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			Chapter 1
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			Billy Barnett pulled up to the Centurion Pictures studio entrance in his classic 1958 Porsche D Model Speedster. With him was his personal assistant and producer-in-training, Stacy Lange. Billy himself was a film producer and the studio’s unofficial second-in-command behind Ben Bacchetti, Centurion’s president.

			It was a gorgeous spring day, so Billy and Stacy had returned from their lunch at Spago with the vehicle’s top down.

			A guard leaned out of the hut next to the gate. “Welcome back, Mr. Barnett, Ms. Lange.”

			“Afternoon, Gavin,” Billy said. “I’m glad to see the studio didn’t burn down in our absence.”

			“We try to avoid things like that whenever possible, sir,” Gavin said.

			“We appreciate your dedication.”

			Gavin gave them a jaunty salute and opened the gate.

			Billy shot Stacy a glance as they drove onto the studio lot. “If you have any questions, now’s the time.”

			“Are you saying I can’t contact you while you’re gone?”

			“I’m saying I’d love it if you did that as little as possible.”

			“So, only call if the studio really is on fire?”

			“If that happens, you should call Ben, not me. And probably nine-one-one.”

			Billy’s cell rang, Ben’s name on its screen.

			“Speak of the devil,” Stacy said.

			Billy punched accept, and before he could say hello, Ben’s voice came through the car’s speakers. “Where are you?”

			“Just about to pull up at my office.”

			“Skip the office and meet me at stage seven.”

			That was the sound stage being used for director and screenwriter Regina Gideon’s new film, Everything We Have, on which Billy and Ben were executive producers and Stacy was getting her first coproducer credit.

			“Problem?” Billy asked.

			“I’ll tell you when you get here.”

			“See you in a minute.” Billy hung up.

			Ben was waiting for them near the stage door when they arrived. Above it was a light that, when activated, flashed red, indicating that filming was underway. At the moment, the light was off.

			Billy and Stacy hopped out of the Porsche and joined him.

			“What’s up?” Billy asked.

			“Something with Pike,” Ben said. “Don’t ask me what. I just heard about it myself.”

			The first thing Billy noticed once they stepped into the building was that the overhead lights were on, and all the lights used for filming were off. The second was that the film’s other producer, Terrance Bennett, was trying to calm a clearly angry Regina near the camera.

			Billy, Ben, and Stacy headed over to them.

			“I’m not going to coddle him,” Regina said.

			“No one’s asking you to do that,” Terrance insisted.

			“That’s pretty much what you just said I should do!”

			“That’s not what I—”

			Regina noticed Billy and the others. “Oh, good. You’re here.”

			“What’s going on?” Billy asked.

			Regina waved a hand toward the back of the building. “Pike’s locked himself in his trailer.”

			Pike Westin was the film’s male lead. He had risen to fame through a series of crowd-pleasing rom-coms. This was his first dramatic role, one that they were all aware he was hoping would break him out of his typecasting box, and maybe even earn him a prestigious award.

			“Why did he lock himself in?” Billy asked.

			“Because he doesn’t know how to act,” Regina replied.

			“Regina,” Terrance said. “That’s not fair.”

			“Isn’t it though?”

			“How about you tell us what happened,” Billy said.

			Regina explained how they had spent the entire day so far trying to film a single scene, but no matter what she said to Pike, he kept overacting. “I’m beginning to wonder if he understands the meaning of the word subtle.”

			“Can you show us?” Ben asked.

			It took a few minutes to find the woman in charge of video playback. Once she joined them, they watched what had been shot of Pike so far.

			When the last take finished playing, Billy said to Terrance, “What do you think?”

			“I mean, he could have done better. But it’s the first day. He probably just needs to get into the swing of things.”

			“I’d say ‘could have done better’ is putting it mildly,” Billy said. “I didn’t see a single good take.”

			Regina nodded and looked at Terrance. “See? I’m right.”

			“Have either of you tried to talk to him since he stormed off?” Billy asked.

			“We both have,” Regina said. “The only person he’s let into his trailer is Tina Martin.” Tina was Pike’s agent.

			“She arrived fast,” Ben said.

			“She was already on set,” Terrance said. “She told me she always comes out for her clients’ first days on a project.”

			Billy had worked with several of Tina’s clients in the past, and not once had she shown up unless she’d been asked to. Which meant that she had feared today would not go smoothly.

			He glanced at Ben. “Shall we see if he’ll talk to us?”

			“Lead the way.”

			

			—

			While there were dedicated rooms in the building for talent, some stars preferred having the studio provide them with a lavish trailer. Pike was the only one on Regina’s film who had made such a request, and his trailer was parked in a quiet area behind the building.

			Before knocking on its door, Billy activated the record function on his phone and slipped the device into his pocket. He did not secretly record every meeting he was in, only the ones his instincts told him were necessary.

			Those instincts were well honed from his time with the CIA, under his birth name Teddy Fay. Billy Barnett was an assumed identity he’d created in the wake of the dramatic events that followed his departure from the Agency, to hide the fact that Teddy Fay was still alive. Billy wasn’t his only alternate persona, however. He was also Academy Award–winning actor Mark Weldon, among others. But these days, he was Billy Barnett more than the others combined.

			There were only a handful of people who knew his truth, Ben being one of them.

			Teddy looked at Ben. “Ready?”

			“Can’t wait,” Ben said.

			Billy rapped on the door, and a few seconds later, a stylish woman in her fifties, with not a single hair out of place, opened it.

			“I thought it might be you,” she said, resigned.

			“Hello, Tina,” he said. “May we come in?”

			“If you could give me a second, I would appreciate it.”

			“Of course.”

			“Thank you.”

			She closed the door, leaving the two men waiting.

			Tina was a savvy agent, so she would have expected Billy and Ben to show up. Her client, however, had probably thought his visitors were Regina and Terrance and had been planning on ignoring them.

			Avoiding the film’s director and its on-set producer was one thing. Giving the cold shoulder to the head of the studio and the movie’s Oscar-winning executive producer was something else entirely.

			It wasn’t long before the door opened again, and Tina said, “Gentlemen, please join us.”

			Billy and Ben stepped into the trailer.

			“Good to see you, Tina,” Billy said as they kissed cheeks.

			“You, too. And, Ben, it’s been too long.”

			She greeted him in a similar manner.

			“Far too long,” Ben echoed.

			She guided them to the sitting area, where Pike rose from the couch. “Billy, Ben, thanks for coming,” he said as if they’d come at his request.

			Hands were shaken, and everyone sat down.

			“So, Pike,” Billy said. “I can’t help but notice you’re not on set.”

			Pike’s smile faltered momentarily before he caught himself. “I have some concerns.”

			“Is that so? What kind of concerns?”

			Pike donned the same serious expression he’d used in several of his films. “Centurion is known for their quality pictures. It’s the reason I really wanted to be in one of your films.”

			“Why, thank you. That’s very kind. We’re proud of what we do.”

			“As you should be. Maintaining your reputation is why I’m so concerned.”

			“We’re still waiting to hear what those concerns are.”

			Pike took a deep breath, as if what he was about to say was as painful for him to share as it was going to be for Billy and Ben to hear. “The bottom line is, I don’t think this film is living up to that tradition.”

			Billy sat back. “That’s a very bold take. Care to elaborate?”

			“I realize it might have come off a bit rash, but I’m a firm believer in dealing with a problem while it can still be easily rectified, rather than waiting until it costs millions to fix.”

			“And the problem that needs fixing is…?”

			Pike’s expression expertly morphed into one of grim resolve. “Initially, I thought it was Shay. But after some thought, she’s only doing what she’s being told.” Shay Winters was Pike’s costar. “As much as I hate to say this, I think Regina is out of her depth.”

			Billy raised an eyebrow.

			Pike quickly said, “Don’t misunderstand me. She’s a wonderful director, but her specialty is smaller, indie films, not big-time movies like we’re trying to make.”

			“I see,” Billy said. “Do you have a solution in mind?”

			“I really hate to be the one to say this, but I think she should be replaced.”

			“With someone who has big movie experience?” Billy asked.

			“Exactly. In fact, I happen to know that Derek Morton is between projects. I’d bet he could just jump right in.”

			Derek Morton had directed several of the rom-coms that had made Pike famous and was known more as a formulaic director than an innovative one.

			“That’s an interesting idea,” Billy said. “Ben, perhaps we should discuss this.”

			“Agreed,” Ben said, then he and Billy stood.

			“I appreciate you hearing me out,” Pike said, rising to his feet.

			“Of course,” Billy said. “Hang tight. We’ll be back in just a bit.”

			As Billy and Ben left the trailer, Billy caught Tina’s eye, silently indicating for her to join them.

			They exited the trailer and reentered stage seven.

			Stacy and Terrance were just inside.

			“Regina?” Billy whispered to Stacy.

			“She’s talking to the crew.”

			Billy nodded. That was good. Regina didn’t need to be here for this.

			“You two with us,” he said to Stacy and Terrance.

			He led everyone into an equipment storage room along the back wall.

			Once everyone was inside and the door was closed, Ben said to Tina, “We seem to have a problem.”

			“We do,” she said.

			“I’m curious what you think that is?”

			“Me? Oh, no. Pike’s my client. What he thinks is what I think.”

			“Hold on,” Terrance said. “What does Pike think the issue is?”

			With his eyes still on Tina, Billy said, “Do you want to tell him or shall I?”

			“Tell me what?” Terrance said.

			Tina frowned, uncomfortable, but kept her mouth shut.

			“Our illustrious star thinks the film needs a more experienced director,” Billy said.

			“He wants to replace Regina?” Terrance said, surprised.

			Instead of answering him, Billy said, “Tina?”

