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One

Tuesday, 2:17 a.m.




Samantha Jellicoe wondered who, precisely, had written the rule that thieves breaking into anything larger than a paper bag must always scale walls. Everyone knew it. Everyone counted on it, from prisons to castles to the movies to theme parks to the impressive east Florida estate sprawling before her. Stone walls, electric fences, cameras, motion detectors, security guards, all for the purpose of preventing an enterprising lawbreaker from climbing over the walls into the sanctity of private space beyond.

She looked from the stone wall in front of her to the wrought-iron double gate at the front of sprawling Solano Dorado House and gave a small smile. Some lawbreakers were more enterprising than others. So much for the rules.

Drawing in a slow breath to steady her heartbeat, she un-slung the weapon from her shoulder, sank deeper into the shadows outside the gate, aimed at the camera mounted atop the fifteen-foot-high stone wall to the left of it, and fired. With a small puff of air, a paint ball splatted hard against the side of the casing, tilting it crazily up toward the treetops and streaking the lens with white paint. An owl, disturbed by the motion, hooted and launched from a branch of the overhanging sycamore, one wing passing right in front of the redirected camera.

Nice touch, she thought, slinging the paint gun back over her shoulder. Her horoscope had said that today would be her lucky day. Normally she didn’t put much stock in astrology, but ten percent of one-and-a-half million for an evening’s work seemed lucky enough to qualify. She scooted forward, sliding a pair of long-handled mirrors into place on either side of the heavy gates to deflect the sensors into themselves. That done, it only took a second to bypass the circuitry in the control box and shove one of the gates open far enough for her to slip through.

She’d spent all day memorizing the location of the remainder of the cameras and the three motion detectors she needed to pass, and in two minutes she’d crossed through the trees and landscaped garden to sink into a crouch at the base of a red stone staircase. Thanks to blueprints and schematics, she knew the location of every window and door, and the make and model of every lock and wiring connection. What the drawings hadn’t done was tell her color and scope, and she took a second while she caught her breath to admire the sprawl of decadence.

Solano Dorado had been built in the 1920s before the stock market crash, and each successive owner had added rooms and floors—and increasingly sophisticated security. Its current incarnation was probably the most attractive so far, all whitewashed and red-tile-roofed and massive, surrounded by palms and old sycamores, with a hockey-rink-sized fishpond in the front. At the back of the house where she crouched, two tennis courts lay beyond an Olympicsized swimming pool. The actual tidal pools at the edge of the actual ocean gurgled and sighed only a hundred yards away, but that was for public consumption.

The estate was private and protected, and created to suit the whims of man rather than nature. After eighty years of tasteful modifications and expansion, it was now the house of someone with a massive pocketbook and an equally massive ego. Someone whose horoscope read the opposite of hers and who happened to be out of the country at the moment.

Doors and window casings would be wired to within an inch of their lives, but sometimes the old, simple tricks were best. As Star Trek’s Mr. Scott had once said, the more elaborate the plumbing, the easier it was to plug up the drain. With a check of her watch to confirm her timing, she pulled out a roll of gray duct tape. Samantha taped down a rough, three-foot circle low on the patio window, then pulled a suction cup and glass cutter from her pack. The glass was thick and heavy, the pop and squeak when she jerked the cut round piece free louder than she would have liked. Wincing, she set the circle into the flower bed and returned to the opening she’d made.

Swiftly she ran down the list of anyone who might have heard the glass separate. Not the security guard downstairs in the video bank, but at least two more guards patrolled the inside of the house while the owner wasn’t in residence. She waited a moment, listening, then, with a deep breath and the customary adrenaline flowing into her system, she slipped inside.

Two more pieces of duct tape kept the curtains in place over the hole. No sense in revealing her exit to the first guard who wandered by. Next came the stairs, a genuine Picasso hanging from the wall at the first landing. Sam passed it with barely a glance. Another would be hanging in an upstairs conference room, both wired with sensors and worth millions. She knew about them already, and tempting as they were, they weren’t the reason she was there.

Samantha paused at the third-floor landing, crouching on the stairs and leaning around to view the dim, long, gallery hall. Even as she reflected that she’d seen lesser collections of arms and armament in museums, she checked for any sign of movement or sensors newer than her blueprints and scowled at the number of shadowed places a guard could be standing, where she’d never see anything until she was right on top of him.

Her target was in the middle of the hallway, through a door on the left. Sam didn’t bother glancing at her watch again; she knew how long she’d been in the house, and how much longer she was likely to have before an outside patrol discovered either the hole in the glass patio door or the small mirrors at the front gate. With another deep, silent breath she pushed off.

Keeping low, she made for the nearest of the motionless knights, pausing in its shadow to listen again before she slipped forward once more. It was going to be close; she needed to be through that side door before the next patrol came by. And because of the razor-sharp timing this was her favorite part—not so much gadgetry as pure nerves and skill. Anyone could purchase the former, but the latter was what separated the women from the girls.

Ten feet from her destination she stopped short. A thin, dim glint of moonlight ran straight across the hallway, two feet above the floor and three inches from her left leg. A wire. No one ran a wire across the middle of a hallway. It was stupid, not to mention primitive and dangerous to the residents. Of course no one was in residence, but surely the security guards would occasionally forget the damned thing and either fall on their faces or set off the alarms—or both.

Scowling, she edged closer to the wall to see how the idiotic thing was anchored. What she should do was step over it, get what she’d come for, and leave, but its presence was just so…wrong. High-tech security everywhere, and here a damned steel wire.

