fleetwood wasn't really meant for open law-breaking. I set the aftermarket cruise control to the speed limit.

Yukon, lulled to sleep by the smooth ride, let out a snuffle of a snore. I giggled in spite of myself. Then Ronnie laughed too. Her hand found my knee. Delicious. Distracting.

I forced my daydreams away from memories of the night before. We had lots of open highway ahead of us. Lots of time to talk. I shouldn't waste the opportunity.

“I haven't driven this way in this car before. I should have realized...” My voice trailed off.

“You have a right to drive the car you want. It's still America.”

“He didn't approve. He pretended not to recognize me.”

Ronnie laughed again. “It's possible he really didn't recognize you. Not everyone watches the movies.”

“Oh, yes, they do.”

The highway kept unrolling. She squeezed my knee a second time.

The post-sex awkwardness we'd both feared wasn't happening. I felt easier with her than I'd expected, and she felt easier too. Her confident touch told me that.

Dive in. This is your chance to get the agent to open up.

My hands rested easily at ten and two on the steering wheel. My eyes were on the road. My knee flexed under her hand, the only hint of how keenly aware I was of her physical presence.

“To make the most of this role, I need to understand the law enforcement mindset. I need to know everything there is to know about what it feels like to be a female FBI agent. What your motivations are, what obstacles you face.”

“I can't say I've faced any obstacles any other special agent doesn't face.”

“Because you're exceptionally well-qualified.”

“Everybody recruited to work for the FBI is exceptionally well-qualified.”

“All right, but you're super exceptional, am I right? You have a suite of skills that's pretty unique.”

She didn't answer but then she didn't need to.

“You stand out from the crowd of navy suits. You can't deny it, Ronnie.”

“I suppose I can't. All right. Where do you start? Yes, I have a unique set of skills, but there are some specific challenges when you work with art, antique, and gemstone fraud. There's a mindset that these crimes only impact the rich and that they are...” She waved her hand as she searched for the right words. “A relatively trivial kind of crime. Insurance fraud, money-laundering... it seems like clean crime to a lot of people. The glamour crimes attract the media and most of the funding.”

“Terrorism. Armed robbery. Serial killers. Drug smuggling. Human trafficking.”

“Sure.”

“Serious issues.”

“Sure.” She looked out the window, so I was getting the back of her head every time I sneaked a glance in her direction. This line of questioning shouldn't make her so uncomfortable. “But it takes money to run a criminal network worthy of the name. Arms dealers, terrorists, and drug distributors can't build a large-scale operation without a way to launder lots of cash.”

“That's where the gems come in. That's what makes it bigger than some socialite who misplaces the family jewels.” I hardly knew what I was saying. Instead, I was sneaking looks at her sneaking looks at me.

She was as aware of my physical presence as I was of hers. I wasn't kidding myself about that.

“There's no more compact form of wealth than a rare gemstone. Do you know what five million dollars cash weighs in hundred-dollar bills?” Ronnie didn't wait for me to answer. “Well over a hundred pounds. Whereas the five-million-dollar Hooker Emerald weighs less than seventy-six carats― around fifteen grams. It's a life-changing fortune you can slip into a pocket.”

“I saw a movie...”

“I'm sure you've seen a lot of movies.”

I flicked a glare in her direction. “In this one, they had a way of stealing the real painting and replacing it with a fake. Nobody noticed the real picture was missing sometimes for months.”

“That was definitely the movies. There are such things as alarms.”

“But it happens with gemstones. That's what you think Patsee tried.”

“I can't talk about an open case.”

“Sorry. But it's pretty easy to get a fake made. That guy...” A look from Ronnie shut down further discussion of any guy who testified in Patsee's case. I scrambled. “Um, so. There are jewelers who cut copies of valuable gems so people can wear the fake and store the real stone in a vault. They get a better deal on their insurance.” There. That seemed harmless enough.

She nodded warily.

“So the real reason they own the gem isn't to wear. It's for investment. Or for portable wealth, like you say. They've got millions in their pocket even if they have to leave everything else behind.”

“You got it.”

“I'm struggling to understand my script. Did they let you have a copy?”

She shook her head. “Just a summary. But I get the general idea. They don't quite say so, but the plot was clearly influenced by the so-called Bahia Emerald case.” The custody dispute over the four-hundred-million-dollar emerald had been unfolding in local courtrooms for years.

“Right. It's going to be billed as one of those ‘inspired by true events’ pictures. But the actual case is too messy to make good film, the stone is too large, and anyway most of the people involved are still active in various litigation in Los Angeles, so...”

“So the scriptwriter pretty much made it up out of a whole cloth.”

“You understand perfectly.”

A black sedan pulled up alongside us on the right. The back driver's side window came open, and a hand stuck out a phone. Somebody else grabbing a picture of the Cadillac.

And then they were gone.

Ronnie chuckled and squeezed my knee again. “The price of fame.”

Did she know what her touch did to me?

Oh, of course she fucking knows.

“There are different descriptions of the Bahia floating around.” I used every trick in my actor's playbook to hold my voice steady. “In some paperwork, it's seven hundred fifty-two pounds. In others, it's eight hundred forty. So maybe there were two different rocks. Somebody switched them out. One of them is fake or, even if it's a real stone, it's less a valuable stone.”

“An amateur is not going to solve this crime.”

“I am trying to think like a cop. You're supposed to be helping me.”

The road kept unrolling. Yukon snuffled behind us. Her hand stayed on my knee, and I liked it there.

You're supposed to be seducing her. Not letting yourself be seduced.

“Where is the Bahia now? Have you been allowed to see it?” There. That was a good question. I needed to confirm how easy it was for her to swap fine gems for fakes.

“As far as I know, it's still in a Los Angeles evidence locker. The government of Brazil wants it back. Until that case is settled, that rock isn't going anywhere.”

“I wonder how often anyone enters that vault. Maybe there's a way it could have been removed and replaced by a fake.”

She studied the side of my face. We both knew I wasn't talking about the Bahia Emerald. “Look. Los Angeles PD doesn't allow just anyone to waltz in and out of the evidence vault. Not even FBI.”

“Remind me,” I said slowly. “I think it's all right for me to ask this question because I'm pretty sure you already testified about it in open court.”

She shot me a wary glance. “Phrase it very carefully, Clary.”

“Is there lab-grown synthetic alexandrite?”

“Yes.” She bit the word off short.

“How good was Yukon's fake? Was it made of actual lab-grown stuff?” Every news report on the case made a big deal about alexandrite's special property of being able to change color from a rich merlot indoors to a deep woodsy blue outdoors. Most counterfeits made of cheaper color-change stones like lab-grown sapphires never got the shade of blue right.

“The stone set in Yukon's collar was the real deal.” Ronnie recognized a leading question when she heard one, and she was shutting down.

Hell. I still had to ask. “All right, but is it possible Patsee was set up? Somebody else could have switched the stone. Just because she made a match for Yukon, it doesn't mean she was planning a scam from the get-go.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, Clarissa. Nobody else is waltzing up to a dog that size to swap out his collar. Patsee Easton switched the alexandrite. And nobody switched the Bahia Emerald.”

Somebody switched the DeWitte Beryl, though.

Was it you, Ronnie?

It had to be you.

And I can't let myself forget it. Not even for a minute.
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Chapter Eleven
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Ronnie

Sierra Blanca, Texas. A high plateau in the Chihuahuan Desert surrounded by dusty mountains.

The motel was a ring of five detached cabins built in the dawn of the road-trip era and rarely updated since. In the interest of privacy, we'd been assigned to the back cabin most distant from the road, although none of the others appeared to be rented. I stood in the open door to watch Clary and Yukon disappear around a bend in the scrubby landscape. After the drive, he was eager for his walk.

Road-tripping with a large dog landed you in some interesting places. At least, it was reasonably cool at this elevation. Maybe later we'd be able to turn off that bone-rattling window unit.

Walking around the grounds, I soon located the old picnic table in a spot that would catch the afternoon sun. A cheap plastic hummingbird feeder dangled from a standing hook set in the center of a cheesy rock garden. Unenthusiastic red and yellow flowers grew in chipped terracotta pots at the hook's feet.

As if.

A hummingbird zipped by, stopping first at the flowers, then the feeder. Even an FBI agent isn't always right.

Another day gone, and what had I really learned about Clarissa Stanton?

She had a lot of questions about gemstone scams, but that wasn't too weird, since answering questions about gemstone scams was my whole reason for being included on this trip. Her questions were intelligent, so she wasn't trying to play stupid airhead actress. She didn't really probe that far into the Easton case, no more than anybody else would have probed.

Damn it all. She seemed so genuine.

Of course, that was her whole job. An actor who couldn't seem real rarely had much of a future.

I sat at the picnic table and drummed my fingers on the weathered wood. A pink stain spread across the sky in the west. 

I shouldn't have allowed myself to fool around with a potential suspect. Oh, I knew damn good and well what Matt wanted. He couldn't specifically direct me to get physically involved with Clarissa, but he didn't expect agents to play by the rule-book when they went undercover to break open a stone-laundering operation. And he knew what was likely to happen when he put me alone in a motel room with a beautiful actor.

It wasn't such an unpleasant assignment.

Insinuate my way into her life. Find out what and who she was really up to. And she always had the option to say no. She was the one who asked for me.

This wasn't real undercover work. Not when she knew exactly who I was.

Fuck. Was it possible she wasn't up to anything nefarious? Was it really?

Maybe this whole trip was a wild goose chase. Maybe all the FBI would get out of it was a thank-you in the closing credits.

Matt wouldn't be delighted if I didn't get some dirt on Clarissa Stanton.

But I wasn't here to delight Matt Dauphin. I was here to get the truth.

Twilight. The evening was already getting chilly. Time to set out the picnic supplies we'd picked up at a big box store off the interstate earlier in the afternoon. With a snap of the wrist, I spread the crisp new tablecloth over the old wooden table. It took a single match to light the twenty-hour candle in its cheerful green tin.

The flame danced, and so did a flicker of motion in the shadows.

“Clary?” I hadn't meant to call her that, but sometimes it slipped out.

Silence. Stillness.

“Is somebody there?”

A tall figure emerged from the shadows, her face lit from beneath by the glow from my candle. At first, I couldn't quite register what― who― I was seeing. She was too out of place.

“Bailey? What the almighty fuck?”

“Nice to run into you too, Ronnie.” She opened her arms as if to invite me into a hug.

I folded my own arms across my chest and stepped back.

She was dressed down in her softest, oldest pair of jeans, the ones with a familiar rip at her left knee. Her button-down western shirt was new, maybe something she'd picked up at a tourist trap along the way.

Her arms dropped. We glared at each other.

“How?” I asked. “You've been following me?”

“Matt kept me updated.”

“What the hell is he doing, sharing FBI intelligence with LAPD?”

“I made a compelling argument that we have a mutual interest in sharing information on this particular case.”

“No, no, no, no, no. This isn't even any kind of case. It's a movie consult.”

She looked entertained. I'm glad somebody was. “How does Clint feel about that? I was under the impression he worked pretty damn hard to make movie consults his job.”

“This director wanted a female agent.”

“This director? Or this actress?”

This was some bullshit. Matt should have known better. We were definitely going to have a come-to-Jesus when I got back to LA.

As for Bailey herself, she had a classic case of not knowing what she wanted until it was gone. 

“I don't understand you,” I said. “If you'd spent half this much time worrying about what I was doing when we were together, we'd still be together. But it's too late now. We're over. We've been over.”

“The script leaked.” She tossed a blue folder onto the picnic table.

“You did not drive a thousand miles to deliver a script. There's this thing called email.”

“I thought you might find it interesting.”

“I doubt it. I'm going to see the actual thing being filmed. Not sure why I'd need all the spoilers and plot points spelled out for me in advance.”

“Did you know the director plans to borrow the actual Ademar Emerald from the Smithsonian for when he films the heist sequences?”

“Of course I knew that. All Hollywood knows how Keller operates.” One of Claus Keller's previous hits featured two gym bags full of hundred-dollar bills. He'd somehow arranged to borrow actual currency from one of the largest banks in Los Angeles for the purpose. The hike in the production's insurance costs was written off as a necessary evil.

“Stars behave in a heightened way when they're handling actual cash,” he said. “They walk different, they talk different. Money changes everything.”

Maybe. Or maybe he just needed to hire actors who knew how to fake it better.

“Someone's going to try to swap those stones.” Bailey was excited. The candle flame dancing in her eyes made her look downright manic. “And LAPD wants in on the collar. The original conspiracy was cooked up in Hollywood. We deserve to be included in this case. SAC Dauphin and I had a nice, long talk.”

“No, no, no, no, no. You are way out of your jurisdiction here, Bailey. You are not inveigling your way into my collar. LAPD is not taking the credit for my work. Besides, there may not even be a collar. The director and the star didn't invite FBI onto the set because they're planning to steal the stones.” The words tasted false in my mouth. And yet they made so much sense. A fresh wave of doubt assailed me.

Matt and I were operating under the assumption Clary wanted me close to help her gain access to FBI insider knowledge. The whole, “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” bullshit. Movie people thought like that. And criminals watched the movies too. They understood the concept.

Still, asking me to ride along with her seemed like an unnecessary complication. Why involve me at all if she intended to steal the emerald?

My head was spinning. For a minute, I doubted everyone. Even my Special Agent in Charge.

Why had Matt really sent me out here? Was he trying to get me out of the way of something?

There was something wrong with this case. Maybe something wrong with a lot of recent cases.

Was it possible someone in law enforcement was involved in the gemstone frauds? If so, wouldn't that person want me well out of the way?

Oh, Matt.

He was the one who sent me out here. And now he'd sent Bailey out here. He'd taken the FBI and LAPD Robbery-Homicide off the scene in Los Angeles with one deft move.

Bailey waved a hand in front of my face. “Hey, you with me, girl?”

I shook off the moment of paranoia. If I couldn't trust my SAC, I couldn't trust anybody. Besides, we'd made a decent team for several years, and we'd brought down plenty of evildoers. He was solid. I'd bet my reputation on it.

Hell, maybe I was betting my reputation on it.

As for Bailey, she was here because Bailey couldn't let our relationship slip out of its final misery. “No,” I said slowly. “The fact is, I'm not with you. Because we're over. I don't even want to know how you convinced your chief and my SAC to let you chase me out here, but you've crossed a line. Go home.”

“Fourteen years, Ronnie. Fourteen fucking years.”

“And you took me for granted for thirteen years and six months of them.” I tried to soften my tone. “Look, babe. We gave it a good try, but we're just no good together. There's no magic.”

“And you think you'll find magic with...” She flapped her hand at me. “A movie star.”

“I'm not trying to find magic with a movie star.”

“Still lying to yourself, Ronnie. After all these years. You've been dazzled by Hollywood all along. How's a regular girl supposed to compete?”

“Nobody's asking you to compete. I'm asking you to let me go.”

We both went silent at the same moment. A sweet but unsteady voice was singing along the trail. But the flicker of the candle drew them in our direction anyway.

“Hey.” Clary started to call out. And then she stopped cold in her tracks, Yukon instantly stopping at her side. Her eyes went wide.

She'd recognized Bailey. Of course, she had. The arresting officer. The person Malory Maine first met on the worst day of her life.
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Chapter Twelve

[image: image]


Clary

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

What was she doing there? Was I busted? Was she here to tell Ronnie that I was the missing Malory Maine?

Had she already told her?

The muscles in Yukon's shoulders bunched, and I rubbed his ears for reassurance.

It's all right, boy. It's all right.

But it wasn't. Lieutenant Bailey Flowers of LAPD's Robbery-Homicide Division, and― by some strange coincidence, Veronica Rales's long-time partner― was the last person who should have shown up by Ronnie's side at a picnic table outside a micro-village in far West Texas.

Yukon remained alert, just in case I changed my mind.

Hell, I almost wished I could. But siccing my dog on LAPD wasn't going to win me any points. Besides, Flowers wasn't here as a police officer. We were too many states away from her jurisdiction. She was here to catch up with the ex-girlfriend. 

Ex-girlfriend?

Maybe not anymore. The report from my investigators had a lot to say about their on-again, off-again relationship. Maybe Ronnie decided she didn't want to give up the woman if it meant losing the house. Or maybe she really couldn't break off their complicated relationship.

Because Ronnie must have called Flowers. How else had Flowers found me?

More than that, Ronnie must have been keeping in touch with her so-called ex all along. LAPD wasn't about to fly out a private plane to drop off one of their officers in the middle of nowhere. And there sure as hell wasn't any commercial air traffic here.

She'd driven out here. And somebody told her exactly where the fuck she needed to go.

I wanted nothing better than to march right up to that picnic table to demand an explanation, but I couldn't risk it. If Flowers hadn't recognized me, every second spent with the two of them together increased the odds of triggering somebody's memory of that long-ago night. 

Breathe.

Bailey Flowers doesn't know my real name. She couldn't have told Ronnie anything.

Nobody knows.

Play it cool.

“Sorry.” My voice was ice. “Didn't realize you were busy.”

“Clary!”

I turned on my heel, and Yukon turned with me. Coyotes howled in the distance. He paused in mid-spin.

“It's all right,” I repeated. “They're way out there.”

The real dangers were a lot closer.

Too restless to head directly to the cabin, I walked him toward the front of the motel where the cars were parked. The owner's battered pickup truck, my Cadillac Fleetwood, and a silver Lexus hybrid with California plates.

Like I thought.

Bailey Fucking Flowers's personal car. She'd driven all the way out here. That was a lot of miles if she didn't have a lot of motivation.

I felt kicked in the stomach.

Moments later, Yukon and I were marching inside the cabin, the door reverberating where I slammed it behind me. He snuggled his face against my side, making it clear he was concerned.

“It's people stuff.” I snuggled him back. “It's all right, boy. You did fine.”

His tail beat on the thin carpet. His fluffy body felt warm and strong against mine.

This is a good thing, I told myself. A good reminder to be careful.

We had fun last night, but Ronnie was playing you to get you off your game. Don't let it go to your head.

I was the one who was supposed to be setting the trap.

The one who was supposed to be cold and unemotional.

The one who had a plan.

Damn it, though. The way her tongue squirmed up the hollow of my inner thigh...

Yukon loved being hugged. His tail thumped harder.

Why did I feel such a stab of loneliness?

I'd always been alone. It was nothing new. Not really. I had to keep everyone at a distance if I wanted to build a career in Hollywood.

At least now I had my loyal dog.

“It's you and me, baby. We're at the top, and nobody's dragging us back down. Nobody.”

An indeterminate amount of time passed. What the hell were the two of them doing? Eating, laughing, plotting? Thinking about all the fun they'd have once I was in prison for their crimes?

Yes, their crimes. Bailey Flowers must be in on it. I'd thought Ronnie's accomplice must be Johannes DeWitte, but maybe she'd used the old man too. She came out way ahead after the collapse of his business. The training and references he'd given her were of inestimable value when she applied for a job with the FBI.

Something tickled at the back of my brain. The tip-of-the-tongue sensation of almost, but not quite, figuring something out.

My subconscious knew something. But my conscious mind couldn't seem to reach it.

Maybe I could play Bailey and Ronnie off against each other. Work a wedge between the two thieves.

Ronnie hadn't ever recognized me, even up close. Bailey probably wouldn't either.

The thought of creating some intricate mind-fuck of a triangle just made me tired. I didn't want to share. If I had to go back to a lonely life of one-night stands, I'd rather do it with a series of forgettable strangers.

After I tucked Yukon into his doggy bed, I headed for the small bathroom to fix my face. The mirror was flecked with black spots where the silver was coming off, and the single light bulb was sixty watts of unflattering yellow that had to be turned on and off by pulling a metal string. Ugh. I splashed my face with cold water and reached for the caffeine-infused eye cream.

The front door rattled open. Showtime. I tossed my tumble of red curls over my shoulder as I sashayed back into the bedroom.

“Where's your friend?” I asked.

Ronnie looked more haggard than I expected. “She isn't a friend.”

Liar, liar.

“She's um, from a messenger service in LA.”

Pants on fire. “Uh huh. A messenger service that delivers to Sierra Blanca, West Texas.” I pronounced every syllable with care, so we could both hear how ridiculous it sounded.

Since there was no other available surface, Ronnie tossed a folder on the double bed. “She delivered a copy of your script.”

“She could have emailed that. Assuming it really is the script.” Who leaked to LAPD? And why? Unable to contain my curiosity, I picked up the folder and rifled through it. Even a cursory look was enough to see it was an early version. “Huh. Why is this even important? And why would they give it to you?”

She shrugged. “You presumably have a script already.”

“You gonna tell me what this is really all about? Who that really is? Because this smells like an excuse.” I tossed my hair again and tilted my head back.

She couldn't avoid looking into my face but, somehow, her eyes flicked away from mine.

“I'm sorry, Clary. Let's not do this right now.”

“Do what?”

She shrugged again. “You know what. You really don't have the right to poke around in my private life.”

“So I'm correct. The script was just a bullshit excuse. You know that woman. That so-called messenger.”

“I know you need to eat. We had a long day today, and we'll have another one tomorrow.”

“Don't feel like eating. I think I got overheated today.” I was escalating, which probably wasn't a great idea, but who wouldn't in that situation?

“Well, I need to eat. Come sit with me.”

“Get your friend to sit with you.”

“Not my friend.”

I dropped the folder back on the bed hard enough to make it bounce. “My not-friends drive eight hundred miles all the fucking time to hand-deliver my packages.”

Ronnie's eyes flicked toward the mattress. The double mattress of the double bed. Which was the only bed in the room besides Yukon's doggy bed.

“I didn't think.” I felt my face get hot. This whole scene was supposed to put her off-balance, but somehow I was the one floundering. “I'll go tell the lady we need another cabin.”

“No need. I've already got one.”

A cabin with Bailey Fucking Flowers. I'd bet cash money on it.

My mouth opened and then closed.

I was supposed to be One-date Clary. Time to live up to the name. Time to refuse to give one teeny, tiny flying fuck about where Ronnie was sleeping tonight.

But I wasn't the only one refusing to give one teeny, tiny flying...

Before I could force out a cheerfully fake, “Sleep tight,” the cabin door had already slammed shut behind her.

The double bed was cold and empty.

She'd even remembered to pick up the folder.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Ronnie

The candle in the green tin looked lonely where it flickered on the table. I popped open an Orange Fanta and picked at the sad appetizer I'd improvised from the junk food we'd picked up along the way. The blue taco chips were meant to be dipped in cheap salsa.

I didn't bother to dip, because it felt like too much hassle to open the jar.

Coyotes sang in the distance. Once I caught the hoot of an owl.

The soda got warm before I reached the bottom of the can.

Bailey must be on the interstate by now. I-10 West if she had any sense, but probably I-10 East so she could beat us out to New Orleans.