			Tina remained tight-lipped for another few seconds, then blew out a breath. “He’s just overreacting. I’m sure he doesn’t really mean that.”

			“It sounded like he meant it,” Ben said. “Billy, did it sound that way to you?”

			“It did.”

			Trying to act like it was no big deal, Tina said, “Give him a little time to calm down and he’ll be fine.”

			“I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you haven’t seen any of what’s been shot today yet. Because if you had, you would know Pike needs to do a lot better than fine.”

			“It’s his first day. He’s just working out the kinks.”

			“And his reaction to ‘working out the kinks’ is to say he needs a new director?”

			“Like I said, he’s overreacting.”

			“Someone making Pike Westin money should come to work with the kinks already ironed out, don’t you think?”

			“Well…um…”

			Ben and Billy shared a look, then Ben nodded for Billy to handle this however he wanted.

			“I’ll make this as clear as I can,” Billy said. “If anyone is getting replaced, it will be Pike.”

			“Now, hold on,” Tina said.

			Billy raised his hand, stopping her. To Terrance, he said, “Can you shift the schedule around so that you won’t need Pike until Monday?”

			“Uh, I think so,” Terrance said.

			Beside him, Stacy nodded. “We can do Shay’s shots for the basement scene. And the bookstore set is done, so we can move to that if we have time.”

			“Perfect,” Billy said. He turned back to Tina. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Pike has until Monday morning to ‘work out the kinks.’ If his performance is still lacking, he will be replaced. If that happens, and as long as he doesn’t make a big deal of it, our stance will be that he had to leave due to scheduling conflicts. If he does make it an issue, we will be forced to show the world exactly why he is no longer on the film.”

			Tina huffed a laugh. “Now you’re the one overreacting.”

			Billy’s stare wiped the smile off her face.

			“This is nonnegotiable,” he said.

			He glanced at Ben, who nodded once in agreement.

			“Any questions?” Billy asked.

			Tina opened her mouth, like she was going to argue further, but then she deflated and shook her head. “I’ll talk to Pike.”

			

			—

			On his way back to his Porsche, Billy pulled Regina aside and gave her a condensed rundown of what had happened.

			“Thank you,” she said, looking relieved.

			“I want you to think about who you’d like in Pike’s role in case things don’t work out,” Billy said. “Preferably someone who could jump right in.”

			“Richard Evert,” she said quickly. Evert was one of the group of actors she’d worked with over and over in her indie films.

			“Is he available?”

			“He is. He’s also the one I wrote the role for in the first place.”

			“You might want to put him on hold. Just in case.”

			“I’ll do that.” She frowned and sighed. “I shouldn’t have let Terrance talk me into casting Pike.”

			“Lesson learned.”

			“Indeed.”

			“Don’t forget both Ben and I are leaving for Palm Springs tomorrow and will be there through next week. That means I won’t be here on Monday. If at any time you decide he’s not going to work out, let Stacy know. She’ll get ahold of me, and I’ll deal with Pike and Tina.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Every production has its hiccups. All I want you focused on is making the film you want to make.”

			“I’ll tattoo that to the inside of my eyelids.”

			“Maybe just write it down on a piece of paper.”

			“I can do that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			Across the country, in an abandoned warehouse outside of Baltimore, Maryland, Victor Popov stepped to the side to avoid being splattered by blood.

			“Careful!” he snapped in his native Belarusian and motioned at his suit. “This is Armani.”

			“Sorry, Mr. Popov,” Grigoriy said, panting.

			He’d just punched Simon Burkin again, this time in the gut, causing Burkin to spit the blood that had almost hit Grigoriy’s boss.

			Once Popov was sure nothing else would be expelled, he crouched in front of Burkin.

			The only thing keeping the man in the chair was the duct tape wrapped around his torso and arms.

			Popov grabbed the man’s hair and pulled it so that they were face-to-face.

			“Please,” Burkin said in English, consciousness hanging by a thread. “I’m…sorry. I made a…m-m-mistake.”

			Popov stared at him wordlessly.

			“I’ll do…whatever you want.”

			Popov patted the man’s cheek, then said in the same language, “This is the attitude I expect.” He stood up. “Too bad you were not thinking this way when you stole from me.”

			“I’ve learned my lesson,” Burkin said, his tone urgent. “I swear…I’ll never do that again.”

			“In that we are agreed.” Popov looked at Grigoriy. “You know what to do.” He then turned and headed for the door.

			“No!” Burkin yelled after him. “Please! I can—”

			Popov shut the door to the sound of Burkin struggling for breath.

			No one stole from Victor Popov and lived to talk about it. Even fleeing half a world away, as Burkin had done, was not enough to keep the man from suffering the consequences.

			Popov was a former general in the Belarusian army turned oligarch, with connections in high places. Going up against him was idiotic.

			His little face-to-face with Burkin was normally something he would have left to others. But he had business in the States, and Burkin had been a nice appetizer ahead of what he was sure would be a very profitable trip.

			His phone began vibrating.

			He checked the screen, grinned, and accepted the call. Still speaking English, he said, “Good afternoon, Keith.”

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Popov,” Keith Miller said. “May I be one of the first to welcome you to the United States. I trust you had a good flight.”

			“I did, thank you.” Popov had his own jet, a Gulfstream G650, and had spent the first part of the flight being entertained by a want-to-be model named Mila and the rest fast asleep. “Do we have a meeting time yet?”

			There was a smile in Keith’s voice when he said, “That’s why I’m calling. Are you free for dinner?”

			“I am and can be in D.C. in an hour.”

			“We think it would be better if the meeting took place outside the district.”

			“Where?”

			“Would Baltimore work for you?”

			Popov smiled to himself. “I believe so, yes. Where and when do I meet the senator?”

			“Actually, he would prefer if I met with you alone.”

			Popov remained silent for a moment, then said, “That was not our agreement.”

			“I understand, but he thinks—”

			“Keith,” Popov said, cutting off the man. “If your boss wishes to receive the generous fee I have agreed to, then he will be there. If not, we can part ways now.”

			This time, Keith was the one who was silent for several seconds. “Very well. He’ll be there.”

			“And where is there?”

			“I’ve reserved a private room at a restaurant called Penny Mike’s, for seven-thirty. I’ll text you the address.”

			“I look forward to it.”

			

			—

			As was his habit, Popov entered the private dining room at Penny Mike’s Thai-fusion steak house fifteen minutes late. It was his way of making sure those he was meeting with understood his time was more important than theirs.

			As expected, Senator Andrew Carson and his lackey, Keith, were waiting for him.

			“Senator,” he said, grinning broadly. “So good to see you again.”

			Carson forced a smile and stood as the Belarusian approached. “Hello, Victor.”

			The man extended his hand to shake, but instead, Popov pulled him into a bear hug. “Friends do not need to be so formal.”

			He slapped the senator on the back a few times, then laughed good-naturedly as he let him go.

			“Please, have a seat,” Carson said, clearly in a hurry to put the table between them.

			As Popov took his chair, he nodded at the other person present. “Hello, Keith.”

			“Thank you for joining us, Mr. Popov,” Keith said.

			“The pleasure is all mine.”

			Orders were taken and small talk ensued until the drinks and food arrived. The serving staff then left, with instructions that the senator and his guests were not to be disturbed.

			“So, gentlemen,” Popov said, once they were alone. “What news do you have for me?”

			Carson glanced at his aide and nodded.

			Keith pulled a manila envelope from a briefcase and slid it across the table to Popov. “Your inside man.”

			Popov undid the envelope’s clasp and pulled out a small stack of papers. The top sheet was a driver’s information printout from the California Department of Motor Vehicles.

			“Martin Lundstrom,” Keith said. “Goes by Marty.”

			Beside him, the senator busied himself with his glass of wine as if uninterested in what was being discussed.

			“His position?” Popov asked.

			“Engineer,” Keith replied.

			There was no need to mention where Lundstrom worked. The target company was a Palm Springs–based organization called Richards Renewable Energy—better known as RRE. Popov had picked it out from a group of similar companies months earlier, after extensive research.

			“What makes you think he will work with me?”

			“Marty was recently passed up for promotion to RRE’s head engineer. He believes the job should have been his.”

			“Is he right?”

			“From the information I’ve received, not even close. I’m told he has an extremely inflated sense of self-worth.”

			“So, the company owes him? That kind of thing?”

			“More like he thinks the whole world owes him.”

			Popov took that in with a nod. Aggrieved employees were always the easiest to turn into corporate spies. And that was exactly what Popov needed.

			Through trusted contacts, Popov had learned that before the year was out, the Belarusian government would be making major investments in renewable energy. Billions of dollars would be up for grabs.

			Given his former career in the army, and his cordial relationship with the president, Popov knew he would be a shoo-in to receive a giant slice of that pie. The only caveat: Popov’s company needed to be legitimate.

			He’d zeroed in on RRE thanks to an article he’d read. It was a growing company that was still privately held, making it the perfect target.

			Every business had a weakness that could be exploited. All Popov needed was to find out what that was and use the weakness to force the partners into selling the company to him, far below market value.

			He’d used this formula multiple times to great success. And like those previous instances, he had relied on assets who could be bought to assist him—in this case, the senator and his aide.

			Popov flipped through the papers. There was information on employment history, current salary, a mortgage that was larger than someone in Lundstrom’s income bracket should have taken, a second mortgage that the man had used for God knows what, car payments, and three substantial credit card balances for which Lundstrom was barely servicing the monthly interest charges.

			In the last twelve months, the engineer had been late with his main mortgage four times, his second mortgage five, and his credit cards two times each.

			In other words, the man was even more financially vulnerable than the company for which he worked.

			The final few sheets were paperwork that once signed would transfer both mortgages to a shell company called VP Bela Capital, owned entirely by Popov.

			“Have you had contact with him?” Popov asked.

