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			ONE

			Playing hide-and-seek is fun when you’re a kid. At least, it had always looked like fun to me when the other kids played it. Since my mom had abandoned me in a church when I was four, I’d been shuffled through so many foster homes I never had a chance to make a lot of friends, and the other kids weren’t that eager to play with me. I couldn’t blame them; considering the attitude I’d had on me, I wouldn’t have wanted to play with me, either.

			Playing hide-and-seek as an adult isn’t as much fun, but I was on a mission.

			The longer I could dodge Anderson Kane, the leader of our merry band of Liberi—immortal descendants of the ancient gods—the longer I could avoid the confrontation I knew was coming. The one where he asked me to hunt his nemesis, Konstantin, who until recently had been the self-styled “king” of the Olympians, a rival group of Liberi. I was all for using my power as a descendant of Artemis to serve the common good, and it was hard to argue that the world wouldn’t be a better place without Konstantin in it. But revenge killings just aren’t my thing. If the best I could do was delay the confrontation, then so be it.

			Living in the same mansion with Anderson made it hard for me to avoid him, so I made it my personal mission to be out of the house as much as possible. Which was why I was meeting a potential client at a D.C. coffee bar despite having officially put my business as a private investigator on hiatus. I insisted on thinking of it as temporary, but I knew deep down it could well turn out to be permanent.

			Heather Fellowes had not been deterred by the message on my answering machine, which informed callers that I was not accepting new clients for the foreseeable future. She’d left a total of three pleading messages, and since I needed an excuse to get out of the house anyway, I decided I would take her case.

			Tracking people down had always been my specialty, even before I’d become a Liberi and gained supernatural hunting skills. Skills that were terribly hard to pin down and that I didn’t come close to understanding, unfortunately. And since Ms. Fellowes was looking for the father of her child-to-be, it was a cause that was near and dear to my heart, what with my own parentless childhood.

			The coffee bar Ms. Fellowes had selected for our meeting was apparently the place to be at ten o’clock on a Monday morning. There were people at every table, and the line at the counter was so long people had to scooch over to let me in the door. The roar of the espresso machine coupled with the voices of too many people in too little space made for a noise level that would discourage all but the most determined eavesdroppers.

			In short, it was the perfect place to discuss sensitive matters, now that I no longer had my own private office.

			All I knew about Ms. Fellowes was that she was a redhead, but I spotted her in about two seconds anyway. She was kind of hard to miss, although my immediate impression was that she was trying to blend in. She was wearing jeans and an unattractive fleece sweatshirt. He hair was twisted into a messy knot at the back of her head, and she wore little or no makeup, but even so, she was beautiful enough to turn more than one male head. She sat at a tiny corner table, guarding the one free chair and scanning the crowd. Looking for me, no doubt, although her eyes passed right over me. I doubted I matched her mental image of what a P.I. should look like. She was probably expecting an intimidating tough chick who could beat bad guys into submission. Instead, she got me, Nikki Glass: an ordinary-looking short chick with delicate bone structure that made me look far more fragile than I was. I wouldn’t intimidate anyone.

			I shouldered a couple of people aside and made my way toward the table. When Ms. Fellowes saw me coming toward her, her eyes widened in surprise for just a moment before she gave me a tentative smile and rose to her feet.

			“Ms. Fellowes?” I asked.

			She firmed up her smile and stood a little straighter as she reached out to shake my hand. “Please, call me Heather.”

			“All right. And you can call me Nikki.” Her hand was ice cold, and even a little clammy, when I shook it.

			“Do you want some coffee before we get started?” she asked.

			I glanced at the line, which hadn’t gotten any shorter in the last five seconds. “No, thanks.” Heather already had a half-empty cup in front of her.

			She looked relieved that I wasn’t going to keep her waiting and quickly sat down and grabbed her cup as if it were a security blanket. She seemed nervous and fidgety, which I guess was understandable under the circumstances.

			“Tell me what happened,” I prompted her. She had, of course, laid out the basics of her case for me over the phone, but I wanted to hear it all again in person, when I might pick up clues from her facial expressions and body language. “Be as detailed and specific as possible, and don’t leave anything out, even if it doesn’t seem important to you. Okay?”

			Heather grimaced and squirmed in her seat. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess that the reason she’d ignored the message on my machine was that she’d had a hard time finding a P.I. who would take her case.

			“Don’t worry,” I told her as gently as I could. “I know you don’t have a lot of details. Just tell me everything you can remember, and we’ll start from there.” I pulled a pen and a notepad out of my pocketbook.

			She nodded and bit her lip, then swirled her coffee around in her cup and took a sip as if fortifying herself. She sighed and put it down, looking me squarely in the face.

			“I went to a bar called Top of the Hill on the first Friday night of December,” she said. “I don’t usually go out to bars alone, but I’d just broken up with my boyfriend, and I wanted to, you know, take my mind off things.”

			I nodded at her encouragingly. “Go on.”

			She cleared her throat. “Well, I met this guy, Doug. He was really hot, and he seemed to like me. We flirted, and I drank a little more than I probably should. We really hit it off, and, uh, I invited him back to my place.” Her cheeks pinkened. “We drank more when we got there, and I guess I was really plastered. I swear I’m not the type to fall into bed with a guy on the first date.”

			I held up my hands. “I’m not the morality police,” I assured her.

			Heather nodded and started playing with her coffee cup again, her eyes downcast. “When I woke up in the morning, he was gone,” she said sadly. “He didn’t leave a note or anything. I never got a phone number. Hell, we never even got around to telling each other our last names. I guess we both knew from the beginning that it was a one-night stand. I’m usually really good about using protection, but like I said, I was pretty plastered.” She reached down and laid her hand on her belly self-consciously.

			It was less than a month since she’d had her little fling, so it sure hadn’t taken Heather long to figure out she was knocked up.

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said in a small, plaintive voice as her eyes shone behind a film of tears. “I can’t afford to be a single mom, but the only other option I’d even consider is to give my baby up for adoption.” Her voice hitched, and she had to take a moment to collect herself before continuing. “Obviously, I don’t know a whole lot about Doug. Not even his last name. But he’s the father of my baby, and I believe he should have some say in what happens to it.”

			I leaned back in my chair and eyed her with what I had no doubt was an expression of skepticism. She sounded sincere, and the expression on her face was one of imploring innocence. Maybe she was telling me nothing but the truth, and she wanted to find Doug out of some sense of moral responsibility. However, I was familiar with Top of the Hill, and it’s a decidedly upscale joint. The kind of place where you can’t throw a dart without hitting a millionaire. (Well, I could, thanks to supernatural aiming skills, but you get my drift.) I suspected Heather wanted to find Doug in hopes that he would be her sugar daddy, but it wasn’t my job to make judgments on her motive. If I found Doug for her, and he ended up making generous child-support payments, that was his business.

			“So,” I said, sidestepping the issue of the white lie I felt fairly certain she was telling me, “what else can you tell me about Doug? The more information you can give me, the more likely I’ll be able to find him.”

			There was a hint of panic in Heather’s eyes, and I suspected this was the point where the other private investigators she’d tried to hire had balked. “I can give you a description,” she said, “but not much else. We were flirting, not sharing life stories.”

			No wonder her case had been turned down. How do you track down a man with nothing but a physical description and a first name? A name that could be fake, for all I knew. He wouldn’t be the first man to use a phony name when trolling a bar.

			“Go ahead and give me the description,” I prompted her. “I assume you can tell me more than ‘he’s hot.’” I gave her a smile and a wink, trying to put her at ease. She forced a returning smile, but she didn’t seem any more relaxed. She looked almost scared, like she’d just confessed to some terrible crime and was waiting for the cops to haul her away. It made me wonder about her background. Had she been raised in a really conservative environment? Was she afraid I was going to start stoning her or something?

			Heather swallowed hard. “He was about six feet tall. Short dark hair with a little gray at the temples. Brown eyes.” She shook her head. “I know it’s not much to go on, but—”

			“I knew that from the beginning. How old was he? Approximately?”

			“I’d say around forty.”

			I nodded and scribbled a few notes in my notebook. If Heather was more than twenty-five, I’d be shocked. Forty seemed a little old for her, especially for a one-night stand, but what did I know? “How was he dressed?”

			Heather frowned slightly, like that was an odd question. What I was really trying to figure out was whether Doug was the typical Top of the Hill patron. I didn’t want to ask flat-out if he looked rich, because Heather might be insulted by the implications of the question.

			“He was well dressed,” she said, a slight narrowing of her eyes telling me she’d seen through to my real question. “Tailored slacks, a Ralph Lauren shirt. And he had a really nice coat. I think it might have been cashmere.”

			Bingo. The fact that she’d noticed and remembered these particular details was more evidence that she was looking for a sugar daddy. I found that way more distasteful than her irresponsible one-night stand. I don’t get women who want to depend on a man for their livelihood. However, if I only took cases from clients I respected and admired, I’d have been out of business long ago.

			“Is there anything else you can remember about him?” I asked. “Was he wearing any jewelry?”

			“You mean like a wedding ring?” she asked with a touch of frost, her expression suddenly forbidding.

			I shrugged, not wanting to make a big deal out of the issue. “A wedding ring, a class ring, a watch . . . anything.”

			My matter-of-fact tone—and my refusal to apologize for the implications of my questions—seemed to disarm her, and her expression thawed. She was still awfully fidgety, her fingers moving restlessly from her coffee cup to the plastic stirrer that lay discarded on the table to the extra Splenda packet beside the cup.

			“No ring,” she told me. “And there wasn’t a mark on his ring finger or anything. I wasn’t drunk yet when we first met, so I checked.” She drew herself up a little straighter in her chair. “I’m not a home wrecker.”

			I could have told her that I didn’t care if she was, but I doubted it would help. She had a chip on her shoulder about this whole affair—no pun intended—and I didn’t feel like trying to put her at ease anymore. Instead of saying anything, I merely sat there with my pen poised above my notebook and waited. There were a couple beats of silence. Then Heather realized she wasn’t going to get a rise out of me and continued.

			“He was wearing a Rolex. A real one, not a knockoff. I swear, that’s all I can remember.”

			Before I’d become Liberi, I’d have had severe doubts that I could handle a case like this. When I’d talked to Heather on the phone, she’d told me she’d already asked around about him at the bar and no one had seen him before or since. Other than stopping by Top of the Hill and asking the same questions myself, there wouldn’t have been much I could do. Searching for Doug on so little information would have seemed like a waste of my time and Heather’s money.

			However, now that my powers had awakened, anything was possible.

			I would go to Top of the Hill and ask around, and even if no one could give me any information about Doug, it was possible I’d be struck with some kind of hunch or notice some small detail that no normal person would.

			I can’t say I had high hopes that I’d be able to track down the father of Heather’s baby—my powers were way too mercurial for me to put a whole lot of confidence in them—but I did what no other P.I. had been willing to do: I took the case.

			
		

	
		
			TWO

			Top of the Hill is located in Capitol Hill—hence the name. The decor is classy—or pretentious, depending on your point of view—the clientele upscale, and the drink prices outrageous. I’d been there before a couple of times but only because my adoptive family sometimes ran in elevated circles. I’ve never had much patience with elevated circles or the people within them.

			I hoped I wasn’t wearing my attitude on my sleeve when I stepped through the door the following Tuesday night.

			Like every bar I’ve ever set foot in, the place was dimly lit, so my first impression when I stepped through the door was that I’d entered a cave. Tuesday isn’t what I generally think of as a happening night at most bars, but Top of the Hill was crowded, the VIPs and wannabes flocking to the place in droves.

			Unlike many trendy places, Top of the Hill wasn’t designed to lure in twenty-somethings. The club reeked of power and money—things we twenty-somethings don’t generally have a lot of—and I’d guess the median age of the patrons was in the mid-thirties. Most of the men had at least some gray at their temples, and many of the women would have had wrinkles if they weren’t dipping into the Botox. It struck me that Heather would have looked out of place here, too young and unpolished. Why had she chosen this particular bar to drown her sorrows in after a nasty breakup? If it’d been me, I’d have been looking for somewhere . . . fun.

			I made my way through the crowd toward the bar, looking all around me as I walked, searching for something that would ping my subconscious radar. Whatever mysterious hunting powers I’d inherited from Artemis functioned on a strictly unconscious level. The harder I tried to look for clues, the less likely I was to actually find them. I’d been overthinking things for as long as I could remember—a hard habit to break.

			The music playing was something jazzy and instrumental, and the buzz of conversation was subdued for a bar. People were drinking, but at first blush, at least, no one seemed to be drunk. It made the place seem even stuffier than it was, and I felt like I was intruding on some country-club cocktail party rather than a public watering hole.

			If the main room, with its decor of mahogany, crystal, and marble, wasn’t exalted enough for you, there were a couple of semiprivate alcoves that, judging by the velvet ropes and bouncers around them, were the VIP areas. There was a crowd of younger folk in one of those alcoves, their voices louder than anyone else’s. They’d probably be getting louder as the drinks flowed, and I wondered if that area might be more like a quarantine.

			In keeping with the generally staid and stodgy theme of the club, the bartender was in his forties and wore a crisp white shirt that just dared drinks to spill on him. He moved with brisk efficiency, not being unfriendly to his customers but not hanging around to chat, either. I ordered a margarita I didn’t really want and tried not to wince at the price.

			The bartender, whose name tag declared him to be Mike, gave me a polite smile as he served my drink, but he was quick to move on to his next order. He was also the only one on duty behind the bar, and he was clearly overworked. Getting him to hold still for a conversation might be a challenge.

			I drank about half of my margarita and fended off two unwanted advances as I angled for a better opportunity to get Mike the bartender to talk. I was just running out of patience when he was finally joined by a second bartender so he could slow down and take a breath. I then got his attention by spilling the rest of my drink. Let’s just pretend I did it on purpose.