I picked up my phone. It was earlier out there in LA. Hell, he might even still be at the office, “What the hell, Matt?”

“What?” He was trying too hard to sound bland.

“You sent Bailey after me?”

“I can't send Lieutenant Flowers anywhere. She's LAPD.”

Sigh. “You told her where she could find me.”

He cleared his throat. “Is there a problem? You do know she's still listed as your emergency contact, right?”

I should have fixed that weeks ago, but I hadn't known who to add once she was gone. A sad reason to last so long― me not having anybody else in my back pocket.

Somehow, I'd turned into the classic FBI agent whose life was all about work. Bailey was easy, Bailey was always there.

I'd taken her for granted as much as she'd taken me for granted.

“Besides, you're both professionals.” He was still talking. Over-explaining. “I would expect you to be able to work together from time to time.”

“Fine. So why are we working together this time so far outside Lieutenant Flowers's jurisdiction?”

“Sims is making more noise than I thought. And Bailey came to me, just so you know that. It was her idea.”

“So she informed me. She wants LAPD in on the Stanton bust.” Which he already knew. “As far as Sims, he can make all the noise he wants. The Easton case is solid.”

Matt blew out a puff of air loud enough for me to hear.

“I'm not a mind-reader,” I said. “If you have something to tell me, you're going to have to tell me.”

“He wants the counterfeit and the real stone side by side in front of the jury, and the judge is inclined to grant the request.”

That was the last thing I expected. “But we don't have the counterfeit. We've never had it. You know that, Matt.”

“Sims asserts that we do. That's the exculpatory evidence we're supposedly concealing.”

“Oh, for fuck's sake. That's ridiculous. Even if we did have it, how the hell is the existence of the counterfeit supposed to be exculpatory? It's the fucking opposite! It proves she planned the fucking crime from the get-go.”

He exhaled even louder this time. “He figures if we're hiding it, then it must prove something.”

“And Bailey had something to share about this?”

“There were some leads in the LAPD files that you originally dismissed as irrelevant.”

“Clarissa Stanton is not a lead in the Patsee Easton case. Clarissa Stanton's movie script is even less of a lead.”

Matt stayed quiet. There was something I was missing.

“Let's go back,” I said. “Why does Sims think we're hiding the fake?”

More quiet on the line. Too much quiet. He was letting me work things out in my own head. Which was both annoying and a sign of his faith in my intelligence.

After some thought, I got it. “You devious son of a bitch.” Of course. Matt had leaked the fake rumors about the FBI concealing the exculpatory evidence. The missing fake gem was also the missing evidence. “Your leak is the reason Sims thinks we have the fake alexandrite. He's gone further with it than you expected, but you're the one who gave him the fatal push.”

“Brains and beauty, Ronnie. You're the whole package.”

“So you've got him chasing his tail. Which is what you wanted. So where's the problem?”

“There's no problem. I just want you to be aware he's going to make a big deal about it if we can't produce the fake.”

“Fine. Let him flail. He's got a guilty client, so he's going to fling the crap around to see what sticks. The jury will see right through that so-called strategy.”

Another pause. He cleared his voice. And then his tone changed just that fast. “Look, these days, the FBI has a lot to prove. There's a lot riding on this, more than you know. Including your career and mine. Our next move will either be the DC or the North Alaska field office, and I'm going to tell you right now I'm not a fan of igloos.”

Wow. No pressure or anything. “Heard and understood,” I said carefully. “DC is on the table.” He knew I'd been angling for a transfer to headquarters. He knew what it meant to me. Living in a cheap motel wasn't getting me away from Bailey. Moving across the country to begin a new life at the top of my game at headquarters...

That's what would get me away from Bailey.

“It's the perfect time for you,” he said. “You haven't bought a house in LA yet, and I'd recommend holding off because we've got a real chance of grabbing this next rung up on the ladder.”

“Oh, I'm definitely holding off on the house. I'm still in the Super 8.”

“So, this is the natural next step on your quest for world domination.” Matt's tone was easy again. “When I'm the director of the FBI, I'll need top people under me. People with a history of good judgment in dealing with high-profile offenders.”

I was being tested. And not just with Patsee Easton. Clarissa Stanton, Oscar-nominated movie star, was a way higher profile offender than anything a wanna-be model/girlfriend could ever dream about.

“Are you there in DC right now?”

“I am.” He didn't spell out the rest, because he gave me credit for being able to figure it out. Matt wasn't just making the final arrangements with the Museum of Natural History to swap out the stone. He was doing the rounds at headquarters, meeting with the director if possible, and the deputy director if not. Office politics at its finest.

“Don't we need someone in LA to coordinate the search for the fake? That's a job we both know I can do― find the fake, turn it over to the judge and jury, and let Sims find out for himself how much it hurts, not helps, her case. I can head back right now. Just say the word.”

“No, no, you keep going with Stanton,” he said. “Running down the fake alexandrite is basic shoe leather. There's nothing there that requires your special touch― a lot of sales transactions searches for that gemstone profile, a lot of knocking on the doors of various jewelers and pawn shops. Plenty of guys can do that. I won't need to call you back until we actually have both stones in hand.”

I swallowed a sigh. Was that relief? Fuck. It was. I wanted to stay out here with Clary.

Of course, you do. The real action is going to be on that movie set. That's your ticket to DC right there.

As if any of this was about my ticket to DC.

As if none of this was about the way her red hair bounced in the sunlight.

“Did you take a look at that script?” he asked. “It isn't the latest version, but it's enough to give you the basic idea.”

“Briefly, but honestly I don't see what I have to learn from a made-up movie script.”

“Something's going down on that set, and it speaks to the credibility of the FBI if we do, or do not, stop a major gem heist on a big-deal major motion picture set.”

“The jury is not supposed to follow the news until after the trial. Our credibility will be the same as it ever was.”

“Agreed. The Easton jury's fine. We've contained the adverse publicity from that case when we arranged for Clarissa Stanton to adopt that damned dog.”

“So...?”

There was a long pause.

“Oh, God,” I said. “Really?”

“It's possible.”

“Malory Maine and Claus Keller? Working together? That's what you're thinking?”

“Hear me out, Ronnie.” Something popped. A cap on a bottle of beer, maybe. My boss was kicking back and ready to bullshit by the hour. “Keller thinks it's a publicity stunt. But Maine intends to double-cross him and actually get away with the real stone. How is that not a possible scenario?”

“Are you serious? I need some of what you're drinking.”

“Everybody on Twitter has an opinion about the credibility of federal investigators right about now. A slam-dunk against an A-list Hollywood actress and a top international director is publicity for team FBI you can't buy at any price.”

And when exactly had I been transferred from gem fraud specialist to a member of the publicity staff?

“No, no, no, no, Matt. That's way too far off the map for me. Has it ever crossed your mind that all these people want to do is make a movie?”

Long after the call ended, I remained seated at the picnic table. The air was fresh, and the song of the coyotes far off in the mountains added a little atmosphere. The window unit must have chilled my tiny cabin by now, but the room would still be cramped and musty.

Matt was spitballing. Nothing wrong with that. You didn't solve crimes committed by smart criminals if you were afraid to look at all the possibilities.

Still. Malory Maine and Claus Keller. The more I thought about it, the more ridiculous it seemed. My SAC didn't know Clary the way I was coming to know her. Sometimes, I found it hard to believe she was even much of a criminal at all.

Flipping through the script folder, I could see all the white spaces in the dialogue. An easy read with the help of my phone's flashlight app. Standard crime movie crap.

Who's telling the truth, and who's a liar? That one's easy, I thought. Everybody's lying.

What's real, and what's fake? And who can you trust when the ultimate prize is worth fifty million dollars?

That wasn't too tough, either. 

Nobody. Trust nobody.

I put down the folder and closed my eyes.

The script was an excuse for Bailey to come out here. I knew what Bailey wanted.

What did Matt want? He gave her my location for a reason, and he respected me enough not to spell out that reason. He knew I'd get it in the end.

I recalled Clary's eyes when she stepped out of the shadows to confront the two of us. She'd choked it down, but she recognized Bailey― as Matt knew damn good and well she would. He wasn't pressuring me. He was pressuring Clary.

He wanted her to remember Malory Maine's arrest.

The feel of the handcuffs. The sound of the arresting officer's cold voice.

He wanted her to panic. Criminals who panic make mistakes. If her mistakes allowed her to implicate somebody else, great. If that somebody else was a big name director like Claus Keller, better than great.

Maybe it wasn't such bad psychology, but it still annoyed me. I should have been consulted. And, of course, if I had, I would've said fuck no. The last thing I needed right now was more contact with Bailey.

My phone vibrated. A follow-up text from Matt.

Dauphin: Malory Maine has made a fool of the FBI for over a decade. You have two weeks and four days to shut her down.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Clary

“I can find the fake, turn it over to the judge and jury, and let Sims find out for himself how it hurts, not helps, her case.” An excited Ronnie was talking louder than she intended to. Her voice rang like a bell in the chilly night air.

She wasn't in her cabin. She was out by the picnic table.

Where was Flowers? I didn't hear a second voice.

I paused in mid-stride. This was a bad idea. I should have stayed in my own damn cabin. What did I even think I was going to do anyway? Apologize? For what? I wasn't the one who invited a third wheel from LAPD to join our little road trip.

Confront her? Again, for what? We'd had a one-night thing. Ronnie didn't owe me a damn thing.

Fuck.

How did everything between us blow up so fast? We'd spent one perfect night together, and she was starting to let down her guard. It was all going according to plan. Well, to be honest with myself, not entirely according to plan. Me letting down my guard too... that wasn't according to plan.

I should have had everything under control by now. I should have had some answers.

Why did I think a one-night fling would break the tension and clear the air? How could the feeling be so strong between us?

Even now, I felt a deep tug in my belly. A longing to touch. To caress.

Now here I was, hanging back in the darkness between cabins like a fucking creeper. From here, I couldn't quite see into the picnic area, only the dancing shadows from a single candle flame.

Intervals of silence were followed by intervals of rapid-fire speech. Ronnie was talking on her phone. Now that she'd lowered her voice to a more conversational level, I couldn't make out the words. This was getting me nowhere fast.

Still no sign of Bailey Flowers. I didn't relish the thought of the LAPD cop sneaking up on me while I was eavesdropping on Ronnie. That would be hard to explain. I backed away from the picnic area to check out the front parking lot.

The Lexus had vanished.

Huh. That was a quickie.

Could I be sure Flowers was gone for good? Maybe she'd headed out on a beer run. The motel office only sold ice, soft drinks, and stale sandwich crackers.

“I can find the fake.”

The words came back to me. Ronnie worked on a lot of cases that involved fakes, including Malory Maine's. Still, from the limited context I had, I'd bet good money she was talking to her SAC Matt Dauphin about Patsee Easton.

About the missing counterfeit once destined for Yukon's collar.

That particular fake might be the key to breaking open Patsee's case. There was no doubt it once existed. The cutter who copied it from the original stone testified under oath, and he didn't have any compelling motive to lie.

Somebody swapped the fake for the real deal, and everyone agreed that somebody had to be Patsee, because who else would mess with a dog that size? That was the FBI case in a nutshell.

But Yukon was a friendly dog. He intimidated because he was large, not because he was ferocious. The person who made the swap could be anyone who was used to being around large dogs.

Damn it all, the signs still pointed to Veronica Rales.

Ronnie's FBI training made her very comfortable in physical situations, even with big animals. She might have adopted Yukon herself, except her current living situation didn't allow her to keep a pet.

If she was the one who swapped out the stone, she'd know exactly where the fake was. She'd be able to produce it at the perfect moment for the big reveal.

Patsee and I had never been close, but she wasn't a hard person to figure out. Making a Mom-and-me copy of a valuable stone for a dog was exactly the kind of cutesy-wootsy thing Patsee would do. It didn't mean she had any criminal intent. The trouble was, you couldn't expect a jury to understand.

Why did Sims want both stones? He'd never put them together in front of that jury. He must be running a bluff― demanding the fake for the plain and simple reason the FBI was hiding it. I knew how he operated. A criminal attorney has to work with what he has.

If the prosecution couldn't or wouldn't produce the fake, Sims would use that fact to introduce doubt. If anybody could sell doubt, he could.

Right now, nobody had more doubts than I did.

My fingernails dug into the palms of my hands as I stood staring at the empty spot where the Lexus had parked. Why Bailey? Why any of it? Patsee had been set up. Maybe Bailey and Ronnie were planning to set up Clarissa Stanton too.

Maybe I could find the fake for Sims. If the FBI had it...

If a certain FBI agent had it...

Up close, Ronnie always seemed so real. Those devious hands made it so easy to forget she was playing me. And this was a game I couldn't lose again. I tiptoed back to my cabin.

♥♥♥
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ON THE ROAD AGAIN. A part of me wanted to barrel on to New Orleans, just to get the awkwardness over with, but it was a fifteen-hour drive even without the regular stops to walk Yukon. Besides, my people had already fixed us up with a dog-friendly place on the Riverwalk in San Antonio.

Better to play it off like I didn't have a care in the world.

If Ronnie had a girlfriend who would drive all the way to Bumfuck, West Texas for a hookup, la-dee-dah. I didn't give a flying fuck if she had a thousand girlfriends who'd crawl ten thousand miles across Death Fucking Valley. Nothing, fuck-all nothing, was of smaller importance to me than Ronnie Rales's girlfriends.

“Sleep well?” I asked.

“Fine. You?”

“Great. I slept great.”

As early as I woke up, I hadn't left the cabin again before it was light enough to walk Yukon. When I did, I checked around the front parking lot again. Still no Lexus. As far as I could tell, Bailey Flowers had never returned from wherever she'd gone last night.

Cold, I thought. Call someone to drive all that way, then kick them out an hour later after you got your cookies.

Except the Ronnie I held in my arms two nights ago was anything but cold. My lips still tingled from the memory of that passionate mouth. And so did the hollows of my inner thighs.

Forget Ronnie. And forget the fucking girlfriend.

“I looked over your script,” she said.

“I don't have a problem with that as long as you don't blab about plot elements to any reporters.”

“I signed your director's non-disclosure form about that stuff before I ever left Hollywood.”

“Sure. I was just saying.” Was my voice light enough?

“There are some unrealistic elements but...”

“Yeah, it's a movie.”

“She has a lot of conflict with her male colleagues.”

“Mmm-hmm. You don't think that's realistic?”

“In real life, the conflict is usually more passive-aggressive. Even a little understated. You don't tend to run into situations where all the agent has to do is file a complaint with human resources.”

I laughed. “Movies have to be bigger than real life. The bullying she faces has to be bigger.”

“You almost want her to get away with the millions.”

“Good. You're supposed to. She even has to want it for herself.”

“Except she couldn't live with herself if she sunk to the level of a thief.”

Ronnie didn't seem to have much trouble living with herself. Because she wasn't the thief? Or because she was a sociopath?

We rode in silence for a while.

“What do you need me for, Clary?” she finally asked. “You already have a handle on this character. What am I telling you that you don't already know?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn't need you. It's a process of discovery.”

“Uh huh. I suspect it's a process of your director wanting to have the FBI's imprimatur on his film.”

“Well, that too. Keller is a great believer in authenticity,” I said. “He's practically a second Werner Herzog.” She'd left the opening if I dared to take it. “You probably know he's been negotiating with the Smithsonian to allow us to use the real Ademar Emerald in the heist sequence. Everybody's been talking about it. Variety, The Hollywood Reporter, and all the rest.”

Silence. When I flicked my eyes sideways to steal a glimpse at her face, she was staring straight ahead as if nothing interested her more than the road unfolding in front of us.

“Why are you really here?” I asked. “Is it because of that scene with the emerald? Do you think there's going to be a robbery attempt made on our movie set?”

Do you think I'm going to steal it? Or do you plan to steal it yourself while setting me up for the frame?

At last, she turned to look at me. “I'm here because you went to my boss to replace your original FBI consultant with a woman.”

“Uh huh. Like we don't both know better than that.”

“All right.” She sighed. “There probably isn't any real reason not to tell you. Sure, being your consultant is a little bit of a cover story. My primary objective is to make damn sure that emerald doesn't disappear in a puff of smoke. If somebody tries it, they're going to federal prison. That stone belongs to the American people.”

“Then we're both on the same team.” Traffic was light on this stretch of highway, and my cruise control was holding steady. I risked looking directly into her eyes. “No matter who tries to take it, that person is going down. I don't care who they are. Or how smart they think they are. Nobody's fucking up my movie.”

Or my life. Not again.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Ronnie

Clary pulled off in Fort Stockton. “My Instagram followers will expect a selfie of me and Yukon with the largest roadrunner in the world.”

“Another one? What about the one you got Instagrammed with in Las Cruces?” I checked on my phone. “That one was bigger.”

“That one was a folk arty thing made of recycled materials. This one's more of a classic statue type of statue.” She couldn't repress a pretty giggle.

The morning was awkward, but not as awkward as you'd expect after the unwanted encounter with Bailey. Clary seemed to be making an effort to be pleasant. Maybe I shouldn't have admitted I was going to be bird-dogging the Ademar, but she was an intelligent woman. Anybody would have to figure the FBI would be watching that emerald. Denying the obvious would only make her wonder if I was setting a trap.

The thing that truly bothered me was how sincere she seemed. How real. Her acting ability was off the charts. If I hadn't known who she was, I would have believed she meant every word out of that lovely lying mouth.

She didn't ask about Bailey. She sure as hell didn't admit to a previous encounter when she was Malory Maine being placed under arrest by my inconvenient ex.

She's a liar.

Well, it wasn't like I was exactly telling the whole truth either.

As it turned out, the Fort Stockton roadrunner wasn't any classic, if by classic you meant bronze. It was eleven feet tall and made of fiberglass, but Clary and Yukon seemed as pleased as if it had been sculpted out of twenty-four-karat gold. The parking lot was across the street from the alleged attraction, which forced the two of them to twitch with visible impatience as they waited for the green light.

She was hard to figure out. She often seemed so... happy. It was something I'd noticed about her from the very beginning, even when she was Malory Maine. Beautiful women could be hard and cynical, especially in Los Angeles, and most especially in the entertainment industry, but she could be surprisingly sweet.

My phone vibrated.

I glanced down. Bailey. If ever a call cried out to be sent directly to voicemail...

It buzzed again. A text this time.

For fuck's sake.

The light changed, but I didn't move. “You two go ahead. I've got to deal with this call.”

“No problem. We'll be right back.”

She joined the throngs crossing the street. Somebody cooed over Yukon's furry scruff and curly tail. Another tourist who didn't recognize Clarissa in her ball cap and wraparound sunglasses. I looked at the phone, but it was hard to read the text in bright sunlight, and I wasn't in the mood for a voice call. Climbing back into the Fleetwood, I read the message.

Bailey: What did you think about that part in the script where the pink diamond is swapped for sapphire?

Me: I thought it was unrealistic.

I also thought it was something Bailey couldn't give a rat's ass about.

Me: Is this really important right now? I think we need to shut down the nonessential communication.

It took me a while to type that out.

The telltale three dots appeared and stayed there a moment. Whatever Bailey was typing took time too.

Bailey: We need to talk about our relationship.

Way to miss the point.

Me: We no longer have a relationship to talk about.

Three more dots told me she still couldn't take the hint. I waited, although I really shouldn't.

Bailey: We have so much to talk about.

Me: I'm not going to keep going round for round on this, Bailey.

Although, of course, I did. The old bad habits were so easy to fall into. She texted something, and I texted something, and it got under my skin how robotic she sounded. We went back and forth, and it didn't seem as if she was responding to anything I said.

She was talking at me, not to me.

Not anything new, if I was honest with myself.

The car was getting warm. I only realized how much time had slipped past when I pocketed the phone. Getting out, I didn't recognize any of the other vehicles parked around me. The tourists who'd pulled in when we did had already gone.

Where the hell were Clary and Yukon?

Probably getting mobbed by autograph seekers. I'd better go over there and perform a rescue. The light was against me, and I had to wait. When I shaded my eyes to peer across the street, I didn't see them. How do you miss a dog the size of Yukon?

I began to feel uneasy.

Crossing the street, I walked slowly around the giant fiberglass roadrunner which was, I learned, twenty-two feet from tip to tail. The eleven feet quoted on Wiki must refer to the distance from the top of the statue to the ground.

These fascinating fun facts weren't all that fascinating when Clary and Yukon were still nowhere to be seen.

I stopped a young teen couple who'd just put away their phones. “Excuse me. Did you see a lady with a dog?”

“A dog? Like a chihuahua? Yeah, uh...”

“A big furry dog with one of those tails that curl over.”

They looked at each other and shook their heads. “I'm sorry, ma'am,” said the girl. “We didn't see any big dogs. Just the little chihuahua. He was sooooo cute. He had one of those pink collars with diamonds?”

They're called rhinestones, hon.

“I'm sure he was adorable, but he's definitely not the one I'm looking for.”

I pulled my phone back out of my pocket. This time, the text went to Clary.

Me: I'm standing by Big Bird.

Clary: Oh, sorry. I thought you were busy, so I was taking a little walk with Yukon. Back in a few.

Me: K.

She'd answered right away, and there was nothing wrong exactly with what she said. Still, I didn't like how she wandered off like that.

Don't be ridiculous. She's perfectly safe with Yukon.

Yeah, right.

If anybody harasses her, he'll floof them to death.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Clary

I kept my cap pulled low on my head and my dark glasses tight against my distinctive green eyes. Although Yukon was perfectly socialized to handle large crowds, the fine folks of Fort Stockton had no reason to know that, so I had him on his harness. It was a warm day with a buzz of energy in the air. Several people had arrived at the roadrunner at the same time. The Instagram era must have given a jolt of life to old-timey tourist attractions like this.

The other roadrunner photo already had over a hundred thousand likes. I'd be interested to see how many this one got.

“Smile, baby,” I said as I held up the phone.

Yukon obliged. Easy for him to do, since it always looked like he was smiling.

The day was so bright I had to hunch over to see what the photo looked like. It was a little too-too, so I applied the Gingham filter. There. Perfect.

Someone grabbed my arm. Yukon growled.

“That growl was a warning shot,” I said. “Please unhand me.”

“‘Please unhand me?’ This isn't a movie, Ms. Stanton. Come on. We need to talk.”

A cold chill ran down my spine. I recognized the voice even before I raised my eyes to her face. Bailey Fucking Flowers of the silver Lexus and steel handcuffs. She flashed me a badge, which I grabbed hold of for a better look before she stowed it again.

Not that I needed a better look, but I had to pretend. She wasn't supposed to know Clarissa Stanton knew exactly who she was.

“LAPD.” I kept my voice pitched low. Clarissa Stanton had no reason to fear a Los Angeles police officer a thousand miles out of her jurisdiction. “You made a wrong turn somewhere, honey.” Yukon stopped growling on my signal, but he stood close, the tension in his stance making it clear he was ready to react.

