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  Prologue


  


  


  He moved like a cat through the dark, narrow tunnels running under the city of San Francisco. The air was damp, filled with odors of dead, rotting animals and standing water. Cobwebs brushed his face at every turn. Rats ran over his feet, disturbed by his presence in a world that belonged solely to them -- until now. The secret tunnels had been built during Prohibition to run liquor under the hills of San Francisco and later had been used as escape routes for a band of criminals in the forties and fifties. Few people knew how to navigate the maze of passageways. There were too many stops and starts, too many blocked exits and detours. Fortunately, he had a map that showed him exactly what to do.


  Pausing, he turned his flashlight on the yellowed piece of paper in his hand. The lines and directions had been scrawled more than seventy-five years earlier, and it had taken a long and complicated scheme to get his hands on this very important piece of paper. He hoped it had been worth the effort. It was possible that part of the tunnels had collapsed with the development of the city or perhaps due to one of the earthquakes that rumbled through the area every few years, but if his luck held, this path would provide him direct access to the object of his desire.


  Redirecting his light on the tunnel in front of him, he continued, confident that he would get what he wanted, as he always did. Many men and a few women had tried to stop him over the years. No one had succeeded. He was quite simply invincible.


  He felt a surge of adrenaline as the stream of light bounced off a series of spikes set into the wall in front of him. He stopped, running his finger over one of the ladder steps. Then he threw back his head and looked up. A trapdoor was just above him. He’d found his way in -- and his way out.


  He thought about the activity going on in the building above him at the Barclay Auction House. They were preparing for the evening’s glamorous preview party of Renaissance art and jewelry, including the Benedetti diamond, expected to sell for millions of dollars.


  Unless, of course, something happened to the diamond before then...


  He smiled to himself. At this very moment, the Barclay security team was meeting with the Italian security team, which had accompanied the collection from Florence. They would convince themselves that their security was impenetrable, that no one could steal their precious diamond. But they would be wrong.


  Pulling out the ID from his pocket, he gazed at the name that was not his own, at the photo of the face that he had skillfully reconstructed with makeup, contact lenses, tanning spray and hair color. He now knew this man inside and out, his history, his friends, and his relationship to the important people at Barclay’s, namely Christina Alberti. She would not suspect that he was not who he appeared to be -- until it was too late. The plan was set.


  Retracing his steps through the dark tunnel, he exited several blocks away from the auction house, then unzipped his baggy coveralls and tossed them into a nearby Dumpster. He straightened the tie of his black tuxedo. Let the party begin.


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  Flashbulbs popped in her face, one bright, blinding light after another. Christina Alberti paused at the entrance as the cameras continued to snap. She felt like a celebrity, but in truth the photographers were not interested in her, but in the spectacular ninety-seven-carat yellow diamond pendant that she wore on a simple chain around her neck.


  While Christina had wanted to display the necklace on black velvet in a secure glass case, the Benedetti family had insisted that a model would bring the diamond to life at this very exclusive preview party. Since the directors of Barclay’s hadn’t wanted to entrust the valuable diamond to someone outside the auction house, Christina, with her Italian heritage, dark hair, light green eyes, and olive skin, was the perfect choice. They’d dressed her in a black strapless evening gown designed to set off the necklace. They’d sent stylists to do her hair up in cascading curls and make up her face to look like an exotic Italian beauty. When they were finished, Christina had barely recognized herself in the mirror.


  She was an art historian, a gemologist, an academic, a woman who spent most of her days poring over books or studying fine gems for flaws and cuts. She wasn’t a party girl. Working a room didn’t come naturally to her, but it was too late to back out. The party had begun and she was the centerpiece.


  The auction house itself was a massive three-story stone building that had originally been used as a bank. Tonight the main gallery on the second floor had been transformed into Renaissance Italy. Beautiful art adorned the walls, and glass cases were filled with collectibles, everything from crucifixes to swords, coins and jewelry. Violin music flowed in the background. Everyone who was anyone was present, the cream of San Francisco society as well as important art dealers and collectors from around the country, who they hoped would bid generously at the upcoming auction to be held in two days, on Friday at noon.


  “Christina, you look beautiful,” Michael Torrance said smoothly. But the jewelry collector’s eyes were on the jewel, not on her face.


  Christina tried not to blush. She wasn’t used to men looking so openly at her chest, and she was certainly showing more than the usual cleavage. Her practical mind told her that the man now drooling over that cleavage was not at all interested in her breasts. The sparkling yellow diamond had his full attention. She couldn’t blame him. It was spectacular, and Michael Torrance had been collecting diamonds for twenty years.


  “I trust you’ll be bidding,” she said, when his gaze finally returned to her face.


  “Of course. You know I can’t let a diamond such as this go without a fight.”


  “And you came in person; I’m impressed.” She’d handled all of Michael’s previous bids over the telephone. He usually preferred to remain anonymous.


  “I’m impressed, too,” he murmured, his gaze moving back to the stone. The smile in his dark blue eyes was filled with covetous greed. He was a handsome, sophisticated man, in his early to mid-forties, dressed in a charcoal gray pinstripe suit. She didn’t know what it was, but there was something about him that made her a little uneasy. She had no idea where he got his money, but he never seemed to have trouble coming up with the right amount of cash at the right time. Although she suspected that this particular diamond would test the depth of anyone’s pocket.


  “Keep moving,” her boss, Alexis Kensington, murmured quietly in her ear.


  Alexis, a tall, stunning blonde in her late forties dressed in a floor-length teal blue Vera Wang gown set off with some rather spectacular diamonds of her own, flashed Michael a smile. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Alexis Kensington.”


  “Ah, the illustrious owner of Barclay’s,” Michael replied. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “And you,” Alexis returned.


  “I’ll speak to you later, Michael,” Christina interjected, as Alexis drew Michael into conversation. She had no doubt that within five minutes Alexis would have Michael chomping at the bit to own that diamond. Alexis was passionate about Barclay’s. Since she’d married Jeremy Kensington, the owner and founder of Barclay’s, five years earlier, she’d made it her personal mission to take Barclay’s to the next level, where they could compete with Sotheby’s and Christie’s and the other big players. Friday’s auction of the Benedetti diamond would solidify Barclay’s place in that market.


  In some ways Christina was surprised that they’d won the consignment. Barclay’s had been in existence for only twenty years. They didn’t have nearly the cachet or the reputation of the other houses, but sometimes it came down to a great salesperson and a little bit of luck. Whatever the reason, Christina was thrilled to have an opportunity to help auction off such a valuable diamond. It would definitely add to her reputation as well. Maybe then she would finally be able to outrun her past.


  As she moved across the room, she was acutely aware of the security guard who followed a discreet distance behind her. Two other guards were posted at the door and another two downstairs by the main entrance to the building. Fortunately, there was only one way into the gallery, so it was a well-contained area. The guards were dressed in tuxedos designed to blend in with the party atmosphere. Champagne was flowing, and a gourmet buffet had been set up at the far end of the gallery. Small candlelit tables offered guests a place to sit and converse or study their preview catalogs.


