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Chapter 1

Misapplied Talent

The heat clung to Lucia like a second skin as she headed toward Atlanta’s Meridian Museum of Art to listen to a presentation about art authentication and the challenges of identifying forgeries. The late afternoon sun baked the sidewalk, and the humid July air made her regret the dark jeans she’d worn.

She couldn’t believe she’d let Francesca talk her into this, yet here she was.

Inside, she headed straight for one of their lecture rooms, picking a seat in the back that offered a good view of the podium. Her bag, the portfolio binder tucked inside, went on the floor beside her.

The air smelled faintly chemical—of cleaner or floor polish, maybe—and the hall hummed with quiet conversation and the soft scrape of chairs. The room filled quickly, and ten minutes later, the lights dimmed.

A woman strode toward the podium with sure steps, smiling as the soft clack of her heels echoed on the wooden floor, and placed her hands on the lectern.

“Welcome, my fellow art enthusiasts. I’m Doctor Penelope Blackwell, and I hope you’ll enjoy tonight’s session: ‘The Fine Line: Identifying Forgeries in the Art World.’”

Lucia let out a slow breath and shifted in her seat. While she’d researched biographical information on her target, she’d never bothered with a picture. Maybe if she had, Blackwell’s face—with its near-perfect symmetry that made Lucia’s fingers itch for her paints and canvas—wouldn’t be so distracting.

“Why should we care about forgeries?” Blackwell’s gaze swept the room. “I once had a student who asked, ‘Why bother? Shouldn’t we be happy people can create art rivaling the greats? Isn’t that talent, too? More art for the masses,’ he’d said.”

Blackwell was beautiful, with striking dark eyes, long black hair swept into an elegant twist, and pale skin that seemed almost luminous under the harsh auditorium lights. She had the kind of face that didn’t just photograph well but demanded to be painted. But it wasn’t just her appearance—it was the way she spoke, with a calm, certain, effortless command of the room.

She held Lucia’s interest from the introduction with her rare take on forgeries, even if she clearly disagreed with her erstwhile student.

“Forgeries destabilize more than collections. They undermine trust, finances, and even nations’ claims to their heritage. Some of you may recall the recent scandals that pushed many museums to reauthenticate their holdings,” Blackwell continued.

Lucia repositioned herself.

“Now, let us take a closer look…”

After the thirty-minute talk, followed by a fifteen-minute Q&A, the crowd loosened and thinned. Some dawdled, hovering nearby to talk to Blackwell one-on-one, much like Lucia had planned. She wanted to be last.

To pass the time, she lingered near the artwork on display, feigning casual interest.

Even the Meridian’s lecture rooms featured art: an intricate Italian marble sculpture Francesca would have appreciated, and an oil painting of a raging sea, so vivid in its execution, it made Lucia shiver. She imagined the cold spray, the roar of unseen waves just beyond the canvas edge. Lucia studied them between shooting glances toward Blackwell, waiting for her moment to approach.

When it came, she found herself oddly tongue-tied, gripping her bag as she halted in front of the lectern.

“May I help you?” Blackwell asked when Lucia simply stood there, staring.

Heat bloomed in Lucia’s cheeks. She cleared her throat.

“Yes, uh. I really enjoyed your lecture. It was…different.”

Blackwell tilted her head.

“In a good way,” Lucia added quickly. “You spoke about forgery as if it’s an art in itself.”

Blackwell frowned slightly. “I wouldn’t go that far, but yes. There is skill involved. Misapplied, but skill nonetheless.”

“Right. Yes. Anyway…” Lucia forced herself to focus. “My name is Lucia Rossi. I’m an art restorer and consultant for private collectors. A client of mine recently acquired a painting rumored to be from Benedetto Alessi’s lost collection, but there’s no provenance. It could be an incredible discovery, or a brilliant fake.”

Blackwell’s gaze sharpened with what looked like interest. “I see.”

“Before they commit to a full report, I suggested it wouldn’t hurt to consult an expert. Off the record, of course.”

Blackwell studied her for a moment, as if assessing something beyond Lucia’s words, then finally nodded. “As long as you understand this is a preliminary assessment, not an official statement.”

“Of course.” Lucia unzipped her bag and pulled out a leather-bound portfolio nested between protective foam sheets, carefully removing a small, aged canvas before handing it over. “There’s no title,” she added. “It was found without additional documentation.”

Blackwell scanned the painting. “You’re lucky. Alessi is one of my favorites.”

Lucia held back a smile. Indeed. That was the point.

“At first glance, it’s well made, but I’d bet it’s a fake.” Blackwell trailed a finger over the canvas. “The aging looks correct, though I’d need a more thorough analysis to be sure, considering forgers know how to fake that, too.”

Lucia stepped closer, her thoughts faltering when she caught a whiff of Blackwell’s perfume, a subtle, soft scent she couldn’t place but that made her want to lean in closer. “What gives it away?”

Blackwell met her gaze.

“I mean, how do you know it’s not real? It looks quite authentic to me.”

Tilting the canvas toward the light, Blackwell gestured near the figure’s sleeve. “Alessi’s known works have a more controlled, deliberate stroke, especially in how he painted folds of fabric.

“This is close, but here, see this flourish? It’s looser, more instinctual. Almost like the artist wasn’t copying Alessi so much as…channeling him.”

“Channeling?” Lucia asked, unmoving.

“Yes. The best forgers make the worst artists, in a way.”

Lucia’s eyebrows rose. “Excuse me?”

Blackwell chuckled. “To replicate a painting perfectly, the artist must disappear. Nothing, no personal style, no creative instincts, can creep in. But this one?” She tapped her fingernail lightly near the painted fabric. “It’s ambitious.”

“Because it’s not just a replica but a new painting in the artist’s style?”

“Exactly. It’s far easier to copy an existing piece than to create something from scratch and claim it’s a long-lost discovery.” Blackwell’s gaze lingered on the painting, something like admiration flickering behind her scrutiny. “But the irony is, a convincing forgery has to lack something…a soul, I suppose.”

Lucia’s stomach tightened. What did Blackwell see? “And this one doesn’t?”

“No. That’s what makes it fascinating. Whoever did this, they are too talented to forge.”

Lucia didn’t know what to make of such a strange blend of compliment and insult, though it caused a surge of pride to shoot through her, which she immediately quashed. This was only the first test.

Next came what counted: the Bellini. Lucia needed to make Blackwell believe it was real. The Collective needed this in.

Lucia shook her head. “If I may, I have one more painting to show you. It’s not new, more of a lost piece another one of my clients discovered in the estate of his late uncle.”

“You’ve got quite the illustrious clientele, Ms. Rossi.”

“I’ve been in the business for a while.”

Blackwell laughed. “Really? When did you start, grade school?”

“Good genes,” Lucia said. “Melanin helps, too.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“I’m thirty-three. Not exactly a spring chicken.”

“Agree to disagree. The painting?” Blackwell arched an eyebrow.

Lucia stifled a curse. “Oh, yes, of course.” Why couldn’t Blackwell be a boring old man?

She dug back into her portfolio and pulled out another, similar-sized canvas, this one secured in its own cloth wrap and slid into a custom sleeve.

Blackwell gasped, pulling the canvas closer.

Lucia stiffened. This was it. If Blackwell saw through this, they—

“Is this…Matteo Bellini’s Lament for the Evening Star? It’s been lost for over a hundred years! Most scholars believed it was destroyed when Austro-Hungarian forces raided the Bellini estate during their occupation late in World War I.”

“Yes.” Lucia swallowed her sigh of relief. So far, so good.

Blackwell’s gaze locked onto the painting of a lone woman looking toward the horizon at twilight, bathed in fading light.

Lucia had fallen in love with this painting and Bellini’s work when she was a teenager, and for a while, she’d lived and breathed Bellini.

The image still moved her: the brushwork soft but precise, the light breaking around the figure’s silhouette in golden smudges, the sorrow woven into the pose so vivid, it felt personal.

While it wasn’t easy to create a painting that only existed in pictures, Lucia considered this her best work, and she’d slaved endless hours on it. It had to fool Blackwell, or their hill got even steeper.

After minutes ticked by without a verdict, Lucia shifted. “What do you think?”

“This could be real. Again, we’d need a closer analysis than what I can offer here, but so far, I can’t detect anything hinting at it being a forgery.”

Lucia’s pulse kicked up. She barely stopped herself from preening, but warmth curled deep inside her. “My client will be pleased to hear that.” Francesca would love this. They had expected much less cooperation.

“Any chance he wants to donate it to the Meridian?”

“Doubtful.”

“A loan perhaps?”

Lucia’s lips twitched. “I could ask and let you know.”

“I’d love that.” Blackwell smiled.

For a second, Lucia almost forgot to breathe. How she wished they’d met under different circumstances.

“Would you like me to keep the paintings for a deeper analysis?”

“Oh, yes. You never know. Maybe the Alessi is from another era and his style had changed a little. Or he’d experimented.” Lucia returned the canvases into the portfolio and handed it over.

“Thank you. Anything is possible, but I wouldn’t recommend getting your client’s hopes up.”

“I’d never.”

Blackwell rummaged in her briefcase and pulled out a business card, flipping it between her fingers, gazing at Lucia for a moment.

“This is… I don’t usually do this.” She looked around, picking up a pen from the lectern and scribbling something on the back—her script ornate, beautiful.

She handed it to Lucia. “Give me a call.” Blackwell paused. “That’s my cell on the back.”

“Oh, OK. Thank you.” Lucia grasped the card.

“It was nice meeting you, Ms. Rossi.” Blackwell smiled again, packing up her remaining belongings before giving Lucia a small wave and heading out of the room.

She was left standing there, feeling almost lightheaded, Blackwell’s card still stuck between her fingers. This had both worked better than expected and not gone according to plan at all. She’d made an impression on Blackwell, though probably not for the right reasons.

Lucia straightened. She couldn’t afford to get sidetracked.

This wasn’t flirtation. It was a mission, and it had only just begun.


Chapter 2

Traps

Penelope yawned, taking off her reading glasses and rubbing her eyes. She glanced at her computer screen: 7:10 p.m. The museum surely stood deserted, only the workaholics left, or those with no desire to return home. She wasn’t sure which category she fell into. Perhaps a bit of both.

Her gaze drifted to the pieces Lucia Rossi had left. Potential loan inquiries always jumped the queue, and with the Alessi’s oddities flagged in her preliminary notes, she could justify pulling both ahead for a quick desk review.

As talented as Alessi had been, this was…not better. Penelope wasn’t sure there even was “better” between masters of a craft, just different perspectives, divergent visions originating in different souls.

And this particular vision? It hummed with something beyond imitation.

“Huh,” she murmured into the stillness. Maybe there was more to forgery after all. But considering her own complicated background, it was difficult to see it in a more neutral light.

She traced a finger lightly along the canvas. The Bellini painting truly was stunning, almost better than it should be. What an odd thought. But there was too much emotion in the folds, too much ache in the light.

Penelope returned to her desk and put her glasses back on to finish her notes and request a series of lab tests for both pieces.

She might be confident the Alessi painting was a fake, but her role—and her nature—demanded certainty. Assumptions were dangerous. Certainty kept you employed, and out of prison.

Surprises were never welcome. She made a point to avoid them.

A flagged email from records caught her eye: Urgent – Madonna in Red. Her frown deepened as she read. She’d requested clarification from the Italian archives months ago, not expecting much. It was a long shot born of her obsession: cross-checking the Madonna’s trail against obscure registries most curators would never bother with.

The reply surprised her, and a knot formed in her stomach.

Rising from her chair, Penelope crossed her office to a long side desk lined with working folders, neatly arranged by date and priority. The carpet muted her steps, the hush of the room broken only by the faint buzz of the overhead lights.

Yes, she had embraced the digital age. But there was something to be said for flipping through printed pages, pen in hand. The screen made her miss things and gave her headaches all too often.

Sometimes, she missed her days as a researcher. She didn’t regret becoming Chief Curator as it was the perfect next step in her career, but the paperwork that came with it…that she regretted.

She opened the folder on the Madonna and lost herself in her notes, especially over the flagged discrepancy in the provenance papers. The name listed as broker didn’t match the original registry. And the date? Weeks off from the known acquisition record.

She’d flagged a minor inconsistency in the transfer record—easy to miss, but odd for a piece of this caliber. Something about the ownership trail didn’t fully track.

Her cell phone rang, tearing her out of her thoughts.

Valentina Varnelli.

The owner of the Madonna painting.

“Yes?”

“Hello, darling. Have you thought any more about our little arrangement?”

Penelope closed her eyes and suppressed a sigh.

Officially, Valentina was an eccentric art collector. Unofficially, she headed Eris Group—one of the largest art crime networks. A strikingly beautiful woman, as benign as a saw-scaled viper.

Every interaction was a performance: beautiful, rehearsed, and always meant to corner you.

“I’ve looked into your newest acquisition,” Penelope said, crossing out a line on her notes. “But your so-called warning has made me a tad…paranoid.”

“Oh? Did a wolf already enter your exalted premises wearing sheep’s clothing?”

Penelope hummed, her gaze flicking back to the Alessi canvas. “That remains to be seen.”

“Do you need more information? I could send Chester over to walk you through the finer points.”

“No. I’ll figure things out myself.”

Valentina’s chuckle grated. “People think you’re just a curator. But I know better. You remind me a little of myself, you know?”

Penelope tightened her jaw. She hated how Valentina always slipped under her skin. “About the Madonna… I’ve been following its paper trail for months. The broker’s name and the acquisition date don’t line up. You’re right to be concerned. If the wrong people put two and two together, you could lose the painting. However, I didn’t need your warning to uncover that.”

“And yet here you are, speaking it aloud to me. That makes you part of it, whether you like it or not. Don’t mistake your obsession for independence, Dr. Blackwell—closeness breeds suspicion. If these wrong people uncover what you just did, you’ll look less like a diligent curator and more like my accomplice.”

And here it was, the leash being tugged. She should just report it and be done with it. But then where would her answers be?

Penelope pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Your father—”

“Leave him out of this!”

Silence.

“As you wish.”

“I’ll keep you updated.” Penelope hung up, resisting the urge to hurl her phone against…something. She sometimes missed the phones of her youth; the kind you could slam onto the receiver with satisfying finality, with a dismissal she couldn’t afford.

~ ~ ~

By the time Penelope made it home, it was already past ten. The silence of her home welcomed her like a familiar bruise—dull, settled, always there. She fed and petted Fuller before showering and heading to bed, once more skipping dinner. A recurring habit she needed to cull.

Saturday found her buried in her work once more, this time in her home office, with Fuller snoozing atop a stack of books at the edge of her desk, her soft purring the only sound in the room.

Stacks of papers and journals flanked her keyboard, her tailored blouse half-untucked from hours of shifting in her chair.

“You need a life, Pen,” she muttered when her ornate grandfather clock struck noon.

She reheated a slice of leftover pizza, intending to curl up on the couch with Fuller afterward and maybe watch something mindless on the TV, when her phone rang.

“Hi, Mom,” Penelope answered.

“Hi, sweetheart. How are you?”

“Good, same old.”

“Working too much?”

Penelope rolled her eyes, resisting the dry “Look who’s talking,” from spilling from her lips. Her mother worked as a sought-after ethics and moral philosophy professor at Columbia University, and leisure had never taken up a significant space in her life.

“There’s a lot to do at work.”

“There’s more to life than work.”

“Maybe I need to get a bit older to embrace that notion.”

“I’d say forty-three is plenty old for a shift in perspective.”

Penelope sighed. “Did you call just to criticize me?”

“No, sweetheart. Of course not. I do apologize.” Her mother’s voice faltered.

“What is it? Are you all right?”

“Yes, yes. I just… I spoke to your father.”

Penelope straightened. “How is he?”

“Oh, you know him. Still too proud to allow a visit.”

A pause. Penelope’s gaze drifted to Fuller, who seemed to be stalking a spider.

“I told him about your plans.”

Penelope’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the phone. She probably shouldn’t have shared that, but there were files she needed, and she’d only get them through her father.

“It’s not worth it, sweetheart. Your dad agrees. He made his choice. You shouldn’t take such risks. Think of your life, your career.”

“I thought life was more than work?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Penelope rolled her lips. “I’ll be careful. I’ve got to go, Mom. Talk later.” She ended the call, unable to stomach the conversation any longer.

She hated the loop she and her mother seemed to be stuck in, and how they both circled around her father, a situation neither could stand nor escape.

Penelope stepped back into the kitchen, opened her air fryer, and grabbed the pizza slice. She sat at her kitchen table and listlessly picked at her food.

Fuller snuck around her legs before jumping on the chair next to Penelope; her yellow eyes locked on the plate.

“You don’t eat pizza. We’ve tried that already.”

She nibbled at her slice, her mother’s words ringing in her ears, joined by a memory of sitting in the gallery’s courtyard as a girl, her father explaining how every brushstroke carried intent, how good art breathed, lived, and could make a home in your soul. He’d smiled that day, and she tried to use such memories to drown out the look of sorrow etched across his features at the end of the trial that stole him from her.

Yes, life was more than work, and it wasn’t that Penelope had no interest in other avenues, but for the last two years, she’d just been…stewing—in sadness, in despair, in rage—until she hit the books and went down one rabbit hole after another. All in the quest to prove her father innocent.

For the longest time, her digging turned up little more than mismatched dates, altered names, trails that started but led nowhere.

Still, she could feel a pattern just out of reach.

Along the way, she learned more about the city’s art underbelly than she ever wanted to know, including its most infamous player, Valentina Varnelli.

Her research didn’t go unnoticed. Before long, one of Valentina’s men had delivered a threat wrapped in an invitation, insisting she meet the woman herself. Penelope still recalled the knock at her door late at night, an envelope heavy with implication, and the shiver of anticipation when she’d opened the letter.

She’d said yes. Because wasn’t that the next logical step? But these things always came with a price.

Now, positioned as a consultant of sorts for Eris Group, Penelope was tolerated more than trusted. The arrangement was never formal, never written down, but Valentina had made sure it felt like an obligation, requesting assessments and evaluations, off the books, naturally.

For Valentina, having the curator of the Meridian in her pocket—or believing she did—offered a veneer of legitimacy too useful to pass up. For Penelope, the arrangement meant proximity, and proximity would lead to answers.

If she could trace the forged papers that had landed her father in prison back to Valentina, maybe she could restore his name. Maybe she could finally prove he wasn’t the villain they’d made him out to be.

She also knew Valentina likely only kept her close because of her father. Whether it was suspicion, curiosity, or the sheer pleasure of bending another Blackwell to her will, Penelope couldn’t yet tell.

But she could handle herself.

Much like Penelope could read art, noticing incongruities others missed. Like how the artist of the supposed Alessi painting had also created the Bellini piece. Oh, she had no tangible proof—the story of her life, of her father’s life—but she felt it in her bones. The same energy went into each brushstroke, the same meticulous eye for detail, and most of all, the same essence, the same longing for something just out of reach.

She shook her head.

People always called her insane when she told them that art spoke to her, unable to grasp what she meant. To be fair, she struggled to explain it.

She heard of people with synesthesia, and maybe that was the case for her, too, because colors had flavors and moods. Each artist left behind a unique bouquet of flavors. They were like fingerprints or snowflakes, unique, mesmerizing.

Penelope might not know who painted Lucia Rossi’s “discoveries,” but she knew it was the same person. What she didn’t know: Lucia’s role in it. Was she the person Valentina had warned her about? She might be an unwitting pawn in someone else’s scheme—or fully complicit.

Penelope needed to know.

For now, she would let it play out. She’d watch and take notes. People told on themselves one way or another. Humans were funny like that. Most of the time, you didn’t even need to set a trap—they’d walk right into one of their own making.

Time would tell, and in the meantime, Penelope would continue her work and watch. She’d keep her distance.

As such, she should be able to erase the image of Lucia’s soft smile from her mind, ignore the anticipation coiling inside at the notion of the woman contacting her again.

Some roads needed to be blocked off, lest she fall into a snare of her own making. Between Valentina’s schemes and Lucia’s smile, she wasn’t sure which was the more dangerous.


Chapter 3

A Crumpled Past

A week after attending the Meridian’s lecture, Lucia sat in her art studio, staring at the blank canvas. Blackwell’s words replayed in her mind: forgeries lacked soul, but her take on a “new” Alessi painting hadn’t.

The thought gnawed at her. It also made her almost wary of her own art. What did she reveal, and could people actually see it?

At least she’d already finished the Madonna. If Blackwell were to consider her Madonna authentic, too, would that mean it lacked soul as well?

Lucia refused to contemplate why this notion settled so heavily in her stomach.

Then there was the Bellini, which Blackwell had bought as real, with caution.

If she’d ever bled her soul into something, it was the Bellini piece—days had blurred into nights until she could see the brushstrokes in her sleep. But that didn’t mean she wanted anyone, least of all Blackwell, to see what it revealed.

Maybe that was why Francesca always came back to her for forgeries. She was talented enough to draw the masters, yet also original to the point where her forgeries breathed.

Lucia had done her first real forgery at seventeen, hands shaking so badly she nearly dropped the brush. Francesca had watched in silence, then simply nodded. Her approval had been more terrifying than any scolding could have been.

But she’d been enamored. Not just with art and being wanted, needed, for her art, but also with the mission of the Collective: replacing stolen or hoarded works with flawless fakes so the originals could be reclaimed. It seemed so noble.

Maybe it still was, if she didn’t think too hard about the rest.

While Lucia had accepted that it was impossible to create art without imbuing it with a part of herself (no matter what Blackwell said about forgeries only being good if they lacked precisely that), the notion of being seen or recognized in some way still left her feeling untethered.

Recognition had always been a double-edged brushstroke.

A message from Francesca pulled her from her thoughts.

Stop by. We need to talk.

Sighing, Lucia packed away her art supplies and headed for Francesca’s estate.

~ ~ ~

She rolled her shoulders before ringing the doorbell of Francesca’s art deco villa. The carved glass reflected her in fragmented pieces—like the rest of her life.

“Hello, Lucy,” Francesca said. “Skye is on her way over, too, but you beat her to it.”

Lucia grimaced. “Fantastic.”

Francesca rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what it is with you two again. I don’t trust anyone else on this, so I need you to get along.” She ushered Lucia inside and busied herself at the coffee machine.

The interior was as carefully curated as Francesca herself: sleek lines, muted colors, and striking modern art, offset by antique furniture that hinted at old money and older tastes. Nothing felt random. Everything had intent.

“The usual?”

“Thanks. And I’m not the one with issues.”

Francesca only hummed, preparing two espressos and bringing one to Lucia before settling onto the couch, dressed in a muted wrap dress—flattering, refined, and clearly tailored—her natural curls pulled back from her face today, accentuating the elegance of her deep brown skin.

“It usually takes two, dear. Trust me. I know.” A shadow fell over Francesca’s face.

“Not this time. I don’t know what her problem is these days.” She paused. “Are you OK?”

“Yes, of course.”

Lucia nodded, swirling the liquid in her cup before taking a sip. She generally preferred tea, but Francesca’s espresso was impossible to resist.

Skye, as Francesca’s right hand, would naturally be included in whatever this was about, but that didn’t mean Lucia had to like it. Their past, if you could call it that, was complicated. And for a while now, Lucia seemed to be the only one willing to leave it there.

“Your report on Blackwell was a bit vague, but we should wait for Skye to—”

The doorbell rang.

“There she is.” Francesca rose to open the door, and moments later, she returned with Skye at her side.

Lucia barely glanced up. “Hey.”

Skye grunted in response before dropping into the seat across from her, one hand running through her unruly blonde hair.

Charming as ever. Still couldn’t be bothered to use a brush.

Francesca didn’t waste time. “All right. Now that we’re all here, let’s discuss our little enterprise. Lucia, tell us more about Blackwell. How is that avenue shaping up?”

“She’s sharp, like I said. But she seemed to concede the Bellini could be real. She’s got both pieces now. Maybe she’s easier to fool with an old copy than a ‘new discovery,’ but…”

Francesca arched a brow. “But?”

“She asked if I could convince the ‘owner’ of the Bellini to loan it to the Meridian.”

Francesca leaned forward, her dark eyes gleaming. “That’s perfect. What did you say?”

“That I’d ask him. It shouldn’t be too easy or too quick, but she gave me her number, so I thought we could—”

“Did she now?” Skye cut in, an almost goading smile on her lips.

Lucia ignored her, turning fully toward Francesca. “It could be a test. They authenticate the Bellini, and we see how it holds up. I could ask to observe the process firsthand.”

“Yes.” Francesca’s expression sharpened. “That’s more than I’d hoped for. Contact her before the end of the week. We’ll prepare the paperwork for your client. Let me know if you need help with that.” She paused. “And remember, this stays between us.”

Lucia hesitated. “What about Jules?”

“Yes, yes. She’s a part of it, but she couldn’t make it today. Aside from her, the full story doesn’t leave this room.” Francesca gazed between Lucia and Skye until they both nodded.

“There’s something I want to show you.” Francesca pulled out a folder and handed each one a stapled collection of pages.

“What am I looking at?” Skye asked.

“Reading helps,” Lucia muttered, not looking at Skye but knowing she’d heard her and was likely glowering in her direction.

“All the information I gathered about my painting and the security of the Meridian, courtesy of Jules. You need to keep your eye on Blackwell. Try to befriend her. If she signs off on your Bellini, we’ll be set to exchange the Madonna during the Luminary Ball.”

“Right.”

The Madonna in Red. Not the Bellini or the Alessi trial piece, but the real target. The one Francesca had been chasing for decades.

“It really is the perfect trifecta: the new director’s reevaluation plan, the security update, and the ball.” Francesca leaned back in her seat. “It’s like a sign from the heavens. My Madonna is returning home.” Her face hardened. “After all she did…”

Francesca didn’t need to say the name for Lucia to feel the gravity that existed between them. Some sort of betrayal Francesca couldn’t recover from. She had once caught Francesca staring at an old photograph of the Madonna hanging above a bed, Francesca younger, radiant, and unguarded beside it. She’d snapped the album shut when she noticed Lucia watching, but the image had stayed with her.

The painting wasn’t just art—it was a relic of a life Francesca had lost, one that still seemed to haunt her, even if she buried the details behind her teeth.

She hoped she’d never contract such a heavy obsession, one that might not loosen its grip even if they managed to get the Madonna back.

Lucia sighed.

“Getting cold feet?” Skye asked before turning to Francesca. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea to send her in. She might be a decent forger, but the exchange requires finesse and—”

“She is right here,” Lucia ground out.

“That’s enough,” Francesca’s tone hard, brokering no disagreement. “Lucia is an excellent forger, but her talents don’t end there. And Skye, I appreciate your protectiveness, but let this one go.”

“Fine. What about Blackwell, though? Don’t you think it’s odd she handed out her cell like that?”

“I’m charming.”

Skye snorted.

“We will keep an eye on her, but our research indicates Blackwell to be a strait-laced, hard-working career-focused woman,” Francesca said.

“Nothing in her past that could give us trouble? No secret lover stalking her?” Skye caught Lucia’s gaze. “No drowning in debt to fund a secret gambling addiction?”

“She seems solid,” Lucia said.

“Is she pretty?”

Lucia’s cheeks heated. “That’s irrelevant.”

“Right,” Skye drawled.

“You guys are impossible,” Francesca said. “We will be prepared. We have three months before the ball, so both of you better get to the listed tasks on the last sheet.” She rose. “I’ll be right back.”

Lucia longed to just get up and return home, but she couldn’t. She turned another page, blueprints, then a staff roster, reading for a moment before Skye spoke.

“This is important. Just…watch yourself.”

“You think I don’t know that?” She’d heard the woes of the lost Madonna from the moment Francesca took her in. Back then, she’d been a half-feral teenager on the street, ready to give up on ever belonging anywhere until Francesca offered solace and a sanctuary.

“Perhaps, but you have the tendency to get in over your pretty little head, Gracie.”

Lucia narrowed her eyes. “Better than getting stuck in yours.”

Skye smirked, and as much as she exasperated Lucia, that expression still got to her, drawing her back a decade when she thought Skye intriguing and charming. She must’ve been high on paint fumes and espresso. Francesca returned, and so both women fell quiet.

“Uh, I think I’m heading back home,” Lucia said. “Lots left to do.”

“Oh, OK. I thought we could order food and just…spend some time together.”

Francesca’s hopeful lilt tore at Lucia, and even though she had zero interest in spending more time with Skye, she shrugged and stuffed her hands into her pants pockets. “Sure. Why not? I could eat.”

“Great. Let me grab the take-out menus.” And with that, she disappeared back into the kitchen, leaving Lucia once more alone with Skye and the loaded silence that liked to spread between them when they weren’t bickering.

~ ~ ~

The next evening, Lucia sat curled sideways on her worn couch, hoodie sleeves pushed to her elbows, one leg tucked under her. A blank spiral sketchpad lay open on her lap, pencil already in hand. Her fingers kept twitching to move, but her brain wasn’t cooperating.

With a sigh, she grabbed her phone and tapped the screen. Blackwell answered on the third ring.

“Yes?”

“Hi, this is Lucia Rossi. We met at your lecture the other day, at the Meridian. You gave me your number, and I left two paintings with you.”

“Yes, of course. Hello, Lucia. How are you?”

“Good, good. I spoke with my client, and he’s willing to loan the Meridian the Bellini—that is, if you’re still interested.”

“Yes, most definitely. Although we’ve only started the authentication. Our processes have changed with our new director.”

“Right. That’s actually another reason I’m calling. I was wondering if I might be able to observe part of the process. Just as a learning experience. It’s not often I get to see that side of things.” Lucia shifted the phone to her other hand, suddenly too aware of her breathing.

Blackwell laughed. “I suppose that can be arranged. You’d have to sign in and follow our protocols, of course.”

“No problem. When should I stop by?”

“Well, I’m sure I’m not the only busy person. I take lunch every day at half past noon. So, you could drop by right after any day this coming week. Maybe at one?”

Lucia fumbled the pencil, nearly dropping it. “You only have half an hour for lunch?”

“You sound so scandalized.”

“Yes! That’s not long enough! It’ll give you indigestion.”

“I’ll take that into consideration.”

Lucia sighed. “Don’t mind me. I likely spend too much time around Italians. Or one Italian.”

“Oh?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I see.”

She pressed the pencil tip to the page and finally let her hand move—light, distracted lines forming without thought.

Lucia hesitated. “But maybe we could find some time to grab a cup of coffee?”

The following pause sped up Lucia’s heartbeat. Her palm started sweating, and she wiped it on her thigh.

“I’d like that.”

Lucia exhaled too fast and bit the inside of her cheek as warmth flushed up her neck. She really hadn’t expected that answer.

She imagined seeing Blackwell smile, and when she hung up, she had to shake her head. What was she even doing? Getting closer to Blackwell meant being friendly, not flirting.

This was ridiculous. She had no time for distractions, least of all one that made her hands tingle and stood in the way of her mission. Still, trust was easier to build when someone liked you. Or thought they did. But Lucia wasn’t sure she liked the idea of using Blackwell that way.

She glanced down and froze. The face she’d been sketching was unmistakable.

“Seriously?” she huffed, crumpling the page and tossing it in the trash.

The last thing she needed was her own obsession.


Chapter 4

Clouded Vision

Wednesday morning, Penelope received a notification that a visitor was waiting for her at the information center. On her way, she’d chastised herself for hoping it might be Lucia—it had been a mistake not to name a specific date. Now she had to contend with an anticipation she could neither justify nor want any part of.

When she drew closer and saw it was indeed Lucia, dressed in dark jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, her hair pulled back in a low knot, Penelope bit back a smile and greeted her with professional cordiality, ignoring the rapid thrum in her chest. Useless.

There was something casual yet composed about Lucia—unassuming, but impossible to overlook.

After the requisite paperwork, she led Lucia through the museum’s quieter corridors, past the curatorial offices and storage vaults.

Lucia’s gaze wandered, curious, noting every door they passed.

They reached the Conservation Lab, its bright lighting spilling through the open doorway.

“So, this is where all the magic happens?” Lucia asked.

Penelope followed Lucia’s gaze as it drifted over the room’s long worktables draped in clean white cloths, the high-powered magnifiers, the pigment and chemical kits arranged neatly along one counter, and the sleek, climate-controlled cabinets lining the back wall. A sharp, sterile tang hung in the air.

“Impressive,” Lucia murmured.

“Does it fulfill your expectations?” Penelope stepped toward one of the tables where the Bellini lay under soft lighting, ready for the next round of testing.

“And then some, yes.” Lucia’s smile lit up her entire face—her dark eyes seemed to glow and the dimples in her cheeks were…

No.

Penelope cleared her throat. “I’m glad it meets your approval.”

“So, what’s the next step for the paintings? Are you examining both at the same time?”

“I actually have the Alessi under the microscope and could show you a few potential issues I’ve found there first, if you want.”

“Yes, of course.”

Lucia followed Penelope to the workstation. Her energy seemed slightly wired, as if she were suppressing the urge to bounce with excitement.

It almost endeared her to Penelope, who redirected her focus to the work at hand: cataloging Lucia’s reaction to her discoveries.

“All right.” She flipped on the microscope and the attached monitor. After looking through the eyepiece to find the relevant section, she pulled back.

“This is on the screen, too? Like a live feed?”

“Yes. Now look at this here.” Penelope pointed at the upper portion of the image. “The top layers of paint don’t align with traditional underpainting techniques Alessi used.”

Lucia tilted her head.

“Alessi often laid down thin glazes before building texture. This section here, see how the pigment sits flat without optical depth?” She moved the cursor across the area. “That’s…unusual.”

“OK, and that means it’s not the real deal?”

“Not necessarily, but it’s a first strike.”

“And after three, it’s out?” Lucia asked.

“Something like that. But there’s also this.” She zoomed in on another section. “The crack patterns—see them?—they don’t follow natural aging.”

“Cracks?”

“Yes. Craquelure should follow the stress lines of the canvas and the direction it was stretched over time. This looks…introduced.”

“Strike two. It’s not looking good for my client.”

“No, it isn’t.” Penelope held her gaze.

Lucia seemed so open and guileless. Without her research, or even without Valentina in her ear, Penelope might never have suspected her of anything.

She hated the masks people wore, though, to be fair, she didn’t know anything yet, at least not with the degree of certainty that would satisfy her.

“Now, if we look at a digital comparison…” Penelope switched tabs, pulling up a confirmed Alessi. “Look at the drapery. Alessi’s linework was disciplined. The folds here,” she gestured to the screen, “are too loose, too expressive. Lovely, but not his style.”

“And the painting’s out.” Lucia leaned in without blinking. “To be honest, I didn’t have high hopes. It’s rare to find genuine new art.”

“I suppose. Still, your client may be disappointed. A piece like this, if real, would have generated a lot of interest.”

Lucia shrugged. “They have enough money. This was more about the art itself, I think.”

“I see.”

Lucia’s lips curved into a lazy half smile. “Do you?”

Her tone stirred something in Penelope, and for a second, she allowed herself to be drawn into this pull, before blinking rapidly. “I’m not so sure anymore.”

A beat of stillness passed amid the low hum of the electronics around them.

Lucia’s jeans and shirt were unremarkable, yet Penelope couldn’t stop noticing the way the cotton clung to her back, the low, coiled bun, the sharp line of her cheek. Too much detail. Too much attention. Dangerous.

Lucia was a threat wrapped in a question mark. And Penelope had never been good at resisting puzzles.

“That makes two of us,” Lucia almost whispered.

“Dr. Blackwell, may I have a word about… Oh, excuse me. I wasn’t aware you had a visitor,” Clara Montgomery said, folding her hands in front of her.

Penelope took a step back, straightening. When had they gotten so close?

“That’s fine. How may I help you, Dr. Montgomery?”

“Just come by my office later. I was on my way there and thought I’d stop by to see if you’re free. There’s no hurry.”

“Thank you. I’ll be there.” Penelope straightened as she turned back to Lucia after Montgomery left. “Where were we?”

“Beats me,” Lucia said with a soft laugh. “The new director, right? You think you’re in trouble?”

Penelope furrowed her brows. “Why would I be in trouble?”

“You stiffened like you’d just been called to the principal’s office, and your boss reminds me a bit of a strict schoolmistress, but you tell me.”

“Do I strike you as someone who gets in trouble, Ms. Rossi?”

Lucia’s gaze pinned her in place. “No. You strike me as someone who could give others trouble.”

Penelope’s lips parted. She hoped the flush burning her neck wouldn’t travel to her face.

Lucia tilted her head slightly, eyes gleaming with amusement. “No worries, I like a bit of trouble myself. I probably shouldn’t keep you longer. I’m assuming you’ll do the same work with the Bellini?”

Penelope could only nod.

“Good, good. Keep me updated.” She smiled. “Good-bye, Dr. Blackwell. You’d better hurry to your principal.”

“She’s not—”

“I’m joking.”

“I see.”

Lucia stepped toward the door before she turned around. “About the coffee. Text me or give me a call when you’re free? I’m wide open for the next few days.”

At this point, Penelope must have lost the capacity to string together a coherent sentence since she could only stare after Lucia as she walked out of the lab and disappeared. What had just happened?

Penelope shook off her stupor and left the lab, still mulling her encounter with Lucia as she made her way to Montgomery’s office. She had no time for personal entanglements. Could she even trust her assessment of the woman, clouded as it was by this unnerving pull? How utterly inconvenient and annoying.

She knocked on Montgomery’s door.

“Come in.”

Penelope stepped inside. The office was as composed as its occupant: clean lines, a polished oak desk, not a single paper out of place. A faint citrus scent from a reed diffuser hung in the air. Light from a tall window flooded the room, cold and impersonal.

Montgomery glanced up from her monitor, removing her thin-framed glasses and setting them precisely beside a stack of neatly aligned folders.

“Dr. Blackwell.” She gestured to the chair opposite her.

Penelope sat. Her own desk was half this tidy, and the sight made something between admiration and irritation stir in her chest.

“Thank you for dropping by.” Montgomery folded her hands atop the desk. “I wanted to discuss an idea for the Luminary Ball. The board suggested a more…immersive theme.”

“Like a costume ball?”

Montgomery’s lips twitched slightly. “Perhaps. They’re worried the current setup might not draw enough of the audience we need.”

“I’m sure the more affluent art aficionados of Atlanta won’t miss the opportunity for such a festivity either way.”

“Let’s hope so.” Montgomery reached for her glasses again, polishing the lenses with a cloth as she spoke. “I sent you an email for review. You’re still more familiar with the Meridian and its guests.”

Penelope nodded, resisting the urge to check her watch. The gala already ate more hours than she could afford. “I’ll take a look.”

“That said…” Montgomery slid the glasses back on and studied her. “The Bellini piece. That’s an unusual find, and it didn’t come through our usual channels, correct?”

“Yes. A bit of luck.”

Montgomery regarded her for a beat, eyes unreadable behind the lenses. “How is the authentication looking so far?”

“Promising but not concluded.” She wouldn’t voice her suspicions. It might pass all their tests. After all, it was incredibly well-crafted. “The donor is willing to loan it to us.”

“That’s excellent. If it proves authentic, of course. And the source?”

“Innocuous so far. An art restorer-slash-consultant whose client discovered the piece at the estate of his late uncle.”

“Some board members are nervous,” Montgomery said. “There’s been quite a few questionable acquisitions going around lately. I’d like you to make sure none of that smoke blows our way with the Bellini—especially since it’s a loan.”

“Understood.”

“One more thing, Valentina Varnelli’s office sent something about renegotiating the Madonna loan.” Montgomery reached for her tablet, scrolling. “Nothing urgent, but review the correspondence, will you? I don’t want any surprises.”

Penelope’s left hand tightened into a fist. “Yes. Just forward it to me.”

“Good. Keep an eye on all this, Dr. Blackwell. Not everyone who smiles at you means well.”

Penelope stiffened. What was going on with people today? Montgomery couldn’t know about her extracurricular dealings, or her thoughts about Lucia. Still…

“I will. Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s it.” Montgomery’s smile returned, polite but practiced. “And do let me know about the ball. We don’t have much time left for significant changes.”

Penelope nodded, stood, and smoothed her skirt. “Of course.”

As she left, the door clicked shut behind her, and she exhaled slowly. Another mask, another performance. Professional cordiality was starting to feel like its own art form.


Chapter 5

Whiplash

Two days after the unsettling and delightful encounter with Penelope at the Meridian’s lab, Lucia felt trapped.

She had plenty to do, from painting to prepping the mission, research, and all that came with it. And yet she lounged on the couch, staring into space.

Skye had a point—she was the forger at the Collective, not a skilled thief or field operative. She’d gone on a few missions after officially joining, but it hadn’t taken long to realize her real talent lay in the arts. Francesca made liberal use of it, and most days, Lucia didn’t mind.

This mission wasn’t her specialty, but Lucia hadn’t hesitated, not when Francesca asked. Not when Francesca trusted no one else.

It wasn’t just because she was grateful Francesca had offered her a home all those years ago—it also became a sort of calling.

Until it wasn’t.

The restlessness crawling over her like ants on a sugar rush wasn’t new. She wanted something, something more than just being good, following orders, taking commissions, painting whatever she was told.

And yet, she had no other options.

Blackwell’s words had taken up permanent residence in her thoughts, the talk about the soul in her art, the lovely work of the Alessi piece.

She hadn’t meant to flirt, but being around Blackwell left Lucia wired—restless, exposed. That disarming focus—like it was tuned to shake loose every hidden part of her—only deepened the taut limbo she’d landed in.

Her phone rang.

Lucia grimaced when Francesca’s name flashed on the screen. Not the call she wanted. She wouldn’t admit she was waiting for one specific phone call, or text. Although Blackwell struck her more as the phone call type.

“Get a grip,” she muttered as she answered the video call. “Hi, Francesca. What’s up?”

“How did the Meridian work out?”

Lucia stifled an eye roll. Francesca generally had no chill and tended to micromanage, but when it came to the Madonna, multiply that by infinity.

“It went well. They’re still in the process of authenticating the paintings. She clearly detected the Alessi as a fake, though I didn’t exactly make that hard.”

“Maybe we should have tested her with two difficult paintings.”

“Time was of the essence, no? It takes longer to create a high-level forgery than our schedule allowed, once your ‘trifecta from the heavens’ came to pass.”

A beat of stillness.

“Don’t mock me.”

“I’m not! I’m doing all I can to get your Madonna back, and while I’d have liked to test Blackwell on something more challenging, that wasn’t in the cards. Besides, the Bellini is as good as it gets and on the same level as my Madonna. If she calls that one fake, we’re screwed.”

Francesca drummed her fingers against the chair. “If she hesitates on the Bellini, befriending her might not be enough. Keep her attention on you. People get sloppy when they’re distracted. You need to play it up a little.”

“What do you mean?”

“Use your charm, flirt with her. I read her file again. She lives a pretty lonely life.”

Lucia frowned. “We don’t know enough to make judgment calls. She might be living exactly the life she wants to live.”

“Given her father? I highly doubt that. Something like that tears families apart and leaves scars. So, if she’s vulnerable, there might be quite the opening.”

“Blackwell didn’t seem particularly vulnerable. Besides, it’s not right to—” Lucia bit her lower lip.

“What? Gain the upper hand?”

“Manipulate people.”

Francesca laughed. “Seriously, Lucy? What has gotten into you lately?”

Lucia gritted her teeth. She hated the pragmatism of Francesca’s approach to people and relationships, as if you could eradicate emotions with logic. In her darker moments, it made her question Francesca more than she liked. “I’m just saying I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to act like—”

“Like you have a crush? Why not? I’m not asking you to sleep with her.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose, struggling to keep her temper in check. “Have you found out more about Varnelli and what she’s currently up to?”

Silence.

Francesca pursed her lips. “No.”

“Maybe digging there is more useful than trying to charm the curator of the Meridian.”

“Are you telling me how to do my job, Lucia?” Her tone sharpened. “I’ve been running the Collective for over twenty-five years, and—”

“No, of course not.” She closed her eyes. “I just…worry. This is a lot, and I know how important it is to you. I want to do this right, but I also can’t…”

“Then stay focused. Everything else is set, but if Blackwell pushes to stabilize the painting on-site, we’re dead. That’s why you’re there, Lucia. Keep her leaning our way.” Francesca’s voice hardened. “With Varnelli in the mix, we cannot afford a single misstep. If keeping Blackwell’s attention buys us even a fraction more leeway, you’ll do it.”

“I know, I know.”

They ended the call and Lucia let out a soft curse, curling her fingers into the couch cushion. Dealing with Francesca with the shadow of Varnelli looming over them was like trying to walk a tightrope over a nest of vipers. Zero out of five stars—she couldn’t recommend it.

She also hated the guilt, feeling like she wasn’t doing enough, didn’t put in enough effort to repay Francesca for all she’d done.

Before she could bring herself to get off the couch and get something done, her phone rang again. She sighed, bracing for another of Francesca’s calls reminding her of something she’d forgotten, but instead, Lucia straightened and rushed to answer when Blackwell’s name popped up on the screen.

“Dr. Blackwell! Hi. How may I help you?” She worried at her lower lip, annoyed by how breathless she sounded.

“Are we truly going to remain this formal, considering you invited me out for a cup of coffee?”

Lucia gave a faint smile. “Hmm, I don’t know. I see the appeal.”

“I suppose, but wouldn’t that stand in the way of getting to know each other?”

“Uh.” Lucia’s cheeks heated.

“Or did I misunderstand your motivation in asking me out?”

“I, uh, I didn’t realize meeting for coffee is a cue for dating.”

“Obviously not. I merely read the room.”

“I see.” Lucia rubbed the back of her neck.

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Do you still want to get that coffee? I know a quaint little place not too far from the Meridian. In case you want to keep pretending you want to meet with me for professional reasons.”

Lucia let out a harsh breath. Where was the woman who’d been flustered at the museum just two days ago? “Yes. I want to. Whichever place you’d prefer works for me.”

Again, she could picture Blackwell’s smile when she said, “All right, then. I’ll text you the location.”

“Wait. We didn’t say when,” Lucia blurted out.

“Oh, right. Yes, well, I’m free Wednesday and Thursday around five in the afternoon. Or we could meet on the weekend if you’d prefer.”

“Either way.”

“Thursday then, around five?”

“Yes. I’d love that.”

“Great. I’ll see you then.” She paused. “Ms. Rossi.”

Lucia hung up, unable to suppress the smile forming on her lips.

~ ~ ~

The following Thursday, Lucia arrived early (likely in vain) to calm her nerves from firing like she was about to go swimming in a thunderstorm.

She picked at the seam of her sleeve and took a seat in a corner spot. She’d never visited this café before. Not a chain, it was more like a coffee shop of old, with nature paintings intermixed with coffee-themed images adorning the walls. Sunlight-dappled potted plants everywhere, and comfortable chairs to sit back and relax in while enjoying your coffee.

She glanced at one of the paintings: a serene meadow with a stone well overgrown with lichen and moss. A bright, sunny piece meant to evoke tranquility.