A damned copper wire, she amended, looking closer. Wire set into small, flat black panels on either wall, stretched tight and not precisely parallel to the floor. Close, but not exactly. Yes, the house’s owner was famously fanatical about his privacy, but trip wires seemed a bit much. Nor had she seen any clue that he was less than fastidious about the mansion’s craftsmanship. Her frown deepened.


“Freeze!”

Sam froze, crouched behind the wire. Shit. The guard was early. Thirty feet in front of her, on the far side of the door, a shadow stepped out from between two gleaming silver knights.

“Don’t move a muscle!”

“I’m not,” she said calmly. He belonged there; she didn’t. And he had a big gun held not quite steadily in both hands. “I’m not armed,” she continued in the same cool voice, eyeing the shaking weapon and silently urging him not to panic.

“What’s that over your shoulder, then?” he snapped, edging closer. A drip of sweat slid down his forehead.

Be calm; make him feel calm. She knew how to work this—she’d done it before. “It’s a paint gun.”

“Put it down. And the bag over your other shoulder.”

At least he hadn’t already begun squeezing off rounds in her direction. Young, but with some training, thank God. She hated amateurs. Sam put her things on the floor, easing them onto the tasteful Persian carpet runner. “You don’t have anything to worry about. We’re on the same team.”

“Like hell.” Freeing his left hand from the butt of the pistol, he reached for his shoulder. “Clark? I have an intruder. Third floor, gallery.”

“No shit?” came over the radio.

“No shit. Dispatch police.”

Taking a heartbeat to be grateful that the owner liked his privacy enough to keep cameras out of the main house, Sam produced a loud, suffering sigh. “That really isn’t necessary. Your boss hired me, to test security.”

“Like I’ve never heard that before,” he retorted, his sarcasm blistering even in the cool darkness. “No one told me, so you can tell it to the cops. Stand up.”

Slowly she straightened, keeping her hands well away from her sides as her adrenaline pumped up another notch. Just in case, she took one long step back, away from the wire. “If you knew about it, it wouldn’t be a test. Come on, I could have had the Picasso downstairs, or the Matisse in the drawing room, or anything else I wanted. I was supposed to test the central security. Turn on the lights, and I’ll show you my ID.”

The lights went on, quick and bright enough to make her jump. What the hell? There wasn’t any of that voice command shit in here—and the guard looked startled, too, the gun twitching alarmingly. “Easy there,” she urged smoothly. She bent her knees a little, getting ready to run.

His blinking gaze, though, was beyond her shoulder, toward the stairs. “Mr. Addison. I found—”

“So I see.”

Sam fought the surge of annoyance, and the damned curiosity to see the rich and rarely photographed. If she got out of there, which was beginning to look dicey, she was absolutely going to kill Stoney. No one in residence, my ass. “Richard Addison, I presume,” she muttered over her shoulder, relaxing her stance again.

“I thought he hired you,” the guard said, more confident now beneath the overhead lights and with backup.

“Not him,” she returned, deciding to keep up the game. “The security firm. Myerson-Schmidt. Your boss.”

“Doubtful,” the low voice murmured from closer behind, just loud enough for her to hear. For a rich guy, he moved pretty quietly. “She’s not armed, Prentiss,” Addison continued at a more normal level, cultured and slightly faded Brit in his voice. “Lower your weapon before someone gets hurt, and we’ll sort this out downstairs.”

Prentiss hesitated, then holstered his pistol. “Yes, sir.”

“Now, why don’t we have a look at you, Miss…”

“Smith,” she supplied.

“How unexpected.”

Sam wasn’t listening. She was watching Prentiss snap the holster closed over his gun, watching him stride forward, obviously pleased to be able to show off for the big boss. Watching him not even glance down. “Stop!” she ordered, abrupt panic making the command shrill and tight.

“Like h—”


“Jesus.” Sam whipped around, angling for the stairs and plowing at a dead run into Addison, registering no more than a glimpse of bare chest, startled gray eyes, and tousled black hair as she took him down to the floor with her. With a pop and flash at her back the hallway exploded. Heat slammed into her even pressed against Addison on the floor. The house shook, glass shattering. Drawing in its breath, the gallery roared even more thunderously, and the lights went out again.







    

Two

Tuesday, 2:46 a.m.




Richard Addison came to with an EMT holding open his eyelid and flashing a light in his left eye. “Get the bloody hell off me,” he growled, shoving as he struggled upright.

“Lie down, Mr. Addison. You may have internal inj—”

“Shit,” he rasped, lying back again as pain shot through the back of his skull. On top of that, his ribs felt like someone had caved them in with a baseball bat. He tried to draw in a breath, hacking at both the pain and the sharp, acrid scent of smoke. With a rush everything came back—the explosion, the guard. The girl. “Where is she?”

“Don’t worry, sir,” another voice said, and a second EMT blurred into his line of vision. “We’ve contacted your physician to meet you at the hospital.”

“No, where is the woman?” He didn’t need to ask about Prentiss. He’d felt the heat of the flames, the burning debris smacking into his face.

“We’re not sure about anything, sir. The bomb squad, homicide, forensics are all here, but they have to wait for the fire department to finish. Did you see the device?”


Richard coughed again, wincing. “I didn’t see a bloody thing.”

“Are you sure about that?” a third voice asked, and he refocused.

Plain clothes, with a cheap but tasteful tie. Homicide, from what the tech had said. “And you are?” he asked anyway.