Flowers glanced down at him with a visible lack of appreciation. “Look. Let's not do this here. There's a diner around the corner.”

“Let's not do this anywhere. You're very far away from Los Angeles, Officer. I don't have to go anywhere with you.”

“You don't have to, but you want to. You need to.”

I should turn and walk away. The longer this interaction went on, the bigger the chance she'd realize I was one and the same person as Malory Maine. But she was Ronnie's long-time girlfriend, and the temptation to hear her out was irresistible. “Why is that, exactly? What do you think you have to tell me that I need to hear?”

“Too much to yap about on a street corner. Come on. What do you have to lose? I bet that diner serves a mean bowl of Texas chili, and I'm buying.”

I looked down at Yukon. “They'd have to allow dogs.”

“They do. I already checked.”

She'd arrested me twelve years and thousands of suspects ago, and I'd had a completely different look down to a different eye color. Not for the first time, I blessed the long-ago stylist who put me in those ridiculous brown circle contacts. Nobody ever expected you to change green eyes to brown.

Flowers doesn't have a clue about who I am. What would it hurt to hear her out? Maybe she'll trip up and tell you more than she means to.

“You put a tracker on my car,” I said.

She shrugged by lifting a single shoulder. Somehow, we were already walking briskly down the street in the direction she'd selected. That good old-fashioned LAPD arrogance. They said what was going to happen, and you were expected to fall in line.

“Don't you need a warrant to track my vehicle?”

She had the gall to smile. “What makes you think I didn't have a warrant?”

“Because, I don't know, you didn't serve a warrant?”

“What makes you think I have to serve a warrant on a car? Cars don't have civil rights. Read the Constitution sometime.”

The diner turned out to be one of those loud clattering places where uniformed police officers get free coffee. Well, except for the canine officer, a German shepherd. Maybe he got a free hamburger instead. The two dogs noticed each other but repressed the urge to sniff each other's butts. A hostess in a white ruffled apron hurried over.

“Can we have that booth in back?” Bailey asked.

“Why, you sure can. Need a menu, hon?” Recognizing a couple of strangers, she laid on the West Texas accent like wildflower honey.

“Just a pot of coffee,” Bailey said.

Thanks for asking, Lieutenant Flowers. What happened to that mean bowl of chili?

We settled in across from each other. Yukon sat under the table warm against my legs. He was calm but alert, and I could feel the tension in his powerful body. He didn't like Bailey Flowers, probably because he sensed how much I didn't like her.

The hostess delivered the coffee herself. I stirred some saccharin into the dishwater-colored fluid but took a pass on the powdered creamer. I left on my dark glasses and ball cap. There was nothing to gain by allowing Flowers to gaze into my naked eyes.

“So tell me what you've got to tell me.”

“I'm a senior officer in Robbery-Homicide Division.” Like the badge hadn't already said as much. “I'm the lead investigator on a series of major robberies in the greater Los Angeles area.”

“And I should be interested in this... why, exactly?”

“Special Agent Veronica Rales is the FBI consultant for your new movie.”

“She is. The female lead is an FBI agent. And the film's set in New Orleans. Hard to see how any of that impacts LAPD.”

Flowers thinned her lips. “We've recently run a new data analysis on cold case gemstone robberies going back for fifteen years.”

The coffee was lukewarm, but the blood in my veins turned to ice.

“In some of those cases, a suspect was never identified, much less apprehended.” She stared hard at my face, making me grateful for my dark sunglasses. “There's a pattern of mysterious gemstone disappearances swirling around Veronica Rales.”

For years, I'd been haunted by the way Ronnie made her Glock appear and disappear like a rabbit out of a magician's hat. If anyone could have witched the stone right off my neck, it was her. Of course, it was her. It had always been her. This wasn't new information.

So why did it feel like I'd just been stabbed in the heart?

“What are you getting at, Officer? Are you implying that Ronnie...” I shouldn't call her Ronnie. “Are you implying that Special Agent Rales is the one who's been stealing these gems?”

“I'm asking the questions here.” This woman never seemed to forget she was a cop. “Whose idea was it to borrow the Ademar Emerald?”

“I'm not sure I should be talking about movie stuff with you. That should go through the studio's press office.”

“Then let me talk about movie stuff with you. Is it a fair assumption that your movie's insurer will not be happy if the Ademar Emerald disappears from that set? Is it possible you and Claus Keller might never be insurable to make another movie if it does?”

“You're threatening me.”

“I'm asking you to face reality. You have a vested interest in helping me with my case. So answer the fucking question. It just isn't that hard. Whose idea was it to borrow the Ademar?”

I stirred my spoon around in my coffee. It wasn't any kind of a secret worth arguing about. “It was Claus's idea. That's what he does. He tries to incorporate reality into his movies as much as he can. Lots of guys do CGI, he does reality. That's his unique selling proposition.”

“Claus Keller.”

“Mmm-hmm. You know, you didn't have to come all the way to Fort Stockton, Texas to figure that much out. He's pretty famous.”

“You think there was any chance he was influenced by Veronica Rales?”

“I think there was zero chance he was influenced by Veronica Rales.” This was a waste of time, and I needed to get back on the road. Was that all Flowers had? Some computer program that played connect-the-dots? “Why am I here, Officer?”

“Look, Clarissa... Can I call you Clarissa?”

I felt like saying no just to be an asshole. “Sure, fine.”

Her smile was growing. “Or maybe you would prefer me to call you Malory. Would you like that? Would you like me to call you Malory?”

The spoon I'd been stirring around in my coffee flipped out of the cup of its own accord. I stared, horrified, as it skittered across the table.

“You seem surprised, Malory. Did you really think LAPD would never have a reason to run your fingerprints?”

“I haven't done anything wrong.”

“You changed your name and lied about your past.”

“Like every other actor in Hollywood.”

“But every other actor in Hollywood isn't suspected of being involved in a major gemstone heist. And you know what else?”

“Sure.” Yukon started to sit up, and I touched my hand to his head. “I guess I do know what else. You told her. You told Ronnie who I was. That's why you drove all the way out to Texas. To let her know to her face that she was road-tripping with a criminal.”

She laughed a short bark of a laugh. “Close, but no cigar. I drove all the way out to Texas to talk to you, Malory. Special Agent Rales has been lying to you from the beginning. She's known exactly who you are from the day you showed up to adopt that over-sized ball of fluff.”

The over-sized ball of fluff sat still but tense. Me, I was speechless.

“I can tell you that for a fact, because I was the liaison from LAPD responsible for sharing the fingerprint information with the FBI.”

Ronnie had known who I was all along, and she hadn't said a thing. Hadn't even dropped a hint.

Her ability to deceive was terrifying.

An enormous sinkhole opened up in front of me. I adjusted my dark glasses, but they weren't much protection against Flowers's knowing smirk.

“So this is what you're telling me,” I finally said. “She knew all along that I used to be Malory Maine. Her boss assigned her to the FBI consulting gig so she could get closer to me. Investigate me. Find out who I'm working with and if we had any designs on the Ademar Emerald.”

“She's been playing you like a fish on a hook every step of the way. You thought you had her on the line, but she had you.”

“You drove a long way to sit me down and tell me this. Why?”

“Why do you think?” She adjusted her smirk into a softer look. Pity.

“Because you don't think I'm going to steal the emerald. That's what your fancy-pants data analysis is telling you. You think she's going to steal it and blame it on me.”

Flowers nodded. “Just like she did in 2007.”

“And I'll be easier to convict this time. Because I have a history.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Ronnie

In San Antonio, there was a scheduled appearance at a club on the Riverwalk. “Funny,” I said. “I don't remember anyone mentioning anything about any clubbing.”

“You don't have to come.” Clary pouted in the mirror, then added a dot of fresh gloss to the center of her lower lip. Her voice was perfectly neutral, telling me nothing about whether she wanted me there or not. “The photo op is for me and Yukon. It's a paid appearance. Something arranged by my agent.”

I didn't know how to respond. It wasn't the words so much as the tone. She was talking at me like we were strangers. Was that passionate night in the Catalina Foothills only two days in the past? It felt like a thousand years and a million miles ago.

We'd arrived at her fancy hotel to find her club dress and matching shoes already waiting in the three-bedroom suite. The third bedroom, I soon realized, was for Yukon. He liked being brushed, and― judging from her near-orgasmic coos― the fancy-pants dog groomer supplied by the hotel liked brushing.

Clary's stylist used a lot of gel to slick Clary's hair down to the ears, then let it flow in waves from there. You needed a beautiful face to pull off the look― perfect skin, perfect wide green eyes.

Now Clary studied her reflection in the mirror, her face unreadable.

“You're beautiful,” I said.

“Is that what you really think.” Her voice was hard, and there was no question in the question.

Something happened in Fort Stockton. Something on that unplanned walk she took with Yukon. After that, the ride to San Antonio had been as exquisitely awkward as anything between us had ever been. We hardly exchanged a word for the rest of the drive.

Something happened? Who was I kidding?

I knew exactly what happened― that fucking phone call from Bailey. That time-wasting series of texts. I should have gone with Clary to help her with her silly roadrunner Instagram.

Instead, I'd put my ex-girlfriend first. Again.

I was the one who'd fucked up. I was the only one who could fix it.

“Hey,” I said. “You know what? I'd like to go to the club. It sounds like fun.”

“No, it doesn't. And you don't have to pretend it does. I'm working. Putting in an appearance.”

“It does, though. Watching a movie star make a grand entrance sounds like all kinds of fun.”

She looked at me, but there was still no expression in those beautiful eyes.

“I mean, if you don't want me to tag along, I don't have to, but...” I felt ridiculous. Why was I stammering? I was an FBI agent. She was the ridiculous one. Imagine being paid to walk past a line of people waiting to get into a club.

Still, my face felt hot, and her eyes looked cool. At last, she shrugged. “You're right. You should come. It'll give us a good opportunity to sit down and talk without any distractions.”

That was ominous. Since nobody had provided me with a designer wardrobe, I paired my best black jeans with a silk button-down. A swipe of Rosebud on my lips was all I needed to finish the look.

The club's limo came complete with its own security team. One of the guys took me in through the back, while two others escorted Clary and Yukon past the line at the front. I smiled a tiny smile. The unknown was going in the VIP entrance, while the movie star and her fluffy dog were being paraded past a long line of clubbers clutching their phones in their eager hands.

Clint Kasparov would kill to be sitting where I was now, alone in a private VIP room in a wide midnight-blue leather booth. The stone tabletop sparkled with mica inclusions. A five-hundred-dollar bottle of champagne waited in a silver ice bucket. The only pop of strong light was a pink spot aimed at a raised platform with a stripper's pole in the middle.

At least there wasn't a stripper on it.

Clary shimmied through the secret door, the two tall security escorts hovering at her back. “I guess they have a lot of bachelor's parties here.”

“Where's Yukon?” Not my most urgent question, but it was a start.

“Sitting outside the door on guard. He feels very important. I introduced him to all the staff that's allowed to come in and out.”

The escorts faded away. We settled into our wide booth. I'd known we'd be in a private room, but I hadn't expected it to be quite this private.

“Do big stars automatically get a secret hide-out?”

“No, you have to request it.” Her voice was strangely impersonal. “And I made a point of requesting it.”

“I was wrong today. Sitting back and texting when I should have been keeping an eye on you. And I'm sorry.”

“You really think I'm pouting because you answered your phone? I'm aware you're a big important FBI agent. And nobody hired you to be my bodyguard.”

I could play it off that way. She didn't know Bailey was the one who'd called. But it felt wrong to take the easy way out. “Look. We haven't done such a great job of establishing boundaries...”

“Oh, I'd say you've done a terrific job of establishing boundaries, Special Agent Rales.” Her voice was as cool as ever. “Did you think I'd never find out you knew all along I was Malory Maine?”

♥♥♥
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CLARISSA HAD TALKED to Bailey in Fort Stockton. No wonder Bailey sounded so robotic in those texts. It wasn't even her. She'd set up some stupid bot to keep me occupied while she whisked Clary away to that fucking diner.

“This is crazy,” I said. “Bailey's way out of her jurisdiction. No way she should be meeting with the subject of an investigation.”

“So you admit I'm under investigation. You lied to me when you said I wasn't.”

“I said you weren't under investigation for Easton. But when LAPD comes to us with fingerprint evidence that you were a suspect in a previous similar crime...” How did undercover officers do this? I'd lied to Clary, pure and simple, if only by omission. It felt wrong, even if it was my job. “It isn't like I deliberately tried to insinuate my way into your life. You came to us.”

Unable to deny it, she drummed her pink polished nails on the glittering stone tabletop.

“Both of us could have been more straightforward,” I said. “But, for the record, Matt knew when he handed me this assignment that I wasn't an undercover agent. I'm just as happy we got things out in the open. It never felt right for me to be so close to you when I couldn't admit I already knew who you were.”

“You could have admitted it. You could have told me straight up.” Her chin lifted, the clean contours as hard as Italian marble.

“Just like you could have told me straight up you were Malory Maine.”

She glared at me. I glared back at her. We were both in the wrong, and a staring contest wasn't going to change that. Maybe she reached the same conclusion because a sudden snort of laughter escaped her pretty nose.

Then I was laughing too. “It's a miracle this shit show of a masquerade kept going for as long as it did.”

“Yeah, it should have blown up in the first half hour.” Her green eyes crinkled with the only hint of warmth I'd seen in hours. “To be honest, we were both pretty ridiculous, weren't we?”

“We were both trying to be a little too smart for our own good.”

“Hell. I thought I would find out what the FBI knew, find a way to clear my name.”

I turned serious again. “There's nothing in the FBI files that clears your name. I'd tell you if there was. I don't set people up, Clarissa. My job is finding the truth.”

“Shit. What are we going to do?” She looked around the private room as if to verify we were alone. “Flowers claimed she was investigating you, and it would be obstruction of justice if I talked to you about our conversation. She said I couldn't even tell my lawyer.”

“Oh for fuck's sake. This is still...”

“I know. This is still America. But I had to think. Get my head clear.”

We both needed to get our heads clear. Bailey's approach to Clary was far beyond anything Matt would have authorized to pressure a suspect.

“Maybe it's a trap she's setting for me,” Clary said, “but she claims the investigation is now turned on you. There's something not-right about that. The LAPD doesn't have the best reputation, but even they have better sense than to send an ex to investigate somebody.”

“This isn't about any investigation,” I said. “It's about how Bailey can never let go.”

She touched a finger to my lower lip. A brush as light as the whisper of eyelashes against a cheek, and yet I felt that touch burn all the way down to my core. “We have to be crystal clear with each other from now on,” she said. “No more lies, no more games. We've got a real problem here, and it's possible both of us are in real trouble.”

“Bailey isn't dangerous. She just doesn't like to admit anything's ever over. She likes to keep her women in her back pocket.”

“She drove a long way for somebody who just wants to make sure you stay in her back pocket.”

“We have a long history.”

“But you're not one of her women. Not anymore.” Clary sat back suddenly. “Or do I have it wrong? Are you still one of her women? Is that what I'm missing here?”

It was a fair question. Fuck. Bailey couldn't keep hooking me if I didn't keep taking the bait.

“I've struggled with it, sure,” I said. “I came up in the foster care system and, well, it's been an issue. I pretty much stuck by the first woman I latched onto when I was twenty.”

“Bailey Flowers.”

“It wasn't ever good. We were always on-again, off-again. And she was a relentless cheater. Some of those late nights, I wouldn't know if she was on the job or at a club.”

“You don't deserve to be treated like that.”

“I know that now. I've grown up.” I leaned into Clary and took her hand. “It's over. This time, it really is over. And she knows it. I've moved out, I'm making plans to transfer to headquarters in DC. She hates to lose, and she hates it that I'm the one who's walking away.”

“But you are walking away.”

“I promise you.” I studied her lovely face. “I've found a reason to walk away and to stay away. I finally know there's something out there better for me.”

Someone out there better for me. But it was way too soon to say so.

“I'm not so sure she intends to let you walk away. What if the real reason she's stalking you is to make sure you're the one who ends up in the frame when the emerald disappears?” Clary poured more champagne into our flutes, but neither of us drank.

“What are you saying?” Although I knew perfectly well. “That Bailey's a dirty cop? There's no fucking way.”

“She lives pretty high on the hog for a town where a cop's salary isn't all that.”

“She's got tons of inherited money. She can do whatever she wants. It just so happens she likes being a cop. She feeds on the drama.”

“You honestly believe that. The uncle― or was it a cousin― with the Vegas sports book.”

Ouch. I'd half-forgotten she'd investigated me and Bailey, if only with a private team.

“I don't have to believe fuck-all. I can see it with my own eyes. There's no way she's buying a house with a pool and a view of the Hollywood sign in Katy Perry's old neighborhood if she doesn't have money.”

Bailey dazzled me back when we were new. She was actual LAPD, actual law enforcement. She was the one who encouraged me to try for the FBI when DeWitte closed shop. Chasing another big salary with another celebrity gemstone broker hadn't been a necessity. Bailey was already rich and willing to support me whatever I decided, and she urged me to follow my dream. Sure, I'd been dazzled.

Clary snorted, which didn't make me feel less foolish.

“Why is that so incredible?” I asked. “People inherit money every day.”

“Sure, they do.” She looked directly into my eyes again. “You don't want to hear this, but Bailey Flowers is the missing puzzle piece. Now that she's put herself in the picture, I'm pretty sure I've figured out how the DeWitte Beryl was switched.”

A movie star could not have solved a crime that baffled the FBI and LAPD Robbery-Homicide for years. “No,” I said. Then: “How?”

“The lab guy who tested the stone that night was in on it. The one who said he'd run it through twice.”

“He'd have to fake the electron microscope read-outs. Johannes himself checked his results.”

“Well, he'd know how to do that. You could create fake charts yourself if you wanted to, am I right? Anybody could who knew what a faked stone would look like on the read-out. They've been teaching Photoshop classes in high school for fifteen years.”

Holy fuck.

“You think the stone wasn't switched. You think you brought back the same necklace you wore to the showing.” I tasted the words carefully. “In other words, you think you were arrested for stealing a stone that hadn't been stolen.”

“That hadn't been stolen yet.”

Chain of custody, I thought. Sims would have kittens if he ever caught wind of this hypothesis. “Let me see if I'm hearing you right. This is your theory. The lab guy says the stone is coming up as fake. Johannes doesn't want to believe it, but he sees the fake scan, and he has to accept it. He calls in LAPD, and you're placed under arrest. Of course, as a matter of routine, the cops seize the so-called fake to hold in the evidence locker until after the case is resolved.”

“Can't you see? It's fucking perfect!” She was so excited she almost sounded happy. “Later, when nobody's looking too hard, somebody who has access waltzes into the evidence locker and swaps the stones for real.”

I'd never had the opportunity to re-test the beryl after the showing. Once the cops were called in, an employee of the crime victim wasn't considered an objective witness. LAPD seized the stone while they made arrangements to ship it off to an independent lab― a process which took weeks. Holy hell. There really was time for this swap to happen.

“With a cop on the inside, you've got the perfect crime,” Clary said.

So much that didn't make sense in my life suddenly made all too much sense.

Bailey liked to play around, she didn't have a monogamous nature, but she never wanted to let me go. She always did just enough to keep me close to her and living in her house. That wasn't love, that was being used.

All this time, I suspected I was being used for convenience. But then I'd tell myself I was being silly. She owned a place with a pool and a view of the Hollywood sign. Bailey could have found a million other women ready to move in if all she wanted was in-house sex.

She wanted me. She couldn't ever let me go.

I was special.

Wasn't I?

Yeah, you were special, all right. Any little hint of insider gossip from the gemstone industry you dropped could be pure gold to a team putting together high-dollar robberies.

And then, once I was in the FBI...

I tried not to bring work home. No secure laptops, no case files. But she'd overhear things. Pick up on the tiniest of dropped clues. A good cop sometimes needed very little solid intelligence to start putting a case together.

Or, in her case, to put a crime together.

All this time. All those years. Everything I thought was true flipped upside-down.

“No,” I said. “I can't. It's too much.”

“I'm sorry, Ronnie. I know it's a lot.” Clary's gentle finger touched the corner of my eye.

No more fucking tears. I'd wasted enough tears on Bailey Flowers. I straightened my spine. “If she's planning to frame an FBI agent, she's got to know that isn't going to stick. It might buy her a few days of distraction at the most.”

“A few hours might be all she needs to get away. The Ademar Emerald could be her swan song. It's big enough to walk away from a house in Los Feliz. She probably has a new name and a new place already lined up halfway across the world.”

Didn't want to believe this. Couldn't believe this.

“She wants to involve me too. That's why she approached me in Fort Stockton.” Clary's long painted nail pinged her now-warm champagne flute. “She wants to turn me so I'd be working against you. Supposedly, it's my big chance to redeem myself. I'm supposed to be spying on you and keeping her in the loop about your movements.”

I was speechless.

“I told her I'd have to think about it, but I'm just playing for time. I figure she's setting me up as much as she's setting you up. If the Ademar disappears, and I get fingerprinted, the two people who attended that show with the DeWitte Beryl are now on the scene of another missing gem. They'll throw us under the jail, we'll never stand a chance.”

“She wants to put us both in the frame,” I said slowly. “That's what you're telling me.”

“I think so, yeah. I'm sorry, Ronnie. I really am.”

“I think I believe you,” I heard myself say. “I really think you have a credible theory.”

Should I believe this? Was the theory credible? Or was I allowing myself, once again, to be distracted by the beautiful Malory Maine?

But, ignoring our past history, Clarissa was the one who seemed plausible. The one who was making sense. I could write off my past doubts about Bailey as jealousy or anger about the other women, but she'd gone too far this time. You didn't use an LAPD badge to question someone in Texas. Not without a warrant, not without local or federal assistance.

Clarissa was right. Bailey was up to something, and it wasn't just her chasing after me one more time again.

Well, fuck. This was going to be a real roadrunner rodeo.

Matt would not be happy if the trap we were setting for a movie star caught a veteran cop red-handed instead. The great publicity he imagined was turning to shit right in front of me. A dirty cop never looked good in the news. And Bailey's arrest wouldn't do wonderful things for the relationship between the FBI and LAPD either. Was this the road to my next promotion, or the non-stop flight to the Nome, Alaska Field Office?

Didn't matter. Clary's freedom, Clary's character, wouldn't be stolen from her again. If Bailey had really done that, Bailey was going to pay.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Clary

Back at the hotel, we were faced again with the choice of three bedrooms. Yukon, happy and unconflicted, was soon snoozing away in the crate located in the room assigned to him. That left me and Ronnie to stare at the other two doors.

We were anything but unconflicted.

I wanted to kiss her again. Hell, I wanted so much more than kisses. But Ronnie was in shock. Her entire world had been shattered. I couldn't rush her.