			“Last week, and again yesterday,” Keith said. “The first time was to inform him that VP Bela would be assuming both of his mortgages. The second was to discuss his previous late payments and seed the idea there might be a way to ease his cash flow problems.”

			“I assume he was interested in that.”

			“He tried to hide it, but he clearly has been looking for any kind of a lifeline. I told him one of the company’s representatives would be in Palm Springs this weekend and contact him.”

			Popov was scheduled to fly there the next evening.

			“Good work.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			The oligarch signed the transfer documents and handed them to Keith, then stuffed the remaining papers back in the envelope.

			“I’ll get this started right away,” Keith said. “The transfer should be complete by end of day tomorrow.”

			“Perfect,” Popov said. “And I have something for you.”

			He removed a thin, legal-sized envelope from his pocket and set it on the table. Inside was a cashier’s check for ten million dollars, made out to a political action committee focused on keeping the senator in office.

			Keith moved it quickly into his briefcase without a word.

			That appeared to be the signal for which the senator had been waiting. He downed the last of his wine and stood. “Unfortunately, Keith and I have business back in D.C. tonight, so we must be on our way.”

			“Of course,” Popov said, standing.

			“We should do this again sometime.”

			“I look forward to it.”

			“Senator?” Keith said.

			The senator stared back.

			“The party?”

			“Ah, right.” Carson turned to Popov. “I was invited to a party on Saturday in Palm Springs. It’s being thrown by Damian Leon. Are you familiar with him?”

			“Even we in Belarus know of Damian Leon.”

			Not only had Leon been one of the top movie stars in the world earlier in his career, but he had also had the lead role in Popov’s favorite movie of all time, which made him Popov’s favorite actor.

			Popov had heard about Leon’s famous annual birthday party and mentioned to Keith his desire to attend.

			“Unfortunately, I can’t make it,” the senator said. “But Keith tells me you’ll be in California at that time.”

			“I will.”

			“If you’re free, you are welcome to go in my stead.”

			“I would be honored. Thank you.”
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			On Friday morning, Emma Perez was in her workshop, running another test on version seventeen of her revolutionary field calibrator device.

			Her best friend, Ronan Davis, had argued that it needed a sexier name and dubbed it the Flux Calibrator, or the Fluxibrator for short.

			She’d rolled her eyes at the nickname, but in truth, she kind of liked it. It was a play on the name of the time travel device in one of their favorite movies.

			The Fluxibrator was not a time travel device, however. Emma had her doctorate in renewable energy with a focus on wind power, one of the fastest-growing sources of electrical energy. Once the device was working the way she intended, it would vastly improve the efficiency of the wind turbines at the heart of the industry.

			She’d been noodling with it since coming up with the idea in grad school. Though, nowadays, she had to fit in her tinkering sessions around her day job as head engineer at RRE, a major renewable energy company, located in Palm Springs.

			Her computer pinged, and the androgynous voice she’d programmed it with announced, “Simulation complete.”

			On the floor, her Australian shepherd sat up and chuffed.

			“I heard it, Ari,” she told him.

			She clicked on the report tab, and the screen filled with results of the test. She skimmed through most of the data, making sure there was nothing unexpected, then moved to the output efficiency line and sucked in a breath.

			The result was within five percent of the goal she’d set so many years ago. Another few weeks or so of fine-tuning and maybe the Fluxibrator would finally be ready to reveal to the world.

			As she was jotting down next steps onto a tablet computer, Ari knocked against her leg and whined.

			“What is it, boy?” she asked, looking down.

			Before he could whine again, she realized her phone was ringing. She rubbed Ari’s head, then picked up the cell and answered without looking at the screen. “Yes?”

			“Good morning to you, too,” Ronan Davis said.

			“Sorry. Good morning.”

			Pleasantries and small talk were not Emma’s strong suits. People in general confused her, and she much preferred interacting with machines. The only exception to this was Ronan.

			“It doesn’t sound like you’re in your car,” he said.

			She frowned. “I’m not. I’m in my workshop.”

			“Working on Fluxy, I assume.”

			“We are not calling it Fluxy,” she said.

			“It’s a lot easier than Fluxibrator.”

			“You came up with Fluxibrator.”

			“Which means I have the right to improve it.”

			“Fluxy is not an improvement.”

			“I think the jury is still out.”

			“I’m telling you right now, I am not going to—”

			“Have you checked the time?”

			“What?” she asked, confused by the change of subject.

			“The time?”

			She pulled her phone away so she could do so, then swore under her breath. It was twenty minutes to eight.

			“Thanks,” she said. “I’m leaving now.”

			“I thought you might be.”

			Ronan knew Emma like the back of his hand and was well aware that she spent most mornings losing track of time as she worked on the calibrator. He’d made it a habit to call her most mornings so that she wouldn’t be late to work.

			“Still on for dinner tonight?” he asked.

			“Is it Friday already?” she asked, surprised.

			“It is.”

			“Then yes, still on. Where do you want to eat?”

			“Lulu’s?”

			“Okay. I’ll meet you there after I take Ari home.”

			Before she could hang up, he said, “Wait.”

			“What?”

			“Put your computer to sleep.”

			She sighed but did as he said. A good thing, too, because she likely would have become wrapped up in the results again. “Done.”

			“See you tonight,” he said and hung up.

			Emma hopped off her stool and hurried out from her workshop with Ari jogging behind her.

			The spacious room was in the back half of a building that had once been a small machine shop. She’d bought the place with money she’d inherited from her parents and had transformed it into both a home and a workshop where she could work on her inventions.

			After grabbing her messenger bag and setting the alarm, she and Ari went out to the carport and got into her all-electric Lucid Air Touring sedan.

			Luckily for her, RRE was located on the northern edge of Palm Springs, not far from the I-10 freeway, making it only a fourteen-minute drive away. When she and Ari walked into the company’s fourth-floor offices, it was two minutes before eight a.m.

			Ari immediately ran over to Brenda, the receptionist, who greeted him with scratches behind the ears and a kiss between the eyes.

			“Such a good dog,” she gushed, then kissed him again. “Dr. Perez, remember if you ever need a dog sitter, I’m your woman.”

			“Thank you,” Emma said, “I have not forgotten. I’ve also told you to call me Emma.”

			“I know. But if I was a doctor, I’d want everyone to call me that. What if I call you Dr. Emma? Is that better?”

			Emma cringed. “That is not better. Please, just Emma.”

			Brenda huffed playfully. “I’ll try.”

			“Ari, come.”

			Ari chuffed at Brenda, then rejoined Emma as she headed for the door to the main part of the office. As they approached, it opened and Marty Lundstrom strode out.

			“Oh, hey, boss,” he said, surprised.

			Emma’s eyes narrowed. “I believe we’ve already discussed how I’d like you to address me.”

			“Right, right,” he said, then bowed his head. “Good morning, Dr. Perez.”

			Emma wasn’t sure how he did it, but every word that came out of Marty’s mouth sounded like he was making fun of her as he spoke.

			“Good morning, Mr. Lundstrom,” she said.

			Ari stared at him from Emma’s side, causing Marty to take a step back.

			“I see you’ve brought your dog in again,” Marty said.

			“This should not be a surprise. I bring him every day.”

			Marty grunted in a manner Emma couldn’t quite decipher, then said, “Anyway, I’ll be back in a bit.”

			He started to walk around Emma toward the exit.

			“Which group are you going to?”

			He stopped in his tracks.

			“Eh, none. I’m going to Koffi.” Koffi was a local coffee shop chain.

			She cocked her head. “Then can I assume the group C turbines report is on my desk?”

			“Not yet. I’m planning on heading out there right after lunch. The report should be done sometime on Monday.”

			He flashed her a smile as if that was the end of the discussion, but she pinned him in place with a stare.

			“I believe my instructions were to have the report to me this morning.”

			“Well, yeah,” he said, not quite suppressing a tone of annoyance. “But you said if feasible.”

			“And you’re saying it’s not?”

			“I had a meeting yesterday afternoon.”

			“I’m aware. I was in that meeting. It lasted thirty minutes.”

			“And I had other things I needed to take care of.”

			She highly doubted that, but instead of pressing him on it, she asked, “And you can’t go out there this morning because…?”

			“Um, because…well…”

			“Mr. Lundstrom. I suggest that after you pick up your drink, you continue to group C. That should give you plenty of time to finish the report and have it to me before the end of the day.”

			She held his gaze, her expression blank.

			A whole series of emotions passed over his face, before his mouth settled into a plastic smile. “That’s a great idea,” he said stiffly. “I’ll do that.”

			“Thank you. Come, Ari.”

			She headed to the door, the matter settled as far as she was concerned.

			Ari hesitated just long enough to give Marty a low growl, then ran through the door, happily greeting the other members of the RRE team.

			

			—

			Marty stewed all the way to Koffi, while he waited for his iced almond milk latte, and on the entire drive out of town to RRE turbine group C.

			Dr. Emma Perez.

			His life had been cruising along just fine until she showed up.

			Okay, maybe not entirely fine, but he’d had a plan to deal with his financial issues. All he’d needed was to become RRE’s head engineer. And why wouldn’t he be given the job? He was senior in the department and had the backing of his buddy Carl Mason, one of the company’s VPs, who had all but said the job was his.

			But then, out of the blue, the higher-ups went outside the company pool and gave Marty’s job to Emma. He’d gone to Carl to find out what the hell had happened, but it turned out that a day earlier, Carl had quit on the spot and taken a job on the East Coast.

			Marty had felt like he’d been hit by a truck, sucked into a tornado, and then dropped into the path of a Category 5 hurricane.

			Sure, Emma had an impressive résumé. And yeah, she had a doctorate, whereas Marty had only a master’s that he’d earned by the skin of his teeth. Still, he’d been with RRE for seven years and was a decade older than Emma. Those two things alone should have been enough to give him the edge.