A subtle scent of coffee and cinnamon hung in the air. Muted jazz trickled from hidden speakers—overall, an environment that should have relaxed Lucia, yet she still sat as stiff as a board.

It wasn’t just meeting Blackwell like this that caused her disquiet (it surely wasn’t a date); it was precisely because she was meeting Blackwell here.

Francesca’s suggestion to charm Blackwell hung like a fat rain cloud above her head.

The tension between the fact that what she wanted to do was also what she was supposed to do—but she didn’t want to do it for that reason—left her in a state of…mild panic?

She didn’t want to lie to Blackwell and be here under false pretenses, but she was—yet somehow wasn’t—and it was all starting to make her head throb.

Maybe that was why she didn’t notice Blackwell stepping up to her.

“Hi, are you all right?”

Lucia blinked rapidly. She shook her head and rose. “Yes, yes. I’m fine.” Heat crawled up her neck. “Hi.” She stuffed her hands into her pants pockets, stealing glances at Blackwell, who wore a navy-blue jacket over a soft beige blouse tucked into dark slacks, every detail precise yet effortless. Her hair was pulled into a severe bun that only emphasized the delicacy of her features: understated makeup, elegant posture, and that familiar air of quiet authority—Lucia felt underdressed by comparison.

“Uh, want to go order?”

“No.” Blackwell dropped into the seat across from where Lucia had just sat.

Lucia did a double take.

Blackwell laughed. “Sit down. Someone will come and get our order.”

“They didn’t for me.”

“Well, considering how you were staring holes into space, I’m not shocked no one approached you.”

Lucia retook her seat. “But you are approachable?”

“Naturally.”

The moment the word left Blackwell’s mouth, a server appeared at their table.

Lucia really shouldn’t find Blackwell’s smug expression appealing.

“What can I get you, ladies?” he asked.

“I’d like a cappuccino and a serving of your tiramisu,” Blackwell said.

“And you?”

“Uh, the same?”

He nodded and left.

“All this time you were here and you didn’t bother looking at the menu?” Blackwell leaned forward.

“No. I was busy waging war with the air. But your choice sounded appealing. I love tiramisu.” Lucia shrugged.

“Hmm. Is that why you asked it like a question?”

“Well, you could have rejected me copying your order.”

“An interesting thought, though I’d be wary of people who’d take such ownership of a particular drink or dish.”

“And I shouldn’t be wary of you?” Lucia asked.

“I suppose that depends on your intentions.”

Lucia stilled.

Blackwell studied Lucia with that intense focus that made Lucia want to fidget.

“What are your intentions, Ms. Rossi?”

“I thought you wanted us to be less formal?”

“And I thought you liked it—a certain amount of formality.”

Lucia swallowed hard.


Chapter 6

Falling

“My intentions?” Lucia canted her head. “I’d like to enjoy my cappuccino and dessert while learning more about you.”

Penelope leaned back in her chair. “I see.”

She had changed her outfit five times before finally settling on something professional, understated, and, she hoped, unremarkable. Yet her bun felt too severe, her blouse too precise, her posture too deliberate. She’d brought the jacket because she’d expected to be cold in the café, yet her body flushed under Lucia’s bottomless gaze, even as her mind protested this ridiculousness.

“Is that acceptable, or do I need to watch my back?”

“I’m not sure how much your general life choices expose your back, but you’re safe from me.”

Lucia leaned forward. “Why do I hear a ‘for now’ hanging in the air?”

“Perhaps because you’re more perceptive than most,” Penelope said, then thanked the server who brought out their orders.

“Thank you.” Lucia pulled her mug closer. “Comes with the territory.”

“Your art restoration?”

“Yes, though more so my…personal work in the field.”

“You’re an artist? What medium?”

“Is someone really an artist just because they produce art, even if no one ever sees it?”

“Of course, you said it yourself: They produce art. What else would they be?”

“An aficionado?” Lucia gave a wry smile. “I paint. Anything and everything, really.”

“No preferences?”

“Faces. I really enjoy drawing and painting faces. If only for the eyes. Your work is all art; do you also make room for it in your private life?”

“As much as I love art, I’m more a consumer than a creator. I dabble, but it’s all pretty awful.”

“Maybe you need more repetition. We all suck at first.”

“Hmm, I doubt that. Natural talent exists.”

“True, but talent without practice—without hard, diligent work—goes nowhere.”

“I suppose that’s true for most areas in life.” Penelope put her cup back down. “And it’s not so much that I suck—well, I do, but it’s more that I use artistic expression as a form of relaxation. It’s fun, but it’s not supposed to be art.”

“That makes sense. It’s totally valid to do so.”

“Of course.” Penelope’s lips curved. “I don’t have the time or the will to turn my expressions into a true craft.”

“That’s fair. I honestly wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I didn’t paint. Mind you, I sometimes hate it, too. Not the art itself, not even the process. But sometimes it doesn’t click. Nothing comes out right, or you want to paint but can’t make yourself. It can be…frustrating.”

“Are you currently stuck like that? I’m sensing a slight undercurrent.”

Lucia pressed her lips together. “A little, but it’ll pass. It always does.”

“Huh. That must be comforting.”

“What?” Lucia asked.

“Knowing that things will always work out.”

Penelope met Lucia’s gaze and held it. Her heart pounded. What was she doing?

“Yes, especially when the rest of your life is mostly a raging storm.”

“You could always bring an umbrella,” Penelope said.

Lucia laughed, a joyous sound that warmed Penelope even further.

“I like the way you think. Yes, I suppose that’s one way to approach life.”

“You seem doubtful.” Penelope stirred her drink.

“I’m generally pretty levelheaded and bounce back faster than most, so what you said…” Lucia frowned.

“What?”

“I just realized I’m wrong.”

“Care to elaborate?” Penelope hated how she yearned to know more about Lucia, and not just because of her plan.

“Well, I thought what you said is pretty much how I live my life, but it’s not. I do bounce back fast, but I don’t do much preparing. Like, I don’t really plan stuff.” She shrugged.

“In what way? At work?”

“Everything, really. I just go with the flow.” She cringed. “That sounds corny and trite, but it’s true. I don’t bring umbrellas.”

A pause.

“You just hope it doesn’t rain?” Penelope asked.

“Something like that, yes.”

Lucia’s dimpled smile should have been illegal.

~ ~ ~

Penelope didn’t appreciate being called in like a servant, and the mood shift from her outing with Lucia to being summoned to Valentina’s mansion a day later chased ire through her bloodstream.

Her heels clacked on the smooth marble floor as she followed Valentina’s… what? Butler? Henchman?

He halted in front of a set of French doors and knocked.

“Come in.”

He stepped inside. “Dr. Blackwell is here to see you, Ms. Varnelli.”

“Thank you, Chester. Send her inside.”

Penelope rolled her eyes and entered. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes. Sit down, my good doctor.”

“I prefer to stand.”

A small smile spread over Valentina’s lips—delicate like a high-society lady sipping champagne. But when you looked closer, the steel shimmered beneath her sculpted cheekbones. Her skin was as pale as a ghost, though once she entered your life, she was anything but an apparition.

Valentina held herself with an almost aristocratic poise, as if she was used to people serving her, cowering before her.

True enough, considering her spiderweb empire seemed to reach everywhere.

Too bad Penelope’s father hadn’t been more thorough in his research before tangling with this rattlesnake.

“Of course you do.” Valentina rose and crossed to the front of her desk, leaning against its polished edge.

“What’s this about? I am a busy woman, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t waste my time.”

“I heard a lost Bellini has caused quite a stir and that your lovely new director wants it to shine during the upcoming ball.”

Penelope stilled for a beat. Who was leaking this? There’d been no official release about the Bellini. The testing was in its final rounds and so far, nothing had raised alarms. Then again, it shouldn’t surprise her that Valentina’s Eris Group had insiders at the Meridian.

“Nothing has been decided yet.”

“Much like with my Madonna?”

She said nothing.

Valentina sighed. “Have you informed your people about the…discrepancies you’ve discovered?”

“No.”

“Good girl.”

Penelope gritted her teeth, barely stopping herself from spinning on her heel and slamming the door behind her.

“I’d hate for you to follow in your father’s footsteps. Such noble men rarely survive long in our world.”

And there it was, the threat Penelope had been waiting for.

“You mean your world, and don’t worry about my father. You’ve done enough damage there.”

“Now, darling, we shouldn’t blame innocent bystanders for the failures of others.”

Penelope balled her hand into a fist.

“It’s important to distinguish friends from enemies. There are groups who call themselves liberators—Collectives. Noble thieves, they’d say. But I’ve seen how they operate. They’ll use you to launder their lies if you’re not careful.”

“Our authentication process is quite thorough and hard to fool.”

“These people are exceptionally talented, Dr. Blackwell. You’d be surprised by how they manage to fool even the most sophisticated methods and painstaking assessments.”

“I’m confident in the Meridian’s team.”

Valentina crossed one foot over the other. “You trust your instincts, Doctor?”

Penelope straightened. “I do.”

“Even against…curious, charming interlopers sent to suss out your vulnerability—to use you as a pawn in their game?”

Her pulse jumped. “I’m well-versed in seeing through masks people wear.”

A small smile spread over Valentina’s face. “Of course you are. I hope that confidence won’t cost you more than it already has.”

A pause.

“I’m rooting for you, Penelope.”

~ ~ ~

Penelope stalked out of the room, out of the mansion. She hated that she had to deal with Valentina at all. She slammed her car door shut and drove off into the night, heading home.

She forced herself to loosen her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel and ease up on the gas. A speeding ticket would not round off her week.

So Lucia was the person Valentina had warned her about.

Of course, she couldn’t trust a word that woman said, but the timing was suspicious, and the Bellini was a fake. Just like the Alessi. Even if their authentication process seemed to be fooled regarding the former.

It wouldn’t be the first time a forgery had passed every test, leaving her instincts to fight an uphill battle against official reports. She’d been vindicated before, sometimes years later, but the stakes were higher because for the first time, a personal entanglement had taken root. Roots Penelope should have yanked out already.

She didn’t want Lucia to be part of this mess.

What even was her role? A middleman? A decoy? A patsy? The paintings alone proved nothing, but the fact both came through her and her mysterious “clients,” that was the problem.

If they’d been forged by different hands, Lucia might’ve escaped suspicions entirely.

But they weren’t. The same eye, the same brush. She knew it in her bones. But knowing wasn’t the same as proving.

Worse still––she wanted Lucia to be innocent. That longing could ruin everything.

Penelope had accepted the job offer at the Meridian precisely because it housed the Madonna. Because it might lead her to Valentina. And it had.

There shouldn’t be a conflict in dealing with Lucia. Certainly not one that made her heart thud faster and her palms grow damp.

She sounded like a damned cliché.

And yet… If Lucia was the link, she couldn’t look away.

The problem wasn’t just the danger.

It was how easy it would be to fall.


Chapter 7

Lament

Later that week, Francesca asked to catch up, pulling Lucia out of a stretch of lingering distraction. The sharp scent of espresso clung to the air, mixing with the citrus polish used on Francesca’s antique floors.

“We’ve encountered a bit of trouble,” Francesca said.

Lucia leaned forward slightly. “What happened?”

“Someone’s watching us.” Francesca’s tone sharpened. “Jules hit multiple snags with the blueprints. Our informants keep contradicting each other, which risks a different time for the authentication. That’s something you need to confirm with Blackwell, since it must happen after the exchange. The point is for your Madonna to get the stamp of approval.”

No pressure.

“Are we sure the timeline changed?” Lucia asked.

“No. That’s the problem. Someone’s feeding false information into the system. Or someone knows we’re sniffing around and is scrambling the trail.”

“Varnelli?”

Francesca flinched. “Who else?”

“But she can’t know of our plan to steal the Madonna.”

“No. But why loan it out after hoarding it for decades? She knows I’d make a move.” Francesca paused. “That’s probably what she wants.” She crossed one leg over the other, her fingers curling loosely around the porcelain cup she hadn’t touched since Lucia arrived. “Sometimes I feel like I’m running with open eyes into a trap.”

“In what way?” Lucia asked.

“I don’t know. That woman’s made a career out of anticipating, expecting betrayal. Of course she’d prepped everything and is just waiting for us to walk into her net.”

“Then maybe we shouldn’t. If you think she knows and is planning something, then—”

“No. This is the first real chance to get my Madonna back. I won’t waste it on what-if scenarios or cower before ghosts.”

Varnelli might haunt Francesca, but she was no ghost. Lucia knew better than to say that out loud.

“All right,” Lucia said slowly, “but why try to mess with the museum schedule unless…”

“Unless she’s trying to protect it.” Francesca’s eyes darkened. “Jules picked up rumors she’s been asking about shortening the loan period. Trying to pull the Madonna before the gala.”

Lucia frowned. “That’s even more suspicious.”

“Exactly. But she hasn’t officially withdrawn anything. I’m not sure she even could, given she must have signed a contract. Anyway, it’s just murmurs. She’s moving carefully.”

“Or she’s heard something.”

Francesca gave a slow nod. “Maybe. Jules thinks there might have been a breach—some server access pattern that didn’t match the museum’s usual logs. Could be nothing. We don’t know yet.”

Lucia kept her expression neutral, though something cold settled in her gut, like the dip in temperature before a storm.

“I’m assuming she’s not above using surveillance.”

Francesca leaned back. The amber light caught on the subtle lines near her mouth, a flicker of old anger carved into her otherwise composed face. “She’s not. She’s already dangled my painting in front of me. And if she knows when we’ll try to make a move…”

“She’ll kill the timeline,” Lucia finished.

Francesca gave a sharp nod.

“We need to keep her guessing just long enough. And if we can’t rely on the schedule, then we have to rely on Blackwell.”

“I’ll try to figure out how and when she’d push for the lab transfer. If I can anticipate that decision, we’ll be ready.”

“Good.” Francesca’s gaze lingered. “Just remember—emotions make you blind. That’s when people get played.”

“OK.” Lucia stretched the word. She shifted her weight slightly on the firm velvet cushion, the fabric too stiff to sink into, too refined to offer comfort. “That’s a pretty bleak view, mind you.”

Not to mention there wouldn’t even be art without emotions.

“Perhaps,” Francesca murmured. “But it’s the truth.”

~ ~ ~

Lucia sat slouched on the couch, legs tucked beneath her, a half-read book forgotten on the cushion beside her. The house was quiet, save for the sudden clatter of ice cubes dropping into the freezer tray, followed by the soft hiss of the ice maker refilling.

Almost two weeks had passed since their coffee meeting that had felt suspiciously like a date, and Lucia hadn’t heard a single word from Blackwell—from Penelope.

She’d tried to keep her distance from the moment she first saw her at the lecture, and their little game aside, it now took so much effort to keep Penelope boxed up in her head as just Blackwell. It felt wrong.

Of course, the connection thrumming between them might only exist in her mind. But she still needed to get closer for the mission, even if the urgency came from somewhere else entirely.

She wanted to see Penelope again.

That much was clear from how often she checked her phone, even digging through the settings to make sure she hadn’t somehow muted notifications. She’d started a few messages, only to delete them again.

Sometimes she wondered if she was lying to herself. She kept rejecting Francesca’s suggestion to charm Penelope, but then she’d gone and flirted with her. And that hadn’t been for the job. It had been…genuine.

Which of course, was part of the problem and explained why she finally caved. With a grunt, she snatched up her phone and texted:

Up for a second coffee date?

She dropped the phone onto the coffee table like it had burned her, then marched into the kitchen to start dinner. Might as well put her nervous energy to use.

They had ended their first meeting with talk of a second, so it wasn’t totally out of the blue, but after two weeks of silence, maybe Penelope had changed her mind.

Lucia was halfway through draining her pasta when her phone beeped.

She hurried to put everything down, wiped her hands and grabbed the phone—smiling when she saw Penelope’s reply:

Hello to you, too.

Hello, Dr. Blackwell.

Are we incorporating formality in general?

Depends.

On what?

Are you up for a second coffee date?

So you’re admitting it was a date?

“Fuck,” Lucia mumbled into the room. She hesitated, then replied:

Figure of speech.

Coward.

Lucia groaned.

So? she typed, choosing not to rise to the bait.

Yes, Ms. Rossi. Same place? Say, this coming Saturday?

Lucia grinned.

Perfect. Around two p.m.?

It’s a date.

“God, you’re killing me,” Lucia mumbled, but still added a smiling emoji to Penelope’s last message.

~ ~ ~

Lucia had tried to arrive early again—emphasis on tried—but traffic had her enter the café with hurried steps, breathless and gazing around the room wildly. The bell above the door chimed as she slipped inside, already peeling off her jacket, her curls frizzing slightly from the humidity. The café smelled of clove and burnt sugar, and the windows steamed faintly from the rain.

Penelope didn’t seem the type to tolerate tardiness for too long.

She exhaled in a rush when she spotted her sitting at the same table, scrolling through her phone.

She hadn’t left.

Penelope looked composed as ever, dressed in a tailored charcoal blazer over a plum-colored blouse that stood out against her fair skin. Her hair was again swept into a smooth bun, not a strand out of place.

“Hey, sorry I’m late. There was an accident on the freeway.” Lucia sat down.

“Oh, that’s fine. I was catching up on a few emails.”

“I see you weren’t engaged in aerial warfare.”

“Excuse me?”

Lucia pointed at the coffee cup in front of Penelope.

Penelope followed her motion, then huffed a laugh. “Right. No. I wasn’t scaring the staff from taking my order.”

Lucia tapped her fingers against the table’s worn wood, the rhythmic motion grounding her nerves. “What you been up to, aside from working too much?”

“How do you know I’m working too much?”

“It’s the weekend and you sit in a café catching up on emails.”

Penelope leaned back in her chair. “That assumes those were work emails.”

“True. I apologize. Assumptions and all.”

“No need, especially since you’re not generally wrong. I do work too much.”

“You want to change that?”

The server interrupted their conversation, and they placed their orders.

“I don’t know. It’s easier said than done.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

“What about you? Do you get a lot of time off? I imagine you’re quite busy, restoring art, dealing with clients and their demands.”

Lucia hesitated. How she hated lying to Penelope. “It’s not too bad. I get to set my own hours.”

“That must be nice.” Penelope sighed. “Parts of my job can be done remotely, and I try to work from home as often as I can.”

“Yeah, working from home is a game changer.”

Their server returned, refilling Penelope’s coffee, placing a slice of cheesecake in front of her before handing Lucia a cup of black tea and a chocolate croissant.

Lucia’s stomach fluttered—she hadn’t even realized how hungry she was. The croissant was still warm, buttery flakes already sticking to the napkin.

“What made you enter the art world?”

“My father.” Penelope smiled. “He was a researcher, an artist, and well, too curious for his own good. He held various positions throughout my youth with the last one being the Head of Provenance at The Met.”

“Oh, wow. That’s impressive.” Lucia stirred another dollop of honey into her tea. “You used past tense. Is he…”

“No, he’s still alive. It’s…complicated.” Penelope’s smile dimmed.

Lucia nodded. This act, the pretense, it settled like a gigantic boulder in her stomach.

“How long have you been painting?” Penelope asked, shifting the topic to something Lucia finally could speak about honestly.

“I’ve always drawn or doodled, but it wasn’t really until middle school when I…I had the opportunity to really get into art.”

“Your parents weren’t supportive?”

“I don’t know.” She took a bite of her croissant.

“What do you mean?”

Lucia shrugged. “I never knew them.” She always tried for nonchalance when the topic of her parents came up, but the words still scratched up her throat, leaving her raw and battered.

Penelope’s expression softened. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

They ate in silence for a moment. Lucia broke off a piece of her croissant, letting it crumble between her fingers before taking another bite.

The air between them shifted: quieter, gentler. Outside, a car rolled by, tires whispering on wet asphalt.

“So, how did you get into painting? At school?”

“Yes. I had a teacher, Ms. Lake, she…she was awesome,” Lucia said. “The first one who saw me as more than the silent, shy girl sitting in the back.” She could still picture her, skinny and full of wired energy, constantly pushing her glasses up on her nose. And so incredibly kind.

“It’s hard to imagine you as either, to be honest.”

Lucia gave a half smile. “Time changes people.”

“Very true.” Penelope’s face sobered.

“She challenged me, and I don’t know. I’d longed for something that was just mine.” She shook her head. “Ms. Lake offered me access to the art room, before school, during lunch, after school. I lost myself in there.”

Lucia held Penelope’s gaze. “Most people think of beauty and maybe even excess when they think of art, but to me, it’s about survival. Or at least it was.” She braced herself—caught between the fear of being dismissed and her aversion to pity—but Penelope’s gaze held neither. Just steady interest. Her quiet attention made Lucia’s heart race.

Penelope nodded. “I’m glad you had such a supportive force in your life.”

“Me, too.”

A pause.

“Do you ever wonder how your life might have played out if you never met Ms. Lake, if you never picked up that paintbrush?” Penelope asked.

“Every day.”

A beat of silence stretched between them. Not unpleasant, more contemplative.

“Do you believe you’d have found your way to art either way?”

Lucia pursed her lips. “Like fate?”

“Not exactly. More like…some things in us are so fundamental, they’ll manifest one way or another.”

“But isn’t that a form of fate? Maybe I’m missing something here, but—”

“No, I expressed myself clumsily. I don’t mean predetermination—just that some things are so ingrained, they’re bound to happen. So maybe…you’d get another chance.”

“Huh, that’s an interesting theory,” Lucia said. “Maybe. It’s a nice thought.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Penelope looked like she’d surprised herself.

“What about you? Is there something you’d have found your way to regardless?”

Penelope seemed to consider the question for a while. “I’m not sure. I honestly can’t think of anything.”

“Maybe it’ll come to you later. Like on your drive home or in the shower. I sometimes do my best thinking in the shower.”

Penelope chuckled. “Anything is possible, I suppose.”

Another pause.

“Will you tell me?”

“Excuse me?”

“If you do think of something like that, will you tell me?”

“Oh,” Penelope breathed. “Sure. If you want to know.”

“I do.” Lucia smiled.


Chapter 8

Falling Down a Rabbit Hole

Penelope spent her Sunday cleaning, lost in thought, and greatly disturbing Fuller the moment she turned on the vacuum cleaner. The cat bolted under the couch, tail puffed like a bottlebrush.

Distance.

She had planned to distance herself from Lucia, to see her only as a person of interest, bound to the world that had sent her father to prison. She’d wanted to trap her, catch her in a lie, in some sort of scheming. That was why she’d agreed to their second coffee “date,” why she indulged in their flirtatious banter.

Only for it to blow up in her face. Every mantra crumbled in the face of Lucia’s openness, her raw vulnerability, and her sincere interest in Penelope.

Maybe her father was right, and she was in over her head.

Monday arrived all too soon, and with it, she found herself back at the Meridian, sorting through files and requests when her computer beeped.

She’d set an alert for updates on the Alessi and Bellini pieces. Penelope opened the email, scanning the text before settling to read it word by word. Then again. And again.

“Damn it,” she muttered, closing the message and leaning back in her chair.

As she’d figured, their lab deemed the Alessi painting a forgery but assessed the Bellini as the real deal, despite a slight inconsistency in the pigment layering, attributed to either later restoration or natural degradation over time that did not impact the overall result.

The office was quiet except for the soft hum of the HVAC and the occasional creak of her chair. Her head throbbed with a low, dull pulse.

Penelope rubbed her eyes. She wished she knew how to make tech see what she did.

She had no more time to fret over this as an alarm went off, reminding her of the scheduled planning session for the Luminary Ball.

When she entered the conference room, almost all seats were filled. She nodded at the assembled crowd and sat down.

The air inside was faintly perfumed with catering coffee and cologne—stale and corporate.

A minute later, Montgomery entered and moved to the head of the table, her gaze roaming over the gathered team.

“Good afternoon. Thank you all for joining our meeting. Let’s first discuss the theme. We want this year’s Luminary Ball to stand out. It’s not just about art—it’s about drawing in new donors,” Montgomery said. “Mr. Halcyon, go ahead.”

A red-faced bald man with thick horn-rimmed glasses cleared his throat before launching into the need for grandeur and tradition. Because art alone was never enough.

Penelope struggled to prevent herself from tuning him out. Her fingertips drummed lightly against her notepad. She didn’t bother writing anything down.

“Dr. Blackwell, what do you think?” Montgomery asked.

“I think a ‘Southern Elegance’ theme with antebellum elements might be a tad tone-deaf currently.”

Maxwell Halcyon bristled. “We need this precisely because we’re facing movements to erase our Southern culture. Something like this will appeal to the city’s donor class. Most skew conservative and are quite attached to the old South.”

“No one is trying to erase Southern culture, but maybe we shouldn’t be celebrating a movement that tried to tear this country apart over their need to—”

“Yes, yes, Dr. Blackwell. Your point is well-taken,” Montgomery said. “I’d prefer to avoid any type of controversy. What about adding a masquerade element? The board has listed that as a potential avenue, too, Mr. Halcyon, no?”

He grumbled, still glaring at Penelope.

“What about a Southern-themed masquerade ball?” he asked.

Penelope opened her mouth but stopped herself before asking what kind of Southern masks he had in mind—white robes and pointy hoods included.

“Let’s shelve this for a moment and discuss some program choices instead. Now that we have confirmed the authenticity of the new Bellini painting, it should play a central role along with the Madonna in Red. Our event coordinator also suggested running an exclusive donor preview beforehand. We’ve already sent out messages, including one to Russell Deveraux,” Montgomery said.

Penelope’s spine straightened. “The gentleman who loaned the Bellini?”

“Yes,” Montgomery said. “His team reached out to confirm he’ll be attending the ball.”

Penelope nodded, though her mind whirred. She’d seen the name on the paperwork; a wealthy collector with barely any online presence and no past loans of this caliber.

Her heartbeat quickened, shallow and arrhythmic.

A ghost of a donor, if ever there was one.

“We’ll need to finalize placement soon,” the event coordinator chimed in. “If the Madonna and the Bellini are shown together, that puts us near capacity in the east wing.”

“Do it,” Montgomery said. “That’s where the media will be, and the Bellini’s confirmation is good press.”

Penelope said nothing. Press. Donors. Exposure. All tightening around her like a net. Heat spiked, like she couldn’t quite draw a full breath.

“Dr. Blackwell, do you think you could…extend your contact with Ms. Rossi? Who knows, if her clientele includes more people like Mr. Deveraux, it could benefit the Meridian in the long run.”

Penelope gritted her teeth. “Of course.”

~ ~ ~

At home, a restless Penelope could not get her mind to stop spinning.

As always in such cases, she turned to research. First, she accessed the museum loan database, once more turning to Russell Deveraux and again coming up empty before poring over archived internal flags.

Nothing.

Then she typed in Lucia Rossi, and after a second of hesitation, she pressed enter, unsure if she was hoping for a blank or populated result page.

The cursor symbol flickered into a spinning ring.

“Naturally,” Penelope murmured, tapping her fingers on the desk.

One result.

She hovered the cursor over the listing, then snapped her finger down and clicked.

“Lucia Rossi…Petra Flack… Let’s see… Oh. Another donated piece, this one to the Tremaine Gallery in Charleston. All right. What’ve you got there?”

Digging deeper, she found the painting this Petra Flack had donated: a medium-sized piece attributed to Lorenzo Santini. A beautiful rendering of a woman visible from behind, strolling along a beach at sunset.

The image wasn’t clear enough for her to get a good impression, but her stomach twisted. Anticipation?

She logged into the INTERMUSE database—a collaborative platform used by major institutions to house digital scans and provenance records—hoping she’d find the Santini there as well.

That day, luck was on her side.

Penelope cast the image to her big screen, a color-calibrated display that let her examine the painting in magnified, high-resolution detail.

The screen’s pale blue light filled her vision as she leaned closer.

She picked up her reading glasses, gliding her fingers near the edge of the screen, as if touching it would make it clearer.

Penelope took a step back and exhaled slowly. She closed her eyes, then opened them and allowed her mind, her vision, to float.

“Damn it,” she whispered after a short moment, her fingernails digging into her palms. “Who is painting all these pieces?” More importantly, what was their connection to Lucia? The more she looked, the more she wished she hadn’t. Everything pointed toward a conclusion she wasn’t ready to face.

Penelope shook her head and pivoted to check older communications and intake documents from the Flack donation, looking for a signature, a name, anything out of place.

She paused after a while to stretch and get a glass of water. Too often she forgot everything when buried in research, only to pay later with dizziness and a raging headache.

The cold tile floor stung her bare feet as she crossed the kitchen.

When she returned, she clicked into the intake form. “G. Emerson. Intake listed under Petra Flack. Huh. How are you connected to this?” Another one of Lucia’s clients? Another donor? Maybe the forger? No. They’d not be out there like this. Or would they?

Maybe she needed to cast her net wider, after all, this could tie it all together.

Penelope searched for G. Emerson, art, painting, and Atlanta, only to stumble over a middle school art competition won by one Grace Emerson.

No pictures, just text.

Penelope groaned, rubbing her burning eyes. Her shoulders ached from hours hunched forward.

She adjusted the search terms to Grace Emerson, Atlanta, Georgia, and pressed enter.

A handful of results appeared, most useless: a real estate listing, a wedding registry, even an obituary for an elderly woman in Savannah. She cursed under her breath.

She clicked the registry anyway, scanning the page though she knew instantly it wasn’t her. Wrong age, wrong everything.

Why am I even doing this?

A saner person would have shut the laptop by now, told themselves it was coincidence.

But Penelope wasn’t sane, not where this was concerned. Once she got her teeth into a puzzle, she’d work on it until all its secrets lay bare in front of her. Even if it made her bleed. The fact that it—somehow—involved Lucia made her even more relentless.

She fine-tuned the search terms, adding missing person, because why not? This time, something pinged, her lips parted as she stared at the image on the screen.

Those dimples. She was a child, maybe thirteen or fourteen, but no doubt—it was Lucia. A missing child. Vanished, alone.

Grace Emerson.

Her heart pounded against her ribs, too fast, too loud. Her mouth went dry. Penelope’s head spun.

Back to searching for art again, this time under both Lucia Rossi and Grace Emerson.

More results.

A twenty-year-old PDF from a defunct school district website. Grace Emerson, first place, middle school division. The winning piece?

A woman alone at sea, so hauntingly familiar in its brush strokes, she could almost taste it.

Penelope’s stomach twisted. This couldn’t be true.

Next, she found a brief write-up in a local paper. A mention in a grant proposal from a foster youth foundation. A name change petition archived in a legal database, tied to a Lucia Grace Rossi.

Penelope’s knuckles paled as she gripped the armrest, dizzy.

This isn’t just a forgery. It’s a career.

Nausea pricked at her throat. Her vision shimmered at the edges.

How did Lucia get involved in all of this? Worst of all, she ached—a pit in her stomach, like she lost something precious she never even had.

~ ~ ~

Penelope spent the next few days in denial, unsure what to do. Maybe she was grasping. Wanting to see a pattern that couldn’t be proven. Not yet. The painting by Grace—Lucia—wasn’t similar enough to tie it to the Santini piece. A lone woman walking on the beach.

And sadly, her own skill led to nothing, except giving her heart palpitations as she paced her living room, Fuller shooting her a baleful glare.

“Oh hush. Your life is so hard, I know.”

Fuller turned her back toward Penelope and continued sleeping.

Montgomery’s suggestion to keep in contact with Lucia popped into her head regularly, and a part of Penelope wanted to confront her, but she knew she couldn’t.

She had no proof. A name change wasn’t illegal, and saying, “Hey, isn’t your real name Grace Emerson?” sounded borderline stalkerish. No.

She could let it go. Ghost her. But that wasn’t her style, and the thought landed like a brick in her stomach. Worse—this wasn’t just a fragile friendship. There was a plan. Lucia and whoever she was working with were up to something. Penelope recalled her mental mapping of the museum.

Then all this business with the Madonna and Valentina.

At first, she told herself it was about her father, and it was, at the heart of it. But the longer she stared at the threads leading back to Valentina, the more she had to admit: She wanted payback. It might not clear his name, but making Valentina pay, God, it would feel like justice.

But to pull it off, she’d need to keep her mask intact. And Penelope had never been good at pretending. She could be guarded, yes. Withdrawn. But not false.

She’d tried once when she took on the lead in a school play only because no one else knew the lines. It had been a disaster.

Penelope was too anchored in herself to fake it. And anything too different now would stand out to Lucia. Still, she was angry. Disappointed. Even though she kept reminding herself that she kept secrets, too. It wasn’t as if Lucia could’ve said, “I forge paintings and launder them through museums.”

Am I the target? Or am I the stepping stone?

Her stomach dropped.

She couldn’t let this go. But she could shift the tide—meet Lucia on her terms. Personal attachment couldn’t be the weak link. After mentally wringing her hands long enough, Penelope grabbed her phone and typed a single line, stared at it—

Then hit send.

Might as well go all out.


Chapter 9

Pangs of Conscience

Lucia sat at the edge of her bed, one boot on, one still dangling from her grip, the afternoon sun slicing through the blinds in harsh slats. Her phone rested beside her on the blanket, the screen still lit with the message.

She’d spent way too much time wondering what she’d done wrong during their second coffee date (she thought it had gone so well!) only to be met with radio silence again.

If this were just personal, she would’ve moved on. She had no time or patience for people who ran hot, then cold. But no. This was business, and she needed to get along with Penelope.

When the text finally came, she’d cheered before dropping onto her bed seconds later, still staring at the screen, unsure how to reply.

Ms. Rossi, how are you? I was wondering if you’re interested in stopping by the Meridian again. We never managed to finish our last tour, and you seemed quite interested in the inner workings of the museum.

First of all, who wrote such formal text messages?

And after two dates! One. Whatever.

The point was, Lucia had thought they were past this sort of plastic friendliness. Unless…it was teasing? They had surely done so in the past, and she shouldn’t be so sensitive.

Unless Penelope knew?

Maybe she’d been too obvious about checking out the staff-only areas. But no. She’d been calm, and a natural curiosity would have been expected.

She sighed and yanked on her other boot.

Lucia didn’t know how she’d explain any of this to Francesca. She’d been summoned to an urgent meeting. Lord knew what bee had now nested in Francesca’s bonnet. She was getting too old for this.

Lucia picked up her phone again, composed a reply, and pressed send.

~ ~ ~

At Francesca’s, they were once more joined by Skye, but this time, Jules made an appearance as well, and it was a welcome sight.

Late sunlight spilled across the floor, gilding the edges of old frames stacked against the wall.

“We have a problem. Actually—two. And the ideas you’ve sent in won’t work,” Francesca said once they’d all settled in her office.

“The Meridian has altered their plans for the Madonna. It will now be shown as a centerpiece, along with your Bellini.” She shot a significant look at Lucia.

“You were in favor of lending them the Bellini.” Lucia crossed her legs, trying to sound composed. No way was she going to take the blame for that.

“Yes, yes, but now it’s interrupting the entire timeline. Besides, the announcement of the ball left us with little wiggle room,” Francesca said. “They plan to move the Madonna to the east wing. It’ll be the biggest display for the ball, and the Meridian is adding extra security.” Francesca grimaced.

“It’s worse. They are adding live feeds,” Jules said.

“Ugh. And now?” Lucia asked.

“Our timing changes. Jules?”

“Right. Producing the spike during the ball no longer works with these new security measures—that’s suicide. We’ll do it beforehand instead. It ups the risk they’ll react too hard, skip the lab and rush her back on display. They will really want the Madonna up now, but if we play it right, they won’t have any other choice.”

“Is it wise to cause the humidity issue just for the Madonna? Couldn’t you also make it look like neighboring pieces are affected, too?” Lucia asked. “That might be less suspicious.”

“I could, yes, but triggering multiple alarms would scream sabotage. One piece, the centerpiece, looks like bad luck instead of an attack,” Jules said.

“So we’re just hoping Blackwell raises the alarm? What if she doesn’t? What if she does and then gets blamed for overreacting?” Lucia asked.

“It’s her job to protect the paintings. She can’t ignore the humidity alarm,” Jules said. “And I’m pretty sure they’d rather overreact than risk damage, especially with loaned pieces. They’ll be even more cautious.”

“Jules is right,” Francesca said. “If half the wing had tripped readings, Montgomery would lock down the whole museum. Subtlety buys us time. Still, this new version carries different risks, and some of them also depend on Blackwell. Before, she was the wild card because we needed her leaning toward removal during the ball.”

“I don’t see how this changes anything. We still need Blackwell to say the painting needs to go to the Conservation Lab and stay there,” Lucia said.

“If we’d triggered the spike during the ball, Blackwell only had to say the word, and the painting would’ve been taken down in a panic. Now we need more from her.” Francesca tapped her fingers against her glass. “We’re causing the issue days early. That means the staff might stabilize the vitrine or switch the case entirely. But if Blackwell insists the risk is still unresolved? They’ll keep it in the lab through the gala.”

“They’d do that?” Lucia asked.

“She’s the head conservator. If she flags a risk, no one’s going to override her. Insurance underwriters are notorious—nobody wants that headache. If she sounds the alarm, the painting goes off display and stays locked down,” Francesca said.

“All right, but I don’t see how I can steer her there. Not without raising suspicion,” Lucia said.

“I told you she’d mess this up,” Skye grumbled.

“Oh, shut it, Skye. As if you saw this coming.”

“No, but you should have, considering you painted both and there’s an obvious connection between them that makes it more likely to pair them during an exhibit. Didn’t think of that?”

“Once again, time was of the essence, and—”

“It’s not that big of a deal. This might even be better. It extends our window to get the painting.” Jules said.

“There’s that.” Francesca adjusted the angle of the folder in front of her, lining it up with the edge of the table as if precision there might force order everywhere else.

“What about the exact timing, though?” Lucia asked. “Do we know how long the humidity reading has to hold?”

“Why don’t you ask Blackwell?” Skye suggested.

“What? Like, ‘Oh, what’s your protocol for rushing art back to the lab if there’s an issue with the case?’ And then the exact thing happens with one of their major pieces? That’s not suspicious at all.”

Skye rolled her eyes. “Finesse, as I said. Something you lack.”

Lucia shot her a look, biting back the instinct to respond. Her pulse ticked hard in her throat. Once upon a time, that smirk would’ve made her smile. Now it just grated.

“Enough,” Francesca snapped. “I don’t care what issue you two are nursing. Solve it on your own time, or not. But I won’t allow your childish bickering to jeopardize this mission.” She leveled a hard glare at Skye, who ducked her head, then Lucia, whose gaze drifted to her hands on the tabletop.

“Am I making myself clear?”

“Yes,” both Skye and Lucia said at the same time.

“Lucia, squeeze out what you can. We don’t have room for another mistake.” Francesca turned to Jules. “Now, about the delivery of the fake Madonna.”

Jules cleared her throat, tucking a strand of her light hair behind her ear as her pale face lit up with the glow of the laptop screen. The quiet hum of the machine filled the room. Her fingers flew over her keyboard before she projected something against the huge screen on one of the office walls.

“These are the blueprints of the Meridian. Right next to here…” Jules pointed with a laser pen at a section on the screen. “There’s a supply closet beside the Conservation Lab, so it would be on your way in, Lucia.”

“And what about me?” Skye asked.

“I’ll generate a fake work order and a matching slip. You’ll deliver the unframed canvas in a portfolio case and hand the slip to staff at the front desk. Afterward, I’ll scrub the corresponding entry from their system. When they try to reconcile the paperwork later, it’ll look like a clerical error from a busy week.”

Skye tilted her head. “And if you don’t get to it in time?”

“Then the discrepancy shows up in real time, not later,” Jules said flatly. “That’s the difference between harmless mess and instant red flag. So once you hand it over, I need to know right away. The sooner I pull the entry, the less chance anyone cross-checks it.”

“High stakes,” Skye said with a grin. “Just the way I like it. But how do I get into the supply closet? Aren’t they usually locked?”

“Yes, but I’ll make sure to get you a badge that will unlock it, and you can hide it behind whatever supplies are in there.” She turned to Lucia. “Do you think you could get a scan or picture from Blackwell’s badge? That would be the easiest way, but if not, I’ll find another.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Lucia said, her voice tighter than she’d intended. Her phone sat heavy in her pocket, like it had absorbed the silence of the past few days. Penelope still hadn’t replied, even though Lucia’s response had been innocuous enough: playing dumb, acting excited but benign.

Yet, crickets.

Just as the meeting began to wrap up, Lucia’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out and stared at the pop-up.

One of the flagged donor accounts had just triggered a notification—an email routed through the system she used to monitor all the fake identities tied to her forgeries.

She opened the email under the table, the bluish glow from the screen cutting through the room’s warm light.

Subject: Loan Request: Santini Beach at Sunset

From: Tremaine Gallery

Body: The National Museum in D.C. is preparing an exhibit titled The Hidden Collection: Art Rediscovered and has inquired about a short-term loan of your donated Santini for inclusion. Please advise.

Her stomach clenched. Sweat prickled between her shoulder blades.

Who was behind this exhibit? There was no way in hell the piece would hold up under such scrutiny.

They’d donated it years ago, before her work had fully matured. The Santini piece was good, but not that good.

Lucia bit her lower lip and slid her phone back into her pocket. Her heart thudded so hard she could feel its palpitations. Was this just a fluke? A coincidence? Maybe. But if it wasn’t…

She considered telling Francesca, but given the woman’s current state of paranoia, that might not be the smartest move. Lucia could handle it herself.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Skye murmured, suddenly close beside her.

Lucia tensed. “It’s nothing.”

Skye lifted a brow. “Hmm. You used to be a better liar. What happened?”

“I’m just tired.”

Leaning in, Skye whispered, “Don’t get your heart broken, Gracie. That never ends well.”

Lucia shifted back, bristling. “What would you know about that? You’d need to have one first.”

“Touché.”

When she left Francesca’s place, the sun was close to setting, casting the driveway in honeyed light and long shadows. Warm air carried the faint scent of jasmine. For a second, Lucia paused, taking in the orange-red spectacle on the horizon, her fingers itching for her paints and canvases. The urge to create something of her own instead of copying other people’s pieces rose, so strong, it almost made her dizzy.

With a sigh, she trod toward her car, the gravel crunching under her boots, her mind once more wandering back to the email and its implications. That loan request could mean exposure. Or maybe nothing. But it bothered her.

Then again, there was also Penelope. Why was she even worried about her silence? She was probably just busy or distracted. Maybe Lucia’s own sense of guilt made her see threads that weren’t even there.

Back home, she contemplated writing Penelope again or even calling her. But she didn’t want to seem desperate, so instead, she grabbed her laptop to research this new feature at the National Museum, and if there were any connections to the Meridian or Penelope.

The glow of the laptop lit the darkened kitchen; the hum of the refrigerator filled the silence.

Penelope had started working at the Meridian about a year ago, and Montgomery took on her role a couple of months back, but the two of them had never worked together before.

Prior to the Meridian, Penelope had worked as the Associate Curator of European Art at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and her research had focused heavily on post-Renaissance oil techniques.

So yes, she could easily have contacts at the National Museum, even if nothing in this exhibit pointed directly at her.

No evidence linked any of it to Lucia. No proof.

At least, not yet.


Chapter 10

An Unexpected (Unpreventable) Fall

Penelope’s leg bounced beneath her desk, her gaze fixed on the top right corner of her screen, watching time refuse to budge.

Lucia would arrive in an hour, and Penelope’s nerves were firing like one of those old-time popcorn machines at the fair: loud, erratic, and impossible to ignore. Ridiculous.

She minimized the open tab of her email about the Santini loan request she’d put in through a contact at the National. While she didn’t know what she expected to find, it wouldn’t hurt to have the experts at the National analyze the brushwork. Maybe they’d find something. Or not. Perhaps she was just chasing ghosts.

Penelope forced herself to focus on the report she needed to finish—more or less successfully—then jumped when her phone rang.

The front desk informed her that her guest had arrived.

“Here goes nothing,” she muttered, rising to meet Lucia.

When she saw her standing there—curly hair pulled back into a thick ponytail, gazing at The War of the Worlds, a Renaissance painting depicting mankind’s battle against grotesque demons rising from an abyss—Penelope faltered.

Lucia was so lovely—shirt soft with wear, jeans slung low on narrow hips, curls catching the light like rope dipped in honey, her skin glowing in warm bronze.

Penelope hated herself for the thought. Even more so when her heart picked up its pace as Lucia turned and spotted her, a huge smile blooming on her beautiful face.

Traitor.

Penelope forced herself forward, torn between demanding answers, accusing Lucia of playing her, and sticking to her plan.

“Ms. Rossi, welcome back. Right on time,” she said with a smile that only somewhat resembled a grimace.

“Dr. Blackwell. It’s good to see you again.” A mischievous grin tugged at Lucia’s mouth, her dimples in full force.

Penelope wanted to punch something.

Instead, she gave a small nod. “Follow me, then. Let’s explore the belly of the beast.”

Lucia chuckled, a low, warm sound that Penelope immediately added to the list of things she needed to ignore and never think about again.

“What’s your favorite painting at the Meridian?” Lucia asked, stepping up next to Penelope and following her into the back area of the museum.

“Hmm, I’m partial to Renaissance oil paintings. The one you were looking at is definitely among the top three. I overall like the motifs of light and shadow, or the Underworld.”

“I can see that.”

Penelope halted. “How’s that?”

“I don’t know. Eternal struggle, good versus evil, demons trying to drag you down. You do seem the righteous type.” Lucia stuffed her hands into her pants pockets.

And yet you’re playing me.

“I see.”

“I mean no offense.”

“None taken.” Penelope picked up the pace again and they entered the staff-only corridor leading toward the west wing mezzanine, a quieter section rarely frequented by the public during the week.

“So, which painting holds the top spot?”

“Why don’t I show you?” Penelope wasn’t here to linger. Not to indulge in art or philosophy. Not with Lucia. Despite this, her steps led her to the Gallery of Sacred and Secular Visions, the home of A Piece of Heaven, a favorite of hers since she first saw it as a teen.

Lucia studied the painting, her brows knit in something like reverence.

“Do you know it?” Penelope asked after a moment, her voice low, though she didn’t know why she was whispering. They weren’t in a library.

“Yes, though I’ve never seen it up close before.” Lucia’s voice adjusted to Penelope’s register.

“Most people assume it’s devotional art. It isn’t. The painter was agnostic. There’s a letter where he calls it ‘hope in oil,’ not salvation.” Penelope wondered if this reflected her more so now than ever.

“Yet people believe the woman found heaven.”

“Maybe she did. A heaven on this plane, not in a celestial sphere.”

Lucia’s gaze drifted from the canvas to her. “Do you believe in heaven?”

Penelope’s lips parted, but no words came at first. “I’m…undecided.”

Lucia nodded, turning back to the painting. “It’s beautiful. A challenging piece, too.”

“Oh?” Penelope latched on. “In what way?” As a forgery?