She didn't pick a door. Sitting down hard on the plump leather sofa, she stared at a spot on the Persian rug that was no different from any other spot on the rug. “How could I be so wrong about somebody for so many years?”

Sitting carefully beside her, I put an arm around her slumped shoulders. “You were really young when you first got involved with her. She took advantage of that.”

“I feel so stupid.”

“You know you're not stupid. You need your sleep. We both do.”

In the end, she walked through one door, and I walked through the other.

♥♥♥
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I SPENT A SLEEPLESS night tossing and turning in a wide king-sized bed much too big for one person. Giving her that space was one of the hardest things I'd ever done. All through the darkest hours of the night, I kept second-guessing myself.

Should I get up, go to her, wrap my arms around her? Bailey Flowers had been screwing with her head for a long time. Ronnie needed time to think without somebody else shoving their own thoughts into the equation. Yet I ached all over with the need to curl myself around her.

I'd taken back my life from what Flowers had done to me. I'd changed my name, started over, built again, and done pretty damn well even if I said it myself. Ronnie, by contrast, was only now realizing the full extent of what Flowers had done. It was a big adjustment.

She was already starting to get free. She'd already moved out.

She'll be all right as long as you don't push too hard.

Have trust in the process.

Or so I kept telling myself, over and over again. I must have slept after all, because I sat up hard to see the bright gold of late morning peeping around the curtains. We'd probably already lost the chance to get into New Orleans before sunset.

The suite was silent, although not for long. She'd taken Yukon for his walk and returned with a brown tray loaded with two strong, tall coffees.

“My hero.” I grabbed for the caffeine with both hands.

Her smile was wan, but it was there.

Threading our way out of sprawling San Antonio was a blur. Ronnie said nothing of any substance. Was she having second thoughts? My theory seemed solid to me, but she struggled to accept it. She'd been involved with Flowers for a long, long time.

“I need to get with Matt,” she said suddenly. “I can't process this by myself.”

We'd already gone over this point last night. Several times. “You're not on your own. You have me.”

“You're not FBI.”

“Look, we already know there's a bad cop in the mix. How do we know there isn't a bad FBI agent involved as well?”

She paused but not for long. “I've doubted Matt before. But it's irrational. Matt's good people. A tad conniving, but you don't get to the top without a little of that. He's a good man.”

“I'm not saying anything against Dauphin. He probably is a good man. But we know for a fact there's no fucking way Flowers is pulling this off on her own. She's the go-to person to get in and out of the evidence room, but she isn't a lab tech or a banker or a lawyer or any of the other things you need for a stone-swapping operation that moves hundreds of millions of dollars in stolen gems.”

Silence.

“Bailey Flowers is not acting alone,” I repeated. “And we have no way of knowing who else is involved. There are exactly two people we can trust right now. Me and you. Three people, if you count Yukon as a people.”

He snuffled behind us, and she forced a smile. “Yukon is definitely a people.”

The road kept unrolling. I had my eye on a black pickup moving up on the right a little too fast, but it turned off at the next exit.

“This is hard for me,” she said. “Not knowing who to trust. Not knowing where to turn.”

“Tell me about it. I haven't been able to trust much of anybody for a very long time.”

“She took that from you.”

“It wasn't just Bailey,” I said. “It was the whole enchilada. Everybody was against me. She wasn't the prosecutor. She wasn't the judge who let the case move on to trial. She wasn't the gossip reporters or the people who retweeted Malory Maine's mug shot. It was everything. Everybody. The minute somebody heard my name, they thought they already knew who I was. That girl who got away with something.”

“I've seen the way you are with Yukon.” She glanced at me, and even that brief look felt hot against my face. “I've seen the way you are with people. How real you are. It was hard for me to figure you out. The more time we spent together, the more real you seemed.”

“I am real. I promise.”

“But, all the time, I was fully aware you'd investigated me down to my favorite flavor of Fanta.”

“Yeah. And I should have told you that upfront.” I took a deep breath. “The thing is, somebody framed me for stealing something valuable, and I couldn't prove my innocence, not really. As long as the real thief stays out there, as long as the stone remains missing, everybody's going to keep thinking Malory Maine is a criminal.”

“And I was there. I was part of that.”

“You were there. You were a magician. I fully admit I investigated you. I thought you had to be the thief. If Bailey hadn't come to me, if her story hadn't been so odd...” I couldn't finish the sentence.

“We would have never known. We would have mistrusted each other forever.”

A chilling thought.

“My heart should have whispered the truth to me,” I said after a while. “To be honest, I think my heart did try to tell me. Over and over, from the first moment we met again in your limousine outside the courthouse.”

She didn't say anything for a long time. Then: “I think maybe my heart tried to tell me too.”

♥♥♥
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THE REST OF THE DAY was a blur. Eventually, we had to throw in the towel and admit we weren't reaching New Orleans that night. At a busy truck stop, I stepped into a quiet corner to phone my people, and they got back to me with a small Acadian-style cottage B&B. Dog-friendly, of course. Oak trees and Spanish moss. Frogs singing in the dark.

The cottage had a single bedroom, dominated by a queen-sized bed. “I can sleep on the couch,” I said.

Ronnie laughed. “Don't be ridiculous.” Twisting, turning, she was face-to-face right up close to me. 

Those lips of hers. So soft. Almost hesitant. Those little testing flickers of the tongue. They shaped themselves into the prettiest words.

“Kiss me,” she said. “Hold me. I need that.”

“I need it too. Oh, God. So much do I need it too.”

Still letting her take the lead, I kicked my shoes away anywhere and let her guide me sprawl-legged on my back down to the surprisingly fresh, firm mattress. This was more than kissing, this was Ronnie tenderly using fingers and tongue to lift and tug and pull away my clothes inch by easy inch. She wasn't in a hurry. She wanted to linger.

Hell, so did I.

Why rush to whatever came next? This moment, the moment when we came back to each other, was everything.

“You're so beautiful,” she said. “So sweet.”

“I'm not sweet.”

“Yes, you are. The sweetest.”

I wiggled and scooted and happily let her disappear my clothes. That magician's gift of hers wasn't all bad, hell, it wasn't anything bad at all. Poof, and I was naked, and her roving, restless tongue was already gliding its slippery way around my sensitive globes. She sucked happily on my right nipple, testing its stiffness, while her fingers pinched and caressed my left nipple. The contrast between suck and pinch was delicious.

“Take off your clothes,” I said.

“Not yet. I want you naked and spread out for me. All for me.”

In a way, it felt selfish to be so open, passive, and sprawl-legged. It felt like I was taking. But she needed this. She'd been used and deceived for far too long, and she needed to make a start toward reclaiming her own power.

“I'm here for you,” I said. “All for you. Everything you see, it's yours.”

But, of course, I couldn't resist undoing those buttons on her blouse, which puffed open to reveal a matching blue bra. Had I ever thought of Ronnie Rales, girl FBI agent, as a woman who ever chose her bra to match her shirt? I had not. She was full of surprises. Delightful ones.

She licked and flicked, and my busy fingers drifted under the band of the bra in question. Her nipples were as stiff as mine. Her heart was racing.

“Unh, unh, unh.” Her breath tickled my boobs. “Not just yet, you.” With a shrug and a wiggle, she snapped my hand out of her bra.

I gasped but slumped to let things happen for a minute. Her head bobbed down lower and lower. Her shorter hair felt good when she used her very scalp like a brush to massage into my belly and inner thighs. A teasing tickle...

“Please,” I said. “Please.”

“That's what I like to hear.” Her breath was now between my legs.

Between my folds.

“More, harder,” I said.

And she laughed. Her tongue continued to dip and swerve and tease. Sometimes, she pulled back and used no tongue at all, just more of her head rolling between my legs and against my trembling delta. It was so damned hard to hold back. I wanted to clamp down with my thighs, squeeze down with my two hands, trap her head in the perfect spot to smash her sculpted face against my trembling pussy.

“Please. More.”

“Mmmphf.”

The timing was all hers. All under her control. I walked my buttocks in place against the firm mattress. My triangle bounced against her lips. Her tongue descended and then ascended again. How long, how long, how much? So much teasing.

So much torture.

So much heaven.

My hips moved in circles now, and her tongue swept even deeper. She'd positioned her upper lip in the perfect place to push my clitty button. The pressure wasn't quite on the nose, just a little bit off, just the right amount of wrong to make it hit all the most vulnerable nerve endings. No tricks, no toys, nothing you could film for a porno. Just raw heat. Just exquisite tongue. Just...

Heaven.

That word again.

I was back in heaven.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Ronnie

I lost myself in the beautiful arms of my dream woman. Yes. I could admit it now. Clary Stanton was the woman who haunted my dreams. The woman I could never have. The kind of woman who seemed so far beyond me I gave up and stayed year after year with a user like Bailey.

After sex like that, after the emotional exhaustion of the past few days, after the long drive, I slept hard, but then I snapped awake into the blackness of a country night. Yukon was snuffling in his sleep, and Clary had turned to snuggle her velvet body into mine.

Beautiful Clary. Her beauty was more than physical, more than what the fans saw on a movie screen. There was a deep sweetness to her. A refusal to be bitter. There were lots of ways to get good publicity when you were a star. You didn't have to spend a year training to work with a challenging dog.

She cared. Even though she was afraid to share her heart, she had a heart. A huge one.

If only I'd had more time with Malory...

But fate had taken that time away from me.

Not fate.

Fucking Bailey.

And she wasn't acting alone. She couldn't have been. The lab guy helped her, some guy whose name I'd long since forgotten. Hadn't he too moved to Switzerland after DeWitte closed its doors?

Who else? Johannes himself?

No, not Johannes. I couldn't, wouldn't believe it. Not him, not my second father.

My only real father.

I'd wasted so much time on somebody who wasn't worth it. Because I was alone. Because I'd almost always been alone. And when I did have somebody important to me, when I was finding my place in the world, Bailey burned it down. The theft embarrassed me, but it ruined him. The vaults were as impregnable as ever, but no one quite trusted DeWitte anymore with their most valuable gems.

Clary tightened her arms around me. “Quit thinking. I can hear you. Sleep.”

“Sorry.”

“But you're still doing it.”

“All this brings up so much about those days back then. About Johannes. He was like a father to me, and now I haven't heard from him in years.”

She snuggled closer. “When I thought you were in on it, I thought he must be in on it too. Only he went ahead and took his ill-gotten gains and fled to Europe.”

“He went out of business. It was a bad time for any luxury business anyway, and the disappearance of the beryl didn't help matters any.”

“I thought maybe that was the cover story.” She nuzzled at the nape of my neck. “We had each other so wrong, didn't we? We really did.”

“We only had a few hours to get to know each other. It just wasn't enough.”

“It wasn't. And yet...”

We were both silent, remembering. Those few minutes in the limo kissing, me and Malory Maine. They were a secret treasure, a memory I could never share with anyone― a memory I could never forget. Those kisses colored my dreams from that night forward.

“We had something,” I said. “We didn't know what we had, and we weren't given time to find out, but we had it.”

Sleep claimed us again. And then came the morning.

♥♥♥
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TIME MOVED FASTER IN New Orleans than I thought it would. The schedule demanded fourteen days of intense filming. Clary, who was in virtually every scene, got up at four thirty in the morning and crawled back into bed at eleven or twelve. Claus Keller had hired someone to walk Yukon, but I mostly waved the guy off in favor of doing the job myself.

Yukon and I had bonded, and I needed the time to think.

Bailey was planning something, and we needed to be planning something too. The trouble was, I was trapped between secrets.

Clary couldn't know about the nanobot tracker in the fake Ademar. She couldn't even be told the Ademar was a fake. The very existence of these trackers was, Matt assured me, a high-level CIA above-top-secret national security matter.

And I'd promised Clary not to share her theories with Matt. At least not yet. If not for the nanobot, I might have felt forced to break that promise. I couldn't risk a national treasure by not sharing with my SAC.

But the real stone wasn't at risk. At least, I had that worry off my plate.

Much of the actual filming was taking place on a horse farm over an hour and a lake away from the city. I'd expected clubbing in the French Quarter and got winding country roads instead. Clary loaned me the Fleetwood's keys, and sometimes I excused myself from the set to drive around the area. Yukon wouldn't like Louisiana in the summer, but the humidity wasn't so bad this early in the spring, and we took pleasure in finding a new hidden path every day.

Once I drove past a broken sign in the shape of a roadrunner. Little Roadrunner. The Google didn't know anything about it, so I snapped a picture to show Clary later.

“I missed your Fort Stockton Instagram, but maybe this one leads to something photogenic.”

She smiled. “Is it a road name, a horse farm, what?”

“I'm not sure. I thought it was maybe something we could explore together.”

A young local was rolling past with an equipment cart. Clary waved him over. He studied the photo, then called over one of the older guys.

“That takes me back.” He rubbed his silver beard. “It was an art colony in the 1960s. Some West Texas draft dodgers were hiding out there, or so they say. There were pretty wild stories about some pretty wild parties. Artists, you know. It's been abandoned a long time, but I've heard people say there's still a sculpture of a giant roadrunner back there.”

Clary's green eyes danced. “Ooh, that would be perfect for my Instagram. If it's really still out there. The Fort Stockton image got a quarter million likes. People like floof dogs, movie stars, and roadrunners.” That smile of hers did crazy things to my heartbeat.

“Then it's a date,” I said. “We'll explore together. I won't sneak a peek. Yukon and I will save that trail for when you can come along.”

“Where's my fucking star?” The break was over. Claus Keller was obsessed with taking advantage of every daylight hour. “And where is the makeup? I want more mica in that makeup. More sparkle.”

While a tiny blonde whisked powder over Clary's already perfect skin, I took the rare opportunity to approach Keller. “We need to talk.”

Always concerned with time and light, he flicked an eye at his watch. “If you can keep it brief.”

“I'd like to touch base about the plans for protecting the Ademar.”

“You do not need to worry, this is already all arranged. There will be a four-man escort supplied by the Smithsonian within arm's length of the stone at all times. Every man on the team is a former Secret Service agent.”

“I know they're sending a good team.”

Too good. Matt's clever trap wasn't all that clever if the thief decided there wasn't any safe way to grab the stone. How would we prove Malory's innocence if we couldn't catch Bailey in an actual swap? We needed to get the perp with that nanobot tracker burning hot in her pocket.

One thing was for sure. This heist couldn't work the way the DeWitte heist worked. If Clary was arrested, the stone would go to an evidence locker here, not in Los Angeles. New Orleans did enjoy a certain notoriety for police corruption. Did Bailey have a local cop ready to take a pay-off? 

Hmm.

“You worry too much.” Keller did that hand-wave thing a lot of directors like to do. “My actors walk on the red carpet with loaned million-dollar stones all the time. I am telling you, ja, Veronica, this will all work out very well for all of us.”

Maybe he was right. On the red carpet of last year's Academy Awards, Clary herself had worn a glittering twelve-million-dollar rose sapphire on loan from Harry Winston. The sleek lines of her designer dress had drawn all eyes to the precious gem at the hollow of her throat. And not just the gem, but the beautiful woman wearing it. The video from that event was undoubtedly part of the reason Keller cast her in this film.

He believed in her. And I needed to believe in her.

This will work. All we really have to do is wait for Bailey to take the bait.

Filming ran long that day, as it did every day. During one of the brief breaks, I stole a moment to massage Clary's tense neck.

“That feels so good,” she said. “I need that so much.”

“You need a lot more than that. And you'll be getting it later.”

“Watch out. You're going to spoil me.”

“I'm sure going to try.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty

[image: image]


Clary

The last two days of filming took place in New Orleans proper. The state's film commission wangled permission for us to lease an antebellum plantation house in a leafy Mid-City neighborhood on Bayou St. John. The ballroom was spacious, wide enough in its day for all the city's gentry to attend the party, but the set felt crowded.

I felt crowded.

I understood the Ademar was valuable― and nobody understood better than me how easy it was for a small, precious object to disappear right under somebody's nose― but a four-member security escort crowded into the place on top of the entire film crew and our own security was oppressive. Twice, one of the men had stepped over the taped marks on the wide cypress floor, spoiling the scene and spurring Claus to scream German imprecations.

There were a lot of eyes on me. Too many eyes. What if Flowers decided to back off? This might be the only chance I'd have to catch the real thief and clear my name, and they were making it impossible for anybody to move in on the stone.

I'd already suggested to Claus that he ban the museum's security team from the actual filming.

“They're spoiling the mood. Make them wait outside.”

“Impossible, my dear, as much as I wish it were otherwise. The insurance company would have my head.”

It wasn't really something I could push. As it was, if Flowers did somehow get away with the stone, I'd be the first to fall under suspicion. Claus would remember I tried to get him to pull back the team.

Play it smarter, Clary. And keep your damn eyes open.

“Rolling,” Claus said.

My lead, Taylor Tercelle, was a former Abercrombie & Fitch model better known for his pretty face than for his abilities as an actor. He pasted on his famous smile before he touched the stone at my neck. “This piece of rock will buy a lot of happiness...” He stopped cold, looking beyond me to the members of the security team.

All four of them had drawn their weapons.

The famous smile slipped, and the granite jaw dropped. “Well, this is a little stressy.”

“Cut!” Claus didn't sound delighted.

“You think it's stressy,” I whispered. “The stone's on my neck.”

Taylor pushed a loose brown curl out of his eyes, a habitual gesture said to appeal to the straight ladies. “Maybe so, but I'm not used to a whole lot of firearms being pointed in my direction. Claus, if you could just ask them to please put their guns away.”

That was the wrong firecracker to light under Claus Keller's tail. “It is very far from the first time a weapon has been pointed your way, and it is very far from the last time a weapon will be pointed your way. You love the risk. You are in love with danger. If you are not risking death, you do not truly feel alive. On my set, you are never an actor. You are a man of action.”

“For fuck's sake,” Taylor muttered. “Remind me why I took this job.”

“I can think of fifteen million reasons.” I glanced beyond the director to Yukon, who sat relaxed and waiting near an empty chair. Where the hell was Ronnie? Even with four ex-Secret Service bird-dogging my every step, I still felt better with her in the room.

“From your entrance, Clary,” Claus said. “Lights!”

Hours later, we finally wrapped. It went long because Claus was a perfectionist, not because the scene wasn't working. The Ken doll that was Taylor Tercelle looked surprisingly real when he had to act and react literally under the gun.

“You've never turned in a better performance,” I told him.

“Oh, fuck you.”

I could only laugh.

As far as I could tell, no one had made a play for the Ademar. Yet again, I glanced out for Ronnie, but I couldn't see much past the four-man team closing in around me. The lead officer carefully unclasped the diamond-studded strand from around my neck. The hollow of my throat felt cool and bare without the weight of the emerald.

That was it.

The emerald was back in the proper hands. It wasn't my responsibility anymore.

Except I couldn't help but worry.

Maybe I was wrong about everything after all. Maybe the stone had been swapped, and I just didn't know it yet. Maybe there really was some kind of way somebody could witch the real stone right off my neck to replace it with a fake. Vegas magicians worked similar tricks every fucking day of the week.

Hell, maybe somebody on the security team was in on it. Maybe all four of them were.

Who could I trust when I already knew at least one corrupt cop had been involved from the very beginning?

Yukon padded up to me, his leash trailing on the floor.

Where was Ronnie? She'd been gone too long. Unless she'd come back and left again, and I'd never even noticed.

No. I'd notice.

Something was badly wrong.

“Hey, boy.”

He snuggled his head into my hands, blissfully unconcerned about anything except getting his ears scratched.

“Lunch,” Claus said.

Taylor had vanished. He always smelled of cigarettes, so I figured he was outside on the back patio maintaining his habit. It was hours past a reasonable lunchtime, and most of the crew were hovering around the nearest craft service table. The shrimp salad was supposed to be marvelous.

Fuck the shrimp salad.

I fetched my handbag and my phone. No messages, well, not from anyone who counted. And there was only one person who counted right now. A quick text was in order.

Me: Ronnie? Where'd you go? The ballroom scene is over. The stone is packed up.

Me: Did you intercept Bailey? Is it done?

A familiar ringtone warbled in the bottom of my bag.

Ronnie's phone. What the actual unholy fuck? What was it doing in there? As I pawed through my things for it, I found something else.

Something hard and cold and precious.

The pear-cut stone weighed around ten carats or so, small when I'd been wearing the ninety-carat Ademar, but still impressive. Held up to the nearest indoor light, it was the color of rich merlot. Inhaling sharply, I pushed myself through cast and crew to the nearest exit. Ever-loyal Yukon tagged along.

The security guy on the door nodded, but I barely saw him. My eyes were glued to the stone. Outside, on a beautiful sunny day, it turned a perfect shade of liquid blue to match the sky.

My knees buckled.

It was the Stroganov Alexandrite. Or its evil twin, the counterfeit once intended for Yukon's dog collar. I wouldn't be able to tell the difference with my naked eyes.

Real or fake, it couldn't have been planted in my handbag for any good purpose.

That was when I heard the first scream from deeper in the back garden. Taylor's fans would have been amazed to hear such a high-pitched shriek coming from his handsome throat.

I ran, Yukon galloping alongside me. Not away from the screaming but toward it.
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Chapter Twenty-One

[image: image]


Ronnie

It started the way so many things do, with my phone singing a soft tune to let me know I was receiving a text.

Bailey: Meet me in the old red barn. Leave the dog.

Don't make it too easy, I thought. She'll be suspicious of easy.

Me: Fuck off.

Bailey: I'm not playing with you, baby. If you want that little red-haired princess to keep her happy ass out of jail...

Me: ???

Bailey: Check your tracking app. And don't even bother to pretend you don't know what I'm talking about. Nobody's got your precious stone. We need to talk.

Bailey: So check things out, and come meet me in the fucking barn.

Bailey: No fucking dog.

Me: Why?

No answer.

It was happening. Whatever it really was. Judging from the text, Bailey wasn't going after the tagged stone. How the hell did she know about the tracker anyway?

And why would she want me to know she knew?

I thumbed the app's icon. Matt had sent it to my phone some days ago. A map loaded with a red dot blinking in its center. Zooming in with satellite view, I recognized the historic plantation house on the shores of Bayou St. John. The stone was where it should be― inside the ballroom and presumably around Clary's neck.

According to Matt, no one outside the CIA knew about the existence of the nanobot tracker except for me, him, the director of the FBI, and some senior staff at the Smithsonian. Even the four-man ground team was under the impression they were guarding the actual stone. National security. A trust I couldn't break. As far as Clary or anybody else knew, it was the actual Ademar currently snuggled against the sweet hollow of her throat.

So why would Matt tell Bailey? The director would never give him permission to pull her into the loop. The Ademar wasn't LAPD's circus, and we didn't need their monkeys.

Had Bailey learned about the nanobot some other way? Or was Matt himself dirty?