  Christina paused for a moment to say hello to several of the guests she had personally invited to the auction. She’d been working as a jewelry specialist at Barclay’s for almost three years and was building a solid network of dealers and clients, who trusted her to let them know when it was time to buy. She enjoyed that part of her job, finding the perfect item for the enthusiastic collector.


  She tried not to fidget as three women surrounded her. The diamond was making her skin feel hot and tingly. The stone seemed to grow heavier the longer she wore it. It was the strangest sensation. She almost felt as if the jewel were coming alive, awakening from a long, deep sleep. She couldn’t help wondering where it had been the last hundred years. Its history was shrouded in mystery. The Benedettis had given little information about the stone that they claimed had been in their family for generations.


  Since the entire collection had arrived only a few hours earlier, Christina had not had an opportunity to study the diamond under her gem scope. Tomorrow she planned to conduct an in-depth appraisal. An associate in Barclay’s European office had done an initial review at the Benedettis’ home in Florence, Italy, but Christina wanted to study the diamond herself before it was auctioned off. It was rare to find a diamond of this size without any substantial history behind it, which made her very curious. Their European appraiser had assured her that the family had the proper papers of provenance, and they were not in danger of selling off stolen property. She certainly hoped that was true. She couldn’t afford another scandal in her life.


  Slipping away from the women, she was careful not to let anyone monopolize her for too long. Most people were respectful of the diamond and kept their distance, which was why she was more than a little surprised when a man’s hand came down hard on her arm. She whirled around, her muscles tensing as she looked into a pair of irritated brown eyes. The man in front of her was big, muscular, filled with barely suppressed energy. His light brown hair was short and spiked. His skin was tan, as if he spent more time outdoors than in, and his athletic stance seemed out of place in a room full of sophisticated art collectors.


  “Why the hell haven’t you called me back?” he demanded.


  She started at the harsh tone. “Excuse me? Who are you?”


  “J.T. McIntyre. I’ve called you a dozen times over the past three days. I’m with the FBI. Does that ring a bell?”


  She swallowed hard, remembering all those pink slips with his name on them. “I told my assistant to forward your calls to our security department.”


  “I spoke to them, but I want to talk to you.”


  Her stomach began to churn as memories of the past flashed through her head, the men in suits knocking on their front door, her father talking to them in a hushed voice, and later that night she and her father suddenly departing from yet another house, another city, another state. The FBI had wanted to talk to her then, too, but her father had protected her -- as she would protect him. “I really don’t have anything to do with security,” she said.


  “Since you’re wearing that diamond, you should know that someone intends to steal it.”


  Her heart skipped a beat. “Are you talking about someone specific?” She held her breath as she waited for his answer.


  “Yes. His name is Evan Chadwick, and I’m convinced you’re his next target.”


  Her mind raced to follow his words. He was talking about someone she didn’t know, thank God. Evan Chadwick. She’d never heard of him. “Why?” she asked finally. “Why would I be his target?”


  “Other than the fact that you’re wearing the diamond?”


  “I doubt he could steal it in this roomful of people, security at every door.”


  “You’d be surprised what Evan can do. You’re one of the few people with complete access to the diamond. That means you’re on his list of people to use. He’s here somewhere, waiting for his opportunity. You need to know what he looks like, how he operates, everything about him.”


  “Security already ran down a list of known jewel thieves with me. I’ve memorized names and faces, but I don’t recall an Evan Chadwick.”


  “Because he’s not a known jewel thief. But he is a career criminal, a con man, a sociopath -- in other words, a very dangerous man. I’ve been following him for five years, and I’m convinced he intends to steal that diamond you’re wearing around your neck.”


  “That doesn’t mean he’ll succeed.” She lowered her voice, realizing their conversation was drawing the wrong kind of attention. “I can’t talk to you right now. I have to show off the diamond. And this is a party. I don’t want our guests to think there is anything wrong.”


  He stayed close to her side as she took another pass through the room. “Has anyone new come to work for you lately, become your friend, asked you out on a date, bought you a drink?”


  “No,” she said, uncomfortable with his questions.


  “You’re absolutely certain you haven’t met anyone new this past week?”


  “Well, not absolutely certain. There are a lot of people working on this exhibit, and I speak to new dealers and collectors all the time.”


  “He’s tall, blond, blue eyes, very charming, big smile. Most women fall for him in about ten seconds,” J.T. added tersely.


  “You sound like you’re jealous,” she murmured. Not that he had anything to be jealous about. With his broad shoulders and his tanned, sculpted features, he was the most ruggedly attractive man she’d seen in a long time.


  “I’m just stating the facts.”


  “I haven’t met anyone like that,” she said.


  “Sometimes he wears disguises. That’s why you and I need to have a conversation about everyone you’ve spoken to since you started work on this exhibit.”


  “That won’t happen tonight,” she said shortly. “And that scowl of yours is scaring the customers. Call me tomorrow.”


  “Will you answer?”


  “Why don’t you try me and find out?”


  His frown deepened as his gaze raked her face. “Most people return calls from the FBI. Why don’t you? Are you hiding something, Ms. Alberti?”


  “Not in this dress,” she said lightly, sorry for her words when his gaze dropped from her face to her breasts. She had the distinct feeling that this man was more interested in her cleavage than the diamond. She walked away, sensing his gaze follow her across the room. The last thing she needed was an eager FBI agent sticking his nose in her business.


  She paused as a tall, older gentleman stepped in front of her. He had a crop of pepper gray hair that was badly in need of styling and thick-rimmed glasses on a long nose. His skin was blemished and weathered. The only cheery thing about him was the bright red bow tie he wore around his neck.


  “Christina Alberti,” he murmured with a tip of his head. “It has been so many years since I saw you. You were just a little girl when we spoke last.”


  His lilting British accent was vaguely familiar. And there was something about his eyes that reminded her of someone.... “I’m sorry. I don’t...”


  “Remember me,” he finished with an understanding nod. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Howard Keaton, an old friend of your father’s. We worked together a long time ago at UCLA, a summer program on the Italian Renaissance.”


  “Of course, Professor Keaton.” She relaxed and gave him a smile. “It’s been a while.”


  “Yes, it has. You’re all grown-up now, and quite...beautiful. You look like a princess.”


  “It’s the diamond. It has that effect. So, are you still teaching?”


  “Not for a few years now. I’m working at a museum in Vancouver. I’m surprised your father didn’t tell you that. Is Marcus here?” He glanced around the room in search of her father.


  “No, he’s traveling,” she said.


  “Lucky man.” Howard’s gaze turned to the diamond, and his jaw hardened. “May I?”


  She nodded as he moved closer. He put out his hand, his fingers reverently teasing the surface of the stone.


  “It is exquisite,” he said. “Such cut, such clarity, a rare gem. I’m surprised you’re not worried about wearing it.”


  “There’s plenty of security around.”


  “I wasn’t talking about the guards, or the value of the diamond. I was referring to the curse.”


  Her heart skipped a beat. “Curse?”