“To capture the emotion, the hope, the longing while also allowing a certain amount of darkness present. See the shading here?” She pointed at a section. “That kind of balance isn’t easy to capture. It’s delicate and seamless.”

“Painted a lot of devotional pieces?”

Lucia smiled. “I thought this wasn’t devotional?”

“There’s that, yes.”

They stood in silence.

“Ms. Lake entered one of my pieces into an art competition back when I was twelve, thirteen maybe?” Lucia sighed.

“Did that upset you?”

“Not really, though I’d have preferred to be asked first, but…” She shrugged. “It was nice. Someone who actually believed in me—that I could be more than just…”

A beat during which Penelope almost didn’t dare breathe.

“More than what?”

“Average, I suppose.” She shook her head. “God, that sounds awful.” She averted her gaze. “Don’t mind me.”

“Did you win the contest?”

“I did, yes.”

“Here in Atlanta? That is, are you from here?”

“Born and raised. But that was twenty years ago, so I doubt you’d find anything online about it.”

“2005 isn’t the Dark Ages where the internet is concerned. It might still be out there.”

Lucia hesitated. She gazed at Penelope as if assessing something. “Perhaps, but…” She paused. “You won’t find it under Lucia Rossi.”

Penelope swallowed hard. Why was Lucia telling her all this?

“Oh? How’s that? I didn’t think you were married.” Seriously? Penelope refrained from hitting her head against…something.

Lucia laughed. “I’m not. Never been. No, but…” She rolled her lips. “I don’t know why I am telling you so much. It sometimes feels like I’d answer all your questions.”

Penelope’s hand tightened into a fist. She wasn’t pushing, not really, but she needed to know. Another secret about to spill between them, and the worst part? She wanted it for all the wrong reasons.

A flicker of guilt tangled with the heat sparking in her chest, and she battered it back down. “You’ve not answered my last one.”

“It’s a long story, but the short version, I eventually ran away from a foster family that considered art to be the work of the devil. I found refuge with…my Italian friend, surrogate mother, what have you. I ended up changing my name, a sort of homage to her heritage, but also because…it seemed fitting.”

Penelope’s mouth went dry. Who was this woman? How did she make her long for things she knew would lead nowhere?

“Can we pass through the west restoration wing again? I really liked the lighting in there. Besides, you promised me a tour.”

Here we go. “Of course. Follow me. That’s near the textile annex. We don’t display much there, at least not this season.”

She unlocked the side door, keeping a close watch on Lucia and the way her gaze took in their surroundings.

They walked along another hallway when Lucia pointed at a door. “That leads to the East Archive, right?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Oh, I’m just wondering. I used to come here a lot when I was younger, but it has been a while and things are different, yet still the same.”

“Well, you didn’t have access to these hallways, though.”

“True, but I have great spatial awareness. I remember through there, there used to be an Egyptian exhibit. It was lovely.”

They passed by the corridor to the storage section. “This is where all our art that is not on display is stored. Well, the pieces not in the Conservation Lab.”

“Do all paintings get stored here first before they go on display? Or only the ones in rotation?”

“Some of our more popular paintings, like the Madonna in Red, for example…” Penelope trailed off, observing Lucia again. “Are you familiar with that one?”

“Yeah. I’ve seen it.”

“Paintings like that usually go straight back up. Right now, it’s on display, but new protocols mean even marquee pieces sometimes linger in the lab,” Penelope said.

“Makes sense. What are some of the reasons to keep them off the walls, aside from restoration?”

“Oh, it depends. Sometimes there are issues with case sensors misfiring, or hairline cracks that need a closer look. We’re trying to get them back in rotation quickly, but it’s not always possible.”

They fell into silence as they walked. Their footsteps echoed faintly on the polished concrete, a quiet rhythm in the otherwise still corridor. The air was cool back here, touched with the faint scent of old varnish and lemon polish. A distant echo of voices from the public wing reminded her how removed they were from the world right now. Just the two of them—and everything unsaid.

Penelope leaned closer, whispering almost conspiratorially, “Want to hear something that hasn’t been announced?”

Lucia smiled. The warmth in her eyes hit like a match struck too close. “I’m always open to secrets, especially yours.”

Penelope nearly stumbled, derailed by Lucia’s gaze, the quiet weight of her attention. “For the upcoming ball, the Madonna in Red will be a centerpiece, along with the Bellini your client loaned the Meridian.”

“That’s wonderful,” Lucia said, voice low, genuine. No hitch. No tell.

Penelope studied her expression, searching for any sign she was lying, for the subtext that had to be there. She wasn’t imagining things, yet Lucia gave her nothing. She just stood there, calm, almost serene. Like someone content to linger. Like someone who wasn’t pretending. As if she genuinely enjoyed spending time with Penelope.

A beat passed. Then another. Heat curled low in her gut, and the traitor in her chest pumped faster once more. This was beyond dangerous, and yet…

Was Lucia really that good of a liar? Maybe Penelope was just terrible at spotting them. To be honest, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to see a crack.

Despite her findings (never mind that her conviction rested mostly on her unique way of perceiving art), most of her evidence was circumstantial and wouldn’t convince anyone.

Penelope didn’t want to get Lucia in trouble, but she was either in her way or…could she help her get to Valentina? What an absurd idea. Either way, what Lucia did was wrong, and—

“Thank you for trusting me,” Lucia said, quiet and unguarded, as if the words cost her nothing and meant everything.

It landed like a blow.

You’re so screwed.

Worse. She didn’t even want to be saved.


Chapter 11

Roller Coaster

Lucia rushed out of the Meridian as if someone had lit her on fire. Her heart drummed in her chest and sweat prickled at her lower back despite the museum’s very efficient use of air-conditioning.

What was she doing?

Her mind replayed her entire visit: their conversation, the way Penelope’s gaze lingered on her, the tone of her voice, the exact shade of her dark eyes. They seemed almost black, but in the right light, there was a faint ring of umber around the iris—the most beautiful she’d ever seen.

She was losing her mind.

She needed to tell Francesca that Penelope had confirmed their source’s intel—the Madonna would be the new centerpiece with the Bellini. She could also add that her visit had been a waste, because even when she managed to ask about conservation delays, it hadn’t been with any purpose. No clever segue, no subtle push—just empty words while her mind stayed fixed on Penelope. And she’d had an opening!

Oh, it was even worse than that.

Driven by her loathing of having to lie about the Collective’s plans (which she’d done what felt like a million times over the years), she’d practically split herself open and shared more intimate details with Penelope than with the last woman who’d shared her bed.

Why was Penelope so different?

She couldn’t tell Francesca or let Skye know she’d told Penelope about Ms. Lake or, heaven forbid, her name change.

What’s wrong with you?

Back at home, Lucia turned off her phone and slid it onto the kitchen island. She stood motionless before making up her mind and grabbing her keys to head back outside.

Quick steps led her from her walkway over a patch of grass to the cottage next door.

She unlocked the front door, pushed it open, and stepped inside.

The scent of drying oils hit her at once. Lucia’s gaze swept over the scattered charcoal sketches and half-finished canvases leaning against every wall. Her posture eased as she stepped farther in.

Yes, this was what she needed.

Late-afternoon light filtered through the large windows. Lucia propped up a new canvas and set to work.

She hadn’t decided what to draw, allowing her hands to move almost of their own accord. Lost in this daze, her fingers, black from the charcoal, drifted over the white canvas, adding lines and swirls. She wiped with her fingertips, adding shades that mimicked the shadow and light display from the sun.

The loud caw of a bird outside drew Lucia out of her stupor, and she stepped back, her fingers aching. Almost disoriented, she glanced at the clock. Over an hour gone.

She shook her head, gaze drawn back to her creation.

There, before her, immortalized on linen, was Penelope Blackwell—eyes that saw everything: the secrets, the lies, the doubts and fears Lucia kept buried, the tender, fledgling hope that maybe this wasn’t all there was to her life, to her art. To her.

Most devastatingly? As she edged closer, still staring unblinkingly at the face of the woman she couldn’t shake, the woman who needed to be nothing more than a pawn, Lucia realized something that crumbled this entire house of cards and scattered its pieces.

She wanted Penelope to see her. Really see her. Know her.

She exhaled in a rush, vision blurring. If only she knew how to resist temptation.

~ ~ ~

The week passed in a blur, Lucia dodging Francesca and all things Collective, claiming she was busy “working on Penelope.” Technically true; she’d finished Penelope’s portrait in the meantime. God, she was hopeless.

She entered her home, sank onto the couch, and stared at the third email about the Santini piece. She had to accept or reject the invitation. The safer—Francesca’s bet—was to decline. But Lucia was tired of this life.

Doesn’t mean you should blow it all up and land in prison.

“Good point,” she mumbled, drafting a quick reply and declining the invitation. There would be other, less self-destructive exits.

Her phone rang; she nearly dropped it. Seeing Francesca’s name, she wished she had. Lucia answered anyway. “Hey, what’s up?”

“What’s up? What’s going on with you? No updates, no messages. Then you’re a no-show at last night’s meeting! Are you all right?”

Lucia cringed. She’d meant to go but lost track of time in her studio.

“Sorry. I’m fine, just distracted. Had a lot of ideas and got a bit…lost.”

“Hmm.” Francesca’s tone was deceptively casual. “So? Any news aside from the confirmation about the Madonna?”

“Not really.”

“I thought you’d gotten closer to Blackwell?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean we’re joined at the hip.”

Francesca heaved a sigh. “Our stand-in for Deveraux can’t attend the preview, might not even make it to the ball. He’s got a previous engagement he can’t escape.”

Lucia groaned.

“You’ll go instead. Give his regards. Say he’s an eccentric recluse or had an emergency.”

“Since he’s already confirmed attendance, the recluse story won’t fly.”

“Then go with the emergency.”

“What if Skye goes instead?”

Francesca snorted. “Right. That’ll be the day. He is your client, Lucy.”

“Fine. Anything else new?”

Francesca hesitated, then sniffed.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. That awful woman just—taunting me. Flaunting her new acquisition of The Apostle’s Wake, as if we all don’t know that Belgrave Trust is a front for stolen art.”

Lucia hesitated. “But that’s what we do, too?”

“That’s not the point! Motives matter.”

“OK, sorry?”

“I don’t know why I bother. Did you send the report to Jules, at least?”

“Shoot, no. I forgot.”

“Lucia! You need to get a grip. This isn’t the time to slack. Five weeks until the ball, and Jules thinks we might have a security issue. She needs your notes.”

“I’ll send them today.”

“Do that.” Another sigh. “It feels like everything is going wrong.”

“I thought it was the ‘trifecta of the heavens?’”

Silence.

“I’m not mocking you,” Lucia said.

“Could have fooled me.”

“I’m sorry. Just got a lot on my mind.”

“Yes, and apparently that excludes me and your job.”

“I’ll try to do better.”

“Don’t try. Do.” Francesca hung up.

~ ~ ~

The next morning, Lucia woke to a text from Penelope.

Hey stranger. I hope the week has been kind to you.

She sat up, her bare feet cold on the hardwood floor, and stared at the message for a full minute.

Honesty still tugged at her, so she typed,

It’s been a bit rough, but nothing I can’t handle.

Penelope replied right away.

I’m sorry to hear that, but at least you’re confident.

I doubt that’s something you’re lacking. Lucia shot back, a small smile forming on her lips.

It depends on the circumstance.

True. How come you got time for texting on a Wednesday morning? I expected you’d be slaving over some reports or knee-deep in prep for the ball.

I’m waiting on compliance updates. Boring but necessary.

So you’re just passing time. Lucia worried her lower lip.

Or something like that.

A thought had been forming in Lucia’s mind all week—a dangerous one that refused to leave. She knew she shouldn’t, but temptation and she weren’t friends. Although perhaps temptation loved her because it always won when battling Lucia.

Do you have any plans for the weekend?

Why? Another coffee date?

No. I… I wanted to ask if you’d like to visit my art studio?

Silence.

I shouldn’t have done that. “Too forward. Damn it, Luce.”

She jumped up, left her phone on the bed, and headed to the bathroom, cursing her impulsivity under her breath.

Her phone beeped as she was washing her hands. She dried them, rushed back, and grabbed it.

Sorry. Work called. I’d love to see your art studio. Text me the details. Gotta go.

“Yes!” Lucia dropped onto the bed. “Oh, no.” She buried her face in the pillow.

This was a bad idea, and yet… God, she wanted it.

She wanted this connection with Penelope, even though she was still lying to her. How could this amount to anything other than betrayal—not just of Penelope’s trust, but of Francesca’s?


Chapter 12

Cracks

On Saturday afternoon, Penelope pulled up in front of the address Lucia had texted her.

Rarely were two impulses satisfied with one and the same act: she wanted to see Lucia’s art because it was Lucia’s art, but she needed to see Lucia’s art to confirm she was the forger behind the Bellini and Alessi pieces.

Why? Leverage.

Valentina was her goal, and if Lucia belonged to her world, she could lend a hand. Alternatively, if she refused, Penelope could still report her, though the notion left her with a bitter aftertaste.

Unless she unearthed real evidence, it would be moot anyway.

She sighed and turned off her car engine. As plans went, she’d definitely had better ones, though she wasn’t sure she’d indulged in worse. The sound of her car door closing rang unnaturally loud in the air.

At first, she just stood there, staring at the small cottage ahead.

A soft breeze rustled the leaves in the surrounding magnolia trees—the silence broken by the shouts of children riding their bikes out of the open garage door two houses down.

Taking a deep breath, Penelope locked her car and headed toward the cottage: a lovely old construction with pale-blue shutters, ivy creeping along one side, and a brick path lined with lavender and thyme.

Lucia’s job, one way or another, must pay well for her to afford a residential cottage as an art studio.

She touched the shimmering silver windchime before ringing the doorbell.

Heavy footfalls approached. The door opened.

“Hi. I’m so glad you made it.”

Penelope clutched her purse strap and managed a tight smile. “Hi.”

“Come on in.” Lucia gestured for Penelope to follow her, which she did, only to stop and gape at the sight greeting her.

The cottage had been gutted.

What must have once been a standard setup with a living room, dining room, and kitchen was now a single open space. Huge windows lined the back and one side, while wide skylights flooded the room with natural light.

Easels with canvases, more stacked against the walls, and assortments of paints, charcoal sticks, jars of brushes, and rags smeared with color filled the space.

In short, it was every painter’s dream.

“This place is amazing.”

Lucia smiled, standing straighter. “Thanks. I’m often tempted to live here. There’s actually a small bedroom in the back with a half bath and a kitchenette. So, I’m afraid I’ve spent some nights here.”

“Understandable.” Penelope’s gaze traveled to several completed paintings stacked against the wall in the back. “May I?” She pointed in their direction.

“Yes, of course.”

Penelope padded closer, her knuckles white, fingers tightening at her side.

The first painting depicted the sea—a raging, angry, blue-gray wave about to swallow a narrow strip of beach. It looked as real as a photograph. Next to it was a close-up of the moon, depicting craters and fine shadows with such precision that she felt she could reach out and touch the cold dust.

“You like nature. I must admit, after our talks, I expected more portraits.”

“I love both,” Lucia said. “Though I tend to use different materials for each.”

Penelope closed her eyes. She’d held back so far. Not allowing herself to truly see the paintings because what she’d see would make it real, no longer a suspicion, but a cold, hard fact. And a part of her trembled at what it would mean, at how much it would hurt.

When she opened them a moment later, she let her gaze soften to fully take in one of Lucia’s paintings, barely suppressing a gasp, yet unable to ward off the sting in her eyes. The colors blurred: soft, acidic, unmistakable. The same flavor she couldn’t unsee. All those lines, drawn by the same hand.

Lucia was the forger.

She’d created both the Bellini and the Alessi pieces—along with the Santini painting and God knew how many more.

Penelope almost stumbled back, her breath hitching in her throat.

“Hey, are you all right?” Lucia’s fingers on her arm, soft yet firm, both steadied and shattered her.

She could only nod.

Penelope looked away and froze. Was that…

She took a few steps toward the hallway to an easel holding a canvas with a familiar face.

Her face.

“That’s…” She stepped closer, Lucia’s hand sliding off her arm in the process.

“Oh, wow. Yes. That’s… I told you I like to draw faces.” Lucia stuffed her hands into her pants pockets.

Penelope had no words.

She’d obviously seen quite a lot of herself, from mirrors to pictures, but she’d never seen herself like this.

The woman in the picture looked powerful but also soft. It was hard to describe, and her mind was still in the spiral of Lucia, the forger, Lucia, the woman who made her heart speed up and her stomach clench. All of it together stole her words, leaving nothing but an empty ache in her chest.

“I couldn’t get you out of my head,” Lucia whispered after a moment of protracted silence. “You’re beautiful, obviously, but it was your eyes that stuck with me and wouldn’t let go.”

“Is this…” Penelope bit her lower lip. “Is this how you see me?”

“Yes.”

Lucia stood so close.

When had she moved? And how had Penelope ended up right in front of the canvas, away from the sea and the moon where they’d just stood?

“I’m sorry if this upsets you. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

Penelope shifted her gaze from the image and found Lucia’s instead. Her heart and brain did not congratulate her on that decision because while Lucia’s art stunned Penelope, her face undid her.

“Lucia, I…” She faltered, her eyelids fluttering when Lucia drew closer. Penelope’s gaze dropped to Lucia’s full lips, and she wondered what they’d taste like. She leaned forward. If only she’d—

“Why do you do it?” Penelope blurted.

Lucia halted, blinking rapidly. “Do what? The painting? I just—”

“No. Why do you forge paintings and launder them through museums?”

Lucia stumbled back, her eyes wide as her lips parted—lips Penelope had almost tasted.

“What? I don’t—”

“Don’t lie to me. I…” She paused. “Is anything you’ve told me true?”

Lucia recoiled as if Penelope had slapped her. “Yes. Every word about myself is true, well, every word about who I am personally.” She shook her head. “How did you…”

“Colors have flavors.”

“Come again?”

Penelope pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ve always been able to perceive colors differently than most people do, though to be fair, I don’t know how others see things.”

“OK,” Lucia drew out the word. “But flavors?”

Penelope sighed. “It’s difficult to explain, but I don’t just see colors. I feel them, taste them. They almost have a scent.”

“Chalky?”

Penelope huffed a laugh despite herself. “You’d think so, but no. Anyway, that’s how I know. Every artist has a unique signature, like a fingerprint. I’ve not encountered two artists who paint with the same flavor.”

Lucia’s brows furrowed. “Oh, what you’ve seen here compared to—”

“The Bellini and Alessi pieces, yes. Also, the Santini. Even your art from middle school. I couldn’t be sure because the image quality was awful.” She halted.

“Grace Emerson.” Penelope raised her chin.

The name hung in the air, heavy, with pressure that deepened the fault line between them.

Lucia’s face hardened. “I see. Looks like I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets.”

“You can hardly compare the two! I only researched you because I recognized the same hand had created the Alessi and Bellini pieces, even if our assessment team was fooled by your Bellini.”

Lucia’s expression flickered with something dangerously close to pride.

“Seriously?”

“Sorry.” Lucia sighed. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You could explain.”

“That easy?”

“Most things are. We just tend to complicate them.”

Lucia chuckled. “All right.” She held Penelope’s gaze, hesitation flickering behind her eyes. “Wanna go to the bedroom?”

Penelope arched a brow. “I’m sorry—you want to do what?”

“Oh, no! To sit. Like, there’s no place to sit here, and I…” Lucia rubbed the back of her neck. “I could make us a cup of tea, and we could talk? I only have black and herbal—chamomile and some kind of red tea.”

Penelope only stared at her. The tension of these last few weeks, of today, ebbed in the face of this ridiculous moment.

“Sure. I’ll take ‘some kind of red’ tea. No sugar.”

And with that, she marched along the hallway toward the back, praying she wouldn’t embarrass herself by landing in the bathroom.

Luck stayed at her side, and the first door she tried led to the bedroom.

Lucia’s bedroom.

Penelope halted at the threshold before stepping inside. What are you even doing, Pen?

“Beats me,” she mumbled, spotting an armchair in the corner and sinking into it.


Chapter 13

A Daring Proposition

“Shoot,” Lucia muttered, shaking her fingers as she turned on the faucet and held them under the cool liquid, entranced by the rivulets of water running down her stinging skin. How fitting she’d burn herself. The universe must be laughing.

She’d meant to hide the portrait, but it had slipped her mind, as so many things did these days. Infuriating.

Everything had started so well—or had it, considering Penelope’s research and her suspicions?

With a sigh, she turned off the water, picked up the two mugs and headed toward the bedroom. Not exactly the situation she’d imagined when putting Penelope and bedroom together.

“Here you go.” She handed Penelope her cup.

“Thanks. Are you all right? I heard the commotion and your little curse.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Splashed some boiling water over my fingers. No biggie.” She sat on the bed. “Little curse? What qualifies as a big one?”

“Definitely not shoot.”

“Noted.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the only sound the ticking clock on the nightstand—a remnant of Annie Walker, the cottage’s previous owner. She’d left Lucia the house for the groceries and long porch chats, as if that had been a hardship.

“So, you wanted to explain,” Penelope said, sipping her tea.

“Not really. You said I should.”

“Semantics.”

Lucia chuckled. “You’re funny.”

“And you’re stalling.”

“Can you blame me?”

“Look, you don’t have to explain anything. I can also just leave and—”

“No! Please…stay.” Lucia’s gaze dropped to the dark liquid in her cup before looking up again. “You’re not by any chance wearing a wire, are you?”

“What?”

“You know, entrapment and all.”

“How would that be entrapment? I’m not law enforcement.”

“You could be working with them.”

“I’m not. And again, I’m not coercing or tricking you into breaking the law. You did that on your own.”

“I painted pictures.”

“Pictures that end up where? In museums? On black markets?”

Lucia shrugged. “Depends.”

Penelope glared at her.

“It’s a long story.”

“I have time.”

“Right,” Lucia said. “I told you I didn’t know my parents and went through foster care until I ran away.”

“Yes.”

“I wasn’t on the streets for too long before I stumbled upon my Italian friend. She saved me, in so many ways, though she’d not say it like that.” A soft smile formed on Lucia’s lips. “We are…a sort of collective dealing in art.”

“The criminal way.”

“So you say.”

“I’m not wearing a wire, Lucia! What? Do you want me to strip naked?”

Lucia coughed, almost spitting out the sip she’d just taken.

Penelope blushed, her gaze finding the floor. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, well.” Lucia cleared her throat. “We soon discovered that I have a knack for…imitation and we took advantage of that.”

“One way of putting it.”

“What about you?”

“Me? What about me?” Penelope placed her cup on the nightstand.

“What do you want? You could have told your boss or even gone to the police.”

“And say what? The Alessi and Bellini pieces taste the same and even though our five-million-dollar lab confirmed the Bellini as the real deal, I’m not so sure, and oh, yes, I know who really painted them?”

“That’s it?” Lucia swallowed hard against the sharp stab of disappointment.

“That’s what?” Penelope crossed her arms.

“That’s all that’s keeping you from ratting me out?”

Penelope clenched her jaw. “It’s complicated.”

“Isn’t it always?”

“I…I have my own job to finish, and…” Penelope bit her lower lip.

Lucia’s gaze tracked the movement, and heat rushed through her. She’d almost kissed those lips. Despite everything, she still longed to lose herself in Penelope.

“What I want—what I want to do… It involves your world.”

“Your father?”

Penelope stiffened, and the air between them shifted. “What do you know about him?”

“What you told me, but also that he’s in prison. Since he worked in the art world, it’s safe to assume it’s connected.”

“So, pure deduction? No insider knowledge?”

“A little of both.”

“I see.”

“We keep saying that, but all we’ve done is assume, no? So do we really see?”

“Am I your mark? Is that the correct term? Did you show up at the lecture to what? Manipulate me?” Penelope’s voice sounded brittle.

Lucia suppressed the impulse to reach out. Shame spread through her, hot and heavy. “As you said, it’s complicated. Some of my secrets aren’t mine to tell. For the most part, we were interested in your ability to spot fakes. I’m not sure that’s the same as manipulating you.”

“It is when you flirt with me under false pretenses, because you want to…I don’t know. Unbalance me so I lose focus at work.”

“I doubt that’s possible. But no. My interest in you is genuine.” She paused. “Even now.”

Penelope flushed and averted her gaze. “That’s obviously over.”

Lucia leaned forward, her pulse thudding in her ears. “Is it?”

“How can it not be? With everything standing between us now.” She shook her head.

“It seems you want us to be on the same side, though.”

Penelope jumped up, her voice rising. “No! I don’t want to be a part of your—your whole criminal thing!” She waved a hand, as if catching herself. “Empire, whatever.”

“It’s hardly an empire. Also, not mine.”

“Does that matter? You’re still breaking the law.”

“You’ve never done that? Not even a speeding ticket?”

“Why do you keep making these ridiculous comparisons that don’t hold up?”

“All right.” Lucia sighed, standing, too and taking a step closer. “What do you want, Penelope Blackwell?”

Penelope’s breathing hitched. “Justice.”

“For your father?”

“Yes.”

“And you think I can help? After everything?”

“You. Your…collective. Your Italian friend.”

“I’d have to talk to her, and she might not be up for it. She’s not the most trusting person.”

“But she trusts you?”

“Yes.”

“And do you trust me?”

Silence once more settled between them.

“Yes.”

Something in Penelope’s posture relaxed, as if she’d braced for a different answer. “Will you help me?”

“Yes.”

~ ~ ~

After Penelope left, Lucia rushed back home. A part of her had wanted to invite Penelope over earlier, to have the conversation here in a much more comfortable space. Thankfully, she’d resisted that insanity.

Now she was liable to pace a hole in her floors.

The house was quiet except for the soft hum of the old refrigerator and the occasional groan of settling wood. Outside, cicadas buzzed under the heavy afternoon air.

Francesca would murder her, and Skye would stand laughing over her charred corpse. Morbid much?

She’d been going back and forth on how to best approach this, how to prevent Francesca from losing her temper—and there simply wasn’t a way. Francesca was always an intense person, but with the Madonna on the line and Varnelli lurking, this was a powder keg, and Lucia was about to toss a lit match onto it.

She must have lost her mind.

On the other hand, having an insider like Penelope on their side would be huge (a game changer, really), all but guaranteeing their success. And it would make it easier to learn about the Meridian’s protocols. More than that, Penelope would know what was at stake and could make sure the Madonna stayed in the Conservation Lab.

Maybe she could sell that to Francesca?

Lucia halted and took out her phone, her finger hovering over Francesca’s number for a beat. This could get so ugly, but in a strange way, she felt she owed both women the truth, and her best effort.

She pressed dial.

“Yes?”

“Can I come over? We need to talk.”

“I’m home for another two hours, so come right away.”

“On my way.”

And with that, Lucia headed for the car.

No time like the present, they said. She’d find out if that was true.

Thirty minutes later, Lucia slammed her car door shut and strode up the walkway to Francesca’s villa. Heat radiated from the pavement, but her palms were ice-cold.

Her hand shook as she rang the doorbell.

“Come inside and make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right with you.” Francesca ushered her inside before disappearing into her office.

Lucia sat down, her left leg rattling up and down as she chewed on her lower lip. The leather of the chair stuck to the backs of her thighs, amplifying her discomfort.

She stared at the wall across from her, but instead of the immaculate order of Francesca’s living room—white walls, sharp lines, a single abstract painting hung with military precision, the faint scent of espresso clinging to the air—all she saw was Penelope’s face in the soft studio light, wary yet still curious.

Five minutes passed, each one stretching to fill the space of five hours in Lucia’s head—until Francesca joined her.

“What’s up?” She sat in her usual chair.

At first, Lucia only looked at her.

“Lucy? Are you all right? Did something happen?”

“I’m fine. I just…You told me to get closer to Blackwell, and I have, but—”

“What? Skye’s right and you’ve developed a crush?” She waved her off. “That’ll pass again. Just do your job.”

Lucia cleared her throat, avoiding Francesca’s gaze. “No. I meant, I tried to get her to trust me and all that.” A lie, well, at least regarding motivation.

“That’s good. What’s the problem?”

“She knows.”

Francesca’s eyes narrowed. “Knows what?”

“About me, that I painted the Bellini and Alessi.”

“Excuse me? How? Don’t tell me you’ve told her!”

“Of course not. But I also…I didn’t deny it. I mean, she knew. Like she tastes colors or something and she said she knew. She even knew about the Santini!”

Francesca shook her head. “That makes no sense. Even if she has some sort of art synesthesia, wouldn’t that mean she only knew the same artist created all those pieces, not that it’s you?”

Lucia ducked her head. Her heart banged against her ribs, hard and unsteady.

“Lucy, what did you do?”

“I may have invited her to my art studio,” Lucia blurted out in one breath.

Silence.

Lucia shifted, her thumb running along her fingertips.

Francesca blinked. “You did what?” she all but shouted.


Chapter 14

Honey vs. Vinegar

Penelope groaned and massaged her temples, trying to ease the headache that had set up shop in her skull since the moment she’d opened her eyes.

After leaving Lucia’s, she had driven home in a daze and spent the night tossing and turning, unable to fall asleep. She’d half pummeled her pillow into submission—always a bad omen.

She rose and lumbered into the kitchen. Coffee first, coherent thoughts after.

She settled in her rocking chair on the patio with a cup of steaming coffee and gazed at her backyard—white and red azalea bushes, their flowers drooping, most of them already fallen. The colors on the sweetgum trees that lined the back and acted as a natural privacy fence were more orange than green. A squirrel chased another one up an oak tree, and round and round they went.

The mug warmed her fingers. The scent of roasted beans curled up to meet her like an old friend.

She closed her eyes, drawing in the earthy aroma and the faint crispness of fall that lingered under it, and a part of Penelope wished she could unknow what she had learned yesterday, even wishing she’d just kissed Lucia instead of asking the damned question that had unraveled everything.

She also wondered if she’d hit her head on the way there and forgotten, because what else could explain proposing a partnership with a criminal—a criminal collective. Whatever that meant.

Whenever she thought of Lucia as a criminal, her stomach dropped, and not in the most pleasant way like just before their almost-kiss. It didn’t feel right. Lucia didn’t fit the criminal mold.

Neither did Penelope’s father, though, and that hadn’t kept him out of prison. And he was innocent, unlike Lucia.

Penelope’s phone sat heavy in her pocket, and her laptop all but called her name.

Neglecting duty wasn’t in her vocabulary. Moreover, this had to count as an emergency, even on a Sunday.

She should call, no, text Lucia—tell her to forget about it; she should tell Montgomery about the forgeries; she should inform their head of provenance; she should distance herself from Lucia and never talk to her again; she should definitely reach out to her contact in D.C. about the Santini and alert them of possible fraud.

Yet she did nothing but sit there, the storm raging inside her becoming even more grotesque against the serenity before her.

A breeze stirred the branches, scattering a few brittle leaves across the patio stones. She didn’t move. Her grip tightened on the mug until her knuckles blanched.

Penelope flinched when her phone rang, and she fumbled it out of her pocket.

An unknown number.

“Hello?”

“This is a collect call from Richard Blackwell, an inmate at the Federal Correctional Institution in Bastrop, Texas. To accept this call and the associated charges, press 1. To decline, press 2. This call may be monitored and recorded.”

“What?” She pressed one. “Dad? Are you there? Are you OK?”

“Yes, sweetheart, listen. I don’t have long. Your mom told me you asked her to send along my provenance research notes. I need you to back off. I know you’re hurting and that this is all unfair, but I made my bed. I should have known better.”

“But Dad—”

“No. Let this go. You’re not doing me any favors by putting yourself in danger.”

“I can handle myself.”

“I don’t doubt it. You might even think you can handle her, but believe me, honey, she will eat you alive.”

She closed her eyes. “I’m not really doing anything. I just… I research. You know that’s all I do.”

“Pen?”

“Yes?”

“Drop it.”

“I can’t, Dad.” Her voice broke. “I don’t know how. Please tell Mom to send me the notes. I promise I’ll—”

“I’ll think about it.”

“I won’t give up. With or without your help.”

Silence.

“Dad?”

“I heard you.” Richard sighed. “I have to go. Please be careful.”

“I will.”

“I love you, Pen.”

“I love you, too.”

The call ended.

Penelope covered her mouth with her hand as the backyard blurred and her heart stalled. The burn of held-back tears made her eyes sting. They hadn’t talked much since his incarceration two years ago—his choice—and at times it was like missing a limb.

She recalled his voice, and sometimes she’d listen to the few voice messages she had of him, but it never compared to talking to him in real time. Worse, he remained out of reach.

Her coffee had gone cold. The mug felt heavy now, an anchor in her lap.

~ ~ ~

At work the next day, Penelope struggled to concentrate. Tasks she could usually do in her sleep took forever, riddled with errors that only fueled the inferno in her gut.

Shortly before noon, the event coordinator of the Luminary Ball stuck her head into her office.

“Hey, Dr. Blackwell. Sorry to bother you, but I need an answer, and you might not have gotten my last email,” Emma said.

“What’s this about?”

“The VIP seating for the ball. You know how sensitive some of our donors are, and I was wondering if you…”

Penelope stared blankly, unable to compute this simple question. How can I care about this now? Get a grip, it’s your job!

“All right, um, Emma. Let’s see.” She’d not admit she missed the end of her question. “How about you check the seating arrangement from last year and see if there were any complaints? And if there have been, you adjust?”

“Oh, OK.”

“I trust your judgment.” Penelope forced a smile and exhaled a harsh breath when Emma beamed and wished her goodbye.

The rest of her workday went by in a much more orderly fashion, and right when Penelope was packing up her belongings, a messenger knocked on her door.

“Penelope Blackwell?” he asked.

“Yes?”

He handed her a medium-sized envelope before holding out his handheld scanner. “Please sign this.”

She did, not even noticing him leave again.

For a moment, excitement slithered through her—expecting her father’s notes—but then she realized that not only would that have been way too fast but also that the envelope was too small and thin. Not to mention, her mother wouldn’t send it to the Meridian.

When she flipped the envelope over, she froze at the red wax insignia—stylized initials pressed into a perfect oval. The two V’s almost looked like a W.

She grabbed her letter opener and sliced through the seam without ceremony, bracing herself. The missive contained a newspaper clipping and a handwritten note. She unfolded the clipping and ground her jaw upon seeing the headline.

Former Metropolitan Museum of Art Head of Provenance Indicted in High-Value Forgery Case

Her stomach twisted. The paper crackled faintly as her hands trembled.

The article included a photo of La Donna Addormentata, a painting now widely discredited as a forgery—one her father had authenticated just months before the scandal broke.

She glanced at the accompanying note, fearing she’d have to see her dentist soon if she kept grinding her teeth like that.

The past always has a way of bleeding into the present, doesn’t it?

Some legacies endure. Others…unravel.

—V

“That bitch,” Penelope ground out. As if she needed Valentina to remind her how the past still bled into everything.

Fury rising, she snatched her purse and headed out of the office.

Her drive home seemed to take forever. Traffic crawled, her fraying nerves made every minute stretch. She couldn’t count the times she resisted the urge to slam her horn to wake up the drivers ahead of her as they must have fallen asleep.

The steering wheel creaked under her grip. Her jaw ached from clenching.

By the time she entered her house, she was more than ready to wash the day off, but first, she needed to give a certain someone a piece of her mind.

Penelope dialed the number before placing down her purse.

Valentina answered on the second ring. “Hello, darling. I’ve been expecting your call. Did you like my letter?”

“What do you want?”

“Control. Certainty. And the assurance that inconvenient truths stay buried.”

“You already get more from me than I ever agreed to. Don’t confuse proximity with loyalty, Valentina. Besides, if you need my help, why would you antagonize me? Haven’t you learned that flies are easier caught with honey?”

“Are they, though? A solution of vinegar and dish soap actually does wonders.”

Penelope rolled her eyes. “You need to back off. I didn’t agree to help you bury anything. I agreed to listen. To wait. That’s all. There are bigger fish to fry.”

“Oh, are you trying to provoke me by implying that I’m low on the food chain, Dr. Blackwell?”

“Who says I’m implying anything?” Her pulse hammered behind her temples.

Valentina let out a silky laugh. “My little warning was a courtesy to you. Believe it or not, I actually quite liked your father.”

“Really? Then I don’t want to know what happens to people you don’t like.”

“Hmm, no. You don’t.”

“So, you just sent this message because…” She gestured, then let her hand fall uselessly to her side. “You felt the need to annoy me?”

“Please, darling. No. Of course not. Be on the lookout for another letter. One that suggests a more…fruitful association.”

“So, you first throw a toy at someone’s head and then ask them to play with you?”

Valentina laughed—a genuine, warm sound that left Penelope speechless for a moment.

“You truly are a wonder, Penelope. I hope to be seeing more of you. Our previous collaborations have impressed me. A more official association could do wonders for your career.”

Penelope curled her hand into a fist. Valentina’s help was poison. “If that’s what’s in the letter, you could have saved your ink, paper, and postage. I have zero interest in officially signing on. I’ve seen where that ends, so that will be a hard pass.”

“But you don’t know what I’m offering yet.”

“Something worth more than my freedom? I doubt it.”

“We shall see. Goodbye, Dr. Blackwell.” Valentina ended the call.

“Such an obnoxious piece of work,” Penelope muttered, bending down to pet Fuller.

The cat rubbed against her leg with a soft purr, grounding her for a moment.

“What are we going to do, girl?”

Penelope couldn’t help but compare Valentina and Lucia—how one chilled her and the other…left behind a warmth in her chest she didn’t know how to deal with.

She also thought of Lucia’s Italian friend, wondering if the woman was anything like Valentina. Were they competitors?

The more she dug, the more she couldn’t shake the feeling that Valentina’s grip on the Madonna was even less airtight than it appeared. The forged provenance was good, but not perfect. If someone at the Meridian noticed, it wouldn’t just expose a forgery, it could unravel everything.

Perhaps Penelope needed Lucia’s Collective more than she realized, considering such a snare could hobble her, too.

She decided to take a shower, eat something, and go to bed. Maybe sleep would offer her a solution.

When her alarm went off the next morning, she groaned as memories of the last few days rushed to the forefront.

“Damn it,” she groused, rising and heading for the bathroom. Once she was done and had finished her breakfast, she pulled out her phone. She didn’t know if she’d regret it, but she’d told her father the truth: she couldn’t let it go.

Her finger poised over the message for a beat.

Have you spoken to your Italian friend? I’d like to meet her.

Then she pressed send.


Chapter 15

The Master and the Student

The heavy entrance door to Francesca’s villa swung open—dark wood, iron-studded, like something out of a forgotten century. Had it always creaked like it was catching you mid-crime?

Lucia shifted on her feet. The late-afternoon sun pressed on her back like a warning. Next to her, Penelope stood tall and still, her expression an impassive mask.

“Good afternoon, Lucy,” Francesca addressed her, though her gaze immediately zeroed in on Penelope. “Dr. Blackwell. It’s good to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, Ms. Greco.”

“Please, call me Francesca.”

“Only if you call me Penelope.”

Lucia’s gaze darted between them. The tension crackled, cool and sharp, dropping the temperature around them. Neither Francesca nor Penelope seemed fazed by the other, and their silent standoff had the air of a meeting between equals—both standing straight, neither flinching, neither yielding.

“Uh, could we maybe come inside?” Lucia asked. “I assume this meeting isn’t meant to happen on the front step?”

Francesca stepped back and gestured for them to enter.

They stepped into a hallway cool with marble and quiet as a museum. Francesca’s heels clicked across the floor as she led them to the living room—wide, vaulted, and sparse but unmistakably expensive.

Skye lounged on a leather couch, scrolling through her phone. She didn’t look up, but her smirk made clear she knew they were there.

Lucia stifled the urge to grab Penelope’s arm and drag her back outside.

“Hiya, Gracie,” Skye drawled.

Lucia turned to Francesca. “Was it necessary for her to be here, too?”

“What we have to discuss impacts Skye as well. Jules was supposed to be here, too, but she couldn’t make it. Sit down.”

Lucky Jules.

They took their seats—Lucia beside Penelope, Francesca opposite, Skye to the side, watching like a cat about to pounce.

The leather creaked under Lucia’s tense posture.

“I heard you have questions?”

Penelope held Francesca’s gaze, sitting so straight, it made Lucia’s own back ache. “What is your plan for the Meridian?”

“Why do you assume there is a plan?”

“You didn’t test me with your forgeries for fun.”

Francesca leaned forward. “Maybe we just wanted to learn more about the players in town.”

“I’ve worked at the Meridian for a little over a year, so you’ve had plenty of time to test me. And when you consider the changes to our procedures, the upcoming ball?” Penelope’s tone turned cool. “The timing is a little too convenient.”

“Why would we trust you with anything?” Skye asked. “We’re not lovesick fools like Gracie.”

Lucia stiffened, her hands curling into fists against her knees.

Penelope didn’t even glance at Skye. “Then why did you ask me to come here?”

“Did we?” Francesca asked, her tone soft, benign, yet Lucia’s heart thudded against her ribs.

“Not in so many words, but given your need for me, I’m sure I was merely faster,” Penelope said, still holding Francesca’s steely gaze.

“What do you envision we need from you?” Francesca asked.

“That’s what I want to know. You don’t need me to sign off on the Bellini; our tests confirmed Lucia’s painting as genuine, and after visiting Lucia’s art studio, I see that the Alessi was only caught because you wanted it to be. So, again, what do you want from me?”

“You care about art, don’t you?”

“Is that a real question?” Penelope asked.

“And you care about your father, about what happened to him?”

Penelope visibly clenched her jaw. Lucia felt the tension roll off her like heat—sharp, bitter.

“We believe that…we might be in a position to help each other reach our goals.” Francesca folded one leg over the other.

“How convenient. What is my goal?”

“Revenge? Justice? I’m not particularly invested in the difference in this case, but we have a common enemy.”

“Varnelli. How is she your enemy?” Penelope asked.

“The Madonna in Red—”

“Don’t tell me that’s a fake, too!” Penelope looked at Lucia. “If so, you didn’t paint it. But no. I’ve seen it a hundred times. It’s real.”

“It is. However, we have reason to believe that Varnelli plans to steal it.”

“She loaned it to the Meridian. She has no reason to steal her own property.”

“Yes, but haven’t you found some…inconsistencies with its records?”

“How do you know that?”

Francesca held Penelope’s gaze. “We heard noise about Varnelli trying to end the loan contract with the Meridian early. Now why would she do that?”

“Because she gets off on power?”

Francesca cringed. “Varnelli is a bit more complex than that. She stole the painting from me—along with the original provenance papers. She might’ve destroyed them to erase the link to me or kept them as leverage. Either way, I don’t have them anymore.” She sighed. “Questionable paperwork never mattered while the Madonna stayed hidden. But now that it’s on public display, those cracks could show. Wanting to end the loan early? That’s her trying to contain the damage.”

“What happens now?” Penelope asked.

“Now she wants it back before anyone can notice—and she can’t have it!”

Penelope startled. “You sound like a kindergartner who got their favorite toy stolen.”

“Something like that.” Francesca pressed her lips into a tight line. “The Madonna in Red belonged to my family for over four generations. My great-great-grandfather acquired it in 1871. Valentina took it over twenty-five years ago, hid it for most of that time, and only loaned it to the Meridian to taunt me.”

Penelope’s eyebrows rose. “How convenient.”

“It’s true.” Francesca’s gaze didn’t waver.

“I’m assuming going to the police is not part of your natural instinct.”

“No.”

“So how do you plan on preventing Valentina from stealing the painting?”

“We steal it first,” Lucia blurted out, wincing, wishing she could drag the words back.

Francesca shot her a long-suffering look, while Penelope’s gaze snapped toward her.

“Excuse me?”

Lucia rubbed the back of her neck.

“What Gracie here is saying—”

“Her name is Lucia,” Penelope snapped.

Skye’s pale skin turned beet red. “Right. Anyway, what Lucia’s saying is: is it really stealing if we’re only getting Francesca’s property back? Isn’t that righting an injustice or something like that?”

“That assumes I believe your story. Maybe you’re telling me what you think I need to hear to cooperate. Either way, you still haven’t told me what role you expect me to play.” Penelope’s gaze turned flinty. “I’m not breaking any laws for you.”

“To be honest, we never considered a role for you, not until Lucia…let the cat out of the bag, so to speak.”

“She could hardly know about my unique way of perceiving art,” Penelope said.

Francesca waved her off. “Yes, yes. No need to defend her. We won’t throw her to the wolves.”

“Yet,” Skye added.

“Oh, give it a rest,” Lucia said. “Should we show her?” she addressed Francesca, who nodded after a short moment.

“Come with me?” Lucia glanced at Penelope, who rose.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t accompany the lovebirds?” Skye fake whispered.

Francesca ignored her.

“Grow up,” Lucia hissed before leading Penelope to the gallery room.

The room was hushed and cool, its cream walls lined with a few select paintings—some real, some not so much. Soft spotlights bathed the space in a quiet reverence. A single easel stood against the far wall, shrouded in drape like a secret waiting to be exposed.

Lucia hesitated with her hand on the cloth, as if unveiling it would commit her to something irreversible. “We’re not planning just to steal it, given we’re not interested in a manhunt or a news story. Francesca wants her painting back, quietly, but if Varnelli gets her greedy hands on it first, she fears it’ll be lost forever.”

She removed the cover. “We’ll take the original and leave my version behind. So to the world, nothing happened.”

Penelope gasped, drawing closer to the forged Madonna in Red. She shook her head. “I expected this, but not like that.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

Penelope closed her eyes, opened them again. She stepped to the side, tilted her head, and kept closing and opening her eyes.

“Pen?”

Penelope’s gaze snapped toward her. Her lips parted.

“What?”

“This is almost perfect.”

Lucia’s eyebrows furrowed. “Uh…thanks?”

“No, you don’t get it. With all your other pieces, it was easy to see your signature, well, the painter’s signature, as I didn’t know it was you at first. Despite your Bellini being skillfully done, it was still apparent to me that it wasn’t a true Bellini. Even more so with your Alessi.

“But this here?” She pointed at the painting. “I have to really look to see it. Your channeling of Varotti is impressive. It’s interesting—you handle the master better than the pupil.”

“Oh.” Lucia’s shoulders fell. “Thanks,” she muttered, then grimaced. It came out like she’d failed a test she didn’t know she was taking.

“That wasn’t an insult. Bellini might be more famous than his mentor, but I’ve always found Varotti’s few surviving pieces more complex.”

“It’s fine. Forget it.”

“No, tell me. What is it?”

Lucia sighed. She was being silly. What did it even matter? The painting was good—apparently good enough. But somehow, that felt hollow. She didn’t reply, still caught between finding the right words and wondering if she should say anything at all.

“Lucia? Did I hurt your feelings somehow?”

“No, of course not. I just…You said the best forgers make the worst artists, and…for a forgery to succeed, it has to lack a soul.” She drew a foot along the hardwood floor. “It’s silly. Let’s head back to the others.”

“Maybe I was wrong.”