Thanks to the multiple banks of lights, the spacious interior felt warmer than you'd expect. And yet my blood ran cold. If my boss had turned to the dark side, Clary and I could be in a world of hurt.

“Stay here, boy.” I scratched behind Yukon's ear. “You keep an eye on our princess.” Bailey's word, but not a bad one.

He sat up a little straighter to impress me with his watchfulness.

“Good boy.”

Even without the emerald, the director would have demanded extra security for filming within the city. If nothing else, the nuisance press always needed to be chased off. A uniformed guard I didn't recognize stood outside the back door. He was awkward and stood a little too close to the exit, forcing me to brush by him as I went outside.

He recognized me just fine. “Afternoon, agent.”

“Afternoon.”

“Can I help you with something?”

The back yard was large enough to keep a small army of landscapers employed. The many azaleas, most of them in shades of pink and rose, were in full bloom.

Taylor Tercelle stood alone on the patio, a guilty cigarette in his fingers. When he saw me glance his way, he put it behind his back. For fuck's sake. I wasn't the smoking police.

“Is there a barn?” I asked.

The guard lifted an eyebrow. “A barn, agent?”

“Somebody said something about a red barn that made a good background for Instagram.”

“Ah. I would've called it more of a portable building. Yes, it's a little bit of a walk around the garden path, but go around the other side of that clump of trees and you'll find it almost at the back fence.”

“Thanks.”

Keller's voice roared from inside. “Where's my fucking star?”

I waved at Tercelle as we passed each other. He forced a smile and went inside.

Once I turned left at the clump of trees, the day got darker and the plantation house seemed to disappear from view. Good garden design, but a little spooky. That fast, I felt isolated even in the middle of this bright spring day in the heart of a busy city.

There had been so much visible security on the set that I'd left my Glock locked in the gun safe inside Clary's Fleetwood. Now I felt the absence against my body where the holster should have been. Bailey would have her service weapon. Maybe I should think again. It would take less than ten minutes to grab the Glock from the car.

Don't be ridiculous. This is Bailey. Whatever she's done, whatever she's got to say, she isn't going to shoot you in a pleasant city garden. She wants to get away with the money, not find herself arraigned for murder.

Like the guard said, the structure turned out to be a modern portable shed designed in the shape of an old-fashioned barn. Red paint over plywood. No windows. Nothing more than an out-of-the-way place to stow landscaping tools.

It would be stuffy inside. Not a place you'd usually schedule a meeting.

Especially if you were the one who had to wait.

My uneasiness grew. Was this really like Bailey? Had she texted to me using another bot? Was she actually somewhere else doing something else?

If she knew the Ademar was a fake, she wouldn't be making a play for the stone. What else could she be after?

The door to the so-called barn was cracked open. The combination padlock that normally secured it had been tossed to the ground several yards away.

I stopped to listen. Nothing.

“Bailey?”

Far off in the distance, a mockingbird sang. I listened long enough to hear him run through a cycle of at least eight different bird tunes and then the distinctive beep of a car alarm.

“Bailey? Can you come out here where I can see you?”

Still nothing.

“We know everything, Bailey. It's over. You're not getting away with it this time.”

Silence. I was getting the distinct impression I was talking to myself.

“You don't have to do this. We can fix this. Come on in, tell the FBI what you know, and you can cut a deal. It's the only way you'll ever have a future now.”

More silence. Even the mockingbird had stopped singing.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Clary

The sound of sirens. Far off but already coming closer. Someone had called nine-one-one. Good. I didn't have to try to do it one-handed as I ran down the garden path in the direction of Taylor's shrieks. Yukon kept up, and several security men weren't far behind.

Around a clump of trees and down a path to the back fence, and there he was. My erstwhile romantic lead was down on all-fours in front of a garish shed the color of blood.

Everything seemed to be happening so fast.

His shoulders jerked up and down. Had he been shot? I never heard any shots, but I dropped anyway, then scrambled on all-fours to his side to see if he needed help.

“Fuck off,” he croaked. Ah. So he wasn't shot. He was throwing up.

“You all right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He pushed himself to sit back on his heels and tried to firm his jaw. Yukon, sensing a man in need of reassurance, snuggled into him from the other side. “It was just a fucking shock, you know? All I came out here for was a selfie. On my last break, I heard that FBI agent talking about how there's a barn that's a good place for an Instagram.” He grabbed Yukon's scruff and rubbed into his neck.

Yukon floofed him back. The security team swarmed all around us. Someone looked inside the shed, and there were more shouts.

“Instagram?” I asked. What the hell was he talking about? The police had to be only seconds away, and something told me I needed to figure things out real fast. “What kind of shock? Talk to me.”

He jerked his chin at the shed's open door. “She's dead. She's fucking dead.”

My heart stopped. “Who's dead? In there?” Even without a functional pumping heart, I was somehow already on my feet. Silly question. Of course, in there. I lurched forward, and two security men grabbed me from either side. They looked apologetic, which I already knew was more than I'd get from the real police.

“Miss Clary. You don't want to see that.”

“I think I have to.”

“She's dead,” Taylor said from behind me.

She isn't. She can't be.

The smell of copper and cordite wafted out of that open door. Whatever happened had happened recently.

Not copper.

Blood.

Taylor pushed himself shakily to his feet and lit another cigarette.

“Sir, you can't smoke here. This is a crime scene,” said one of the security guys.

“It's good for my nerves.” Taylor let the guy walk him away, and the smell of smoke and vomit went with them.

The men holding me weren't gripping real hard, partly out of respect for my role as a movie star and partly out of respect for Yukon's wide jaws. He carefully but emphatically nudged one of them in the side. Not exactly full-on attack mode, but people who didn't know how well-trained he was would read it as a threat.

“You boys need to let go of me,” I said. “Yukon won't ask that nicely the second time.”

“You really don't want to see...”

“Don't tell me what I do and do not want to see.” Shaking them off, knowing I had only seconds, maybe only fractions of a second, I stepped close enough to the open door to peek inside. My own shadow blocked the sunlight, but I could see well enough.

A body on a dirty floor, a pool of blood beneath her. Her hand out, palm up, the leather envelope that held her badge positioned where the cops would find it first.

She'd been shot, searched, and posed.

And she wasn't Ronnie.

She was Bailey Fucking Flowers.

How did she get on the property? Who shot her? And where was Ronnie?

Relief jabbed through me. But only for a moment.

This wasn't good. It wasn't good at all.

Had Ronnie shot her ex? If she had, surely it was in self-defense, but it still looked bad. An ex dead, the girlfriend missing.

And Ronnie's phone, not to mention the fucking alexandrite or its replica, had been stashed in my handbag. Anyone using the phone to track Ronnie's movements would come back to me.

Who did that? How? When?

This was a fucking set-up, and I fucking knew it, except I never got a moment to think. Why hadn't I taken five seconds to dispose of that crap somewhere along the way?

If I was searched, if I was arrested...

Would Ronnie have stashed that stuff in my bag? Would she really? Had she had the fake alexandrite all along, and she was always just waiting for the right moment to let it drop?

Nah. It didn't make sense. The stone maybe, but not the phone. Stashing the phone would help a prosecutor make a case against Ronnie, not against me. It was evidence of premeditation.

Evidence she'd thought ahead to making her escape. So much for claiming self-defense.

Had someone taken her?

Or was she on the run?

I thought about climbing over that wrought-iron fence. An idle thought. Yukon couldn't get over that fence.

And anyway the cops were already there shouting. A whirlwind of voices seemed to surround me on all sides at once.

“We had a report...”

“A deceased female...”

“Single gunshot...”

A tall NOPD officer grabbed my arm and pointed me toward a concrete garden bench. “Wait there until we give you permission to leave. We'll need you to answer some questions.”

The decision was made for me. It was too late to run, and anyway where could I go? I was too famous. Clarissa Stanton couldn't reinvent herself the way relative unknown Malory Maine once had.

Besides, my life was here. Yukon was here. Ronnie was here. Somewhere.

Unless she'd left me. Unless she was the one who set me up.

Unless she was the one who'd been playing me all along.

I sat. It was cool in the shadows. Yukon felt good fluffed against my feet― the only good thing about this moment. Taylor, banished to a different patch of shade beneath a different tree, chain-smoked cigarette after cigarette. As the official discoverer of the body, he was soon surrounded by police, but I couldn't make out what they were saying.

Even so, at some point, I knew he was sharing gossip about me and Ronnie Rales. He telegraphed it in the way he stopped looking in my direction.

For a guy who pulled down fifteen million dollars a film, Taylor could be a pretty piss-poor actor.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Ronnie

Someone was coming. The birds weren't singing, and the insects weren't chirping.

“Bailey?”

Whoever troubled the birds wasn't coming from any shed, and yet that open door called to me. Moving quickly, I risked a peek. And then the world ended.

No. It couldn't be. No.

To see somebody you once loved sprawled like that, her hand stretched out to show off the badge...

Whatever Bailey had done, and she'd done a lot, she didn't deserve death in a dirty shed. Nobody did.

Keep your head. You don't have time to be anything but clear right now.

I struggled to center myself. To see the death scene the way the investigating detectives would see it.

Officer down. That's all they'd see at first.

But soon enough the story would change.

Dirty officer down.

I must have touched the door, thrown it wide open, because I was inside the shed, where I found myself squatted close and low for a better look. “Bailey, no, no, no, no,” I heard myself say. “It didn't have to end like this.”

My rational mind told me to get back and stand down. This was a murder scene, which meant it was under the jurisdiction of New Orleans PD. I shouldn't be here so close to that spreading pool of blood.

Fuck the rational mind. I couldn't walk away if there was any chance she was still alive.

The size and location of the chest wound left me in no doubt.

“No,” I whispered. “It can't be true.” Although I could see for myself that it was.

Bailey Flowers was gone.

My rational mind pointed out she was still warm. Whoever did this could be close. I leaped backward out of my squat and spun around. Were they still here?

My phone. I needed to call it in. I grabbed for it, but somehow it wasn't there. I patted myself down again, harder, more impatiently, but there was no mistake.

My phone wasn't in my jacket. It wasn't anywhere.

I'd just had the fucking phone. I was here because Bailey had just fucking texted me.

Not Bailey. Somebody else. The person who'd staged the scene.

This was a set-up, and I'd helpfully spread my own DNA all over the fucking crime scene.

A partial footprint― my partial footprint― had appeared on the floor. I'd stepped in the blood despite all my best efforts. My fingerprints would be on the door to this death house.

No phone. No Glock. I needed to get the fuck out of here.

It's fine. You're FBI. They'll believe you.

It isn't fine. You're the ex-girlfriend.

It's anything but fine.

“It's over, Ronnie.” A long shadow blocked the light from the open door, but I had no trouble seeing the barrel of the silenced Sig Sauer aimed at my center of mass. “You need to come with me now. I'll get you out of this. But we have to move fast.”

Somebody had to move fast. Had to think fast too.

“You killed her,” I said.

“Don't be ridiculous. You killed her. But we can still fix this if we get you out of here before the cops show up.” Matt's face was bland, his gun steady.

Think. He wants to move you off the scene without firing a shot. Why?

Because he couldn't pin Bailey's murder on me if I was also killed at the scene. The cops would know a third party had to be involved. And that third party couldn't be Clary. Not this time. Too many eyes were on her right this very minute― including the four ex-Secret Service there to watch the Ademar. She had a rock-solid alibi for this crime.

“Why would you want to fix this if you think I killed Bailey?” My question was a delaying tactic. I already knew what he wanted. To move me to a place where he could arrange to kill me and dump my body where it would never be found.

That was how he'd sell the story I killed Bailey and went on the run.

“We have a lot to talk about, but this isn't the place...” He gestured with the gun, and it was all the opening I'd ever get.

Either I ran for it now, or I went like a sheep to slaughter.

Fuck that. 

He didn't necessarily care if I got hurt. My blood and DNA on the scene wasn't bad for him. Hell, it might even read as evidence of a struggle between me and my alleged victim.

Fine. Shooting to injure, rather than kill, is the trickiest kind of shooting. If he needed to handicap himself that way, I had a tiny advantage.

Maybe my only advantage.

How I ran was something of a blur. I had to dive right for him, knock him flat, trust in my read that he wasn't eager to shoot me dead right here and now. A kick to the groin, high and hard, and he stumbled.

It was enough to let me push past and out the door.

Not enough to put him down.

Not enough to grab for the gun.

I couldn't stay to play. Couldn't debate the merits of returning to the house. Of calling for help. Of getting involved in a lot of he-said-she-said with my boss.

I was Bailey's ex. He was senior FBI. And I had no idea of how far he'd gone to arrange the scene. What other evidence he'd left to point to me.

So I went over the fence.

Into that service alley.

He already had the gun up, but he was afraid to fire. He couldn't risk a kill.

I zigged and I zagged.

I moved in ways damn few gem experts were ever trained to move.

“You don't have to do this, Ronnie. There's been a misunderstanding. I don't want to hurt you.”

I didn't want to waste the breath to tell him to go fuck himself. I was pulling away. A muscle tugged in my right calf, but I ignored the jolt of pain.

Faster.

At last, he fired the first silenced shots. Gravel spanked up against my legs.

Fuck the muscle in my right calf. I was moving like an Olympian.

Clary. You're leaving her behind.

She was all right, for now. The whole movie crew was around her. I had to trust she'd be all right.

Would she believe I killed Bailey Flowers?

Like everybody else would believe?

Matt was falling behind. The twenty years difference in our ages mattered. So did the fact that I was a well-rounded field agent, while he spent much of his time in offices and meetings. Scrambling over a wrought-iron fence and then pounding down an alley were skills he hadn't practiced in a few years.

Reaching deep for a final burst of speed, I exploded from the other end of the service alley and into a street all pretty with genteel Greek Revival houses. I thought all that stuff came down in the storm but apparently they'd built it all back again. The big oak trees must have been survivors too. One of the trees was festooned with shiny Mardi Gras beads in shades of gold, green, and purple. Funny the things you focus on when you're running for your life.

Mardi Gras wasn't that long ago. People laughing and partying and having a good time.

Were the good times all over for me and Clary?

Over when they'd only just begun?

I'd shaken Matt, but he couldn't be far behind. I needed to disappear before he got his second wind. An old-school black-and-white cab was moving slowly down the street, and I waved with both arms high over my head. He kept going. Well, hell, what did I expect? Then he turned around and leaned out the window, a cigar clamped in his teeth. “You the lady who needs a ride to the airport?”

“That's me.” Poor lady was going to miss her flight.

“Why weren't you outside the address? And what happened to your bags?”

“I got mugged.” I was already in the back seat snapping the shoulder harness into place. This felt all very unreal. As if I'd stepped into the movie Clary was making.

He stomped on the brakes. “Hey, no free rides, I ain't running no charity here.”

“I still have cash.” I flashed my wallet to keep him happy, and he hit the gas again. After a minute, he turned on a talk radio show featuring the loud voices of belligerent men. Not a pleasant ride.

More pleasant than the alternative, though.

The picture inside the frame was becoming very clear. The staged story was simple, direct, and utterly believable.

Two dirty cops zip along for years running a high-dollar gemstone theft operation. It was all smooth sailing until the relationship does a big old crash and burn. A bad break-up, hard feelings, a lot of she-said-she-said, some escalating threats, and somebody gets dead and the other one's on the run.

Oh, I could see the whole story. Now, when it was all too late, I could see it.

All very clever. All very neat and nifty and tied up in a bow.

One dirty LAPD to go in and out of the evidence locker. One dirty FBI to supply the money-laundering and gem certification paperwork. One beautiful movie star for them to fight over.

Matt could sell that story. Hell, a rookie cop on his first day could sell that story.

Clary will deny it, Clary will tell her side of it, but no one will believe her. Not once they run the fingerprints and find out she was once Malory Maine.

It's the perfect fucking frame.

And the fucking Ademar? That's the best part. The fucking emerald was the ninety-carat fifty-million-dollar distraction. Nobody was ever planning to steal the fucking Ademar.

The Amazing Darrell himself couldn't have set it up more beautifully.

Everybody's watching the magician's hands to make sure he doesn't steal the fucking emerald. Meanwhile, he's going straight for something far more precious.

Freedom.

And he was perfectly happy to trade away my life and Clary's freedom to guarantee he got it.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Clary

I sat within the dour green walls of the interview room stubbornly exercising my right to remain silent. When my stomach rumbled, I regretted passing on the craft service shrimp salad. The only source of energy here was a stale paper cup of dishwater-colored powdered coffee.

The deputy rapped on the door, then opened up. The man who walked in was not Whittaker Sims, criminal defense attorney, although he looked credible enough in his Brioni suit and cognac-colored Frye Logan messenger bag.

“Thank you, deputy,” he said.

“One hour.” The deputy slammed the door behind him, and we were alone.

“I'm afraid Mr. Sims's flight from Los Angeles was forced to make an unscheduled stop in Denver.”

“You son of a bitch,” I said. Although my heart skipped a beat in relief. If he was in here, Ronnie was out there. And if Ronnie was out there, she was still alive.

There was a pause. “We're both on the same side, Clarissa. We're both out to catch a killer.”

“You honestly expect me to believe that?”

“Whoever tells their story first, whoever cuts their deal first, that's the only winner in this game. There's no second place.”

I wondered what cold powdered coffee would do to those crisp trousers. But I didn't need to be charged with assault on a federal officer to make my day complete. “Something tells me you never wear that twenty-thousand-dollar suit to the FBI Field Office in Los Angeles.”

“I'm signed in as your high-priced scum-sucking criminal attorney, so I've got to dress the part.” Matt Dauphin smiled the world's phoniest smile. “Which means there are no listeners and no listening devices. It's you and me, Clarissa. We're the only people here. Talk to me. Tell me where she is. I'll bring her in, and you'll go free.”

“It doesn't work like that. I might not be a lawyer, but I've played one in the movies.”

“The clock is ticking.”

“For you.” I studied his bland face, amazed at the evil concealed behind the gray skin and grayer eyes. “Ronnie's out there in the wild, and you can't do fuck-all to stop her. She won't leave me here. The truth will come out, and then you're going down.”

“Veronica Rales went from the murder of Bailey Flowers directly to the New Orleans International Airport, where she caught the first flight to Miami. From there, who knows.” A dramatic pause. The messenger bag was already coming open. He slapped a photo on the table in front of me. Ronnie stepping out of a black-and-white cab in the airport departures lane.

It was a pretty good job, considering it had to be done fast and on the fly. The girl in the image was actually wearing the clothes Ronnie had on the last time I saw her. And Matt Dauphin was a very silly man indeed if he expected any actor to be shaken by a photograph.

“I'm from Los Angeles. You think I never heard of Photoshop?”

He sighed. “I didn't want to play rough.”

“I'm not playing with you at all.”

“Your original plan was to seek revenge against the women who set up Malory Maine. Understandable. Completely understandable. The trouble is, you were playing a dangerous game against a highly trained manipulator. Veronica Rales knew exactly who you were. She always knew.”

“I wasn't seeking revenge. I was seeking justice.”

“If you want justice, we have a legal system for that.”

I flicked my eyes around the ugly box of a room. “And we all know how well that works.”

“Cut the crap, Clarissa. You have stolen property in your possession that belongs to a suspected killer. You cooperate, or your life gets a whole lot more miserable. Tell me where she is. Because I know you know. That's the one important piece of data I managed to get out of Lieutenant Flowers before her untimely departure. You and Ronnie, you're way more than actor and consultant. You're together.”

He didn't have to spell it out. The threat was clear. He'd already killed a cop. Framing a movie star wasn't even a blip on his conscience.

Well, fuck that. I jutted out my chin. “Stolen property, my ass. A phone that belongs to my girlfriend and a fake stone worth a few dollars. Nobody's bringing that case to trial.” Too late, I remembered to bite my tongue. I shouldn't have called Ronnie my girlfriend.

“A fake stone that's a key piece of evidence in a high-dollar criminal court case in Los Angeles. You could be extradited home to stand trial for obstructing an FBI investigation. Not to mention, girlfriend, you could stand trial in New Orleans for accessory to murder before the fact. You drove Veronica Rales a long way in your own car to meet her victim.”

Oh, for fuck's sake. Ronnie could've taken out her so-called victim back home in LA, if that's the kind of person Ronnie was. “You can't scare me. But I admit you can confuse me. If we really are alone, if nobody's really listening, then prove it. Tell me something. If you want answers, you've got to share. You've always got to give if you want to get.”

He shrugged. “What would you like me to tell you?”

“How did you plant that stuff on me? The phone? The fake alexandrite?”

There really was an old-fashioned clock ticking somewhere. When I turned, I could see it high on the wall behind me where the client's attorney could keep an eye on the official passage of time.

“You have to give me something,” I said. “Besides telling me I'll stay out of jail for crimes I didn't commit in the first place. That's sort of just not good enough.”

“Fair enough. I'm a reasonable man.” The reasonable man had a chilly gray smile. “Your security people hired some extra contractors. They may have made a mistake in the paperwork because one of them wasn't a real security professional. He was a close-in magician who usually works the French Quarter.”

“Hmm. I'll bet they had some help from the FBI in making that mistake.”

He shrugged again.

“The guard on the back door to the smoking patio,” I said. Everyone had to walk past that guy. Ronnie too if she'd gone out to the shed. He'd swiped the phone from her and later planted it on me. He must have already gotten the stone directly from Matt.

“No one ever said you were a stupid girl.”

“But the magician didn't kill Bailey Flowers,” I said. “You did. Somehow, you added yourself to the security team as well. FBI must be good at the art of disguise because she never saw you there.”

“Veronica Rales killed Bailey Flowers.”

The old clock tick-tocked some more. An obnoxious sound. There wasn't any point in calling him on the lie.

“What do you want with Ronnie?” I asked. “I can see why you got sick and tired of Flowers. You're getting toward retirement age, but she was younger and still as fascinated with manipulating women as she was with getting the money. She didn't want to quit, and you couldn't leave her out there without your supervision. It would be too easy for her to ride the train off the rails and pull the whole catastrophe down on both of you.”

Dauphin cleared his throat but didn't seem inclined to expand on my theory.

Tick-tock.

“You saw an opportunity when Flowers came to you with evidence I was Malory Maine. You could throw me and Veronica together, set the stage for a sorry little triangle. Kill Bailey, and Veronica gets the blame. Then you're free to waltz off into the sunset. That about right?”

His face was a perfect gray blank. The guy wasn't giving me anything. No wonder he'd been able to pull off this masquerade for over a decade.

“It's all right,” I said. “Talk or don't talk. You don't have to say a word. You can see I know everything. You needed to get rid of Flowers. No way she was going to quit stealing gems just because her pet FBI agent got tired of laundering them for her. But having Ronnie running around rogue in the wild isn't any better. She could pop up with the goods against you at any time.”

I let the pause last this time. It was his turn to break.