  “You don’t know about the curse? I wondered why there was no mention of it in the sale catalog, but then I thought perhaps you were afraid it would affect the selling price.”


  “There’s no curse attached to this stone. You must be thinking of some other diamond.”


  She could see that he was not convinced, and there was something in his intense gaze that made her very uneasy. Her skin began to tingle. She felt hot and a little dizzy. She really should have eaten something earlier in the day. She reached up to touch the necklace, to adjust the chain, and was shocked when the weight of the stone suddenly slipped away.


  She gasped as Howard caught the diamond necklace with a deft hand. Their eyes met.


  “It’s a sign,” he murmured. “Be careful, Christina. Be very careful.”


  Out of the corner of her eye she saw the security guard walking quickly in her direction, and she realized that she needed to reclaim the necklace. “May I have it back, please?”


  “Of course.”


  As the professor handed the diamond back to her, a scream rang through the room, followed by shouts of “Fire!” She closed her fingers tightly around the stone as thick gray smoke poured into the room.


  The crowd immediately swarmed toward the gallery doors, knocking over tables and chairs and sweeping Christina along in the chaos. Her eyes began to water, and her chest tightened as she struggled to breathe. She clutched the diamond in her hand, praying that she wouldn’t lose it, but no one seemed interested in the jewel anymore. Even Professor Keaton had disappeared. She had once been the center of attention, but now the crowd’s focus was on escape.


  The panic in the room increased with each passing moment, and she could understand why. The smoke and the screams were disorienting. She couldn’t see two feet in front of her. Out of nowhere J.T. McIntyre suddenly appeared at her side, his hand on her arm. “Give me the diamond,” he said sharply.


  She hesitated, reluctant to let the stone out of her hand. She didn’t know this man. He could be anyone. He could be a jewel thief impersonating an FBI agent. It wasn’t just her job on the line; it was her reputation, the new life she had built for herself. She couldn’t -- wouldn’t -- let it all come tumbling down. “I don’t think so. I don’t know you.”


  “We don’t have time to argue. You can trust me.”


  “How can I do that? You could be that thief you were telling me about, the one who wears disguises.” She coughed again, tears streaming down her face.


  To make matters worse the sprinklers went off, soaking them with water. Within seconds her evening gown clung to her body like a second skin.


  “I’m here to protect you and that diamond,” J.T. shouted.


  “I’m hanging on to it just the same,” she said with determination.


  “Then hold on tight, because we’re getting out of here.”


  J.T. didn’t let go of her arm until they reached the doors. Halfway down the stairs, several firemen passed them on their way up to the gallery. Christina hoped they could stop the fire before the collection was lost. The glass cases offered some protection, and as soon as the smoke alarms went off the wall coverings had moved into place to guard the paintings from any water or smoke damage. But if the building went up in flames, nothing anyone could do would save the collection.


  Russell Kenner, Barclay’s head of security, and Luigi Murano, his Italian counterpart who had traveled from Italy to watch over the Benedetti collection, met them by the front door along with a half dozen security guards, who immediately surrounded Christina and ushered her away from the mass of people exiting the building.


  They moved into the empty showroom on the ground floor, and Christina took a breath of blessed relief. Kenner, an ex-marine who still wore his short brown hair in a military cut, barked orders into a transmitter in his hand. Murano, a stocky, volatile Italian, waved his hands in the air, proclaiming the evening a disaster.


  “Shouldn’t we be getting out of the building?” Christina asked.


  “The smoke appears to be confined to the main gallery,” Russell replied. “Initial reports indicate that smoke bombs were set off in the heating and air-conditioning vents.”


  “What? You mean there’s no fire?” Her stomach began to churn. If someone had set the smoke bombs, there had to be a reason why. Maybe it was a good thing the clasp had slipped. If the necklace had still been around her neck when the alarms went off, it would have been easier for someone to yank it off her.


  “We’re still assessing the situation,” Russell continued. “I’ll take the diamond from you now.”


  Christina hesitated and then told herself she was being ridiculous. She knew and trusted Russell Kenner. Still, she was relieved to see Alexis and Jeremy Kensington enter the salesroom. Barclay’s was their company. It was their call what to do with the diamond.


  “Is the diamond all right?” Alexis asked immediately.


  Christina tried not to take offense that Alexis’s concern was only for the stone and not for Christina’s personal safety. The diamond was worth a lot more to Barclay’s than Christina was.


  “Yes, it’s fine.” Christina opened her palm, showing them the glittering yellow diamond. She could hear the collective gasp of relief. “I’ll take it,” Alexis said. “The firemen would like us to clear the building. Why don’t you wait outside, Christina? As soon as we know more, I’ll come and get you.”


  Christina handed over the diamond, not unhappy to get rid of it. The responsibility of keeping it safe had weighed her down. She felt much lighter now. She moved toward the door, pausing to take a quick look behind her, and was happy to see J.T. McIntyre in deep conversation with Russell. She’d rather have the FBI talking to security than to her.


  As she exited the building, she saw three fire trucks lined up out front, their red strobe lights flashing across the people clustered in groups across the street.


  “Christina. I thought you might want this,” Kelly Huang said.


  Christina turned at the sound of her coworker’s voice. Kelly, a beautiful Asian woman who had recently joined Barclay’s as a junior specialist in Asian art, handed Christina her purse.


  “My bag,” Christina said. “How did you get this?”


  “I was in my office when the alarms went off. I saw your purse on your desk and thought I’d better grab it. There’s no telling when we’ll be allowed back into the building. Goodness, you’re soaking wet.”


  “The sprinklers went off in the gallery.”


  “You should go home and change. You don’t want to get sick. I’ll let Alexis know where you are.”


  The idea was tempting. While she wanted to stay in touch with what was happening, she really needed to dry off. “All right.” She dug into her purse, relieved to find her keys and her cell phone. “Call me if anything comes up before I get back.”


  “Will do,” Kelly promised.


  Christina paused as a news truck pulled up in front of the building. The press had arrived. She hoped the adage “there is no such thing as bad publicity” held true. She saw Sylvia Davis, Barclay’s head of public relations, moving quickly toward the truck. The crowd also turned its attention to the cameras. Was the person who had set the smoke bombs standing among them, watching his handiwork, enjoying the scene? Or perhaps he was inside the building. Maybe it was the man the FBI agent had warned her about, someone in disguise, someone they thought they knew and trusted. It was difficult to imagine that any of her coworkers were out to destroy Barclay’s. Then again, she knew firsthand that taking anyone at face value was a mistake. Everyone had secrets.


  As she started down the steps, she saw a man walking quickly away from the far side of the building, near the receiving dock. He was too far away for her to see him clearly, but he had a long dark coat and moved with a familiar loping, lanky gait. Her heart came to a crashing halt as her brain took her to a place she didn’t want to go.


  No, he couldn’t have done this. He wouldn’t have done this. He knew the Barclay Auction House was her life, not just her job, and that she had spent the past three years trying to start over. There was no way he would try to destroy the life she’d built. Would he?