“Castillo. Homicide,” the detective affirmed. “Your guard downstairs called in about an explosion and an intruder. That would be the woman you’re talking about, I assume?”

He nodded. “I assume.”

“Well, she sure wanted you dead. Bad enough to take herself and your security guard out with you. You were lucky you made it down the stairs. Can you describe her?”

For the first time, Richard glanced at his surroundings. He was on the second floor, just off the landing, and the back of his head continued to throb where he’d slammed it against the floor. The fire crew hadn’t dragged him down the stairs, or Castillo wouldn’t have made the comment about his being lucky. And he damned well hadn’t done it on his own.

“She said her name was Smith,” he said slowly, pushing upright again. “Slim, petite, black clothes. Her back was to me, and she wore a baseball cap. I’m afraid I didn’t get much else. Green eyes,” he added, remembering the glimpse of her face as she’d launched herself into his rib cage. As she’d saved his life.

“It’s not much, but we’ll do a search of local hospitals. Even if she had armor on, I doubt she made it out of here without a scratch.” The detective ran a finger across his thick, graying moustache. “Let’s get you to the hospital, and I’ll catch up with you there.”

Wonderful. The press would love that. He shook his head gingerly. “I’m not going.”

“Yes, you are, Mr. Addison. If you die now, I get fired.”

Two hours later, hearing the chatter of media and the glint of camera lights down the narrow, echoing hall of white plaster and linoleum, he was wishing he’d held his ground and stayed at the estate. Of course the press had found out. And God knew what a spectacle they’d try to make of his stay in a hospital. He told his doctor as much while they sewed closed a four-inch gash across his chest.

“You’re taking this well, actually,” Dr. Klemm said, taping off his ribs. “I brought an elephant tranquilizer. Shame I won’t have to use it.”

“Keep it close, just in case. I’m mad as hell,” Richard said shortly, trying to take shallow breaths and not collapse back onto the bed. The painkiller the paramedics had given him in the ambulance was beginning to wear off, but it made him groggy, and he refused to request more. Someone had tried to kill him, and he wasn’t going to doze off while someone else figured out who. “Where’s Donner?”

“I’m here.” Tall and lanky, Texas in his soft voice, the lead attorney in the law firm of Donner, Rhodes and Chritchenson strode into the room. “Jesus, you look like hell, Rick.”

“Who is she, Tom? And where are my clothes?”

“We don’t know yet, and right here.” Light blue eyes narrowed. “But we’ll find out. Count on it.” Dumping a sports bag onto a chair, he yanked out a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt, and a long-sleeved cotton shirt.

Richard lifted an eyebrow. “From the Tom Donner Outdoor Living selection, I presume?”

“They wouldn’t let me onto the estate to get your things. They’ll fit.” Scowling as Klemm finished wrapping Richard’s ribs, Donner handed over a pair of brand-name athletic shoes. “What are you doing here, anyway?” he asked. “You’re supposed to be in Stuttgart.”

“Harry tried to talk me into staying another day. I should have listened to him.” Richard rolled his shoulder, wincing again at the pull against his stitches. “I want Myerson-Schmidt on the phone.”

“It’s four o’clock in the morning. I’ll fire ’em for you tomorrow.”

“Not until I have a chance to chat with them.” And not until he’d made certain that they hadn’t sent a very clever—and lucky—female to test his security.


“Hell, the cops found one of the cameras batted into the treetops, mirrors blocking the gate signal, and a big hole in one patio window. Not to mention most of the pieces of a security guard and Rick Addison with his hair on fire.”

“My hair was not on fire, but thanks for the imagery. And I’m not going to sit back and twiddle my fingers. I want to be there when they question her.” Of course they would have to find her first. He assumed the police would, but at the same time he had the distinct feeling that it wouldn’t be easy. Whoever she was, she still had him wondering about the security test, and that was after his third floor had blown up.

“Forget it, Rick. She’s just someone who wanted a piece of you and messed up. She’s not the first to try. And there are already five news crews by the elevator who want a few more slices.”

“I think she saved my life.” Stifling a groan, Richard pulled the borrowed T-shirt over his head. “And that is a first for someone who allegedly wanted me dead.”

Tom Donner opened and closed his mouth. “Tell me what happened.”

Rick told him, starting with the screeching fax machine that some idiot had programmed to call his private number every two minutes starting at 2:00 A.M., to the security call he’d overheard informing Clark that Prentiss had discovered an intruder, to the way Miss Smith had tried to stop Prentiss’s advance, then threw herself on him just as the hallway exploded.

“‘Smith?’” Donner repeated.

“I would guess she was lying,” Rick said with a faint smile.

“Ya think? She knew about the bomb.”

Richard shook his head. “She knew something. I saw the look in her eyes when she hit me. She was terrified.”

“I’d be, too, if some idiot security guard set off my explosives before I was clear.”

“She could have made it past me before it went off. She didn’t. She took me down. And I didn’t drag myself downstairs, whatever the police think.”


Of course she’d been at the estate to rob him. And, the cynical, suspicious core of him admitted that she might have been there to kill him. Something, though, had happened to change all that. And he wanted to know what, and why.

The detective he’d met at the estate leaned into the doorway. “Castillo,” he said, flashing his badge as Donner started forward. “You sure her plowing into you wasn’t just an accident, Mr. Addison?”

“I’m sure,” Rick grunted. He didn’t want to deal with the detective right now. With the explosion, this had become very personal. He wanted to be the one asking the questions, and he wanted the answers for himself. This was too much like working for someone else—and that wasn’t how he ran his business, or his life.