“That's quite the speech,” he finally said. “But it seems to me you're the one under arrest, and I'm the one who's going to walk free in...” He looked at the clock on the wall behind me. “Twenty-two minutes.”

“Tell me why you want Ronnie.”

“She's a killer, and the FBI likes to arrest killers. We're funny that way.”

“Then I'll tell you. You can't bring her to trial, and you can't leave her out there in the wild doing God knows what. What you can do is find her, kill her, drop the body in some bayou where it will never be found, and maybe spread a little of your ill-gotten gains here and there to create a trail of rumors. People will report seeing Veronica Rales living here and there high on the hog in some foreign land, but law enforcement will never quite catch up to her.”

He drummed his fingers on the table. “You're smart. Smarter than Bailey Flowers. We could have worked together in another life and a better world.”

“We can still work together. If you want me to give you Veronica Rales, you have to give me something.” I opened my green eyes wide to hold his gray gaze. “And not just my fucking freedom. I already had my fucking freedom. You have to give me something more.”

“What do you want?”

“The DeWitte Red Beryl.”

“It's long gone.”

Well, I knew the DeWitte was a longshot. “Then I want the Stroganov Alexandrite. The real one. In fact, I want both of them, side by side. If I don't see them together, how do I know you're not trying to palm off the fake?”

He hesitated.

“You need Veronica Rales before somebody else gets to her first,” I said. “And I'm the only one who can deliver that. That's why you're here.”

He exhaled loudly. “Deal.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Ronnie

The airport is a funny place to change identities. Cameras everywhere, and New Orleans International wasn't exactly the biggest transportation hub to begin with. But there were some advantages to the chaos of spring break. Especially for an expert close-in magician.

I liberated a pair of cheap wrap-around mirror-shades from a tourist's bag. Lifted a shiny blue windbreaker from the back of a chair. A forgotten straw hat meant to tag along on somebody's island vacation completed the look. Joining a little clump of older people, I leaned into a silver-haired lady to ask her some nonsense about the best tourist bars.

And, yes, I felt a little bad, since picking pockets wasn't a fine example of using my powers for good, but I was in a fight for survival here. Not just my survival, but Clary's too.

To the security camera, it would look like I was part of the group I latched onto, like maybe I was somebody's daughter or baby sister. Especially when I helpfully jumped into their ride-share van. “The Riverfront Hilton is exactly where I'm staying,” I burbled. “Let me ride along, and I'll pay half the fare.”

That fast, Veronica Rales, wanted FBI agent on the run, was left behind inside the airport. Meet Kitty Kait, happy spring breaker eager to check out the world-famous French Quarter. It had been a few years since I let my alter ego out to play, and she was eager to stretch her legs.

The misdirection wouldn't stand up forever, but it would buy me time.

At the hotel entrance, I bopped off in the direction of the casino across the way. At some point while crossing the street in the press of the crowd, I lost the hat and the windbreaker. Profile breaking. It would be harder to pick me up on area surveillance cameras as the same person.

I went in one door, drifted past a bank or three of noisy slot machines, and then out another. Mardi Gras was over, but there were still plenty of tourists around. It was easy to blend.

For a time I simply walked and thought and thought and walked some more.

Cash is always easy to get when you're a close-in magician. A wallet with a credit card and a license belonging to somebody who looked enough like me to let me check into a nearby hotel wasn't too tough either.

A smartphone that didn't demand a password, an iris scan, or a fingerprint was less easy. 

Another slim wallet yielded something almost as valuable― a New Orleans public library card. It was too late to use it tonight, but there was always tomorrow. And, somewhere along the way, I picked up a scarf and a different pair of glasses. Sunglasses at night is still a thing in a party town.

Sleep was a challenge, but I forced myself to lay down and close my eyes. Around four thirty in the morning, I slipped out of the hotel never to return. The owner of the credit card would report it missing at some point, and I needed to be gone when she did. French Quarter bars never close, so I found a dark place to pay cash for an eight-dollar beer that gave me the right to loiter.

My phone and my gun were an aching absence.

Wondering what was happening to Clary ached even more.

Later in the morning, I found myself on the doorstep of the public library along with a number of the city's homeless. It opened only three minutes late. Shortly thereafter, I was inside using my shiny new library card to scan onto a public computer. A pop-up informed me I had internet access for one hour. Twitter got me caught up fast. A dead LAPD lieutenant in a garden shed was pretty big news. The same cop dead behind the historical home where Clarissa and Tay-Tay were making their latest romantic suspense vehicle was even bigger.

Tay-Tay? I'm sure he loves that nick.

The New Orleans Police Department press conference told me no more than I already knew. Los Angeles Police Officer Bailey Flowers was discovered dead from a single gunshot wound to the chest in the shed behind a garden on the location of a Claus Keller-directed film set. One of the crew's doormen, as well as actor Taylor Tercelle, reported seeing FBI Special Agent Veronica Rales disappear in the direction of where the body was later found. NOPD, LAPD, and the FBI now considered the special agent in question a so-called person of interest in the death of Lieutenant Flowers.

I was last seen on surveillance cameras entering the Louis Armstrong International Airport and had vanished shortly thereafter. There was no record I'd boarded a flight under my legal name, and it was unclear where I'd gone or if I was even still in the country.

The public was advised to be on the lookout. Inform the proper authorities. Under no circumstances should you attempt to approach the agent yourself, since she was presumed to be armed and dangerous.

Yeah, I wish.

My Glock was still locked away in the Fleetwood's gun safe, and I wasn't interested in procuring any of the many junk handguns floating around the New Orleans black market. Special Agent Rales was about as dangerous as my pocket-picking alter ego Kitty Kait.

At least they used a flattering photo. Even though they'd cropped the image to focus on my face, I knew instantly where it came from. Me and Clary that first day outside Happy Heaven Dog Rescue. I looked happy. There weren't many images in existence where I was smiling like that.

“Happy” was never a word that applied to me. I'd been dedicated. Hard-driving. Determined. All good words. All good things to be. Maybe I'd thought they were good enough substitutes for “happy.”

LAPD and FBI hadn't yet issued official statements. I didn't envy their publicists. They'd be scrambling behind the scenes to put a positive spin on this mess. If I could be captured and induced to confess before they had to schedule their own pressers, I'd make a lot of people's day.

With the official media releases less than helpful, I skimmed through more of the gossip press.

Tercelle was caught on video outside a Mid-City bar, a cigarette in his hand and a glower on his face.

“Is it true you found the body?” The reporter was off-screen, but her relentlessly cheerful nails-on-chalkboard voice knew how to carry.

“I am totally traumatized,” he said. “As you can see, I started smoking again.”

“And we were all so proud of you for quitting.”

I snorted. That boy had never quit for longer than twenty minutes.

“Did you know the victim?”

He shook his head. “I never saw her before. They say she came out from Hollywood, but I don't know how she got onto our set. Too many eyes watching an emerald, not enough eyes watching the people, if you ask me.”

The reporter made a sympathetic noise to encourage him to keep going. Stars could ramble during an interview if they were big enough and the hour was late enough. Sound bytes were for Twitter and the six o'clock news.

“It was so horrible.” He took another drag on the cigarette. “So much blood. All I wanted to do was take a nice Instagram in front of a red barn.”

“Is it true you deleted your Instagram account?”

“No, Joelly, but I'm on hiatus. Just not in the mood to take a lot of selfies right now. You know?”

“I know your true fans will respect your deep feelings, Taylor.”

Oh, brother.

There were a few other reports. Nothing terribly helpful. Claus Keller's publicist said the final day of shooting would be paused for a day to allow his stars to recover from the shock of finding the body and giving their statements to police.

Clarissa Stanton spoke to a local TV station. “I think people should withhold judgment and give the New Orleans police time to do their jobs.” For such a brief statement, it set off quite the firestorm.

“Does that mean you think Veronica Rales is innocent?” asked one reporter.

“Who do you think killed Lieutenant Flowers if Special Agent Rales is innocent?” shouted another.

“It means I don't think anyone should be tried in the court of public opinion. I have no further comment.”

Yukon, tail curled high, swished off beside her.

There was nothing about Clary being arrested or identified as Malory Maine. Nothing about her possible involvement with me or the crime I was accused of. That was a relief. 

Also, it was a little odd. Clary and I had spent a lot of time together, and plenty of people knew it.

Was she being pressured behind the scenes? Were the cops setting up something? Did they think they stood a better chance of bringing me in if she was on the street?

Sure, they did. They undoubtedly had twenty-four/seven surveillance on Clarissa. Especially if they knew I didn't have my phone. Watching her could be their best possible opportunity to nab me.

I created a new Gmail account, but I doubted she'd get my message. A big star like Clary might not even read her own email. A publicist would do that.

I thought of her Instagram, but I'd only used it as a phone app. If there was a way to message her from a public PC, I didn't know what it was.

Going back to the movie set was an instant ticket to jail. So was returning to the bed and breakfast where we'd been booked while they filmed the plantation house sequences.

Returning to Tercelle's unscripted interview, I considered something I'd seen in the background. A pale gold dog on a harness, his upcurled tail an out-of-focus blur. An accidental capture, or a deliberate message from Clary?

The wrap party was scheduled for tomorrow night.

Maybe at that very bar.

Ten minutes left of internet time was plenty long enough to get me a list of the likeliest places.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Clary

Matt Dauphin had vanished and Whittaker Sims not yet arrived when a New Orleans police deputy showed me the exit door. She alternately avoided my eyes and stole sheepish glances at my famous figure.

To my amazement, I learned movie star Clarissa Stanton had never been arrested. I'd been detained for questioning. The contents of my handbag had been collected and inventoried in error, and now they were being returned to me.

This wasn't entirely due to the efforts of my erstwhile fake attorney. The social influence of director Claus Keller and brooding, beautiful co-star Taylor Tercelle had applied their own kind of pressure. Nobody in New Orleans, a town where police officers and even judges often got film cameos, wanted to piss off Hollywood before they had to.

As I examined my bag, I saw that Ronnie's phone had vanished, as had the fake alexandrite. Now that was Dauphin's doing. His little gesture of goodwill. Evidence he didn't intend to bring an FBI case against me.

Not that I ever believed he did. Kill me, sure. Put me on the stand in a public courtroom? Not this time. I knew too much.

The only reason I was alive right this minute was so he could use me to lure in Ronnie. It didn't take a rocket scientist to work that one out. He planned to kill us both and dump us somewhere we'd never be found. As long as we left behind no bodies, the case would turn ice cold. Everyone would believe we'd vanished together somewhere over the rainbow to party away our ill-gotten gains.

With Flowers dead, with me and Ronnie gone, he wouldn't even suffer a touch of neck strain from glancing over his shoulder. Talk about the perfect crime. A couple of years from now, Matt Dauphin planned to find himself on a yacht somewhere in a blue sea, millions of stolen dollars angst-free in his bank account.

Not gonna happen, man. I don't care how big and bad and FBI you are.

Just not gonna happen.

You've stepped on the face of the last woman for the last time.

There was a TV interview, the buzz of curious crew and cast members, Claus fussing over me and telling me to get my rest...

All a blur.

My mind kept circling around what would happen now that I was out. He expected me to find Ronnie. How could I do that? I didn't know where she was. All I could do was wait for her to make the first move.

And Matt would be waiting for her too. How could I warn her? Maybe I didn't have to. If she was on the run, she already knew.

Around three in the morning, I woke in a cold sweat. Yukon sat up too. I grabbed my singing phone.

Of course it wasn't Ronnie. She didn't have her phone anymore.

And it wasn't my real phone. It was the stupid-ass burner Matt gave me. Evidently, he'd never heard of the concept of beauty sleep.

Draco: You're being watched by a joint task force. NOPD & FBI.

Draco was Matt Dauphin's cutesy alias. Burner or no burner, he didn't want his real name in a phone I touched. Bastard.

Me: Understood.

Draco: If LEO picks up the target first, they're arresting Malory second.

As if I needed the threat spelled out for me.

Me: Understood.

Draco: Find her. ASAP. Text back at this number the second the meet is in place.

Me: Got it.

There were no further messages, but I was fully awake. “What am I going to do, baby?” I buried my face in Yukon's warm floof. “I have to draw her in without getting picked up by the cops, and then we have to stop him from hurting us anymore.”

He snuggled against me in perfect trust. He was trained, and I knew he was prepared to defend me if I gave him the signal, but Special Agent in Charge Dauphin was guaranteed to be armed. Everything I knew about firing guns came from working in the movies, so Ronnie's Glock was useless to me.

But it wouldn't be useless to her.

And she could get it off me without being seen. She'd demonstrated those skills on our very first day. What was her street name? Something silly. I'd heard it again from Sims and my private investigators a time or two.

Kittycat. No. Kitty Kait.

Kitty Kait had magic in her hands.

“You know what's funny?” I said to Yukon.

He snuffled at me.

“I can't trust anybody, but I trust her. I trust her to figure it out. I trust her more every day.” I snuffled too, although I refused to fucking cry. “It's me I don't trust. What if I fuck this up? I'm just a pretty face, just an actor. Do I have what it takes to get away with something like this?”

Dauphin was playing on my emotions to get to Ronnie because he thought I was scared.

It wasn't such a bad thought. Because I was scared.

I was terrified.

♥♥♥
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OTHERS MIGHT CONSIDER him a pretty ex-model, but Taylor considered himself a deep, brooding soul. And where better to brood than a city where the bars never close? He was in the third one I checked, a scatter of beer mugs and shot glasses on the scarred wooden table in front of him. His two bodyguards watched warily from the pool table.

“Miss, that dog can't come...” The bartender's voice trailed off as he recognized Clarissa Stanton. My lack of bodyguards had thrown him off.

“We're meeting a friend.” I batted green eyes, ordered a club soda, and sat down across from said friend. “You doing all right, Tay?”

“I am completely traumatized,” he assured me. “The cops didn't quite say it, but they got the message across that we could be arrested. Apparently, you and me, we were on the scene so fast they could make a case we were involved.” He didn't seem to know I'd been detained, which might be just as well.

“I got that impression too. That's cop head games, you know? Like in Tuesday's Thursday, remember that scene? They want to see what they can shake loose.”

“Well, consider me shook, dude.” He picked up a beer mug only to discover it was already empty. “I heard that FBI agent say about Instagram, and now I come to find out she isn't even on Instagram. There was no good reason for her to be out there. I brushed elbows with a killer.”

I didn't need to debate Ronnie's guilt or innocence with my co-star. “Honey, the reason I really came in here is because there's a reporter hanging around outside. That bartender must have phoned in a tip.”

His shoulders slumped. “I'm in no condition for an interview.”

“She's very sympathetic. She completely understands what a sensitive soul you are. You know, not everybody understands that about you.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You think you're smarter than me, don't you?”

“I think you've been through a lot today, and you deserve the support and sympathy of your fans. She'll give you the opportunity to speak directly to your people.”

“I do need a fucking cigarette.” He squared his shoulders again.

Yukon and I followed him at the right distance to put Yukon in the background. Maybe Ronnie would see the video and figure it out.

I'm here for you, girl. Find me. But approach with caution.

♥♥♥
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THREE O'CLOCK THE NEXT afternoon. The film was finally a wrap. Yukon and I were dozing in the azalea garden behind the B&B, me on a lounge chair, my loyal dog at my side. His head lifted, and I sat up hard. There was a loud argument taking place at the garden gate.

A security man from the film crew. A uniformed police officer. Another man, dressed down in jeans and a cheap shirt who was brandishing a badge he'd formerly concealed. So, a second police officer, this one undercover as a B&B landscaper.

They'd surrounded a slinky girl of around twenty-four who was dressed in a filmy fake harem outfit. The uniform was shouting the numbers on her driver's license into his police radio.

Really?

Did they think Veronica Rales would pop up on my doorstep in the perfect disguise as a nearly naked singing telegram?

“It's all right,” I said.

“We'll let you know if and when it's all right,” said the erstwhile landscaper.

A couple of other cast members emerged into the garden. Taylor, who was no doubt sleeping off his hangover, wasn't among them.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

The girl, unsure if she should answer, lifted an eyebrow.

“We need to know,” said my security. “It's for Ms. Stanton's safety, I'm sure you can appreciate that.”

“Oh.” The girl kept looking at me.

Forcing a smile, I nodded. “You can say. They can listen.”

“It's from a Miss Kitty Kait.”

“Is that the name on the credit card?” asked the faux landscaper.

“It's a drag name,” she said. “I don't know if I should share the name on the credit card.”

“You can give me the name here or at the station.”

Kitty Kait was not a drag name. Ronnie had paid somebody to meet this girl and use their own credit card to order the singing telegram. Smart, but I wouldn't expect anything less.

She hadn't fled on a plane connecting in Miami. She was somewhere close. And she wanted to get back to me.

Sighing noisily, the harem girl pulled out a credit card reader. The three men gathered around, and the uniform called in the number to verify it wasn't stolen.

“You can deliver your message now,” said the landscaper.

“You've taken all the fun out of it.” Too disgusted to go through the routine, she simply read the message off a card.

Merry Rap Party to You

Merry Rap Party to You

Merry Rap Party, Miss Clary

And Your Little Roadrunner Too

“What's that about a roadrunner?” Landscaper Cop snatched the card out of her hands, then glared at me.

I tapped Yukon on the top of a head. “A nickname.”

“Looks like the usual fan crap to me,” said my security guy. “The internet crowd loved those roadrunner Instagrams.”

“Thank you for coming out.” I pressed a twenty into the girl's hands. “I'm sorry for all the hassle.”

“Thank you, Ms. Stanton.” She wasn't shy to check out the denomination of the bill. “I could still sing it for you...”

“You were right the first time. These boys drained the fun out of it.”

“Rap” was either a misspelling of “wrap” or a deliberate pun. Didn't matter. I'd received the message.

“Wait. Let me see that.” The landscaper grabbed the twenty and held it up to the light. Suspicious bastard was checking for a message from me back to Ronnie.

“That's mine,” the girl said. “This is some bullshit.”

He took his time about returning the money. In fact, he didn't hand that bill back. Instead, he switched it for a twenty from his own wallet.

Just to be sure.

That's when I knew for certain.

They really, truly believed Ronnie did this murder.

Nobody was coming to save us. They were all out to get us.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Ronnie

An army of cops would be homing in on that wrap party. FBI. NOPD. Even LAPD, since it was one of their officers down. The entire catering staff would be replaced by undercover officers. Keller's own security would be replaced too. Catching a cop killer wasn't a job for private security. Even the most expensive Hollywood kind.

One mistake, and I'd be under arrest for the murder of Bailey Flowers. I didn't like my odds in court once I was lined up against the full wrath of the FBI, NOPD, and LAPD.

Anyway, that ship had sailed. The minute I went over that wrought-iron fence, I'd made the decision I couldn't trust a system stacked against me by my own SAC.

For better or for worse, I was stuck with that decision now.

Misdirection was part of the game. Let them think they'd figured something out. To make sure they'd keep looking the wrong way, I asked Miss Twain Peaks to order a delivery of balloons and another singing telegram. These little goodies were scheduled for delivery to the wrap party. But halfway decent police work would find out about them hours before the actual event.

“The cops might have some questions about who paid you to order these items. I wouldn't expect you to lie.” In fact, I'd prefer if she didn't. The more eyes on that wrap party, the fewer eyes elsewhere.

“I have no intention of lying for you, honey.” The sparkle in her turquoise eye shadow flashed a perfect match to the sparkle in her turquoise circle contacts.

Kitty Kait would be long gone by the time NOPD popped up with their questions.

Or at least she'd better be long gone.

I had exactly one chance to meet up with Clary, and it needed to be a place we could both find. Somewhere reasonably close to the city― maybe an hour and a half away at the most. In an unfamiliar area where neither of us had spent much time.

And we needed to get there long before the wrap party, while the LEOs were still setting up for the big capture. They'd have no idea they were going in all the wrong directions until long after Clary and I were back together.

By now, it was late afternoon in the historic French Quarter. I had my choice of drunks at the dark bar of the moment. Many were tourists staying at nearby hotels. Not helpful. But one of the women spinning on her bar stool had a strong local accent.

“Gimme my keys, Daisy. I'm fine.” The accent seemed stronger because of the slurring.

“Shelly, you know you can't be driving home.” The bartender's arms were folded across her generous chest.

Kitty Kait was currently in disguise as a sparkly tourist mom down to the big pink rhinestone earrings and a rainbow tee-shirt. The outfit aged me several years, or at least I hoped it did. So did the Virgin Mary and the little bits of recovery-speak I dropped to explain away my avoidance of alcohol. The gray mascara wand I'd swiped into my hair probably didn't hurt either.

And the one things moms do is butt in. “Where does she live?” I directed my question to the bartender. “I'd be happy to drive her somewhere. It's pretty clear my date isn't going to show up.”

She looked at me. “That's real sweet, ma'am, but...”

“It's too far to fucking walk,” said the drunk. “Gimme the keys or give somebody the keys, but let's move this train down the fucking track.”

“It's all right.” I smiled an oh-so-sincere nice-lady smile. “I'd want somebody to do the same for my daughter.”

The bartender sighed but handed me the keys. She wanted that drunk out of her bar.

The dented Toyota Tundra's meter had expired, and there were already a couple of tickets tucked into the wiper blades. My prospective passenger staggered when she first slipped off her bar stool, but now she found the energy to grab both tickets and toss them unread into the street. Marvelous. We didn't need to get arrested for littering.

“Thanks, but you don't really have to drive me anywhere. Daisy has anxiety, and she kinda worries too much.” She put her open hand out. “I can take it from here.”

“I'm sorry, but I really couldn't live with myself if I didn't see you safely home. I gave my word.”

She rolled her eyes but got in on the passenger side. My mom voice was holding up. Less than fifteen minutes later, she was asleep on the couch in the front room of her small cottage, and I was driving away in a loaner. Sort of a loaner. The kind of loan where she probably had only a hazy memory of letting me pocket the keys for a few hours.

I could take this car and drive halfway to Mexico before she woke and began to wonder where it was. Park it in downtown Brownsville and walk across the bridge. They'd have a flag on my passport, but somebody else's passport wouldn't be hard for me to grab.

I could survive a long time, especially if I kept moving south. I could get away.

Fuck getting away.

If they didn't find me, it was a matter of days, if not hours, before the cops nabbed Clary. Sooner or later, they'd want to see what they could squeeze out of her if they applied enough pressure. And they could squeeze hard, threaten her with prison. Maybe the death penalty wasn't even off the table. Accessory to murder of a police officer carried the same penalty as committing the murder yourself in some states.

I couldn't leave her there. Hell, I couldn't leave any innocent person there, but especially not Clarissa Stanton. She'd had her life blown up over things that were no fault of her own once already. And I'd contributed to that.

It couldn't happen again. I wouldn't let it happen.

This time, we were going to get it right.