  He disappeared around the corner of the building. She told herself that she was wrong, that it wasn’t him, but a niggling doubt remained. She had to make sure. She jogged down the stairs, her high heels clattering against the stone steps. He was getting into a car, a dark Mercedes sedan. It shot past her, the man behind the wheel nothing but a blur. She told herself to forget about him, go home, change clothes, but all the way to her car she knew she would have to make one stop first -- just to be sure.


  * * *


  J.T. wanted to talk to Christina Alberti, but by the time he left the building she was halfway across the parking lot. He hesitated, torn between the need to stay on top of the smoke bomb investigation and the desire to follow up with Christina. Since Barclay’s security team and the local cops were flexing their protective turf muscles, he decided he might as well work another angle -- Christina.


  She wasn’t what he’d expected. On paper she’d appeared nondescript, a twenty-nine-year-old art historian with a couple of degrees from various colleges and a certificate in gemology -- in other words, a boring intellectual. He’d figured she’d be serious and smart. Stunningly beautiful had come as a surprise. When she’d first entered the gallery, she’d literally taken his breath away with her mysterious green eyes, honey-colored skin, gorgeous dark hair, and incredibly hot body. With that diamond around her neck, she’d looked like some sort of Italian goddess.


  All that was beside the point, he reminded himself as he moved toward the parking lot. He was here to catch a thief, and he had to stay focused on that goal. Now that he had seen Christina, he was even more convinced that Evan Chadwick would not want to miss the opportunity to work with her. Not only did she have complete and total access to the Benedetti diamond, but she was also a gorgeous woman -- two factors that would definitely be of interest to Evan, who enjoyed women almost as much as a good con.


  The bureau had a file three inches thick on Evan and the many crimes he’d committed during the past decade. He was a brilliant criminal, responsible for ruining the lives of dozens of people, and J.T. knew firsthand just what kind of devastation Evan left in his wake. He would never forget that Evan was responsible for destroying his family, and he would not rest until the bastard was sitting in jail for the rest of his miserable life.


  But first he had to catch him, and he would. He’d come close to getting Evan off the street a week earlier, but he had slipped through the hands of the local police and escaped. However, he’d left behind a tantalizing clue -- a newspaper article on Barclay’s upcoming auction of Renaissance jewelry and art. Once J.T. had realized that a spectacular and priceless diamond was in the collection, he’d known that Evan intended to steal it. Now that he’d seen Christina up close and personal, he was convinced that she would play some role in the game -- the question was, what role?


  He didn’t like the fact that the diamond necklace had come off Christina’s neck, and that it had been in her hand at the moment the smoke bombs went off. A surge of adrenaline swept through his body as he jogged to his car. Why was Christina in such a hurry to get away from Barclay’s? Was she working with Evan? Was she going to meet him now?


  He got into his rental car just as Christina pulled out of the parking lot in her light blue Hyundai. She seemed to be in a hurry, her tires squealing as she turned onto the road. Was she just wet, cold, scared? Or did she have another reason for leaving quickly?


  He slid behind the wheel of his Chevy Cavalier and took off after her, happy to see she wasn’t driving a particularly fast sports car. He managed to catch up at a red light and stayed close on her tail as she drove across town. A mile or two later he became convinced that she was not going home. He hadn’t had time to do more than some basic fact checking on the key players at Barclay’s Auction House, but he distinctly remembered Christina Alberti’s residence being an apartment on Telegraph Hill. She was heading toward the opposite side of town.


  His pulse began to race as she turned down a street of family homes in the Lake District. The houses were upscale but not as opulent as those a few blocks away in Pacific Heights. She pulled up in front of a two-story Victorian and parked by the curb. He continued down the street, pulled into a parking spot at the corner, then made his way back on foot. When he neared the property, he saw her standing on the porch. She rang the bell, tapped her foot impatiently on the ground, and turned her head.


  J.T. ducked out of sight behind a tree. When he took another look, Christina was walking around the side of the house. Careful to be quiet, he moved across the yard, wondering if she had gone into the house through a side door. He peeked around the corner and was surprised to see Christina ditching her high heels. What on earth was she doing?


  A moment later she pulled up the skirt of her long evening gown and knotted the ends around her knees, then put one bare foot on the trunk of the tree, searching for a toehold. She grabbed a lower branch and to his amazement began to climb up the tree. It didn’t take her long to scale the gnarled oak, whose upper branches reached a second-floor balcony. Christina swung herself over the railing and landed with a graceful jump.


  She opened the sliding glass door and disappeared into the house.


  Well, this was getting more interesting by the moment. Was she robbing the place, or looking for something -- or perhaps someone? If there was any chance she could lead him to Evan, he would take it.


  Since the tree seemed to be the only way in, J.T. followed Christina’s lead. He didn’t make the climb nearly as gracefully or as quickly as she had done, but he managed to get to the balcony. He found the sliding glass door unlocked. Inside, the bedroom was empty. He didn’t take time to look around; he was more interested in where Christina had gone. He heard some movement on the first floor, so he crept down the stairs. When he entered what appeared to be a den, he found Christina standing in front of an open safe in the wall. She whirled around, her face a picture of shock and guilt.


  “You!” She gasped, putting a hand to her heart. “What are you doing here?”


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  “I was going to ask you the same question,” J.T. replied.


  Christina’s mouth opened, but no words came out. He could see her searching for an answer. He’d interrogated many people in his career, and she definitely had the look of someone who was about to try to sell him a story. She bit down on her bottom lip, and he could see a nervous flicker in her green eyes as her gaze darted around the room, seeking an escape route. But she was cornered, caught like a rat in a trap. Only she was a lot prettier than a rat.


  Even barefoot in a soggy evening gown, her face streaked with makeup, her brown hair falling in a wet, tangled mess around her shoulders, Christina was a beautiful woman. He especially liked the way the damp silk of her dress clung to her breasts, hips, and legs. His body tightened, and he drew in a breath, reminding himself to keep it professional.


  “I’m waiting.” He crossed his arms over his chest.


  Christina tucked a strand of her hair behind one ear. “You haven’t answered my question yet. What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “Whose house is this?” he countered, glancing around the room. A large mahogany desk was in front of a bay window. Floor-to-ceiling shelves were filled with books. Oil paintings adorned the walls. Dark brown leather couches were arranged on Oriental rugs. The room was spotless, the decor sophisticated. But the room didn’t appear lived-in. There weren’t any magazines lying around, no coffee mug on the desk or even a pile of loose papers, nothing to give any clue as to the owner. There was a dusty, dry scent to the house, as if it had been closed up for a while.


  “Why did you follow me?” Christina asked.


  It was clear she had no intention of answering his questions, but she had no idea how persistent he could be. She was about to find out. “Because I want to talk to you, and I’m not leaving until that happens. Stop stalling.”


  “I told you to call me tomorrow. And I don’t have to answer your questions.”


  “Actually you do.” He gave his words a chance to sink in, seeing the nervousness behind her bravado. “In case you’re wondering, I saw you climb the tree and break into this house. The open safe behind you implies you’re looking for something. Or perhaps you’re hiding something?” He took a step forward, wondering if he’d find the spectacular diamond she’d been wearing earlier.