“Oh?”

“Perhaps what I said is true for ordinary artists or forgers.”

“You think it’s an artistic expression now?”

Penelope shrugged. “Who knows? Not like I’m the arbiter on what constitutes art.”

Lucia gave a shaky laugh.

“Either way, my point is, you… You are anything but ordinary.”

Lucia’s breath hitched and her mind reeled. How she’d longed to hear such words, to have someone say them. And while it filled her with lightness, with warmth, it scared her more than anything else.

It wasn’t validation she feared; it was what came after.

If someone saw her like this, did that mean they put her on a pedestal? What happened if she fell down? Given everything standing between them, Lucia feared there might not be another outcome. And with Penelope looking at her like that, a fall seemed inevitable.


Chapter 16

Rapids

Penelope dropped her gaze. What was she even doing? She needed to stop making it sound like she and Lucia were…

But she still felt almost breathless. She knew Lucia was talented; after all, she’d been in her studio, yet this was beyond anything she’d expected.

Never mind the entire situation of being here, in Francesca’s villa, discussing theft from the Meridian with the boss of what? Valentina’s rival organization?

Penelope had so many questions. Quite a few for herself, too, like, “What are you thinking?” Followed by, “Get the hell out of here.”

But she stayed.

No, not for Lucia, though she was a compelling reason—this was about her father. A chance to finally win him some justice.

Not the traditional kind; there was no undoing his conviction. But if she could damage Valentina, expose her and whatever she was hiding, maybe injure her standing—that would feel like justice.

And maybe, if she played it right, it could protect her, too. She was already tangled in this mess. Helping them swap the Madonna wouldn’t erase the danger, but it might buy her time. Give her a way to control the fallout, frame the story before someone else did.

Sometimes the only way out was through.

“Hey, are you OK?” Lucia asked.

“Yes. It’s just…a lot.”

“Yeah. Do you wanna go back and talk more with Francesca, or would you prefer to head out?”

“I’m not ready to go home yet,” Penelope said.

Lucia nodded and led the way back to the living room.

“I’m assuming this was supposed to happen during the ball? Someone sneaking in while everyone is distracted?” Penelope asked upon sitting back down.

“You’re sure you’re not secretly a criminal mastermind?” Francesca asked, amusement dancing in her dark eyes.

She was truly an intimidating sight—fierce and composed. A voluminous halo of tight natural curls framed her face with effortless power and elegance—striking, unapologetically bold, impossible to ignore. Good thing Penelope wasn’t easily intimidated.

“Quite. It just makes sense. But you messed up, and now, because of your Bellini, the Madonna will be displayed in the east wing as well.”

“Will it?” Francesca asked.

Penelope opened her mouth, but Francesca cut her off.

“You won’t get any more details until we come to an agreement.”

“Right. Here’s the thing, I’m not committing any crimes. You cannot change your mind and sell the painting on the black market. I need to see some kind of proof that the Madonna truly belonged to your family.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

“And how about you tell me what exactly your little Collective does? How are you better than Eris?”

Francesca froze, her expression turning stony. “We’re not in it for money.”

“How does that work? Your operations surely aren’t cheap, and none of you appear destitute.”

Lucia shifted in her seat.

“We’re paid when families get back what was stolen from them.” Francesca leaned back in her chair. “Sometimes by heirs, sometimes by patrons who want to see restitution done. And, yes, we sell the occasional forgery to those who can afford to be fooled. But the originals? Those go where they belong.”

“So you wash consciences while Eris launders art?” Penelope asked.

“We’re not in it for power.” Francesca’s tone held an uncomfortable edge. “Or hoarding. Eris wants control. We want balance.”

Penelope nodded, unsure what to make of this. “I also…I need to sleep on this. Even if I’m not actively committing a crime, aiding and abetting is a thing.” She took a deep breath. “But I do want Valentina to fall.”

“If Varnelli overreaches, she’ll topple herself. All I care about is the Madonna, but I won’t stand in your way if you go after her.”

Penelope tilted her head. “Why would you? You seem to despise her.”

Francesca grimaced. “It’s complicated, and entirely irrelevant for our issues at hand.”

~ ~ ~

When Penelope returned home, she went on a short walk, trying to burn some of her restless energy and clear her mind. Her thoughts seemed to find order out in the woods, like a volatile molecule stabilizing into perfect symmetry.

She still struggled to reconcile who she was, or thought she was—someone finding and protecting the truth—with who she seemed to become when things came to a head. How quickly she was willing to bend her principles given the right incentive, all to make Valentina bleed.

And save her own neck.

Is that what people mean when they say everyone has a price?

While she said she needed to sleep on this (and she would), Penelope had already made up her mind. She’d work with Lucia and Francesca, at least listen to their full plan and see what they had in store for her. She could still back out if they crossed one of her boundaries.

How funny. Anything criminal used to be a hard boundary. But that was before Valentina used her father as a dispensable pawn to take the fall.

She and Lucia had left things suspended—no goodbye, no promise. Just a request to text tomorrow with her answer. Technically a plan, but it didn’t feel like anything.

Back home, Penelope checked her mail and stiffened upon discovering the letter Valentina had promised. She opened it right there on the porch, skimmed it, and rolled her eyes. As if she were stupid enough to agree to a situation where she’d owe that shark.

A leading role in my foundation. Focused on authenticity, restoration, truth—your father’s favorite words, remember? Think of it as preserving his legacy. Or rewriting it.

Penelope scoffed. Valentina had never cared about her father or his legacy. The nerve of her to invoke authenticity and truth.

She crumpled the letter, stuffed it into her pocket, and stepped inside. Dropping the rest of her mail on the console table near the door, she tossed Valentina’s missive into the small trash bin tucked beneath it.

Penelope froze when her gaze fell on a manila envelope with her mother’s handwriting. She grabbed it and tore it open.

A sticky note curled at the edge: Please be careful, sweetheart. It clung to the top of her father’s notes.

“Finally,” Penelope mumbled. After a few quick steps, she collapsed onto her couch and leafed through the pages.

The first few were mostly regular: lists of itineraries, intake dates, decision dates, notes. Penelope was halfway through when the tone changed. Her father’s handwriting grew sharper, harder, laced with frustration. Underlined questions jumped out: shell companies, suspect provenances, and the name Barry Whitfield.

The name tugged at her memory. She’d seen it recently but couldn’t place it.

She pulled out her laptop, fingers flying across the keys.

It didn’t take long. Whitfield was listed as the Acquisitions Director at Belgrave Trust.

She sat straighter.

A second search led her to an older article buried in an industry archive: Barry Whitfield Joins Belgrave Trust After Tenure at The Met.

The date… Penelope checked again.

Two months before her father’s arrest.

Her pulse thrummed in her ears.

Coincidence? Maybe. But probably not.

She leaned back, staring at the screen. Her father had worked closely with Whitfield—trusted him. If Whitfield had been involved in whatever brought him down…had he played a role in protecting Valentina? Or was he just another opportunist, slipping away before the fallout?

And if Whitfield was tied to Valentina, and then landed at Belgrave…did that mean Belgrave and Valentina were connected?

She only knew Belgrave as a mid-tier fund: reputable enough to get invited to major galas, but never the biggest player in the room. A medium fish in a glittering pond, with some high-profile successes and plenty of discretion.

Although Whitfield’s presence didn’t guarantee Belgrave Trust was involved, these people tended to travel in tight, shadowed circles.

Belgrave was now on her radar. And the thread between them? Worth tugging—and maybe even bringing up with Lucia and Francesca.

Penelope almost dozed off, and without Fuller jumping into her lap, headbutting her chest and asking for treats, she might have. Her dreams would have been full of shadowy figures and paintings bleeding into each other. She tended to have bizarre, abstract dreams tied to whatever she’d hyperfocused on before falling asleep.

“Thanks, baby. That dream would have sucked.” She petted Fuller, rising to give her treats, while her mind once more drifted to dark eyes and a smile that promised trouble.

Lucia, her Madonna, and the way she’d looked at Penelope when saying good-bye replayed in her mind.

Penelope didn’t enjoy preoccupations with people. Too complicated and messy most of the time, and the effort and potential fallout never seemed to balance the benefits enough for her to bother.

Then along came Lucia.

Isn’t there a movie or a book with that? Along came… someone? A song?

She tried to push away thoughts of what it would mean to let Lucia into her orderly, well-functioning world. The last time she’d bothered had ended in stale disappointment.

Although, considering she’d just decided to help one band of criminals topple the other, her world likely wasn’t that well-functioning after all.

Did you ever really choose to let people in, or did they just walk inside and make themselves comfortable? That was surely how this thing with Lucia was playing out. And while Lucia hadn’t forced her way in, no compulsion pushed Penelope to evict her either.

Instead, she’d stood there, watching Lucia flop onto a couch, settle deeper into the cushions, and release a contented sigh.

And Penelope? She’d stood frozen, the current already lapping at her ankles. Dread and awe wrestled inside her—equal parts thrill and terror.

She shook her head and filled her water kettle. After making a cup of peppermint tea, she settled on the couch next to a now snoozing Fuller, and glared at her phone, as if her fingers itching to pick it up and text Lucia was the device’s fault.

“You’re being ridiculous,” she mumbled but still picked up the phone and opened their message thread, pausing and staring at the last message.

With a sigh, she typed, What’s the story with you and Skye? and pressed send.

She had so many questions for Lucia, and it made her want to punch something—all the things she wanted to know about her. She didn’t want to talk about the Madonna or all that stood between them.

But after their blah of a good-bye, she wanted something. So, why not combine the two? As justifications went, Penelope usually did better.

Her phone buzzed.

A long tale, but tl:dr, we dated ages ago and since then, we bicker a lot.

You realize a “too long, didn’t read” summary still needs to tell you something?

Lucia added a laughing emoji to her reply.

Three dots appeared.

Penelope stared at them until her eyes almost watered.

We weren’t together long and it wasn’t serious for either. We were just young and dumb, and I suppose hot for each other, lol.

Then why the bickering? Or does she just enjoy taunting you?

She might. Skye is super protective of Francesca. As if I’d hurt her <eyeroll> We have a similar background, Skye and I, but she joined a couple of years later.

So you think it’s about Francesca?

Who knows? Skye… She can be quite charming, but sometimes she has this anger and frustration going on, and I’m an easy target, I guess.

You could tell her to stop.

Like you did? That was very sweet, btw. Thank you.

Penelope blushed, her pulse ticking a little too loudly.

Yes, well, I don’t like bullies.

No, I imagine you wouldn’t.

She exhaled sharply.

What makes you say that? Mind you, it’s hardly an uncommon trait.

I stand by what I said: you seem the righteous type.

I used to think so, but I’m having my doubts recently.

It’s understandable. What happened with your father… It wouldn’t leave anyone cold, and it’s natural to want revenge.

Perhaps, but do all people go for that?

If they have the chance, they might. Most people just don’t.

So this is all just happenstance?

Isn’t most of life?

Penelope leaned back against her couch and closed her eyes.

What on earth was she doing, and why did this thing pulsing between them still feel like a rapid that would sweep her away if she dipped more than her toes into it? And somehow, she still wanted to dive, even knowing the undertow could drag her down. Worse, why did she feel like jumping in? This might be the perfect storm to drown in.


Chapter 17

Twilight

The following day, Lucia had been staring at a blank canvas for half an hour, the charcoal flaking beneath her grip. She sighed. After the immersive zone she’d fallen into while painting Penelope, she’d thought (hoped) she’d found her rhythm again. But no.

Maybe the recent tumultuous events had dried up her spark, or the tension between her and Penelope was blocking her. She’d never had trouble painting through sorrow or anger before. This felt different.

Their text exchange lingered on her mind, how easy and effortless their interaction still was, despite the laden undercurrents between them.

Lucia hadn’t heard from Penelope today, even though she was supposed to let her know if she was in or out.

It still blew her mind that Penelope knew. She knew what Lucia did, and so far, she’d not run away screaming. Yet she couldn’t assume that was because of her.

But Penelope had texted Lucia—wanting to know about Skye—and the memory snapped her back to Francesca’s, Penelope’s stern voice ringing in her ears:

“Her name is Lucia!”

Lucia adjusted. She usually went with the flow and simply recalibrated her expectations, her perceptions. She’d never confronted Skye about their past or asked why there were still phases when they imploded, when Skye went back to goading her. She’d never even wondered what response Skye was after because it never mattered. Most of the time, Lucia just ignored her.

That was how she walked through life: ignore whatever bothered her and eventually, it would go away, or she’d learn to ease the strain on her own.

The problem? That wasn’t working now. Not just since Penelope—this had started before—but Penelope’s very presence had ignited something.

And Lucia didn’t know where this would end, but the wired energy rushing through her, the sensation of being on the brink of something, like just before a sprint or a leap off a building, made her wonder how long she could keep it all bottled up.

Her phone beeped, pulling her out of her reverie.

Penelope was in.

~ ~ ~

Only a few days later, Lucia once more found herself at Francesca’s, this time in her study, still with Penelope next to her, along with Francesca, Skye, and Jules, all congregated around the table.

“Any questions?” Francesca asked.

“Why do we have to do all the heavy lifting? Why can’t Blackwell make sure the painting goes back to the lab?” Skye asked.

“Because she won’t trigger anything that executes your little theft,” Penelope said.

“It’s safer if Jules causes the system failure. If they later find out it was a faulty reading, they’ll attribute it to a glitch,” Francesca said. “People are less likely to question tech—it has no motive. Penelope is much better placed to ensure the proper conservation protocols are followed, especially since the Meridian will likely rush to get the Madonna back on display.”

“They will, yes. Though Montgomery is careful. I don’t expect too much pushback from her if I tell her to play it safe.”

“What picture will you suggest as an alternative?” Lucia asked. “We should decide now—something that will make the loss of the Madonna easier to swallow.”

“Bellini’s Lament for the Evening Star and Varotti’s Madonna in Red are complementary, more than any other pairing,” Penelope said. “Montgomery will definitely want the Bellini up regardless.”

“What about The Adoration of Saint Catherine by Isabetta Marini? It’s another Italian Renaissance piece, and I don’t think the Meridian has had it for too long. The tranquil scene, rich in detail and soft light, is thematically similar to the Madonna but distinct enough to stand on its own.” Lucia suggested.

“True. It’s not the student and the master, though.”

“Considering we’ll pull this off close to the ball, like the day before, beggars can’t be choosers, no?” Lucia shrugged. “They’ll grasp at anything that fits.”

“That works. And with Skye dropping the copy off close to the ball, the janitor’s closet should stay undisturbed until we need it,” Francesca said.

“Are we still stealing Blackwell’s badge to open the closet?” Skye asked.

“You’re what?” Penelope asked.

Lucia pinched the bridge of her nose. “We aren’t, and that wasn’t the plan.” She shifted.

“You’re a terrible liar,” Penelope said.

“She’s not lying.” Francesca sighed. “We were brainstorming ways to access the supply closet, and Jules suggested a scan of your badge, but Lucy wasn’t keen on that and never followed up.”

Lucia’s gaze dropped to her hands.

“That still leaves us with no access to the closet,” Skye said.

“Uh, I said I could get it done without her pass, too.” Jules closed her laptop. “Your security system is embarrassing. Don’t tell them until after we get the Madonna.”

Penelope snorted. “Good to know.”

Lucia rotated her right shoulder. How odd that sometimes you only noticed the tension you carried the moment it receded. She had worried Penelope would jump up and rush out of the room—either because Francesca suggested something Penelope refused to do or because Skye was being…well, Skye.

After some more back and forth, Lucia asked Penelope to follow her. Francesca’s villa contained a gorgeous library that led to a balcony with the most spectacular view. She’d asked Francesca if she could show Penelope.

Francesca had rolled her eyes but agreed.

“Wow. That’s impressive.” Penelope looked around the room—her gaze wandering from the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves all around to the ornate leather reading chairs and side tables. “Very elegant and old-world style, too.”

“That’s Francesca for you.”

“Believe it or not, this would also fit Valentina.”

Lucia’s eyebrows shot up. “Varnelli? You’ve been to her place?”

Heat crept into Penelope’s cheeks, yet she didn’t look away. “Yes.”

Lucia stared at her, but Penelope didn’t elaborate.

“Right, so, while this room is great, I actually wanna show you something else.” She led Penelope out onto the balcony, one of those European-style stone ones with a solid, baroque balustrade and marble flooring.

“Look over there,” Lucia said, pleased she managed to time it right. While the view from the balcony was always stunning, the pre-twilight hues made it even better.

“Oh,” Penelope breathed, stepping up to the railing and gazing toward the horizon.

People never expected this from Atlanta—and Lucia liked that it still surprised them.

Here in Francesca’s backyard, it seemed like you’d stepped into the woods. Towering sweetgum and oak trees, their crowns still filled with a spectacle of orange and yellow leaves that almost glittered in the remaining sun rays. The sky appeared to touch the ground—clear blue with a few white puffs of clouds adding texture. Sunlight filtered through the branches, breaking the yard into bands of gold and shade.

“You mentioned a love of paintings that played with lights and shadows. I thought you might appreciate this, too.” Lucia shrugged.

“It’s stunning,” Penelope said after a moment of stillness, her voice soft and low, barely carrying over the chirping of birds and buzzing of insects.

“It is.” Lucia took in Penelope’s profile, and she ached to reach out, to pull her close and recreate their moment in her studio.

But they were over, before they’d ever begun. Something heavy settled in her stomach.

A quiet sigh left Lucia, drawing Penelope’s gaze.

“You are the most confounding person I’ve ever met,” Penelope said after a beat.

“I’m sorry. Did I upset you with something?”

A small groan bled from Penelope’s lips, and she closed her eyes, bowing her head as a low “God” spilled from her lips.

Lucia stiffened. “Please tell me what I did. How else can I avoid repeating it?”

Penelope’s gaze snapped up. With two hurried steps, she invaded Lucia’s personal space.

Lucia’s breathing hitched.

“You’re utterly disarming, and you don’t even realize it.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do with you—with what you make me feel despite…”

“Despite what?”

“Knowing I shouldn’t.”

“Oh.” Lucia’s brows furrowed. “Who says you shouldn’t?”

“My brain? Logic? Everything I’ve ever believed in.”

Lucia’s chest constricted and her stomach dropped as nausea coiled in her throat. Why did she even bother? Even when everything seemed right, this would collapse. People always ended up leaving her, one way or another.

“I see.” She took a step back.

“I highly doubt that.” Penelope sounded rough, as if speaking cost her.

“You think that because of what I do, I’m…morally corrupt. Defective. Not someone you should want to associate with, and I get it. I understand.”

Penelope sighed. “If only it were that easy.”

“Seems pretty simple to me.” Lucia clenched her hand, trying to anchor herself with the stone’s hardness.

“You’re breathtaking—kind, funny, and so thoughtful and tender, it almost hurts.” Penelope reached out and traced her fingertips over the back of Lucia’s hand still clinging to the balustrade.

“But I’m also a criminal.”

“Yes, and I still want you more than I—”

“Should. I know.” She withdrew her hand, shivering at the sudden cold. “Look, I’ll just keep my distance. We restrict our contact to professional interactions so you can move on. When this is over, we can just…go our separate ways.” Lucia cleared her throat. She needed to get out of here.

She needed to—

Lucia groaned when Penelope surged forward and claimed her lips in a hard, almost bruising kiss.

She threw her arms around Penelope, drawing her closer on instinct as she deepened the kiss.

Lucia lost herself in Penelope’s warmth, in her sweet taste, in the fierce dance of their tongues, in the press of Penelope’s body so close.

Penelope’s hands clutched at Lucia, digging into her. She pushed her until the stone railing bit into her back.

Penelope drew Lucia’s lower lip between her lips and rasped the flesh with her teeth before once more chasing Lucia, overwhelming her with her heady scent and delicious taste.

Lucia shivered, wanting more—she wanted to lose herself in Penelope and leave the world, their jobs, everyone and everything who’d ever demanded something of her behind.

Penelope’s hands trailed down Lucia’s torso before she pulled away, stumbling backward. Her hand flew to her kiss-swollen lips.

Lucia almost lost her balance and tumbled forward.

“What are we doing?”

Lucia’s heart dropped, but she couldn’t make herself regret it, not even if this was all she’d ever have of Penelope.


Chapter 18

Walls

The following Monday found Penelope hunched over her desk at home. Working remotely had never been more welcome, given her unsettled state of mind. She’d spaced out while making tea, lifting her mug to her lips only for the tea bag to slap her mouth—she hadn’t even poured the water.

Now, with steam finally curling from the cup, she wrapped her fingers around it, as if it could anchor her. She settled in front of her computer, opening her calendar and staring at all the tasks she still needed to accomplish this week.

The living room was cluttered in a way her office never allowed: folders abandoned on the couch, an empty yogurt cup on the side table, and the faint buzz of her old ceiling fan overhead.

Just looking at the mess sparked an irrational urge to abandon the week entirely.

She forced herself to work on her inbox. Emma alone had sent her five emails detailing various ball-related crises. Montgomery wanted another meeting the next time Penelope was at the Meridian, and there were several new requests from other galleries.

One email asked about the painting she’d shown Lucia. And just like that, her mind returned to the night before—to the balcony, then further back, to Lucia’s first approach after her lecture.

Who’d have thought this one moment would send such unexpected ripples through her life? Or prove so dangerous: a museum curator falling for a forger ten years younger.

Penelope didn’t have a reckless bone in her body—or so she’d thought.

Then she had kissed Lucia. God. If it had happened at the studio, they’d have ended up in that bedroom in a flash.

The thought of Lucia and her entangled in bed left her breathless and flushed with heat. She needed to get a grip. Attraction didn’t dictate action. And with so many threads hanging in the balance, ready to unravel everything she’d built, the last thing she needed was this…thing with Lucia.

If only it were just lust. That would have been manageable. But Lucia drew her in with a force Penelope didn’t know how to counter—something elemental and unrelenting that called to her. So, despite it all, Penelope had yielded.

Only to flee. She’d run from Francesca’s mansion, leaving Lucia standing there, open and steady.

Coward.

But what else could she do? And Lucia had let her because of course she would. Lucia would never stand in her way. She’d never ask for anything Penelope didn’t want to give.

That infuriating woman!

During her lunch break, and against her better judgment, she picked up her phone and opened the thread with Lucia.

She traced her thumb over their last two messages: Lucia saying she hoped Penelope had arrived home safely, and Penelope’s answer.

Thanks, I did.

Even with that, she felt lacking.

Knowing better, yet still doing it—she wondered if that should be her new motto—she typed a new message.

I’m sorry for introducing all this confusion.

Penelope closed her eyes and leaned back against her couch.

A minute passed before her phone beeped.

She rolled her lips, trying to ignore her heart picking up its pace when she went back into the thread.

I’m not. Also, there was more confusion before.

Agree to disagree.

With what?

The confusion part. Either way, we probably should keep things professional moving forward.

I wasn’t the one who kissed you.

You kissed me back!

Wow. How old are you? Penelope shook her head; not even her mind was on her side.

A laughing emoji appeared next to her message.

She groaned. You’d think Lucia had a decade on her.

I wouldn’t know how to resist you.

Penelope let out a harsh breath. She really should end the conversation and only speak to Lucia about the Madonna or Valentina moving forward.

You’re not alone in that.

Terrible. This was…just ridiculous.

I wish we’d kissed at my studio. Not that I’m not glad there are no more lies between us, but…

This isn’t a game to me.

I never said it was.

Penelope sighed. Then what are we doing?

Getting to know each other better.

By making out?

We’re not making out now.

She shook her head, lips curving. You know what I mean.

I like you, Penelope Blackwell.

Unblinking, she stared at the message for a moment, unsure how to reply and once more trying to calm her ridiculous heart.

Outside, the soft hum of traffic carried in through the cracked window—life continuing, indifferent to her upheaval.

I like you, too.

Her cheeks warmed, and she was grateful she lived alone, even more so that Lucia couldn’t see her right now.

Even though you shouldn’t?

Apparently, rules don’t apply to you.

I don’t want that.

You don’t want what?

For you to break your own rules. Because of me.

Penelope ground her jaw.

I think that’s precisely why they break.

Three dots. Nothing. Then they were back and lingered, blinking. She wiped her sweaty palms on her pants.

“Come on, already. Don’t write a damn essay!”

Another minute ticked by with nothing but those three dots, and then, finally, a reply. A wall of text:

I was watching a show years ago, was really into it, and there was this couple that everyone was crazy about. Typical stuff, handsome bad boy with tragic past and closed off woman. She hates him, he thinks she’s hot and sees her as a challenge. He pursues her, even though she pretty much says, go kick rocks ONE MILLION DIFFERENT WAYS.

Of course they fall in love, right? <eyeroll> And there was this one scene where she says something like, “You broke down all my walls.” People were swooning over it, and all I felt was revulsion.

I get it that we connect differently with different people, and we sometimes feel a kinship that goes beyond what should exist already, given the time you know each other, but I just… I don’t want to break down your walls or have you break your rules, whether I ask for that or not.

Penelope exhaled sharply, then read the entire message again. Her chest tightened.

What do you want, then?

For you to be comfortable enough to open your doors and sit down with me, I guess. For your framework to expand to fit me in. I don’t want to break anything.

“God,” Penelope pressed out and dropped the phone on the coffee table. She bent forward, her face in her hands. Shaking her head, she picked it up again.

I don’t know what to say to that.

You don’t have to say anything. I just want you to know that. I don’t want you to think this is a game to me.

I gather. And I appreciate that.

But?

She sighed. Who pushed forward into such emotional depth without a second of hesitation, with no fear? Lucia, she supposed.

There is a lot at stake, and you… You’re blurring all lines for me.

Should we press pause? Maybe only interact when it relates to our plans and certain Italian women?

Penelope choked out a laugh.

That would be the smartest thing to do, yes.

But you don’t want that?

No. She closed her eyes.

I don’t either, but maybe it’s a good idea. You know, lower the temperature, get through this business, and then maybe see where we stand?

What? You think it’s all the danger and excitement that draws us to each other?

No. I never said that. You are…confusing. On one hand, you say you don’t want this and try to push me away, but then you protest when I suggest taking a step back.

You’re right. I apologize. I’m usually not this indecisive. Penelope worried at her lower lip. As I said, you’re different. A variable I cannot account for, and it messes with my head. But that’s not a bad thing! I mean, it sounds like it but… It’s not like I want you to leave.

“Oh my God, Pen! You’re pathetic!” Her shout startled Fuller. “Oh, sorry, baby.” She petted her. “Your human is an idiot.”

Is that your way of saying I’m irresistible?

Penelope rubbed her face. You’re something, all right.

Another laughing emoji from Lucia followed.

Can I confess something? Be aware, this confession does not fall into the realm of cooling things down.

Penelope stared at the text, once again torn between what she wanted and what she knew was smart. The additional problem? How to resist learning a confession from the person who… Someone she wanted to know inside and out?

Yes.

She closed her eyes, kept them closed when her phone vibrated a moment later. Penelope took a deep breath, only for all air to leave her body when she read Lucia’s reply.

I dreamed about you, and in my dream, we kissed at my studio, and when we went into the bedroom, it wasn’t to talk.

Penelope read the message again. Her mind offered no rational defense, only heat.

Damn it. Just…damn it.

The room felt ten degrees hotter, the afternoon sun now cutting harsh slants across the hardwood floor.

She resisted the urge to fling open the fridge and bury her face inside.

Instead, she got up, refilled her mug, and took a measured sip. If she didn’t do something useful soon, she’d combust.


Chapter 19

Impulses

Lucia raced up the stairs to Francesca’s home, ringing the doorbell while catching her breath. She’d overslept after inspiration had her holed up in her art studio through the night, the smell of oil and turpentine still faintly clinging to her. Sleep had been impossible with Penelope looping in her head.

“About time,” Francesca drawled in lieu of a greeting and ushered Lucia inside.

“Sorry. Things got away from me.” She followed Francesca into her office where Jules and Skye were already working.

“Look who the cat dragged in!” Skye said.

Lucia ignored her and fell into her chair.

“And I’m the cat in this equation, Skylar?”

Skye straightened. “No. Of course not. It’s just a saying.”

“You could be a cat,” Lucia said.

Francesca raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”

“Yeah. You’re aloof, independent, and you’ll slice and dice someone for doing you wrong.”

Francesca appeared to suppress a smile as she settled in her chair. “All right. Let’s hear where things stand.”

“I ran a short live test, barely a minute. Facilities called it a glitch, but Conservation still logged it, which is what we want,” Jules said. “The second spike won’t look random, it’ll look like escalation. That makes it less likely Montgomery will ignore Blackwell’s suggestion to move the Madonna out of caution.”

“Excellent work,” Francesca said.

“I also looked further into the Meridian’s schedule, and Wednesday before the ball looks like the best day for Skye to bring in Lucia’s Madonna. There’s a lot going on that day, so one more delivery girl won’t stand out,” Jules said.

“Good. Now, about the supply closet.” Francesca’s tone sharpened. “It’s close to the Conservation Lab. That means every technician walking past is a risk. Jules, check their staff logs—who’s assigned to that wing on Wednesday. If traffic is heavy, we’ll need a second window.” She turned to Skye. “And you, no improvising. You drop it, you walk out. No heroics.”

“Of course. I don’t want to get in trouble. Not everyone has a walking key card wrapped around their finger.”

“None of that,” Francesca said before Lucia could open her mouth. “On the note of Penelope, though, any updates? Any news on Varnelli and her attempts to change the loan terms?”

“Not really. Everything seems to go like it always does during the prep. Though Montgomery is making a big deal about the importance of impressing donors. So, having to take the Madonna down will sting a lot, but Jules’s live run there will undoubtedly help,” Lucia said. “As for the loan, Penelope said that Montgomery isn’t budging.”

“Good. I’m assuming they want to keep the Madonna for the entire loan term?”

“Yeah, and according to Penelope, Varnelli seems to be letting it go.”

Francesca scoffed. “Unlikely. She’s probably just contemplating her options.”

Lucia’s phone vibrated in her pocket. A spark of hope fluttered—ridiculous, really—but she still had to fight the instinct to check. She glanced at her watch. Too early for Penelope to take a break, but later on she’d—

“Lucy? Are you listening?”

Lucia’s head snapped up. “Huh?”

“Try to keep up. Distraction gets people caught.”

“Right. Sorry.” Lucia shifted her focus back to the discussion at hand. Her mind still contemplated Penelope—or the notion that she wouldn’t mind getting caught by her.

She flushed and ducked her head.

Focus, damn it. She’d survived tighter spots. Just not ones involving a woman who made her forget how to breathe.

~ ~ ~

While Lucia and Penelope had been texting a lot, neither had brought up meeting again. Lucia told herself it was fine—that they were both busy, that patience was one of her better qualities—but each unanswered message itched like drying paint.

A week after their moment on the balcony, her lack of patience led her to a nearby deli where she picked up a caprese sandwich and a lemon tart before heading for the Meridian right around lunchtime. In one of her recent texts, Penelope had mentioned craving something light but fresh, and Lucia hoped she’d like the contents of her paper bag.

Her stomach fluttered as she drove. What if this was a bad idea? Maybe Penelope thought she was overstepping. Still, she’d rather face a raised eyebrow than silence.

After signing in at the front desk and ignoring the guard’s brief appraisal while calling Penelope to confirm her visit, Lucia leaned against the wall in the staff reception area, clutching her bag until Penelope finally appeared.

“Lucia, hi. What brought you here?”

“Hey. I was in the area, and I recalled your tendency to skip meals, so…” She held up the bag.

“You brought me lunch?” Her gaze flicked between the bag and Lucia like she wasn’t sure which she wanted more. Or maybe that was just Lucia’s wishful interpretation, but Penelope’s voice was even and something warm flickered behind her eyes.

“Yup. You’re up for it?”

“Sure. Come along.”

Lucia followed Penelope to her office, closing the door behind her.

“Thank you. That truly wasn’t necessary.”

“Hmm, perhaps, but I wanted to see you, too, and I thought, why not use my desire for something good?”

Penelope flushed, fidgeting with a pen. “An interesting word choice.”

“Good?” Lucia rolled her lips to keep from smiling when Penelope narrowed her eyes.

“What do you have?”

“Oh.” Lucia placed the bag on Penelope’s desk and opened it, pulling out a sandwich and dessert. “After our talk about cravings the other night”—Lucia shrugged—“I thought this fits the bill.” She handed Penelope the food.

Penelope opened the wrapper. “I love caprese sandwiches, thank you.”

“You hadn’t eaten yet, right?” Lucia glanced at her watch. “You could always eat it for dinner if you have a fridge somewhere.” She tilted her head. “You guys have a community kitchen or something?”

“Sit down before all these thoughts hurt you.” Penelope settled into her chair.

“Hey!”

Penelope chuckled. “I hope you also brought some food for yourself.”

“Well, yes, but I didn’t want to assume you have time to eat lunch together.”

“So, you’d have just brought me lunch and left?”

“Yes.” Lucia sat down, rummaging in the bag before pulling out her own sandwich under wafts of paper towels and condiments.

“How thoughtful.”

Lucia grinned. “That’s me.” She set her sandwich on the corner of Penelope’s desk and finally let her gaze wander around the office. The space was neat but lived in—books arranged with deliberate care along one shelf, a scattering of exhibition catalogs stacked in mostly orderly piles, and a mug filled with half a dozen different pens, grouped together rather than aligned.

A framed print of a Renaissance altarpiece hung just off-center behind Penelope’s chair, the gold leaf background catching the light. It was so very her: disciplined and exact, yet softened at the edges by use, by taste, by warmth she didn’t quite conceal.

The faint smell of coffee and paper mixed with Penelope’s perfume—something crisp and clean that still managed to linger.

Lucia quite liked it.

“Do I pass?” Penelope said after a moment, wiping her fingers on a napkin.

“Huh?” Lucia unfolded her sandwich wrapper.

“Your inspection of my office.”

“Oh.” Lucia’s cheeks heated. “No, yes.” She huffed a laugh. “I’m just curious. I wasn’t judging or anything.”

“Good to know.”

Lucia took a bite, chewing thoughtfully. “People spent a lot of time at work and tend to turn their office into something of a second home.”

“Is that you angling for an invite to my place?”

Lucia straightened. “What? No!”

“You don’t want to see my place?”

“I mean, I do, but I’m not rude enough to invite myself over.”

“That’s why I used the term ‘angle.’”

“No. I swear, I didn’t mean to—”

“You’re usually so unflappable. I’m just messing with you, and I know what you meant. I was just as curious when I entered your art studio.”

“You were on a mission.”

“That, too, but my interest in you has never been just…professional.” Penelope grabbed her water and drank a sip.

“I’m glad.”

Penelope heaved a sigh. “I still don’t know what we’re doing.”

“Eating lunch?”

“You’re impossible.”

“Yes, but you like me.”

“Eat your food.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Watch it.”

Lucia smiled, warmth spread through her, and she silently congratulated herself on her impulse to bring Penelope lunch.

They continued eating until Penelope folded her wrapper and tossed it in the trash.

“Is this solely an unofficial-slash-social check-in or did Francesca want something?”

“It’s not about business.” Lucia held Penelope’s gaze. “But if there’s something you need to tell us, I can relay that information.”

“Varnelli contacted me again. I was wrong. She’s not letting this go and is still pushing to get out of the loan contract, talking about lawyers and bad press for the Meridian.”

“I see. What’s the usual protocol for this?”

“Well, she signed a contract, but it’s still her property.” Penelope waved her off. “Yes, yes. I know. No need to defend your surrogate mother.”

Lucia pursed her lips.

“Montgomery doesn’t want to lose the painting, so it’s unlikely anything happens. And knowing Varnelli, she’s about as fond of spectacles and attention as Francesca, so I doubt she’ll take this to court.”

“Yeah.”

Penelope brushed crumbs off her desk. “But you might want to let people know about the urgency behind it.”

Lucia nodded. The space between them felt fragile, like glass that would shatter if she reached too far. She hated how her relationship with Penelope wasn’t clear-cut, that all this Collective and Madonna business stood between them and whatever they could be. Potentially even dooming them. On the other hand, would they even have met otherwise?

“And Lucia? We might want to keep our contact mostly…digital. For many reasons.” She shot her a significant look.

Lucia’s pulse stumbled. She blinked once, twice. What had she expected? Something more, maybe. Stupid. Hope truly was a cruel companion. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”

Penelope’s eyes flickered, almost like she wanted to take it back. Then she said, softer, “Please don’t be. I did enjoy seeing you. This is all just…complicated.”

“I know.” Lucia nodded once, forcing a smile. When she left, the faint click of the door behind her sounded louder than it should have. She didn’t look back.


Chapter 20

Sad Apples

Curled up on her couch with Fuller on her lap, Penelope leafed through her father’s notes for the third time that week, still circling Belgrave Trust without finding anything concrete. Her laptop balanced on the armrest beside her, open to a half-finished search query. She still spent most of her free time lost in research, and, well, texting with Lucia.

True to form, Lucia respected the digital-only boundary Penelope had drawn. Penelope hadn’t expected or even wanted her to break it—she just hated that she herself wanted to. Wanting to see Lucia again was half the reason she’d made the suggestion in the first place. Being logically inclined was a pain in the butt sometimes.

She reached for her mug and grimaced. She’d let the green tea steep too long.

Perhaps her research drive had increased because it proved to be somewhat of a distraction. How funny, considering it had been her main obsession since the fallout with her father.

Her father’s conviction had left her floundering, so she’d spent the year afterward in archives, poring over provenance records, chasing whispers of fraud through restricted databases, and tugging on every thread Valentina had left dangling. What she found—old correspondence, stray references, fragments—was enough to harden her grief-fueled hunches into something real and to give her enough certainty to approach Valentina.

Only after her mother had relinquished the full set of his private notes did those scattered traces crystallize into something closer to proof. And months at Valentina’s doorstep—the woman was a damned vault—had yielded little until now, when she seemed to have unintentionally stumbled into her best chance at reaching her goal, even if Belgrave Trust still stared back at her from every margin of her father’s notes like an unanswered question.

One she still needed to bring up with Francesca, though who knew when she’d see her next. If she’d see her again at all.

Penelope sometimes thought Francesca and Valentina were two sides of the same coin. Polar opposites in looks and temperament, yet both exuded the kind of confidence that amassed loyalty. A sort of charisma that drew people to them and kept them steadfast. To her, Francesca’s loyalty seemed more deserved, but what did she know? She was biased, too.

And here she was, circling back to Lucia because all paths led to her.

Right on cue, her phone beeped, and she startled Fuller by how abruptly she snatched it up.

“Sorry, girl.” She petted her head, then focused on her phone.

Lucia.

Penelope failed to quell the smile blossoming on her lips.

Just checking in to make sure you had more than a sad apple for lunch.

And what happens if that was indeed my lunch? For the record, that apple was juicy and delicious yesterday. Not sad at all.

A lunch that consists of only an apple is sad by definition.

Penelope shook her head, smiling.

Did you just really go through the trouble of bolding part of your message to make a point?

It’s a point well worth making!

“She’s a lunatic, Fuller.”

Fuller opened one eye, but then, as if deciding Penelope wasn’t worth her attention, returned to her ball-shaped sleeping position.

So, what did you eat?

Penelope almost asked something along the lines of, Don’t people usually ask what you’re wearing? Thankfully, her head proved faster than her fingers this time, though that didn’t prevent the heat from spreading through her.

Ridiculous.

Tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich.

Ah, comfort food. You okay?

A new smile formed on Penelope’s lips.

Yes, of course. I just like the combo.

~ ~ ~

The following Monday, Penelope stopped by the registrar’s office, waving at the man behind the desk until he removed his headphones.

“Hey, Tim, could you do me a favor and flag anything unusual about Belgrave Trust’s donations or provenance records? Just shoot me an email with the results.”

“Sure thing.” He scribbled something on the notepad next to his computer. “Anything else? Additional connections or threads you want me to look out for? Or any particular pieces?”

“No. Just note everything that’s off.”

“All righty. Talk soon!” He put his headphones back on, effectively dismissing Penelope.

Tim was…different from most other registrars she’d worked with in the past, but he was highly efficient, and she hoped he’d find something she could show Francesca.

That this meant she’d (presumably) also see Lucia again had nothing to do with it.

Before she could get too annoyed with herself, she ran into Montgomery in the hallway. Montgomery promptly asked her to join her in her office.

“I’ll cut right to the chase. Valentina Varnelli is hitting us from both ends—legal letters about insurance and conservation, and whispers to donors that we can’t protect what we borrow. None of it would stand up in court, but the noise alone is making my job a nightmare.”

“Have other donors contacted you about this as well?”

“No, but it’s only a matter of time. Not to mention, her tactics eat up a lot of time and resources we can’t afford to waste. Instead of bringing us money, the Madonna could end up bleeding us dry.” Montgomery sighed.

“What do you suggest?”

“I have half a mind to return it just so I no longer have to deal with that woman.”

“But the ball, and—”

Montgomery waved her off. “Oh, don’t start preaching to the choir. I won’t. Out of sheer spite alone, but in some moments…”

“I get it. Ms. Varnelli can be challenging.”

Montgomery tilted her head. “I take it you don’t have any real influence with her?”

“No. I’ve only dealt with her in my capacity as curator. She’s a known quantity in the local art world.”

“Too bad. I’d hoped you had some connections and might be able to talk her out of it. Like a secret weapon.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint.”

“Yes, well. I’ll talk with Legal to see what options we have.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Montgomery settled behind her desk.

Before turning and heading back out, Penelope hesitated. “What would you do? If she somehow managed to void the contract before the ball? What would we put on display in place of the Madonna?”

“Dear Lord, Dr. Blackwell, don’t even voice such thoughts! Months of planning undone by one diva with a legal team. That’s a nightmare I refuse to consider.”

“I understand, but shouldn’t we be prepared for the worst-case scenario?”

Montgomery grunted. “How about this—why don’t you decide on the best alternative? Being prepared might allow us to ward off such a scenario.”

Penelope smiled. “Of course.” She left the office.

Perhaps convincing Montgomery would be harder than she thought. Harder still when she couldn’t ignore the truth: Valentina’s empire was a poison, Francesca’s Collective little better, and yet here she was, standing in between. Justice for her father on one side, Lucia on the other. And Penelope? She was starting to wonder if there even was a “right” side left to stand on.

She used to think this was all so easy and straightforward. Not that she tended to see the world in black and white—she’d outgrown that after her teenage years—but still, on paper, both Francesca’s Collective and Valentina’s Eris Group were the villains. Yet when affection and loyalty intruded, everything turned gray. Or maybe that was what she wanted to see to justify her own actions.

Wasn’t there a saying about how the path of vengeance only ever hurt the seeker?

After a few hours of losing herself in her work, an internal email chain between the Conservation team and the registrar, copied to her as well, caught her attention:

We logged an unusual humidity spike in the Conservation wing yesterday. Facilities say it was momentary, but I wanted you to be aware since the Madonna is in that environment.

The registrar had replied:

This needs to be noted in the loan file. Can you confirm Conservation will monitor daily? Dr. Blackwell, do you want to move the Madonna just in case or observe the next twenty-four hours and decide then?

Penelope groaned. So much for the Meridian’s security system being embarrassing. This must have come from Jules’s test run Lucia had mentioned the other night.

Although this might work in their favor. She needed to update Lucia.

She tapped her pen against her desk, then pressed reply.

Huh. I suppose that clears up whose side you’re on.

Penelope pinched the bridge of her nose. What was she getting herself into? And how much farther could she wade out before there would be no way back?

She wrote:

Let’s observe for the next 24h. If there’s another issue, let’s move it to the Conservation Lab while we figure out the cause. Better safe than sorry.

There’d be no other hiccup. At least not yet.


Chapter 21

Good for It

After endless mission prep and with nearly nightly texts exchanged with Penelope, the day of “Skye, the delivery girl” had arrived. They’d gone over the plan sometimes more intently than the actual heist, and yet, Lucia still had a small pit gnawing in her stomach, like they’d forgotten something. Paranoia, she told herself.

Jules honked. “Watch it, asshole!”

“Maybe don’t draw that much attention to us,” Skye snapped.

“Tense much?” Lucia asked. “She’s acting like a regular Atlanta driver.”

Skye glared at her before averting her gaze to look outside the window.

At least Lucia would get to stay in the van with Jules.

This time.

She preferred not to think about her role during the ball this coming weekend.

Francesca had texted her all morning, and Lucia had idly wondered if she was blowing up Skye’s phone as well.

Ten minutes later, they parked near the Meridian, close enough for Jules’s tech to provide a live feed from Skye’s glasses and microphone.

“You remember where you’re going? Don’t forget to—”

“I’m not brain-dead, Gracie.” Skye grabbed the soft-sided artwork carrier—flat, padded, discreet—and exited the van without another word, slamming the door shut.

“You don’t have to let her treat you like that,” Jules said a moment later.

“I know.” It wasn’t that Lucia enjoyed playing Skye’s verbal punching bag, but it wasn’t all that bad. It didn’t cut her or take up a ton of her mental space. It was mostly just tedious.

To be fair, not all their interactions were like that, and whenever things became strained again, they’d ignore each other. But recently, it had turned more volatile, and Lucia still hadn’t figured out why they were back to that.

A part of her almost feared something was wrong with Skye, and instead of talking about it or asking for help, she lashed out.

Recently, though, Lucia worried that she was enabling such behavior, given she never pushed back or confronted people in such situations. Maybe it would be kinder—to herself and others—to speak up.

“We’re up. Here you go.” Jules shifted so Lucia could watch along.

Skye made it through the front door and to the reception area. She signed in under the cover identity Jules had established, and after what seemed like forever, they pointed her toward the Conservation wing corridor.

“Thought you messed up there for a second, Jules,” Skye mumbled.

“Hush. Don’t talk,” Jules hissed.

“Ma’am. Wait, can you wait a second?” A voice called.

Skye halted and shifted. A young man was rushing toward her.

“Yes”—Skye’s gaze drifted to his name tag—“Larry? Can I help you?” she asked.

Larry chuckled. “I was going to ask you that. Do you need any help with this? Can I accompany you to the lab? I’m heading that way anyway.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you, Larry,” Skye said, her voice warm, almost charming. “But I got this, thank you.”

“We can still keep each other company, yes?”

“Uh, sure,” Skye said, though she seemed to slow down her steps.

Lucia leaned forward, her brows furrowed. “That’s bad,” she said, already dialing Skye’s number.

Skye’s phone rang. “Oh, Larry. Go ahead. I gotta take this.” She held up her arm with her watch. “Or I’m in the doghouse with my girlfriend.”

“Oh, your… Sure, all right. Nice to meet you.” He seemed to hurry off.

Commotion followed, static, before Skye answered the phone. “Hi, sweetheart. Took you a while.”

“Yes, yes,” Lucia said. “You’re welcome.”

“I love you, too! See you tonight.” Skye hung up.

“Let’s hope that was the crisis of the day.”

Jules groaned. “Why would you say that?”