			“I was wondering if I could ask you something,” I said, slipping him a more-than-generous tip as he cleaned up the spill.

			His eyebrows rose, and he made eye contact briefly before he continued wiping down the bar. “What can I do for you?” he asked.

			“I have a friend who met a man here early last month,” I said. “She was hoping to get in touch with him, but she only ever got his first name, so—”

			The bartender rolled his eyes, and a look of disgust crossed his face. “Is your ‘friend’ named Heather Fellowes, by any chance?”

			Not the most promising start to our conversation. “Actually, yes, she is. I take it you know her.”

			He tossed the bar rag aside with a little more force than necessary. “Unfortunately. And I’ve told her ten thousand times, I don’t know the guy.”

			Heather had mentioned that she’d asked around at the bar herself, but it sounded like she’d made a nuisance of herself. Nothing better than a client who plays amateur detective before hiring you and thereby pisses off anyone who might help.

			“I’m sorry to bother you,” I said with a smile, hoping to take the edge off his annoyance. “I didn’t realize she’d already talked to you.”

			“Hmph,” he snorted, and started to walk away.

			I continued on as if I hadn’t noticed he was through with our conversation. “I realize you don’t know the guy yourself, but might there be someone else who does? Maybe one of the waitresses?”

			He looked like he was tempted to keep walking—Heather must have made quite a nuisance of herself—but he relented with a sigh.

			“Look,” he said in what I’m sure he thought was a reasonable tone, “I remember seeing her with the guy. But she never leaves the bar without some rich older man on her arm, and they all kind of blur together. I doubt I’d be able to pick him out of a lineup, and the same goes for the rest of the staff.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “So she’s a regular here?” That, Heather had not mentioned.

			His glance darted left and right, like he was looking for an excuse to blow me off. “I’ll take another margarita,” I told him, pulling a twenty out of my purse. Good thing I’d stopped at the cash machine on the way.

			At my unsubtle suggestion that another big tip was on its way, Mike decided the other bartender could handle the heavy lifting and stopped looking like he was going to bolt.

			“I wouldn’t say she’s a regular,” he said. “But she’s been in here more than once.” I might have been imagining things, but I thought there was a hint of pink in his cheeks. “She makes quite an impression, you know?”

			I imagined Heather would be a knockout with some makeup and nice clothes. The frumpy look she’d affected the other morning had probably been intended to disarm me.

			“I can imagine,” I said, sharing a conspiratorial smile. “So she’s been here before and left with other men, huh?”

			He nodded. “Not that I’m one to judge or anything. But yeah. She’s a sucker for the geezers.”

			The geezer on the stool next to me must have heard that during a lull in his own conversation. The bartender didn’t see the dirty look the guy flung his way, and it was just as well. I didn’t want him to start editing himself and clam up.

			“And Doug was one of those ‘geezers’?”

			“Nah,” the bartender said. “He was younger than her usual fare. But I’m sure he looked like a good catch, if you know what I mean. I don’t know why she’s so worked up about him, though. It’s not like she can’t have just about any guy she wants with a snap of her fingers.”

			So Heather hadn’t told him why she was looking for Doug. Not surprising, I suppose. She hadn’t seemed comfortable sharing the secret even with me. Certainly she wouldn’t be willing to confide in someone who already thought she was some kind of bimbo.

			“Who waited on them that night?” I asked, but it seemed Mike had had enough of my questions, no doubt thanks to Heather’s previous badgering.

			“Take a look around you,” he said, grabbing for a clean dishrag. “This is what this place is like on a slow weekday night. On a Friday or Saturday, we’ll have twice as many, easy. If you think there’s anyone working here who pays that much attention to a customer who isn’t a celebrity or a politician, you’re nuts. I don’t know who the guy was, and no one else does, either. Tell her better luck next time for me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get back to work.”

			I had no choice but to let him go. If he hadn’t already had his back up, I might have been able to coax some more details out of him, but clearly that wasn’t the case tonight.

			It was looking like Top of the Hill was a dead end, and finding someone there who knew the identity of Heather’s mystery man had been my best hope of tracking him down. I was beginning to think the other P.I.s who’d turned down the case had been right. If the future of an innocent child weren’t at stake, I might have decided it was just as well. I try not to be judgmental, but the portrait Mike had painted of Heather wasn’t what I’d call a flattering one. My suspicion that she was looking for a sugar daddy was even stronger now, and I couldn’t help wondering if this was the first time she’d “forgotten” to use protection.

			But whether I liked Heather or not, whether I trusted her motives or not, her baby’s future might depend on my ability to track down this Doug person. There would probably be no trouble finding a loving couple to adopt an infant—it wouldn’t be like trying to find a home for a troubled four-year-old, I insisted to myself—but having spent so much of my time in the foster-care system, I didn’t want to risk sending another child there because of my failure.

			Maybe I was letting it get too personal. It was just a case, after all, and the only reason I’d taken it in the first place was to give me an excuse to stay away from the mansion for long periods of time. Even I couldn’t be expected to succeed on every hunt.

			And yet I found myself reluctant to call it a night and go back to the mansion, so I sipped at my margarita and kept scanning the club, looking for something I might have missed, some opportunity that no one but me would recognize.

			Like I’ve said, my power is annoyingly nebulous, and it usually doesn’t come out if I’m concentrating too hard. I was way too keyed up to do a good job of picking up subconscious clues, and all I saw was a crowd of rich, powerful people, drinking and mingling.

			If it weren’t for the margarita nibbling away at the edges of my concentration, I probably never would have noticed the flashes.

			The party I’d glimpsed earlier in the VIP area was gaining momentum as the night wore on and the drinks kept coming. The ambient noise level grew progressively louder as those in the main room had to raise their voices to be heard over the partyers. The rousing, painfully off-key rendition of “Happy Birthday” they shouted out had me wishing for earplugs and might well have chased me out of the bar if my eye hadn’t suddenly been drawn to the flashing of the cameras as people took photos of the birthday boy.

			There was nothing remotely remarkable about people taking pictures, especially not at a party. And yet, beneath the soft buzz of my drink, I felt an odd sort of compulsion in my gut, a need to take another look.

			Why would flashing cameras draw my attention like that? The alcohol made my brain a little slower to catch up, but I practically smacked myself in the forehead when it did.

			What if that VIP area was rented out to private parties on a regular basis? And what if there had been a party there on the night Heather met Doug? And what if someone at that party had taken pictures? Pictures that just happened to have Heather and Doug in the background?

			It sounds like one hell of a stretch, I know. The chances seemed slim that anyone would have caught an image of Doug, and even slimmer that having a picture of him would in any way help me find him. But those flashes had pinged something on my subconscious radar, and I was trying to learn to listen to those pings more faithfully. Besides, it wasn’t like I had anything else to go on.

			Abandoning my drink, I went off in search of someone who might be able to tell me if anyone had been holding a private party on the first Friday night in December.

			
		

	
		
			THREE

			Usually, I’m very good at coaxing information out of people, even stuff they shouldn’t share with me. If I weren’t any good at that, I’d have had to shut down my business about five minutes after opening. But that Tuesday night, my skills deserted me. I tried talking to Mike the bartender again, this time about the VIP area, thinking he might still have a soft spot for me and my big tips, but he was having none of it. I got just a tad rude at the end, which is why the manager came over and suggested I leave.

			It was an ignominious ending to a tedious evening, and I was feeling both surly and a bit embarrassed as I entered my suite at the mansion well after midnight. At least, the excursion had served its primary purpose and kept me out of the house when Anderson was most likely to be looking for me.

			The only information that I’d been able to get out of Mike before he lost patience with my questions was that the VIP lounge was booked by private parties virtually every night of the week, and the waiting list to book it for a Friday or Saturday night was several months long. I’d pissed him off before I even got around to asking him if I could see who had booked the lounge on the night in question, and after the way I’d botched things tonight, my chances of getting someone at Top of the Hill to talk to me seemed slim at best.

			Luckily, I was not the only Liberi who worked for Anderson, and I had a house mate who might well make cooperation by the Top of the Hill staff unnecessary.

			Leo Huff is a descendant of Hermes, the Greek god of commerce. He’s an absolute genius with finance, and his work with stock markets around the world is enough to finance all nine people living in the mansion and then some. Above and beyond his financial wizardry, however, he’s also an all-around computer expert and hacker. The guy had accessed police files for me in the past, and I had no doubt he could get into Top of the Hill’s computer system. Assuming they kept their bookings on a computer somewhere—which was a damn good assumption, because who actually writes these things down these days?—Leo ought to be able to find out everything I needed to know.

			His light was off when I returned to the mansion, so I didn’t knock on his door for fear of waking him. Besides, he seemed more comfortable with email communication—he was so focused on his computers and the stock markets that sometimes the rest of us had to remind him to take a break and eat. I wrote him a succinct email, telling him exactly what I wanted to know and sending a link to the bar’s website, in case it would help.

			[image: • • •]

			I slept in on Wednesday morning—which for me means I woke up at sunrise instead of before. It was early enough that I didn’t expect anyone else to be up yet, so I was pleasantly surprised when I settled in on my couch with my laptop and a cup of coffee, meaning to scan my favorite news sites, and discovered I had a response from Leo.

			The man is a freaking genius. Not only did he confirm that the lounge had been booked for a bachelorette party on the night in question, but he also had sent me a guest list, complete with names, addresses, and phone numbers.

			It was way more than I had asked for, but then it had never occurred to me to ask for a guest list. The club probably needed it so the bouncers could keep out interlopers, but all they would need for that were names. I suspected that Leo had, in that incredibly thorough way of his, looked up each name on the list individually so he could give me contact information. If I could think of a way to repay the favor, I’d have done it in a heartbeat, but I had not yet come close to understanding Leo. I’d just have to owe him one.

			Now all I had to do was come up with a way to persuade complete strangers to show me pictures from their party. Telling the truth wasn’t an option. Not only would it violate Heather’s privacy, but it would also sound terribly far-fetched. I wasn’t even sure I could explain to myself why finding a photograph with Doug in the background might be important. It felt vaguely ridiculous in the cold light of day; however, one thing I’d learned about my powers is that they’re stronger at night, when the moon is out. (As well as being a goddess of the hunt, Artemis is also a moon goddess.) Seeing the flashing cameras had felt important to me last night, and that probably meant it was.

			No one was likely to believe I was looking at their photos in search of a complete stranger, so I immediately knew I was going to have to claim I knew Doug. When I reminded myself that the event that night had been a bachelorette party, I knew exactly what pretext I could use to persuade the attendees to let me look at their photos.

			[image: • • •]

			I debated whether to do my first round of investigations via the phone or in person. Phone calls would be a hell of a lot faster and more efficient; however, people were more likely to say no to an anonymous voice on the phone. My physical appearance screamed “harmless,” and I suspected people would be more likely to feel sorry for me when I spun out my tale if they were forced to look at me while I did. So door-to-door it was.

			It made for a long and grueling day behind the wheel. Most of the women from the party had full-time jobs and therefore weren’t home. I should have waited until evening to get started, but driving around and knocking on doors all day fulfilled my primary purpose of making myself unavailable to Anderson.

			I did find one woman at home who had taken pictures that night, but though she was happy to let me look at them when she heard my story, I saw no sign of Heather or a man who might fit Doug’s description. On the upside, she was able to tell me the names of several others who had definitely been taking pictures, so at least she narrowed my search for me.

			I had spent more hours than I wanted to count on my day’s errand, with little to nothing to show for it. On top of that, I ended up stuck in rush-hour traffic, which would try the patience of the most Zen person in the universe. So I was not in the best of moods when I rang the bell at the Georgetown town house of Katie Radcliff, one of the women I’d been assured had been taking a lot of pictures at the party.

			I probably would have been wiser to stop somewhere and have a nice cup of coffee, decompress a bit after the traffic nightmare and my long day. Putting on my friendly, charming face was harder than it should have been, and I hoped I had enough energy for the acting job I was going to have to do.

			The peephole darkened, though I hadn’t heard any footsteps coming to the door. I lifted my chin a little and tried a tentative smile, projecting an image of small, harmless female. There was a pause and then a barely audible sigh. The door opened.

			My immediate thought when I first caught sight of Katie Radcliff was “lawyer.” She wore a charcoal-gray skirt suit with a dusty-rose silk blouse. Her hair, which hung loose around her shoulders despite the top part being plastered to her skull by hairspray, rippled with the distinctive kinks of a braid that has been recently undone. On the floor at her feet were a pair of sensible but expensive black pumps and a crumpled pair of pantyhose.

			“Can I help you?” she asked, eyeing me warily as if suspecting I was going to try to sell her something.

			I gave her another tentative smile and hoped I’d been wrong in my guess that she was a lawyer. Somehow, I didn’t see an attorney being overly willing to share personal photos with me. “I hope so,” I said, then bit my lip as if nervous. “Caitlin Paulus thought you might be able to.” I figured dropping one of her friends’ names might take the edge off of her wariness, and I was right. After all, no door-to-door salesman or Jehovah’s Witness would know the name of one of her friends.

			Katie shivered and opened the door wider. “Oh. Um, please come in,” she said. “It’s freezing out there.”

			I was happy to come in from the cold and considered the invitation a good sign. “Thanks,” I said as I stepped inside.

			Katie closed the door, then turned to me with a look of polite inquiry. “Now, what can I do for you, Ms. . . . ?”

			“Glass,” I answered, figuring there was no need for a phony name. It wasn’t like I was doing anything illegal, after all. “But you can call me Nikki.”

			She inclined her head. “What can I do for you, Nikki?”