  She suddenly slammed the safe closed, a guilty gesture if he’d ever seen one.


  “It’s none of your business what I’m doing,” she said forcefully. “This is my house. I forgot my key; that’s why I broke in.”


  He shook his head. “I did some preliminary checking. You live in an apartment on Telegraph Hill. Try again.”


  “You checked where I live?” she asked in surprise.


  “Yes, and I’m just getting started.” He saw discomfort flit through her eyes. “It would be better if you tell me the truth. Otherwise I might start digging in areas you’d rather I didn’t get into.”


  “That sounds like a threat.”


  “It’s a simple fact.”


  “Fine, you’re right -- this isn’t my place; it belongs to my father, Marcus Alberti,” she said with a wave of her hand. “He’s out of town at the moment. And I did forget my key. Are you satisfied?”


  “I can easily check your story.” He took a step forward. She moved back, but there was nowhere to go. The air between them sizzled with tension. Looking into her eyes, he saw fear and something else, something he couldn’t define, and it bothered him.


  “So check. You’ll figure out I’m telling the truth,” she said.


  “Then why are you so nervous? Why did you close the safe so quickly? What didn’t you want me to see?”


  “If I seem nervous, it’s because it’s been a crazy night.”


  “I’ll grant you that,” he conceded. “What about the rest?”


  “I was putting some papers in the safe. That’s all. They’re personal. And I’m not telling you anything else. I don’t know you. I don’t even know if you’re really an FBI agent. I haven’t seen any ID.”


  J.T. reached into his pocket and pulled out his identification. “Does this clear things up?”


  Christina took a good look at his badge. “It could be fake.”


  “It’s not.” He took another step forward, stopping just inches away from her. He could hear her breath quicken, see the rise and fall of her breasts, her beautiful, distracting breasts.... He forced his gaze to her face. “What happened back at the auction house to make you run here?”


  “I told you, I wanted to put some papers in the safe.”


  “You didn’t have one single piece of paper in your hand when you climbed that tree. Try again.” He put his hands on the wall behind her, trapping her in between the wall and him.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, an odd catch in her voice.


  When he was standing this close to her, it took him a minute to remember what he was doing. She smelled like flowers, and her mouth was trembling, her full lips slightly parted, as if she were waiting for something...waiting for him. He had the sudden urge to put his hands in her hair, crush those soft lips to his mouth.


  “You need to move,” she said.


  That wasn’t all that he needed. His intent had been to intimidate her, to make her uneasy enough to blurt out the truth. But she was having a strange effect on him. He couldn’t seem to move backward or forward or even remember exactly what he wanted to happen next. His body had its own ideas, and his brain was having trouble keeping up.


  Then Christina gave him a hard shove and darted out from under him, putting at least six feet between them. It was a good thing. With distance, his brain started working again, reminding him that he had to stay focused on his goal: catching Evan. He couldn’t let himself get caught up in Christina.


  There was a fire burning in her eyes now. “You might work for the FBI, but you don’t have the right to come in here and harass me. I could report you.”


  He went back on the offensive. “That might involve an explanation of why you broke into this house that definitely does not belong to you, why you were in such a hurry to put away some mysterious and obviously invisible papers that you couldn’t take time to stop at home, put on dry clothes, or fix your hair or your face -- something so urgent you climbed a tree in bare feet and an evening gown, something--”


  “Stop,” she said, putting up her hand, a frown on her face. “You’ve made your point. I’ve heard enough.”


  “I haven’t heard nearly enough from you. Let’s review. Tonight, while you were wearing a diamond worth millions of dollars, it slipped off your neck. Some guy caught it in his hand. Who was that man?”


  She stared at him for a moment and then said, “Professor Howard Keaton. He used to work at UCLA. He mentioned that he’s now at a museum in Vancouver.”


  “Do you know him?”


  “Yes, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen him.”


  “How long a while?”


  She shrugged “Not since I was a child. Why?”


  “Just wondering. It’s odd how the necklace came loose at just the moment the professor was looking at it. I saw him touch it. Did he pull on it?”


  “I didn’t feel a tug. It just fell. It’s possible the clasp opened or broke. Professor Keaton handed the jewel back to me almost immediately.”


  “Almost being the key word.”


  His words seemed to surprise her. “What do you mean?”


  “You don’t think he could have made a switch, do you -- traded a fake diamond for the real thing?” It was an idea that had been running through his brain since he’d left the auction house.


  Her eyes widened. “No, no, of course not. It was just out of my control for a few seconds.”


  He watched her carefully, but she showed nothing but amazement at the suggestion. Still, she could be a good actress. He’d originally wanted to make contact with her because he thought she might be a target for Evan, that she was someone who could help him catch his old enemy. But her behavior tonight had raised his suspicions about her. He wouldn’t make the mistake of trusting her too soon.


  “Are you sure?” he asked. “Sometimes the hand is quicker than the eye.”


  “You were watching. What did you see?”


  “Just what you described,” he admitted. “But I was farther away; I didn’t have a particularly good view. If you took a look at the diamond now, would you be able to tell if it was a copy?”


  “Absolutely. It’s very difficult to copy a diamond of that size, especially with the chain. Everything would have to be an exact replica.”


  “But it could be done?” he queried. “It’s not impossible.”


  “Not impossible but extremely difficult, especially because this particular diamond necklace has not been in circulation. It hasn’t been on display or worn in the last hundred years, according to the Benedettis. It’s been locked in a vault at their estate. Someone would have had to see the diamond to be able to copy it.”


  She made a good argument, but he was keeping an open mind. In his experience there was no such thing as coincidence, and the timing between the smoke bombs and the fall of the necklace was too perfect.


  “I’ll examine the diamond as soon as I can,” she continued, “but I think you’re imagining things.”


  “I didn’t imagine those smoke bombs. Someone deliberately created a distraction.”


  “Yes, and it’s a good thing I had the diamond in my hand. In all that commotion it would have been easier to snatch it off my neck. The smoke might have been a blessing in disguise.”


  “True.” It was possible that the theft had been aborted, but his instincts told him that Evan had a far more complicated plan in mind than a simple grab in a smoky room.


  “Look, I’m cold and I’m wet, and I need to change out of this dress,” Christina said, gripping the soggy material. “You look like you could use some dry clothes as well. Why don’t we call it a night?”


  He’d taken off his jacket, but his pants were uncomfortably damp. Still, he didn’t intend to let Christina out of his sight. “You’re awfully eager to get rid of me. What are you hiding?”


  “Nothing.” She blew out a breath in obvious frustration. “Don’t you have anyone else to interrogate besides me? In fact, why aren’t you back at Barclay’s talking to the police and Russell and everyone else involved in protecting the diamond? Isn’t that your job?”


  “My job is to catch a thief.”


  “Well, there isn’t one here. Nor has there been a theft.”


  He pulled a photograph out of his pocket and walked over to show it to her. “Have you seen this man?”