			And then there was the fact that she was a woman, for God’s sake. Engineering was a male-dominated field for a reason.

			Marty had no idea how she’d hoodwinked the RRE brain trust, but she had.

			And now he had to answer to her.

			The only news he’d received recently that wasn’t horrible was the unexpected takeover of his mortgages by a company called VP Bela Capital. The representative who’d called him said his two mortgages could be combined into one, which would lower his monthly payment. The guy had even gone as far as to say that the company might have solutions that would help Marty manage all his debt.

			Marty was hopeful it was true, but he wasn’t going to just sit around and rely on promises from someone he’d never met.

			He’d recently come up with a plan that would both get himself out of debt and get some revenge on Emma.

			It started with the set of keys he had in his bag.

			A month after Emma had joined the company, Marty had been about to enter her office to go over another of her ridiculous reports when he heard her talking on the phone. He credited his superior instincts for making him halt just outside the door so that he could listen in.

			“No,” she was saying. “I’m not doing that.” A pause followed. “Because it’s not ready, that’s why.” This time the silence went on for several seconds. “It won’t change the industry if it’s not performing to my standards, so I’m not going to risk years of work by announcing it before I’m satisfied.” She sighed. “No, I haven’t filed the provisional patent application yet…I know, I know…I’ll do it soon, okay?…No, I won’t forget.” Her next pause was the longest yet. “You always watch out for me. Thank you. And don’t worry. I’m close. Another few months and I should be done.”

			Ever since eavesdropping on that conversation, Marty had been trying to uncover what Emma had been talking about, but she had never spoken about it again when he was within earshot.

			Clearly, if she planned on getting a patent for it, it was something big. And something big meant money—lots and lots of money.

			If he could figure out what it was, maybe even get his hands on a prototype, he was sure he could sell it for more than enough to get him out from under his debt.

			Though he wasn’t any closer to learning about her invention, he had heard that she had a personal workshop at home. He was sure that’s where the answers would be.

			Which meant he needed a key to her place. The opportunity to obtain it had proved elusive until earlier this week when Emma had been called away to a last-minute off-site meeting.

			Like he did every time she was away, he peeked into her office for her messenger bag. She had the habit of taking it with her wherever she went. This time, however, she’d left it behind.

			He found her keys inside and took them to a nearby hardware store, where he made copies of each, then returned the originals to her bag thirty minutes before she came back.

			Now all he needed was the opportunity to let himself into her place when she wasn’t around. Since she had the habit of spontaneously calling him into her office, he decided that breaking in during work hours was probably not a good idea.

			He just needed to bide his time for an opportunity to present itself.

			He turned his company pickup down the road to group C. Ahead, the five wind turbines he’d come to check on rose into the sky.

			He glared at them, not looking forward to climbing to the top of each one.

			He could not wait until he didn’t have to deal with this crap anymore.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			Ben and Tessa picked up Billy from his home in the Hollywood Hills at ten a.m., then headed across the city toward the Mojave Desert.

			Leaving any earlier would have had them caught in the morning rush hour. Instead, they only encountered congestion as they passed through downtown L.A. After that, it was smooth sailing all the way to the Coachella Valley.

			“Couldn’t have asked for a more beautiful day,” Tessa said. She was in the front passenger seat of her and Ben’s Audi Q8 SUV.

			“You can say that again,” Billy chimed in from the back.

			The early spring sky was blue from horizon to horizon, with barely a cloud in sight. To top it off, the vehicle’s thermometer indicated that the temperature outside was a very pleasant seventy-five degrees. In another month, it would likely be approaching triple digits.

			Billy’s phone vibrated with a text. He pulled it out and saw that it was a message from Tina, Pike’s agent.

			FYI spent several hours last night talking with Pike. I think I got him to calm down, so everything should be fine. Wanted to let you know so you wouldn’t worry about it while you are away.

			Billy typed out a quick reply.

			I have no reason to worry. He knows my terms.

			For the next several seconds, a reply bubble kept appearing and disappearing. When Tina’s text finally came through, it consisted of only a thumbs-up emoji.

			Billy snorted a laugh as he stuffed his phone back in his pocket.

			“Anything I need to know about?” Ben asked, looking at him in the rearview mirror.

			“Not yet.”

			“Don’t tell me. Something about Pike.”

			Billy said nothing.

			“Well?” Ben asked.

			“You told me not to tell you.”

			Ben groaned. “It is Pike. Has he officially quit?”

			“Actually, Tina is trying to convince me that he’s going to play ball.”

			Ben snorted.

			“My sentiments exactly,” Billy said.

			Several minutes later the exit to Palm Springs came into view.

			Ben pointed at the hills to the left of the freeway. “Windmills!”

			The ridge was lined with the giant machines, most with their blades slowly spinning despite the strong wind that blew through the pass into the valley.

			“I believe the correct term is wind turbines,” Tessa corrected.

			Ben raised an eyebrow. “Oh, is it now? And you know that because?”

			She stared at him. “Ben Bacchetti, do you honestly not know the answer?”

			“Uh…”

			From the back seat, Billy stage-whispered, “Savage Night.”

			Ben’s eyes widened, then he smiled at his wife. “Of course I know the answer. I was just making sure you remembered.”

			“Uh-huh,” she said, unimpressed.

			Savage Night was a film directed by a friend of theirs, not long after Ben and Tessa arrived in Hollywood, in which Tessa had a supporting part. The film was shot near Tehachapi, California, where there was another large group of wind turbines. They played a role in the picture.

			They took the exit and followed highway 111 as it hugged the base of the San Jacinto Mountains and wound toward the city. In the distance on the left, dozens more turbines covered the otherwise empty desert.

			A few miles on, they reached Palm Springs and followed the vehicle’s GPS to the area known as the Movie Colony. Soon, they pulled through a gate and onto the circular drive of a large mid-century modern home.

			The house was white with large windows fronted by lush foliage. Along the front was a portico that spanned from the entrance to a multi-vehicle carport beside the building.

			As the Audi stopped, the front door of the house opened, and Peter Barrington stepped out.

			“You made it!” he called as Billy, Ben, and Tessa climbed out of the SUV. “How was the drive?”

			“Without incident,” Ben said.

			“If you ignore the windmill faux pas,” Tessa added.

			“They’re not called windmills,” Peter said. “They’re wind turbines.”

			“That’s very helpful,” Ben said, deadpan. “Thank you.”

			Peter glanced at Billy. “Sore spot?”

			“Not for me,” Billy said.

			Peter chuckled. “Let’s bring in your luggage.”

			Bags were retrieved, and then everyone followed Peter into the house. It turned out the interior was as white as the exterior, a color theme that included a large L-shaped couch, several chairs, and a grand piano in the living room.

			“Let’s leave your bags here,” Peter said. “We can get you settled in after lunch. If you need a restroom, there are two down that hallway, across from each other.”

			“How convenient,” Billy said.

			“Please do me a favor and don’t tell Hattie that you said that. She’s considering doing the same at our place.”

			“Don’t tell me what?” Hattie asked as she entered through a sliding glass door from the backyard.

			“It certainly had nothing to do with how convenient it would be to have restrooms across from each other,” Billy said.

			Hattie looked at Peter. “See, I’m right.”

			“Gee, thanks, Billy,” Peter said.

			Billy patted his arm. “I have a feeling what I think about it won’t make any difference on whether you’ll be remodeling or not.”

			“You’re probably right.”

			Hattie gave each of the new arrivals a hug. “So glad you’re here. Did Peter tell you we have lunch ready?”

			“That’s where we were headed next,” Tessa said.

			“Follow me.”

			Hattie turned and went back out the door she’d just entered, the others in step behind her.

			A lattice-covered terrace ran from the house to the edge of a large swimming pool. Under the lattice was a long table upon which sat plates of fruit, cheeses, various cold cuts, and several types of bread.

			Standing near the table were pop sensation Mari Chen and Peter’s father, Stone Barrington.

			“Hello, Stone,” Billy said, shaking hands with him. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

			“Just for the next two nights,” Stone said. “I have business in L.A. next week, but thought I’d visit my son and daughter-in-law first.”

			“I’m glad you did,” Billy said. “Always happy to see you.”

			“And I you.”

			Stone, like everyone else there, except for Mari, was aware of Billy’s true identity.

			Billy greeted the Asian-Australian pop singer next. “How are you enjoying the desert?”

			Mari raised an eyebrow. “You do know it’s not my first time here, don’t you?”

			Hattie, who was nearby, leaned toward Billy and said, “She headlined Coachella two years ago.”

			The mega-music festival was held every April just outside of Palm Springs.

			“My apologies,” Billy said. “I should have guessed as much.”

			Mari laughed. “Apology unnecessary. You’re not exactly my target demo, after all.”

			Billy glanced at Stone. “I feel as if she’s calling us old.”

			“ ‘Us’?” Stone said. “You’re much older than me, so she was clearly talking about you.”

			Billy looked askance. “I wouldn’t say ‘much older.’ ”

			“Of course you wouldn’t,” Stone said. “But you’d be wrong.”

			“I feel as if I’ve started something that I didn’t mean to,” Mari said.

			“Not your fault,” Peter said. “It’s a generational thing.”

			Billy scowled at him. “Would you like to elaborate on that?”

			Peter raised a defensive hand. “Nope. No, sir, I would not.”

			“Good choice.” Billy turned to Mari. “What I was trying to say is that my age doesn’t mean I don’t listen to your music.”

			Mari looked surprised. “Is that right?”

			“Not only do I own all five of your albums on vinyl, I also listen to them regularly.”

			“Then I owe you an apology for assuming otherwise and thank you for listening.”