“What?”

“You probably just jinxed us.”

“Don’t tell me you’re superstitious?” Lucia asked with a soft laugh.

“No, but I don’t tempt fate to fuck with me either.”

“Please. It’ll be fine.”

Jules glared at her. “You just didn’t, did you? What’s wrong with you? Maybe Skye was right, and you should stick to your forgeries.”

“Hey! There’s no need to be rude!”

Jules closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve been…stressed recently.” Her gaze drifted back to the screen. “But please don’t say that again until we’re all back home.”

“All right.”

“She’s at the closet.”

Skye swiped her badge. A red light.

“Shit,” Jules mumbled. “Do it again,” she told Skye, who did, and after a second that stretched like chewing gum, the light turned green. Skye snuck into the closet, flipping on the light and scanning her surroundings.

“I’m gonna hide it back there, leaning against the wall behind all these cleaning supplies. It’s a bunch of the same stuff, so even if they take some from the front, they likely won’t pay close attention to the back.”

“Tell her to put some stuff in front of it to hide it a bit more,” Lucia said, and Jules relayed the instructions.

“Duh,” Skye said, then stilled.

“What is it?”

“Voices,” Skye mumbled.

“Are they coming in?”

“How should I know?” Skye whisper-shouted.

“You did this, with your ‘It’ll be fine’ nonsense.” Jules pointed at Lucia.

Lucia didn’t dignify that with a response, but she glared at Jules. Why is everyone so high-strung? She was dealing with her own drama, yet she wasn’t acting like an ass.

“They left,” Skye finally said. “OK, let me finish this up.”

They watched her move items around and rearrange the contents on the bottom shelves. She stilled.

“Do you hear that?” Skye whispered.

“No. What?” Jules said.

“There’s a sound right outside. A metallic clang. Wheels.”

“Shit,” Lucia said. “No one’s supposed to be there.”

Skye backed away from the door.

“Do something. Call your girlfriend,” Skye whispered.

“What?” Jules and Lucia said at the same time.

“Blackwell. Get her here and get whoever this is gone.”

“She’s not my girlfriend!”

“Call. Her.”

“Damn it,” Lucia muttered and called Penelope.

“Yes?” She answered after a beat, and Lucia smiled despite herself.

“Hey, you. Uh, we need you to go to the area we discussed, quickly, and get rid of whoever’s there. Maybe knock on the door once you’re alone there?”

“Oh.”

A pause.

“Please. I owe you?”

“You do. I hope you’re good for it.”

Lucia ducked her head, warmth crawling up her neck.

“I am.” She hung up.

“Not your girlfriend, my ass,” Jules mumbled.

Two minutes ticked by with their breathing the only discernible sound, both in the van and coming through the speaker from Skye.

“Come on,” Jules whispered, her leg rocking up and down.

Strangely enough, Lucia’s nerves didn’t fire—well, not more than they had been. Maybe because, unlike Jules and Skye, she knew Penelope, and she knew she’d not let them down.

Sitting here was likely also easier than being stuck in the Meridian supply closet. She could only hope she’d not have to experience this firsthand at the ball.

A flicker of movement on the feed made her straighten.

“Finally,” Skye breathed.

Lucia watched the door crack widen, then a blur, and Skye was out.

She drew in a sharp breath when she realized her intent focus on the screen had the goal of spotting Penelope. She truly was hopeless.

“Get back to the car. Keep your head down. We don’t want another Larry situation,” Jules said, her voice terse.

“Hey, are you OK?” Lucia asked.

“What?”

“You’re just way more irritable than usual.”

Jules cocked an eyebrow. “You’re measuring the irritation levels in my words and demeanor now? Quantifying it?”

“Of course not. But I pay attention to details. Besides, you said earlier that you’re stressed. Anything I can help you with?”

Jules’s expression softened. “You’re sweet, sweeter than most people deserve. But Lucia, just because someone is struggling or carrying a weight doesn’t mean you have to haul it onto your back.”

“I don’t do that!”

“Uh-huh.”

“I really don’t. But how can I stay silent when someone I care about is struggling? How can I not offer help?”

“Simple.” Jules shrugged. “You mind your own business.”

“Is that what you want me to do?”

“Not necessarily, but—”

The door to the van opened and Skye scrambled inside. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. Next time, let’s not forget a plan B or something. This was close. That janitor wasn’t even supposed to be there.”

Her face was pale, tight.

Skye paused, her gaze wandering between Lucia and Jules. “What happened here?”

“Nothing.” Jules turned on the van and drove off.

Lucia shifted her gaze to the window. Since when was it wrong to be concerned for people? She wasn’t intrusive, and she knew when to back off. She’d never want to be where she wasn’t wanted.

She sighed.

After a moment, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

You good?

Lucia smiled.

Yes.

I’m heading home in an hour. An unexpected early day. Any ideas on how to repay me?

Ice cream? A movie? I could deliver pizza.

So can the delivery person.

Yes, but they’re not me, nor do they have my charming personality.

You’re so modest.

So? Can I entice you?

The answer to that is likely always going to be yes.

Lucia swallowed hard. She’d just invited herself over, hadn’t she? What about keeping things digital? But Penelope had said yes. So what did that mean?


Chapter 22

Roche Limit

Penelope exited her shower, and while getting ready, she contemplated the definition of insanity.

She never made impulsive decisions. Even taking action and going after Valentina had only happened after a year of research and planning. Yet this ill-advised thing with Lucia was full of impulsive choices. Worst of all, she’d undone her own request to keep their contact strictly digital.

But she hadn’t had it in her to resist. She wanted to see Lucia again.

Penelope still thought way too often about their kiss. Even when texting, they were caught in the same orbit, tethered by an invisible string neither dared to pull.

And now she’d gone and practically invited Lucia over. Soon she’d be in her home for the first time.

They’d be alone.

Still lost in thought, Penelope started when the doorbell rang. A glance into the mirror confirmed her blouse was still tucked into her linen slacks, and her braid held—though strands had slipped free and framed her face in soft waves. Casual enough, as if she’d made no effort.

“Hi.” She greeted Lucia with a smile and took in the sight of her: Her thick hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and she was once more wearing low-riding blue jeans, paired with a maroon long-sleeved shirt she’d pulled up to expose her forearms.

“Hi,” Lucia said, smiling, too. Her eyes shone, and she nodded toward the two pizza boxes resting on her outstretched palm. “Your delivery, milady.”

Penelope let out a soft laugh, more relief than humor. “Thank you, kindly.” She gestured for Lucia to follow and place the boxes onto the dining room table mat.

“My pleasure.”

Then they stood there in silence.

Lucia stuffed her hands into her pants pockets while Penelope shifted on her feet.

“How did it go?” Penelope blurted out after the moment only seemed to protract.

“Good. I mean, aside from the little hiccup you got us out of.”

“Great. I’m glad I could help.” God! Why were they so awkward?

“You wanna eat? I’m actually starving. I got home, took a quick shower, and grabbed the food on my way here. I’m afraid I’ve not eaten much all day.”

“Oh, of course. We can’t have you starve. What do you want to drink?”

“Water is fine, thanks.”

Penelope disappeared into the kitchen and picked up their drinks and plates before settling with Lucia at the table.

“How come you didn’t eat more today? You keep telling me about the importance of food and taking your time when eating, yet…”

Lucia hummed between bites of her pizza. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Yes. And I’m right, but that doesn’t mean I always act right.”

Penelope smiled faintly. “Too true.”

“I was too nervous to eat much this morning, and then the actual event… No time to eat, not that I’d have had much of an appetite there anyway.” Her shoulders slumped a little.

“Oh? What happened?”

“Nothing much. The usual. Skye being Skye and Jules…” Her brows furrowed.

“Did you fight?”

“Not really. She just said something that… OK, it annoyed me at the moment, but it’s been bouncing in my head since.” Lucia hesitated. “I’m kinda wondering if she’s got a point.”

“About what?”

“Just me and how I am. How I interact with people.”

Now Penelope frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with you or how you interact with people.”

Lucia smiled. “Thank you. And yes, I know that. Doesn’t mean there’s nothing I can work on or improve.”

“I suppose.”

They finished eating, their conversation shifting to safer waters, and Penelope felt lighter the longer they talked. She couldn’t understand how interacting with Lucia always made her feel…good. That word didn’t cover it—she felt light, yes, but it was more like the sun shone in her chest, warming her. Her smile was too big, her laughter a bit too loud, her body at ease, yet still taut with awareness.

“Am I boring you?” Lucia asked, drawing Penelope out of her thoughts.

“No, no. I was just thinking… I really enjoy spending time with you.” Her cheeks heated.

Lucia smiled broadly. “That’s good, because I enjoy spending time with you, too. Even more so in person.” A pause. “Are you all right with this, you know, after your request during our impromptu lunch at work? I kinda invited myself over, and I didn’t mean to cross any boundaries. It just—”

“Yes. I’m fine. And you didn’t push. Besides, I didn’t have to say yes.” Fine might be an exaggeration, but it seemed the only answer that would let her keep Lucia close. And right now, she wanted just that.

“True. So we’re good?”

Penelope sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Yes.” She had no regrets, even though she likely should. Instead, she didn’t want the evening to end, but—

“Wanna watch something? I can clear the table, and you set up something to watch?”

“You’re my guest, and you’ve already brought food. Go sit in the living room while I clean up real quick.”

“It’s no problem.”

She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I know, and I appreciate the offer.” Penelope shooed Lucia in the direction of her living room. She tore her gaze away from the way Lucia’s ass looked in those jeans and cleared the table. Normalcy was almost a relief, something mundane before stepping onto shifting ground again.

A few minutes later, she joined Lucia with two steaming cups. “You still drink ‘some kind of red’ tea?”

Lucia laughed. “Yes, thank you.”

Fuller strode out of her little doughnut-hideout cave and stretched.

“Oh, you must be Fuller.” Lucia reached out her hand, and Fuller sniffed it before rubbing against her. “Aww. You’re adorable.”

Penelope smiled.

They settled on watching an old movie, but neither seemed to be paying much attention. They sat close to each other, not to start with, but as time passed, they subconsciously drifted closer.

And now Penelope sat there, heart thumping in her chest like a rabbit escaping a predator (not that Lucia was aggressive or anything, but that didn’t make her any less dangerous), and Penelope’s thoughts were all over the place. She felt like a high schooler—sitting next to her crush, wanting to hold her hand but too scared to move, while her mind still questioned everything.

“Hey,” Lucia breathed, gazing at her.

“Hmm?” was all Penelope managed, lost in the warmth and pressure of Lucia’s thigh pressing against hers.

“We don’t have to watch this.”

“Huh?” Penelope’s hands fidgeted with the hem of her blouse.

“You don’t seem into it. I must confess, I only suggested watching something because…I didn’t want to leave.”

Penelope smiled. “I didn’t want you to go either.”

Lucia pushed a strand of hair behind Penelope’s ear. “What do you want?”

She gritted her jaw. “Something I shouldn’t.”

“Hmm. What you gonna do about that?”

Penelope balled her hand into a fist to keep from trembling when Lucia’s intense gaze almost burned her.

Lucia just sat there, so calm and steady, holding Penelope’s gaze with endless patience, clear she’d not make a move.

It had to be Penelope’s choice. After all, she was the one who kept saying she shouldn’t, how this was wrong—that they were over before they’d even begun.

She was a hypocrite because while her mind agreed with these assessments, her heart ached and her body burned for this kind, talented, funny, and beautiful woman who didn’t just bring joy and warmth into Penelope’s life: she offered comfort.

Her body betrayed her long before her words did—leaning closer, pulse hammering, breath shallow.

When “Please kiss me” finally slipped out, it wasn’t a choice at all but the inevitable spill of pressure that had been building since that time on Francesca’s balcony.

Lucia’s soft smile slipped, replaced by something fierce and reverent.

The way she looked at her—God—Penelope didn’t think anyone had ever looked at her with such naked longing before. She shivered.

Lucia’s fingers skimmed Penelope’s cheek, light, reverent, asking. She leaned in slowly, so damn slowly, Penelope almost snapped and yanked her close until the distance melted away.

A gasp escaped Penelope when Lucia’s lips found hers, soft, a gentle return that deepened in an instant.

Lucia gripped Penelope’s arm and tugged her closer.

Penelope followed, and pressing into the kiss, she licked into Lucia’s hot mouth, sucking at her tongue as heat flooded her veins.

God, yes.

Penelope’s thoughts stilled, lost in Lucia’s nearness, her taste, her scent.

She caught Lucia’s hand and guided it to her breast, a broken sound slipping past her lips. She drew back a fraction, mouthing, “Touch me.”

Lucia’s breathing hitched, and she claimed Penelope’s lips again, closing the distance and drawing her thumb over a stiffening nipple.

Arousal coiled low in Penelope’s belly.

Shifting, Lucia trailed her hand down Penelope’s torso and slipped quick fingers under her blouse. She scratched up Penelope’s quivering stomach before encasing her breast with her hand.

Penelope deepened their kiss, cupping Lucia’s face.

Lucia pulled down one side of Penelope’s bra, tracing her fingertips over a stiff nipple and rolling it between her fingers.

Penelope’s hips jerked forward as a soft moan spilled from her lips.

Their kisses intensified until Lucia’s hands traced back down to the waistband of her pants. She stopped, her fingers tapping along the fabric.

“Is this OK?”

Penelope could only nod, but her body was once more moving faster, and she took hold of Lucia’s hand to guide it beneath her linen slacks.

Lucia panted.

Penelope bit her lower lip when Lucia’s warm fingers drew across her panties.

They fell into another kiss, and Penelope shuddered when Lucia’s fingers, still atop the fabric, ghosted over her clit.

Lucia broke the kiss and stilled her hand.

Losing herself in the depth of Lucia’s gaze, Penelope barely refrained from closing her thighs to regain pressure.

“I want to taste you,” Lucia pressed out.

Groaning, Penelope’s eyes fell shut as she leaned back against the couch. “Yes.”

Lucia smiled and shifted to the floor. Her hands found Penelope’s waistband, tugging her pants down her legs.

Penelope lifted her hips to help, and the panties followed suit.

The garments out of the way, Lucia knelt in front of Penelope, grasped her legs and spread them wider, settling between them. A faint tremble ran through Lucia’s hands, as if desire pulsed just under her skin.

Their gazes locked, and in near slow motion, Lucia lowered her head and nuzzled the top of Penelope’s mound.

Penelope’s knuckles strained as she found purchase on the armrest. She didn’t beg, but if Lucia didn’t—

A broken sob spilled from her lips the moment Lucia licked up her length and sucked her hardened nub into her mouth.

Lucia’s fingers dug into Penelope’s thighs as she swirled her tongue, grazing the swollen flesh with her teeth.

With a groan, Penelope grasped Lucia’s head—her fingers tangled in soft curls, trying to find an anchor against the wave of arousal coursing through her, setting every nerve alight.

Lucia trailed her fingers under Penelope’s blouse, up her twitching stomach, higher, reaching her breast. She slid under Penelope’s bra, tugging at her nipple before rolling the stiff bud between her fingers.

Penelope’s eyelids fluttered, drowning in the heat coursing through her.

“Go inside,” she croaked.

Lucia’s grip on her thigh tightened and she pulled her hand down, her fingers massaging Penelope’s entrance before pushing inside with first one, then two fingers.

The stretch wasn’t enough. “More,” Penelope rasped.

Lucia immediately heeded her request, adding a third finger before picking up the pace of her tongue and thrusts.

Penelope’s body arched, a taut string pulled to its breaking point.

Racing toward climax, Penelope tightened her grip on Lucia’s hair. Her body strained, and she fought to slow down the build, to bathe longer in the sensations Lucia’s clever tongue and deft fingers chased through her.

But to no avail.

Her hips rocked up, and she gasped when Lucia applied the perfect amount of pressure—her tongue dipping low and pressing inside just as her fingers pulled out.

“God.” She grunted.

Lucia’s tongue sought her clit again, and she increased both speed and pressure with an intoxicating focus.

After a moment, Penelope’s body locked.

A broken shout.

Her body quaked as an explosive climax rushed through her frame, releasing years’ worth of tension in a heady rush of heat flooding every muscle.

Lucia held on to her, but slowed her movements, guiding Penelope through a series of aftershocks.

Out of breath and with a languid relaxation flooding her body, Penelope pulled at Lucia’s arms. “Come up here.”

After one last playful lick that made Penelope twitch, Lucia scrambled back onto the couch, hovering over Penelope.

“You are stunning,” she said.

Penelope had no reply, so she grasped Lucia’s head and pulled her down, sinking into a deep kiss.


Chapter 23

Stars

Lucia loved kissing, and kissing Penelope was something she could indulge in for hours, though currently her body hummed with arousal.

Penelope broke the kiss and looked up at her. She was so achingly beautiful, Lucia’s heart fluttered, and she couldn’t help but smile.

“Do you want to move this to my bedroom?”

“Yes.” Lucia rose to her feet and held out her hand.

Penelope intertwined their fingers and stood, guiding Lucia through a hallway and into her bedroom.

Lucia was hard-pressed to take in the room when Penelope’s nude ass was in front of her.

“You know, the state of undress between us seems a bit uneven.”

“Yeah. I can help you lose the top, too.” Lucia grinned.

Penelope’s lips curved. “I have no doubt, but I’m talking about you.” She tugged at Lucia’s belt and drew her closer. “I want to feel you naked, stretched out under me, writhing in pleasure as I make you fall apart from my touch.”

Lucia’s breath stuttered, and she clenched her jaw as her body flushed. This woman would be the death of her.

“So?”

“Yes, Dr. Blackwell. That can be arranged.” She took a step back and lifted her shirt over her head before unbuckling her belt, holding Penelope’s gaze. Penelope drank in her every move.

She stepped out of her jeans, dropping them, along with her shirt, onto the floor. Now clad only in bra and panties, Lucia straightened and faced Penelope.

“Your turn?”

Penelope nodded and took off her blouse, adding it to the pile on the floor. She stepped closer to Lucia. “Take off my bra.”

Lucia swallowed hard, reaching out to unfasten the garment, slowly releasing it and uncovering Penelope’s breasts. She immediately brushed her fingers over pert nipples.

Gasping, Penelope stepped back. “Oh, no. We’re not starting that again.”

Lucia pouted. “But they’re right there! Look at them. Ignoring them would be rude.” She smiled, drawing closer. Lucia dipped her head and sucked a nipple into her mouth, tracing the furrowed skin with her tongue.

“Lucia!” Penelope whined.

She gave a hard suck then released the bud with a plop, standing straight again. “Yes?”

“You’re impossible.”

“You keep saying that, but I still think you like it.”

Penelope narrowed her eyes but reached for Lucia, removing her bra and trailing her hands over her chest, along her stiff nipples and down to her panties. She didn’t look away as she sank to her knees, sliding Lucia’s panties down inch by inch.

Lucia swallowed hard. “The bed,” she stammered. “I thought you wanted—” She broke off and groaned when Penelope licked between her thighs.

Humming, Penelope pressed a quick kiss against Lucia’s curls and stood with a smile. She intertwined their fingers and led Lucia to the bed, where she unceremoniously pushed her until she collapsed onto the mattress.

Lucia laughed. “Someone’s impatient.”

“Can you blame me?”

Lucia barely had time to scoot higher before Penelope was over her.

Penelope lowered her naked body on top of Lucia’s, and both women groaned at the sensation of soft heat pressing together.

Lucia shifted, allowing Penelope to fit right between her legs.

They kissed, slowly at first, but the thread between them thrummed too vibrantly, and the kiss turned heated quickly.

Penelope pulled back and nuzzled along Lucia’s neck, sucking her earlobe into her mouth and nipping it before drifting lower. She licked and kissed along Lucia’s collarbone, her fingers finding Lucia’s breasts and rolling her nipples.

Soon, Penelope lowered her mouth, and Lucia moaned when her lover’s hot mouth engulfed her nipple and drew the peak inside.

“Yes,” Lucia breathed, pressing her body deeper into the mattress, her eyes falling shut. She’d dreamed about this; she’d imagined how Penelope would feel inside her.

Penelope devoted equal time and attention to both breasts until Lucia’s hands found themselves in her hair, adding soft pressure to coax her lower to tend to the ache between her legs.

Penelope chuckled low in her throat. “Who’s impatient now?”

“Pen, please,” Lucia all but moaned, pressing her head deeper into the pillow as her body arched. She spread her legs wider and rocked her hips up. “Can’t you feel how wet I am for you?”

Penelope’s fingernails dug into Lucia’s hips, leaving half-moon imprints in their wake.

She moved lower and settled in the V of Lucia’s legs, licking the skin where thigh and groin met.

Lucia gasped, her hand fisting the fitted sheet.

Penelope continued her teasing, switching from one side to the next, then adding her fingers, tracing Lucia’s entrance but never pushing inside.

“Pen.” Lucia panted.

“I love how you sound when you’re aroused. Look at you—you’re gorgeous.”

Lucia moaned.

Smiling against Lucia’s inner thigh, Penelope turned her head and blew hot air against her slick center.

“Pen, I swear, if you don’t…”

“Don’t what, Ms. Rossi?”

“Just…fuck me.”

Penelope clenched her jaw. Her need to tease and torture Lucia seemed to vanish, and she lowered her head to suck Lucia into her mouth, licking along her length before focusing on her clit.

“Yes,” Lucia breathed, her grip on the sheet tightening. “Go inside.”

Penelope pushed one finger into Lucia’s wet core before pulling back out and adding another, all the while painting rapid circles over her clit.

Lucia trembled, her body covered in a sheen of sweat.

Penelope’s ministration increased in speed and intensity as the fingers of her free hand anchored Lucia’s rocking hips to the bed—the perfect counterpoint.

Lucia’s climb quickened with each stroke, her heart pounding as if it wanted to escape the delicious torment Penelope rained down on her.

Stiffening, Lucia feared she might snap when something gave. Instead of breaking, she tumbled off the cliff, shuddering as a hard climax tore through her.

Penelope continued, softer and slower, and Lucia groaned, shaking when her body moved along, willing to rise once more, to climb again.

“Shit.” Lucia grunted, pressing her hips harder, deeper against Penelope’s face.

Penelope understood and increased the speed and pressure of her fingers and tongue.

The dam broke in what seemed like seconds, and before Lucia knew it, her body locked again. This time, with a hoarse shout, she fell into a second climax that rattled her bones.

“God, stop, please.”

Penelope halted immediately and rushed back up. “Are you OK? Did I hurt you?”

“I’m good. No worries.” Lucia smiled and cupped Penelope’s cheek. “I just… I need a moment.”

“Hmm.” Penelope pressed a lingering kiss against Lucia’s lips. “You taste delicious.”

Lucia pulled Penelope close, basking in her warmth and nearness as the indolent afterglow swamped her with contentedness.

She wished time could stop here before reality caught up with them.

~ ~ ~

Two days later, the softness of Penelope’s touch still clung to her skin. The memory felt absurd against the marble chill and glittering spectacle as Lucia stood once more where she least wanted to be: back in the spotlight, at the center of Atlanta’s most ostentatious celebration—the Luminary Ball, the Meridian Museum of Art’s grand gala in Buckhead.

The museum had spared no expense for the opening of Lost & Found: The Art of Recovered Masterpieces—a celebration of justice and restoration. They had turned their Grand Atrium into a wonderland of lights and sleek lines.

She’d spotted Skye earlier near the entrance, posing as one of the event photographers. A planned distraction if needed, and backup if things went south.

Lucia’s gaze trailed over towering ivory floral arrangements, along marble sculptures, and up to the overhead skylight showcasing glimmering stars trying to break the cluster of clouds.

The human stars assembled in the room, adorned in high fashion, their outfits shimmering under the museum’s soft lights, had no such issue—basking in the exclusive atmosphere and congratulating each other on their importance.

A man in a slate-gray tux near the Bellini installation caught her eye—not because he stood out, but precisely because he didn’t. Nondescript face, perfect grooming, no drink in hand. He wasn’t speaking to anyone, just drifting, watching.

Their eyes met briefly. He offered a polite nod before turning away.

Lucia shook it off. Probably security. But the way his attention lingered on her… It needled.

She didn’t have time for paranoia.

Not tonight.

Lucia, dressed in an iridescent floor-length evening gown, looked the part, and she donned her most charming smile, accepting a champagne flute from one of the bustling waitstaff, appearing to be deep in conversation with a woman whose sharp jawline made you fear it might cut you.

Meanwhile, Lucia was scouting her surroundings, waiting for the best moment to steal away and head toward the Conservation Lab, where Jules’s high humidity alert had forced the museum to take down the Madonna two days prior, much like they’d hoped.

Earlier, a sync error between sensor backups had flagged a phantom alert, but Jules had diagnosed it and cleared it. Lucia trusted her call. They were good to go.

She stiffened, her thoughts stalling at the sight of ink-black hair and eyes dark as twin coals. In a forest-green satin gown, her glossy hair swept into an elegant twist, Penelope gave her a smile that lit up her eyes, making her seem almost ethereal.

Visions of their night together froze Lucia in place. Her heart thumped in her chest, and her grip tightened around the stem of her glass.

She averted her gaze. She couldn’t afford any distraction. It was bad enough Lucia had to endure giving the “Mr. Deveraux sends his regards and is ever so pleased to see the Bellini featured so prominently, but he had a family emergency he needed to attend to” spiel. So much harder to disappear into the crowd again.

Unlike now.

“The corridor to the storage room and the Conservation Lab is clear. They’re switching guards, so head there now,” Jules’s voice rang through Lucia’s earpiece.

Lucia smoothed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, a small signal that she’d heard, understood. Quick strides carried her out of the gala crowd. She blended in, a guest simply heading toward the restrooms, until she pivoted sharply into the dimmer, narrower staff corridor.

Out of sight, she paused. One heel, then the other—off. She tucked the shoes into her purse, the cool floor biting the pads of her feet. The hush of the corridor pressed against her ears, amplifying every breath.

She crept forward.

“Stop,” Jules said.

Lucia froze in mid-step, heart slamming against her ribs, temples pulsing with each count she whispered in her head. Ten. Fifteen. Thirty.

“Go. Hurry.”

She darted forward, her bare feet whispering over the linoleum until she reached the supply closet where Skye had stashed her Madonna. Her badge beeped softly against the reader, and the lock released.

Inside, the air was stale, dust motes suspended in the faint shaft of corridor light. She crouched, pulled aside a crate, and uncovered the hidden case.

“Is it safe?” she whispered.

“Yes. Get out now,” Jules replied, voice clipped but steady.

Lucia slid back into the hall, clutching the case tight, and padded toward the Conservation Lab. Another swipe of her card, another electronic click, and the door yielded.

Darkness met her.

The room swallowed the faint light from the corridor, shapes only half-suggested by shadow. She stilled, waiting for her eyes to adjust, then exhaled slowly.

Time to work.

On the nearest table, she laid out her tools—small, precise devices smuggled in her coat lining and purse, assembled in a neat row like surgical instruments. Beside them, she opened the slim case and slid the replacement canvas into reach.

Even here, away from the gallery floor, the Madonna was still encased, locked inside a security shell. Penelope had warned her: high-profile pieces never went unguarded, not even in the lab.

Lucia pressed her finger to the scanner, praying Jules’s credential switch had taken. One breathless second stretched like a blade, then a soft chime, a green flash. The lock clicked open.

She snapped on her gloves, thumbed on her penlight, and groaned under her breath. Thin silver wires spiderwebbed from the glass case to the frame—heat-sensitive. Beneath it, the faint outline of a weight sensor.

“Heat and pressure,” Lucia whispered.

“That tracks,” Jules murmured in her ear. “I can disable the heat sensors for ninety seconds. But the pressure trigger stays active. You’re ready?”

“Yes.”

“Good luck. And…go!”

Lucia didn’t hesitate. She reached for the microsuction tool already laid out, flicked it open, and with slow, deliberate care lifted the glass lid. The suction cups hissed softly as they broke the seal. She set it aside, her shoulders trembling from the effort it took to keep her hands steady.

Now the hard part.

With a counterweight disk in her other hand, she lined it up. Then—in one smooth, practiced motion—she slid the disk into place on the pedestal at the same instant she lifted the real Madonna free. The balance held.

Her pulse hammered. Sweat prickled the back of her neck. For one terrifying second, she thought the pedestal had shifted, but, no, the weight held steady.

Cradling the real painting against her chest, she reached for the forgery, gleaming faintly under her penlight, so close to perfect, it still unnerved her.

Reversing the process, she swapped them: fake down, counterweight off, real painting tucked safely into the case she’d carried in.

“Ten seconds,” Jules warned.

Lucia’s breath hitched. She slid the glass lid back into place, fingers trembling, sweat dripping onto her gloves. The green light flickered steadily.

Done. Finished.

Yet her fingers wouldn’t release the glass, as if letting go might shatter the fragile balance.

Then—beep. The lock on the door.

Lucia’s breath caught, heart battering against her rib cage.

The door creaked open.

Light flared.

And there, framed in the doorway, stood Penelope—stone-faced, unreadable.

Lucia’s mind went white; she stood rooted in place, pulse roaring in her ears.


Chapter 24

Entropic Decay

“You need to hurry!” Penelope closed the door before her gaze drifted downward. “You’re not wearing any shoes.”

Lucia blinked. “What?”

Penelope studied her, expression unreadable. “Why aren’t you?”

Lucia stared at her, her brain still short-circuiting. She needed to get out of here, not explain her lack of footwear, though she understood Penelope’s confusion—the sight she must give.

“Why are you here?”

“Right. Montgomery will be here soon to show Ms. Lewis, an obnoxious but super-rich donor, the Madonna. She attended the gala specifically for her and was apparently disappointed it’s no longer on display.”

“Shit. Let me just…” She stored the original Madonna in the carrier, sliding her tools in their pockets, and focused on Penelope again. “Could you run interference? That way I can get out. I mean, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Jules, are we clear?”

“Yes, but not for long. Montgomery is heading your way with an entourage.”

“Now, Pen. Go.”

Penelope cast one last glance at Lucia before heading back outside.

“You need to take a right when you get out, head through the archival hallway and exit via the north service door,” Jules said.

“Thanks.” Lucia slipped out of the lab. She hurried down the suggested path, her heart pounding in her throat.

“Skye just got to the van. Do you need her to meet you?”

“No.”

Lucia flung the exit door open and burst into the humid night, her soles slapping against the rough pavement. The van waited across the loading zone, headlights off, rear door cracked.

“Skye!” she called, breath ragged.

The door flew open. Skye reached out and yanked her inside.

Lucia barely had time to gasp before—

“Hand over the carrier,” a voice barked.

She froze.

A man stood just outside the van, face shadowed, gun raised.

“What?” Her voice barely came out.

“The bag. Now.”

Lucia’s arms tightened around the carrier instinctively.

“Just drive!” Skye shouted.

“I can’t,” Jules said from the driver’s seat. “Two more by the hood. Guns drawn.”

Lucia’s breath came shallow. She twisted toward the front seat—through the windshield, two silhouettes loomed—both armed, both waiting. A trap.

“Shit,” Skye hissed. “We’re boxed in.”

“No.” Lucia clutched the carrier. “No, we can’t—”

“You want to die for it?” Skye snapped. “Give. It. Up.”

A beat.

Lucia’s pulse thrummed. Her fingers refused to let go—then did. She handed over the bag.

The man wrenched it from her arms and vanished into the dark.

Silence.

Lucia sat frozen, sweat cooling on her back, her hands shaking. She couldn’t speak. Numbness froze her in place as an oppressive silence descended upon the van.

No one uttered a word as they drove through the night back to Francesca’s.

Lucia’s phone kept buzzing in her purse, but she couldn’t bring herself to look.

They’d lost the Madonna.

Had the earlier “glitch” Jules dismissed been a warning sign?

But how did—

“Will you fucking answer your phone? The buzzing’s driving me nuts,” Skye broke the stillness, her voice raw.

Frowning, Lucia dug out her phone and opened Penelope’s messages, then replied.

We got away but lost it. Someone was waiting for us. We’re safe, en route to F. Are you OK?

She pressed send and closed her eyes.

Her phone buzzed a moment later—then again, and again—rapid-fire questions she didn’t have the bandwidth to answer. Then:

Do you want to come by tonight and talk?

I can’t. I’m not… I can’t. I’ll call you.

She turned off her phone and stared at the black screen. Her mind wouldn’t stop racing.

What the fuck happened? Who were these people, and how did they know?

After a silent drive, the van crunched along Francesca’s pebbled driveway. Lucia wanted to bolt, to beg Jules to drive her home so she could curl up under her covers and disappear.

Instead, nausea slithered through her at having to face Francesca’s quiet fury.

She slipped on her shoes.

“This is gonna suck,” Skye mumbled when Jules finally cut the engine.

“Better get it over with,” Jules said, stepping out.

Skye and Lucia lingered until Jules banged against the side of the van.

“Get moving!”

They shared a resigned look. Skye nodded and climbed out, Lucia stumbling after her.

The walk to the door felt endless, with the shadows between flower beds and stone walls shifting, lurking, waiting.

Lucia clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. She stopped at the door, head bowed.

“It’ll be OK.” Skye gave her arm a brief squeeze.

It wouldn’t be. The fact that Skye even felt the need to say that proved it.

Jules snorted and rang the doorbell.

~ ~ ~

“You what?” Francesca’s voice was low, a fake-calm composure that promised pain. The vein pulsing in her temple and her rigid stance spoke volumes.

“They came out of nowhere.” Skye paced. “I don’t get it. They must’ve trailed us for hours.”

“I gave them the Madonna,” Lucia whispered, her voice as flat as she felt.

“You couldn’t have just driven off?”

“They had guns pointed at us,” Skye ground out. “There was no other way. We’d be dead and they’d still have the painting.”

“I knew it,” Francesca muttered, turning to face the window. Hands on hips. Stiff with fury.

“Knew what?” Skye barked. “That someone would hit us tonight? A heads-up would have been nice!”

Francesca spun around. “Who knew about this run? Aside from the four of us and Blackwell? Who else?”

“No one,” Lucia said.

Jules and Skye both shook their heads.

“Well, someone did. Not Blackwell—she gains nothing. And I don’t see her hiring parking lot thugs with guns.”

Lucia exhaled, relieved she didn’t have to defend Penelope.

No one said anything.

Lucia frowned. “There was a man near the Bellini. Slate-gray tux. Didn’t drink, didn’t talk. Just…watched.”

Francesca’s eyes narrowed. “Security?”

“I thought so. He nodded when I saw him. But now I think he was watching me specifically.”

“Someone planted to track your movement,” Francesca said, looking resigned.

Lucia nodded slowly. “Maybe more than one. Radioing updates. So they knew exactly when to move in.”

“The ones inside must’ve signaled the team trailing us,” Jules said. “They were already in position before we even left the museum.”

“Yeah. We never had a chance,” Lucia said, her body still taut. The thought of how close they’d come twisted in her gut—if she’d noticed sooner, maybe things would’ve been different.

Francesca’s gaze cut between them. “Fine. Let’s move this to the study. We’ll go over everything, and you’ll tell me every step, every snag, every minor detail. Don’t decide for me what’s relevant.”

They trailed her into the room and sank around the heavy oak table. Francesca folded her hands, her presence making even the silence heavy.

Jules spoke first, breaking down the run step-by-step—check-ins, badge scans, routine exchanges with staff. Nothing alarming, nothing that explained the ambush. Francesca didn’t interrupt, didn’t even blink, just let the account spool out.

Then Jules added, almost offhand: “My laptop froze right after the timing update. Wouldn’t respond. Then it bricked, corrupt bootloader.”

Francesca’s mouth thinned. “And you didn’t check it before?”

“Of course I did. It was clean. I used it to tap into the museum’s systems. Everything worked. But when I went to pull a last-minute update—bam. Gone.”

“So what did you do?”

“Switched to Skye’s spare. No time to fix mine.”

“I doubt this was the start,” Francesca said. “They somehow knew we’d make a move at the ball. Varnelli wouldn’t have waited until the last second to intercept us.” Her expression turned to stone. “No, the spike wasn’t the problem. The trap must’ve been triggered earlier—when you ran the test.” Francesca’s tone hardened. “Varnelli had something buried in the Meridian’s network from the start, probably hidden in the Conservation system’s update logs. The moment you simulated that first humidity fluctuation, your laptop touched the compromised files. That’s when a code must have activated and started feeding her data.”

“So the payload didn’t trigger during the real spike,” Jules said slowly, realization dawning, “but during the test. That’s how she had time to organize the ambush.”

Francesca gave a sharp nod. “Exactly. She’d set the trap long before we ever made a move. You just woke it up. Then it activated and uploaded everything: Lucia’s timing, the route, the extraction window—straight to Varnelli’s servers. She didn’t have to react in real time. She’d already laid the trap.”

“But…how the hell would she know we’d ever even hit the Meridian?” Skye asked.

“She knows me. It wasn’t a question of ‘if’ but ‘when.’” Francesca sighed. “She prepared for the possibility, probably the moment she handed over the Madonna. An insider, a planted file, a fake update, it doesn’t matter.”

Skye winced. “So it wasn’t my laptop? Because a month ago, I clicked a video—looked like a fundraiser for a local rescue center. Puppies needing adoption. It looked real. I didn’t think anything of it.”

“Could’ve been a sleeper exploit,” Jules said. “Nothing malicious at the time. Just lying in wait. Or it was nothing. It definitely didn’t cause this.”

“Good, good,” Skye said. “Not that any of this is good.” Her gaze darted between Francesca and Jules.

“No,” Francesca said, voice clipped. “But next time, assume you’re a target, too.”

Skye shifted in her seat. “Yeah.”

For a moment, no one breathed, and they all lingered in stillness. Then Francesca said, cold and steady: “I know where Varnelli’s main warehouse is.”

“How will that help?” Jules asked.

“We’ll steal my Madonna right back,” Francesca said, sounding almost bored.

Silence settled like dust.

Skye drew back slightly. Jules looked away. Lucia just stared at Francesca, struggling to breathe around the tight band in her chest.

Breaking into the Meridian was one thing—it was precision, not war. But Varnelli? That was an empire built on ruthlessness. If they’d been willing to draw guns just to get the painting, what would they do to protect it now?

And yet Francesca looked like she’d already made peace with the risk. Her jaw set, eyes dark with conviction.

There would be no stopping her.

Breaking into Varnelli’s warehouse was a recipe for disaster, but how could she say no? They’d lost the painting, and after all Francesca had done for her, she owed her. She needed to help her regain the Madonna.

But at what cost, and was she really willing to pay it?


Chapter 25

Strings

Penelope shut down her computer with a low curse.

Eighteen hours and twenty-three minutes since she’d left Lucia behind in the Conservation Lab, and she still hadn’t heard from her.

I’ll call you.

When? So far, no word. Not even a text.

Someone had gotten to them, and the Madonna was gone.

But the real issue troubling her was…Lucia.

She’d sounded so flat. So detached.

Lucia’s usual warmth and energy had always come through—even over text. Could this be the real Lucia? Penelope doubted it.

Lucia’s behavior had been consistent: thoughtful, cheeky, nurturing, attentive.

That night had been high stress, but the silence now was suffocating. It had stretched into something heavier, pressing down on her chest.

The house felt too quiet, the ticking grandfather clock suddenly loud, almost intrusive.

But there was nothing she could do. Only wait.

She’d slept fitfully, head filled with dreams of losses, arrests, and hollow ache.

Even though today was Saturday and her day off, she’d tried to distract herself with work. No use. Her mind was shot.

Even Fuller’s snuggles didn’t help.

Their night together had been…wonderful. Ill-advised for many reasons, but Penelope was done pretending this connection between them was a fluke. Done trying to relegate it into something small.

Naturally, that was when all hell would break loose.

She pulled out her father’s notes again—not that she hadn’t been over them a million times before.

After another hour, still nothing. She returned to her computer and her research on Barry Whitfield.

So far:

44, former investment banker.

Art enthusiast.

Worked at The Met as a registrar (without a clear degree).

Now a collections liaison at Belgrave Trust—whatever that meant.

And Belgrave Trust? The deeper she dug, the shadier it got. Valentina had no official role, but Penelope had tied her to two shell companies listed as donors, and to a procurement firm involved in a major acquisition Belgrave had orchestrated.

Add in the (assumed) Madonna theft, and Valentina’s reach seemed bottomless.

Her phone rang. She grabbed it. Her heart dropped—Montgomery, not Lucia.

She straightened. What if they found out about the Madonna?

“Dr. Montgomery, how are you?”

“Fine. I’m so sorry to call you on the weekend, but I’m beyond confused.”

“Oh, no. What’s going on?”

“Ms. Lewis is…displeased about the Madonna situation at the ball.”

Penelope tensed. “I thought you showed it to her?”

“Yes, of course, but it’s not the same, seeing it lying there in a case in the Conservation Lab, is it now?”

“I guess not.”

“Anyway, she’s one of our biggest donors, and apparently she wanted to show it to her fiancé. Some romantic story about Italy—I only caught half—but now she’s making a big deal out of it.”

“OK, but what were we supposed to do, given the humidity spike?”

“That’s the thing. I promised her a private showing once the humidity issue was resolved. And when I checked the logs to give her a time frame, the issue had already been fixed. Here’s the weirdest part…”

Montgomery’s voice dropped. “I reviewed the HVAC logs. There was no maintenance, nothing. The humidity spiked for six hours, just enough to pull the Madonna—then corrected itself. No adjustments. No requests. It fixed itself. Like magic.”

“That is odd.”

“Lewis also mentioned other promised private night viewings. Like this was a series.”

“What series?”

“Exactly! I’ve checked every record. No such session ever existed. Yet she swears someone at the Meridian promised them.”

“Who could even make such promises?”

“That’s the question,” Montgomery said.

“I hadn’t worked with director Allen for long, but she was by the book. If these viewings were discussed, there should be a record.”

“I agree. That’s why it’s so mystifying.”

Unless you know what actually happened.

After the call, Penelope revisited her notes on the Madonna. The discrepancy she’d flagged months ago had haunted her ever since. She’d told herself to wait. To see where it would lead.

It had led here.

A criminal conspiracy. With her in the middle.

She tried not to think how deep into this she’d gone.

Fraud, theft, cover-ups.

All in the name of justice, retribution? Did that make it better?

If she lingered on that, she’d cease to function. And then all of it—her father, everything she’d done—would be for nothing.

She had to see it through.

Penelope needed the world to see Valentina for what she really was.

She leaned back, rubbing her eyes, and went over the provenance records again. The dates were off, but, back then, the names hadn’t meant anything.

Now, after Tim’s update the other day, the pattern was clear: Belgrave Trust kept appearing at the perfect moment—bridging gaps in provenance just long enough to sanitize shady ownership.

Always tidy. Always just enough.

Too perfect to be chance. Too consistent to be clean.

And there—Barry Whitfield’s signature, bold and undeniable, on the forged provenance papers that had placed the Madonna in the Meridian.

She’d seen it before, had skimmed right over it when it had meant nothing beyond a possible connection to Belgrave.

Now it blared like a siren. How did it take her so long to tie this together?

Whitfield hadn’t just been adjacent. He’d signed the paperwork.

This was no loose operation. It was a well-oiled machine. And Penelope, by choice or not, was already entangled.

Francesca had shown her what remained of the records: the Madonna had once belonged to her family—until Valentina stole it.

But how had Valentina gotten access? Surely, Francesca hadn’t stored the painting and the documentation in the same place.

This was more than a burglary.

Especially since Valentina hadn’t loaned the painting until last year. What had she done with it in all these years? Hung it up in her study and gloated?

A breeze drifted through the half-open window, fluttering one of her papers to the floor. She didn’t pick it up.

Nothing about this timeline made sense. Maybe it was about infrastructure. Timing. Or maybe it was personal.

Or maybe it had never been just about the painting.

Penelope’s fingers drummed on the desk.

Fuller jumped into her lap.

“Hey, girl. What are we going to do, hmm?” She stroked her soft fur, letting the purring soothe her.

There was something Francesca hadn’t told her. Why was the Madonna stolen in the first place?

Next time, Penelope would demand real answers.

Maybe the Collective knew Whitfield. Belgrave Trust couldn’t possibly be news to them, considering it looked like a criminal mirror of Francesca’s own Collective.

A group Francesca had pulled Lucia into.

Lucia—an adult with free will.

Not back then. Not when she’d been a teen lost on the street.

Penelope pulled out the little sketch Lucia had doodled—Penelope playing with Fuller. Lucia had wanted to throw it out. Penelope had snatched it, aghast.

It was ridiculous. Cartoonish. Fuller looked alive, chasing a string.

God, this was driving her mad.

She checked her watch: 5:38 p.m.

And despite all her adult free will, Lucia still hadn’t contacted her.

She checked her voicemails, hovered over one she’d saved the week before. Against her better judgment, she hit play.

“Since you still can’t be trusted to eat enough or, better, to take your time during lunch, I’ll stop by tomorrow again. This time, we’re going out and getting lunch together. No argument, Dr. Blackwell.”

Lucia’s voice filled the room.

Penelope closed her eyes. Her chest tightened.

She cleared her throat.

She typed: Are you OK?

Deleted it.

Can we talk?

Deleted.

I’m here if you want to talk.

“She knows that,” Penelope muttered, and deleted that, too.

“Don’t be a fool. You don’t know what’s going on.” She paused. “Maybe it was just fun for her.”

But what if something had happened? Was Lucia injured or in danger?

Her throat ached suddenly, raw from holding her breath. She inhaled deeply.

Fuller meowed.

“Sorry, girl.” Penelope scratched her face, smiling when Fuller nuzzled her hand. “I’m being silly. I must be, because the alternatives are…daunting.”


Chapter 26

Spirals

Lucia groaned, wiping a smudge on her canvas.

She leaned back and stared at her painting—an explosion of color, earth tones bleeding into various shades of red. Up close, it looked like chaos, but if you stepped away, it crystallized into the image of a locked scream.

Melodramatic? Yes.

Lucia didn’t plan on showing it to anyone or, God forbid, including it in an exhibit. This was one of her personal journaling pieces where she tried to throw an emotion onto the canvas. That was it. She felt like screaming, overturning tables, clawing at the walls.

Yet she did nothing because she had no mouth, couldn’t move, and her arms were as weak as cooked noodles.

Everything had gone wrong.

She’d been so high with Penelope, and yes, maybe the law of balance demanded a return to lower heights, but that didn’t mean she had to plummet to the fucking ground.

Two days had passed since the theft and the ambush, since Francesca had shared her insane plan, since Lucia had promised to call Penelope and hadn’t done it.

At first, she’d been trapped in inertia—too shocked to even move—then Francesca’s news added more pressure, and when she’d gotten home, Lucia had just collapsed and passed out.

Ever since, she had locked herself in her art studio and painted.

So many first attempts morphed either into Penelope’s features or something that reminded Lucia of her. For crying out loud, she’d even doodled a picture of a piece of tiramisu on a plate.