  She took the picture from his hand and studied it. “This is the man you were telling me about?”


  “Yes, his name is Evan Chadwick.”


  “This looks like a wedding photograph.”


  “It is. The woman in the photo, Kayla Sheridan, had no idea she was marrying a con man. Evan disappeared on their honeymoon night. She thought he was in love with her, but she was just the means to an end.”


  “I haven’t seen this man. I’m sorry; I can’t help you.”


  “Take a good look at him, the shape of his face, the jawline, the nose, the expression, the things that can’t be disguised easily.”


  She slowly shook her head. “Nothing seems familiar. He’s an attractive man with that blond hair and blue eyes. If I’d seen him, I’d remember him.”


  “Well, keep him in your head, just in case. He goes by the name Evan Chadwick when he’s not using someone else’s identity, which is rare. So he could be using any name. His hair could be brown. His eyes could be disguised by colored contact lenses. In other words, he’s very good at being whoever he wants to be. I’ve seen him convince parents that he’s their long-lost son, or a woman that he’s her supposedly dead brother.”


  “How could anyone be that convincing?” she murmured, a note of doubt in her voice.


  “People see what they want to see. Evan is a chameleon. He can fit in anywhere. And no one knows he’s been there until it’s too late.” J.T. paused for a moment. “The one constant in almost every con Evan pulls is a woman, usually a beautiful woman. He finds out what she wants, what she needs, and he gives it to her. In return he takes something that she might not even realize she’s giving away. Something that advances his goal.”


  Christina met his gaze head-on. “And you think this man intends to use me in some way to get to the diamond?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “I’m not easily fooled,” she said with a dismissive shake of her head. “And I’m not a trusting sort of person.”


  “Neither am I.”


  “I can see that, and I don’t understand why you’re so suspicious of me. I don’t want anything to happen to the Benedetti diamond. It’s very important to me and to everyone at Barclay’s to have a successful auction on Friday. If I sold a fake diamond, my career would be over. My reputation could never be repaired. I wouldn’t take that chance.”


  He could hear the passion in her voice, but still he wondered... “Not even for a cut of fifteen million dollars? Isn’t that what you’re hoping to get for the diamond? You wouldn’t need a job with that kind of money.”


  “You’re crazy, and you’re wrong. This conversation is over.”


  He saw the defiance and anger in her eyes. Before he could respond, the tension between them was broken by the sound of the front door closing.


  Someone else was in the house.


  Christina swiveled around, yelling, “Dad, it’s just me. I’m here with a friend.”


  A crash followed her words. Christina rushed into the hallway; J.T. was right behind her. A vase that had probably been on the entry table lay in shattered pieces on the floor. The front door stood wide open. Whoever had come in was gone.


  J.T. moved quickly through the door and onto the porch. A black Mercedes shot down the street. The night was too dark, and the car was too far away to get a license plate. He turned to see Christina standing in the doorway. Mixed emotions crossed her face, and he remembered her quick words: “Dad, it’s just me. I’m here with a friend.”


  “You warned him.” He saw the guilt flash through her eyes. “Why?”


  “I just said I was here so he wouldn’t be alarmed that someone was in the house. That’s all.”


  “You said you were here with a friend, and he left. You didn’t want me to see him or him to see me.” She could deny it all she wanted; he knew he was right. What he didn’t know was why she’d done it.


  She cleared her throat. “Maybe that wasn’t my father. That wasn’t his car.”


  “Whoever came in had a key.”


  “It could have been one of his friends.”


  “You can do better than that, Christina.”


  “Actually, I can’t. I have to go. I have to get back to Barclay’s.”


  “And you’re not curious as to who came in the house, broke the vase, and ran off, leaving the door open.”


  She licked her lips. “I’m curious, but there’s nothing I can do at the moment. They didn’t take anything, and they had a key, so I’m sure it was someone my father knows.”


  “Or quite simply your father.”


  “Possibly. Look, I’m going home. You do whatever you have to do.” She pulled the door to the house shut behind her, retrieved her shoes from the side yard, and then headed down the path to her car. J.T. watched her every move. He let her go for one reason -- he was intensely curious as to what she would do next.


  * * *


  J.T. McIntyre had made no attempt to hide the fact that he was following her to her apartment. Nor did he even bother to park out of sight. Christina knew he would wait for her to come back downstairs and return to Barclay’s. She mentally kicked herself for leading an FBI agent straight to her father’s house. She’d never anticipated that J.T. would follow her. She’d thought he was wrapped up in the investigation at the auction house. Actually, she hadn’t been thinking at all. She’d been operating on instinct. As soon as she’d heard that the smoke bombs had been deliberately set at Barclay’s, she’d known that someone was after the diamond. When she’d seen a familiar face in the crowd, she’d leaped to a horrible conclusion. And she’d made a huge mistake running to her dad’s house. She would have to find a way to make it right, but first things first. She couldn’t afford to give J.T. McIntyre any more reason to doubt her.


  After turning on her coffeemaker, she went into the bedroom and changed clothes, putting on a pair of comfortable jeans and a heavy gray sweater. She dried her hair, pulling it up into a ponytail, reapplied her makeup, and realized that her Cinderella moment was over. She no longer looked like a goddess dripping in diamonds; she was just an ordinary woman. That was the image she wanted J.T. to see. She had to convince him that she was so normal she was completely boring and not worthy of his attention.


  Returning to the kitchen, she poured coffee into two driving mugs, grabbed a towel from the bathroom, and headed downstairs. J.T. was sitting in his car, talking on his cell phone. She hoped he wasn’t conducting a more in-depth background check on her or her father. She tapped on the window. He seemed surprised to see her standing there. After a moment he lowered the window.


  She handed him a mug. “I thought you could use some coffee. Strong and black; I took a guess.”


  “You were right. Thanks.”


  “I also brought a towel, just in case you need to dry off.”


  He raised an eyebrow and gave her a suspicious look. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


  “Because I’m a nice person.” She forced a casual smile. “You just don’t know it yet.”


  “You’re certainly an interesting person,” he conceded.


  She’d settle for that. She turned to leave.


  “Christina.”


  She paused, giving him a wary glance. “What?”


  “No one has ever called me nice.”


  “What have they called you?”


  “You don’t want to know.” A grin flashed across his face, a glitter of humor in his dark eyes. When he wasn’t scowling, he was quite attractive. Actually, even in a bad mood, he was a good-looking guy, strong, sexy, a man’s man, with a lot of rough edges that she suspected many women had tried to smooth out. But not her; J.T. McIntyre wasn’t her type, she told herself firmly. He was far too dangerous in more ways than she could count.


  “I’m going back to Barclay’s now, just in case we’re separated,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to get lost.”


  “Wouldn’t you?”


  “We’re on the same side, Mr. McIntyre. You seem to have forgotten that.”


  “And you seem to have just remembered,” he pointed out. “You’re a lot more chatty now than you were at your father’s house.”