			“How’s the songwriting going?” Ben asked.

			One of the draws of the house was its basement recording studio. It had been built in the 1950s by the home’s original owner, actor and crooner Marv Wicks, a big star at the time. In recent years, the studio had been updated by the place’s current owner, Broadway star Ellen Halles, a good friend of Hattie and Peter’s. She’d been the one who had offered up her home while she was doing a show in London.

			“Not bad,” Hattie said, barely able to contain her excitement.

			Mari snorted. “That’s putting it mildly. We’ve already come up with enough songs for nearly two albums, and I’m not sure how I’ll be able to pick which ones to leave off.”

			“It’s not going to be easy,” Hattie agreed.

			“Have you considered releasing two albums?” Billy asked.

			“At the same time?” Hattie asked.

			He shrugged. “That or within a few months of each other.”

			Hattie gasped. “I love that idea! And it would solve the song choice problem.” She turned to Mari. “Do you think your label would go for it?”

			“Excuse me for pointing out the obvious,” Tessa said. “But she is Mari Chen. Her label will do whatever she asks.”

			They all looked at Mari, who shrugged and said, “She’s not wrong.” She thought for a moment, then a mischievous grin spread across her face. “What if I keep the albums a secret?”

			Hattie sucked in a breath. “So, when they drop, they catch everyone by surprise!”

			“Exactly.”

			Hattie ran her hands over her arms. “I’m getting goose bumps!”

			The two women looked at each other, then without a word, hurried back toward the house.

			“Where are you going?” Ben called after them.

			“Studio!” they said in unison, then disappeared inside.

			The five left behind stared after them.

			“I guess when inspiration hits, you have to jump on it,” Stone said.

			Billy and the others nodded.

			“You know,” Tessa said to Billy, “if this works out, Mari should give you a percentage of sales. Perhaps Stone could draw up a contract for you.”

			“Don’t get me involved in this,” Stone said.

			“Don’t worry,” Billy said. “She would have figured it out on her own. But I wouldn’t say no to a few signed albums.” He glanced at Peter. “Have you heard any of what they’ve written yet?”

			“Not a note,” Peter said. “I’ve been banned from going downstairs. Which, I’m pretty sure, applies to everyone.”

			“Everyone,” Tessa said, her brow arched.

			“Feel free to try but know that they threatened to write a song about me called ‘My Lovely Husband.’ ”

			“That doesn’t sound bad.”

			“It’s a musical obituary.”

			“I think I’ll stay up here,” Tessa said.

			“Good choice.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
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			Marty hit the print button and blew out a breath. Emma’s precious group C report was finally done.

			What a gigantic pain in the ass.

			While he waited for the machine to spit the pages out, he scrolled through one of the dating apps he’d signed up for, hoping someone new would show up. No such luck.

			He grabbed the report the moment the printer finished and slapped a staple on the upper left corner before he remembered that Emma preferred her staples at a forty-five-degree angle. She claimed that doing so provided a more efficient way of flipping through the pages.

			Whatever.

			He almost left the report as it was, but he didn’t want to listen to her complain. He yanked the staple out, redid it her way, then headed for her office.

			As he neared the break room, he heard the voice of Vonda from accounting. She was a knockout, and he’d been trying to get to know her better for months now.

			“A group of us are going out for drinks after work, if you’d like to join us,” she was saying.

			Marty perked up. He hadn’t made any headway with her at the office, but if he could join their outing, he had no doubt he could seal the deal.

			That thought vanished the moment he heard Emma say, “Sorry, can’t. Going out to dinner with a friend.”

			Whatever Vonda said in response, Marty didn’t hear.

			Emma was going to be away from home, after hours. It was just the opportunity he’d been waiting for.

			Ari rushed out of the break room, making Marty jump back in surprise. The dog stopped and stared at him, emitting another low growl.

			“Ari, what’s wrong?” Emma called, before stepping out only to see Marty. “Oh.”

			“Why does he only growl at me?” Marty asked, keeping his distance.

			“Probably because you act scared around him.”

			“I’m not scared.”

			“If you say so.” She did not seem convinced. “Is that for me?”

			“What?” he asked, confused.

			She jutted her chin at his hand. He glanced down at the report. “Yeah. I was bringing it to your office.”

			He started to hand it over, but when the dog growled again, he jerked back.

			Emma placed a gentle hand on Ari’s head and said, “It’s okay, boy,” then stared at Marty, eyebrow raised.

			“Oh, right,” he said, quickly giving her the report.

			She rubbed her thumb over the holes left behind by the first staple and frowned. He was sure she was going to call him out on it, but instead she turned and headed to her office without another word.

			“You’re welcome,” he muttered just as Vonda exited the break room. “Oh, hey. How are you doing, Vonda?”

			With barely a glance at him, she said, “Sorry, busy,” and walked off.

			He glared after her for a moment, then pulled himself together and returned to his desk.

			

			—

			Marty left the office a few minutes before quitting time, hopped in his BMW M5 sedan, and drove half a block away, from where he could watch the parking-lot exit.

			His plan was to follow Emma to her destination to ensure she hadn’t just been evading plans with Vonda, then he’d head to her place.

			Just as he was beginning to wonder if she was ever going to leave, Emma’s car pulled out of the lot.

			He gave her a couple of seconds, then swung back onto the street to follow.

			He couldn’t help but sneer at her sedan.

			Like more than half the company, she drove an electric vehicle. Hers was a silver sedan that gave Marty an I’m-better-than-you vibe. Then again, most electrics did that to him. Despite working in renewable energy, he preferred the roar of a gas engine.

			He followed her north, out of town, which was not the direction he’d expected her to go. When she took the on-ramp to the eastbound I-10, he began to think that she’d been lying about her plans. In that direction was Thousand Palms, the town where Emma lived.

			He knew this thanks to tricking one of the receptionists into giving him Emma’s address, by claiming he needed to messenger something to her place. He had even driven by it once since then.

			Sure enough, Emma exited at Thousand Palms and was soon on the road that led to her house.

			“Dammit,” he muttered.

			She had been lying about her plans.

			He almost pulled a U-turn and headed home, but he worried that would draw more attention than if he just drove casually by her driveway entrance.

			She lived on the edge of town. On one side of her road was a long cement block wall that enclosed a housing tract under construction. On the other was open desert, save for the boxy building Emma called home.

			It had been some kind of business once, but what kind Marty had no idea.

			Emma had done absolutely no landscaping. In fact, about the only thing she appeared to have added was a carport next to the main structure.

			Marty couldn’t understand how anyone could live there. It was so unlike his beautiful four-bedroom house just north of the airport.

			He glanced over at Emma as he drove by. She was standing next to her car, holding the door open. Her stupid dog hopped out and ran toward the building.

			When Marty reached the next intersection, he swung his BMW around and pulled onto the shoulder, lights off. He didn’t really expect to see her leave again, but he thought he should give it a few minutes, just to be sure.

			Good thing he did, as her sedan soon exited the property and headed back the way they’d come. He started to follow her again.

			His first thought was that she’d gone home to pick up something she needed, but then he realized that unlike the trip to her house, he hadn’t caught a glimpse of the dog.

			“Well, crap,” he muttered.

			She’d gone home to drop off the damn mutt.

			Emma and her dog were so inseparable, Marty had assumed she would have insisted on eating someplace he was welcome.

			Apparently not.

			Instead of getting back on the freeway, she took surface streets heading west. It was the fastest way back to all but the most northern parts of Palm Springs, where RRE’s headquarters was located.

			As he followed her, he tried to think of ways he could deal with the dog so he could still search her house. But everything he came up with involved prep time. And any time he took to prep would eat into the time he’d have to root through her things.

			As much as it pained him, he had to call off tonight’s search.

			“Son of a—” He stopped himself and narrowed his eyes.

			Ahead, Emma had just pulled into an open parking spot at the curb and was getting out of her car. Marty turned at the next block and slipped into a parallel spot as another car left.

			The search might have been postponed, but perhaps he could still salvage something from the night.

			He sprayed a shot of breath freshener into his mouth, checked himself in his mirror, and grinned. It was time to execute operation charm.
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			“Good evening,” the hostess at Lulu’s said to Emma as she approached her. “Do you have a reservation?”

			“I believe so,” Emma said.

			“Name?”

			“Ronan Davis.”

			The woman checked her tablet computer. “Ah, yes. You’re a bit early. If you’d like to wait in the bar, I can get you when your table is ready.”

			“All right. Is Ronan here?”

			“You’re the first to check in. When he arrives, I’ll let him know where you are.”

			“Thank you.”

			She made her way to the bar, where several stools were open.

			She took a seat, and a female bartender walked over. “What can I get you?”

			Emma scanned the menu but didn’t see what she wanted. “Can you make a virgin strawberry daiquiri?”

			“Better than anyone.”

			“Then I’ll have that, please.”

			“Coming right up.”

			Emma’s phone vibrated. It was a text from Ronan.

			GPS says I’ll be there in twelve minutes.

			She appreciated the specificity of his message. Vagueness, especially when it was schedule related, annoyed her.

			She spent several minutes catching up on her email, then slipped her phone back into her pocket as the bartender returned.

			“Here you are,” the bartender said, setting the daiquiri in front of her. “Do you want to open a tab?”

			“Her drink’s on me.” Marty Lundstrom leaned past Emma and handed the bartender his card. “And a martini, please. Double olive.”

			“I’ll pay for myself, thank you,” Emma said curtly and gave the bartender her card.

			The woman gave Emma a strange look.

			Marty, however, appeared to know exactly what the bartender was thinking. “It’s okay,” he said, then motioned to Emma and himself. “We work together.”

			The bartender didn’t look particularly satisfied with the answer, but after giving him a long look, she left with both cards.