			I fidgeted nervously and averted my eyes, slipping into character. I don’t know if it was the power suit or something about her facial expression, but my instincts told me Katie was a protective sort, so I tried to make myself seem fragile. “Umm,” I hedged, “it’s a bit embarrassing and kind of personal.” If I could have willed myself to blush, I would have.

			In the distance, a kettle started whistling furiously. “I was just going to make a cup of tea,” Katie said. “Would you like some?”

			A quick glance at her face told me her curiosity was piqued, just as Caitlin’s had been. I’m not a big fan of tea, but I’m also not one to pass up an opportunity that plops down onto my lap. “I’d love one, if you wouldn’t mind.”

			“Not at all,” she said, smiling warmly. “Come on.”

			Katie led me to a state-of-the-art kitchen that looked like something you would see in a model home. A pot rack displayed a selection of copper pots hanging over the center island, and a plain white teapot whistled away on the top of the high-tech gas stove. There wasn’t a spot or a smudge on anything except the refrigerator, and I doubted Katie turned that stove on for anything more taxing than boiling water. No kitchen that people actually use is that pristine.

			Katie pulled a pair of mismatched mugs from one of the cabinets, along with a variety box of herbal teas. I was happy to see mint as one of the choices—mint tea doesn’t really taste like tea, and that was a point in its favor. I noticed Katie picked chamomile, and I wondered if that meant she’d had a rough day.

			There were a couple of bar stools tucked under the far side of the granite counter, and that’s where Katie and I took our cups of tea.

			“So what is this embarrassing and personal situation I might be able to help you with?” she asked as we sat. There was a hint of amusement in her tone, but her face was open and friendly.

			“This is going to sound a little strange, but bear with me for a moment.” I cleared my throat and took a tongue-searing sip of tea, still playing up my nerves. “I have reason to believe my husband is cheating on me.” I rubbed at the ring finger of my left hand, as if missing the wedding ring that should have been there.

			Katie blinked. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. Her smile had turned into a puzzled frown, and I imagined she was mystified by the concept that she could help in this particular situation.

			“A friend of mine was at this bar called Top of the Hill last month,” I continued, “and she told me she saw my husband there with some redhead hanging all over him. If I could get proof of that, it’ll be a big help to me in the divorce.”

			Her eyes widened just a bit in recognition when she heard the name of the bar. I wondered if she was mentally making the connection between her attendance at the bachelorette party and my imaginary cheating snake of a husband. Even if she was, I doubted she could guess what I was going to ask.

			“I must admit,” she said, tilting her head to the side, “I’m really curious about how I could possibly be of help to you.”

			“You were at Top of the Hill on the same night my friend spotted my husband,” I said.

			“I see. And how do you know that?”

			I fidgeted with my cup, suddenly feeling a little bad for my subterfuge. I’d only known Katie for about two seconds, but she was warm and friendly, and I liked her. I usually don’t mind lying in the line of duty, but this felt more like I was taking advantage of her. It was too late to back out now, and my discomfort over the lie probably made my act even more convincing.

			“I hired a private investigator to try to track my husband’s movements. The P.I. found out about the party and got a look at the guest list.”

			Katie’s eyes narrowed at the invasion of her privacy, and I figured Top of the Hill was going to get at least one angry phone call tonight. I couldn’t feel too bad for them. After all, Leo had managed to hack their files . . . never mind that he was good enough to access much more private files than that.

			“I’m sorry about that,” I hastened to say, wincing. “He went further than I asked him to go. But he said he heard there was a party there that night and that there were a lot of people taking pictures.”

			The light bulb went on over Katie’s head, and she was intrigued enough to forget her annoyance. “Ah. You think your husband might be in one of those pictures.”

			I shrugged and smiled at her sheepishly. “It’s possible. I looked at the photos Caitlin took, and I didn’t see him, but she told me you took a lot. So I was wondering . . .” I let my voice trail off and looked plaintive.

			Katie nodded slowly as she thought things over. I was hoping the opportunity to nail a scumbag husband would be tempting enough that she wouldn’t try to delve too deeply into my story. I could improvise more details if I had to, but the simpler I kept things, the better. I also prayed she wasn’t the lawyer I’d guessed her to be when I first laid eyes on her, because then she’d be all worried about possible litigation if she provided a photo that nailed said scumbag husband. I’d have said Katie was too friendly to be a lawyer, but that would be a gross generalization.

			Finally, she released a breath and shrugged. “What could it hurt?” she asked, and it was exactly the attitude I’d been hoping for. She was, after all, showing me pictures that had been taken in a public setting, not anything private.

			She slipped off the bar stool. “Wait here,” she told me, and I was happy to oblige.

			She came back to the kitchen a couple of minutes later, carrying a digital camera. She’d ditched the suit jacket and run a brush through her hair so that it no longer lay so stiffly against her head. I suspected if I hadn’t been waiting for her, she’d have done away with the work clothes altogether and slipped into something more comfortable.

			“I don’t have any prints,” she told me apologetically as she turned on the camera. “I keep meaning to print some, but . . .” She shrugged.

			“That’s okay,” I told her, although finding a picture of Doug and Heather on the camera’s tiny screen was going to be a challenge. It would have been easier to look at them on a computer, but maybe she hadn’t bothered to download them. If my first examination didn’t yield any results, I’d ask her if she would be willing to do that so I could see the photos at a larger size, but it wouldn’t hurt to glance through them on the camera.

			Katie scrolled to the first of the photos from the party, then handed the camera to me and let me scroll through.

			I swear she must have taken five hundred pictures that night, or at least that was what it felt like as I scrolled through photo after photo of people I didn’t know and didn’t care about. She was a decent photographer, her subjects filling up most of the screen and not providing a whole lot of background. However, every once in a while, there was a shot from a little larger distance, with more people in the background, and those were the ones I scrutinized heavily, looking for Heather.

			I was nearing the end of the photos, my eyes ready to cross from squinting at the tiny lighted screen for too long, when I finally found what I was looking for. In the background of a picture of the bride-to-be opening presents was a tall, stunning redhead. She was barely recognizable as the Heather Fellowes I’d met at the coffee bar. Her hair had been curled and coiffed to perfection, her face could be on an ad for expensive makeup, and the short cocktail dress she wore clung to her every curve and revealed legs a mile long. She was the epitome of the drop-dead-gorgeous single woman hunting for a mate, and I saw what Mike the bartender had meant when he said she could have any man she wanted with a snap of her fingers.

			Standing beside Heather, with his arm around her waist and his hand curled around her hip possessively, was a handsome forty-something man who could only be Doug.

			“Hey, you’ve found something?” Katie asked, sounding excited.

			I’d felt a thrill of triumph when I’d spotted Heather, but since I was supposedly finding proof that my husband was cheating on me, I tried to look devastated instead of elated. I swallowed hard and nodded.

			“That’s him,” I said, barely whispering.

			Katie looked at the picture and winced in sympathy. Heather was a jealous wife’s worst nightmare, the kind of woman who would make just about anyone other than a supermodel feel plain and dumpy by comparison.

			“I’m sorry,” Katie said softly, giving me a gentle pat on the shoulder. “But at least you have some good evidence you can use to nail his ass.”

			I smiled more broadly than I probably should have in my supposedly devastated state of mind, but I couldn’t help it. I liked this woman and wished I hadn’t had to tell her so many lies.

			“Can I trouble you to email this photo to me?” I asked.

			
		

	
		
			FOUR

			I ate dinner in Georgetown, then headed over to the condo I’d refused to give up even though I’d moved into Anderson’s mansion. Little by little, my possessions were migrating to the mansion, making it more and more into a home and giving my beloved condo an empty, neglected look. I didn’t know if I would ever move back in, but I was determined to at least keep the place clean and in good repair. I managed to kill a couple of hours puttering around before heading back to the mansion.

			It was after ten by the time I got there, and I slipped up to my third-floor suite as quickly and quietly as possible. Someone was in the media room watching an action movie with the volume turned up so high the floor vibrated with every explosion, which made a stealthy entrance easy. It looked like I’d managed to avoid Anderson for one more day. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to keep it up.

			The first thing I did after arriving in my suite was to check my email. Sure enough, Katie had sent me the photograph. I downloaded it, then opened it up as big as I could on my relatively small laptop screen, centering the image on Heather and Doug. I cropped that part out and enlarged it even more, and that was when I caught Heather in her first bald-faced lie. It was Doug’s left hand that rested on her hip, and I could plainly see that he was wearing a wedding ring.

			I leaned back in my chair and scowled at the photo. It was far from the first time I’d ever had a client lie to me, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t already been harboring some doubts about Heather; however, I most definitely did not like the portrait of her that was beginning to emerge: a femme fatale who trolls upscale bars and leaves with rich older men without regard to their marital status. Maybe she just had a thing for older men, and their wealth had nothing to do with it. But the fact that she’d lied about Doug not being married bothered me. It was possible she did it because she was embarrassed, or she thought I’d be judgmental about it and refuse to take her case. But instinct told me there was more to it than that.

			I decided to stick my nose where it most likely didn’t belong and did some background research on Heather Fellowes.

			As it turned out, Doug’s marital status wasn’t the only thing Heather had lied to me about.

			Heather was twenty-four and lived in a three-bedroom house in a nice neighborhood in Bethesda. A high school dropout, she’d worked at a dizzying array of crap jobs ever since, from housecleaning to waitressing to retail. A couple of those jobs paid a bit more than minimum wage, but they certainly wouldn’t provide enough income to buy a house. Figuring it was possible she had financial support from her family, I looked into them, too. Her father had been absent from her life since before she was born, and her mother worked as a housekeeper. There were no rich aunts, uncles, or grandparents I could find, so there seemed to be no legitimate way Heather could afford that house.

			A beautiful woman who lived above her means, frequented a posh bar, and made a habit of leaving with rich older men. I couldn’t help wondering if money changed hands during these one-night stands of hers, although it seemed to me a pro would not get careless about protection as she claimed to have done. Then again, the human capacity to act like idiots sometimes astounds me.

			One thing I knew for sure: Heather had lied to me. I wasn’t taking another step in the search for Doug until I’d pried the truth out of her.

			[image: • • •]

			I figured my next conversation with Heather wouldn’t be the kind we’d want to have in public, so I decided to drop in on her unexpectedly at her house on Thursday evening. I’d had to fight off the momentary urge just to call and tell her I was dropping the case. I hadn’t liked her all that much in the first place, and the lies and omissions really pissed me off. However, every instinct was telling me there was more to this case than met the eye. Heather seemed desperate to find Doug. I remembered thinking that she seemed scared when I first met her, and that didn’t make sense if she was just looking for a sugar daddy. Something wasn’t adding up.

			When I pulled into the driveway of her house, I was once again struck by the incongruity between her chosen profession—if you could call her parade of crappy jobs a profession—and her standard of living. She wasn’t exactly living high off the hog, her house being of moderate size and sporting a postage-stamp-sized lawn, but with her income, she should have been living in some cheap, small apartment in a less-than-ideal neighborhood, maybe with a roommate or two to help foot the bills.

			I parked in the driveway, then went to the front door and rang the bell.

			The Heather who answered the door was an interesting compromise between the ordinary Jane who’d met me at the coffee bar and the femme fatale from the photograph. She was dressed casually in skinny jeans and a baby-blue hoodie, but her makeup looked like it had been done professionally, as did her hair. From the neck up, she looked like she was ready for a fashion shoot. She blinked her sooty, mascaraed eyelashes in evident surprise at finding me on her doorstep.

			“Nikki!” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

			I bit back a caustic remark. “I know,” I said with admirable restraint. “But we need to talk. Like, now.”

			Another dramatic blink, but although batting her eyelashes might win her points with her gentleman callers, it didn’t work on me. She wasn’t as innocent as she’d have liked me to believe.

			“Did you find Doug?” she asked. There was no true hint of hope in her voice. I wasn’t yelling at her or being openly rude—yet—but I was sure she’d noticed the stiffness of my body language. She knew I wasn’t there with good news.

			“May I come in?” I asked, instead of answering.

			“Of course.” She opened the door wider and smiled at me, but the expression was false, and her voice was tight. She might not know exactly what had brought me to her doorstep, but she wasn’t exactly clueless, either.

			The interior of Heather’s house wouldn’t have looked out of place in the home of a corporate mover and shaker. I took in the expensive furniture, the art on the walls, and the Bose home-theater equipment as she guided me to the living room and invited me to take a seat on her plush leather sofa. The lamp on the end table nearest me looked suspiciously like a genuine Tiffany, although I supposed it could be a high-quality knockoff.

			Heather sat on the other end of the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. She tried the wide-eyed-innocent look again, but the way her teeth worried at her lower lip was yet more evidence that she suspected the jig was up.

			“So . . . what brings you?” she asked with another false smile.

			Wordlessly, I pulled the photo I’d printed out of my pocketbook and handed it to her. Her jaw dropped open, and a small, startled gasp escaped her.

			“How did you get this?”

			“It’s a long story.” I wasn’t in the mood to dazzle her with tales of my brilliance.

			“So have you found Doug?” she asked as she tried to hand the photo back to me. She didn’t seem to know what to think now. On the one hand, here I was showing her concrete evidence of progress; on the other hand, I was wearing my surly mood on my sleeve.

			I didn’t take the picture back. “Why don’t you look a little more closely.”

			She did as I instructed, her brow furrowing as she inspected the photo, but she didn’t catch on to what was bothering me.

			“Look at his hand on your hip,” I told her with thinly veiled annoyance.

			A soft little “oh” escaped her lips when she finally understood. She licked her lips and averted her gaze. This time, when she handed the photo back, I took it.

			“You told me he wasn’t wearing a ring,” I said, just to hammer home the point.