I was going to get it right.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Clary

I rubbed Yukon on the head for luck and took out the burner.

Me: You got a plan to call off the cops?

Draco: I got a distraction coming. When you need it?

Me: Twenty minutes. I'll be walking the dog.

Draco: Leave the damn dog.

Me: I'm not walking on New Orleans city streets without a dog. That's ridiculous.

Draco: Head in the direction of the museum entrance to City Park. You can wander generally in the direction of the Singing Oak but don't go beyond it.

Me: Got it.

So much could go wrong with my big plan. No use worrying about it now. My watchers may or may not have decided the telegram was a message suggesting a meet at tonight's wrap party, but they'd still have eyes on me at all times, even if they didn't expect the real action until later.

Dauphin's distraction had better be damned good. FBI-level good.

The burner wasn't a smartphone, but nobody needed to draw us a map to the Singing Oak. Its hidden chimes pulled you from some distance away. Yukon and I strolled at a leisurely pace toward Big Lake, which was actually a smallish pond. I tried to look around like any random tourist who might, or might not, also be a movie star.

A couple of Catholic schoolgirls sat eating lunch on the bench beneath the oak. They seemed lost in each other's eyes.

A large woman with a German shepherd on a leash walked in my direction. She glanced away from me, although dog owners usually acknowledged each other.

Cop, I thought.

A couple of guys walked in the direction of the pond with binoculars in their hands. Bird watchers checking out the spring migration. Or, you know, more cops.

Hell, everybody around me was probably a cop. Maybe that nine-year-old on a skateboard wasn't, but everybody else, even the schoolgirls, seemed questionable. The paranoia was getting to me. A movie star is used to being stalked, but having the paparazzi chase after you didn't feel quite the same.

Yukon felt the hitch in my step, and he paused.

“It's all right, boy.”

Although it wasn't.

This was a true mission impossible. I saw no way to shake off all these eyes. How could I get back to Ronnie without tracking half the state and federal cops in town directly to her door? And where was Matt's fucking distraction? Shouldn't something be happening right about... now?

My eyes narrowed as I looked beyond the shade beneath the sprawling oak to the light beyond. There was a gazebo back there marked off with orange construction tape. A new paint job, maybe. Or maybe not.

The fireball went up like something in a movie, the flames shooting thirty feet into the sky before I could blink. It was so sudden, so much like some special effect, that I stood rooted in place. Was Claus still filming? Was this something he'd set up?

Even knowing it wasn't, couldn't be, I still stood frozen, my hand on Yukon's scruff to keep him calm. Or maybe his scruff was there to keep me calm.

People were screaming. Running.

The ones heading for the exploding gazebo had to be cops. As for the ones running the opposite way toward me, probably only some of them were cops.

I jolted awake. Started running too. An easy lope, so that Yukon could keep up without straining those big dog joints. We didn't need to go all that far. There. Back at the road already, where a black Ford Focus was pulling over with a great shrieking of brakes. 

The driver flung open his door before scooting to the passenger side. “The fuck have you involved me in.” It wasn't a question or even said with much emotion. This was just another role for Taylor Tercelle.

I threw myself behind the wheel. Yukon had already somehow inserted himself into a sprawl that filled the entire back seat. The cops would have this area blocked off within minutes, so we had no time to waste. “You are truly an action hero, Taylor. My hero. You arrived just in the nick of time.”

“Fuck you.” He adjusted his shoulder harness as I pulled out fast to make a high-speed U-turn the hell out of Dodge. “This isn't even a real car.”

“It's real enough to suit me.” There must be a thousand sedans like this within a quarter mile of City Park. Unlike the Fleetwood, which could probably be seen from the International Space Station. And Taylor's mustard-yellow Lamborghini was visible from Pluto. “How did you get it?”

“One of the caterer ladies. I said what you said. That I needed a low profile car to shake off the paps. She was thrilled to help me out.”

“The old Tay-Tay charm.”

“Fuck you.” He pulled out his phone.

My right hand reached sideways to snatch it out of his hand and then out the window.

“Hey!”

Yukon sat up taller in the back.

“I told you to leave the phone,” I said. “They can track phones. That's, like, in every movie we've ever done.”

“Nobody leaves the phone, dude.” He opened my handbag. “You didn't leave your phone.”

It was the burner, not my real phone. “Stop poking around in there, or you might find something you don't like.”

“Holy shit.” Which meant he already had. He replaced my bag between us with exaggerated care before twisting in his seat to look backward. “You do know that fucking van ran over my fucking phone.”

“I'll buy you a new one tomorrow.” I'd been keeping an eye on the windowless white van for another reason. If this was a movie, that would be Matt's vehicle.

“We'll all be in jail tomorrow.” He sounded almost pleased about it. “Why did you blow up the gazebo? The fucking emerald and a fucking murder weren't big enough publicity stunts?”

“I didn't blow up the gazebo.”

“Uh huh. So getting me to arrange a getaway car at just the right time, that was a complete and total coincidence.” He looked back again. There were more sirens, but they were all going the other way.

At least for now.

“Where are we going, Clary? There's a lot of shit you're not telling me.”

“Yep, and we're going to keep it that way because you don't need to be any deeper in this mess than you already are. You're going to the first nice, quiet neighborhood bar we see, and you're going to lay low for four or five hours, or maybe overnight.”

“The fuck I am.” He was digging in his pocket again.

“That better not be another phone. And you're not smoking in this car.”

“Hey. Looky, looky what the props guy forgot to pack away.”

“Oh, no, no, no.” Even to my own ears, I sounded so much like Ronnie when I said that.

He was already lowering his window so he could pop off his shiny silver handgun. “It's loaded with blanks. Which is probably the total opposite of what you've got in that fucking Glock.”

“I know that, but the guy behind us in traffic might not know that. You really want somebody calling the cops on us right now?” Glancing in the rearview mirror, I noticed the white van still tight on our tail. That better be Matt. Because if it was honest FBI, we were sunk like a rock in a pond.

“No.” Tay sighed and elbowed the button to roll up his window again. “You have a plan to capture that FBI agent, don't you?”

My heart skipped. He didn't mean Matt. He meant Ronnie.

“I want in. I want to be a hero too. Nobody puts Taylor in the corner.”

I had created a monster.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

[image: image]


Ronnie

Soon, I was driving across what was allegedly the longest bridge in the world. Twenty-four miles. A lot of time to think. To think, to doubt, and to second guess.

If she couldn't figure out where I would go.

If she did figure it out but decided not to meet me there.

If she figured it out but somebody was following her. The real killer. Law enforcement. Or both.

If she figured it out and told the cops. If she'd already cut a deal with the cops.

If she thought I killed Bailey. If she thought I was dangerous.

If she thought I was involved in the gemstone crimes all along.

If she thought I'd used her as just another stepping stone.

I kept seeing police vehicles going southbound into New Orleans. Some with sirens on, some not. Flicking on the radio, I soon caught the news story about a bombing in City Park. Nobody was hurt, but a lot of people were running around like headless chickens. The person or persons responsible had marked off some old structure with construction tape before they lit it up. A fraternity prank, maybe, but an irresponsible one. Everyone was asked to stay calm, get off the streets, remain in their homes. Blah-da yadda. Police presser scheduled for seven thirty.

City Park was too close for comfort to the B&B where the cast was staying. Clary and Yukon walked in that park.

They wouldn't say nobody was hurt if somebody was hurt. She's fine.

Breathe.

Drive.

Off the bridge, through the city traffic, out of the traffic and into the country. On and on. I'd never driven this route before, and the Tundra didn't seem to be equipped with GPS. Shelly probably just used her phone, but of course I didn't have a phone. I'd have to rely on my limited memory of the area.

After some trying, I found myself on a two-lane highway that felt dark thanks to the relentless oaks. Most of the vehicles that approached me from the north were white pick-ups or vans. Working vehicles.

Nobody had come up behind me from the south for a long while. If Clary was coming, she was still far behind.

If.

Well, I couldn't worry about that now. I was all-in on the gamble that she'd get my message. The one place we'd talked about going where we'd never had the time to go. We were saving it for when we could go together.

At last, I saw the sign in the shape of a cartoon bird with large feet. A very old sign, almost invisible in the weeds, sagging to one side, its dull paint-flaked wood pocked with bullet holes.

Little Roadrunner.

I didn't signal before I turned. With any luck, anyone trailing me would never see where I disappeared. Not that I'd spotted anyone behind me for some minutes.

The road, or what was once a road, hadn't been maintained. Branches clawed at the truck as it made its determined way over the weeds and hidden potholes. I stopped at a fallen log that blocked further vehicle progress and began to walk. It was too far east for cougars, or so I hoped. Walking alone in an unfamiliar forest felt dicey to this LA girl who'd only walked this area in the company of a large Tibetan Mastiff.

Were there bears in Louisiana? You never want to sneak up on a bear. But I couldn't risk giving up my location to any two-leggeds in the area. There was no choice but to move as soundlessly as possible.

Birds were singing, some of them songs I'd never heard. I was moving silently enough not to disturb the birds. That was good. Maybe it was good.

I stepped over the log and went a little farther, and there it was, the former Little Roadrunner art colony. The cottage itself was a roofless ruin, abandoned years or decades ago. The barn had already collapsed and was represented mainly as a mound of rambunctious trumpet creeper and poison oak.

Two sculptures remained― two larger-than-life animals originally shaped from rebar. The dog roughly man-sized. No, not a dog. A coyote. The roadrunner with its foot kicked up in front was even taller. Somebody's quirky homage to their favorite cartoon characters.

Yellow jessamine and orange trumpet creeper had twined up and grown into the rebar. If you didn't know what the sculptures were supposed to be, you might not be able to figure it out.

I heard a vehicle. They'd have to stop where the Tundra stopped.

Friend or foe?

Clary or an arresting officer?

My breath caught as I realized what I was hearing. Big dogs can't move quietly in the forest. By the time she came into view, I was already running toward her, arms open to sweep her up into my embrace.

“Clary. Oh, God, Clary. You came.”

“Of course, I came.”

We were hugging hard enough to squeeze the breath out of us. She felt so good, so warm. She smelled of her old fragrance, Tahitian vanilla. I wanted to hug her even tighter, but that handbag of hers was wedged between us. It poked hard into my belly.

“I love you so much.” Her sweet voice was sugar in my ear. “You have to know that. It's too soon but if something happens and I never get another chance to say it...”

Yukon stood on alert. Too much was hitting me at once. My head was spinning even as my hands witched the Glock out of her bag, taking care that our bodies kept it out of view of any possible watchers. She'd brought it for a reason. Someone was coming.

That honeyed whisper tickled directly into my ear for no one but me.

I love you so much.

Had I heard that, or had I imagined that?

“Love you,” she said. “Trust you. I know it's going to work out all right.”

She was warm and here and in my arms, and she'd brought me the Glock, and suddenly I understood I didn't know where the fuck we were going from here. Both cops and criminals were likely only a step or two behind her. How did we do this? How did I get her out alive, safe, and free?

“We've got to get out of here. Get somewhere safe, maybe get to that lawyer of yours.” I hugged her again, a one-armed hug, but still fierce as all get-out. The Glock felt good in my hand, but not as good as she did. “We'll get safe and find a way to prove who really killed Bailey.”

“Trust me. And don't shoot just yet.”

For one dizzying minute, I'd let myself be distracted, but now I heard him. Clary's svelte body twisted in my embrace to look back.

“He's all right. He's on our side,” she said.

I probably meant to say something, but no words came out. Taylor Fucking Tercelle was the last man on earth I expected to see sauntering down the path. He held a shiny handgun of unfamiliar make― a movie prop.

He looked around expectantly. “How the fuck did you guys find this place?”

Clary and I exchanged a look. “That's a good question,” she said. “I'm not sure I have a good answer.”

“It was something we talked about doing but never had the time,” I said. “Clary already had two roadrunner Instagrams. The third one seemed like it might be the charm. And, speaking of not having any time, we do need to get a move on. We can talk everything through later when we're in a more secure location.”

“Actually.” Clary took a deep breath. “We need to stay right here.”

Tercelle looked from Clary to me. So did Yukon. We all heard a third vehicle in the distance.

We had incoming.

Matt Dauphin.

“I cut a deal,” Clary said. “You for one of the stones. I told him exactly where to come, and he created a distraction. Nobody else knows because I didn't know how it would play out if I had a whole string of cops on my ass. Taylor helped me get away. There's three of us, one of Dauphin. We can do this.”

“I'm a fantastic getaway driver.” Tercelle seemed to think he was still on a movie set.

“I seem to remember doing most of the driving,” Clary said.

I held up a finger to shush them.

The vehicle's engine turned off. A door thunked open. A van? Of course. He couldn't shoot and run. He couldn't be sure who else knew about this particular location. He'd need to transport us somewhere he could feel confident of making us completely disappear.

“He'd like to avoid shooting us here.” I pitched my voice low to keep it from carrying beyond our little circle. “He could have shot me back at the shed if he just wanted me dead. We have to disappear without a trace, and I figure that means dumping us in a body of water. If we're found, law enforcement won't stop digging until they get to the bottom of it. But if we vanish, Matt can sell the theory Clary and I conspired to kill Bailey and then fled the country.”

“Agree,” Clary said. “He'll at least try to make us go where he wants us to go under our own steam. It's less messy that way. Besides, bodies are heavy. He won't want to drag three of them over that fucking log.”

Tercelle went pale. “Wait. What? Ronnie was the bait to draw this guy out. Except now we're all the bait?”

“I did offer to drop you off at the bar.” She squeezed his arm. “It's going to be fine, Tay. Our bad guy is going to get too close, and that's when Ronnie gets to make the magic happen.”

“He's coming,” I said. “Get that prop gun out of sight. We don't want to trigger him.”

Tercelle stuffed his toy under the waistband of his jeans and fluffed out the hem of his hundred-dollar black tee-shirt. Clary unsnapped Yukon's leash. His deceptively fluffy shoulders shifted with tension. By instinct, the three of them clumped close to me but a little behind me.

I was on point. As I should be.

Showtime.

We were as ready as we'd ever be, and not as ready as I wished we were.

“You've done your part,” I whispered. “You brought my weapon. You guys can still get away.”

“Don't be ridiculous.” Clary's breath was hot on my neck. “I didn't come all this way to leave you behind. I can't lose you again, Ronnie. But you go, Tay. Hurry.”

“Fuck you. There might be bears in that forest. I'm sticking with the dog.”

The crunch of leaves down the path got louder. The choice was made for us.

“You did the right thing,” I said to Clary. “Luring him here, making him come out into the open and leaving no doubt what he's all about... that was smart thinking. Whatever happens, I want you to know that. His game is collapsing. He won't walk away from this. I never want you to second-guess yourself about that.” There were words I couldn't say, but I knew she'd hear them anyway.

No matter what happens to me, he won't walk away. Dead or alive, as long as I don't disappear, Matt Dauphin doesn't walk away.

“I knew it would be dangerous, but I couldn't let him get away with destroying another life. He has to face justice, Ronnie, he just has to.”

“He will. I promise.” And I needed to tell something else. Just in case. She was so brilliant. So brave. She'd come back from so much and refused to ever quit fighting for her dreams. And she needed to know I'd heard her, really heard her. “I should have said it before, but I'm saying it now. I never knew what love was, but now I know. Because of you, Clarissa. I love you too.”
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Chapter Thirty
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Clary

I love you, too. I love you, too.

My heart overflowed. We had something, and it wasn't all in my head. Veronica felt it too. We'd been torn apart for twelve years, and it wouldn't be fair if we were torn apart again. We simply wouldn't let it happen.

This time, we knew who the enemy was. This time, we'd stand together.

Funny how crisp and clear everything was at that last moment. The dark forest around us. The bright sky overhead. A bee buzzing around the flowers twined in the old rebar sculptures. 

Ronnie took point, and the rest of us crowded in behind her. Taylor, who probably craved a smoke, rocked on his heels. It had taken some fast talking to move him around to the idea Ronnie was the good guy, but if he understood nothing else, he understood the concept of the plot twist. He was fully on Team Veronica now.

As for Yukon, there was never any doubt about where he stood. On my signal, his powerful muscles bunched in readiness like a tiger's.

Matt Dauphin, emerging gun-first from the overgrown road, came complete with cuffs and a badge on a lanyard around his neck. The bulk in his shirt suggested he was wearing body armor. “It's over, Veronica,” he said. “Don't make this any harder than it has to be.”

“I have no reason to make anything easier for you.” Her Glock materialized in her steady right hand like a white rabbit from a hat. The barrel lifted from his center of mass to his nose. “How long, Matt? How fucking long? How many years?”

“What difference does it make now how many years?” He was too well-trained to blink. His gun held steady too, pointed at her chest, his shot more certain since Ronnie wasn't wearing Kevlar. “It's over. Your little girlfriend and I had a sweet thing working, but it was over, and she wasn't ready to let it go. When it comes to money, a woman thinks enough is never enough. A man gets tired.”

“You and Bailey, all this time,” she said. “You were running a whole team. A counterfeiter. A guy who could fake the lab results. You arrest somebody for swapping a gem, the gem is held as evidence, Bailey goes in and does the swap, and the poor sap accused of the crime never knows what hit her. Right off the top, I can think of at least four crimes like that over the years since Malory Maine.”

“Brains and beauty, Ronnie. I always said you were the whole package. That's the best thing Bailey ever did, roping you in where I could keep my eyes on you.”

“Fuck you, too, Matt,” she said.

A head-butting contest wasn't going to get anyone anywhere they needed to be. It was time for the movie star to jump right in with both feet.

“Bailey wasn't the mastermind,” I said.

Both of them flicked their eyes at me, both of them surprised I dared to speak when I was armed with nothing more deadly than a Tibetan Mastiff.

Center yourself. Take control.

“An operation this size needed somebody bigger than a Los Angeles cop.” I sounded calm. Almost icy. “It needed a federal guy. Somebody who knew all the tricks to avoid triggering the Department of Justice when you moved the gems and cash around.”

Ronnie's gun never wavered. Neither did Dauphin's. It felt unreal, a movie set where I'd stood a thousand times. It was easy to remain calm when it didn't seem real.

You can do this. You can take control.

“Hey.” I projected my voice as if I was on a Broadway stage. Matt Dauphin couldn't help looking at me, no matter how badly he wanted to keep one eye fixed on Ronnie. “This stand-off crap isn't working for anybody. I thought we had a deal. You bring me the stones, I bring you Ronnie. So why don't you hand over my stones, and Tay and I will be on our merry way.”

That got a snicker out of him. “You're being ridiculous.”

“The hell I'm ridiculous. That alexandrite is mine. We had a deal.”

Annoyed, he swung the gun around to point at my heart. An improvement to my mind, although Ronnie's soft gasp suggested she didn't agree.

“LAPD has your alexandrite,” he said. “Come on, it's been a long day already, and I'm pretty agnostic about who I shoot first. If you want to volunteer to be tribute, so be it. But I'd rather we all walked out of here under our own steam. Where's your problem with that?”

“Just chill a little. There's no reason to shoot anybody,” I said, at the same time Ronnie said, “Matt, think about what you're doing. You know we're not going anywhere with you. Don't make yourself into a serial.”

“You're right. There's no reason to shoot anybody because you're not going to give me a reason.” He sounded so smug. So certain he'd come out on top. “You're all coming along nice and friendly. Now, let's go. It's time to take a ride.”

In how many scripts had I stared down the barrel of somebody's gun? I could do it all day. A thrust of the chin, a flash of my green eyes... I knew how to do this. I even knew how to do it with a smile. “How do you think this ends for you? There's three of us, and one of you. You might get one of us, but then you're dead too.”

The smile was what got him. He couldn't take his eyes away from my performance. That was my magic.

“The fuck you think this is? The cameras aren't rolling, this isn't a movie, and I'm not negotiating with you. I'm telling, not asking. You can walk out of these woods, or I can carry you out. Those are your options right now.” At last, he forced his gaze from my eyes to Ronnie's Glock. “Ronnie, you can't stand there and tell me you see a way to shoot me without me shooting her. You're too damn smart for that. You have two choices. Walk or get carried. What'll it be?”

“I vote walk,” Taylor said.

“He's hopelessly outgunned, Tay.” I squeezed his arm. “You and Ronnie both have weapons.” Matt didn't need to know Taylor's weapon was a fake. Or where it really was at the moment. “And I have Yukon. If he hurts me, that dog isn't letting him go anywhere.”

“The dog is not an issue. He's out of the equation as of right fucking now.” Matt shifted to fire at Yukon. The bang seemed to echo around the green walls of the surrounding forest.

And Yukon somehow wasn't there to be shot. He was in the air on my signal and then he had his big jaw grasped tightly around Dauphin's lower arm.

Dauphin tried to fire again.

Somehow missed again.

At last, he looked at the weapon in his hand. Really looked at it. “The fuck is this!” he screamed. “The fuck is this!”

Yukon kept worrying his arm, and he flapped his hand in a weak gesture to fling the useless toy to the ground.

“Seems like you're firing blanks,” I said sweetly.

Taylor's eyes croggled out of his head. “Wait, what. That's my fucking gun, dude!”

Dauphin, still screaming, had dropped to his knees. “Call this fucking dog off. I'm an unarmed man.”

“Uh huh,” Ronnie said. “I suggest you get on your belly, unarmed man, and then we'll call off the dog.”

He glared. Yukon shook his arm some more.

“You were right, Clary,” Taylor said. “This is just like Tuesday's Thursday. The old gun switcheroo.”

Sure, if Tuesday's Thursday was set in rural Louisiana instead of Rome. And if one of the co-stars was a dog.

“You know damn good and well Yukon is capable of a crippling bite if I give him the signal,” I said. “Don't make me give that signal, Mr. Dauphin.”

Dauphin, groaning, had no choice but to slowly and reluctantly drop to his belly.

Ronnie handed off the Glock to me. “Don't hesitate to shoot if he tries anything. I need to go in and cuff him, and I don't want him making a last-ditch grab for a weapon. That's how good people get hurt.”

Yukon would make sure Dauphin didn't try any last-ditch grabs. But I nodded.

Tay patted himself down for his phone, then remembered I'd tossed it. He settled for lighting up a cigarette. “This would have looked so cool for my Instagram Stories.”

I signaled Yukon to let go, but he stayed close and ready to re-engage until Ronnie finished cuffing Matt's hands behind his back. When he started to sit up, she put a foot on his shoulder to stop him. “You stay there. The dog is watching. And my Glock isn't firing blanks.”

Dauphin slumped.

As he smoked, Taylor kicked around the meadow until he found Dauphin's service weapon. It was farther out in the weedy grass than I thought it would be.

“This is amazing,” he said. “I never felt my gun go. I never saw the switch.”

“I never saw it either.” Although I'd worked pretty hard to provide the distraction for it. “Never even realized she'd done it until I really looked at the weapon pointed at my heart.”