			He rolled his eyes and plopped onto the stool next to her. “This isn’t taken, is it?”

			“Does it look taken?”

			He laughed like she was making a joke. She wasn’t.

			“If I realized you were also coming here tonight, I would have offered to give you a ride,” he said.

			“Why would you have done that? I would have then needed a ride back to the office to get my car. It’s more efficient for each of us to have driven ourselves.”

			He eyed her, a small grin on his lips. “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

			“I don’t like or dislike you. We are colleagues, not friends.”

			“Colleagues can be friends.”

			Seeing no reason to respond, she picked up her glass and took a sip of her drink.

			“I just thought if we got to know each other a little better, it would make working together easier,” Marty said.

			“Doing your work well and on time is what makes working together easier.”

			Something flashed in Marty’s eyes and his jaw tensed. “Exactly what are you trying to—”

			Just then, Ronan arrived and took the seat on the other side of Emma. Smiling, he said, “Good evening.”

			She checked her watch. “That was only eleven minutes.”

			“I caught a couple of green lights.”

			“Who are you?” Marty said, a hint of annoyance in his tone.

			“Emma’s friend. Who are you?”

			“Emma and I work together.”

			“Is that right? Do you have a name.”

			“Of course I have a name. Marty. Marty Lundstrom.”

			While Emma had trouble reading other people’s faces, Ronan’s was the exception, and she could tell he immediately recognized Marty’s name. Not surprising as Emma had often mentioned the man’s incompetence.

			Ronan extended a hand, and the two men shook. “Ronan Davis.”

			“Have you two known each other long?” Marty asked.

			“You could say that.”

			Emma and Ronan had met in third grade and had been best friends ever since. Marty had no need to know that, however.

			To Emma, Ronan asked, “Been waiting long?”

			“Sixteen minutes.”

			“Sorry I wasn’t here. Had a last-minute thing I needed to take care of.”

			“Why are you apologizing?” she asked. “You said seven. It’s not even seven yet.”

			“She’s a real stickler for time, isn’t she?” Marty chuckled.

			Ignoring him, Ronan said, “In that case, apology retracted. How’s Ari?”

			“Not happy that I left him at home.”

			“Next time, I’ll choose someplace he can join us.”

			Marty snickered. “You take that dog everywhere, don’t you?”

			Both Emma and Ronan looked at him, stone-faced.

			“That dog?” Emma said.

			“Uh, I meant, um, Airy.”

			“Ari.”

			“Right, right. Ari.”

			They continued to stare at him.

			When he could take it no longer, he said, “I, uh, need to hit the restroom. Back in a minute.”

			As soon as he walked off, Ronan asked, “What’s he doing here?”

			“I have no idea. I was ordering a drink, and he just showed up. He must have had plans here already. He said he wants to be ‘friends.’ He thinks it would make working together easier.”

			Ronan chuckled. “And what did you say.”

			“What do you think?”

			“That if he really wanted things to be easier, he’d applied himself more.”

			“That’s a fair approximation.”

			“Of course it is. You’re not the only one here with a PhD.”

			She looked confused. “Yes, I am.”

			“No, you’re not. I have a PhD in Emma Perez.” He grinned.

			“That’s not a real thing.”

			“It most certainly is. In fact, I’m the world’s foremost expert on the subject.”

			She laughed for the first time that evening.

			

			—

			Marty entered the restroom, his anger barely under control.

			First, Emma disrespected him by basically saying he wasn’t good at his job, and then her pretty-boy friend acted like he was better than Marty.

			“That son of a—” He clamped his mouth shut as one of the stall doors opened and a middle-aged man exited.

			They exchanged nods, then the older man washed his hands and left.

			Marty looked around to make sure no one else was around, then turned on the cold water and splashed some onto his face.

			He couldn’t afford to lose his cool. Not in public like this, and definitely not in front of Emma.

			His plan had been to wow her with his charms, sure that he’d win her over, and at the very least get her to ease up on him at work. If he’d played his cards perfectly, she might have even started to think of him as someone she could trust, which he could then leverage for his own needs.

			But from the moment he’d approached her, she hadn’t even wanted to give him the time of day.

			He took a deep breath and stared at himself in the mirror. He needed to calm down. He never thought clearly when he was wound up like this.

			It took several deep breaths before he stopped spiraling.

			Maybe the situation wasn’t as hopeless as he’d been thinking. Maybe Marty had been hasty in his assessment of Ronan. Sure, the guy had backed Emma up, but that’s what friends did.

			If Marty could make Ronan see that he wasn’t such a bad person, maybe the man could help convince Emma of the fact. Plus, Ronan could be a back door into figuring out what Emma was working on in her free time.

			Marty grabbed a paper towel and wiped away the water dripping from his face. He looked in the mirror once more, put on a smile, then headed back into the restaurant.

			The bar had filled considerably while he was away, and a middle-aged woman now sat on his stool.

			He moved over to her, planning to tell her to move, but before he could, he heard Emma say, “Tomorrow night?”

			“You forgot, didn’t you?” Ronan said.

			“I didn’t.”

			“You did.”

			“It may have slipped my mind,” she admitted.

			“Only things you don’t think are important slip your mind.”

			“You know how I feel about parties,” she said, annoyed.

			“I do, but you did promise me you’d come. You don’t have to stay all night, but I’d really like it if you were there for a little while. I put a lot of work into this.”

			“I know. But there are going to be a lot of people, and you know how I feel about crowds.”

			“Crowds of movie stars.”

			“Since when would that appeal to me.”

			“Good point. Look, if you really don’t want to come, I won’t force you. I just wanted to show off.”

			After a second or two of silence, Emma sighed and asked, “What time?”

			Ronan’s voice brightened as he told her, “Eight-thirty. And I promise I won’t make you stay any later than midnight.”

			“Midnight?”

			“Eleven-thirty.”

			“Fine. But I’m not going to like it.”

			“I’ll do everything I can to see that you—” Ronan paused and pulled a vibrating cell phone from his pocket. “Give me a second,” he said, then answered the call. “Yes?…No, that’s not what we talked about…Not that, either.” He listened again, then grimaced. “Fine…Give me twenty minutes.” He hung up.

			“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

			“There’s a problem at the house. You want to come with me? It shouldn’t take too long, and we can grab dinner somewhere else after.”

			“I suppose I do still need to eat.”

			Marty quickly turned back toward the restrooms so that they wouldn’t see him on their way out.

			Luck was still on his side. Tomorrow night, Emma would be away from home for several hours.

			That would be plenty of time for Marty to search her place. Sure, the dog would likely be there, but he had a whole day to figure out how to deal with him.

			Once the duo had left, Marty made his way back to the bar and slipped onto a stool that had just been vacated. He signaled the bartender. “Another martini, please.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7
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			Across town at Palm Springs International Airport, Victor Popov’s Gulfstream G650 touched down on runway 31L and taxied to the Atlantic Aviation terminal, one of the fixed-base operators—or FBOs—that provided services for privately owned aircraft.

			A pair of black Ford Broncos with tinted windows pulled up beside the plane as the aircraft’s door open. By the time Popov descended from the aircraft, Aleksei Zenin had exited the lead vehicle and was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

			“Welcome to Palm Springs, Mr. Popov,” Aleksei said in Belarusian. “I hope you had a pleasant flight.”

			“I’m hungry,” Popov grunted.

			“I took the liberty of ordering dinner from room service. It should be in your bungalow by the time we arrive.”

			The rest of Popov’s men deplaned and climbed into the second Bronco. Aleksei held open the back passenger door of the lead SUV. After his boss climbed in, he went around and climbed into the front passenger seat. Behind the wheel was Aleksei’s younger brother, Vladimir. If not for their obvious age difference—Aleksei being older by eight years—the two would look like identical twins.

			“Seat belt,” Vladimir instructed.

			“What?” Popov asked.

			Aleksei pointed at the strap hanging next to the door. “They are very strict here. If you do not use it, you can get a ticket.”

			Popov scoffed, then tried to yank the belt across his generous waist. But he pulled too fast, so the safety device clamped down before he could get it halfway around.

			Aleksei said, “You need to do it slow—”

			“I know how to use a seat belt!”

			“Of course. My apologies.”

			Popov tried again, and this time the clasp clicked into place. “Can we go now?”

			Aleksei nodded, and Vladimir hit the gas.

			The drive to the Mountain View Resort & Spa took a mere twelve minutes. The place was a sprawling affair, built in the Spanish-mission style, with bright white adobe walls and red tiled roofs.

			Vladimir stopped next to a pedestrian gate at the back and led Popov and the others through it into an expansive central courtyard dominated by a gigantic lagoon-style pool.

			At the back of the courtyard, near one end of the pool, was the resort’s bungalow section. Each stand-alone bungalow was surrounded by a six-foot-high adobe wall, creating private outdoor spaces that included hot tubs.

			“Here we are.” Aleksei gestured at the gate to bungalow number five as they approached. He then motioned to the nearby gate. “Most of the men will be in six.”

			“Most?” Popov asked.

			“My brother and I will be staying with you, to assist with any needs. Unless you’d rather we didn’t.”

			“No. I need you close.”

			Aleksei handed a key card to one of the other men and nodded for them to go get settled. He then used another card to open Popov’s gate and stood aside so Popov could enter first.

			“Keep a watch out here,” he whispered to Vladimir, then followed his boss onto the private patio.

			As Popov gave the area a cursory glance, Aleksei hurried ahead and opened the bungalow door.

			Again, Popov went in first and found himself in a large room with a seating area on the left and a dining area on the right. On the dining table sat the food Aleksei had promised.

			“There are three bedrooms that way,” Aleksei said, pointing at a hall to the right. He then gestured to a pair of double doors on the far left. “And that’s the master bedroom.”