She sometimes swore she could feel Penelope’s touch, her fingertips brushing against her cheek or along the back of her neck.

She kept telling herself: just do this first, then call her, but something always jumped the line, and eventually, the silence—the stillness she’d started—only grew bigger and bigger until she had to look away, afraid it would swallow her whole.

Hence, the emotional journaling piece.

She was stuck. And if she didn’t move soon, her inability to function like a normal human being might cost her everything—her relationship with Francesca, her career, and whatever fragile, beautiful thing had begun to bloom with Penelope.

They hadn’t even talked about what they were, yet here Lucia was, stuck in the quicksand of her own making and unable to get the fuck up and do something.

A hard knock on her door rattled Lucia, and she dropped her brush.

“Shit,” she grumbled and picked it up before lumbering to the door.

“Open the goddamned door, Lucy,” Francesca’s voice rang through the wood, followed by another loud knock.

She pulled at the handle, and before she could say anything, Francesca waltzed inside.

Lucia shut the door, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Now is not—”

“Hush,” Francesca said, her voice soft, distracted.

Lucia looked up and noticed that Francesca had stopped in front of her journaling painting. Great.

“This is…painful,” Francesca said after a moment.

“It’s not that bad.” Lucia stepped next to her.

“No, it’s excellent. I wasn’t talking about the quality of the painting.”

“Oh.”

Francesca looked at Lucia. “You look terrible.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Go wash up a bit. I’ll make us something to drink.”

“Wash up? Am I three years old or what?”

“Just go. Refresh yourself a bit. Sometimes that helps to clear your head of the stupor it’s fallen into.”

“Fine. Whatever.”

“Don’t be so flippant, Lucy.”

With a sigh, Lucia stalked into the half bath and washed up.

Five minutes later, they stood in Lucia’s kitchenette—where she had prepared tea for her and Penelope—and sipped their drinks.

A stillness settled between them.

Francesca’s gaze drifted over the half-finished canvases and the streaks of color staining Lucia’s palms. Something in her expression softened. “You don’t have to do this,” she said after a few minutes.

“Paint? I think I do.”

Francesca gave a soft laugh. “No. Being with me, helping me with all my ventures—especially since I continue to strike out.”

Lucia faltered, momentarily off-balance. A life without Francesca? Without the Collective? How she’d yearned for it at times. But the notion that would free her also terrified her like no other.

“I know you’ve grown tired and restless. I never…I never meant to turn you into something you’re not.”

“You didn’t. I don’t know where I’d be without you. I owe you a lot.”

“Hmm.” Francesca took a sip of her mug. “You’d have found a way. You’re smart and resourceful.” She smiled. “And so unwaveringly kind.”

Lucia rubbed her neck, her gaze finding her sock-clad feet. “We might have to agree to disagree. I’m not saying I’d have died without you, but… I wouldn’t be where I am today without your help, without your guidance.”

“A place that suffocates you?”

A beat.

“It’s not that simple.” Even if that were true, she’d never say it. It would be like spitting in Francesca’s face.

“It never is.”

“I do want to help you. I know how important the Madonna is to you.”

“I appreciate that, and I want your help, but you don’t owe me. I want you to be happy, and I thought you were, that you enjoyed our work, but I have to admit that maybe I’ve been seeing what I wanted to see.”

Lucia rolled her lips. “I don’t hate it. It used to be more fun at the beginning, but now… I don’t know.”

“Think about it.”

“You’d let me go?”

Francesca’s lips parted. “Lucy, you’re not my prisoner.”

“I just… I don’t want to disappoint you.”

Francesca placed her cup into the sink before taking Lucia’s from her hands and putting it on the counter. She turned back to her and clasped Lucia’s hands.

“You could never disappoint me. I do want you in my life, and even if you move on to…greener pastures”—a wry smile spread on Francesca’s lips—“we’re still family, right?”

Lucia could only nod.

“Come here.” Francesca pulled Lucia into a tight embrace.

Swallowing hard, Lucia gripped Francesca’s back. “Thank you,” she rasped, her shoulders dropping as tension leaked from her.

“Now, go and contact Blackwell.”

“What?”

Francesca rolled her eyes. “Not about me or the Madonna. About you and your…infatuation.” She sniffed.

Lucia ducked her head as heat suffused her cheeks.

“Children.” Francesca sighed.

“Hey! You’re not that much older!”

Francesca snorted. “Right. Get to it.”

“Yes, yes. And I’ll help you. With the Madonna. We’ll get her back.”

Francesca smiled. “Thank you.”

After Francesca left, Lucia first washed the two mugs because why jump right into the fire? It was so much more productive to watch and fret over it.

Infuriating. It shouldn’t be possible to annoy yourself so much.

Eventually, she withdrew into the bedroom, pulled out her phone, took a deep breath, and called Penelope.

“Hey, how are you?” Penelope answered on the second ring.

“Been better. You?”

“Better now, to be honest.”

Lucia smiled. “I’m sorry it took me so long. I got lost in my head.”

“I noticed.”

“Do you…do you want to come over and talk, or are you busy?”

“Let’s talk on the phone. I don’t want to get distracted,” Penelope said.

“Distracted? Oh. Right. Yeah. That would be…bad.”

“I wouldn’t call it bad, but…yes.”

“Right, so… the thing that happened. We’re pretty sure our mutual not-friend arranged an interception. Armed. Efficient. They relieved us of everything we worked so hard to get.”

“I assumed it was her, too. Do you know how they found you?”

Lucia exhaled. “They think the breach didn’t happen during the actual run. It started earlier—during prep. Something dormant. Waiting.”

“So it wasn’t reactive,” Penelope said quietly. “It was planted.”

“That’s how it sounds,” Lucia said. “By the time we moved, they already had what they needed.”

A pause.

“If that’s true,” Penelope said, “then whatever system you touched was already compromised.”

“That was our takeaway, too.”

“I won’t ask for details,” Penelope said. “But I can make sure our side is swept. Quietly.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“And what happens now?” Penelope asked.

Lucia hesitated. “My Italian friend isn’t inclined to let this go. So we’re…considering alternatives.”

“Riskier ones?”

A breath. “Yes.”

Stillness.

“I made some connections—between my father and…our mutual not-friend. I’ve been meaning to bring this up before, but it was never the right time. It might be best to discuss this with your Italian friend present, too.”

“Oh, OK. Yes, we can totally do that. I’ll talk to them, and we’ll set something up.”

“Great.”

Silence.

“This is terribly awkward.”

Penelope laughed. “Yes, but we’re talking.”

“Yeah. We are.” Lucia sat down on the bed. “So, how have you been? Any news on your front? Any issues there?”

“Perhaps, but it all relates to what I want to discuss with you guys.”

“Makes sense. And…on the personal front?”

“Not much. While you were lost in your head, I delved into research. Working helps when…things aren’t what I’d like them to be.”

“How would you like things to be?”

“Not silent.”

Lucia closed her eyes. “Yeah. That was on me. I’m truly sorry.”

“I didn’t say that for you to feel bad or apologize. I just… I want to be honest and… This isn’t easy for me. My natural instinct was to walk away and make peace with it by letting go.”

Lucia froze. Her heart seemed to halt before galloping away. Would she have lost Penelope if she’d waited just one more day?

“I’m glad you didn’t,” she croaked after a beat.

“Me too.”


Chapter 27

Decay

Penelope blew air onto her steaming cup and turned on her computer.

Before Lucia’s call, she had struggled to concentrate. Research and work came in bursts, not in the deep, focused stretches she’d always prided herself on. Her ability to tune out everything and lose herself in whatever project had never failed her before.

Until Lucia.

After their conversation had reestablished some of their equilibrium, Penelope dug deeper into her research regarding Belgrave Trust and Whitfield. After all, the more she knew, the better prepared she’d be for her upcoming meeting with Francesca.

Her father’s notes acted like breadcrumbs, and as she followed their trail, Penelope uncovered evidence of donor laundering and what even looked like back-channel meetings involving a Jacqueline Lewis. Penelope had no doubt this was the same Lewis that Montgomery had mentioned, considering all the oddities surrounding her.

That had led her further down the rabbit hole, toward a suspicious recent admission tied to Belgrave: Stillness in Decay by Élaine Lejeune. A piece last seen in a private estate inventory in 1956 and long presumed missing, it had recently resurfaced—donated by Belgrave.

However, it had been flagged due to several inconsistencies, though a final verdict had not yet been rendered.

Penelope logged into INTERMUSE again, searching for Lejeune’s recognized works—underrecognized in her lifetime for being a woman who refused to commercialize her art. Several of her works had vanished during wartime transfers and estate dissolution, but there were three pieces widely recognized as authentic.

Penelope loaded the authenticated images and pushed them to her large screen, lining them up for side-by-side comparison.

She sat back, the leather chair creaking beneath her as the glow of the screen lit up the dim room, reflecting faintly in the glass of a nearby cabinet.

She clicked open the file for Stillness in Decay. The image loaded slowly—and when it did, she went still. Her heart gave a strange lurch.

An intimate, shadow-heavy oil painting of a woman seated in a high-backed chair, her face obscured by her own hand. The subdued palette contained cool grays, smoky mauves, with a muted glint of silver thread in the background drapes.

Belgrave had donated the painting six months ago. The provenance had seemed shaky to some, and rightfully so, for whoever painted this version of Stillness in Decay wasn’t Lejeune. The taste was wrong—too flat, too metallic.

To Penelope’s utter relief, it also wasn’t Lucia—the colors didn’t sing the same notes, didn’t carry that soft acidity Lucia’s work always left on her tongue.

She pulled up the provenance record again, then filtered back through pages of her father’s notes, some of the more cryptic, almost coded entries, which led her back to older pieces—donations to The Met, loans by The Met to other galleries—until all air fled her body.

Her stomach turned. A single drop of sweat rolled down her spine.

She’d had this hunch before going over her father’s notes. Something had always seemed off, like a fault line she’d kept circling, and now she feared it had finally given way.

She pulled out her phone and dialed her mother.

“Hey, sweetheart. Good to hear from you. How are you?”

“Hi, Mom. I’m OK. Listen, thanks again for sending me Dad’s notes, but—”

“Oh, don’t tell him.”

Penelope’s hand curled into a fist. She’d been about to ask just that. “He still didn’t want you to send them to me?”

“Of course not! You know how protective he is, but I know you. You’re just as stubborn, and I thought maybe, if you saw it all, you could finally move on and let it go. There’s nothing there, sweetheart.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.” For a split second, Penelope considered asking—did you know? But what if she didn’t? She hated the idea of putting her mother in such a position. Besides, she could be wrong. Then all would have been for nothing.

“Did it help?”

“It did, yes.” Not in the way she’d hoped.

“Good, I’m glad. When will you come back for a visit?”

“Oh, uh, I don’t know. I’ll try next month?”

Her mother sighed. “How about doing it, instead of just trying. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, Mom,” her voice caught.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, yes. Sorry. I’ve got to go. My boss is calling. Talk soon, bye.”

“Bye, sweetheart.”

Penelope hung up and bowed her head, inhaling deeply before forcing the air back out.

Her father hadn’t just turned a blind eye. She’d recognized the signatures. The deeper she looked, the more deliberate it all felt—like he’d carved out clean paths for people like Whitfield to walk without ever leaving footprints of his own, until he did.

No wonder he didn’t want Penelope to have his notes.

She had no idea what to do with this information. Didn’t she need further proof? Hard evidence? She supposed she could call him, but she doubted he’d tell her.

“The truth is more important than our feelings, Penelope. Always follow the truth.” His words, uttered almost three decades ago, rang in her head. Words she’d believed in and lived by. Words that, if followed through now, would destroy everything.

What about Valentina? Why had her father been the only one to fall? Surely, others were involved. Perhaps he’d been blackmailed, or Valentina had threatened him. Penelope wouldn’t put it past her. But it still changed nothing—nothing about where she stood now.

Yet, it changed everything.

For two years, she’d been consumed with grief and rage—getting into bed with Valentina, all in the name of justice. Or revenge.

Oh, she hadn’t been naïve. She’d known she could never topple Valentina or her empire. But she’d wanted to hurt her.

She’d wanted access—to transactions, patterns, pressure points. She’d mapped the cracks in Valentina’s empire like a slow fuse, even if she knew she’d never light it. If she could trace enough transfers, gather enough forged shipments, maybe she could leak it—tip off the authorities, sabotage a key deal, bleed Valentina’s empire one slice at a time.

A death by a thousand paper cuts.

Delusional? Probably. But it had given her a purpose. A way to survive the thing that had shattered her family, even if her mother put on a brave face.

It had been a path forward, and now, it had collapsed beneath her feet.

~ ~ ~

Penelope pressed send on her last email of the day, glancing at the clock on her screen.

She fell back against her chair. She’d reread the same paragraph four times without comprehension. Another hour, and then she could head home.

Outside, the rain had picked up, now rattling in bursts against the glass, and the radiator beside her emitted a faint metallic ticking as it fought to keep the drafty office warm.

Lucia had texted her, and they’d set up the meeting with Francesca for this coming weekend. Penelope had created a folder with information and a list of questions to bring along.

At work, Montgomery turned out to be a dog with a bone, unable to let go of the humidity incident. Maybe Jules should have caused a different disturbance. But hindsight and all.

At least no one was any the wiser that the Madonna on display was a forgery.

Still, all this proved to be a welcome distraction from her discoveries about her father and allowed her to procrastinate on her next move, or so she thought until Montgomery called her to her office.

“Now, I’m not making any accusations, Dr. Blackwell. I know your call to remove the Madonna from display was based on the humidity alarm and the goal to protect our inventory, but none of this adds up.”

“Maybe it was a glitch in the system. No measurement device or electronic gadget is free of failures and errors.”

“Perhaps, but why was only the Madonna affected? You’d think if it was a system glitch, more than one piece would show such discrepancies.”

“Has tech checked things out?” Penelope asked.

“Yes, but they also have no explanation, aside from the possibility of sabotage.”

“Sabotage? For what purpose?”

“I don’t know! To remove the Madonna from display?” Montgomery said.

“What would that accomplish?”

“I have no answers either. But Ms. Lewis continues to blow up my inbox, and I’ve even spoken to the previous director, and she has no memories of ever making such offers or holding the private viewing session Ms. Lewis describes.”

“That is odd indeed.”

“Dr. Blackwell, I’m sorry that I have to be so blunt here, but I need to know if I’m going to have a problem on my hands. Because if there’s more to this than I’ve been told, I’d rather hear it from you than from the board—or a journalist.”

Penelope remained motionless. “There isn’t. I did what I thought was best for the collection, for the Meridian. If that’s not enough, feel free to file a report.”

Oh, she hated this. Lying, yes, but here, it was more than that.

She was involved. She’d helped a criminal enterprise steal a precious painting, no matter the circumstance. Nausea coiled in her stomach, and she gritted her teeth.

“Is that all, Dr. Montgomery? I have work to do.”

A shadow seemed to flicker across Montgomery’s face. “Of course. It’s nothing personal, but I have to ask. It is my job to protect the Meridian, and if this becomes a headline scandal, both our jobs will be on the line.”

“I understand, and no offense taken.” She rose and left the office, feeling almost dizzy.

Who was she becoming in all this? A fraud, a criminal, someone blinded by… Was it worth it?

Back home, Lucia called, and Penelope closed her eyes as her body sank into her couch, relaxing for the first time all day.

“Hey you.”

“Hi,” Lucia said. “I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

Penelope smiled. “Tired. It’s a lot.”

“I bet. And tomorrow, you’re facing the dragon.”

“Way to relieve my tension, Ms. Rossi,” Penelope drawled.

“I can think of a few pleasurable ways to relieve tension.”

Penelope flushed and cleared her throat. “Right. I actually wanted to ask you something.”

“Oh?”

“What’s the story behind Francesca and Valentina? It all seems…more intertwined than Francesca made it seem.”

Lucia hummed. “Yes, but I’m afraid there’s not much I can say. We all know aspects of the tale since forever, the big betrayal, the chase after the Madonna that never led anywhere before now.” Lucia sighed. “Yet we don’t know what really happened.”

“But you all agree that there’s more behind it?”

“Oh, of course. We’ve speculated for years. Skye thinks they were lovers and Francesca cheated on Valentina, who then stole the Madonna as revenge.”

Penelope frowned. “I don’t see Francesca cheating.”

“Same.”

“What do you think?”

“They had some kind of bond, and it broke. Both likely blame each other, and what’s the real truth? Who knows. Something in between? It usually is. It doesn’t matter, though.”

“How’s that?” Penelope asked.

“It doesn’t change our current situation. Francesca isn’t going to let this go. In the end, we’ll never know for sure because no one in their right mind is going to go up to Francesca and say, ‘Hey, about Varnelli, what really happened there?’”

“There’s that, yes.” Penelope paused. “But maybe someday she’ll tell you.”

Lucia huffed. “Stranger things.”

~ ~ ~

Saturday afternoon, Penelope pulled up at Francesca’s estate. The gravel lot beside the villa was partially shaded by tall oaks, with a few cars spaced along the curved drive. Lucia’s maroon sedan was already parked near the back under a patch of shadow.

Dry leaves skittered across the stone walkway, lifted by the wind in brittle spirals.

At least she wouldn’t be the first one there, but still, Lucia could have waited for her and not let her walk in alone, especially since Penelope had told her about the potential problem with Montgomery.

She took a few steps, startling at the sound of a door falling shut.

“Hey, stranger,” Lucia said, walking around her car toward Penelope.

“Hi, uh, I thought you’d already gone inside.”

Lucia smiled. “Nah. I was waiting for you.”

Penelope’s shoulders dropped. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Lucia stepped next to her and softly bumped into her. “Ready?”

“I suppose.” Penelope leaned into Lucia for a moment, then straightened. She tightened her grip on her purse, and together they walked up the steps.

The doorbell echoed through the villa, and Penelope shifted on her feet.

Lucia grasped her hand, giving it a quick squeeze before letting go. “We will figure this out.”

Penelope could only nod, then the door swung open, and Francesca stood in front of her.

“Come on inside. We have much to talk about.” Francesca gestured for them to enter, which they did, Lucia with the normal fluidity she always carried, while Penelope felt like she was walking the Green Mile.


Chapter 28

Tanks and Glass Cannons

Lucia had to resist the urge to reach out to Penelope as they sat side by side on the stiff leather couch in Francesca’s study, the air heavy with unsaid things and the sharp scent of espresso. Penelope had just shared all the evidence she’d uncovered—what she’d suspected her father’s role to be, and the potential issue with the Meridian.

“They have no evidence. My sensor loop was flawless, and it’s not uncommon for an error to affect just one piece. Maybe your boss is antsy because donors can make life miserable,” Jules said, shifting in the armchair with a restless bounce of her knee.

“Still, you should keep an eye on her. Calling her bluff was a good offense. I agree with Jules. If they had any real evidence, they’d have done something about it aside from calling you to the principal for questioning,” Lucia said, arms folded, trying to mask her unease.

“Belgrave’s just another of Varnelli’s puppets. But Whitfield and Lewis? They’re new,” Francesca said. “Although it doesn’t surprise me. Varnelli is dangerous—not because she employs insiders. In fact, she doesn’t need moles. She has leverage. People in the museum, on the board—she helped them once, or threatened them twice. Either way, they still talk.” Her voice rang low and precise as she stood by the fireplace, absently turning a small glass sculpture between her fingers.

“The most important question, though: What does this mean for you moving forward?”

Penelope held Francesca’s gaze. “I’m out. I went after Valentina to… I thought she’d hurt my father—my family. Turns out, he may have helped her, and so… What’s left?”

“What about the truth? The whole story?” Lucia asked. How could Penelope just give up like that?

“I doubt Valentina is going to tell me, and my father won’t talk. So, whatever happened or why…” She shook her head. “I’ll never know.”

“How unexpectedly pessimistic,” Francesca said. “Although I respect your decision to stop now.” She turned toward Lucia. “What about you?”

“What are you talking about?” Skye interjected, perched cross-legged on the edge of the window seat, her voice sharp with disbelief. “Just because they’re shacked up doesn’t mean Lucia will leave us.”

Francesca ignored her, gaze steady on Lucia.

Lucia dropped her gaze, heart knocking uncomfortably. It still boggled her mind that Francesca meant it, that she’d not try to convince her to stay. She’d expected a fight, a guilt trip. Instead, Francesca let her go with terrifying ease.

Did she want Francesca to talk her out of it? Maybe. Starting over seemed daunting but also exhilarating. A new adventure, though maybe she wasn’t cut out for it. Still… She had to try.

“I’ll help with getting the Madonna back, but then I’m out, too.”

“What the fuck, Lucia? This is on you!” Skye pointed at Penelope.

“Leave her out of this! It has nothing to do with Penelope.”

“Right,” Skye muttered, crossing her arms.

“Besides, I’d think you’d be happy to see the back of me,” Lucia said.

“Whatever.” Her glare slid to the floor, and she blinked rapidly.

Lucia’s brows furrowed. Something was off here. This was more than anger. Skye seemed brittle.

“I appreciate it, Lucy, as we need your help in this. I’ve been discussing the situation with Jules, and—”

“So you’ll just let her go?” Skye asked.

Francesca’s gaze turned dark as she faced Skye. “This is enough. We are not a prison, Skye. Everyone is free to leave if they wish.”

“But—”

“No! Besides,” Francesca looked at Lucia, “Lucy won’t leave the family, just the business. Am I right?”

“Of course.”

“Now, let’s focus on my plan to steal the Madonna right back.”

She stepped toward the table, spreading out a marked-up floor plan with deliberate precision, the shift in energy unmistakable—back to strategy, back to control.

~ ~ ~

After the meeting, Lucia set to walk Penelope back to her car, angling for an invite to spend the evening together. She’d missed her terribly, more than she should, considering they’d only just seen each other. It was hard to believe they hadn’t even known each other for very long—yet sometimes, it felt like she’d known Penelope for years.

Unsettling, if she were to dwell on it, which she didn’t. But it was true.

They were chatting in hushed tones and heading toward the front door when Skye’s voice rang out behind them.

Lucia turned.

“That’s it? You’re just done with us?” Her chest heaved.

She sighed. “It’s not that simple.”

“Sounds like it to me.”

Penelope leaned closer, whispering, “Maybe talk to her? Clear the air.”

“But—”

“Come by after? I’m home.”

A smile spread over Lucia’s lips. She nodded. “Drive carefully.”

Penelope squeezed Lucia’s upper arm and left.

When the door fell shut and Lucia turned fully, she rolled her eyes at Skye mimicking gagging.

“Really?”

“You’re insufferable together. Someone could die of DKA watching you.”

“Right. So?”

“What? Suddenly you wanna talk because your girlfriend told you to? That’s pathetic. Aren’t you just replacing whose orders you’re following? From surrogate mommy to…” She tilted her head. “What is she to you, Gracie? I suppose sugar mommy is a thing, no?”

Lucia crossed the space in a heartbeat. “My name is Lucia, and what the fuck is wrong with you?” she snarled. “This isn’t about me and Penelope! You’ve been awful to me for months, then it got a bit better during the heist, and now you just had a tantrum over me leaving only to turn around and insult me.”

Skye looked at the floor. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Too bad. Spill it, Skylar.”

Skye’s head snapped up, and her eyes widened. “You don’t care anyway.”

“Why the fuck would I be asking?”

Skye chewed at her lower lip. She sighed, looking away. “I… Fine. I did one of those ancestry things a few months ago.”

“Oh.” Lucia almost wished Skye would stop talking. Looking into the past always made you bleed.

“Should’ve known better than try and figure out who abandoned a crack baby in a condemned building, huh?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Whatever,” Skye grumbled.

“What happened?”

Skye shrugged. “I thought I might find a cousin or a sibling. I wasn’t even… I didn’t think she’d still be alive.”

Lucia suppressed a sigh. “Your mother.”

“She’s not my mother!”

“Of course not. Sorry.”

Skye shook her head. “I was stupid. I just… I was so surprised, and I reached out. I actually contacted her.”

“I take it that didn’t go well.”

“No. She said she’d only disappoint me, that she’d have disappointed me if she’d kept me and still would.”

“That’s rough.”

“I…I wrote her a letter after that. Can you believe it? An actual fucking letter.” She scoffed. “I don’t know why but I just, I had all these thoughts.” She slapped her head. “And I couldn’t stop them from bleeding onto the page.”

Skye wiped her face. “She told me to get lost and never contact her again.”

“I’m sorry, Skylar.”

Skye nodded, sniffing. “It’s whatever.”

A pause.

“I guess it made me more irritated in general and you…you took the brunt of it.”

“Why me? I mean, sure, I get that you were more irritated overall, but—”

“I don’t know. After we’d broken up, we mostly got along, right? I mean, we were never serious anyway, and it’s been so long ago. I don’t want you back or anything. And I’m not jealous of you and Blackwell.” She paused. “Though she’s hot.”

Lucia grinned. “That she is.”

“It just, it seems so easy for people to…leave me.” Her voice dropped at the end.

Lucia grabbed her hand and squeezed. “None of that is your fault or on you.”

“Right.”

“I’m serious.”

“Anyway. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have used you as a tank, even if you can soak up more damage than anyone else I know.”

“A tank?”

“You know, in one of those role-playing games where you have a party of heroes to fight?”

Lucia only blinked.

“God, you’re hopeless.” Skye chuckled, but this time, her tone was almost affectionate. “OK, like usually there are four or five: a mage, a warrior, a healer, an assassin, and so on. There’s also always one character who stands in front and takes all the incoming heat. The tank, or the protector. Their health stat is usually the highest, and they can take it, more than the others can, anyway.”

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” Lucia said. “Aside from, ‘Do tanks regenerate, or do they eventually run out of…tankiness?’”

Skye huffed a laugh. “You’re ridiculous. I mean, it depends on the battle. During some, the stats all reset, but sometimes it’s cumulative. That’s why you always need some kind of healer in your group.”

“Huh, OK.”

“And Blackwell? She’s a glass cannon. Hits hard, but one wrong push and she’ll crack. Remember how she said she wasn’t doing anything criminal? She burns bright, sure, but she’s fragile when it comes to the dirt we live in. You gotta watch out there.”

“Noted,” Lucia drawled.

Skye dragged her foot along the floor. “Anyway, it wasn’t fair. I’m truly sorry.”

“It’s OK. I get it. That was a lot, but yeah, I’d appreciate it if I no longer acted as your tank.” She reached out again, once more grasping Skye’s hand. “But you can come talk to me, OK? I’m not going to abandon you, Skylar.”

Skye ducked her head. “Thanks,” she croaked.

“Come here, you idiot.” Lucia pulled her in for a hug.

Skye clutched her closer as Lucia’s neck grew damp.

As she held Skye, Lucia wondered if she had ever encountered a healer in her life.

On her way back to her car, her mind drifted to what else Skye had said: Penelope as a glass cannon.

Huh. Surely there had to be information online about this class of…whatever Skye had called them. Hero? Character? She should look it up sometime.


Chapter 29

Unspoken

While waiting for Lucia to show up, Penelope decided to vacuum her floors. Not that they needed it, but it burned off some restless energy, even if Fuller had released a scandalized meow and escaped to her bedroom.

She’d made the right decision, stepping away, but she couldn’t help but worry about Lucia. She also wondered why Francesca had even discussed her new plan with Penelope present after she’d declared an end to their association.

Perhaps this was a sort of mind game to get her back in? But for what?

The doorbell rang right after she’d stowed the vacuum and washed her hands.

She almost ran to the door, flinging it open with a smile that wilted when instead of Lucia, a delivery man pushed a package into her hands.

“Thanks,” she said by the time he was already halfway back to his truck.

With a sigh, she shut the door and placed the package on the console table. Just her overpriced chocolate, no emotional payoff inside.

Her phone beeping interrupted her spiraling thoughts, full of questions with no answers.

Hey. I’m on my way. Want me to pick up something to eat? I’m actually craving tacos, but I can get whatever you want, too.

Tacos sound good, thank you. Make sure they are spicy.

LOL. Will do.

And so Penelope stood in her entrance hall, grinning like an idiot over an art forger and tacos.

She reread the messages, thumb hovering over the screen longer than necessary. The smallest effort, the smallest reach, and it undid her.

Ridiculous.

She glanced at her watch and headed for the bathroom to take a quick shower.

By the time Lucia arrived, Penelope had rediscovered (most of) her equilibrium, and she ushered her inside so they could settle at the table and eat.

She’d brewed a pot of herbal tea but also put water and soda on the table.

“How did it go with Skye?” Penelope asked after almost devouring the first half of her food.

“Hmm, better than expected.” Lucia wiped her hands on a napkin. “We cleared the air.”

“No more ‘Gracie’ and other goading?”

“We’ll see. It’s still Skye we’re talking about, but yeah. I’m hopeful.”

“Is that a general attitude?”

“Being hopeful?”

Penelope nodded.

“Yeah. I think so. You’d be surprised, given my background.” She shrugged. “I got lucky, definitely, but it’s also my temperament. My emotions may spike and all, but I tend to overall be pretty balanced.”

“That’s wonderful. You’re indeed lucky.”

“Right now, especially.”

Penelope ducked her head. What’s wrong with you?

“Hey.” Lucia clasped Penelope’s hand. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“No, no, you didn’t.” She sighed, finding Lucia’s warm gaze. “I’m feeling a bit…off kilter currently.”

“I bet. What you found out with your dad, that’s rough. Do you wanna talk about it?”

“Not really. I mean, what’s there to discuss?”

“Whatever you wish. Like, are you sure he was in on it? And of his own free will?”

“What?” She let out a short laugh without a trace of humor. “Someone forced him?”

Lucia shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“I suppose, but I don’t know. It’s not ironclad, is it? But I know my father, and what I’ve seen… It wasn’t him being careless. And, you know, if something happens once or twice, yes, it could be an accident or a coincidence, but it was a pattern.”

“Yeah. That’s harder to dismiss.”

A moment of quiet settled between them.

“So,” Lucia said. “I wanted to apologize again for…dropping the ball, I guess.”

“It’s fine.”

“I’m glad you’re not holding a grudge, but I’d still like to explain.”

Warmth rushed through Penelope at Lucia’s earnest expression. “Go ahead.”

“Right. It all just happened too fast. They had guns! I was still riding on an adrenaline high, and then out of nowhere…” She shook her head.

“That sounds scary.”

“Yeah, though I didn’t register that right away. Like I saw the gun, right, but I was more focused on keeping the Madonna.”

“Lucia, that’s your life!”

A rueful smile crossed Lucia’s lips. “Yeah. Skye bitched about that. She told me to hand it over, asking if I wanted to die for it.”

“I suppose there’s something to be said for her after all.”

“She’s not that bad,” Lucia said with a chuckle. “Well, you know… Maybe an acquired taste.”

“You’re the expert.”

Lucia’s smile slipped. “There’s nothing between us.”

“What?”

“Between me and Skye, well, besides ancient history, and apparently I’m a tank.”

Penelope wrinkled her brow. “Again, what?”

“Sorry, never mind. Just…I wanted you to know there’s nothing going on between me and Skye. In case you wondered.”

“I didn’t, but thank you.” Penelope smiled. “I just don’t care for the way she treats you, but you don’t need me to fight your battles.”

“No, I don’t. But…you could hold my hand?”

“That can be arranged.”

Lucia’s answering smile was arresting.

“Besides, we’re grown women. I assume we both have a past,” Penelope said.

“True. What about you? Any exes we might run into?”

“Not really. It’s been a while.” Penelope frowned. “Huh. It’s been longer than I realized. And I hope you won’t run into my ex.”

“Why? I’m not the jealous type, and if you dated her, she can’t be all bad.”

Penelope let out a small laugh. “That’s a good line.”

“It’s not. A line, I mean. I’m serious.”

“You’re sweet.”

Lucia ducked her head.

“No, Camille is a detective with the Atlanta police.”

“Oh. Yeah. Let’s not meet.”

“Agreed.”

“Do you want to move this to the couch? Can I offer you a glass of wine, maybe? That is, if you’re staying a bit longer.” Penelope asked.

“Sure. And I’d love to. I’m not picky about wine, so if you already have one open, I’m good with that.”

“Even if it’s a Barolo?”

“While I drink all kinds of wine, that doesn’t mean I know a lot of them, much to Francesca’s exasperation. Never mind that she rarely even drinks alcohol.”

“She might be especially frustrated you don’t know this one. It’s Italian.”

“Then let this be our little secret.”

“Another secret?” Penelope asked.

Lucia shrugged. “We can handle it.”

“You’re something,” Penelope said, rising to her feet. “To enlighten your philistine sensibilities, the Barolo is a full-bodied, bone-dry red wine.”

“Ah, I see. Yeah. That’s fine. I have something sweet in mind for later, if you’re up for it.”

Penelope gave a short laugh. “Now that’s a terrible line. Does it usually work for you?”

“I don’t know. It’s my first time using it.” Lucia’s gaze roamed over Penelope. “I’m hoping I’ll find out tonight.”

“I’m sure you are.” She cleared her throat. “Go ahead and make yourself comfortable. I’ll get the wine.”

Resisting the impulse to pour cold water on her face, Penelope filled two glasses with deep red liquid and brought them to the living room.

She toed off her sandals, digging her feet into the soft plush of the carpet before settling right next to Lucia, handing her a glass.

“Thank you.”

Penelope watched Lucia drink the first sip, how she held the wine in her mouth for a beat before swallowing. Her gaze lingered at Lucia’s throat. She bit her cheek, willing herself to stay grounded.

“It’s delicious,” Lucia rasped.

Shifting in her seat, Penelope took a sip from her glass to steady herself. “Mmhmm.”

“All flirtation aside.” Lucia grasped Penelope’s free hand. “I feel like… So, I’d like to know where we stand. That is, I’m not into second-guessing or making assumptions.”

“OK.”

“This thing between us, what is it to you?”

Holding Lucia’s gaze, Penelope placed her glass on the coffee table. “You really like asking the hard questions, but since you’ve had the courage to bring it up… I like you.” Pathetic. Next she’d be passing Lucia a note with checkboxes for yes, no, or maybe.

“I like you, too.” Lucia looked at her with a sober, serious expression. She wasn’t making fun of her or teasing Penelope about her awkwardness.

“I guess that’s good, that we like each other.”

Lucia smiled. “Yes, I’d say. It’s been a while since I’ve…connected with someone.”

“Is that a euphemism for sex?”

Laughing, Lucia put her glass down as well. “No. It’s not been a while for that, well, in comparison.”

“Noted.”

“I just… Do you want this to be more than just sex?”

“We’ve only had sex once.”

“Yes, but this tension. I’m not imagining it, am I?”

Penelope huffed. “No.”

“But?”

“I’m just not good at this.”

“At sex?”

Penelope nudged Lucia’s shoulders. “At all this,” she gestured between them, “and everything it entails.”

“I don’t know. Not like I have a string of successes to showcase either.”

“You’re also ten years younger.”

“Is that a problem?”

“The age difference itself? Not to me, no.”

“Good. It’s not to me either.” After a beat. “So?”

Penelope gritted her teeth. She didn’t know how to deal with Lucia’s openness, her willingness to bare herself and offer her heart on a platter.

“There’s no pressure. I can wait, or we can decide to just be friends. I don’t want to crowd you or—”

“Could you just be…kissing me now?”

Lucia stilled, lips parted.

Heat crept up Penelope’s neck.

I shouldn’t have said that.

Before she could take it back, Lucia’s fingers trailed down her cheek, and Penelope instinctively leaned into the touch.

Lucia closed the distance, and they sank into a slow, lingering kiss.

Need surged through Penelope, threaded with longing. She gripped Lucia’s upper arms, pulling her closer.

Their kiss deepened, and for a while, that was all they did—losing themselves in the heat and rhythm, the quiet tension of tongue and breath.

Lucia pulled back, pupils blown wide, breath ragged, smiling the terrible soft smile that always squeezed Penelope’s heart. “Bedroom?”

Penelope nodded and pulled her from the couch, leading her there.

She pushed Lucia onto the bed, thankful she’d thought to change the sheets earlier, and climbed after her, hovering.

“I dreamed about this,” Penelope whispered.

“Me in your bed again?”

“You beneath me. Naked.”

Lucia smirked. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

Penelope leaned in and gently bit Lucia’s lower lip. Then, sitting astride Lucia’s hips, she pulled off her shirt.

“I like the way you think,” Lucia murmured, her hands trailing up Penelope’s torso to brush her fingers across her bra. “And this?”

“Still impatient, huh?”

“It’s not impatience.”

“No?”

“It’s desire.”

Lucia surged up, flipping them over in one swift motion. She straddled Penelope, peeling off her own shirt and bra before reaching for Penelope’s straps, sliding them down her shoulders. She slipped her fingers beneath the cups and dragged them down, brushing her thumbs over each nipple.

Penelope shivered.

They shed the rest of their clothing in hurried, half-dazed movements, urgency overtaking precision until there was nothing between them but heat and breath and kiss after kiss.

They laughed as they tumbled sideways, limbs tangling in the sheets until Penelope rolled them again, ending up on top.

She locked eyes with Lucia as she trailed her fingers lower—meandering from her cheek down her throat, dipping into the curve of Lucia’s clavicle before ghosting over her torso, over stiff peaks and down to a twitching belly.

Lucia’s breath hitched; she bit her lower lip, her gaze never leaving Penelope.

Lowering her head, Penelope hovered close, sharing the warmth between them without closing the gap. She studied Lucia’s face, needing to take in every microexpression as she dipped her fingers lower, trailing through soft curls before sinking into liquid heat.

Lucia gasped.

“I love how wet you get for me,” Penelope murmured, brushing their lips together for the fraction of a second before pulling back, entranced by the pleasure, the need visible on Lucia’s lovely features.

With her eyelids fluttering closed, Lucia’s rapid breathing heaved her chest. “God,” she ground out when Penelope seemed to hit a particularly sensitive spot.

Penelope’s fingers explored Lucia’s heat at a leisurely pace, avoiding her clit and only teasing at her entrance.

Lucia moaned and pressed her hips up, as if she sought more friction. “Pen,” she breathed. “Please.”

“Please what?” Penelope whispered.

“Touch me.”

Penelope smiled, slow and deliberate. “I am touching you.”

Sweat glistened on Lucia’s skin, and she restlessly shifted beneath Penelope, almost squirming.

“Inside,” she ground out, and Penelope followed suit, pressing two fingers into Lucia’s core, awash with heat at feeling Lucia so intimately.

“You feel amazing, so soft.”

“Kiss me.”

And Penelope did, once more losing herself in Lucia, in their heat and longing. She kept up the pace of her fingers, stroking in and out of Lucia before pulling out and seeking the straining nub farther up.

“Yes.” Lucia dug her fingers into Penelope’s back, hard, while gyrating her hips in the rhythm Penelope’s fingers set.

Penelope stroked Lucia’s clit in fast circles, increasing pressure at Lucia’s panted request, “Harder.”

She hadn’t expected to feel this much just from watching—but Lucia’s surrender pulled something deep from her. Watching Lucia shatter seemed the most urgent and dire need she had felt in a long time.

Lucia whimpered, and her body seemed to lock.

Penelope brushed her lips along Lucia’s ear, whispering, “Come for me.” Her voice rang rough, sounding almost foreign in her ears.

Lucia trembled, and her fingers scratched along Penelope’s back.

Captivated by Lucia’s abandon, Penelope could only stare in wonder as a hard climax rippled through Lucia, shaking her as an almost broken-sounding whine left her lips.

She’d never seen anything so raw, so real, and it shattered something quiet inside her, as if the space she’d confined herself in expanded and allowed her to breathe freer.


Chapter 30

Hope

Lucia’s body was heavy—the type of leadenness that made you feel as if you might never move again. Yet her heart still raced, and looking up at Penelope’s flushed face made her stomach clench. But this was more than just sex. A feeling of genuine joy rushed over her whenever she looked at Penelope, and, in this moment, her heart was full.

While her primary goal in seeing Penelope tonight had been to clear the air and figure out where they stood, she’d be lying if she claimed she hadn’t been hoping for just this ending.

“Hey,” Penelope said. “Are you all right?”

Lucia smiled. “More than that.” She circled her arms around Penelope’s neck and pulled her down, once more connecting their lips in kisses that escalated quickly. She lifted her leg and pressed her thigh against the juncture of Penelope’s legs.

Both women groaned when Penelope’s wetness bathed Lucia’s thigh.

“You were saying about being wet?” Lucia nibbled at Penelope’s lower lip.

“Can’t have you outdo me, now, can I?” her voice an almost breathless rumble.

“No, we sure can’t.” Lucia’s hands found Penelope’s ass, and she encouraged her lover to ride her thigh while kissing her deeply.

Penelope ground her hips, her fingers digging into the pillow beside Lucia’s head, just as lost in their union.

She shifted her hands and lowered her leg, smiling into the kiss when Penelope let out a frustrated-sounding grunt. Lucia trailed her fingers along Penelope’s hot inner thigh before gliding her fingertips through velvet, slick heat.

Penelope moaned, pressing down her hips.

“Patience, no?” Lucia whispered.

“Oh, hush,” Penelope ground out.

With a low chuckle, Lucia’s fingers meandered lower, massaging Penelope’s entrance, but not pressing inside.

Yet it seemed Penelope was having none of it. She grunted, and in a swift motion, grabbed Lucia’s hand, guided it beneath her, and sank down onto her fingers. Her eyelids fluttered closed as two of Lucia’s digits entered her core.

“Yes.” Penelope leaned her head back, and with her eyes closed, she rocked her hips at an ever-increasing pace.

Lucia swallowed hard, spellbound by the sight of Penelope above her: dark hair tumbled down her back, lips parted as her teeth tugged at the corner of her mouth, her cheeks pink with exertion as she rode Lucia’s fingers.

Her hand strained, but Lucia hardly noticed, too transfixed on watching Penelope chase her pleasure.

Penelope slowed down and bent, her hair like a curtain around them, the strands whispering along Lucia’s skin and raising goosebumps in their wake as Penelope licked into Lucia’s mouth.

Arousal shot through her. She pulled out, found Penelope’s clit, and drew fast circles over the sensitive flesh—until Penelope twitched, broke the kiss, and moaned against her lips.

“Come up here.” Lucia grabbed Penelope’s hips and pulled, urging her up.

“What?” Penelope seemed dazed, her eyes almost glassy.

“I want to taste you.”

Penelope froze, her breath catching, jaw tensing—then she rose, slow and unguarded, and scooted forward until she hovered over Lucia, who tightened her hold and pulled Penelope toward her waiting mouth.

Sobbing, Penelope rounded her back and seized the headboard when Lucia licked through her folds with hard and quick strokes.

Lucia tightened her grip on Penelope’s ass, encouraging her rocking motions as she got lost in the flavor and sensation of Penelope.

The bed frame creaked as their bodies danced in an ancient rhythm. Sweat glistened on their skin, and Penelope’s panting filled the room.

Lucia’s heart torpedoed in her chest, and her arousal, her need to feel Penelope fall apart, almost consumed her. She slid her tongue higher, stroking Penelope’s clit fast, adding pressure before dipping lower and pressing inside, overcome by the tangy flavor on her tongue.

Penelope grunted, her hips moving faster as her body seemed to chase her release.

Her patience snapped, and as it did, Lucia once more focused on Penelope’s clit, intensifying her efforts until Penelope froze above her—a stuttered gasp bled from her lips as she shook in hard tremors, calling out her release into the room.

Penelope slackened, and Lucia slowed, lapping at her folds, pressing a lingering kiss against damp curls before reaching up, steadying Penelope and guiding her back down.

“God, you almost killed me.” Penelope sounded breathless, and a sliver of pleasure shot through Lucia at having catapulted Penelope into such a state.

“That would be a shame. The night is still young, and I have plans for you.”

“Give me a second.” Penelope snuggled closer with a sigh. “I want to enjoy the afterglow.”

“Of course.” Lucia pulled her in and kissed the crown of her head.

They fell asleep later, after thoroughly exhausting themselves—it had been a while since Lucia had spent all night having sex. When she woke up, stretching, she opened her eyes to Penelope watching her avidly.

“Good morning, sleepyhead.”

“It is indeed. And it’s the weekend, so there’s like a law that requires you to sleep in.”

“Is that so? What’s the penalty if you violate it?”

Lucia placed her finger against her lips. “Let’s see. How about…have breakfast with me?”

Penelope laughed. “How is that a punishment?”

“I don’t know, but it’s hard to think about penance when you look at me like that.”

“Aww.” Penelope leaned in and pressed a quick kiss on Lucia’s lips. “You can go shower if you want, while I make us some coffee. Or tea?”

“Yes, please.”

“To what?”

“The shower and the tea.”

“Eggs and toast, or are you more a cereal kind of person?”

“I don’t eat cereal, but you really don’t need to go through all that trouble.”

“I have to eat, too, no?”

“I suppose.”

“Now, go.” Penelope shooed Lucia out of the bed. “There should be a pack of shower caps in the top drawer.”

Lucia did a double take. Shower caps. The quiet thoughtfulness of it caught her off guard.

“Oh, great. Thank you.” And with that, she headed to the bathroom.

After a quick shower, Lucia joined Penelope in the kitchen, helping to set the table before enjoying a calm and peaceful breakfast.

Lucia’s gaze hardly left Penelope, drawn to her hair spilling over her shoulders, the way her hands cradled her mug.

They didn’t even talk about work, or anything else related to their extralegal adventure, and at some point, when Penelope laughed out loud at something Lucia said, she nearly gaped in quiet awe.

She wasn’t sure what home was, but this felt dangerously close: easy, sun-drenched, filled with laughter and Penelope. The realization stirred a fragile hope—that she could belong, that this could be a part of her future.

~ ~ ~

Lucia was still grinning like a fool when she entered her home Sunday afternoon. She and Penelope had agreed to meet again the following weekend, this time at Lucia’s.

At that thought, Lucia halted and looked around. She lived alone and had an art studio next door, so her place should’ve been neat.

It wasn’t. She wasn’t a slob, but organization had never been her strong suit.

Well, she had a week, but she also knew postponing often meant things wouldn’t get done. So she set to cleaning, envisioning what Penelope would notice—which details would catch her eye when she gazed around her home.

Halfway through, her phone rang.

Francesca.

She sighed and picked up. “Hey. What’s up?”

“I need you to come over tonight. We have some…concerning news.”

“Oh, OK. What time?”

“Come by at eight.”

“Will do.” She glanced at the time, 5:15 p.m. She would still be able to finish her cleaning, eat a little something, and head over.

By the time she made it to Francesca’s, Skye and Jules were already there, seated and unusually quiet. Lucia slipped into the chair beside Jules, bracing herself.

Francesca sat down as well.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice. We’ve talked about retrieving the Madonna from the warehouse. It’s still there for now. But according to my sources, there’s a new shipment scheduled, and Varnelli intends to move the Madonna out of the country.”

“When?” Lucia asked.

“This coming weekend. We need to act before then.”