			She winced and flashed me a look that was half guilty, half sheepish. But there was something else behind it, something that looked like alarm, maybe even fear.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was ashamed of myself for hooking up with a married man. I didn’t want you to know.” Her hands were still folded in her lap, but I could see the tension in her fingers. Her knuckles were turning white with how hard she was clenching those fingers together.

			I’ll admit, I can see why someone might want to conceal the fact that she’d had a one-night stand with a man she knew was married. But this same woman had admitted she’d had a one-night stand with some guy she’d met in a bar when she was drunk, and she’d admitted she was pregnant. Something about this whole scenario wasn’t right, and I was determined to find out what it was.

			“I don’t work for clients who lie to me,” I lied, just to see how she would respond. “Good luck finding someone else to take this case.” I started to rise, and Heather leapt to her feet so fast she practically knocked the coffee table over. Her face had drained of color, and her eyes were wide with what looked an awful lot like fear.

			“Oh, please don’t quit,” she begged, grabbing hold of my arm. Even through the fabric of my sleeve, I could feel how cold her hand was. “I’m sorry I lied to you. I was afraid you’d turn me down if you knew, and I didn’t think it would hurt to keep that one little detail to myself.”

			One little detail, my ass. Her face was still a bloodless white, and there was a sheen of perspiration on her upper lip. If Doug’s marital status was the only little detail she’d left out, I was Captain Kangaroo.

			“What are you so afraid of, Heather?” I asked. I was frankly mystified by her reactions, by her apparent desperation.

			Heather let go of my arm and forced a laugh that, rather than making her seem more at ease, as she wanted, made her seem that much more nervous. “You’re my best hope of finding Doug,” she said, talking a little too fast. “No one else would even take the case, and you not only took it but somehow found a photo of him. I couldn’t bear it if you dropped the case because of a stupid white lie.”

			If this was her bid to make me think she wasn’t afraid, it had exactly the opposite effect. She practically vibrated with fear and desperation. I didn’t know why she wanted to find Doug, but it wasn’t because she wanted to find the father of her child-to-be. It wasn’t even because she wanted a sugar daddy. I have to admit, as pissed as I was, I was also intrigued.

			“If you want me to keep looking for Doug, then you’re going to have to tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth,” I warned her. “Whatever it is you’re hiding may be the one big clue I need to track him down.”

			“I’ve told you the whole truth,” she protested weakly.

			I shrugged. “Fine. If that’s the way you want to play it.” I turned for the door but wasn’t surprised when Heather grabbed my arm again.

			“Wait!” she cried. “Please!”

			There was a shimmer of tears in her eyes, and I felt the tremor in the hand on my arm. Heather wasn’t just afraid; she was terrified.

			“Tell me the truth,” I said implacably. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her when she was so scared, but I wasn’t about to let it show in my voice.

			She licked her lips, and I saw there was almost no lipstick left on them. “If I tell you something confidentially, can I be sure you won’t repeat it to anyone?”

			The question connected a few dots for me, whether she meant it to or not. “You mean if you tell me you’ve done something illegal, will I go to the police?”

			She winced and nodded. “You have to promise not to.”

			Actually, under the circumstances, I didn’t have to make any promises whatsoever. Any idiot could see she wasn’t in a strong bargaining position, and if I threatened to walk away again, she’d start talking. But she was obviously in some kind of trouble, and I was beginning to feel a bit like a bully.

			“Unless you tell me you murdered somebody, I promise not to go to the police,” I said, relenting. Heather’s face lit with hope, and I held up my hand to keep her from getting carried away by it. “Now, if the police were to question me for some reason, there’s nothing like attorney-client privilege protecting our conversation, and I’m not about to lie for you.”

			For a moment, I thought she was going to argue, but she thought better of it. Eyes still swimming with tears that so far she had not let fall, she nodded and sank back down onto the sofa.

			“All right,” she whispered, as I, too, returned to my seat. “I’ll tell you the whole, ugly story.” She clasped her hands together in her lap again, and she stared at those hands instead of looking at me as she began haltingly.

			“I grew up really poor,” she said, and I refrained from telling her I already knew that. “My father left my mother when she was pregnant with me, and she had a real hard time as a single mom. She did her best, and she worked real hard, but . . .” She gave a shrug that was supposed to look careless. “Whatever. It’s the past. But I just . . . wanted you to have some idea where I was coming from.”

			Heather risked a look at me, and I tried to look encouraging despite my natural inclination to cry foul. Growing up poor was not an excuse for whatever it was she was going to confess. It was nothing but a rationalization.

			She unfolded her hands and wiped them on her jeans. “Men have been hitting on me since I was about fifteen. It was kind of flattering sometimes, but it got old fast, and some of the men were just gross. Married guys, arrogant pricks, men old enough to be my father—or even my grandfather—all thought I was fair game.”

			If she thought I was going to feel sorry for her because she was pretty, she was sorely mistaken. My adoptive sister, Steph, is drop-dead gorgeous and rich to boot. Men hit on her for all the wrong reasons all the time. Yeah, it’s annoying, but as hardships go, it’s not exactly tragic.

			Heather cleared her throat. She began fidgeting with a loose thread on the seam of her jeans, then seemed to notice herself doing it and hurried to clasp her hands together again. No doubt about it, she was a nervous fidgeter.

			“A couple of years ago, I decided I was going to stop being annoyed about it and use it to my advantage.” Her voice died out, and one of the tears she’d been suppressing finally leaked from the corner of her eye. She swiped it away with annoyance, but she didn’t start talking again.

			“You started accepting money for your services,” I said, hoping to make the confession a bit easier for her.

			Heather’s eyes widened, and she recoiled. “No! I’m not a prostitute!” Her cheeks reddened with embarrassment.

			I held up my hands. “I wouldn’t judge you if you were,” I said, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. “But please, go ahead and tell me how you took advantage of the guys who hit on you.”

			She looked like she wanted to protest her innocence some more. I imagined most women who weren’t hookers would be mortally offended by my suggestion, but Heather struck me as being more defensive than most, almost desperately so. She might not get paid for sleeping with these men, but something about her interactions with them felt to her like a form of prostitution, one she wished mightily to deny.

			She let out her breath—and her protests—on a whoosh of air, then raised her chin. The tension in her neck and shoulders told me how unhappy she was about admitting whatever she was about to say.

			“I figured if married men were so all-fired eager to cheat on their wives just because they saw an attractive woman, then they deserved to be punished for it.”

			“Uh-oh,” I said under my breath as the puzzle pieces snapped together in my brain. “You’ve been blackmailing them,” I said, swiveling my head to look pointedly at her expensive theater system, at the art, at the lamp that may or may not have been genuine Tiffany. “And somehow, this time it’s gone terribly wrong.”

			Heather squirmed in her seat and grimaced. “You could say that,” she murmured.

			“Tell me what happened.”

			She huffed out a deep sigh. “The men I pick are always super-rich, and I always ask for a small amount of money. I want it to be way easier for them to pay me off than to make a big deal about things. They get angry, and they sometimes make threats, but in the end, they always pay.”

			“Why do I get the feeling there’s an exception to that rule?”

			Heather ignored my interruption. “Early last year, I hooked up with this guy named Wayne Fowler. He seemed like just my type. Expensive suit, flashy watch, designer shoes . . . and a wedding band. We, uh, hit it off, and I took him back to the hotel room I’d rented for the night. I like to pretend I’m from out of town—it makes it easier for the men to tell themselves their wives will never find out. I had set up a hidden video camera and recorded everything. Then, the next day, I called him.” She shivered suddenly and wrapped her arms around herself. Her eyes glazed over as she temporarily lost herself in the memory.

			“I’d made so many phone calls like that before . . . I thought I was prepared for anything, but . . .” She shivered again, shaking her head and dragging herself back into the present. “I told you other guys made threats when I contacted them, but they were threatening to call the police, and I never really believed they would do it. For them, it wasn’t worth taking the risk of their wives finding out. But for Wayne . . . it’s not the police he threatened me with.” She swallowed hard. “He told me in detail everything he would do to me if that video was ever made public. And he meant every word he said, Nikki, I know he did.”

			Her face was pale, and her hands were shaking ever so slightly. Whether Wayne Fowler meant to follow through on any of his threats or not, Heather was convinced he would. However . . . “What does this have to do with Doug?”

			“Wayne told me the only reason he didn’t kill me then and there was that the video might come out once I was dead. He told me I’d better hope nothing ever happened to that video, or he’d have the green light to do whatever he wanted.” She wiped her still-shaking hands on her jeans. “When I got off the phone with him, I got real paranoid. I backed up the video files online, but I was afraid Wayne might be able to get to the files there, so I made a couple of copies on USB drives and put them in a safe deposit box.” As if unable to help herself, she began fidgeting with the string on her jeans again. “A couple of days later, I came home to find my place completely trashed. Wayne—or someone he hired—went through my house with a fine-toothed comb looking for that video. They destroyed the memory card from my camera. Then they destroyed the computer. And they deleted my online backup files, too. I’m probably really lucky they didn’t hang around to wait for me, or maybe I’d have been dead before I could tell Wayne I still had a copy.”

			Obviously, Heather had done a terrible job choosing her mark. The death threats might have been hyperbole, but the destruction in her house suggested maybe not. It sounded like Wayne was one dangerous dude, and I could see why Heather was sacred. However, I still didn’t know where Doug came into the equation.

			“Months went by with nothing else happening,” Heather continued. “I put the safe deposit key in a locket, which I wore twenty-four/seven, just to keep it safe.” She pulled a heart-shaped locket out from under her hoodie to show me. “I had to spend a lot of money to repair the damage Wayne’s goons did. And I’d never be able to afford the mortgage on this house without some supplemental income. I figured running into Wayne was a once-in-a-lifetime thing, so I started . . . going out again.”

			I didn’t know whether to admire her courage or roll my eyes at her stupidity. You’d think she’d have learned her lesson, and keeping the nice house with all the nice stuff wouldn’t do her much good if some guy she picked up turned out to be another Wayne.

			“Then, on that day in December, I met Doug at Top of the Hill. He seemed perfect, and I even sort of liked him. When I took him back to the hotel room, I was thinking to myself that maybe just this once, I’d let him slide and not use the video. We’d had a couple of drinks at the bar, and we had a couple more back at the hotel. And then . . . nothing.” She shook her head. “I woke up the next morning with a hangover from hell. I could tell Doug and I had had sex, but I didn’t remember it. I tried checking my video camera, but it seemed we’d knocked it over during the night, and all my footage was of the bottom of the dresser. I spent most of the morning in bed at the hotel, feeling sick as a dog. Eventually, I went to check out, and when I did, I found out my wallet was gone.

			“At first, I was pissed off, thinking I’d dropped it or lost it when I was drunk. Then I started really thinking about what had happened the night before and how sick I felt after. I’d never had a blackout like that before, and I’m not a moron. I’m not about to let myself get that drunk when I’m with a guy I just met that night.

			“I think he slipped me a roofie, then went through my purse while I was out. He stole my wallet, which was bad. I figured he was some kind of con man and was going to be disappointed to have only scored about twenty bucks. It was a pain in the ass, but I didn’t think it was that big a deal. Until about a week later, when I got an angry call from one of the men I’d blackmailed. He was pissed off because some guy had called and demanded more money, even though I’d promised him I’d only ask once and that I’d destroy the video.” She shook her head in despair. “That’s when I finally thought to check my locket and found out the key was gone.

			“He took the video, Nikki. He must have hired some chick who looked a little like me and gave her the ID from my wallet. She went to the bank and opened the safe deposit box. The one thing that was keeping Wayne from killing me is now gone!”

			
		

	
		
			FIVE

			I didn’t say anything for a while as I processed everything Heather had told me. She sat beside me on the couch and cried softly, covering her face with her hands. I had no doubt that she was genuinely afraid; however, she wasn’t exactly a paragon of honesty. I suspected Heather was the kind of woman who could and would summon tears on demand if she thought they would help her get her way. If she thought they were going to soften my heart and make me feel sorry for her, she was sorely mistaken. The woman was a serial blackmailer, and you could argue that she deserved whatever she got now that one of her schemes had gone wrong.

			Okay, maybe you could argue that, but I couldn’t. Sure, she was a crook, and if she hadn’t been caught with her hand in the cookie jar, so to speak, she wouldn’t be the least bit sorry for what she’d done. She’d made it clear that she thought the men she preyed on deserved what she did to them, although how much of that was true conviction and how much was just an attempt to justify her actions to herself I didn’t know. However, despite not being a model citizen, she didn’t deserve the death penalty, and if there was a chance that Wayne Fowler was as dangerous as Heather thought, then I couldn’t not help her.

			“You really believe Fowler will kill you if he finds out you don’t have the video anymore?” I asked.

			Heather nodded vigorously.

			“And there’s something that makes you think he isn’t behind Doug’s little escapade?”

			She shook her head. “He doesn’t work for Wayne. If he worked for Wayne, I either never would have woken up, or I’d have woken up somewhere awful. Besides, if he worked for Wayne, he wouldn’t be trying to blackmail my . . . um . . .” She stalled out, searching for a polite term.

			“Your marks,” I supplied for her, because there was no polite term.

			She looked for a moment like she was going to object, then thought better of it and hunched her shoulders. “My marks,” she agreed meekly. “Doug’s been calling them one by one to demand money. Eventually, he’s going to call Wayne, if he hasn’t already, and Wayne will know I don’t have the video anymore. And then Wayne will kill me, and probably Doug, too.”

			Doug was one hell of an enterprising guy. In fact, he’d played Heather to perfection. Picked her up (or let her think she was picking him up) at a rich man’s watering hole, slipped her a roofie, stolen the safe deposit key from her locket, and taken over her blackmail. He’d even grabbed her wallet, giving him access to her ID while also distracting her from the theft of his real target.