The detective cleared his throat. “I’m more suspicious, myself. We’ve got out an APB, and like I said, she’s bound to turn up somewhere for medical attention. I suggest you find a place to stay, and I’ll set up an around-the-clock watch on you.”

Richard frowned. “I don’t want people following me around.”

“It’s procedure. You can either use the Palm Beach PD or the sheriff’s department.”

“No. I don’t get kicked out of my own house, and I have my own estate security.”

“With all respect, I’m not exactly impressed by your estate security, Mr. Addison.”

“I’m not either, at the moment.” Groaning aloud, he gingerly stood to pull on the faded jeans.

“Christ, Rick. I’ll get a wheelchair.” The tall attorney strode for the door.

“I’m walking,” Richard said, clenching his jaw as he straightened. He should probably be grateful his blood wasn’t pooling somewhere on the floor, but damnation, he hurt. And Miss Smith had been right there with him. “Tom, get Myerson-Schmidt on the phone now. And not some drone. Somebody who can answer some questions.”


“I’m working on it.” Donner came back into the room, a cell phone to his ear and a wheelchair in front of him.

Trying not to double over, Richard faced Castillo. “If—when—you find this Miss Smith, I want to know. And I want to be there.”

“That’s not exactly procedure, Mr. Addison.”

Giving up on being stoic, Rick dropped into the wheelchair. “Fuck procedure. My taxes pay half your department’s annual budget. If you’re going to talk to her, I’m going to be there.”

Donner glanced at him, but Richard pretended not to notice. The fiasco, and therefore the answers, belonged to him.

“I’ll see what I can do.”



“He what?”

Samantha flinched. “God dammit, Stoney, be careful. I need that arm.”

Fat fingers surprisingly gentle, Stoney sent her shoulder an intense scowl and pinched together the long, jagged cut. “You need a hospital, honey.” With his free hand he squeezed a tube of super glue along the wound.

“What I need is a heavy, blunt object so I can beat you across the head,” she returned, more to cover her gasp of pain than because she was still angry. “You said Addison would be in Stuttgart for another day.”

“That’s what the Wall Street Journal thought, too. Some bank deal with Harold Meridien. Blame the Journal for having bad information, or blame him for lying to them. And hey, you might at least have grabbed one of the Picassos on the way out. The alarm was already triggered.”

“Like you want to fence a Picasso without a buyer. And I had my hands full, thank you very much.” She had had her hands full, with a very heavy, very unconscious Richard Addison. She’d seen a few shots of him, in the Inquirer during his messy divorce year before last and on one of the nightly Hollywood entertainment shows a couple of months ago, when he’d donated an obscene amount of money to some cause at some event hosted by whoever’d won the Oscar last year. Rich, divorced, and private. And annoyingly unpredictable.

“That should do it,” Stoney decided, slowly releasing the hold he had on her shoulder. The glue held. “I’ll bandage it, just in case.”

“How’s my back?” She craned her neck, trying to see.

“Good thing you were wearing Kevlar, honey. You can see the vest outline.” He traced a scooped line high up between her shoulder blades. “No tank tops for a while. But I’m more worried about the gash on the back of your leg. You do much walking, and the glue won’t hold.”

She looked at his face. “You’re worried? About me? How sweet.” Placing a kiss on the end of his crooked, flat nose, she gingerly scooted off the end of his kitchen table.

“I’m serious. You must’ve left some blood behind. What about DNA mapping and that shit?”

She’d thought of that and had already rationalized her way out of letting it bother her. “They have to have me to match it with something,” she returned, taking a slow, experimental step and feeling the glue pull at her torn skin. “And they don’t have me.” She glanced at his sliding-eyes cat clock above the refrigerator. “It’s after five. Turn on the news, will you?”

While he shuffled in his bathrobe and slippers to the small counter television, Sam carefully shrugged into the spare pair of jeans she kept at Stoney’s. This must be why mothers always told their kids to wear clean underwear, she reflected, wincing as the material slid across the bandaged gash. In case of explosions.

“You said the security guard died, Sam,” Stoney grunted, flipping on the local morning news. “What’re you looking for, video of the body bag?”

“I left fast,” she returned, easing on a T-shirt and leaning into the refrigerator for a can of Diet Coke. “I think I avoided all the cameras on the grounds, but I’d like to know for sure.”

He cocked a heavy eyebrow at her. “That all?”


“Well, I’m kind of curious about who strung that wire across the hallway, and it might be helpful to know whether Addison survived or not.”

Cool as she kept her tone, Stoney would know she was worried. The explosion had shoved her into the floor and obviously rattled her brain. She’d dragged Addison downstairs almost by reflex, then realized he could probably identify her to the cops. The guard, Prentiss, was definitely dead, and if she had been the one to discover an intruder in the hallway when a bomb went off, she knew whom she would blame. This was bad. Very bad.

“Sam.”

She jerked her head toward the television.

“—quiet of the night was interrupted by a fire at Solano Dorado, the Palm Beach County estate of billionaire businessman and philanthropist Richard Addison. One fatality has been reported, and the cause is under investigation and has been declared ‘suspicious.’ Addison was taken to the hospital for treatment of minor cuts and bruises, and has been released.” The video changed to show Addison, accompanied by a tall, blond man, diving into the back of a black Mercedes limousine. Disheveled dark hair half hid the bandage that crossed his forehead, but otherwise he looked intact. And for a moment she was relieved.