“What if it’s a trap?” Skye said. “They had access to our communications. Who knows what else they know?”

“No one has used the devices since the ball, and I assume you haven’t discussed any of our plans elsewhere?”

Skye gave a sharp shake of her head.

“No,” Jules and Lucia said at the same time.

“Then it shouldn’t be a concern.”

“And you trust your sources?” Jules asked.

Francesca’s gaze sharpened, but Jules didn’t flinch.

“It’s not an accusation, and I know you’re not careless. But this is personal, and when things get emotional, we sometimes miss the warning signs.”

“I haven’t missed anything,” Francesca said tightly. “The intel is solid. But if you’re unsure, no one is forcing you to stay involved.”

Lucia clenched her jaw, her gaze darting between Francesca and Jules. She could only hope the cracks between them wouldn’t widen before the job had even started.

“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m in. I just don’t want us to get screwed over by emotions,” Jules said.

Francesca gave a curt nod. “Agreed.”

There goes my weekend plan.

Still, a part of her lit up at the idea of being done—one last mission, one last run, and then Francesca would finally have her Madonna back.

And dare she even think it, Lucia would be done. She could move on, finally find her footing in a world free from clandestine jobs and art that wasn’t hers.


Chapter 31

Snake Pit

Penelope panted as she shut her front door, her skin prickling with leftover sweat, thighs aching from the final uphill push. She crossed the foyer in quick strides and disappeared into the bathroom to turn on the shower.

She wasn’t much of a runner, though every now and then she punished herself with a jog through a nearby park—like this humid Sunday morning. While not unbearable, the Atlanta air had clung to her skin like a wet towel, especially toward the final stretch.

Lucia had texted her earlier, asking for a rain check on their weekend plans: “My Italian friend needs me.”

Penelope hadn’t pried, but she knew exactly what that meant. She also understood Lucia’s loyalties, given that she’d promised to finish the job, yet it still filled her with frustration that this had to be so dangerous.

Of course, Lucia had been living this life for close to two decades, and it was hardly the first time she’d done something so risky. None of that meant Penelope had to like it—and she most certainly did not.

She might have said she was out—done with chasing Valentina—but that didn’t mean she could stop caring. Especially not now. Not when it was Lucia stepping into danger. And knowing that they planned not only to go after Valentina but also to hit her warehouse left Penelope restless—crawling with as much anxiety as a picnic blanket covered in jam and red ants.

Then there was her father. Was it even fair to judge him so quickly? Of course, there had been a trial.

Penelope had gone for a run to shake off her nerves. Now she was exhausted and losing her mind.

She’d considered calling Montgomery to casually ask about the status of the Madonna investigation, maybe feel out what the museum knew. But she’d shut that down fast. Montgomery already had an eye on her, and the last thing Penelope needed was to draw more attention to herself by asking the wrong questions at the wrong time.

Instead, she settled on her couch and texted Valentina.

I have questions about my father. You owe me at least that much.

She truly wanted to know, but even more so, Valentina liked to talk.

And indeed, five minutes later, her phone rang with an unknown number. How theatrical.

Bracing herself as if about to enter battle, she answered. “Hello?”

“I do not understand how you can sincerely believe that I owe you, given all I’ve done for you, darling,” Valentina said in lieu of a greeting.

Penelope rolled her lips. Of course, she’d open like this—everything was a performance. She idly wondered about what lived beneath that veneer of posturing, this eel-slick act.

“You said that you liked him.”

“I did.”

“Was that because he helped legitimize more of your stolen and forged art?”

“Who’s been whispering such tales into your ear? For the record, forgeries are more Francesca’s domain. You’ve met her, haven’t you? And her little forger? Quite talented, I must admit—but sadly, far too predictable.”

Penelope didn’t interrupt, but the certainty with which Valentina said it knotted in her stomach.

“I hope you’ve not been telling tales on me, Dr. Blackwell. That would be quite rude.” She paused. “And disappointing.”

Penelope clenched her jaw to prevent herself from saying something she shouldn’t, especially since Valentina could get her into trouble. Playing nice was making her itch.

“I called about my father. I want the truth.”

“The truth? That’s a big ask. Doesn’t the truth always depend on the eye of the beholder?”

“Beauty, Valentina. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

“Hmm, perhaps, but chi dice la verità è sempre odiato.”

“I don’t speak Italian, but you just said something about truth?”

“Those who tell the truth are always hated.”

Penelope’s lips pressed together. “I didn’t realize you cared about my opinion of you.”

“I don’t.” She sighed. “These things are complicated, and we always only know our own version, our own motivations.”

“It’s pretty clear-cut. Either he helped you, you forced him, or you played him.”

“I do not need to force people, Dr. Blackwell. You’re just looking for a reason to forgive him because you believe we’ve been in—what’s the word—cahoots, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Even if I told you he helped me—no force, no tricks—you’d still be missing the most important piece.”

“And that is?”

“Motivation! Isn’t that what’s needed to solve a crime? If not, Agatha Christie has steered me wrong.”

Penelope pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t see how that changes anything.”

“Oh, my darling, it changes everything. But perhaps you’re too young to understand, or life has treated you too kindly for you to grasp the truth.”

“I won’t get a straight answer, will I?”

“You’re not talking to the right person. Have a wonderful day, my friend.”

The line went dead.

“I’m not your friend,” Penelope muttered, drumming her fingers against her thigh.

She hadn’t gotten the truth about her father, not really, but she was certain of one thing: Valentina knew.

And now Penelope had to decide how to best warn Francesca.

First things first—instead of risking heat stroke by going on another run, she went back to her usual method of distraction: research.

This time, she combed through donation records both from The Met and Belgrave’s own PR material for the time frame of her father’s tenure.

After half an hour of a big, fat nothing, she spotted a familiar name: Barry Whitfield. Apparently, he wasn’t just a registrar but also acted as a consultant on the Bone Harp, a painting that was later quietly deaccessioned.

“Why would they pull it from the museum catalog without announcement?”

It happened sometimes, but usually with smaller, less recognizable pieces—so as to not upset donors—a scenario currently playing out at the Meridian with the Madonna and Ms. Lewis.

Back to INTERMUSE, and no, The Bone Harp wasn’t a forgery—the style, materials, and technique matched other verified works by Eliza Greer.

Still, the provenance of the painting looked questionable, although that might just mean it was stolen and traded on the arts black market at some point.

The issue she stumbled on an hour later? The donor was a shell company tied indirectly to Belgrave. When she leafed through her father’s notes, she found some of his more cryptic entries, and next to one, in a faded pencil script, it read: Lewis pushing too soon. Not ready.

Her fingers tightened around the page. Nausea clawed at her stomach, and she forced herself to take several long, deep breaths.

She flipped the page. On the back was a number—just that. No label, no explanation. She picked up her phone and dialed it before she could second-guess the impulse.

Disconnected.

Of course.

She sat back in her chair, the folder still open on her lap, and closed her eyes.

Maybe she wasn’t out. Not entirely. Not if this led somewhere.

Not if it could hurt Lucia.

After hedging for half an hour and not wanting to seem clingy or give the impression she was in some sort of “fearful, worried girlfriend mode”—God, was she a girlfriend? A topic for another breakdown—Penelope texted Lucia.

Could we talk if you have a moment?

Give me ten.

Penelope blew out a tight breath and turned on the TV, flipping through channels, eventually settling on a documentary about snakes. On-screen, a boa coiled around its prey, silent and merciless. How apt. The only question: Who was the predator and who was the prey? Could she be both?

Nine minutes later, her phone rang.

“Hi. What’s up? You all right?”

“Yeah.” She cleared her throat. Lucia’s voice was a warm counterpoint to her previous caller and the subsequent research. “I’m guessing your Italian friend chose this weekend for your little incursion?”

“Yep, and again, we’ll hang out the weekend after at the latest. Maybe even during the coming week? I don’t know your schedule and if that would be OK, but—”

“It’s not about that.” Penelope couldn’t help but smile.

“Oh. OK. What is it, then?”

“I spoke to…the other Italian.”

“The other… Wait, you talked to…the arch nemesis?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you do that?” Lucia asked, concern coloring her voice.

“I wanted to discuss my father and his involvement with her.”

“I thought you were sure you’d get no answers. So why bother?”

“Logic and feelings aren’t always in agreement. Besides, sometimes you just have to try, and I had…nothing to lose.”

“Nothing to lose? Pen, she’s dangerous, and—”

“I know. That’s exactly why I’ve contacted you.”

“Did she threaten you?”

“No, but I think she knows.”

“Knows what?” Lucia asked.

“About your plan.”

“How? You didn’t tell her, right?”

Heat flashed through Penelope. “Are you seriously asking me that? Because if that’s what you think of me, then—”

“No, no. I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.” She sighed. “I just… How? We don’t use any of the old devices, and none of us would talk.”

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Kinda. If we have a…busybody in our midst, we need to know.”

“You might need to let that go and just accept that… Baby Jesus’s mother is gone,” Penelope said flatly.

“Wait, what?”

A beat of silence.

“Oh, well, fat chance. Have you met my Italian friend?”

“Right.” Penelope sighed. “Then maybe find another way?”

“I’m not sure there is one. What exactly did she say?”

“That you are both too predictable.”

Silence again.

“Lucia?” A pause. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes. It’s just… That’s it?”

“I’d say that’s plenty. And have you ever dealt with her directly? Believe me, that was a lot. She knows. And if I had to guess, she’s not the type to sit idly by and let it slide.”

Penelope could only hope they’d take her warning seriously. She knew her reading of Valentina was accurate, or at least accurate enough. She knew her type.

Penelope was her type—obsessively so. At times, Valentina felt like an exaggerated, theatrical reflection of what Penelope herself might have become had the world, or she, tilted a different way.


Chapter 32

Choices

Lucia’s chair creaked as she leaned back, her gaze darting across the room. She probably should have worked on her delivery. Maybe then, the news about Penelope’s phone call with Varnelli would not have gone off like a bomb during Francesca’s planning session.

“Isn’t it a bit…too convenient? So what, your girlfriend’s so tight with Varnelli they chat on the phone?” Skye asked, her voice barbed.

“I told you, she called to ask about her father. She had every right to do that.”

“That’s what she told you. For all we know, Blackwell’s been playing us the entire time. Maybe she’s Varnelli’s mole!”

“You just wanna place the fault on someone else when you weren’t even able to resist a puppy email!” Lucia snapped back, her voice brittle, thinner than she’d intended. Why are we doing this shit again, Skye?

“The trouble started way before! Jules’s machine was already infected with something, and—”

“Wait, wait.” Jules’s brows furrowed. “Hold on. Skye’s paranoia aside, what if Varnelli is feeding off something Blackwell doesn’t realize she’s giving away? Loose ends? A trace somewhere?”

Lucia bristled. “She’s not careless. And she’s not feeding Varnelli.”

“You sound awfully sure for someone who’s known her all of five minutes,” Skye said.

“I trust her.”

“Trust is cheap when the wrong person cashes it.”

“That’s enough,” Francesca said, her tone low but sharp enough to cut across the argument. She gathered the scattered papers into a neat stack. “We won’t waste our energy tearing into each other. Blackwell may have flaws, but betrayal isn’t one of them. If she were working with Varnelli, we’d already be in handcuffs.”

The room stilled, and the tightness in Lucia’s chest eased. She didn’t know what she’d have done if Francesca had turned on Penelope.

Jules spoke into the stillness, quieter this time. “Then we take her warning seriously? It seems kinda vague, but you know Varnelli best. Is that what she meant?”

Francesca’s features hardened. “Yes. We will have to adapt the plan.”

Jules shot a quick glance at Lucia before focusing on Francesca again. “What about hitting the warehouse a day earlier? We’ll catch them off guard and make some changes to the entry strategy.”

“Yes, that’s our best move. Lucia, see if Blackwell has had any other contact. Also, ask if the Meridian is still raising concerns about the humidity glitch. Last thing we need is scrutiny on your Madonna.”

Lucia nodded. Jules inclined her head as well.

Skye muttered something below her breath, but Francesca’s gaze sliced toward her, cold enough to still her tongue.

“Good,” Francesca said. “Then let’s focus.”

By the time they were done, Lucia’s nerves were going haywire. Yes, she wanted to help Francesca, but the plan seemed to hinge on so many variables going just right. Never mind that no one seemed to seriously consider that this could be a trap.

She returned home and, instead of heading inside, cut straight toward the studio. The sun hung low, casting long stripes of light across the path. Pebbles shifted beneath her boots with each step, the faint scrape louder than it should have been in the quiet.

At the door, she paused, drew a deep breath, and stepped inside. The familiar scents of paint and linseed oil wrapped around her—the flecks of color on the floor, the half-used tubes and jars filled with brushes, the stacks of canvases along the walls, waiting for her to pour this tightness onto them.

Lucia needed out.

Not for Penelope, though it would help there, too; she didn’t think Penelope would be too keen on a relationship with an art forger. Criminal. Whatever.

She wanted to see what else was out there and where she could take her art. Lucia had enough savings to keep her afloat for a while, free from worrying about a regular job just yet, but where would she even start?

It was easy to want out. Even quitting didn’t seem terribly hard, especially since Francesca wouldn’t make it difficult. But the problem?

Lucia worried she might not know what to do with so much freedom. Without the structured scaffolding that had been her life for the last two decades, she might collapse. Could she even make it away from the Collective?

Lucia gritted her teeth and snatched up a blank canvas to put it on an easel. Painting usually eased her worries or at least allowed her to forget about them for a while.

Instead of forcing form, Lucia just let her brushes glide over the canvas, dipping into scarlet and indigo, adding specks of verdant green until it all became a blur of colors—freedom daubed onto the white background.

When she took a few steps back later, her breath caught. Her chest felt tight—like something had landed there and refused to move. She wouldn’t want to show this piece to her psychologist if she had one—which, come to think of, wouldn’t be the worst of ideas.

Her idea of freedom, her longing, still lived in a cage. Was she the bird that didn’t fly away when the door opened?

God, since when was she so melodramatic? But the hard lines and angular boundaries in something she thought would be lighthearted and free—the way the colors blended into shadows… No. She wasn’t there yet, not in her heart, it seemed. Her shoulders drooped.

“Fucking hell,” she muttered and wiped her hands before exiting the bungalow for home.

~ ~ ~

The next morning, she texted Penelope.

How are you?

Good. How about you? Came the immediate reply, and with it, a smile curved Lucia’s lips. She really shouldn’t have missed Penelope already.

Doing all right. I told them about what you said.

And?

We’re adjusting the plan. Thanks again for the heads-up.

Please be careful.

I always am.

She stroked her thumb over Penelope’s last message and sighed. Be careful. No one but Francesca had ever said that to her, and it left her almost breathless.

After wolfing down a quick breakfast and completing the checklist Francesca had sent her late last night (confirming equipment drop-off times, double-checking route maps, and running a silent alarm test on the burner phone Jules had configured), she headed back to her studio to take another stab at the painting she’d created yesterday.

She’d just set up and dipped the bristles into purple paint when a sharp knock on her front door almost made her drop the brush.

“Damn it.” She strode to the door and stopped short as she pulled it open.

Skye stood there, hands shoved into her jeans pockets. “Hey. Can I come in?”

Lucia stepped aside, shut the door, and followed Skye back inside.

“What brings you here?” Lucia asked. “Need to fling some more accusations?”

“No.”

Skye just stood in front of the easel, staring at Lucia’s most recent painting. The light caught on one corner of it, where the crimson bled into storm gray.

“I’m bringing gear from Jules.” She jostled her small backpack.

“I see,” Lucia said. “What’s it this time?”

“Additional burner and an updated access map. Jules figured we’d better be flexible.”

“Thanks.”

“Mmhmm.” Skye squinted at the canvas. “This is kinda shit, isn’t it? Like you couldn’t decide what to lean into and mixed everything instead into this”—she gave a lopsided shrug—“hodge-podge of ‘I tried but can’t’?”

Lucia sighed, fighting the impulse to snatch the bag and kick Skye out. “As charming as ever. I thought we’d found a truce, no?”

Skye almost flinched, her expression cagey.

“Are you just here for a tech run and to insult me, or is anything else weighing on you, Skylar?”

“Right. Sorry.” She paused. “I just… Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Yeah. It’s time to move on.”

“All because of Blackwell? Is she that good?”

When Lucia opened her mouth to snap back, Skye raised her hand. “No, no. I didn’t mean it like that. I wasn’t making fun or talking about sex.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I just… It seems kinda sudden that you want out, and the thing that’s different is Blackwell, so she must be good. To you, or like… I don’t know. She makes you happy?”

Lucia smiled. “She does, though we’re not… We’re still figuring stuff out. But no. It’s not because of her, though I’d be lying if I said she’s had no impact. She definitely gave me a little push to step up.”

Skye’s eyebrows furrowed.

“Want water or tea?” Lucia hadn’t expected a heart-to-heart with Skye, especially not after her reaction at the planning meeting. But you never knew with Skye.

“Unsweetened tea?”

“Sure.” Lucia headed to the kitchenette and grabbed two glasses, filled them, and handed one to Skye.

“Thanks. Uh… Where do you sit here?”

“I don’t.” Her voice came out with a small laugh. Maybe she should invest in a bean bag or something. She could picture it already: herself painting while Penelope curled up in the chair beside her, reading.

“Oh.” Skye lowered herself to the floor, crossed her legs and leaned back on one hand.

Lucia joined her.

“So?” Skye prompted.

“Why do you want to know?” Lucia asked.

Skye shrugged, acting as if she couldn’t care less, yet her fingers flicked against the glass in her hand. “Like I said, it’s sudden. At least for me. I don’t… I hate that you’re leaving and, yes, I need to keep working on expressing my pain differently, but let’s not psychoanalyze me. I’m here for you.”

“You want to psychoanalyze me instead?” Lucia bit back a smile.

“What?” Skye lowered her glass. “No. I just… I want to make sure you know what you’re doing, and that you’re not rushing in because of some hot and heavy arrangement.”

Lucia snorted. “I’m fine. It isn’t sudden, not from the inside. I’ve been thinking about quitting for the last…five years or so.”

“Five years? What the fuck? Why? And why did it take you so long to make a move?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m loyal, and I didn’t… I don’t want to disappoint Francesca, not after all she’s done for me.”

Skye nodded. “I get that. That’s still so long. Were you miserable the entire time?”

“No. Just sometimes. It comes and goes.” Lucia sighed. “There were days when I felt like jumping out of my skin. Like I needed to leave now—yesterday. But then things calmed down, and it wasn’t so bad anymore.”

“And now it’s mostly bad?”

“No. It’s OK, actually. I just reached the point where I’ve realized I don’t have to integrate and flatten out being miserable. I don’t have to live a life that, at its core, makes me unhappy.”

“So, what’s the plan? What do you think will make you happy?”

“I mean, I’ll continue with my art. Focus on my own stuff. See where this thing with Penelope leads.”

“And that will be enough?”

“It might. But it’ll be what I chose, and for the first time, it feels like I have the right to do that. To choose something just because I want it.”

Skye smiled, and Lucia couldn’t help but feel touched. Their relationship continued to be volatile, and maybe that would never change, but Skye genuinely cared, even if she hid it beneath a ton of spikes.


Chapter 33

Quicksand

Penelope sat rigidly behind her desk, all stillness except for the nearly soundless tapping of her heel against the floor as she tried to force her mind back to work. Normally, routine grounded her—archiving, curating, logging details no one else noticed. Today, though, every sound in the Meridian seemed too loud: the soft hum of the air vents, the faint shuffle of shoes echoing down the marble corridor. Just being here reminded her of Lucia. And everything else.

She was not a patient person; well, she was, and she wasn’t. As long as she played an active role in whatever was going on, as long as her actions had weight and consequences, she could wait forever.

But stuck on the sidelines? Uninformed, powerless, deliberately excluded? It made her feel helpless, and she resented it with every fiber of her being. To be fair, she had excluded herself this time, but that did not make it sting any less.

She should probably check in with Montgomery, especially after the memo she’d received last night: Heads-up regarding an upcoming external review.

The kind of language that screamed quiet panic under professional varnish—a crisp line of dread beneath the formal phrasing. As if she needed another reason to crawl up the walls.

Penelope tugged at her collar. Her blouse clung to her skin, heat pressing against her spine. Since when was it so warm in her office? She hadn’t even turned on her little space heater.

The memo had cited inconsistencies in a recent inventory check. No details. Just “inconsistencies.” But Penelope had a sinking suspicion the Madonna wasn’t entirely out of the spotlight yet.

Was this how her father had felt when the walls started shifting and the knock finally came? Was she now tracing his footsteps all the way to the edge?

She’d also started to wonder: Had he rejected her investigation to prevent her from discovering his complicity, or had his goal been to protect her? To protect her career from harm? The fact that she even had to ask these questions sat like lead in her stomach.

Penelope still vividly recalled the way he’d looked at her on the day of the verdict—sorrow painted across his face. But now, the way his head had lowered seemed less like grief and more like shame. Perhaps she was rewriting history based on new information. But wasn’t that how understanding worked?

The phone rang.

“Yes.”

“Could you come to my office?”

And here it was. “Of course, Dr. Montgomery.”

She hung up and closed her eyes.

Her walk to Montgomery’s office seemed much shorter than usual. The polished floors reflected her image in brief, fractured flashes—like walking through a hall of mirrors she couldn’t quite escape. Her thoughts zoomed faster than cars on a racetrack. Too bad they didn’t offer anything helpful, instead of piling fear after fear, worry after worry.

Penelope knocked, then entered on Montgomery’s “Come in, please.”

“You wished to see me.”

“Yes. Please sit down.”

Penelope did, silently holding Montgomery’s gaze. She wouldn’t talk. Only answer. Too often people confessed to all sorts of wrongdoing just because they couldn’t endure silence.

A minute passed. Her blouse scratched her skin, and the smell of print toner made her nose itch.

Montgomery sighed. “You flagged the Madonna’s records. You knew something was off. Why didn’t you push harder?”

Penelope kept her expression placid—at least she hoped she did. “I was still investigating. It wasn’t clear what was going on, and I wanted to be sure before I brought it to your attention.”

“That’s not your job. It’s the registrar’s job to investigate inconsistencies. Your role is to flag issues, not solve them.”

“I did flag them.”

“Only internally.”

Penelope did not ask how Montgomery knew about them in that case. But the criticism was deserved.

“I apologize. I allowed my curiosity to get the better of me. It won’t happen again.”

Montgomery’s expression remained unreadable. Still, the tension in the air belied the notion that this issue had been resolved.

“May I ask what inconsistencies require an external review?”

“We received an anonymous tip and uncovered metadata irregularities. Protocol requires external oversight at this point.”

“I assume you can’t share more?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Is the review limited to the Madonna in Red?”

Montgomery tapped her pen against the folder. “An interesting question. Again, I’m not at liberty to answer your questions. We want to make sure this audit is free from any…influence.”

“Of course. Is there something else you needed?”

“No, that’s it. Thank you for your time.”

Penelope nodded and left the office.

None of this inspired confidence. Even the quiet click of the door behind her felt final, like a seal closing over something she no longer controlled.

Valentina surely had her hands in this somehow—but why? She already had the Madonna. Maybe this was her way of signaling that she knew the Collective hadn’t let go. Though Penelope couldn’t see what she was hoping to gain. Disruption? Delay? Leverage? On the other hand, perhaps it was payback for Penelope’s involvement with the Collective.

~ ~ ~

Penelope managed to finish the rest of her workday without spiraling into worry, but when she returned home, all bets were off. Not even Fuller stretched out on her lap purring stopped the freight train of her thoughts. What if she had caused all this by calling Valentina—and in doing so, sent the police closer to Lucia?

Lucia, who wanted to quit and was just doing this one last run to help Francesca.

And even Francesca only wanted to retrieve what had been stolen from her decades ago. The Collective’s usual work—precision theft, quiet swaps, targeted strikes at institutions—wasn’t the same as what Valentina had built, her empire of laundering and intimidation. Francesca’s group survived in shadows; Valentina thrived on control.

But was the Collective really better, just because Penelope knew them and felt an ever-growing affinity for one of them?

She kept opening her thread with Lucia several times, once even started typing. But she’d already made them crazy with her “Valentina knows” message, and now…to say Montgomery was calling for an investigation?

At least she didn’t see how anyone would spot that the Madonna at the Meridian was a fake. It was better than the Bellini, and if that had passed all their tests…

If only there were a way to figure out what exactly they were looking for.

Then it hit her—Jules!

She’d given Penelope her number during the preparations for the Madonna…exchange. Though maybe they were all together, and she’d disturb them or even arouse suspicions. So, OK, no cold call. Texting.

She wrote Jules:

If you have a minute, give me a call? Don’t mention this to Lucia or Francesca, please. It might be nothing, but I need someone tech-savvy.

By the time Jules called, Penelope had dozed off. She was one of the few people she knew who always crashed after an adrenaline spike.

She wiped her eyes and answered the phone.

“Hey, thanks for the call.”

“Sure, sure. What’s up?”

“At work, they are looking into getting an external audit because of some irregularities with a recent inventory, including your boss’s favorite.”

“Oh, you think they know something?”

“I don’t know. I was wondering if you could check? That is, if you still have access or can easily reestablish it? I know you’re busy and all.”

“Hmm, yes. I’ll look into it, but no promises.”

“Of course. I really appreciate it. And please—”

“Yes, yes. Mum is the word. Why don’t you wanna tell Lucia? Won’t she be mad when she finds out?”

“Lucia?” Penelope echoed. “Mad?”

“Hurt, then,” Jules said, deadpan.

Penelope sighed. “She’s already trying to leave, and this is… It’s my problem, and it doesn’t relate to what’s happening on your end. I don’t want to worry her.”

“But it’s kinda related; we’re involved in all that happened there at…work.”

“Yes, but it might not be, and you can actually check. All Lucia could do is worry along with me. What good would that do?”

“Good point. Just leave me out of this if it blows up in your face. I don’t need any lesbian drama in my life.”

“Hey!”

“No offense. You guys are just intense.”

“Because straight people have no drama?” She rolled her eyes.

“Point taken.”

“Thanks, Jules.”

“I’ll let you know what I find. And Blackwell?”

“Yes?”

“You owe me.”

Penelope smiled. “Gladly.”

When the call ended, Penelope dropped back against the couch cushion. The quiet of her apartment pressed in, sharpening every sound—the hum of the refrigerator, the ticking clock, Fuller’s tail brushing her leg.

She had done the right thing. If she wanted to have a chance at defending herself, she needed to know what was coming. That way, she could stay one step ahead of Montgomery.

It still didn’t erase the sensation of dread mixed with guilt. She wasn’t keeping this from Lucia because she didn’t trust her or didn’t want her to know. Lucia had so much on her plate now, and she truly couldn’t help. Yet, all Penelope could picture were her sad eyes, and the way she’d say, “Oh, OK. I understand.” And absorb another hit.

Penelope vowed to tell her as soon as she knew more from Jules, no matter what she found during her search of the Meridian’s files.

All of this also brought her thoughts back to her father once again—to the day of the verdict and how he’d told her, “It’s all right. We’ll get through this.” And then, “Don’t worry about that,” when she’d told him it wasn’t fair and that they should appeal his conviction.

He’d refused. Now she understood why. Maybe he’d already made peace with the guilt before the gavel ever fell.

With a sigh, Penelope rose and ambled to her computer. She needed to clean up her notes at work, making sure everything was as it should be for whatever was about to come her way.


Chapter 34

Reckoning

Lucia hadn’t wanted Francesca to come—not because she doubted her ability. Francesca was better in the field than she was, but her emotions around Varnelli were volatile, and that often meant risky calls. Not that she’d phrased it that way.

“Don’t you trust us to handle this?” Lucia had asked, almost cringing because, hello? They’d lost the Madonna right after stealing it.

“It’s not about that, and you know it. I need to be there.” And that had been it. Once Francesca made up her mind, you’d have better luck shattering granite with your bare hands.

The warehouse sat at the edge of the industrial district, squatting low and wide against the skyline. Even from inside the van, the air smelled of hot asphalt and motor oil, cicadas sawing endlessly in the background.

The area didn’t have too much traffic. Most of the buildings around were either vacant or reduced to low-volume storage. The perfect place to disappear something valuable.

A car honked when Jules braked late at a three-way stop.

“Watch where you’re going!” Skye snapped. “You trying to kill us before we even make it there?”

“Sorry,” Jules muttered. “Total brain fart. Maybe too much caffeine.”

Lucia pressed her forehead against the window. Her jaw ached from clenching. As if their nerves weren’t frayed enough.

Ten minutes later, they rolled into a narrow service lane. They killed the lights, piled out, and followed Francesca’s silent lead. Gravel slid and clicked beneath their soles, uneven and treacherous, until they reached the concrete apron behind the warehouse.

The building loomed above, a dull-gray monolith humming with the low thrum of AC units. Rust streaked the loading bay doors. Somewhere inside, a fan squeaked on its bearings—rhythmic, like a metronome in the dark.

Francesca’s expression was carved in stone as she strode toward the keypad.

The loading bay was their best shot—security had been rerouted to cover the main office entrance, probably because of the incoming shipment expected at the end of the week.

Lucia’s fingers shook as she typed the six-digit code into the pad. Each beep seemed loud enough to echo.

…Seven. Nine. Three.

A soft click. The lock disengaged.

She let out a slow breath as the door inched open, hinges whining faintly, and they slipped inside.

The air changed immediately—stale, humid, heavy with the scent of dust, cardboard, and something chemical. Their footsteps whispered across concrete as they followed the memorized path, corridors yawning dark on either side.

Lucia and Skye instinctively flanked Francesca, the unspoken pact to guard her more binding than anything else.

Every vent hummed like a hidden voice. Every shadow looked like it wanted to move.

Skye froze at the corner, hand raised. They stilled, statues sweating bullets in the airless heat.

Somewhere ahead: a crack, a door closing.

“The guard near the front entrance went to the bathroom. He’s back in his office now,” Jules whispered through the comms. Her voice, tinny in Lucia’s ear, barely steadied her nerves.

Skye gestured them forward. They crept down the corridor, past another keypad. The display glowed faintly in the dark. Skye typed the code—one click, then a low creak that made Lucia’s stomach flip.

They waited—thirty slow heartbeats—before slipping into the climate-controlled storage room. The air there was cooler, almost sharp with refrigerant. The rows of crates stretched like sentinels in ordered lines.

No one spoke. They flicked on penlights and got to work, cracking lids, rifling through packing straw and inventory slips.

Wood rasped. Paper crackled. Every sound seemed too loud.

Ten minutes later, Lucia’s pulse was pounding in her throat. Empty crates, wrong crates, all wrong.

No Madonna.

Her stomach sank. Had it already been moved?

“Skye, check out the other section across the hall,” Francesca murmured.

Skye nodded and vanished through the door.

Minutes stretched, thin and taut. Then: voices, faint but approaching.

They killed their lights. The room dropped into total blackness.

“Shit, you guys need to hide. Varnelli got inside.” Jules’s whisper crackled sharp in her ears. “I don’t know how or why. Didn’t even see her coming, but she’s heading right for the storage room.”

“I told you your girlfriend has loose lips!” Skye hissed into the comms.

“Shut it,” Lucia growled, heart hammering like faulty wire sparking against metal.

“Hush,” Francesca snapped, already melting into shadow.

Lucia tried to flatten herself against the wall, breath shallow, sweat prickling down her spine.

The door swung wide.

Overhead fluorescents blazed to life with a sharp buzz.

And there she was. Valentina Varnelli.

She didn’t hurry. She strolled in, heels clicking on the concrete, one manicured finger brushing a shelf as if this were her private gallery. Tall and poised, with pale skin and a sweep of long blonde hair, she moved with an elegance that belied the steel in her spine. She paused to wipe imaginary dust from her fingers, her smirk sharp enough to cut glass.

“You’ve always been so predictable, Francesca.”

“Where is she?” Francesca said, her voice low and taut as she stepped out of the shadows.

“She’s gone.”

A muscle jumped in Francesca’s jaw. “Gone?” Her fingers flexed at her sides, like they were reaching for something to break.

“It’s almost tragic that you still think you’ll ever get her back. I simply wanted to see how far you’d come, and whether you’re still foolish enough to think you could win.”

Francesca took a step closer.

“I wouldn’t if I were you. I’m armed.”

“So am I, yet neither of us is drawing any weapons.”

Varnelli smiled. “Perhaps we know our methods of destruction aren’t physical.”

Francesca’s lips thinned. “My methods of destruction? That’s rich.”

Varnelli’s gaze shot to Lucia. “You’re not needed here, forger. Leave us.”

Lucia flinched, hands clenching as she looked at Francesca.

“I’m not leaving you here alone.”

“Aww. The undeserved loyalty you garner… It’s almost tragic.” She canted her head. “How do you do that?”

“Lucy, go.”

Lucia hesitated, her gaze shifting from Francesca to Varnelli and back before she headed outside.

“Switching you to a private channel,” Jules murmured in Lucia’s ear. “Francesca and Skye can’t hear me now. Don’t go to Skye—she’s fine. I told her to stay put. Hide behind that crate. I’ll feed you the audio from Francesca’s gear.”

From her angle outside the storage room, Lucia couldn’t see the door—just flickers of shadow as her earpiece crackled.

“I’m surprised you showed up alone. Your arrogance is usually not that delusional,” Francesca said.

“I’m not. The guards wanted to storm in here, but I sent them to watch the exits. Wouldn’t want anyone to leave before we’re ready.”

“Ready for what? What did you do with my Madonna?”

A burst of static made Lucia miss the beginning of the next sentence.

“…all you ever cared about.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Francesca asked. “You’re the one who ruined everything.”

Varnelli laughed, but it wasn’t mocking or nonchalant. It sounded hollow. Pained. “I suppose rewriting history isn’t something just nations excel at.”

“Cut to the chase, Val. What do you want?”

“What I’ve always wanted, Fran.”

Silence.

Lucia dug her nails into her palms.

“And that’s what?”

“Leaving your heart as shattered as you’ve left mine.”

Lucia stifled a gasp.

“You did this to yourself! The risks you took… You were reckless, and we’ve had this discussion before. You chose your own path.”

“No, Francesca. You left me. And so I took the only thing that ever meant something to you.”

“Do you think it was easy to walk away and give up…” Francesca’s voice broke. “God, Val. Why was that your solution? You know exactly what the Madonna means to me.”

Quiet—to the point where Lucia was about to tap her earpiece when Valentina said, “I shouldn’t have been the only one left bleeding.”

Lucia could hear the rattle of Francesca’s breathing.

“Did it make you happy?”

“No, but it was something.”

“And now? Did you…destroy it?”

“What? No. Of course not.” Varnelli sighed. “I really hate you.”

A soft chuckle spilled from Francesca. “I gathered. I never did.”

Could have fooled me.

“Yes, well, you had no reason to hate me.” Varnelli sniffed. “That said, I never hated what we had. I suppose I wanted to see…”

“What?”

A beat of silence, then shuffling, creaking sounds. A metallic click. The sound of something being set down. Then a knock, followed by a gasp and the sound of a door unlatching somewhere behind the storage shelves.

Footsteps fading into silence.

Lucia’s entire frame stiffened, ready to pounce and dart back into the storage room.

A choked noise, too broken to interpret. Was that crying?

Lucia burst into the room. “Are you all right?” She froze at the sight that greeted her, speechless, unable to react to Jules’s frantic questions.

The door swung open, and Skye ran inside.

“What is…” She careened to a halt. “Is that—wait, what the fuck?”

In front of them stood Francesca, crying, holding the Madonna in her hands with no sign of Varnelli.

“What happened?” Lucia asked.

Francesca raised her head. “We have to go.”

“Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” Jules almost shouted.

“We’re all good. Got it. We’re coming back,” Lucia said.

They headed out of the room and retraced their steps.

The warehouse had fallen completely silent, and they made it to their van without any incident.

“Oh my God. I can’t believe we made it!”

“Not without help,” Skye said, eyeing Francesca in the passenger seat. “What happened in there?”

Lucia bit her lower lip. She wasn’t going to say anything. While she had so many questions, she’d rather bite her tongue off. She’d never heard Francesca sound as broken as she did during that exchange with Varnelli.

“Valentina decided to see reason and return the Madonna.”

“She’s Valentina now?” A beat. “Just like that?” Skye asked.

Francesca exhaled. “Let’s just say some debts can’t be collected. Only settled.” Her tone permitted no further questions, so Lucia kicked Skye’s foot when she opened her mouth again.

Skye glared at her, mouthing, What?

Lucia shook her head.

“It really doesn’t matter,” Jules said, shifting in her seat. “We got her! And there are no goons with guns taking her from us, and we’re scot-free on the way home. We should celebrate. Francesca, do you still have—”

“Watch out!” Francesca shouted.

Tires screeched.

Lucia had just enough time to see Jules’s eyes widen in the rearview mirror—then the world tilted.

Not like this.

The near-miss from earlier flashed through her mind, and she braced her body for impact.

A sharp bang of metal on metal cut the air.

Everything seemed to slow down. The screams around her blurred into a hollow echo, like she was underwater. Jules’s gear flew into the air, a burner phone spinning free of its bag in slow motion.

The van tilted, then flipped, landing hard on its side.

Glass shattered, and Lucia’s seatbelt bit into her ribs as the impact knocked the air from her lungs.

Then everything went black.


Chapter 35

Wired

Penelope’s phone was vibrating on her nightstand.

Blurry-eyed, she seized it and accepted the call without checking caller ID. “Yes?”

“It’s Lucia. There was an accident. She’s at Grady. Come. Now,” Jules croaked.

Penelope shot upright, her mouth going dry. “I’ll be there.”

After she almost fell in her haste to scramble out of bed, Penelope threw on clothes with shaking hands and rushed out five minutes later, her heart lodged in her throat.

Wasn’t the run supposed to happen tomorrow? An accident could mean anything—something at the warehouse or on the road. She didn’t know. She only knew she had to get there.

Why didn’t you ask more questions?

She considered calling Jules for details, but with her hands trembling and blood roaring in her ears, she couldn’t risk distractions on the freeway.

Twenty-five minutes later, she was already striding toward the hospital entrance when she finally hit dial.

“Where are you? Where’s Lucia?” she barked.

“I’m in the hallway outside her room, 319, on the third floor, arguing with the staff.”

“Maybe don’t do that.”

Penelope clenched her fingers around her purse strap, eyeing the lights in the elevator panel as they blinked up to the third floor.

She gazed at the signage, turned right, and quickened her pace when she spotted Jules’s lanky form standing outside a hospital room, her foot tapping an erratic rhythm on the floor.

Penelope clenched her jaw. The sterile, antiseptic scent in the air did nothing to ease the nausea twisting in her gut.

“What happened?” She clutched Jules’s trembling hand. “You’re hurt.” Bruising bloomed along Jules’s neck, and dried blood crusted on her split lip.

“It’s nothing.” Jules shrugged, then winced.

“Right. I can see that.”

“It all went well, but…I don’t know.” Jules wiped at her eyes. “I fucked up and drove through a red light on the way back, and a car hit the van—right where Lucia sat.”

Penelope’s lips parted, her gaze drifting to the door labeled 319. “Is she…”

“She’s groggy. On painkillers. They said she has mild head trauma, bruised ribs, some cuts and stuff, but nothing’s broken.”

“Thank God. What about the others?”

“Like me. Some bruising. We’ll all be sore tomorrow, but nothing serious. Skye sprained her wrist. She’s inside with Lucia right now.”

“Francesca?”

Jules sighed. “She left right before the EMTs arrived. I’m assuming she’s home.”

“She just left you all there?”

“She doesn’t do hospitals. Besides, we were fine. I mean… She couldn’t stay either way. We heard sirens, and…” Jules glanced around. “She did check on all of us first.”

Penelope nodded. “Can I—can I go inside?”

“Yes, of course.”

Penelope paused, then straightened and pushed down the door handle.

Inside, Skye glared at her, but Penelope didn’t have it in her to care as her gaze zeroed in on Lucia—frail and bruised, a bandage wrapped around her temple, a faint smear of dried blood still clinging to the edge. The IV stand beside her cast a thin, skeletal shadow across the bed, and the soft beep of the monitor amplified every beat of Penelope’s panic.

She drew closer.

“Hey, you,” she breathed, tracing her fingertips over the back of Lucia’s hand. “Don’t think you get out of your raincheck like this.”

Her vision blurred.

A beat of stillness filled the room.

“Did you do this?” Skye’s voice jarred her out of her thoughts.

Penelope’s gaze snapped toward her. “Do what?”

“Did you tell Varnelli about us coming?”

“What? I thought it all worked out?”

“We got the red lady, yes, but Varnelli was there, and it seemed like she knew we were coming. So, did you let something slip?”

Penelope gritted her teeth. For a split second, she wondered if Skye’s paranoia was justified, if her own call had tipped something, but no. “Why on earth would I do that?”

Skye shrugged. “You tell me.”

“That’s insane. I worked with you to bring her down. Why would I help her now? Not to mention, I’d never do anything that could endanger Lucia.”

Skye held her gaze, as if measuring her sincerity, and something in Penelope twisted, tight and furious, begging to be let out. How dare Skye accuse her of something like this?

“I didn’t even know it was happening tonight.” She dropped into the chair next to Lucia’s bed.

“So you say.”

Penelope pinched the bridge of her nose. “Look, I know you care for Lucia in your own…combative way, and you’ve been through quite the ordeal, but I doubt Lucia would appreciate all these accusations you’re flinging my way.”

“Of course not. Lucia rarely knows what’s good for her.”

“But you do?”

Skye ducked her head. “Didn’t say that.”

Penelope remained silent.

“She’s also way too forgiving.”

“Hmm, yes. She’s that. But it seems like you’ve benefited from that quite a bit, no?”

Skye narrowed her eyes. “Don’t… Just don’t play her, OK?”

“I’m not playing her, and I won’t.”

~ ~ ~

At work, Penelope was called in to answer questions from the auditors. Her head was still stuck on Lucia—the image of her in that hospital bed seared into her brain. She wasn’t in the headspace for this, but there was no choice.

She entered the conference room, where a man and a woman sat at the head of the table, going over their notes.

The man looked up first. “You must be Dr. Blackwell. This is Ms. Ida Young, and I’m Martin Sterne. We’ve been tasked with the audit of the Meridian’s acquisitions and inventory records and have a few questions. Please, sit.”

“Nice to meet you.” Penelope sat down across from them. “Go ahead. I’m all yours.”

Young’s lips twitched. “When did you first notice irregularities in the Madonna in Red’s provenance documents?”

“Several months ago, but as for the exact date, I’d have to check my notes.”

“We didn’t see a report filed through the proper channels,” Sterne said. “Can you explain why that step was skipped?”

Penelope let out a dry, self-deprecating laugh. “I suppose I got ahead of myself. I wanted to solve this mystery on my own.”

“Bored with your usual responsibilities?” Young asked.

“No. Just…maybe I’ve been reading too many Agatha Christie novels recently.” Penelope groaned internally in disbelief that she was using Valentina’s line to defend herself.

Sterne adjusted his glasses. “You suspected some form of criminal activity?”

“Not exactly. I was just curious.” She shifted. “It felt like a puzzle, and I wanted to see if I could piece it together myself.” Penelope forced herself to remain impassive, though inside she was screaming. What did they know? Did they know about Francesca? Doubtful.

“Are you familiar with the owner of the Madonna?” Young asked.

Penelope’s fingers dug into her thigh. “Not personally. I’ve exchanged emails with Ms. Varnelli about the Madonna loan and other paintings.”

Sterne tapped his pen on his notepad. “And you’ve had no other contact with Ms. Varnelli or her representatives?”

“Not that I know of,” Penelope lied, hoping there was no way to disprove that.

Once they dismissed her, Penelope had to refrain from running back to her office. She shivered as the AC cycled on.

She should have forwarded her findings. This, combined with her push to take the Madonna down before the ball, might read—on paper at least—as a coordinated act of sabotage. She wasn’t sure which was worse: the thought of them suspecting her, or that they were right, at least in part.

~ ~ ~

After Penelope’s workday concluded, she headed to the hospital to visit Lucia again. According to Skye, the doctors expected Lucia to stay there for a few more days, and Jules had texted her earlier that Lucia had been pretty lucid today, along with an update that she’d found no further information on the current audit besides all Penelope already knew: an anonymous call raising provenance questions about the Madonna. Yet all that seemed trivial compared to her fretting about Lucia.

As she hurried along the brightly lit corridors, she passed by an elderly man shuffling along, pushing his IV stand. He smiled at her, and she nodded. Her shoes squeaked on the linoleum floors, and when she reached 319, she paused.

With a deep breath, she pushed all her worries from today and, most importantly, over Lucia, to the side and entered the room with a smile.

“Hey,” Penelope said. “Look who’s up.”

Lucia offered her a loopy grin. “They got some good stuff.”

She looked a bit better, maybe because she was awake.

Penelope gave a soft laugh. “I’m glad you’re not in pain.”

They were alone, and Penelope sat in the same chair as yesterday, holding Lucia’s hand.

“You came,” Lucia’s voice rang soft.

“Of course. And today, it’s just me in here, and your guard dog isn’t about to savage my flesh.”

Lucia laughed. “Ow, damn.” She shifted, almost curling in on herself.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Penelope squeezed Lucia’s hand.

“It’s fine. Just don’t be funny. My ribs don’t like it when I laugh. Or cough. Sneezing is also an adventure.”

Penelope pressed a quick kiss on the back of Lucia’s hand. “I’m so sorry you got hurt.”

“It’s all right. Who’d have guessed it’d be an accident.”

Penelope just hummed, unable to echo the sentiment.

“Are you all right?” Lucia asked.

She smiled. “Yes, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

“Fat chance.” Lucia murmured, her eyelids drooping again.

“You should rest.”

“Don’t wanna. All I do is sleep.”

“That’s good. It’s what your body needs.”

“Francesca called when Skye was here this morning.”

“She called you? Shouldn’t she have come here? You were hurt because…” Penelope still felt some kind of way about Francesca leaving Lucia at the scene, though rationally, she understood. But now? This was ridiculous.

“Francesca and hospitals don’t mix.”

“No one likes hospitals. That’s the least she could have done,” Penelope all but grumbled.

“You’re cute when you’re protective.”

“Oh, hush.”

“Francesca said she had an epiphany.”

“About what? Her manners?”

Lucia bit her lower lip. “Stop making me laugh.”

“I’m sorry.” Penelope stroked Lucia’s hand. “Go on.”

“She didn’t wanna say. Said we’ll talk once I’m back home.”

“That’s probably a smart move. You need more rest.”

“She sounded tired, though.”

“That I believe.”

“Yeah. Will you stay a bit longer?” Lucia asked.

“Yes.” Penelope leaned back, still holding Lucia’s hand, watching the slow rise and fall of her chest. “Of course,” she said again, quieter this time, like a promise.