			That had not been a crime of opportunity. Doug had known exactly who Heather was, what she had done, and what to look for. He was a larger, more sophisticated predator, and Heather had had no chance. Of course, if she was right about Fowler, she and Doug both might fall prey to a predator bigger than either of them. I put a thorough investigation of Wayne Fowler on my to-do list.

			“I have to find Doug,” Heather continued. “I have to warn him about Wayne before he makes the same mistake I did. If it’s not too late.”

			I couldn’t resist a little snort of amusement. Unlike her besotted marks, I wasn’t blinded by her beauty and wouldn’t take anything she said at face value. “If you want me to help you, then I suggest you cut the crap. You aren’t looking for Doug because you want to warn him. You’re looking for him because you want to steal the video back.”

			“I would have warned him, too,” she told me earnestly.

			I wasn’t sure if I believed anything from her anymore. “Before or after you told him he was going to be the father of your child?”

			Her cheeks flushed pink. “I’m sorry I lied about that, but I didn’t know if you’d take the case if you knew the truth. I really need your help.”

			“Have you considered going to the police?”

			Heather’s face quickly drained of color. “I’d go to jail. And even if Wayne didn’t manage to have me killed while I was there, he’d be waiting when I got out. Google his name. If I’d done that before I tried to blackmail him, I’d have steered clear. I need to get that video back. It’s my only chance. Please help me. I’ll pay double your fee. Triple! Whatever you want.”

			I held up my hand to stave off her pleas. There had never really been any chance I would wash my hands of her when she could be in mortal danger. “I’ll keep looking for Doug, and I won’t charge you extra for it.”

			Her shoulders sagged in relief.

			“The good news,” I told her, “is that Doug didn’t just pick on you out of nowhere. If he hadn’t been specifically targeting you, he’d never have known to look in your locket for the key, nor would he have known where the box was.”

			“But how could he know any of that anyway? It’s not like I go around shouting it out to the world.”

			“I don’t know what exactly brought you to his attention in the first place, but something did. He either knew or suspected what you were up to. And chances are he kept a close eye on you long before he struck.” I took another look at the smooth, handsome grifter from the photo. Dressed in cheap clothes, without the fancy watch and wedding ring, maybe with a little five o’clock shadow to roughen his jaw, he’d probably be the kind of man Heather would never deign to notice. How long had he stalked her before swooping in to make the kill?

			And then it struck me. Just because Heather hadn’t noticed her stalker didn’t mean no one else around her had. Even scruffed up a bit, he’d turn a woman’s eye, if she were looking for something other than a rich mark to victimize. No one at Top of the Hill seemed to know who he was, but that didn’t necessarily have to be a dead end.

			“I’m going to go out on a limb and say Top of the Hill isn’t your only hunting ground,” I said.

			Heather gave me a dirty look, having apparently gotten over any hint of embarrassment over her behavior. “It’s not the only place I’ve met men,” she confirmed with a defiant lift of her chin.

			“Then I’ll need a list of every pickup spot you’ve trolled for the last six months or so. It’s highly likely Doug has been at some of the same places, and it’s possible someone at one of them will know who he is.”

			At this point, I had no clue what I was going to do if and when I found Doug. But I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.
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			I had been in the car for umpteen hours already, and the thought of driving around to a bunch of bars that were scattered throughout the D.C. metro area was spectacularly unappealing. Heather had cast her net wide, which I supposed made good business sense for a blackmailer but wasn’t exactly a picnic for me. I could have been satisfied with my day’s work already—I had, after all, gotten a hell of a lot accomplished—but aside from my desire not to hang around at the mansion, I had a nagging sensation that I didn’t have all the time in the world. I hadn’t had a chance to research Wayne Fowler yet, but I figured for the time being, my best bet was to assume he was as dangerous as Heather thought.

			Unlike a police officer, I couldn’t just walk into a bar and start asking questions. Not if I wanted anyone to cooperate with me, that is. And so at each stop, I had to buy an expensive drink and leave a big tip, then hang around for a while sipping at the drink to establish myself as a “real” customer. Having learned my lesson at Top of the Hill, I took no more than one or two sips of my drink in any one place, not letting myself get even a hint of a buzz. While alcohol might lower my inhibitions enough to let my subconscious hunches shine through, I couldn’t afford to let my tongue get away from me. Besides, I was driving.

			I had no luck at the first two bars I tried. No one at either place even recognized Heather, much less Doug. A bartender and a waitress at the third place recognized Heather, and the waitress thought she might have seen Doug around, but she couldn’t be sure, and she didn’t know his name.

			I hit pay dirt at bar number four, a tiny little place called Farraday’s. It was upscale, as were all of Heather’s hunting grounds, but it didn’t have the pretentious decor and stuffy atmosphere of Top of the Hill. The bartender recognized Heather and knew her by name, and though he didn’t recognize Doug, he directed me to the bar’s owner, who was apparently the kind of hands-on type who spent more time at her establishment than any two of her employees combined.

			Linda Farraday was a friendly-looking forty-something whose body language screamed confidence and competence. There was a sharp intelligence in her eyes that made me swallow the pretext I’d made up about why I was hunting for Doug. So far, I’d made up a different story at each bar, tailoring the story to my audience, but my instincts suggested that Linda might know bullshit when she heard it.

			Of course, I couldn’t tell her the truth about why I was looking for Doug, either, so after our initial greeting and handshake, I got right to the point.

			“I’m a private investigator,” I told her, drawing the now much-handled photo print of Doug and Heather from my pocketbook, “and I’m looking for this man. I have reason to believe he’s spent some time at this bar.”

			Linda took the photo from my hand and put on a pair of reading glasses to examine it. I saw immediate recognition in her eyes, though I was pretty sure she was trying to remain impassive and not give anything away.

			“Why are you looking for him?” she asked. “Is he in some kind of trouble?”

			I quelled my natural desire to manufacture an explanation. “It’s a private matter,” I told her instead. “I can’t violate my client’s confidentiality. I hope you understand.”

			She gave me a shrewd look over the top of her reading glasses, and though I wasn’t sure she’d be willing to talk to me without any explanation, I knew I’d made the right decision in not lying.

			Linda stared at me another long moment; then she shrugged. “I can’t tell you a whole lot. He’s only been in here once that I know of, and if he hadn’t been such an asshole, I probably wouldn’t remember him at all.” She peered at the picture again. “He looked a lot scruffier when he was here, and he wore glasses. I thought he looked like a guy I went to school with, so I tried to talk to him.” She made a face. “He acted like I was trying to pick him up instead of reconnect with an old classmate. Like I said, an asshole.”

			“So, was he your old classmate?” Something within me resonated, told me I was on the right track. I tried not to look too eager.

			She shrugged again. “He said no. Said he never went to Georgetown.” She handed the picture back to me. “Maybe I’m just imagining the resemblance. People change a lot in twenty years, and I never really knew the guy. Just had a class with him.”

			My enthusiasm dimmed, but that was just logic talking, throwing doubts on my gut reaction. “What was his name?” I asked. “This classmate of yours?”

			Linda scrunched up her face in thought, but eventually she gave up with a regretful sigh. “I don’t remember. I’m not sure I ever knew. He and I didn’t exactly run in the same crowd, and he probably skipped more classes than he went to.” Her lips curled in a small smile. “But he was a treat to the eyes, and I was a teenager. I noticed the hell out of him. Sorry I can’t be more help.”

			But my gut was telling me she’d helped far more than she knew.

			
		

	
		
			SIX

			I was both mentally and physically exhausted when I got back to the mansion. I don’t know how many total miles I ended up driving that day, except that it was a hell of a lot. And although I now had a good, solid lead, my next step in finding the mysterious Doug required a visit to the Georgetown library, which would have to wait until morning.

			The fact that Anderson had taped a note to my door telling me we needed to talk didn’t exactly soothe me into sleep. It was somehow more personal—and more invasive—than the voice mails he’d left me, which I’d ignored. Of course, he could just let himself into my room and wait for me there if he was really determined to corner me. The notes and messages told me he was trying to give me at least a little bit of space, but I knew it wouldn’t last. Eventually, we would have to talk about his mission to get revenge on Konstantin, and I was going to have to find the courage to refuse. I wanted to think he would take my refusal with grace and acceptance, but unlike the rest of us in this house, Anderson wasn’t a Liberi. He was an actual god, although I was the only one who knew it. Read a few mythology texts, and see how accepting the gods tend to be when a mere mortal says no to them.

			As a general rule, I’m not too much of a procrastinator, but the longer I could put off the confrontation with Anderson, the happier—and safer—I would be. As long as he was willing to let me dodge him, I was going to take advantage of the opportunity.
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			I woke up at five on Friday morning, my body stubbornly programmed to get me up by dawn no matter how late I went to bed. I was still bleary-eyed and sleepy after showering and dressing, and it was way too early to head out to the library, so I hunkered down on my sofa with my laptop and my coffee to do a little research on Wayne Fowler. Maybe Fowler wasn’t as bad as Heather thought. Maybe he was really an upstanding guy who just happened to be good at putting the fear of God into people who tried to blackmail him.

			At first glance, he seemed respectable enough. A wealthy attorney with a posh Chevy Chase address, an old-money wife, and a pair of children. Photos showed a middle-aged man who was fighting off baldness and had expensive taste in clothes. The thinning hair and the slight paunch the clothes couldn’t hide gave him a look of jovial harmlessness, but it didn’t take long to see that something not so harmless lurked beneath his facade.

			Fowler was best known for working high-profile criminal cases, defending drug lords, murderers, and even professional hit men. He had a frighteningly good track record, so much so that there were rumors of jury tampering, witness intimidation, and bribery. Of course, rumors aren’t reality, but there were also two cases he’d tried in which key witnesses turned up dead before they had a chance to testify. As if that weren’t bad enough, his first wife, with whom he’d had a rocky relationship at best, had been raped and murdered during a home invasion when he was away on business. He had an airtight alibi, but the wife’s family insisted he had hired someone to kill her. The police had never been able to find enough evidence to arrest him, but it wasn’t because they didn’t believe the family. I could totally see why Heather was so scared.

			The law had to presume Fowler was innocent until proven otherwise, but that didn’t mean I had to. There might not be enough evidence to arrest him for any of the crimes he was suspected of committing, but a man doesn’t arouse that level of suspicion without there being at least some kernel of truth. Heather was in danger, and I was the only person who had a legitimate chance of helping her.

			I headed out of the house not long after sunrise, slipping away before anyone else was up. It was still too early to hit the library, so I took my laptop to a nearby Starbucks and killed time there, drinking more coffee than was strictly good for me.

			I was the first visitor in the library that morning, standing at the ready when the doors opened. Reading about Fowler and his history had ramped up my sense of urgency, and I was eager to get to work.

			The librarian directed me to the fifth-floor archives, where there was a complete collection of Georgetown yearbooks. I grabbed the books from what I figured were the most likely years that Doug had graduated—assuming Linda had been right when she thought she recognized him. And assuming he had graduated. Then I sat cross-legged in the aisle and started flipping through the photos of the graduating classes, my photo of Doug on the floor in front of me for easy reference.

			The job was tedious as all hell, and I grumbled under my breath in annoyance that the yearbooks hadn’t been digitized and made searchable. I examined photo after photo, trying to find a younger version of Doug’s face among all those smiling twenty-somethings. A couple of times, I caught sight of faces that might have been familiar, but when I looked at them more closely, I felt certain they weren’t Doug. I’d started out with a stack of three yearbooks, and when none of them yielded results, I pulled down four more. I was getting stiff from sitting on the floor but preferred that to having to tromp back and forth from a more comfortable seat.

			After four hours of searching photos with meticulous care, I’d still found no sign of Doug, and it was looking like either Linda had been mistaken, or Doug had never graduated. My morning coffee had worn off, my eyes were dry and burning, and my butt was numb because I was still sitting on the floor. I stretched and groaned as I stood to put the latest set of yearbooks back on the shelf. It seemed like a dead end, and yet my instincts had led me here for a reason.

			Gritting my teeth, I reached for the first yearbook I’d looked at, planning to go through them all again, but as I was flipping through the book to get to the first page of pictures, something else caught my eye: a list of graduates who had declined to send in pictures for the yearbook. I considered smacking myself in the head for not having thought to check those lists sooner. Douglas isn’t the most common name in the world, so if I could compile a list of all the Douglases who hadn’t been pictured in the yearbooks, I would probably have a manageable number of names to research.

			There were no unpictured graduates with the first name Doug or Douglas in the book I was holding. However, there were two people with the surname Douglas, one Lucy and one Elliott. Obviously, Lucy wasn’t a candidate, but I figured I might as well take a chance and look for Elliott.

			I hadn’t thought to bring my laptop into the library with me, but I did have my phone. I looked up Elliott Douglas from Georgetown on Facebook and was quickly rewarded with some hits, the first of which showed a lovely thumbnail photo of a man who was unquestionably Heather’s Doug.

			“Gotcha!” I said under my breath, thinking to myself that con men probably shouldn’t put up public Facebook profiles but feeling glad that this one had.

			I had found Doug—or at least, I now knew his real name. The question still remained: what was I going to do about it?
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			Elliott Douglas turned out to have a very . . . colorful history. As far as I could tell, he lived a fairly ordinary middle-class life as a kid, and he’d graduated from Georgetown with the always-useful degree in English. It was after college that his life seemed to have taken a turn. I don’t know if he’d gone to college planning to live a respectable life forever after, but that’s certainly not the plan he came out with.

			He started collecting arrests at the tender age of twenty-one, and he seemed to have made a steady career of it. It was always small stuff—shoplifting, passing bad checks, engaging in various commercial endeavors without a license. No history of violence, and his only convictions were for misdemeanors, for which he’d spent a grand total of one week in prison. The arrests had tapered off over time, and it had now been almost ten years since his last one. I doubted it was because he’d turned over a new leaf—he’d just become a better crook, as demonstrated by his slick operation against Heather.