“Great.” Stoney sighed. “You should have left him up there.”

“I don’t think letting Richard Addison burn to death would have helped me any,” she retorted, hiding a shiver at the thought.

“Did he get a look at you?”

Sam shrugged. “A brief one.”

“They’re going to be after you.”

“I know. I’m good at not being found.”

“This is different, honey.”

She knew that, too. Someone had died. And a very rich man had nearly died. And she hadn’t even managed to nab the stone she’d been after. “I was stupid. I should have noticed that someone else had already broken in and wired the place with explosives. Dammit.” She took a long swallow of soda. “Who would want to blow up the stuff in that house, anyway? What’s the point?”

Stoney gazed at her. “Murder?”

“But why? And why so messy?”

“Ya know, Sam,” the burly black mountain in terry cloth rumbled, “if I was you, I’d be more concerned about being blamed for killing that guard than with being Mrs. Murder, She Wrote.”

“Jessica Fletcher,” she corrected absently, watching as the television, muted now, played some taped footage of Addison at yet another charity function with that model Julia Poole on his arm.

“And if I had a memory like yours, I’d be going on game shows, not stealing shit.”

She couldn’t blame the news for going overboard in their coverage of Addison; with that face and his money he had to be good for ratings. Of course a political scandal or a corporate bankruptcy would have been nice, but no, she’d had to break into his house on a slow news day. She watched him answer a question about some bit of nonsense or other. Bored, she thought, and a little amused at the swirl of sycophantry around him.

“I’ve never stolen shit, thank you very much, and I prefer to think of it as the involuntary relocation of objects, anyway.” Taking a last swallow of soda, she dumped the can into Stoney’s recycling box and grabbed up her torn and singed shirt and pants. She’d toss them in a dumpster on her way home. The vest was heavier, but at least it was salvageable, and she slung it over her good shoulder. “I’m going out for a while. I’ll call you this evening.”

“Where, Sam?”

She glanced over her shoulder at him and forced a smile. “Like I’d tell you.”

“Just be careful, baby,” he cautioned, following her to the door.


“You, too. Your buyer knew you had somebody going after the tablet last night. You might get some pressure.”

He smiled, lips pulling back to reveal white teeth. “I like pressure.”

So did she, usually, but not in this amount. Hard as the police might look for a missing ring or a painting or a vase, they looked harder when someone died over it. And they would look even harder when someone died in the house of a man featured last year on the cover of Time magazine.

She had some thinking to do. Like why someone would string explosives across a hallway in the middle of a multimillion-dollar art and antique gallery. And she wanted to know whether a particular stone tablet would be listed among the destroyed items—or if she’d be blamed for taking it, on top of everything else.







    

Three

Tuesday, 6:15 a.m.




Tom Donner flipped his cell phone closed. “Myerson-Schmidt confirms they didn’t send anyone to test security. But they are very anxious to continue their relationship with you.”

Beside him in the back seat of the Mercedes, Richard blew out his breath. Damn. He’d been hoping the elusive Miss Smith had been telling the truth. “And Prentiss? Any family?”

“Parents and an older sister, all in Dade County. Myerson-Schmidt has a counselor there with them.”

“I won’t intrude,” he decided. “I’ll have my office send them my condolences and see if there’s anything else they need.”

“Sir, press and police barricades,” the driver said over his shoulder, slowing the stretched black SL500.

“Go through them, Ben. They’re not keeping me out of my own bloody house.”

“I thought you British guys were all stoic in the face of disaster.”


Richard slid his gaze from the attorney as cameras and reporters rushed the car. “This is me being stoic. I want them gone, Tom.”

“The reporters, or the cops?”

“Both.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll work on the press. But considering that somebody tried to kill you this morning, I’m gonna suggest you let the police do their jobs.”

“Not from my front drive. I’m not going to change the way I live my life. In my line of work, if I look weak, then I am weak. I won’t have the police barricading my house, like I’m some freakish recluse afraid to step outside. Aside from everything else, I refuse to live in an armed encampment.”

“Okay. I’ll do what I can. But face it, Rick—you’re a valuable commodity.”

They drove through the gates, which were manned by a pair of officers. Richard set aside his annoyance at having to get clearance to enter his own property, and instead kept his eyes on the house as they crossed the lush green palm grove and reached the curving drive at the front. Ruined furniture and curtains and carpets lay strewn at the edge of the cobblestones, heaped alongside more carefully placed statuettes and paintings. Already the insurance people were there, counting and examining objets d’art and wrapping the more delicate ones in felt blankets and lined crates for storage and protection—all under the watchful eyes of more police.

“A couple of broken-out windows,” Donner commented, leaning across Rick to take a look, “and black roof tiles. Other than that, it doesn’t look too bad from the outside.”

Yet another uniformed officer pulled open the car door as they came to a stop. Richard’s joints had stiffened on the drive from the hospital, and he winced as he straightened. “You should see the inside,” he muttered, starting up the wide front steps. The granite blocks were still covered with tarps and equipment and groups of emergency personnel drinking coffee from his china cups.


“Sir? Mister Addison?” The officer behind them caught up at a brisk trot. “Sir, the building hasn’t been cleared yet.”

“It looks fairly empty to me,” Richard replied, eyeing the piles of his belongings strewn across the lawn. They must have gutted the entire third-floor gallery.

“Cleared by the bomb squad, I mean. They’ve done the basement and the first two floors, but not the third floor or the attic.”