She hated how brittle life could be—how easily it all could shatter without warning. Penelope preferred not to linger on such thoughts as they only made her mood spiral, and it proved a fact of life she couldn’t change.

She’d seen it with her father, how he’d been ripped from her twice, first by the conviction and then by finding out his true role—his suspected true role.

Why did she even bother holding onto hope? Wouldn’t that make the crash even harder?

She glanced at Lucia’s slumbering face, at the bruises dotting her skin.

Penelope could have lost her before they’d even begun. The thought stole her breath, pressing down on her like a stone.

What was she even doing? And yet—nothing could make her move. She sat, still and silent, drinking in the sight of Lucia: bruised, hurt, but alive. Anchored by the warmth of her skin against hers.


Chapter 36

Changes

Lucia winced when she stretched to place the last glass into the cupboard. A clean dish towel held a handful of drying utensils near the sink.

“I can’t wait for this to be done,” she muttered, drying her hands, grabbing her bag, and heading to her car.

It had been two weeks since she’d left the hospital, almost three since the warehouse incident and subsequent accident, and certain movements still hurt like a bitch.

The ride over to Francesca’s went by quickly, and before she knew it, she was ringing the doorbell.

“Lucy, you made it.” Francesca hugged her and ushered her inside.

The house was warm, carrying a subtle trace of bergamot and old wood. It was just the two of them—maybe tonight they’d finally talk. Lucia had been patient but so far, all she got were lots of hugs and occasional long stares.

Francesca had been restless lately—and oddly clingy. While the hugs weren’t new, the number of them had significantly increased since Lucia had left the hospital.

“Here you go.” Francesca handed her a cup of espresso and sat down next to her on the couch, holding her own tiny mug.

“Thank you.”

They both just sat there for a moment, Lucia taking a sip of the bitter brew.

“I’m sorry,” Francesca blurted out.

“For what?”

Francesca’s gaze snapped to Lucia. “You got hurt because of me.”

“I got hurt because a car drove into the van. It was an accident.”

“Yes, but without—”

“Jules ran a red light. It was an accident. She didn’t mean to, and I’m not mad at her. Why would I be upset with you?”

Francesca shook her head. She emptied her espresso before placing the cup on the coffee table. She faced Lucia. “When I got out of the van… I still had the Madonna clutched in her case. I was disoriented and couldn’t breathe right at first, but then I turned and went back in to check on you, on all of you. I was so relieved to hear Skye curse and Jules groan, then start babbling apologies.”

“We got lucky.”

Francesca nodded. “But then I saw you, and you…you were bleeding and unconscious, and for a second, I couldn’t move. I just stared at you, willing you to open your eyes.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper, her hands twisting in her lap, nails digging into her palms.

“I’m sorry.”

Francesca’s jaw tightened. “Why are you apologizing? You did nothing wrong, and I’m the one who—”

“I’m not apologizing. I’m sorry you were in that situation. It must have been hard, and I am sorry you went through it, regardless of how it affected me.”

“You’re killing me.”

“Are we even, then?”

Francesca let out a small laugh. “No, because in your scenario, I’d be dead. You’d have killed me. To make it even, I’d have to come back and haunt you, since I only almost killed you.”

“Well, then, maybe I won’t kill you. I’m not into ghosts and scary stuff.”

A beat of silence.

“My point is, I thought you were dead,” Francesca’s voice broke. “During the impact, I thought I’d killed you all. Then Skye and Jules were fine, and I was almost dizzy with relief, only to…”

“I don’t plan on getting into any more car crashes.”

Francesca released a shaky laugh, but then the humor drained from her face. “I’m not joking, Lucy. I can’t do this anymore. I nearly lost all of you. And for what?”

A pause. A breath.

“There’s always been risk in our work, but over time, after getting luckier than we had any right to, I might have become complacent, thinking us invincible.” She shook her head. “That should be a folly of youth, no?”

“Nothing happened,” Lucia said.

“This time.” Francesca’s hands trembled in her lap. She looked at Lucia for a long moment, then: “I’m shutting down the Collective.”

“Wait, what?”

~ ~ ~

While Lucia and Penelope had been texting and talking a lot, they hadn’t been able to meet up as often as either would have liked in the past two weeks, yet this Saturday, Penelope would spend the night at Lucia’s, and Lucia had plans.

She had prepared a walnut-mushroom lasagna and a large salad of leafy greens and was just setting the table when the doorbell rang.

The smell of roasted mushrooms and garlic filled the space, warm and inviting. The overhead light cast a golden glow over the small dining table, where mismatched plates waited.

“Hi,” Lucia said, her breath still uneven from hurrying to the door.

“Hi.” Penelope stepped inside, connecting their lips in a quick kiss. “How are you?”

“Good. Better now, even.”

Penelope smiled. “Charmer.”

“Hmm, are you hungry? The lasagna is ready, though I can also change the setting to keeping it warm.”

“Well, since you told me to come starving…”

Lucia grinned. “That’s when things taste the best, even if they aren’t that great.”

“You’re ridiculous. I’m sure it’s delicious.”

After plating the food, they sat at the dining room table and ate, quietly at first, with Lucia taking in Penelope.

Each small, deliberate bite revealed the quiet precision that seemed to define everything about her. A stark contrast to the chaos Lucia usually inhabited, but somehow, Penelope’s order was strangely appealing.

Penelope took a sip of her tea. “This is really good. I’d not say no if you were willing to part with the recipe.”

“I actually prefer to be the one who cooks it for you,” Lucia said.

“I can live with that.”

After they finished eating, they settled on the couch.

“You wanted to talk to me about something,” Penelope said.

“Yes, but first, tell me if you’ve heard anything back about the audit.”

Penelope sighed. “Nothing much. They’re still looking into various avenues, but after filling out a questionnaire, they’ve not been in touch again. Jules checked a second time, but she still couldn’t find anything.”

“Huh. Maybe all that info is with the auditors. Not like they’ll share anything during the process. And Montgomery?”

“Unchanged. She keeps her distance. I don’t know if it’s because she suspects me of anything or just to keep things impartial.”

“You didn’t do anything—well, not anything anyone could prove.”

“That’s not an uplifting thought.”

“Sorry.” Lucia took Penelope’s hand, stroking the back. “I’m truly sorry I got you involved in all this.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I’m not a victim. I chose my lot, and it’ll work out somehow.” Penelope picked up her mug.

“I appreciate that, but it’s never that simple, is it?”

“No.”

“I was wondering, did you make up your mind about your dad? Not whether he did it, I meant are you gonna go talk to him?”

“That’s also complicated.” Penelope sighed. “He doesn’t want us to see him like that.”

“Too bad.”

“What?”

Lucia shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t he kinda forfeit the right to choose this? Like, fine, if he was fully innocent, maybe I’d respect such a wish, but it seems like he lied to you. I don’t see why you need to listen to his wishes now.”

“Huh. I never thought about it like that. But what if he is innocent and I got it wrong?”

“Did you, though? Or do you want to be wrong and that’s why you’re telling yourself to keep an open mind?”

Penelope went quiet, her expression folding into something tense and unreadable. “I need to think about it some more.”

“Of course.”

“Anyway, enough about me. Tell me about you.”

“Right. I told you that I planned to quit after this run, and I will. I want to see what else is out there, but…”

“You have to do something else first,” Penelope said, sounding almost resigned.

“No. This isn’t one of those moments where you’re promised something that never happens because it always gets delayed. I’m serious, about this, and about…us.” She squeezed Penelope’s hand.

“That’s good. I’m serious about us, too.”

“It’s just…It’s not really my news to share, but I still think you should know as it affects you, too, and—”

“Just say it.”

“Francesca is dismantling the Collective.”

Penelope stilled. “Are you serious?”

“Why would I joke about that?”

“No, no. It’s just… Wow. Is it because she finally has the Madonna?”

“That likely makes it easier, but no. It was the accident. She said she almost caused us all to die, which she didn’t, but now she can’t do this anymore. She’s afraid our good luck has run out.”

“I understand.” She traced her finger along the rim of her cup.

“Yes, I thought you might.” Still, the idea of no Collective seemed almost unreal. Lucia didn’t regret leaving, but a pang of something heavy still echoed inside her at the thought of the Collective being done.

After all the chaos of the recent months, Lucia still sometimes marveled that she and Penelope had made it here, and while they’d stumbled a few times, they still strode along the same path, willfully and with a joy she’d not experienced before—not outside of her art.

“Are you up to watching a movie? I still feel kinda lazy.”

“Yes, of course. You should take things slow.”

“Not too slow, though.” Lucia leaned in and stole a soft kiss. “All right. What you in the mood for?”

“Nothing with crime or art or too much violence.”

Lucia suppressed a laugh. “Noted. No Godfather or Die Hard. I’m assuming Shawshank Redemption is out as well?”

“A movie about a prison break? Yes, I’d say so.”

“What about Groundhog Day or Ratatouille? Or if you prefer something gay, we could watch But I’m a Cheerleader or Saving Face?”

“It’s been ages since I saw Saving Face. Let’s watch that one.”

“All right. Popcorn or anything?”

“I’m still full, thanks.”

Lucia set up the movie and settled back on the couch.

A soft blanket lay across their laps, and the flicker of the screen lit Penelope’s profile in pale blue. During the film, they drifted closer until they lay tangled together, Penelope careful not to press too hard against Lucia’s still-tender ribs.

Halfway through, soothed by the warmth, Penelope’s nearness, and the dim lighting, Lucia drifted off—startling awake what felt like a second later.

“What?” She rubbed her eyes.

“You fell asleep.” Penelope pressed a kiss against her cheek. “Bed?”

Lucia nodded. “It’s been quite a long week.”

“I’d say it’s been more than a week.”

Penelope helped her up, and together they padded into the bedroom to get ready for bed.

They hadn’t had many quiet evenings like this—unhurried, undisturbed, theirs.

Lucia savored the quiet intimacy of it: curling close, pulling Penelope’s back against her chest, the steady breathing under her palm and inhaling the scent of her hair.

She could get used to all these changes if this was her life now.

It seemed to take no time for her to fall into a deep sleep.


Chapter 37

Aches and Pains

Penelope stirred, stretching as her eyes fluttered open. A soft smile formed on her lips when she remembered where she was and found Lucia curled up against her, still deeply asleep. The clock on the nightstand read 8:02. Early still, for a Sunday.

A lazy Sunday morning she hoped they’d spend together.

These last months had left their mark on her, especially Lucia’s accident.

She understood Francesca all too well. Just the thought of how close she’d come to losing Lucia left a hollow ache in her chest.

Penelope trailed a finger down Lucia’s cheek. She couldn’t believe they were here. Not just because of the accident or the entire forgery saga, no.

This—them. She’d allowed this to happen. No, even that was wrong. It had just…happened. And Penelope hadn’t even noticed it.

Maybe that was why it had happened at all.

Lucia twitched, and Penelope withdrew her finger, loath to wake her.

But too late—Lucia’s eyes opened, blinking slowly. She hummed, reaching out for Penelope and pulling her close.

“Good morning,” she breathed, nestling against Penelope’s neck.

Shivering, Penelope entangled their legs. They’d not been intimate since the accident, and even though the doctor had cleared Lucia for sex, Penelope preferred to wait until she was fully healed.

However, the way Lucia pulled her close, the tight grip on Penelope’s waist, her clever tongue dancing along the skin of her neck proved their intentions were not aligned.

Penelope gasped when Lucia added her teeth and rasped along her skin, slotting her thigh between Penelope’s legs.

She forced herself to pull back. “We shouldn’t.”

“Why? Skittish about morning breath? We can make a quick pit stop to the bathroom if you want.”

Lucia’s breath was warm on her skin, and Penelope’s pulse kicked up at the featherlight contact.

Penelope rolled her eyes. “I’m skittish about hurting you.”

“Aww, you’re so sweet.” Lucia drew closer and whispered in her ear. “I missed you terribly, and I had plans for you last night, so please don’t ruin them this morning, too.”

“Ruin them? You fell asleep on the couch!”

A rough chuckle left Lucia’s lips. “True, but that doesn’t change the problem at hand.”

“Which is?”

“I’m aching for you.”

Penelope bit her lower lip, drawn closer by the intense expression in Lucia’s eyes.

“You’re aching for me?”

Lucia nodded, gaze sliding to Penelope’s lips. “I am.”

Despite knowing she probably should, Penelope didn’t pull back, unable to resist Lucia’s magnetic pull.

Smiling, Lucia dipped her head and connected their lips—a soft, lingering press, like a promise. A promise that turned heated when Lucia’s lips parted, and her tongue sought entrance to Penelope’s mouth.

With a groan, Penelope welcomed her in, and at the taste of Lucia, her eyelids fluttered closed.

Lucia deepened the kiss while her fingers dug into Penelope’s sides.

Mindful of Lucia’s ribs, Penelope eased her onto her back, pressing close against her side as their fervent kiss continued.

Heat rushed through Penelope, and she kicked the sheets down, her fingers tracing beneath Lucia’s T-shirt, along her twitching abdomen.

“Are you sure this is OK?”

“Yes.” Lucia’s chest heaved. “You can’t lie on my chest, and maybe don’t bump into my right side, but I’m good.”

Penelope searched her eyes, then nodded. She shifted lower, stretching out between Lucia’s thighs, and kissed her way along the soft plane of her belly. The skin beneath her lips was warm and still carried the faint scent of sleep and shampoo.

Lucia groaned, her eyes squeezing shut as she spread her legs wider, making room for her.

Pulling Lucia’s shirt higher, Penelope trailed her fingertips up her ribs toward the soft weight of her breasts, her nipples pebbling beneath her touch. “Is this still good?”

“Yes, please.”

Penelope rose, shifting to crouch over her, and lowered her mouth to Lucia’s breast, licking and sucking as she traced her teeth along the furrowed skin before drawing her nipple fully in.

“Yes,” Lucia whispered.

Penelope switched to the other breast, then let her tongue trail down Lucia’s torso, dipping into her belly button before hooking her fingers into her waistband. “Can you lift up a bit?”

Lucia canted her hips, and Penelope slid them down her toned thighs and off.

Settling back between the V of Lucia’s legs, Penelope pressed a kiss against the patch of dark curls before licking through Lucia’s folds. Her fingers dug into Lucia’s thighs, anchoring her, as she pushed her tongue inside.

The fitted sheet tightened between Lucia’s fists.

Penelope pulled back a little, licking and nibbling Lucia’s inner thigh before tracing her tongue slowly back down toward her heat.

“Pen, come on.” Lucia panted.

“Stop moving so much.”

Lucia groaned. “I promise you’ll know if something hurts.”

Penelope paused. “The point is to not even let it get that far.”

“Pen, I swear if you don’t…” Lucia released a breathless moan when Penelope licked up her length, drawing her hardened nub between her lips and sucking hard.

She added her fingers to the mix, tracing the rim of her entrance before pushing one, then two fingers inside while keeping her gaze on Lucia, taking in her glistening skin, heaving breasts, and taut neck.

Lucia arched her back, pressing harder into Penelope’s mouth.

Adding more pressure, Penelope traced faster circles around Lucia’s clit while driving a quicker rhythm inside her.

“Pen.” Lucia’s fingers slipped from the sheets and tangled in Penelope’s hair instead.

Lost in Lucia’s heady taste, Penelope continued to draw it out, mixing both speed and pressure to push Lucia to the edge, only to draw back right before she could tumble over the cliff.

But then Lucia whimpered, and the sound tore at Penelope, increasing the ache between her own legs, and so this time, she followed through, never ceasing in her efforts to make Lucia come.

Panting, Lucia’s hips moved along Penelope’s rhythm until she halted in a suspended moment, her entire body stilling before she shuddered in prolonged quakes.

“Penelope,” she gasped, voice breaking over the syllables.

She slowed her ministration and stopped when Lucia pulled at her upper arms. Penelope moved up and hovered over Lucia. “Are you all right?”

A low laugh seemed to rumble straight from Lucia’s chest. “Better than all right.”

“I’m glad.” Penelope sank into a kiss.

Lucia nipped at her lower lip, breaking the kiss. She gazed up at Penelope, her eyes twin coals, so intense, Penelope braced herself.

“Ride me.” Lucia lifted her thigh and slotted it between Penelope’s legs.

Penelope opened her mouth to protest, but the feeling of Lucia’s hot, muscled thigh pressing against her heat, even with her now damp panties on, robbed her of every argument against this most delicious of ideas.

“Yes,” Penelope breathed, bending to kiss Lucia while gyrating her hips, chasing her release.

~ ~ ~

Later, they settled on the couch. Sunlight filtered through the blinds, warming Penelope’s bare legs as she tucked them beneath her. Lucia was drafting in a sketchbook while Penelope read a book. She snapped it shut after a while and observed Lucia, marveling at her utter absorption in her task.

“Remember when we talked about the idea that some things are so essential to us, we’d find our way there no matter what?” Penelope asked.

Lucia looked up, pausing her drawing. “Of course. You thought of something?”

“Yes and no.” Penelope exhaled slowly. “I’ve turned it over in my mind ever since. Searching. But the truth is…I keep coming up empty. Maybe there just isn’t anything like that for me.” She traced a fingertip along the book’s spine.

Lucia tilted her head. “And that bothers you?”

“A little.” Penelope’s mouth curved in a grimace. “People who have that kind of anchor seem…fulfilled. I can’t shake the feeling I’m missing something.”

“Maybe. But it can cut the other way, too.” Lucia’s voice softened. “Obsession eats at you. It chains you to one thing while everything else withers. I’ve lost chances at friendships—seedlings that could’ve grown into something—because I couldn’t tear myself away from a canvas.”

Penelope looked down. “Still. I can’t point to anything that defines me like that.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“Oh? Enlighten me, Ms. Rossi.”

“You’d always chase truth,” Lucia said simply. “Even if it wrecks you. That’s who you are. You pull at loose threads until you unravel the whole thing. It’s not a choice—it’s who you are. Just like I bleed into paint, you bleed into clarity. Neither of us could stop if we tried.”

Penelope stared at her, speech caught somewhere in her throat. “Isn’t that even worse than nothing? A compulsion instead of a calling?”

“Every gift is double-edged,” Lucia said. “But where would we be without people who can’t help but drag the truth into the light?”

Penelope let out a laugh, surprising herself. “You make it sound noble.”

“You’re rubbing off on me,” Lucia said with a sigh. “It’s a burden, really.”

Penelope nudged her shoulder, smiling despite herself. “Watch it.”

They spent the rest of the day in easy silence, and for once, Penelope allowed herself to simply be.

~ ~ ~

By the end of the following week, Penelope received another summons to Montgomery’s office.

“Please sit down, Dr. Blackwell.”

Penelope sat.

“The audit concluded yesterday, and I wanted to tell you in person.”

Penelope’s stomach tightened. “All right.”

“They verified the Madonna’s provenance as legitimate after rerunning the documentation checks. Whatever anomalies flagged in the metadata didn’t hold up. The anonymous claim appears unfounded. Still, we’ll note the incident for our compliance report.”

Penelope let out a slow breath, tension ebbing—only for Montgomery to continue:

“That said, Young and Sterne noted that while your investigation was well-intentioned, your approach fell outside standard protocol. They recommend a formal reprimand, to ensure you’ll forgo sleuthing in the future.”

Heat crawled up Penelope’s neck.

“You’re one of our most capable curators, which is exactly why we expect better.”

“Of course. It won’t happen again.”

“See to it.”

Penelope rose, stifling the wave of shame washing over her.

As she stepped toward the door, Montgomery spoke again.

“And, Dr. Blackwell, the next time you want to chase ghosts, please give me a heads-up.”

Penelope nodded, offering what felt like an odd mixture of a smile and a grimace before leaving the office.

That could have been so much worse.

She strode back to her office and immediately texted Lucia.

The audit is over. All good.

She closed her eyes and let the tension drain with a long exhale. It was almost funny how people sometimes didn’t register the heavy weight they carried until it was lifted off them.

Yay! I knew you’d be fine.

She smiled at Lucia’s reply.

You’re too optimistic.

It just makes no sense to lose your mind when nothing has happened yet.

I wasn’t losing my mind.

Of course you weren’t.

Lucia added a winking emoji.

The nerve.

I was merely prepared.

Naturally.

You’re being a brat.

Yes, but I’m your brat.

Penelope’s heart skipped a beat, and despite rolling her eyes—at Lucia or herself, she wasn’t sure—she still responded with a heart emoji.

Warmth bloomed in her chest, and, with a smile, she went back to work.


Chapter 38

Pivoting

Lucia panted as she finished her yoga workout and headed to the bathroom to take a quick shower. She was supposed to meet Francesca later for an “afternoon sweet,” as Francesca had called it—which usually meant espresso and, if she was lucky, tiramisu or cannoli.

She’d just sat down to read when the doorbell rang.

Expecting a delivery, Lucia raised an eyebrow when instead, Skye stood in front of her, arms crossed. “Hi. What’s up?”

“Can we talk? I stopped by your studio first. Thought you’d be holed up in there now that you quit.”

Suppressing a sigh, Lucia stepped aside and ushered her inside. She closed the door and followed her into the living room.

Skye flopped onto the couch, staring straight ahead.

“So?” Lucia joined her, settling in the armchair across from her.

“I wanna blame you, but I’m not gonna do that.”

Lucia straightened. “Blame me for what, exactly?”

“For the end of the Collective! Not enough that you left, but now Francesca’s shutting everything down.”

“I was as surprised as you are.” She wouldn’t feel guilty for refusing to choose a life that all too often made her miserable, nostalgia be damned.

“Yeah, but you’re not getting the rug pulled out from under you. We’ve been there for way over a decade, and now what?”

“You’ll find something else.”

“Right. Lemme just throw ‘sixteen years in an art crime collective’ on my resume and see who bites.”

Lucia winced. “That’s…a challenge,” she acknowledged, “and likely will involve some research and creativity.” She knew how Skye felt—there was a reason it had taken her years to work up the courage for this step, but Skye was smart and talented. She’d find something. Lucia understood the panic beneath her words, though, the quiet terror of becoming obsolete after years of purpose, even a dangerous one.

“I could always ask Varnelli if she’s hiring. At least she’s not torching her empire because of one dumb accident,” Skye muttered bitterly.

Lucia blinked.

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m venting. I’d never take that snake’s side.” Skye ran a hand across her face.

“It’s not just the accident. That was the final straw.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

Lucia nodded slightly. “I suppose not.”

“And she’s not just quitting—she’s gutting the whole thing. Why tear down all the infrastructure? Fine, maybe she doesn’t want to deal in forgeries anymore. But why not repurpose the Collective?”

“Into what?”

“I don’t know. We could recover stolen art, help restore it. Legally. Support underfunded museums. Use the network to lift up smaller places, not just rob the big ones.”

Lucia looked at her for a beat. “Huh.”

“Or screw it, we could become like ethical hackers, but for museum security. All above board.”

Lucia chuckled. “That reminds me of a few movies we’ve watched.”

Skye grinned. “Yeah. Break into museums with their permission, then tell them how to fix it. Add workshops, lectures. We could use the same skills—just not to outsmart the system, but to strengthen it.” She paused. “It would also get rid of the danger of landing in jail.”

Lucia raised an eyebrow. “And the pitch would be… ‘Former art thieves turned consultants’?”

“I didn’t say I had the branding worked out! Francesca knows everyone. She could spin this, if she wanted to.”

“If is the operative word here.”

“Yeah. So can you please ask her?”

Lucia laughed. “What?”

“You’re her favorite, and you nearly died. She’ll listen to you.”

“I’m not her favorite, and I didn’t nearly die.”

“Sure. Tell that to someone who didn’t watch Francesca lose her shit when she saw you hanging there, limp and bleeding, strapped into that wrecked car.”

Lucia ducked her head. She hated how much worry she had caused.

“Hey.” Skye touched her arm. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”

“It’s all right. I can talk to her, but don’t get your hopes up. I don’t know her plans. Maybe she just wants to retire quietly.”

Skye snorted. “Please. She’s only fifty-five. Why on earth would she retire?”

“She doesn’t need the job or the money. Why wouldn’t she enjoy a life of leisure?”

“Because she’d be bored to tears. That woman needs a purpose, something to fight for, or against.”

Skye had a point. Lucia truly couldn’t imagine Francesca without a mission. Now, with the Madonna back in her possession, she likely felt rudderless.

~ ~ ~

“I’m so happy to see you,” Francesca said after opening the door, pulling Lucia in for a quick hug.

“Likewise.” Lucia followed her into the living room, where Francesca had already prepared the spread on the coffee table: a small tea carafe, a covered serving dish, cups, dessert plates, and utensils.

“I was up early and felt like baking, so…” Francesca lifted the glass cloche, revealing a dish of freshly made tiramisu.

Lucia’s mouth watered at the sight. She was lucky indeed.

“Thank you. I love your tiramisu.”

Francesca smiled. “I know.”

Lucia sat down, pouring herself a cup of tea. “How are things going?”

“Maddeningly slow.” Francesca added the dessert to her plate, put one on Lucia’s, and sat back down. “I expected some resistance but… Let’s just say certain segments are currently infighting over who gets to take over.”

“Huh. I mean, not really a surprise. I’d have expected you to step down before tearing it all down.”

“Letting go of the reins is proving…challenging.”

Lucia’s mouth twitched. “There’s that. But—don’t take this the wrong way—isn’t that a bit like destroying a toy so no one else can play with it?”

“On the surface, perhaps, but I scavenged the materials for the toy, built the toy, and protected it for almost thirty years. Now, if you were the one taking over, I might be able to relinquish control, but the rest? I didn’t trust them for a reason.”

Guilt rose, but she quashed it, knowing Francesca wasn’t trying to make her feel bad. “What about Skye and Jules? They’re smart, and you trust them, too.”

“They’re very capable, but not quite ready yet. Skye is too impulsive, and Jules still cracks too easily under the pressure she’d face in such a role.” Francesca sighed. “I thought about this, too, went over all the options. I don’t see any other solution.”

“What about repurposing the Collective?” Lucia put her spoon back down.

“In what way?”

She shared Skye’s idea, hinting at Francesca’s infamously long list of contacts. “If anyone could pull off such a transition, it’s you. You’ve always said the Collective was about more than just the score.”

“Flattery, Lucy. Oh my.” She canted her head. “Is this something you desire?”

Lucia shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve got no concrete plans yet, besides focusing on my art. I probably won’t be averse to some collaborations, but I’d have to think over anything more permanent.”

“I see. Then why?”

“It would be a shame to waste all these resources, not to mention: where will all our people go? Some might join Varnelli, and others…who knows.”

Francesca grimaced. “I doubt many would, but it’s their prerogative.”

“I mean, it’s up to you. It just seems like a waste not to consider it.”

“I have to think about it.”

“That’s fair.”

“Do you want to see her?” Francesca asked after a beat.

Lucia’s brows creased. “Oh, the Madonna? She’s here?”

Francesca nodded. She practically glowed.

“Sure.”

Francesca rose and led Lucia through the hall, up the stairs, then to the farthest room on the other side of the villa.

Lucia had never been there before, and when the doors opened, she knew why—this was Francesca’s bedroom.

“I thought about putting her in storage, or even hiding her here somewhere, but that seemed…wrong. I’ve not seen her in so long, up close like this.” Francesca’s gaze lit up with reverence as she looked at the painting hanging above her four-poster bed.

“It’s beautiful. I’m glad she’s back with you.”

“Me, too.”

Lucia pondered Varnelli’s words: Leaving your heart as shattered as you’ve left mine. You left me, and so I took the only thing that ever meant something to you.

Now, taking in Francesca, she felt almost sorry for Varnelli.

She couldn’t imagine the pain that realization must have unearthed—that this painting had mattered more to Francesca than she ever did. At least it seemed that way, and if Lucia could see that, the sting must have been out of this world.

She wondered if Varnelli had been referring to a professional or personal partnership. The broken heart comment seemed to suggest the latter.

In all her years around Francesca, Lucia had never seen her romantically involved with anyone—though, of course, that meant nothing. She didn’t live in Francesca’s pocket.

Still, the story left her with nothing but questions, and all of them would remain unanswered. Lucia would rather bite off her tongue than ask Francesca about it.

Yet her heart ached for them both.

~ ~ ~

A few days later, at Penelope’s place, the mood was lighter, at least until chaos erupted in the kitchen.

“No, no, get away from Fuller!” Lucia called out. “Stay back, girl.” She took a step and stomped her foot.

“Ugh.” She grimaced, snatched a paper towel off the dispenser, and picked up the remains of the spider to dump it in the trash.

“What’s going on?” Penelope returned from the bathroom.

“There was a spider, I think a wolf spider? It was huge, and, at first, I was cheering Fuller on to kill it and eat it—and she tried. She was pawing at it, but then she snapped back and was rubbing at her nose. It bit her!”

A laugh burst from Penelope. “So you killed it?”

“Yes! I don’t know if they’re harmful to cats, and who knows how this might have escalated.”

“I see. And where’s my little predator?”

Lucia looked around. “Oh, over there. In front of the back door, enjoying the sun. Guess she’s OK.”

“Thank you for defending Fuller.” Penelope gave Lucia a soft kiss.

“Are you making fun of me? For the record, I usually don’t kill spiders. I trap them and escort them outside.”

“Of course you do, and, no, I was serious.”

Lucia gave her a long look. “All right, then. Are you ready to leave?”

“Why are we doing this again?”

“Because Skye and Jules are down over the Collective and we’re trying to cheer them up. So we will join them at the bar for some food and a round of pool or darts.”

“I haven’t played any of that in years.”

“You can team up with Jules, then. I don’t wanna lose.”

“Wow. That’s how quickly you replace me?” Penelope grabbed her jacket from the wardrobe.

“When it comes to winning a game, you betcha.”

“You’re lucky I’m generally not competitive.” Her lips quirked. “I’m surprised you are, actually.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. “Everyone is. Come on. I’m starving.”

Picking up her keys, Penelope opened the door, and they headed for her car, Lucia explaining in detail the last time they’d met at the bar, over a year ago, when Francesca had joined them, and she and Lucia had thrashed Jules and Skye.

Lucia ignored Penelope’s wide-eyed stare and kept on talking. Penelope needed to know what she was walking into. All her friends were sharks, and if she wasn’t careful, they’d eat Penelope for breakfast. She smiled to herself, unsure if she wanted to protect Penelope or watch her hold her own.


Chapter 39

Respite

Penelope laughed when Skye missed an easy shot as the woman she’d been eyeing all evening walked by and smiled at Skye.

Lucia groaned. “Damn it, Skye! That was our chance to end them.”

“Sorry.” Skye rubbed the back of her neck, gaze still fixed on the woman at the bar. “Let’s finish this, all right?”

Lucia shook her head. “You’re useless.”

“Well, Ms. Rossi, looks like you’ve picked the wrong partner after all,” Penelope said, leaning over the table to align her shot. She only had to sink the six ball and then the eight.

“Ohh, someone’s in trouble,” Jules said. “Serves you right for being so damn competitive.”

“Whatever,” Lucia mumbled. “Pen hasn’t made the shot yet.”

The white ball slammed into the six ball, followed by the thump of it dropping into a pocket.

“You were saying?” Penelope asked.

Lucia pursed her lips but held Penelope’s gaze.

“I think your error was assuming that because I haven’t played in a while, I’d be bad at this.”

“No, my mistake was trying to protect you from these sharks…”

“Hey!” Jules exclaimed.

“Meanwhile,” Lucia continued, “you’re a freaking megalodon.”

Penelope laughed.

“Don’t mind her. She’s a sore loser,” Jules said.

“Blackwell, can you put us out of this misery?” Skye called from the sidelines, her eyes still drifting toward the bar.

“Traitor.” Lucia tightened her grip on the cue.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make it up to you,” Penelope said before lining up the cue ball. With a sharp clang, it shot the eight ball into the right corner pocket.

“Yes!” Jules called.

Lucia sighed.

Penelope put the cue back and strode toward her, leaning close. “Maybe next time, stick with me?”

Lucia grasped her hips, pulling her closer. “You bet. Congratulations, Dr. Blackwell. You played a hell of a game.”

“Thank you, Ms. Rossi. You weren’t so bad yourself.”

“Unlike my teammate.”

“Hmm, you can’t fault Skye for being distracted by a beautiful woman.”

“I suppose.”

Penelope shivered at the heat in Lucia’s gaze.

“How do you plan to make it up to me?”

“I guess you’ll have to wait and see when we get back home.” She pressed a light kiss against Lucia’s lips, savoring her closeness.

“Hey! Enough of that. I didn’t expect to be the third wheel. The night is young, dartboard, anyone?” Jules said.

“Maybe another time?” Lucia said.

“Seriously? Skye just ditched us, and now you’re bailing, too?”

“No, we’re not. We came out to have fun,” Penelope said, clasping Lucia’s hand.

Lucia pouted but followed along, and after waving to Skye, they all headed to the back corner of the bar toward the dartboards.

Penelope enjoyed the outing more than she’d expected, and warmth settled deep in her chest. Yet later, as their dart game wrapped up—Jules slaughtering them both—and Lucia squeezed her hand, her smile faltered.

Found family was one thing. But there were still ties she hadn’t untangled, ghosts she hadn’t faced, and one in particular she could no longer ignore.

~ ~ ~

The door fell shut behind Penelope with a loud clang. She clutched her purse strap, fingers tense and unmoving. The room was musty, almost dank. A small wooden table stood between two rickety chairs.

This was a mistake.

She couldn’t even pace, and instead resembled a statue, turned to stone by her own daring, or perhaps by the anticipation of the door across from her opening and revealing—

The door opened, and Penelope’s mind stalled.

A man in a beige jumpsuit wearing handcuffs entered the room.

“Pen?” he croaked. “What are you doing here? They said my lawyer—”

“I called in a favor. I knew you wouldn’t come if they said it was me.”

The door closed again, leaving the two of them alone in this barren room. The walls were painted a flat, institutional lime—bordering on vomit-green. Whoever designed this room had no eye for color.

“Can we please sit and talk, Dad?”

He sighed, hesitated, but then nodded and shuffled to sit down on a chair.

Penelope followed suit, and at first, they only stared at each other.

“I wish you’d not come here,” Richard finally broke the silence.

“And I wish you’d been honest with me.”

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I couldn’t crack all your codes, but I pieced together enough. Your notes and my research painted a clear picture—and it’s bleak.”

He ground his jaw.

“What I don’t understand is why—why put us through this? Why lie?”

The metal of his cuffs scraped over the wooden surface as he folded his hands and lowered his head.

“I didn’t want to hurt you and your mom more than I already had.”

Words she’d practiced became stuck in her throat, and her heart fell into her stomach like a bird who’d forgotten how to fly. She’d still carried a glimmer of hope that she’d been wrong, that she’d misread it, that there’d been some other explanation than the truth: Her father had been complicit.

“I was just…reckless.”

“Reckless?” Penelope snapped, her back straightening. “You lied to us! For what? To cover up laundering stolen art and God knows what else.” Her anger dimmed—just a little—as Lucia’s face flashed in her mind, and shame crept up her neck, coloring her cheeks scarlet.

“I… It started as a favor for a friend. It didn’t seem like a huge deal, and then…” He looked at Penelope. “It worked. No one knew or suspected a thing, and it became a kind of thrill. Almost a competition between us. Like, ‘What else can we get away with?’” Richard sighed. “Barry is the one who got me in touch with…that woman.”

Penelope narrowed her eyes. “How old are you? This was about thrills? Wouldn’t there have been a more legal way to achieve that?”

“I know it was dumb, and I deserve everything I got and more. I just… I’d already lost everything related to my career, my freedom.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t want to lose my family, too.”

Penelope exhaled sharply, her vision blurring. She froze. “Wait, Barry, as in Whitfield?”

Her father’s eyebrows rose. “Yes. He’s an old buddy of mine from school. Why?”

“Nothing. His name popped up, but I was never able to place him fully, outside of his ties to…that woman.”

Richard nodded, turning his hands, palms up, inching closer toward Penelope. “I’m sorry, Pen. I know I let you down.”

Penelope paused, glancing at her father’s hands for what seemed like eons before she reached out and interlocked their fingers, allowing his warm and familiar touch to anchor her.

“I’m so sorry.” His voice broke.

“I know, Dad. I know.”

~ ~ ~

“Are you sure this looks all right?” Penelope asked, standing in front of the mirror, gazing down at her navy wrap dress.

“Yes. You look beautiful. I don’t understand why you’re so nervous. You’ve been to Francesca’s before and met all these people already.”

“As the curator of the Meridian joining forces with the Collective. That’s a far cry from showing up as your girlfriend. Francesca’s practically your mother!”

“Aww, and you want her to like you?”

“Watch it, Ms. Rossi, or you’re going stag.”

Lucia held up both hands. “No offense, Dr. Blackwell. I think it’s cute.”

“Let’s go. Waiting makes everything worse.”

“As you wish.”

They left Lucia’s house and drove to Francesca’s estate. Once there, Penelope carried a bottle of Barolo in her hands as they ascended the stairs and rang the doorbell.

Lucia squeezed her hand.

The door opened and Francesca stood there, dressed in black slacks and a flowing ivory blouse, smiling at them. “You made it! The others are already inside. Come on in.”

They followed her inside and after greeting everyone, they settled in the sunroom for aperitifs and small talk.

The room was flooded with warm, late-afternoon light. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the estate’s tall magnolias and crepe myrtles, their shadows stretching long across the tiled floor.

Francesca poured Americanos and set out a small tray with olives, roasted almonds, and thin grissini wrapped in prosciutto.

After a while, Francesca cleared her throat.

“I wanted to thank you all for joining me tonight, and for all the hard work you’ve put into our little collective over the years. And Penelope, I wish we could have done more for you. Your assistance was greatly appreciated.”

Penelope nodded, her ears heating.

“What are you gonna do next?” Skye asked. “Lucia said you might retire, but I told her you’re not that old yet.”

“Charming,” Francesca drawled. “I’m undecided. Dismantling the Collective is more labor-intensive than I anticipated. Six weeks in and the work is still in its infancy.”

“Maybe that’s a sign,” Jules said. “Not to continue, just… I don’t know. Something else.”

“Did you all collaborate on this?” Francesca asked, mirth dancing in her eyes.

“On what?” Jules asked.

Francesca’s gaze swept to Lucia.

“I may have suggested something similar a few weeks ago.”

“Oh, cool. Great minds and all, right?” Jules said.

Francesca made a noncommittal noise and drank her coffee.

“It does seem like a shame to tear something down that could be used for good,” Penelope said.

“You, too, huh?” Francesca asked. “It’s not as simple as turning the ship around. There are legal and reputational risks.”

Penelope nodded. “True, but the idea is still worthwhile.”

“See? Even Blackwell agrees.” Skye shot Penelope a half smile. “Anyway, I’m starving. Can we move this along to the dining room?”

“You’re the worst,” Lucia mumbled.

Skye only shrugged.

“All right, let’s go then,” Francesca said.

“Did you cook all these dishes?” Penelope asked, her eyes wide when Francesca guided them to the serving table that held a variety of dishes: eggplant involtini stuffed with ricotta and herbs, grilled sea bass with lemon and capers; handmade pappardelle with wild mushroom ragù; roasted fennel and citrus salad; focaccia with rosemary and sea salt; and, for dessert, a pear and gorgonzola tart.

The aromas mingled: bright citrus, savory herbs, the earthy richness of mushrooms, all comforting and quietly celebratory.

Francesca arched a brow. “I had help. I’m dedicated, not a martyr. Although these are some of my favorite dishes growing up.”

The dinner flowed by in an amiable atmosphere, filled with banter about the past from this little misfit family—one that had grown closer to Penelope than she’d ever admit—as well as talk of a future built around a benevolent and legal Collective.

“Jules could even create a website, something like, ethicalbreakins.org—has a ring to it, no?”

“I’ll definitely need health insurance if we’re going legit,” Jules said.

“Why is everyone acting like this is a done deal?” Francesca asked.

“It makes sense and is an efficient use of resources, and we all know you’re a big fan of that,” Lucia said. “Besides, doing nothing will get boring. You need another challenge.”

“I quite enjoy doing nothing right now.”

“I’d not call dismantling the Collective nothing,” Lucia said.

“There’s that, yes. It is…tedious. But it’s also administrative for the most part. Less likely to get my heart pounding.”

“Yes, I believe that such a respite is needed and well deserved. But too much of it? That’s stagnation. Life abhors homeostasis,” Lucia said.

Penelope gave her a wry look. “I thought life despises chaos?”

“I think you’re both quoting the wrong philosopher,” Jules said, waving her fork.

“Nature abhors a vacuum,” Francesca said.

“Yes, that rings a bell.” Lucia scrunched up her brows. “But I stand by my version. Life resists stillness. It’s all about change and disruption.”

“I’d still prefer a little less chaos,” Penelope said.

“I’m with your girlfriend for now,” Francesca said. “Give me a bit of calm before I have to jump into the next adventure, but I will pause my efforts to demolish the Collective until we’ve decided what to do.”

“We?” Lucia asked.

“Yes, well, we are a family, aren’t we? We should figure it out together, especially since you all seem to be so eager. But don’t worry, I’ll put you all to work. That includes you, Penelope.”

Penelope smiled, while the others cheered, then lost themselves in their conversations.

She leaned back in her chair, her hand finding Lucia’s under the table as she took in these women who had completely changed her life.

Outside, the sky had darkened, casting the windows in soft indigo. Candlelight flickered across the table, catching smiles and glints of wine.

Lucia squeezed her hand, smiling at her so openly and so full of affection that Penelope’s breath caught.

What had begun as a plan rooted in hurt—justice tangled with revenge—had become a lifeline Penelope hadn’t known she needed, guiding her to a place where she truly felt like she belonged.

Her research into Belgrave Trust had stalled; Lewis remained little more than a ghost, leading nowhere. And for now, she was at peace with letting it rest.

Life with Lucia and with this wondrous collective, so unlike what she used to think family meant, filled her with warmth, joy, and a quiet thrill for whatever came next.


Meanwhile

Solace

As she scurried toward the secluded estate ahead, Valentina’s ankle twisted. Her breath came in shallow gasps, one hand pressed against her side, nausea rising as sticky crimson clung to her fingers.

She stumbled up the stone steps and slammed her hand against the doorbell. Sagging against the frame, vision dimming, she forced her eyes to stay open.

Footsteps. Then the door swung open.

Silence.

“I need your help,” Valentina breathed, swaying.

“I can see that. I just don’t understand why I should help you.” Francesca crossed her arms.

“Because your Madonna cost me. It…it was the last straw.” She panted. “I tried to control them. But…”

“They turned on you?”

“Yes.” Valentina clenched her jaw.

“Terrible feeling, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t…leave you bleeding.”

“No, not on the outside.”

Silence.

“Please, Fran. There’s no one…else I can trust.”

Francesca narrowed her eyes. “And you trust me?”

A beat.

“Yes.”

Valentina grimaced. Nausea crawled up her throat. The world spun, and her knees buckled. But instead of hard stone slamming against her, warm hands caught her.

She slumped into Francesca’s hold, breath ragged as pain tore through her.

Tears sprang to her eyes, not just from the pain or the last twenty-four hours—but from the past eight weeks, the loss of her empire. Her one genuine gesture, her single moment of remorse, had cost her everything. Without it, they might not have turned against her.

The tears and the lump in her throat weren’t just for the wreckage. They originated in Francesca’s familiar scent flooding her senses, in her warmth, in the unrelenting ache of proximity. That closeness hurt more than the stab wound in her side, more than all the bruises webbing her body.

It was a dagger twisting in a place she’d tried to cauterize.

The warehouse had been bad. But seeing Francesca in the flesh, so close, right in front of her, had cracked something open. Maybe that was why she’d returned the Madonna.

She’d never been able to resist Francesca. Which was why she’d stayed away.

But her body remembered. Even bruised and battered, it recalled what Francesca once meant, and it trembled at the memory.

She hated this longing. How delusional to think she’d razed it all to the ground, yet like seeds, these feelings had hidden inside.

The emotion swelling inside was almost foreign. Weak. Something she’d never allowed again. But Valentina was even feebler, and she let herself be held, allowed Francesca’s solace to once more wash over her like a balm.

“Oh, Val,” Francesca murmured, pressing a kiss against the crown of her head.

Valentina wept, clutching Francesca’s ivory blouse—staining it red.
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What seems broken might just need a reboot in this slow-burn, lesbian romance.

New admin Willow Greene has the worst luck with electronics. Computers crash, printers jam, and even coffee machines refuse to cooperate when she's around.

Like her devices, her relationships never seem to last, so she has given up on dating. That's why she's seriously unprepared for the IT department's easygoing, always smiling Scottie Prescott, who has far too much charm to be safe.

Scottie can't help noticing introverted, mysterious Willow, but she's still healing from a bad breakup. The last thing she needs is more chaos, given she's supposed to fix problems, not get tangled up in them.

But when they get stuck in an elevator together, the sparks between them become impossible to ignore. Can they risk their carefully protected hearts getting burned?
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A lesbian office romance about rewriting the past and winning over the legendary ice queen who once inspired you.

When free-spirited artist Sienna Fisher is mistaken for an intern at a New York luxury goods empire, the last thing she expects is for the CEO to be aloof English art curator Jasmine Gemayel. Years ago in London, Jasmine shredded Sienna's art and mocked her for knowing nothing of life, setting her on a path to wander the world.

Now Sienna has a second chance to impress Jasmine, and she's not about to waste it. Even if it means becoming an intern at age thirty-four and trying to win an in-house design competition, all to dazzle the woman who changed her life…and doesn't even remember her. As if that's not hard enough, there's that strange business of the sparks that keep flying every time she argues art with her boss. Of course, that's entirely one-sided given Jasmine's straight and married…right?

Or…is she?
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A slow-burn vintage lesbian romance about desire, freedom, and daring to embrace your truth.

In the spring of 1969, Mrs. Claire Davis struggles through a discontented life to play the perfect homemaker. When beautiful, unmarried Jackie Callas moves in next door, the mysterious and thoroughly modern photographer upends everything Claire thought was normal.

Embracing Jackie's friendship while trying to avoid the judgment of gossipy Acacia Circle, Claire finds herself swept down a path of longing and self-discovery that shatters her suburban bubble. But when her secret dreams threaten to become real, will Claire have the strength to choose love over safety?
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A one-night-stand-to-forever spicy lesbian erotic romance between an incognito rock star and a flirty stranger.

Office worker Lucy Klint is feeling unusually bold when she invites home the sexy butch American with a raspy voice she meets in a Sydney laundromat. It's one night only…but what a night.

Rock star Persephone "Seph" Hyder can't get the cute woman from Sydney out of her head. Lucy doesn't have a clue who Seph really is—like the fact she's a rich, world-famous singer. Or that she's at war with herself, her creativity, and her restrictive record label.

The one-night stands turns into much more, and restrained Lucy starts exploring light BDSM delights with Seph. Learning to let go is only half the battle for the two, though. What happens when Lucy learns the truth about who her wanderer lover really is?
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