			I tracked down his address with no problem, and I decided that I couldn’t make an informed decision about how to proceed until I knew whether Douglas had already contacted Fowler. If he hadn’t, all I had to do was get the video back before Fowler ever found out Heather was vulnerable. But when is anything ever that easy?

			I wasn’t sure what Douglas claimed as his profession on his income taxes—I don’t think “full-time con man” is an option—but whatever it was, it apparently paid a lot. Either that, or the FBI was right behind me, trying to figure out how he could afford to live in a pricey Georgetown town house. If you’d told me the CEO of some Fortune 500 company lived there, I wouldn’t have been surprised. It seemed our pal Doug wasn’t as concerned about keeping a low profile as Heather was.

			If Douglas had held a respectable job, my odds of catching him at home on an early Friday afternoon might have been slim. However, I seriously doubted he actually worked for a living. I climbed his front steps, rang the bell, and crossed my fingers.

			Moments later, I heard footsteps approaching, so I put on my best harmless smile. The peephole darkened, and I added a little more wattage to my smile. With his history, I suspected Douglas was leery of strangers on his doorstep, but sometimes being petite can be an advantage. I certainly didn’t look like most people’s image of a cop.

			The door opened, and Elliott Douglas stuck his head in the crack, looking me up and down with naked suspicion in his eyes. He was dressed casually, in expensive jeans and a Polo shirt, but there was no doubt that he was Heather’s “Doug.”

			“Can I help you?” he asked, sounding anything but helpful.

			“Maybe,” I answered him in a chipper tone that did nothing to disarm him. “But it’s more likely I’m going to end up helping you.” I casually wedged my foot in the door as I pulled the battered photo print out of my purse and held it up for him to see. “We need to talk, and it’s probably best to do it inside.”

			His face lost a little color when he saw the photo. I could almost see him weighing his various options, one of which was no doubt to slam the door in my face, regardless of the minor obstacle of my foot.

			“If I were going to call the cops on you,” I said, “I’d have done it already.”

			“It’s not the cops I’m worried about,” he mumbled. “Open your purse. Let me see.”

			My hopes that he hadn’t yet contacted Wayne Fowler lowered a notch. He looked seriously spooked, and I doubted he made a habit of asking visitors on his doorstep to let him inspect their purses.

			I hadn’t brought my gun with me, not feeling like I was in any particular danger. I opened my purse as Douglas asked, showing him each compartment. Of course, my purse was full of enough crap that I probably could have had a gun under there somewhere, and I certainly could have had one concealed on my person. I wasn’t eager to have some guy frisk me, so I tried to stave off the request before he made it.

			“I’m gathering you’ve had a chat with one of Heather’s gentleman callers recently,” I said. “And it looks like he had about the same effect on you as he did on Heather.”

			“Who are you?”

			I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’m Nikki Glass,” I said, holding out my hand for him to shake. He still hadn’t invited me inside, but he did shake my hand. “Heather hired me to find you. She was hoping I would before you made an unfortunate phone call, but I guess I’m too late.”

			Once again, I could see Douglas considering his options. As a con man, his natural inclination would be to deny all wrongdoing and try to charm himself out of trouble. But the pallor of his skin and the frightened look in his eyes told me he knew he was in over his head.

			“Let me in,” I urged him. “Tell me the whole story, and I’ll do what I can to keep both you and Heather safe.” Not that I was exactly brimming with plans, mind you, but I was hoping something would come to mind.

			Douglas let out a deep breath and opened the door wider. “That might be a neat trick, if you can pull it off,” he said under his breath.

			The first thing I noticed when I set foot inside Douglas’s town house was the large suitcase sitting in the foyer.

			“Going somewhere?” I asked him with an arch of my eyebrow as he closed the door behind us.

			Douglas rubbed his hands together nervously. “I thought getting out of town for a little while might be a good idea.”

			I couldn’t blame him. However, the things I’d learned about Wayne Fowler made me think running away wasn’t going to do a hell of a lot of good. He was not the kind of man to forgive and forget a blackmail attempt, and he had the money, power, and connections to pursue his quarry as long and as far as necessary.

			“You tried to blackmail someone who’s had witnesses under federal protection murdered,” I reminded him. “Getting out of town might delay things, but you’ll be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life.”

			He swallowed hard. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

			“I’m still working on it,” I told him, though an inkling of a germ of an idea was beginning to take root. “If you tell me everything you know, and I pair that with everything I know from Heather, and everything I learned on my own, I might be able to work something out.”

			Douglas was unnerved enough that my lukewarm assurances were enough to get him talking.

			
		

	
		
			SEVEN

			I spent a good two and a half to three hours interviewing Douglas, though to tell you the truth, nothing I learned from him was terribly useful as anything other than background information. Turned out he had glommed onto Heather when she started blackmailing a guy Douglas was already working some convoluted scam on. Douglas quickly saw a chance to make a big score without having to do a whole lot of work, since Heather had already done the hard part for him. Not only was he a blackmailer, but he was a lazy blackmailer.

			If Douglas hadn’t been so lazy, if he’d done more than the most cursory research into Heather’s victims, he’d have avoided Wayne Fowler like the plague. I suppose the same could be said of Heather, although at least she’d met him personally. Some of the baddest bad guys out there have the most charming personalities—the better to lull their victims into a false sense of security.

			By the time I left Douglas’s town house, I knew there were only two ways to keep Fowler from coming after Heather and Douglas. The first and easiest way was to kill him, but I’m not a murderer, so that option was firmly off the table. The second way was to set him up for a long, hard fall. The kind that would put him in prison for the rest of his natural life. The setup, however, was going to be something of a bitch to pull off.

			In theory, I could use Heather and Doug as bait to lure Fowler in. Set up some kind of a trap, where I could catch him on camera threatening their lives. Unfortunately, there were numerous problems with the idea. Fowler might not come after Heather and Doug himself. He had people for that kind of thing. And even if he did come in person, he might well shoot first and ask questions later. Catching Heather and Doug’s murders on camera wouldn’t do them a whole lot of good.

			I left Douglas’s house after securing his promise that he would give me a little time to work out a permanent solution to his problem before he went on the run. The promise of a con man isn’t worth a whole lot, but I had to hope he saw that it was in his own best interests to let me handle things. Besides, in the end, I would probably only need one of them to serve as bait.

			I stopped by Heather’s to give her an update on the situation, and I assured her that I had a plan in the works to hoist Fowler with his own petard. I didn’t mention how nebulous and uninspiring that “plan” was so far. Then I arranged a rendezvous with the member of Anderson’s merry band I least wanted to spend any amount of time with.
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			Jack Gillespie is very possibly the most irritating person on the planet. A fact in which he takes great pride, I might add. He’s a descendant of Loki, the Norse trickster god, and he thinks he’s a laugh a minute. He isn’t.

			I trusted Jack about as far as I could throw him, and since my supernatural aim doesn’t come with a side order of inhuman strength, that isn’t very far. However, he is at least nominally one of the good guys, and his powers as a trickster could be key to putting Fowler away without endangering Heather and Doug.

			I’d feared that persuading Jack to help me would require a lot of verbal fancy footwork, because he isn’t what you’d call a natural altruist. However, when I called and told him I wanted to ask a favor, he asked only one question.

			“Will it be fun?”

			“Not to any normal person,” I said. Jack’s idea of fun included pissing off out-of-control death-god descendants, which in my mind made him certifiably nuts.

			“Sounds like it’s right up my alley, then,” he said, ever predictable. He probably wasn’t going to like it when he found out my plan involved avoiding mortal danger instead of plunging headfirst into it.

			Because Jack couldn’t wait until we were actually together to start being annoying, he declared that we would meet to discuss the situation at a combination bar and arcade in downtown D.C. I could have avoided the place if I’d been willing to go back to the mansion, but I feared the chances of Anderson catching me there at this hour were too strong. I, of course, had never been to a combination bar and arcade, but I was able to conjure up a pretty vivid—and, it turned out, depressingly accurate—mental picture of what it would be like.

			My first impression when I walked in the door was that the space was far too small for its intended purpose. The bar took up a significant chunk of wall space on one side of the room, and the game cabinets against the other walls were crammed in there so close I wondered if people bumped into each other while playing. My second impression was that if you were going to set up a space where you’d be blasting music while various video games bleep, bing, and honk, you’d be better off not choosing a place with interior brick walls and a tile ceiling. The brick was pretty, but the sound echoed and reverberated through the place with headache-inducing volume. Of course, normal people didn’t go to arcades for quiet conversation, so maybe it hadn’t been a bad choice after all.

			It wasn’t hard to spot Jack, who had beaten me there. He was hunched over a flashing, blinging pinball machine, hitting the flippers hard and fast, putting his whole body into the effort. It was an impressive display of dexterity, considering he was holding a bottle of beer by its neck in the fingers of his right hand. He didn’t look up as I approached, though I was sure he knew I was there.

			“You’re going to tilt the machine if you’re not careful,” I said. The ambient noise was loud enough that I practically had to shout. It was going to be a long evening, if the start of it was any indication.

			Jack gave me a sidelong glance. “Oh, ye of little faith,” he said, taking a moment to swig from his bottle of beer. The pinball took that opportunity to roll through the gap between his flippers. I hoped that meant the game was over and we could go somewhere quieter to talk, but I should have known better. The machine flashed a “game over” message, but that quickly blinked out and was replaced with “free ball.”

			“Here, hold this,” Jack said, thrusting his beer bottle into my hand. Then he pulled back the plunger and sent his “free ball” into play.

			I considered pouring the remains of his beer over his head, but he’d probably find that funny. And the bartender would probably get stuck cleaning it up.

			“Really, Jack?” I said instead. “We have more money than everyone else in this place combined, and you’re too cheap to just feed a few quarters into the machine?” In a lot of ways, Jack is the most powerful of all of Anderson’s Liberi. Not because he could cheat a pinball machine, but because of the impressive variety of skills he’d revealed over the short time I’d known him. I was pretty sure he could use his powers in more ways than I had yet seen.

			“I’d have had to start back at zero if I did that,” he answered, not looking at me this time.

			Don’t let him draw you in, I reminded myself. Arguing with Jack was a pointless endeavor. I bit my tongue and reminded myself to slip a big tip to the bartender when we left to make up for whatever Jack stole.

			“So,” Jack said, his eyes still on the ball as it careened wildly. “You said on the phone you needed some help setting up a sting. What can I do for you?”

			Silly me. I’d thought Jack would stop playing so we could talk.

			He didn’t turn his attention from the pinball machine once as I told him all about Heather and Doug and their ill-fated blackmail attempts. His lips twitched a couple of times—I suspected he found the idea of Doug running a scam on Heather, who was running a scam on Fowler, amusing—but that was the only indication that he heard a word I said.

			He kept right on playing after I’d finished telling him the whole story, saying not a word. I hoped his mind might twist the same way mine had, because I was pretty sure he’d like any plan better if he was the one who came up with it. I waited a good minute or two in hopes that he might be thinking things over, but it became quickly obvious that he wanted to force me to do all the talking. Like maybe contributing something to the conversation himself would be too much trouble.

			I get that he’s descended from a trickster god, but is it really necessary for him to be so annoying all the time?

			I let out a sigh of resignation. “Well?” I prompted, trying to hide my annoyance because I knew he’d enjoy it. “Do you have any brilliant ideas for how I can get Fowler locked away for good without risking getting Heather or Doug killed?”

			He waited a little while longer to answer, bouncing the ball repeatedly off of the same bumper, making the same high-pitched dinging noise over and over again until I wanted to do something much more violent with the beer bottle I was holding than simply pouring it over his head. Then, as if he hadn’t been focused on the game with such intensity for the past fifteen minutes or so, he took his hands off the buttons and stood up straight, letting the ball roll through and ending his game.

			“Why ask for ideas when you already have a plan?” he inquired with one of his cocky smirks.

			So much for my attempt to make him think the plan was his idea. I was just going to have to hope he thought it would be fun anyway. Here goes nothing, I thought, resisting the urge to cross my fingers.

			“My first thought was to use Heather and Doug as bait and try to lure Fowler into doing something incriminating that I could catch on video.”

			Jack snorted and rolled his eyes. “Oh, brilliant!” he said. “Because this Fowler guy is likely to come after Tweedledum and Tweedledumber personally. It’s not like he might, you know, send one of his hit-man buddies to take care of the problem for him.”

			I gritted my teeth. “I said that was my first thought. Generally, when someone tells you something was their first thought, it means they came up with something better.”

			“Then maybe they should have skipped right to the something-better part. Just sayin’.”

			I was letting him get to me, and I knew better. Although if I somehow, miraculously, didn’t let him get to me, odds were he’d just try harder, so maybe giving in early and often was the key to maintaining my sanity.

			“Did you know your ears get red when you’re pissed off?” Jack asked, really enjoying himself at my expense.

			“Fascinating. My heart rate and blood pressure go up, too. And I start fantasizing about slow and painful ways to kill people. So, now that we’ve got all that out of the way, how would you like to play the role of Wayne Fowler in the sting I just described?”

			One of Jack’s gifts from his divine ancestor is the ability to shape-shift. I’d seen him turn into a huge black hellhound, a fluffy white poodle, and a perfect doppelgänger of Konstantin. I doubted he would have any trouble duplicating Fowler.

			“Hmm,” Jack said, rubbing his chin as he mulled it over. “Not bad. Saves you from having to persuade Fowler to show up in person. And reduces the chances of anyone getting killed.”

			“We can also be sure you’ll say something incriminating enough to put Fowler away.”