“Then have them notify me if it looks like something’s going to blow up.”

“Rick,” Donner cautioned, “they’re on our side.”

Richard frowned. He’d set up the damned estate for privacy, a place where he could escape from the cameras and reporters who always seemed to hound him. And he had to admit that without the police presence, half the tabloids would probably be jumping the walls right now. He turned around, eyeing the officer still dogging their heels. “What’s your name?”

“Kennedy. James.”

“You may accompany us, James Kennedy. As long as you stay out of the way.”

“Sir? I’m supposed to—”

“In or out, Kennedy.” Between the pain in his head and the soreness of his ribs, he wasn’t in the mood to be diplomatic.

“What Mr. Addison meant to say,” Tom amended, “is that he intends to cooperate fully with the police department. But he still has multiple business concerns that require his immediate attention. Your presence will ensure that we don’t go anywhere or touch anything that might compromise the investigation.”

“Homicide won’t like it,” Kennedy returned.

“We’ll be careful.”

“Um, well, okay then. I guess.”

Danté Partino, Richard’s estate acquisitions manager, fell in as they climbed the crowded stairs to the third floor. “It’s a mess, Rick,” he said, in Italian-accented English. “Who would do such a thing? Both of the 1190 full armor pieces, the Roman helmet, half the sixteenth-century—

“I can see for myself,” Richard interrupted, stopping at the top of the stairs. “Mess” didn’t begin to describe the gallery hall. “Armageddon” seemed a more apt characterization. Blackened and twisted suits of armor lay where they’d fallen, lost warriors of some obscene marble-tile-and-carpet-covered battlefield. A French Renaissance tapestry, one of the first items he’d ever collected, hung in burned tatters from the wall. What little remained was hardly recognizable. Anger curled through him. No one did this to him and got away with it.

“Jesus,” Tom whispered. “Where were you standing?”

Richard took four slow steps forward, well beyond the outer edge of the chaos. “About here.”

Danté cleared his throat, breaking the ensuing silence. “Rick, I want to inspect all the damaged items myself, but the insurance people act as if they own everything. They have no idea how delicate—”

“Danté, it’s all right,” he countered, more for his manager’s sake than his own. Furious as he was, the loss of his things was only a sidebar. He wanted to know who had destroyed them. “Tom’ll make certain you’re consulted on everything.”

“But—”

“That’s how it is, Danté.”

Partino nodded, fingers clenching the clipboard he carried. “Very well. But the water from the sprinklers and the hoses, it also damaged some of the paintings on the second floor. Maybe we can salv—”

“What about the tablet?” Richard interrupted. He admired Partino’s passion, but it had been a damned long night.

“It’s not here,” Castillo said, topping the stairs behind them. “We figure that was what she was after. And you shouldn’t be up here, Mr. Addison. This is a murder investi—”

“Have you photographed and fingerprinted and whatever it is you do?”

“Yeah.”


“Then what kind of explosive was it?” Ignoring the hiss of Officer Kennedy, Richard stepped forward, sinking into a stiff squat close to a fire-blackened hole in the gallery wall.

Castillo sighed. “Looks like a trip wire strung across the hallway, rigged like a grenade with shape charges. You pull out the wire, and pop. Quick setup, but professional—and very effective. Perfect for covering your tracks if you’re caught before you’re out.”

“What if she’d gotten out unseen?” Richard asked.

“Well, it’d be a hell of a way to confuse a robbery investigation.”

“And a hell of a risk,” Richard continued more quietly. “A couple of years for theft versus the death penalty for murder in the first degree, yes?”

“Only if she gets caught. I might risk that for the stuff you’ve got in here.”

“I wouldn’t.” Richard straightened, dusting soot from his hands. “Castillo, I’ll leave you to work, but please keep me apprised of the investigation. I have a few phone calls to make.”

While Danté hovered over the carnage like an anxious mother hen, Tom and Richard shut themselves in the second-floor office. The huge windows overlooked the front lawn and pond, generally a tranquil enough sight, but now covered with uniforms and garbage. With a groan he couldn’t stifle, Richard sank into the chair behind his severe black-and-chrome desk. It was one of the few nonantique pieces of furniture in the house, and only because the seventeenth century hadn’t made allowances for computers or phones or electronics.

“What’s bothering you?” Donner asked, pulling a bottle of water from the small cabinet refrigerator and sitting in one of the plush conference chairs at the far end of the room. “Other than nearly getting blown into itsy bitsy pieces.”

“I told you I couldn’t sleep last night.”

“Because of the fax calls.”

“Precisely. So I was wandering about, waiting for a decent hour to call the New York office. The gallery would’ve been my next stop, intruder or not.”

Tom stayed silent for a beat, taking that in. “You’re firing Myerson-Schmidt.”

“That’s not the point. She yelled at Prentiss to stop, then hit me like a bulldozer.”

“Castillo figured she was trying to save her own skin.”

“No.”

“Then what, Rick? Really?”

“Let’s say she sneaks in, gets through all the security and grabs the tablet—even though I have a multitude of things worth more money—pauses on her way out for five minutes to rig an explosive, gets caught at it, then tries to keep anyone from getting blown up.”

“Tries to keep herself from getting blown up.”

Maybe. “But if she hadn’t stopped to set up the bomb, she would have been out before anyone noticed.”

Tom crossed his long legs at the ankles. “Okay, possibility number one: Robbery wasn’t the objective. Like you said, she did walk right past a hell of a lot of nice stuff.”