  She could see the speculation in his eyes and knew he was still very curious about her actions. She wished she could explain, but that was impossible. If he knew she had any doubts about her dad, he would zero in on her father as a suspect, and she couldn’t have that. Deciding it was best to end the conversation quickly, she walked away and got into her car.


  The drive to Barclay’s took only a few moments. When she pulled into the parking lot, she noticed that the fire trucks were gone. There were a few cars left, probably belonging to employees. It was obvious most of the guests had left for home. She just hoped they hadn’t been scared away forever and would come back on Friday for the auction.


  J.T. parked his car next to hers, and they walked to the front of the building together. The security guard checked their identification and then allowed them into the building. He told Christina that Mrs. Kensington was holding a meeting in the third-floor conference room and wanted her to go there as soon as she arrived.


  “Let’s check out the gallery first,” J.T. said, heading up the stairs.


  Christina was also curious to see the extent of the damage. The thick scent of smoke still hung in the air. The gallery doors were open and the collection had been moved out of that room and presumably returned to the storage vaults in the basement. The catering service was cleaning the floor, folding up the chairs and tables. Christina was thankful there was no sign of any permanent destruction to the room.


  “It looks all right,” she murmured.


  “The smoke bombs were meant to be a distraction,” J.T. said.


  “You mentioned that before, but whoever set the bombs didn’t get the diamond, so the plan didn’t work.”


  “Maybe that wasn’t the plan. Even with the smoke and the chaos, it would have been difficult to rip that diamond from your neck and get through that panicky crowd. I know you would have screamed bloody murder if anyone tried to take it from you.”


  “That’s true. So what would be the point of the smoke bombs?”


  “The fire alarm sent everyone rushing to the door, leaving other areas of the building wide open. The person who set the bombs might have wanted access to areas he would otherwise be unable to get into,” J.T. explained.


  “Like the vaults where we keep the diamond and the other valuable items,” she added. J.T. made a good point. Had the person simply wanted to find a way in or set up a plan to steal the diamond at a later date? “All those areas are on twenty-four-hour surveillance. I doubt anyone could walk around unnoticed by the cameras.”


  “It wouldn’t be that difficult to dismantle a security camera, not for someone who was capable of planting smoke bombs in the air-conditioning system. They obviously knew how to get around the building without anyone seeing or suspecting them.”


  Which implied again that it was an inside job. She hated to think there was a thief among them. “I should get upstairs. I’m sure there’s a crisis plan about to be set in motion.”


  “I’ll go with you.”


  They walked up to the third floor, where the administrative offices were located. The conference room was the first door on the right. Through the glass windows, Christina could see that the room was packed with Barclay’s employees. Alexis and Jeremy Kensington were in deep discussion with Sylvia Davis, head of PR; Karen Richardson, the art specialist; Keith Holmes, the auctioneer; and several other department heads. At the other end of the table, Russell Kenner was conversing with Luigi Murano, the head of the Italian security team, and another man Christina did not recognize. As she entered the room, Alexis looked up and motioned her over with a wave of her hand.


  Christina was happy to see J.T. make his way to the security side of the conference room. She needed to get refocused on her job and what would happen next. “How is everything?”


  “Better than expected,” Alexis replied, but there was a worry in her eyes that belied her statement. “We didn’t lose any of our auction items, so that’s good news. You’ll need to get on the phone tomorrow, Christina, and personally call every interested buyer and reassure them that the diamond and all other items are intact. This is the biggest auction in Barclay history,” Alexis continued. “It will proceed without further incident. Is that clear?” She gazed around the group, and as expected no one dared to deny her confident words.


  Alexis demanded absolute loyalty from her employees and did not encourage any opinions outside of her own. She knew what she wanted and she went after it one hundred percent. If anyone got in her way, they were history. Christina certainly intended to stay on Alexis’s good side.


  “Do we have an official explanation for what happened tonight?” Christina asked.


  “I’m working on that,” Sylvia interjected. “I’ll give you one before you make your calls tomorrow.”


  “All right,” Christina said, turning back to Alexis. “I’d like to check on the diamond. I’m concerned about the clasp and why it suddenly gave way when I was wearing it.”


  “Yes, what happened exactly?” Alexis asked, her brows drawn together in a frown. “Russell told me it came off your neck.”


  “The clasp opened or broke. Luckily, the man I was talking to caught it and handed it right back to me. It might have been a blessing in disguise. Once the alarms went off, it would have been much easier for someone to grab the necklace if it were still around my neck instead of clenched in my hand.”


  Alexis’s gaze lingered on Christina for a moment, as if she was judging the story. Christina tried not to feel uneasy. She had told the truth. It had happened exactly as she’d described.


  “You should have checked that clasp before you put the necklace on,” Alexis said.


  “You’re right. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a chance to look at it closely before the party. I would like to examine it now.”


  “We’re reviewing all of our security measures and resetting our cameras at the moment,” Alexis replied. She glanced down at her watch. “It’s almost eleven. It would probably be best if you did it tomorrow.”


  Christina nodded. She hated to wait until morning, but she didn’t want to suggest that anything was wrong with the diamond. In fact, she didn’t know that anything was wrong. It was J.T. who had put crazy ideas in her head about a switch. She’d gone through every moment of the night and she didn’t think there was any time at which a switch could have been made. The diamond had been out of her control for only a few seconds.


  Nothing was wrong, she told herself firmly. She was simply tired, seeing problems where there weren’t any.


  “Don’t forget we have that reporter from the Tribune coming at ten in the morning,” Sylvia said. “He wants a photograph of the diamond to go with his story. The exposure will help reassure everyone that tonight’s incident was nothing terrible.”


  “Got it.” Christina walked out the door as they moved on to planning the rest of the auction. Her office was at the other end of the hallway, where it was quiet and dark. She often worked late and usually enjoyed the solitude, but tonight she felt tense, isolated from the others, which was odd, considering she’d spent most of the evening trying to get J.T. McIntyre off her tail. It was just her nerves. She was jittery after everything that had happened. It was to be expected. She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. She had to think about what to do next.


  Despite her earlier denials to J.T., she was worried that someone had come into her father’s house and taken off just as quickly. It had to have been her dad. J.T. was right: She had warned him away. It was old habit, a protective instinct honed since childhood. She’d used a code they’d developed years ago. And it had worked. So where was her father now? And more important, what was he up to?


  The door suddenly opened behind her. She jumped in surprise and whirled around. She expected to see J.T., but the man standing in the doorway was the stranger from the conference room. His dark brown hair was long, thick, and wavy, his eyes a deep, somber black. His sideburns were long, his skin brown, his expression one of anxiety and irritation. He was obviously upset about something.


  She cleared her throat, feeling uneasy, but told herself to calm down. The man had just been talking to Barclay’s head of security. He was obviously not a threat.


  “May I have a few moments, Signorina Alberti?” he asked, an Italian accent marking his formal English. “I am Stefano Benedetti.”


  Her pulse quickened. She’d read a bit about the Benedettis and knew that Stefano, in his late thirties, was one of three sons born to Vittorio and Isabella Benedetti. Isabella had died many years earlier, and Vittorio was now in ill health, a condition that had prompted the family to sell part of their historic collection.