			Popov walked over to the table and lifted the cover off one of the plates, revealing a thick New York steak.

			He cracked a smile for the first time since he’d arrived. If there was one thing the Americans knew how to do, it was steak.

			As he pulled out a chair and sat, he said, “I need a drink.”

			“Of course. One rum and Coke coming up.”

			That was Popov’s go-to.

			While Aleksei prepared it at the bar, Popov sliced into his steak and took a bite. It was a perfect medium rare.

			“Your drink,” Aleksei said, setting a glass on the table.

			Popov took a sip, then said, “Lundstrom?”

			Aleksei and his brother had been sent ahead to Palm Springs not only to make sure the accommodations were ready for Popov, but to also do reconnaissance on RRE. After Popov had learned about Lundstrom at his meeting with the senator, he’d tasked the Zenin brothers with finding out as much as they could about the man before Popov arrived.

			“We put a tracker on his vehicle, and after he left for work this morning, we searched his house,” Aleksei said. “The place could really use a housekeeper, but even so, we found no signs of anyone else living there but him.”

			The corner of Popov’s mouth ticked up. The way one managed their private space said a lot about a person. In Popov’s experience, the messier, the easier to manipulate.

			“He did have a safe, though,” Aleksei added.

			“Did you get a look inside?”

			Aleksei nodded. “Documents, mainly, for his mortgages and that kind of thing, and a Glock 9mm.”

			Popov had been about to put another bite into his mouth but stopped and raised an eyebrow.

			“Vladimir removed the firing pin,” Aleksei answered the unasked question.

			Popov continued eating.

			“After the house, we went to his office,” Aleksei continued. “His car was there so I thought he was, too, but he arrived a couple hours later in a company pickup truck, so I don’t know where he was during the day. That shouldn’t happen again. Before meeting you at the airport, we put tracking bugs on all RRE company vehicles.”

			“Anything else?”

			“One more thing that was a bit confusing.”

			“Yes?”

			“When Lundstrom left work this evening, he parked a block away and stayed there for a half hour, then followed another car when it departed.”

			“Followed like they were going somewhere together?”

			Aleksei shook his head. “Followed like he didn’t want them to know he was there.”

			“And then?”

			“I don’t know. We had to break off to finish what we needed to do before meeting you at the airport.”

			“Any idea who the other car belonged to?”

			“No, but it was distinctive, and I’d recognize it again if I saw it. Vladimir, too. I’ll send him back on Monday morning to get its license number.”

			Popov took another sip of his rum and Coke. “Lundstrom is expecting us to contact him. Call him in the morning and tell him I want to meet with him right away.”

			“Um…”

			“What is it?”

			“You have a ten a.m. tee time tomorrow, followed by your appointment at the spa. And then there’s the party tomorrow night.”

			Popov waved his fork in the air. “Then have him come by after the party.”

			“It could be late.”

			“So what?”

			“No problem, Mr. Popov. It will be done.”

			“See that it is.”
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			At the same time Aleksei was leading Popov to his bungalow, Billy and Stone were shown to a table at Il Giardino Ristorante Italiano by an elderly gentleman with an infectious smile and an Italian accent.

			“Your waiter will be right with you,” the man said, once Billy and Stone sat down. “In the meantime, may I get you something to drink?”

			“Wine, I think,” Billy said. “A Cabernet Sauvignon, perhaps, or a Barolo, if you have that.”

			“We just received several bottles of Gianfranco Alessandria’s Barolo San Giovanni,” the man said. “They are a small winery near the border of France.”

			“I’ve had their Langhe Nebbiolo,” Stone said. “It was excellent.”

			“Then the Barolo San Giovanni it is,” Billy said.

			“Very good,” the host said. “Two glasses? Or perhaps a bottle?”

			“Bottle, please.”

			“Right away.”

			The man returned with the wine and two glasses a few minutes later, accompanied by a waiter. He poured a small portion into Billy’s glass, and Billy tasted it.

			“Excellent,” Billy said, satisfied.

			The man smiled and filled Billy’s glass, then Stone’s.

			After he set the bottle down, he gestured to the waiter. “This is Roberto. He will be your waiter.”

			“Good evening, gentlemen,” Roberto greeted them. “Are you ready to order or do you need a little more time?”

			“I think we’re ready,” Billy said. “I’ve been told your Tagliatelle al Ragù della Casa is not to be missed.”

			Peter had recommended the restaurant along with which dishes were his and Hattie’s favorites.

			“You have been well informed. It’s one of my favorites.”

			“I’ll take that then.”

			Roberto turned to Stone. “And you, sir?”

			“And I was told I should have your Lasagna Classica.”

			“That’s my other favorite. Appetizer?”

			“The calamari, please,” Billy said.

			“Perfect.”

			As the waiter departed, Stone’s phone buzzed with a text. He pulled it out, read the message, then asked Billy, “How’s your golf game these days?”

			“I don’t think I’d qualify for the senior tour, but I do okay.”

			“Do you have plans tomorrow morning?”

			“Not yet.”

			“You do now. Herb Fisher’s looking for two people to fill out a foursome,” Stone said.

			“Herb’s in Palm Springs?”

			“Arrived this afternoon for meetings with a client. The client would be our fourth. Apparently, the other two they were set to play with had to cancel.”

			“Count me in.”

			Stone sent Herb a positive reply.

			Soon their food arrived. But before they could even take a bite, the front door opened, and a woman at a table closer to the entrance audibly gasped. Several other diners broke out in urgent, hushed whispers.

			“Don’t look now,” Stone said, “but I think we’ve just been graced by motion picture royalty.”

			Billy raised a questioning eyebrow.

			Stone gave a small shake of his head, an indication that the celebrity was too close for him to say anything.

			A moment later, the same man who had escorted Billy and Stone to their table walked by, followed by two men and a woman.

			The younger of the two men turned to say something to the other man. As he spoke, he caught a glimpse of Billy and stopped in his tracks.

			“Billy Barnett?” he said.

			Billy stood and smiled. “Hello, Tom.”

			Mega action movie star Tom Norman walked back to Billy and shook his hand. “Good to see you!” Tom glanced at Stone and cocked his head. “Aren’t you Peter’s father?”

			“I am,” Stone said, rising to his feet.

			They shook hands.

			Stone and Tom had met at the World Thriller Film Festival in Berlin, whereas Billy had known Tom for several years.

			“So good to see you both,” Tom said. “You’re here for Damian’s party, aren’t you?”

			“Peter and Hattie are spending the month here, so we’re visiting,” Billy said. “But we are looking forward to the party.”

			“Come over and say hi then,” Tom said, starting toward the table where his friends had been escorted.

			Billy and Stone followed.

			As big a star as Tom Norman was, Stone’s earlier comment about movie royalty had not been in reference to him. The person Stone had been talking about was the older gentleman.

			Damian Leon, film legend and the movie star of movie stars.

			Billy didn’t recognize the woman.

			As they approached the table, Tom said, “Damian, have you met Billy Barnett? He’s the one who produces Peter—”

			“Barrington’s movies,” Damian finished. He stood and extended his hand to Billy. “It’s a true honor to meet you, Mr. Barnett.”

			“It’s Billy,” Billy said, shaking the man’s hand. “And the honor is all mine.”

			Despite being on the verge of turning seventy, Damian looked at least a decade and a half younger. He was trim and clearly fit, his jaw as chiseled as it had been on countless movie screens when he’d been younger, and his posture just as straight and graceful.

			“This is my friend, Stone Barrington,” Billy gestured at Stone.

			Damian shook his hand. “Any relation to Peter?”

			Stone smiled. “Father.”

			“You have quite the talented son.”

			“I couldn’t agree more.”

			Damian turned to the woman who’d come with him and Tom. She was also on her feet. “This is Rachel Weller.”

			“The screenwriter?” Billy asked.

			She blinked, surprised. “Yes. How did you know?”

			“I just read one of your scripts.”

			“The one I sent to you?” Tom asked.

			“That very one, yes,” Billy said.

			Rachel’s eyes widened. “You sent Billy Barnett one of my screenplays?”

			“I did.”

			Rachel blushed, then said to Billy, “Please don’t tell me what you thought of it. I want to have good memories of this evening.”

			“So, you don’t want to know that I think it’s fantastic?”

			She blinked. “I retract my earlier request. Tell me more, but only the good parts.”

			“Rach has the worst case of impostor syndrome that I know of,” Tom explained. “Which baffles me.”

			“Which script was it?” she asked.

			“The Boortz Brothers,” Tom said. “Centurion Pictures and I have been looking for a project to do together, and I thought it was a perfect candidate.”

			“Oh.”

			“I agree,” Billy said. “We should talk about it when we’re all back in L.A.”

			“I’ll call your office and set up a meeting,” Tom said.

			“Perfect.”

			“I think I need to sit,” Rachel said as she did just that.

			“On that note, perhaps we should get back to our meal before it gets cold,” Billy said.

			“Of course,” Tom said. “Good to see you.”

			“If I’m remembering correctly, you’re both on the guest list for tomorrow night,” Damian chimed in.

			“We are and we’re looking forward to it,” Stone said.

			“Excellent. I look forward to seeing you there.”

			They said their goodbyes and Billy and Stone returned to their table.

			“By the way, you’re paying for dinner,” Stone said.

			“I am? I could have sworn you were the one who suggested we go out.”

			“I was. But you just talked business, which means you can write this dinner off.” Stone took a bite of his lasagna and groaned in appreciation. “Peter was right. This place is excellent. I wonder what they have for dessert.”
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			The emergency Ronan had to deal with had to do with the preparations for Damian Leon’s birthday party. He was, after all, Damian’s personal assistant, and the person in charge of the event.