Dauphin grunted. He'd be haunted forever trying to figure out the exact moment when his real service weapon was lifted right out of his hand and deftly switched with a prop. You chewed over that stuff hour after hour, that life-changing moment of distraction when somebody took the real thing and replaced it with the fake. That memory you couldn't remember created enduring nightmares.

I knew exactly how it went. I'd had twelve years of wondering how the trick was done. How the real stone walked off my neck. How I never felt it go. How it felt impossible, how it felt like I was going crazy. The stone was against my bare neck. Against my skin. How did I miss the switch?

He had a life sentence ahead of him wondering about that gun. He'd had it in his fucking hand. He wouldn't be able to stop wondering. He wouldn't be able to stop blaming himself for that one tiny moment of inattention.

Did my green eyes contribute to that? I liked to think so, even though I knew Ronnie did the hard part.

Was it wrong of me to smile?

Was that revenge or justice? And did I even care?

“How did you fucking do it?” Taylor asked again. “I never felt a thing.”

“A good magician never tells.” Ronnie kissed me on the side of the mouth. “Let's just say I had a little help.”
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Ronnie

Cleaning up Matt's mess was a massive multi-jurisdictional nightmare. FBI, LAPD, NOPD, and the Louisiana State Police all wanted their piece of the action. Our story was confusing, and it took days for the appropriate investigators to clean up the fine details.

At first, Matt claimed we'd kidnapped him and sicced a dog on him to force him to turn over FBI files in the Malory Maine case. Big tough FBI Special Agent in Charge or not, his story had problems. The trace evidence of the dynamite he'd used to light up the gazebo was still in the van. Not to mention the various tarps and restraints he planned to use to secure us until we reached our final destination, one of any number of ponds, lakes, or bayous in the region. It might have been years before we were found.

It might have been never.

A cold shiver ran down my spine, and Clary snuggled closer on the couch. “You did it,” she said. “You got him.”

“We got him. I couldn't have done it without you.”

Having my phone and the counterfeit alexandrite in his pocket didn't enhance his credibility. Nor did the fact that New Orleans Parish Prison employees identified him as the man who'd gained access to Clary at the jail by posing as her attorney.

He'd gotten away with so many things for so many years he thought he'd get away with everything forever. The scope of his organization amazed me. The various law enforcement agencies were still rounding people up from his extended team. Bailey and Matt must have hoped to recruit me, at least in the early days, but they watched me and they worked with me and then they changed their mind.

What they saw made them realize they couldn't induct me into their high-dollar bling ring. In fact, once I was beyond the training stage, they'd scaled down their crimes considerably. They had to if they didn't want to get caught.

I earned that much respect from the two of them.

“Who was that on the phone?” Clary asked.

“The deputy director wanted to give me a heads-up before the shit really hits the fan in the media. We have a confession, although the details are still being worked out.” I hugged her tighter. “It's all over but the shouting. Matt's going to cooperate.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “He admitted it? How far back?”

I knew what she was asking. “Twenty-eight million dollars for the DeWitte.”

It should have been enough. More than enough. In fact, Matt was now claiming he'd only intended to do one crime one time. Bailey, conveniently dead and in no position to contradict him, was the one addicted to the action.

“She was never going to let me quit. She left me with no choice.”

Hell. Maybe it was even true.

“I can finally breathe again,” Clary said. “I figured he'd stonewall forever. I didn't think a cop killer would be able to negotiate any kind of deal.”

“Yeah, well, there are innocent people who deserve to have their names clear. And Louisiana's a death penalty state. They're never letting a cop killer go, but the FBI can persuade the state to take the death penalty off the table if he cooperates.”

Our eyes went back to the television screen on the wall in front of us. Taylor Tercelle's poreless face filled the fifty-two-inch monitor.

“That FBI chick's got magic hands. Somehow, and I still don't know how she did it, but she switched that dude's real gun with the prop. I never felt a...” He remembered he was on network television. “I never felt an effin’ thing. Slick, dude. Real slick.”

He was making the late-night TV circuit where he burbled on to anybody who would listen about what action stars we all were. Even asleep in the next room, Yukon must have recognized his voice, because he snuffled ever so quietly.

And Tercelle wasn't the only one. Everybody who was anybody was taking the opportunity to grab the limelight. Even Shelly Guidry, the woman who wasn't sure she remembered loaning me the Toyota Tundra, got into the act.

“Agent Rales said it was all very hush-hush and undercover and I couldn't tell anybody until it was all over. Her official FBI vehicle would be far too conspicuous.” Shelly slurred her words only once or twice during her interview, but “conspicuous” was definitely a challenge. “Of course, I was happy to do my part to bring down a dirty agent.”

Her memory of our brief encounter was influenced by the fact I'd arranged for her truck to get a brand-new paint job. At that, I got away cheap. Tercelle repaid the woman who loaned him the Ford by agreeing to escort her daughter to senior prom.

I snuggled more tightly against Clary's sleek figure. “You sure you don't regret not doing more interviews yourself?”

She chuckled into my collarbone. “Let Tay have all the fun. I'd rather lay low until the public gets bored with the news I used to be Malory Maine.” She turned serious. “I still don't get Patsee's case. It was different from the others.”

“It was different because Patsee is the one who swapped Patsee's stone. She's actually guilty.” Although her attorney had managed another delay. Matt's involvement in the case had created enough confusion the FBI would have to offer her a deal after all.

“But he had the fake.”

“He had a fake, not the fake. His own counterfeiter made the stone he planted on you. The original counterfeit commissioned by Patsee Easton has turned up in a Los Angeles boutique consignment store. And, wait for it. Her fake was all properly labeled as a costume piece. And you know who it came from?”

Clary's jaw dropped when she got it. “Patsee sold the fake to a consignment store? Instead of tossing it altogether?”

“I never said hers was an intelligent crime.”

She kept shaking her head into my collarbone. “Matt and Bailey didn't know where the real fake was, so they decided to get a second fake to switch out for the real alexandrite in the evidence locker.”

“Correct. Actually, Bailey decided. Apparently, that's one of the reasons Matt concluded he needed to dispose of her. They already had millions, and he didn't like taking more risk, especially with a stone involved in such a high-profile case. But to her it wasn't about money. It was about what she could get away with. Classic thrill-seeking behavior.”

“She was never going to stop. Until somebody stopped her. So he decided to kill her and drop the stone on one of us to implicate us in her schemes.”

“If only I figured it out sooner. If only I'd stopped her by arresting her. She'd be alive.”

“Even I couldn't figure it out, and I knew I wasn't guilty. You had no reason to look deeper. Not for years and years and years.”

Her forgiving arms were warm around me. We had so much lost time to make up for.

Tercelle's moment ended. The talk show host introduced an indie band I'd never heard of. Clary hit the remote, and the screen went dark.

“Malory Maine is officially in the clear,” I said. “Are you planning to go back to using that name?”

“Clarissa Stanton is too famous now. I built a career as Clarissa Stanton.” She moved on top of me, her full lips inches from mine. “I fell in love with you as Clarissa Stanton.”

“I fell in love pretty hard with Clarissa Stanton. So hard. I love you so much. You're beautiful, brilliant, and you never give up.”

She kissed me. “And I have the best dog.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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Clary

We never had all the time we needed. Until we did. This dance we did, descending from the couch to the floor, our fingers and lips on each other's clothes to reveal each other's bodies bare...

Such a simple dance, but a dance that had been denied us for far too long.

“I love you,” I said, at the same time she said, “I love you.”

“So much.” Again, we both said the same thing in the same moment.

“I feel like I've known you all my life,” one of us said, “and yet I haven't come close to spending all the time I need to know you at your core.”

“I feel the same,” said the other. “But we know the important things. That you never give up.”

“That you aren't afraid of the truth.”

“That we're meant to be together,” I said, at the same time she said, “That we're meant to be together.”

Our voices didn't create the only duet. Our bodies in motion were pure harmony too.

The urgency we felt was more delicious because we had the time to take our time. We could dash and run into the nearest bedroom at any moment, but for once in our lives, we could indulge in the luxury of delay. Tumbling across the thick carpet felt like a rare privilege. The expensive fibers tickled me in silly places when I was on the bottom, and I didn't even care.

We began to kiss pressed together full-length. Her mouth was hot and sweet, and I inhaled the faint woodsy scent of her skin, a fragrance more intoxicating than anything bottled in Paris.

Would we have loved the same, as hard, as deeply, if we had gotten our chance twelve years ago? I was twenty. Maybe puppy love was still on the table at that age. Maybe we would have had our glamorous Hollywood fling and our glamorous Hollywood moment, and then we would've gone our separate ways.

We'd never know.

Fate brought us back together at the time of its own choosing. Maybe the perfect time.

We'd been tested under fire― the kind of searing fire that seals your bond until there isn't so much as a seam visible at the join.

The kind of fire that proves there's nothing you can't do if you only do it together.

We tumbled easily together. Ronnie was now the one on her back, her small firm breasts lifted high, her nipples pointed. I couldn't stop sucking at her beautiful mouth, so I used my own nipples to spank playfully into hers. Our bodies slapped, not hard, but assertively, with a certain tantalizing insistence. Our damp thighs slipped and tilted, and then we were locked into a slow, sweet grind, her neatly trimmed triangle working hard against my slick waxed delta.

Electric sparks zinged invisible flame up and down my spine.

The long muscles of my thighs gripped hard against her thigh. The long muscles of her thighs gripped mine. We did a slow bump and grind, our bodies shifting to the precise angles needed to tease our swollen lower lips. Our clits too were swollen. They felt thumb-sized where they pulsed into each other's flesh. It would be so easy to trigger a fast popping climax, but we relished this chance to move at a slower, more indulgent pace.

Her eyes went wide and glazed. Her mouth gasped against my mouth.

I rode harder, grinding with more efficiency... and yet not too much efficiency.

No hurry now. Not anymore.

We have all the time in the world in front of us.

She gasped louder. So sweet. Her gasps were my music.

“Come,” I said. “Come now.”

“But...”

“No buts. We'll come now, and then we'll come again. Again and again, as many times as we want to. We have all the time in the world to make up for the time they stole from us.”

Her next gasp was wordless. Mine too. Our pussies collided again and again, the slickness of our juices letting the easy rhythm speed up more and more. Unable to delay a second longer, we came in convulsive waves. Hot and fast and together.

And then she flipped me. Her long body slipped down, her tongue stopping at my erect nipple, her hand going lower to probe between my slickery lower lips. My own hands and tongue flailed a moment or two, and then I caught my breath. Impatient fingers came into play, smoothing here and probing there. We were turned around all anyhow, the better to suck and lick each other's firm boobs while our hands kept playing much further south.

Two determined fingers insinuated their way into my depths. A third one soon joined them. My sensitive inner passage opened just enough to embrace those exploring digits. My own fingers returned the favor, slipsliding at a teasing pace into Ronnie's slick, warm depths.

Sometimes, it can be difficult to set the right rhythm for a double-fuck, but Ronnie and I were perfectly in sync. She found a hidden nerve ending inside me at the same moment I found a hidden nerve ending within her. The delicious shock went straight to my clit, which was already throbbing again.

We came and tumbled around and took aim from a different direction and came again. It didn't feel like such a long time before we remembered about the invention of such things as beds and mattresses, but we were probably rolling around down there for an hour.

“My knees,” Ronnie said. “They're jelly.”

“Impossible to get up. Impossible to walk.”

And yet, somehow, leaning into each other, we pushed ourselves to our feet. Our slick, sweaty bodies felt glued together. We couldn't seem to break contact. Arms twined around waists, hip to hip, we scudded to the bedroom.

It was pristine, almost too pristine. The new sheets on the bed had never been ruffled. The fragrance from the fresh roses in the vase had never been inhaled.

Our bodies, already primed and sweaty from multiple orgasms, seemed delightfully filthy. The finest taste, the finest scent, was our own shared musk.

We slid into an easy sixty-nine. I wanted to savor her salty-sweet taste while she savored me. Her clit responded eagerly when I puckered my lips down tight to give it a long suck. My thigh muscles were fluttering with the desire to grip her face hard.

How had we lived without this for twelve long years?

“Never apart from you again.” The words were barely coherent because my breath was so ragged from passion.

“Never again.” Her breath was ragged too. And yet I heard, clearly, every syllable.
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Epilogue
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A Year Later

Ronnie

Early spring. Not too hot, but already bright. A salt spray flew out behind our white boat where it powered through steel-colored water. Clary's face was painted with a mineral sunscreen that contained both zinc and titanium oxide. My nose was painted too. Everybody involved, including the captain of the charter, wore dark wraparound sunglasses to protect their eyes from sun and spray.

The New Orleans premiere of Emeralds Are Forever would take place in the famous Saenger Theater tonight. It wouldn't do to be peeling from sunburn during a glittering red carpet event with hordes of photographers documenting our every move. Maybe a surprise two-hour sailing charter wasn't the smartest plan.

The risk is worth it. She'll love it.

Before we sailed, the captain wiped our sunglasses with defogger. We had great views of the lake and the wide sky above. By that time, the surprise wasn't much of a surprise. The highway signs advertising charter rides to see the famous pink dolphin pretty much gave the game away.

Out on the water, the captain began the tourist spiel. “As you know, today we will be searching for Pinkie, the famous pink dolphin of Calcasieu Lake. We first spotted her as a young calf in the spring of 2007. She returned again as an adult in 2009, and then many times after that. The migratory habits of the bottlenose dolphin are poorly understood, but...”

Clary scanned water and sky for any trace of pink. So did I.

“The deep pink color is a very rare mutation in this species. Pinkie is unusual not just for her depth of color but for her natural curiosity and her eagerness to show herself to human admirers. Over the years, many people have had the pleasure of observing and even photographing Pinkie in her natural habitat. If you have a waterproof phone, you are invited to take pictures.”

Clary didn't get out her phone, and neither did I. The pleasure was in the moment, in watching her lean expectantly over the rail like an excited kid. Her hat had flapped so much she'd already taken it off. The tail of her scarf whipped in the wind. Her tumble of red hair was still fighting its way out of its rainbow-colored ponytail holder.

She adjusted her ponytail.

The wind teased out the wild strands again.

She was so beautiful.

In a spot of lake that looked to me like any other spot of lake, the captain turned off the engine and allowed the boat to glide to a stop. A long string of heavy birds flew overhead low enough that I could hear their wings. White pelicans.

“They fly north for the summer.” The captain spoke softly now that he didn't have to talk over the engine. “They're going soon.”

Clary leaned over the rail again. Her dark glasses couldn't hide those searching eyes.

And then she took hold of my arm with both hands. “Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

The pink dolphin was coming. The boat was mainly used as a fishing charter, and no doubt she expected scraps. When she swam toward us, her small family swam with her, keeping her at the center.

Keeping her protected.

As the pod came closer, I could see the pink dolphin's red eyes, which she held squinted against the bright light of the sun.

And I could see something else.

The perfect pink calf dancing at her side.

The pink dolphin was the first of a new breed.

Still watching the pod, I registered the sound of footsteps climbing a metal ladder from belowdecks. This was supposed to be a private charter. Me, Clary, and the captain.

This better not be one of the captain's good buddies. We didn't need anyone intruding on this moment for no better reason than to nab a fucking selfie with a movie star.

Clary turned, still smiling. If anything, the smile was getting bigger.

Hell, it wasn't even just a smile.

She was laughing, literally laughing, from pure joy.

I turned to face the stranger who could make my Clary laugh like that. Thanks to the bright sun on the bright water, I saw nothing but a silhouette until the details had time to emerge from the shadows.

The intruder was older but still lean and fit. He wore an Hermès scarf at his neck European-style to protect him from the sun. His dark glasses were Costa Del Mar Saltbreak.

This wasn't some Louisiana bayou man. This wasn't some friend of the captain dying to meet Clarissa Stanton.

This was a miracle more impossible than a pink dolphin with her pink baby.

Johannes hugged me tight, a long-lost father's embrace. “I'm so proud of you, Ronnie. I lost myself for a long time, but I'm so damn proud of you. Look at you. All grown up. An FBI super agent.”

“A special agent.” I couldn't help but laugh with happiness.

“I like that,” Clary said. “A super agent.”

“How is this possible?” I asked.

“I guess you're not as sneaky as you think you are.” She was grinning from ear to ear. “I overheard one of your phone calls with the good captain here, enough to figure out what you had planned. And it seemed like the perfect time to spring my own surprise.”

“You found Johannes.”

“I paid for my investigators to find him, yeah. And the captain was good enough to sneak him onboard before we arrived for the tour.”

“That's amazing. You're amazing. Both of you.”

“I'm sorry I let so much distance come between us,” he said. “I thought... I am a broken-down old man. No good to anybody.”

That sounded like clinical depression, and I looked sharply into the eyes behind those dark glasses.

“I am better now,” he said. “I realized I needed help.”

“I missed you so much. You have no idea.”

“I missed you too, my girl. So, so much.”

“Look,” Clary said. “The captain is feeding the dolphins.”

“You can too, cher. Just hold up a piece of fish like this.”

♥♥♥
[image: image]


JOHANNES RODE WITH us to New Orleans. Clary had arranged for him to get a ticket to the premiere too. The long drive gave us time to catch up, and we couldn't seem to stop talking.

He'd recently opened an expensive jewelry store in Zurich. I was now an FBI agent working out of headquarters in DC. A famous agent on the rise who consulted for big-budget movies in between solving high-profile crimes. The tabloids made a fuss about my status as the girlfriend of movie star Clarissa Stanton.

So, yeah, we had a lot to talk about.

A sailing expedition wasn't a Tibetan Mastiff's favorite thing. While we were out in search of the rare pink dolphin, Yukon had been pampered in the five-star hotel's infamous doggie day spa. Having been brushed, shampooed, and fussed over to within an inch of his life, he was ready for his walk on the red carpet. Claus Keller, or at least Keller's assistant, had been savvy enough to send Clarissa Stanton's Tibetan Mastiff his own personal invitation to the premiere.

He offered a paw, and Johannes gave him a polite shake. “Very pleased to meet you, Yukon,” he said. “And now I think I too must avail myself of the spa to make ready for the big event.”

“I need to wash off all this sunscreen goop,” Clary said.

The sparkle in her eyes when she glanced at me suggested she had an ulterior motive in getting me alone and in the shower.

Our hotel suite was exquisite. As always. Movie stars and their guests learn to expect beautiful fruit baskets, plenty of fresh flowers, and, of course, the mandatory bottle of champagne chilling in its silver bucket.

Clary bounced on the nearest king-sized mattress. “That was magical today. Did you know about the little one?”

“I didn't know for sure. There were rumors, but nothing's guaranteed. Even Pinkie herself doesn't return every year.”

“‘The migratory habits of the bottlenose dolphin are poorly understood by science.’” She did a credible job of mimicking our captain's voice. “He knew. He'd seen her.”

“He was playing to our sense of drama. He wanted to surprise us.”

“Everybody was playing to everybody's sense of drama today.”

Especially Clary. What she'd done was so damn big― finding Johannes, bringing him home. “I love you so much. My heart feels like it's breaking just because it's filled to the overflow point with all the love I feel for you.”

“I know, Ronnie.” She leaned up to kiss me. “I love you too. You're so magical. A pink dolphin. I can't get over it. Even though I found out in advance, it didn't spoil the surprise. Nothing could spoil it. Some things are just magic all the way.”

“You most of all.” I touched the shell of her ear where I spotted a dab of white. The fading traces of the mineral sunscreen. “Shower first. Sunscreen isn't tasty, and I intend to kiss that pretty face of yours all over.”

“Mmmm.”

The hotel provided tangerine-scented products in a big crystal shower with multiple showerheads mounted at your choice of levels. We couldn't resist fire-fighting each other with the adjustable sprays. Which meant we were slick and laughing and barely capable of drying each other off before we flung ourselves loose-limbed and naked on the bed again.

“Wrap those legs around my ears,” I said.

“Mmm, bossy.” But she obeyed.

I tickled my tongue in all the perfect places. Already excited, she didn't take long to ripple into climax. “Now you.” Sprawling on her back, pulling me down on top of her, those long greedy hands placed me exactly where she wanted me. She snuffled with her nose and prodded with her chin. But it was her lips and tongue that performed the best magic.

“We're going to be late,” she said.

“We still have a little time.” I sat up on my elbow.

“Someone's supposed to be coming in to do my hair and makeup.”

I fluffed out her red curls. “I canceled the hair stylist.”

“What.”

“Bedhead looks good on you.”

“You better be teasing.” Her green eyes squinted. “Back in the day, I never thought of you as the kind of woman who'd get off on teasing.”

“We had the wrong idea about each other for a very long time.”

“Well. I think I have the right idea now. Ronnie, do you ever think...?” A deep breath. “I know you were caught up in a bad thing for a long time, but do you ever think...?”

“That I would want to be caught up in a good thing?” I too took a deep breath. “I do think so, Clary. I think so all the time.”

“I love you so much, but it seemed important not to rush. After all the stuff with...” She didn't want to say Bailey's name.

And neither did I. “Clarissa, Clarissa, Clarissa, I love you too. And, yes, I guess it did seem important not to rush, but I don't really remember why.”

“Will you...?”

“Do you want to...?”

“Yes,” she said. “I want to.”

“Me too.”

“The hotel already knows about a place. A justice of the peace.” She turned pink. “If you want to move that fast.”

“Of course I want to. I'm tired of going slow.”

“We can slip out of the premiere once it's about fifteen minutes in. And Johannes already said he'd be happy to take care of Yukon. He loves dogs. I bet you didn't know that about him before.”

“Yes, Clary Stanton. I said yes. I will sneak away from your big-deal movie premiere and marry you at the nearest justice of the peace. A fluffy Tibetan Mastiff and an old-school European jeweler are more than welcome to be our witnesses.”

“And Taylor wants to come. He'll probably be giving lots of interview about it.”

“As long as I don't have to give any interviews, he's more than welcome to tag along.”

“Oh, he won't blab for several hours. By then, we'll be in the air on a private jet to the honeymoon destination of your choice.”

No one had ever made me feel this special. How was this my life? “I honestly don't have the words.”

“Sometimes I think I must be dreaming,” Clary said. “I never thought I'd get to here. Someone to love me, somebody who really believes in me.”

“I feel the same way. And you know what? I think it's because we are dreaming. Both of us, we've found our way to our dream. The deepest dream, the one we'll dream together.”

♥♥♥
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THANK YOU FOR READING Caught, the fourth lesbian romance in my Cherished Choices series. If you enjoyed this story, don't miss Choices, Book #1, where we meet the dogs of Happy Heaven Dog Rescue for the first time when Dickens, an aristocratic red chow, brings together a celebrity dog trainer and a rising movie star. The two women were once high school sweethearts, but their small town is a universe away from Hollywood. Will the gossip machine tear them apart for good?
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