“That makes murder the objective.” Richard could still see her eyes, the expression on her face as she hit him. “Then why drag me downstairs, out of range of the fire?”

The attorney shrugged. “Cold feet? Or maybe you weren’t the target.”

“So who was? Prentiss? I don’t think so.” He leaned forward, tapping his fingers on the hard black desk. “Possibility number two: She didn’t plant the bomb.”

“All right, then we have two intruders breaking into this fortress on the same night, one through the patio window and one by…some other method. One wants the tablet, and the other wants to blow something up. To blow you up.”

“Except that I wasn’t supposed to be here.”

Donner blinked. “That’s right. You were supposed to be in Stuttgart until this evening.”

“The bomb would’ve gone off during the next regular patrol of the gallery, and I wouldn’t have been here at all.”


“Unless someone knows you left Germany early.”

Richard scowled. “That narrows it down to just a few people, most of whom I trust implicitly. And Harry Meridien, who wanted me to stay even after I told him that I was not going to pay more than we agreed on for shares in his bloody bank.”

“People talk.”

“Not my people.” Pushing to his feet, Richard paced the long room. “I want to talk to Miss Smith.”

“So does the Palm Beach PD. And the FBI, now. You know how they hate it when influential foreign businessmen from allied countries almost get blown up.”

Richard dismissed that with a wave of his hand. The maneuverings of the FBI, little as he liked them, didn’t interest him at the moment. “I don’t care about anyone’s agenda but mine. Someone broke into my home, killed someone who works for me, and stole something that belongs to me. And ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’ doesn’t begin to answer the questions I want to ask.”

Donner sighed. “Yeah, okay. I’ll see if I can find out how close they are to nabbing her.” He shook his head. “But when we get arrested for interfering in a police investigation, I’m not representing you.”

“If we get arrested, then I’m firing you for doing a sloppy job.” Smiling, Rick reached for the phone. “Now leave. I have work to do.”



Two flipping days. Samantha sank into the cushions of her couch and chose another channel with the TV remote. She hated sitting around under the best of circumstances, and this was far from the best of anything. Still, the media wouldn’t give up the story. And while they had hold of it, she couldn’t turn her attention elsewhere.

By now they’d run out of new information, and so for the last day she’d been hearing the same story with a handful of twists—the life of Richard Michael Addison, the loves of Richard Michael Addison, the philanthropy of, the businesses of, yadda yadda yadda. And then there were the facts they did have, and kept repeating on every news broadcast: There’d been an explosion, a guard, now identified as Don Prentiss, had been killed, and several valuable items had been destroyed. And the police were looking for a white female, height five-foot-four to five-foot-seven, weight 120 to 150 pounds, in conjunction with the investigation.

“One hundred and fifty pounds, my ass,” she muttered, changing channels again. Wrong weight or not, she knew what it meant; one suspect being sought, one person they were blaming. Her.

Every instinct told her to run, so she could look at what had happened from a safer distance. The problem was, if they thought she’d tried to kill Addison, there was no safe distance. And no safe way to get there. Airports, bus stations—they’d be watching everything. Well, they could just keep watching, though it didn’t make her feel any better to hear on the morning news that the police were “expecting to make an arrest at any moment.” She didn’t believe it, but neither was she willing to ignore the threat.

And so she sat on the couch, sipping a soda and eating microwave kettle corn, watching the tail end of the midmorning news—and tried to figure out what had happened. As a thief, she was exceptionally gifted. Her father had said so, as had Stoney, and a few of the discreet clients she’d worked for.

She enjoyed the independence that her skills provided her. She enjoyed the challenge of her chosen profession, enjoyed the feeling that temporarily possessing some of the world’s rarest objects gave her. And she enjoyed the money she received as payment, careful as she had to be about spending it. Retirement, her father had repeated endlessly while he taught her the skills of the trade. Work toward twenty years from now, not for tomorrow.

That goal was why she lived in a small, neat house outside of Pompano Beach, and it was why she worked for a pittance as a freelance art consultant for some museum or other. And that, quite simply, was why she didn’t kill. People who killed in the quest for inanimate objects didn’t get to retire peacefully somewhere in the Mediterranean and employ handsome houseboys.

All of which made one thing clear. If she wanted to retire, she needed to figure out who had set that bomb. She’d either been played for a fool, or she had the worst luck in history. Either way, she wanted payback. And she needed to be able to prove that she hadn’t done it. Solving this mess just to satisfy her own curiosity wouldn’t keep her out of prison.

The news ended with no break in the story, and she finally found something worth watching. With Godzilla 1985 roaring and stomping Tokyo on WNBT in the background, she scooted off the couch for her computer, logged on, and checked messages. Since she wasn’t interested in either penile enlargement or a free trip to Florida, she deleted them, went into a search engine, and typed in Richard Addison’s name.

The preview page flooded with images, a backlog of articles on various newspaper and magazine Web sites, from Architectural Digest to CEO to Newsweek. “We get around, don’t we, Addison?” she murmured, scrolling through the first page and calling up the second.

Most of the articles used similar pictures, as though Addison had sat for one photo shoot and left the publications to sort through the results. Despite the slightly too-long, dark, wavy hair just touching his collar, he looked like a multibillionaire, and not just because of the black Armani suit, black tie, and dark gray shirt. It was the eyes, mostly, dark gray and glinting. They said power and confidence, looking directly into the camera and announcing that this was a man to be taken seriously.