			Jack looked doubtful. “Might be hard to get him put away on words alone. Would you mind if Doug got roughed up a bit? If I physically attack him, it’ll be much more convincing to a jury. You can spring out of hiding to save the day before it gets ugly. And don’t worry, I won’t touch your paying client.”

			I stared at him long and hard. His logic made perfect sense, but with Jack, I always had the sense that there were layers upon layers of motives. Was it really necessary to use violence, or was Jack merely making the suggestion because he thought it would be more entertaining and dramatic?

			“You don’t want to set up this elaborate sting and then have him convince a jury he didn’t really mean it when he threatened to dismember your client,” Jack wheedled when I hesitated.

			Dammit, he was right. We had to catch Fowler in action, not just talking.

			“Fine,” I agreed grudgingly. “Just remember, he’s human and breakable.”

			“I’ll be very gentle with him,” Jack promised with an earnestness I’d have been a fool to believe. “I’ll have to pay Fowler a quick visit so I can impersonate him.”

			I decided not to think about just what kind of mischief Jack might get into during this visit. What I didn’t know couldn’t hurt me, right? Besides, I had other things to worry about.

			“And I’m going to have to persuade Doug and Heather to show up for a meeting with a guy they’re sure wants to kill them.” I had a feeling that was going to be a daunting challenge. Especially when my plan ultimately required they reveal to the police that they’d been attempting to blackmail Fowler. I wondered if I could leave that part out somehow when I explained what I wanted them to do.

			“Remind them they might wake up dead someday if they don’t put Fowler away,” Jack said. “From what you’ve told me, neither one of them is as smart as they think they are, so you might be able to convince them they could get immunity in return for testifying against him. The authorities already have a hard-on for the guy, so it might sound believable.”

			Yeah, if Doug and Heather forgot that the authorities would already have a viable witness in me, plus video evidence that probably made any witness testimony a bonus rather than a necessity.

			Jack must have seen my doubt. “Desperate people don’t think things through, and these two are desperate. But let’s not give them a lot of time to consider other options. We should do it tonight, after we’re sure Fowler has turned in and won’t have a good alibi to confuse things.”

			Despite all my misgivings, I agreed. Having pulled a similar switcheroo with Jack before, I should have known better than to think he’d told me everything that was going on in that twisted mind of his.

			
		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Time was of the essence, so Jack and I set up our sting for just after midnight the very same night. Talking Douglas and Heather into playing the bait was every bit as difficult as I’d thought it would be. I told them I’d called Fowler and arranged for them to turn over the video in return for a promise that he would let bygones be bygones. Since no one in their right minds would believe Fowler would actually go for such a deal, I acknowledged that Fowler was more likely to show up with the intention of killing them once he got hold of the video.

			Not having enough money to fund herself if she tried to run away and create a new life where Fowler couldn’t find her, Heather was desperate enough to take the risk, even if it meant having to confess to her blackmail. Douglas was another matter. He was scared, but he was also an arrogant bastard who thought he was smarter than everyone else, that he was such a good crook he could disappear himself so thoroughly that even Fowler couldn’t find him. Of course, I don’t know if he’d have been quite so confident if he didn’t also believe I could pull off my sting without him. He figured he’d let me and Heather take all the risk. If everything went as planned, he’d be off the hook without any consequences, and if it didn’t, he’d go to his Plan B and make a run for it.

			He was right that I could have done the sting without him. All I needed was someone to play the helpless victim so Jack could incriminate Fowler both on video and with eyewitnesses. But I wasn’t about to let Douglas off so easy. I wanted to save both his life and Heather’s, but I also wanted them to pay for their crimes. Maybe they would learn a valuable lesson from this whole nightmare and turn over a new leaf when they got out of jail. So I might have played a little bit dirty. I might have been wearing a wire myself when I talked to Douglas about the plan, and I might have manipulated him into making a number of confessions that could get him in trouble if the police ever got hold of the recording. If that put me in some kind of moral gray area, well . . . I was okay with that.

			I arranged for our meeting to take place on a wooded running trail that would see little or no foot traffic late at night. The last thing I wanted was innocent—or not-so-innocent—bystanders getting in the way and screwing things up. Besides, Heather and Douglas would expect Fowler to meet them somewhere spooky, and a running trail in the middle of the night definitely fit the bill. The spot was just isolated enough to give us a modicum of privacy but not so much that we couldn’t park nearby. Best of all, it was outside the D.C. city limits, so I could legally carry my .38 Special. Not that I intended to use it, mind you, but it was an important prop for when we sprang the “trap” on “Fowler,” and since the police would be hearing all about it, I didn’t want to find myself up on firearms violations.

			I wanted someone to keep an eye on Douglas in case he had second thoughts, so I took him to Heather’s house. I was prepared to intervene in the event that feathers started flying. Luckily, Heather was too scared to do more than call Douglas a few unflattering names, and he seemed to be mortally embarrassed by coming face to face with her after what he’d done. I suspected he was used to being long gone before his marks ever knew they’d been conned, and that meant he never had to see the damage he’d caused.

			I gave Heather strict instructions to call me if Douglas made a break for it so I could sic the cops on him. Then I did a quick drive-by of Fowler’s house to make sure he was alibi-free. A peek into his garage showed me his car was there, and the lights were all off in the house. When Jack had stopped by Fowler’s office in the afternoon, he’d learned that Fowler’s wife and kids were off visiting her mother, so unless he’d brought some other woman home, he was alone in there, probably asleep.

			Satisfied that there would be no one who could truthfully say Fowler had been with them all night, I headed out to the rendezvous point nice and early to set up my surveillance cameras.

			You never experience true darkness in the heart of a big city, and there was enough ambient light that, after my eyes adjusted, I could walk without tripping over my own feet. The images my cameras would collect would be darker than optimal, but since Jack knew he was being recorded, he’d make sure to position himself in the best light so that the jury would have no trouble identifying Fowler when the prosecution showed them the video. And to make sure we got a good, incriminating view of his face, I had an industrial-strength flashlight with me that I would shine right at him when we sprang the trap.

			When I was sure all my equipment was ready, I hunkered down behind a clump of bushes to wait. I almost laughed to think how perplexed the real Fowler would be when he saw the video from tonight. He would think he was either insane or sleepwalking, or maybe even both.

			Heather and Douglas, both wired for sound, showed up right on time. Whatever anger Heather might have felt over being conned, she seemed to have gotten over it. I noticed she was clinging to Douglas’s hand as if it were a lifeline. I felt a little bad for terrifying her so badly, but it wasn’t like I could tell her she wouldn’t have to face the real Fowler tonight.

			While Heather looked scared to death, Douglas looked grim and determined. I’d made it very clear that his only choice was to show up, and he was making an appearance even though it went against every one of his con man’s instincts. He hunched his shoulders against the chill of the January night, and one hand was tucked into the pocket of his brown leather bomber jacket. He made a slight motion as if to pull his other hand free of Heather’s grip—it was pretty nippy out, and he wasn’t wearing gloves—but she held on tight, and he relented.

			The three of us waited in nervous silence, our breath steaming, our extremities freezing. Jack was late, which, considering his determination to be annoying, wasn’t much of a surprise. Douglas and Heather became progressively edgier as every minute ticked by. Douglas finally wrested his hand free of Heather’s and shoved it into his pocket while she wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. I entertained myself with visions of murder, wishing I had come up with something, anything, that didn’t involve relying on Jack.

			It was almost fifteen minutes after the scheduled rendezvous, and I was beginning to worry that Douglas and Heather were going to lose their nerve and bolt, when finally a figure appeared at the other end of the trail. He was wearing a dark, full-length coat and a hat tipped over his eyes, and I worried for a moment that he was some stranger stumbling into the middle of our sting. After all, Jack should be trying to make himself as recognizable as possible, not obscuring his face with a hat. Then again, this is Jack we’re talking about, and expecting him to be practical was like expecting the sun to set in the east.

			Heather and Douglas both noticed Jack at the same time, going visibly tense and stiff as he made his ponderous way toward us, each slow footfall echoing in the quiet of the night. One thing I’ll give him: Jack has a flair for the dramatic. His approach was ominous enough to send a chill down my spine. Heather and Douglas were both visibly breathing faster.

			He was almost on top of us before Jack finally raised his head enough to let the light hit his face. Fowler’s face, that is. I’d never seen the man himself in person, but I’d seen enough pictures to know that Jack had managed a convincing likeness.

			“Where’s the video?” Jack/Fowler growled.

			Heather and Douglas looked at each other nervously.

			“We don’t have it on us right this minute,” Douglas said, just as we’d planned. His refusal to turn over the video immediately was supposed to be our fake Fowler’s opportunity to start making threats. He would then attack Douglas and try to choke him to death, at which point I would burst out of hiding with my gun drawn and save the day. We’d have video, audio, and eyewitness evidence that Fowler had both threatened and attempted murder. We’d stage an escape so that Jack could shift back into his real form, and then we’d send the police after Fowler.

			That was the script I’d written, and for the record, I still think it was a damn good one. We’d have kept the entire transaction entirely within our control, and no one would have been in any danger. Unfortunately, neither Douglas nor Jack seemed inclined to follow my carefully constructed script.

			“That’s too bad,” the fake Fowler said, drawing an enormous handgun from his coat pocket.

			Heather took one look at that gun and, quite sensibly, screamed and started running away as fast as her feet could carry her.

			“Oh, no, you don’t!” Jack shouted, adding a maniacal laugh that if you ask me was over the top. He then fired off three quick shots in Heather’s direction. None of them hit her, thank goodness, and she leapt off the path and into the trees, using them for cover.

			While Jack was busy shooting at Heather, Douglas ducked for cover behind the nearest tree. Unfortunately, unlike Heather, he didn’t run away. For the first time since he’d arrived at the rendezvous, he took his hand out of his jacket pocket, and I saw that he, too, had brought a gun. I had thought of him as a con man and therefore not particularly dangerous. Obviously, I had miscalculated.

			“Look out!” I yelled, breaking cover and cursing both men under my breath. Douglas couldn’t kill Jack, but our carefully laid-out trap was going to fail if Jack ended up with a gunshot wound. The fact that the real Fowler had no such wound would make it a lot easier for his defense attorney to convince a jury that the man they saw in the grainy nighttime video was not Wayne Fowler, no matter how close the resemblance.

			Jack fired off another shot in Heather’s direction, then, at my shouted warning, dropped to the ground just as Douglas fired.

			“Douglas!” I shouted. “No! Stay behind the tree. Let me take care of this!” I held my gun up so that Douglas could see I had the situation under control. Maybe if Douglas had brought his gun for self-defense, he’d have listened. But it seemed he’d never truly been on board with my plan and had come prepared to eliminate the Fowler problem in the most final way possible.

			Douglas ignored me and took aim at Jack again. Jack lurched to his feet and dove toward a clump of bushes on the far side of the trail just as Douglas fired. The bullet ricocheted off the pavement about a millimeter from Jack’s head.

			Jack fired a couple of shots from behind the bushes, then shifted position so he had a tree between him and Douglas. In the distance, I heard sirens wailing. We weren’t so far off the beaten path that people wouldn’t hear the gunshots. Because the boys with guns hadn’t screwed everything up enough already, and we needed to have the police breathing down our necks. I glared at Jack, who crouched behind the trunk of his tree and grinned like an idiot.

			Across the path, Douglas was visibly trying to decide between finishing his shootout with “Fowler” and getting the hell out of Dodge before the police arrived. Jack helped him along by firing at him yet again, the bullet slamming into the tree behind Douglas and taking out a fist-sized chunk. At which point, Douglas decided Heather had made the smart choice when she ran for it. He plunged into the woods, bobbing and weaving through the trees, his body hunched over to make a smaller target. The sirens were much closer now, and I could see the flashing lights even through the cover of the trees. I gave Douglas at best a fifty-fifty shot of making it to his car without being arrested.

			Our own chances, however, might not be as good.

			Still grinning like a maniac, Jack threw his gun to the ground between us, getting down on his knees and putting his hands behind his head.

			“Damn,” he said, with mock regret. “You got me.”

			I gaped at him. “What are you doing? We have to get out of here. Now!”

			“I suggest you drop the gun and do exactly what the nice officers say when they get here,” Jack said. “Don’t forget to tell them about your video cameras. And remind them that Heather and Douglas were wired for sound.”

			“You can’t let them arrest you!”

			Jack raised his eyebrows. “Why not?”

			Was this just another one of his jokes? Any moment now, he was going to jump to his feet and start running. Right?

			But he just knelt there placidly.

			“You’ll ruin the whole thing,” I said. How could he not understand that? “They’ll put you in jail. And they’ll take your fingerprints. And they won’t be Fowler’s prints.”

			Jack frowned at me. “They won’t?” He gasped dramatically and put his hand to his chest. “Oh, my God! You’re right! I didn’t think of that!” He rolled his eyes and put both hands back on his head.

			My understanding of the situation took a disorienting step to the right. “Wait. You will have Fowler’s prints?”

			Even in the darkness, his eyes twinkled with amusement. “I don’t do things by half measures, Nikki. That’s why I told you earlier I had to meet Fowler. All I had to do was shake his hand so I could get his prints. Now I’m an exact duplicate of Wayne Fowler. And I feel an irresistible urge to clear my conscience. I have been a bad, bad man.”

			I’d have had a few more choice things to say, except at that moment, the police arrived. I dropped my gun and held my hands up before they got anywhere near me, hoping they weren’t the kind to shoot first and ask questions later.

			“You’ll get out before me,” Jack said calmly, as if there weren’t a herd of adrenaline-pumped police charging our way. “Go to Fowler’s house, and wait for me there. And make sure he doesn’t leave before I get there.”

			“How the hell are you planning to get out?” Even if some judge would grant bail in a case like this, it wouldn’t happen tonight.

			Jack just gave me a droll look as the police converged.