  “I’m so happy to meet you.” She moved across the room to shake his hand. “I didn’t realize you were coming to the auction.”


  “I wasn’t sure I could clear my schedule until recently. I’m very concerned, however, about the incident that took place earlier this evening, as is my father. We could have chosen any auction house, and we certainly hope we will not regret our decision to bring the collection to Barclay’s.”


  “You won’t,” she said quickly, giving him a reassuring smile. She wasn’t sure why he wasn’t making his point to Alexis, but perhaps he wanted to make it clear to everyone at Barclay’s that if they wanted this auction to take place, there could be no further trouble.


  “I hope not. I understand you will be examining the diamond in the morning. I would like to be there, to reassure myself that all is well.”


  “Of course. Why don’t you come at nine o’clock? We’ll be previewing the jewels and other items to the press at ten.”


  He nodded. “Nine o’clock it is.”


  She thought they were finished, but he made no attempt to leave. Instead, he stared at her with a speculative gleam in his eyes. “Is there something else?” she asked.


  “If I might ask, signorina, have you spoken to your father lately?”


  Every nerve ending in her body suddenly went on full alert. “Do you know my father?”


  “Marcus Alberti has spent a great deal of time in Florence,” Stefano replied. “He is well-known in the art world.”


  “That’s true. My father’s father, my grandfather, was born in Florence -- Nicholas Alberti was his name.”


  “Yes. That’s what I understand, and apparently it’s one of the reasons my father chose to send the collection here, to you, signorina.”


  Now she was truly shocked. She’d had no idea that her family’s origins had played any part in the matter.


  “I must admit that I asked him to reconsider in light of, shall we say, your father’s rather unsavory reputation.” Stefano’s gaze darkened and his mouth curled in distaste as he continued, “But I was persuaded that the sins of the father should not be passed on to the daughter.”


  She swallowed hard at the word sins. “My father has never been convicted of anything.”


  “Lack of conviction does not necessarily prove innocence.”


  “It doesn’t prove guilt either,” she retorted. “You have nothing to worry about, Mr. Benedetti. Barclay’s will do a fabulous job selling your collection, and I think you’ll be very pleased with the results.”


  “I hope so,” he said, not appearing all that convinced. “However, we are not off to a good start. I will see you in the morning.”


  “Wait,” she said, calling him back. “Someone told me earlier tonight that they believed the diamond carried a curse. The paperwork I received indicated that the diamond has been in your family for over a hundred years and there was no particular history or legend attached to it.”


  “A curse?” Stefano echoed, a smile playing across his lips. “How fascinating. What exactly is this supposed curse?”


  “I don’t have any details.”


  “But you believe in curses?”


  “I keep an open mind,” she said. “Legends of powerful stones have been told for centuries. I don’t discount them.”


  “Are you worried that because you wore the diamond tonight, you are now cursed?”


  “No, not really.” Even as she said the words, she remembered the tingly, warm sensation that had swept through her body when the diamond rested against her skin. She’d had the odd feeling that it was coming alive. Was she just being fanciful? God, she hoped so. She had enough problems without adding a curse.


  “I am sorry to disappoint, but I know of no such curse, and even if I did, I wouldn’t believe in it. However, please feel free to use it if you think it will make the diamond more valuable.”


  She realized then that the man standing in front of her had absolutely no reverence for the beauty of the stone his family had possessed for so long, nor any interest in its history. He simply wanted to reap the financial benefits of selling it to the highest bidder. With gems there were always two kinds of buyers: those who wanted to look rich, and those who wanted to enrich their lives with a piece of history. She was glad he was selling it. Maybe whoever bought it would care more about where the diamond had come from and the story behind it.


  She let out a sigh as the door closed behind Stefano. She didn’t like that he’d brought up her father. It had been almost five years since the last scandal, and she’d hoped most people had forgotten about him.


  How ironic that she’d spent the early part of her life living in her father’s shadow and the last few years trying desperately to escape it. The fact that the Benedettis not only knew about her dad but also had chosen to send the collection to her was disturbing, because it wasn’t logical. If they were worried about her father’s reputation, why would they send the collection to Barclay’s? Could her father answer that question? Was there some connection between his sudden return to San Francisco and the Benedetti diamond?


  She walked over to her desk, and then stopped abruptly, a slash of color catching her eye. A tie was draped over the back of her chair, a stark red bow tie. Her heart stopped. She’d seen that tie before -- earlier tonight at the party. Professor Keaton had worn one just like it. She picked it up, her mind whirling with the implications.


  The door to her office opened again, and her heart skipped a beat. She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or alarmed that it was J.T. He was sure to have more questions -- questions she couldn’t answer.


  “What’s that?” he asked.


  She dropped the tie, feeling as if she’d once again been caught doing something wrong. The tie landed on the desktop between them. J.T. stared at it for a long moment before turning his gaze to hers. “Who does that tie belong to, Christina?”


  “The man I was speaking to at the party was wearing it, Professor Howard Keaton.”


  Recognition flared in his eyes, and she knew that his quick mind was already one step ahead of her.


  “The same man who caught the necklace when it fell?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “What was he doing here in your office?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t been here since before the party.”


  “But he was here.” J.T. picked up the bow tie and studied it. “Somehow in the midst of the chaos and confusion, Professor Howard Keaton found his way to your office.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I think I know who Evan Chadwick is impersonating.”


  Evan? He thought Professor Keaton was the thief he was after? She let out a breath of relief. Maybe he was right. Maybe Professor Keaton was Evan Chadwick. And her father had nothing to do with any of this.


  “So what will you do now?” she asked.


  “Not me -- we,” he corrected. “I need to know everything you know about Professor Keaton.”


  “I don’t know much, but I’m happy to talk to you about him.”


  He gave her a suspicious look. “That’s a switch.”


  “I told you. I want to protect the diamond as much as you do.”


  “Good, but in case you were wondering -- you’re not off the hook yet.”


  “Why not? You think you know who this Evan Chadwick is impersonating, and it doesn’t have anything to do with me.”


  “It has everything to do with you. He left his tie in your office.” J.T.’s gaze burned into hers. “That either makes you a target or an accomplice. Which do you want to be?”


  “I think I’d like another choice.”


  “Sorry, that’s all I’ve got so far.” He twirled the tie around his fingers. “This was left here for a reason. You’re going to help me figure out what that reason is.” He paused. “We’ll need more coffee.”


  She suspected he was right. Making a sudden decision, she said, “There’s a coffee shop a few blocks from here. It’s open all night. But there’s something you should know, Mr. McIntyre--”


  “You can call me J.T. I think we’re going to be working very closely together.”


  “Not if you don’t change your attitude. I’m offering you my help because this auction is important to Barclay’s and to me. But if you’re going to make ridiculous accusations, this conversation ends right now. So what’s it going to be?”


  He held her gaze for a long moment, as if weighing her sincerity and her courage. Finally he tipped his head. “All right. We’ll play it your way -- for now.”
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