“Not bad,” she commented. Okay, so maybe that was an understatement. Maybe he was gorgeous. And he’d definitely looked delicious in nothing but sweatpants, even covered in soot and blood.

Annoyed at herself for getting distracted, she clicked on the third page. Now that the references were becoming a little more obscure, she slowed. Purchases of antiques, a site dedicated to yacht enthusiasts, and an entire page of www.divorcegladiators.com, hosted not by Mr. Addison, but by Patricia, the ex–Mrs. Addison. Ouch. Samantha knew she had more pertinent things to discover about the man who’d dumped her into the middle of a murder investigation, but she clicked on the Web site anyway.

A photograph of Patricia Addison-Wallis flashed onto the screen. A petite blonde with the sculpted good looks that cost a thousand dollars per visit at a salon, the ex–Mrs. Addison answered e-mail questions and gave advice on how to avoid being taken to the cleaners in a divorce, in hopes that others would profit where she hadn’t. Considering that just over two years ago Addison had caught her bare-assed with Sir Peter Wallis at his villa in Jamaica, Sam privately thought Patricia had gotten off easy. Not all cuckolded husbands would allow their ex-wives and new spouses enough funds to at least keep a nice home in London.

Her phone rang. Sam jumped, trotting into the kitchen to pick it up. “Hola.”

“Samantha Jellicoe,” the voice returned, male and heavily French. “So this is where you’ve been hiding.”

Her heart thunked, then began beating again. As if she didn’t already have enough trouble. “Etienne DeVore. I’m not hiding, and how the hell did you get my number?”

He made a derisive sound. “I know my business, cherie. And stay out of mine. It’s dangerous.”

A siren drifted into hearing a few blocks away, then cut off. The hairs on the back of her neck pricked, and Sam pulled aside the lace curtain to gaze out the small kitchen window at the street. Nothing, though the timing of the phone call had just become very interesting. “That was you at Addison’s! You nearly killed me!”

“I did not expect you’d take a job like this one. So complicated, you know.”

“Well, fucks to you, mon ami.” As another thought occurred to her, she frowned. “How did you know it was me, there?”


Etienne snorted again. “Don’t insult me. Anyone else would be dead. Even with you, it was too close, non? Besides, I’m trying to do you a favor.”

“A fav—”

Another siren just entered her hearing, and then shut off abruptly, rather than dropping into the typical low rumbling growl as the car stopped.

“Dammit. I have to go. Etienne, if you called the cops on me, you’re a dead man.”

“I don’t call the cops, ever. This is shit. Go, Samantha. I will take care of things.”

“Yeah, right.” Her mind flying with scenarios about who might have talked and why, Sam hung up the phone. She raced into her bedroom, grabbed up the backpack she always kept under her bed, and hurried back into the living room. The computer still sat there, requesting whether she would like to subscribe, for the reasonable price of $12.95 per year, to the newsletter dedicated to following the private life and business practices of Richard Addison.

She yanked the plug out of the wall, lifted the casing off the CPU, and pulled out every circuit board and wire that wasn’t soldered down. Shoving them into her pack, she kicked the crap out of the rest of the unit, then took another minute to make a check of the windows around the perimeter of the house. It looked clear, and she slipped out the back door. Hopping her neighbor’s fence, she hiked herself onto Mrs. Esposito’s roof, wincing as the motion pulled at the wound on her thigh, and ran.

She’d left the Honda parked in the Food for Less market two blocks away, and she reached it just as a police helicopter, a news helicopter close behind it, powered overhead in the direction of her house. Her former house. Starting the car, she drove another mile and a half before she pulled into a lot crowded with hamburger and pizza and Cuban food restaurants. The pay phone worked, though she wouldn’t vouch for its cleanliness. Dropping in a quarter, she dialed Stoney’s number.


“Yeah?”

“Jorge?” she said in a thick accent. “Está Jorge alle?”

She heard his intake of breath. “Look, lady, I keep telling you, there’s no Jorge here. No está aqui. Comprende?”

“Comprendo.” Her hands shook as she hung up the phone, and she clenched them together. They’d found Stoney, or at least were keeping an eye on him. A close eye. Which meant they’d probably try to trace her call. Cursing, she hurried back to the car and headed north. How in the hell had the police found their trail so fast? She knew she hadn’t left prints, and even if Addison had managed to give a good description of her, they had nothing to match it to. She believed Etienne when he said he hadn’t turned her in—that wasn’t his style. The cops’ arrival, though, hadn’t surprised him, either. Someone had talked, and they’d implicated both her and Stoney. She narrowed her eyes. No one played her for a fool. No one who didn’t regret it later.

This was out of control. Rich people had things stolen from them all the time. That was why they’d invented insurance. What rich people didn’t have, however, were people trying to blow up their houses, and perhaps even them. Damn Etienne. She remembered Addison’s face as she’d hit him, the startled look that had replaced the mild amusement in his gray eyes. He had to know she hadn’t tried to kill him. Just the opposite. She’d saved his life.

Samantha’s heart jumped. He was the only witness to her involvement in any of this, as far as she knew. Etienne might have said he’d take care of things, but in her experience, that meant only things that concerned his own ass. If he followed his usual pattern, he would disappear for a few weeks and emerge counting his cut. Which was fine, except that it left her with a shitload of trouble. And so she needed Addison. She needed to convince him that she was innocent—or relatively so, anyway. Someone needed to take the blame for this fiasco, and she didn’t intend for it to be her. It looked as though she was going in over the wall, after all.
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