			
		

	
		
			NINE

			What could possibly be more fun than spending more than three hours at a police station in the wee hours of the morning after having been hauled in from the scene of a gunfight? Paying taxes and having root canal come to mind.

			I told my story in careful detail, hoping the police had been able to get hold of Douglas and Heather so I could have some extra corroboration. The video from my surveillance cameras was likely enough to lend an aura of truth to my account of what had happened, as was my status as a licensed private investigator, but you never can be too sure when gunfire enters the picture.

			I made it out without being arrested, although I was lectured more than once about how I should have called the police instead of trying to take on Fowler myself. There were even some grumblings that I might be charged with obstruction of justice, but that was just bluster and intimidation.

			By the time I left the station, all I wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep for a week. I was sorely tempted to leave Jack to his own devices. If he really needed me to go wait for him at Fowler’s house, then he should have filled me in on his version of the plan before he implemented it. It would serve him right if he had to try to find a cab at four in the morning.

			I fought off the temptation, and after picking up my car, I drove to Wayne Fowler’s house and parked at the curb. I wished I knew exactly what Jack was up to, though I had some pretty good guesses. He was a trickster, after all, and I doubted this would be the first time he had to engineer an escape after one of his escapades. My guess was that he was planning to make an escape and lead the police straight to Fowler’s doorstep. How they would explain to themselves that the man had fled the police only to come back to his own home and go to sleep I didn’t know. However, with who knows how many officers having seen “Fowler” at the station, with the mug shots that were no doubt taken, and with the fingerprints that were apparently going to match Fowler’s, there was no way he’d be able to convince anyone that the man who’d been arrested and had confessed wasn’t him.

			It was nearing five o’clock—and I wished I’d brought a thermos of coffee to help me stay awake—when the lights in Fowler’s house went on. I cursed under my breath, wishing Jack would hurry up. Our carefully concocted story was going to get a hell of a lot weirder and a lot less believable if other people saw Fowler going about his normal business while he was supposed to be in the process of escaping arrest. I didn’t know how the police would explain the discrepancy—they’d probably say the witnesses were lying or mistaken, but that explanation would wear thinner and thinner the more witnesses there were.

			I kept glancing at my watch and looking out my windows and mirrors, hoping to see Jack, but no dice. Minutes passed, one after another, and I got progressively more worried. I didn’t know what Fowler was doing up at this hour, but my gut told me he wasn’t going to lounge around his house until it was time to go to work. He was up early because he had somewhere to be, and I couldn’t afford to let him get there.

			On the theory that safe was better than sorry, I rolled my car forward until I was blocking Fowler’s driveway. Then I let the air out of one of my front tires and began the rather convoluted process of changing the tire on a Mini. I had to read the directions just to figure out where the spare was. But it gave me a good excuse to sit there blocking the driveway for a good long time.

			I had just pried the front tire off when Fowler’s garage door opened. I looked over my shoulder in time to see him shoving a suitcase into the trunk of his BMW. He slammed the trunk shut, and that was when he saw me blocking him in. I hoped he wasn’t the Good Samaritan type who would try to help the damsel in distress fix her flat, because it would be . . . awkward if Jack made an appearance in his disguise while Fowler was around.

			I needn’t have worried.

			Scowling fiercely, Fowler stomped down his driveway toward me. I tried giving him a sheepish smile over my shoulder, but he didn’t look any less pissed off. Knowing what I knew about him, I casually picked up the socket wrench I’d used to free the spare tire and rose to my feet. I didn’t really think he would physically assault me, but at least I was ready to defend myself if he did.

			“You are blocking my driveway,” he growled at me, as if there were some chance I hadn’t noticed.

			I gave him the sheepish smile again. “I’m so sorry. I tried to make it to the curb.” I bit my lip and batted my eyelashes at him. Maybe if I’d looked like Heather, it would have worked, but Fowler was unmoved.

			“I need you to move this car immediately! I have a very important meeting, and you’re going to make me late.”

			An important meeting at five in the morning? On a Saturday? And for which he needed a freaking suitcase? Yeah, right.

			“I’ll be out of your way as soon as possible,” I assured him.

			“Get that damn car out of my way now!”

			Playing helpless damsel in distress wasn’t getting me anywhere, so I dumped the charade and matched his glare with one of my own.

			“What do you expect me to do? Pick the car up and move it? If you’d stop yelling at me and leave me alone, I could fix it a lot faster.”

			“If you’re not out of here in ten minutes, you’re going to regret it,” he said, and he actually shook his finger in my face. He looked at his watch pointedly. “Ten minutes. Got it?”

			Wow, what a prince. I clamped my jaws shut to keep my retort contained, because engaging him in an argument was not what I needed. Instead, I nodded my acknowledgment and turned back to my car, keeping an eye on him in my peripheral vision. He glared at me for another minute, then marched up the driveway and slammed back into his house, where it was probably warm and toasty.

			My fingers were numb with cold, but I was too clumsy with gloves on so I had to continue bare-handed. I wanted to move slowly so that I could keep Fowler trapped as long as possible, but I also wanted to be able to make a quick getaway if and when Jack ever showed up. Fowler had left his garage door open, and I could hear him opening and closing the door to his house as he looked out to check on me every minute or so. I got the spare tire on, but since I didn’t want Fowler to know I was basically done, I stayed on the pavement, blocking his view of the wheel with my body as I pretended to be hard at work.

			The faint sound of sirens in the distance made my heart beat a little faster. What were the chances those sirens were coming this way, with Jack only a little way ahead of them?

			Fairly good, I decided as the sound came steadily closer. I hurried to tighten everything up and put my tools and flat tire away. If Jack wasn’t just ahead of a posse, then I would be out of excuses to keep Fowler at home, but I had to chance it.

			The sirens were coming ever closer. I was just closing my trunk when a car careened around the corner, the engine roaring as the driver poured on the gas. I grabbed my keys and jumped into the driver’s seat. It was hard to tell how far away the sirens were, but I knew Jack was cutting it ridiculously close. The car he was driving—stolen, no doubt—pulled to a shrieking stop by the curb behind me, and Jack leapt out, still in his Fowler disguise.

			I started the engine and put my car in drive. At that moment, Fowler stuck his head out, either to check on my progress again or to see what the disturbance was. Jack kept his back to the house as he jumped into the car beside me, and I couldn’t tell if there was enough light for Fowler to see his double.

			“Drive!” Jack hollered unnecessarily, hunkering down in the passenger seat and quickly shifting out of his disguise.

			The adrenaline of the moment made me want to shove the gas pedal to the floor, but I knew better. If the police saw me tearing away at top speed, they’d probably assume Fowler had stolen another car and give chase. If I drove away sedately, they probably wouldn’t come after me.

			I glanced out my rearview mirror as I started down the road at a leisurely pace. Fowler took a moment to frown at Jack’s car, parked so haphazardly by the curb, then shrugged and got into his own, no doubt planning to go about his regularly scheduled business. I don’t think it occurred to him for a moment that the police who came tearing around the corner with lights flashing and sirens blaring were there for him. Why would it?

			I turned at the first corner I came to, getting out of sight as quickly as possible, as Jack started laughing maniacally and slapping the dashboard in glee. I considered taking out my gun and shooting him somewhere it would really hurt.

			“You couldn’t have told me what you were planning?” I asked between gritted teeth. I knew arguing with him was a pointless effort, but I couldn’t help it.

			“And spoil the surprise?” he responded in mock horror, then laughed again. “I wish I could be there to see the cops pick Fowler up. The look on his face must be priceless.”

			“Were you this much of a dick before you became a Liberi?” According to Anderson, the awakening of a Liberi’s powers could change them over time. I had no idea how old Jack was, but I supposed it was in the realm of possibility he’d been a decent human being once upon a time.

			“Hey, I helped you save those two losers from themselves, didn’t I? I didn’t have to do that.”

			For half a second, I almost conceded the point. Then I remembered who I was talking to. “You did it because you thought it would be fun, not because you were being such an upstanding guy.”

			Jack’s eyes glittered in the light from an oncoming car. “Maybe my life before becoming a Liberi wasn’t a whole lot of fun,” he murmured. “Maybe I lived through shit that should have destroyed me, should have made it impossible for me ever to laugh again.” He turned to look at me, his face more serious than I had ever seen it. “Maybe I decided that I deserved to enjoy my new life, and maybe you should stop judging me when you know fuck-all about me.”

			I felt about two inches tall all of a sudden. I had never made much effort to hide my dislike of Jack and his antics—even if they did occasionally surprise a laugh out of me—and I knew absolutely nothing about his life prior to when we met. I sat in awkward silence, trying to frame an apology, when I felt sure an apology was inadequate.

			Suddenly, Jack burst out laughing again, turning to face front and shaking his head. “Man, you are such a sucker! I can’t believe you swallowed that crock of shit!”

			He sounded genuinely amused, his eyes watery with laughter. I don’t know what it was about it that rang false, but something did. He was trying to make it seem like he’d been jerking my chain, but I knew in my gut he hadn’t been joking.

			“Guess I’m just gullible that way,” I said, knowing that despite the curiosity his words had aroused, I had to let it go. He’d been serious for as long as he could manage it, which was about sixty seconds. I could try some probing questions, but chances were any answers I got would be pure fiction.

			
		

	
		
			TEN

			Jack’s plan went off perfectly. Wayne Fowler was in custody, as were Heather and Douglas. The police had video and audio evidence that Fowler had attempted murder, and they had three eyewitnesses who could testify to what Fowler had done. And, most damning of all, they had his signed confession, which Jack told me he “might have embellished a little.” Jack had also considerately started claiming he wasn’t the man in the video and hadn’t signed the confession even before he made his escape, which I’m sure made Fowler’s claim of an impostor sound just that much more ridiculous.

			All in all, it was about as satisfactory an ending to the case as I could have hoped for. It was theoretically possible that Fowler could still be a danger to Heather and Douglas even from prison. Evidence certainly suggested he had a long reach, as well as connections in low places. But I figured in his current circumstances, he had many more important things to worry about than getting revenge on two petty crooks. Like how to avoid a lethal injection for the murders he’d “confessed” to. My guess was that he was going to cop some kind of insanity plea, seeing as he had no memory of having made the confession.

			But in the end, I underestimated Jack once again.

			Three days after his arrest, Wayne Fowler was shot to death by an unknown assailant while returning to prison after his arraignment.

			I couldn’t help confronting Jack once again.

			“What, exactly, did Fowler confess to doing while you were him?” I asked. Sure, it was possible Fowler had lots of enemies who had just happened to get to him after his arrest. Maybe some of his “business associates” were worried about what he might say during his time in the penal system. But the speed with which the murder had occurred screamed of an urgency that formless worry wouldn’t explain. Jack had “embellished” more than I’d suspected, and he had gotten Fowler killed.

			Jack flashed me a fierce and unrepentant grin. “I might have fingered a few of his best clients for a murder or two. It’s true that hit men usually don’t like it when their lawyers-cum-clients start pointing a finger at them, but I felt that confession was good for Fowler’s soul.”

			What the hell was I supposed to say to that?

			“I told you, I don’t do things by half measures,” Jack continued. “Evidence suggests Fowler has had witnesses killed before. If he thought Douglas or Heather—or you, for that matter—were going to testify against him, he might have had you killed just on principle. That could have been . . . annoying.”

			“So you set Fowler up to be murdered to protect me, is that what you’re saying?”

			“Something like that.”

			I swallowed hard. He was lying, and he wasn’t making any attempt to hide it. “Oh, man. You told Anderson what we were up to,” I said with a groan. As a general rule, Jack wasn’t a big fan of playing by the rules, nor was he fond of being responsible. But he deferred to Anderson in a very un-trickster-like way, and this wasn’t the first time he’d tattled on me. I was probably lucky Anderson hadn’t yanked me out of bed one night to yell at me for working behind his back.

			I shook my head. “Why? Why would you do that?”

			“Because that’s the deal I have with Anderson. Sticking it to a scumbag like Fowler was fun, but not worth getting kicked out on my ass for.”

			“And Anderson told you Fowler had to end up dead before it was all over.” Being a god of death and vengeance, Anderson was definitely a hanging judge, although that wasn’t why he’d ordered Fowler’s death. “He didn’t want there to be a trial,” I said, thinking aloud. “He didn’t want Fowler publicly talking about the mysterious, impossible double who showed up at the station in his place. Like that might somehow clue people in to the existence of the Liberi. And he didn’t want me embroiled in a high-profile trial where I would have to testify.”

			Jack smirked at me. “Welcome to Andersonville, where the Ten Commandments are . . .” He held up one finger. “Thou shalt not draw attention.” He held up a second finger. “Thou shalt not draw attention.” He held up a third finger. “Thou shalt not—”

			“Okay, I got it,” I interrupted, because he probably would sit there and say it all ten times for maximum annoyance value.

			“And the last but most important one . . .” Jack continued as though I hadn’t said anything. “Thou shalt do as I tell you, or thou shalt be very sorry.”

			I heard the warning loud and clear.

			I’d used Jack to help me protect Heather and Douglas, but even so, I’d allowed myself to forget the one simple fact I could never forget again: my life was no longer entirely my own. I was one of Anderson’s Liberi, and I would always be subject to his will. Better than being captured by the Olympians, and better than having to live the rest of my immortal life on the run, but still . . .

			This wasn’t a job I could simply quit if I didn’t like the management style. And Anderson wasn’t the kind of boss who would let his employees’ free will get in the way of what he wanted.

			The day of reckoning was coming, no matter how hard I tried to avoid it. Soon, Anderson was going to corner me and order me to do something my conscience would not allow.

			And when I denied him the revenge he’d been dreaming of for years, I would see once and for all just what kind of boss he really was. God help me.
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