			He and Emma entered Damian’s backyard, where dozens of workers were setting up tables and decorations. They were immediately greeted by one of the crew rushing over to them and saying, “Thank God, you’re here!”

			“What’s wrong?” Ronan asked her.

			“It’s the caterer,” the woman said. “He was organizing the kitchen and one of his people—” She blew out a breath and shook her head. “You just need to see.”

			“Wait here,” Ronan said to Emma. “I shouldn’t be long.”

			He and the woman headed into the house.

			Emma had been to Damian’s place a few times in the past, when Ronan needed to drop something off or have a quick word with his boss, but this was the first time she’d set foot in the movie star’s backyard.

			It was larger than most of the parks she’d played in as a kid and was covered in lush green grass. Off to the right, the grass stopped at a stone terrace that was mostly blocked from view by a row of hedges.

			Several workers were setting up round high-topped tables in the grass area, while others were putting stools at the ones already in place.

			Longer rectangular tables had been placed on the concrete patio near the sliding doors into the house, with white tablecloths already covering them. Given Palm Springs low humidity, the prep team did not have to worry about the tablecloths getting dewy overnight.

			A trio of people were moving stacks of plates onto the rectangle tables. One of them paused when Emma glanced her way. The woman was wearing a face mask, which wasn’t unusual. Several of the workers were wearing them, but in that second of shared gazes, the woman’s eyes seemed to narrow.

			Emma promptly forgot about her and walked out onto the grass to get a better look at the terrace.

			As she suspected, it surrounded an Olympic-sized pool that took up much of the right side of the yard. Ronan had mentioned Damian had a pool, so she knew it had to be somewhere. Swimming was one of her favorite things to do; it made it impossible for anyone to talk to her. Damian’s pool was so clear and inviting that she felt the urge to jump in.

			Ronan had offered her the use of the pool whenever Damian was out of town. She’d dismissed the idea before, but now that she’d seen it, she thought she’d take him up on it next time.

			She checked her watch and frowned. Ronan had been gone for more than ten minutes already. She walked back over to the patio by the doors, wondering if she should go look for him.

			Someone nearby shouted, “Hey! Watch out!”

			Emma turned toward the voice just as a stack of dishes rammed hard into her side. She jumped back as the plates fell to the ground and shattered. It was only then that she noticed the woman who had been holding the plates was the same face-masked woman from before.

			“What the hell?” the woman said. “You can’t just stand in the way like that!”

			“I’m sorry,” Emma said. “I didn’t see you.”

			“No shit.”

			One of the male workers rushed over.

			“I’ll get a broom,” the masked woman said to him, then disappeared into the house.

			The man looked around at the mess. “Dammit!”

			“I’m really sorry,” Emma said. “I didn’t see her.”

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure. I was walking and suddenly she—”

			“Hey!” He raised a hand to stop her. “Are you okay?”

			“What? Um, I’m fine.”

			“Your leg,” he said, pointing. “It’s bleeding.”

			She looked down and saw blood running down her right calf. She reached toward it and immediately winced as the motion pulled at a cut a few inches below the back of her knee.

			The man grabbed her arm to steady her. “Here. Sit down.” He guided her to a stack of folding chairs and opened one.

			He sat her down, then dashed to a cooler and returned with a bottle of water.

			“Let’s get a good look at that,” he said as he unscrewed the bottle cap.

			“I’m sure it’s just a scratch,” Emma said.

			“I don’t think so. I’m going to take your shoe off, okay?”

			“I guess.”

			He removed her shoe and then started pouring water over the wound.

			“What’s going on?”

			She looked up to see Ronan hurrying over.

			“Just a little cut,” she said, her tone dismissive.

			“Not so little,” the guy with the water said.

			Ronan crouched down so he could get a better look. “That’s deep. We need to take you to the hospital.”

			“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” she argued.

			“You need stitches,” Ronan said, his tone firm.

			“Let me see.”

			She twisted her leg for a better look and winced again from the pain.

			The cut was at least an inch long, and definitely not just a scratch.

			She swore under her breath.

			To the man who’d helped Emma, Ronan said, “I need a bandage or something to staunch the blood.”

			“We have cloth napkins.”

			“Get me a handful.”

			“I, um, I should check with my boss.”

			“I’ll pay for them,” Ronan snapped.

			“Oh, then sure. Just a sec.”

			The man dashed off.

			“What happened?” Ronan asked, concerned.

			Emma gestured toward the pile of broken plates. “Someone dropped those, and one of the shards must have nicked me.”

			“This isn’t a nick.”

			“It’ll be fine.”

			He ignored her. “Who was it?”

			Emma looked around. “I don’t see her. I think she said she was going to get a broom.”

			“Why did she drop them?”

			“Because she ran into me.”

			The man from before returned with a handful of cloth napkins and handed them to Ronan. “Here you go.”

			Ronan used the first three to wipe away as much of the blood as possible, then used two more to create a temporary bandage.

			Before Emma could even protest, he slipped an arm under her legs and another behind her back, then lifted her into the air.

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“Walking will just make the wound worse. Besides, this will be faster.”

			She frowned, then reluctantly wrapped her arms around his neck.

			Ronan glanced at the guy who’d helped them. “I want to talk to whoever caused this when I get back.”

			“It was just an accident,” Emma pressed.

			“Doesn’t mean I don’t want to talk to her.”

			“I’ll let my boss know,” the man said.

			Ronan nodded his thanks, then headed for the sliding doors into the house.

			“You might want to use the side gate,” the man offered.

			Ronan looked back.

			The man nodded toward Emma’s leg. “She’s dripping blood.”

			Ronan frowned, then reversed course and hurried out around the side of the house.

			

			—

			Ten minutes later, they were in the emergency room at Desert Regional Medical Center. Thankfully, it was a slow night, so Emma was able to be seen right away.

			Her doctor was a woman who looked no older than Ronan and Emma. She cleaned out the cut, gave it a good look-over, then said, “Yep. That’s stitches worthy. About three should do it.”

			“Told you,” Ronan said.

			Emma rolled her eyes.

			As the doctor and her nurse prepped to close the wound, Ronan’s phone rang.

			He looked at the screen before accepting the call. “Ronan Davis.”

			“Mr. Davis, this is Richard Brewer.” Brewer was the on-site manager for Wildflower Party Décor, the company in charge of Damian’s party. “I’m calling about the incident with the broken plates. It appears that the woman who dropped them doesn’t actually work for us.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I’m not sure how she did it, but she seems to have snuck into our crew.”

			“How is that even possible?”

			“Our crews are hired on an as-needed basis. When any of our regulars are not available, we’ll bring in new people. It’s not unusual to see new faces.”

			“But shouldn’t you know?”

			The man hesitated before saying, “Yes. Which is why she apparently avoided me all night and left immediately after the incident.”

			“I hope you understand that this is totally unacceptable.”

			“It is, and I am so very sorry.”

			“This is a complete security breakdown. Mr. Leon is not going to be pleased when he hears about this.”

			“I assure you, Mr. Davis, this will never happen again.”

			Ronan bit back what he really wanted to say, and instead told the man, “Please make sure that’s true.”

			Then he hung up.

			“I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you so angry,” Emma said.

			“I’m not sure I’ve ever been this angry,” he replied, then gave her a rundown of what Brewer had said.

			Emma shrugged. “Still doesn’t mean she did it on purpose. I wonder what she was doing there in the first place?”

			Ronan shrugged. “No idea. Maybe she’s just a deranged fan and wanted to—” His eyes widened. “Oh, shit. Maybe she’s hiding in the house!” He unlocked his phone again. “I need to call our security company.”

			“Perhaps you could do that somewhere else,” the doctor said. She had gloves on and was ready to address Emma’s cut.

			Ronan glanced at Emma.

			She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. Go make your call.”

			“You’re sure?”

			She stared at him.

			“Okay, okay,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

			He hurried off to find someplace where he wouldn’t be in the way.

			

			—

			It was another thirty minutes before Emma was fully discharged.

			Ronan offered to push her to his car in a wheelchair, but she insisted on walking, which she did with a slight limp.

			As they were climbing into the vehicle, Ronan received a call. He answered it via the car’s audio system. “Ronan Davis.”

			“Mr. Davis, this is Chad Park at Strategic Services. I wanted to let you know that our team has completed the check of Mr. Leon’s house. No one’s there who shouldn’t be there.”

			“I’m relieved to hear that,” Ronan said. “And you’ll have people stay overnight?”

			“The protection team is already on-site.”

			“Thank you.”

			“We are happy to help. If you need anything else, please let us know.”

			“Will do.”

			Ronan hung up, then looked at Emma. “I promised you dinner.”

			“I’d rather just go home.”

			“I knew you’d say that, which is why I ordered sushi. We’re picking it up on the way.”

			Emma looked at him, surprised, though she probably shouldn’t have been. The fact that he’d ordered her favorite food after what happened to her was a very Ronan thing to do. He always seemed to know exactly what she needed.

			“Unless you’d rather not eat,” he said.

			“No. Sushi’s perfect.” She paused, then added, “Thank you.”

			He smiled. “It’s what friends do.”
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			The next morning, Emma woke at her usual six a.m., having forgotten about her injury.

			That changed as soon as she stood, and a spike of pain radiated up her leg.

			“Son of a…” she hissed, as she sat back down.

			Sensing something was wrong, Ari whined and jumped off the bed. He sniffed the bandage on her leg, his eyes full of concern.

			“I’m fine,” she said, ruffling the fur on the top of his head. “It’s just a scratch.”

			As if to belie her words, she stood and winced as she was hit with another wave of pain.

			Ari chuffed.

			“It’s nothing,” she said. “Seriously. I just need a moment.”

			She carefully stretched her calf, then tested her leg again. After a few halting steps, she could walk almost normally.

			“See?” she said, smiling at her dog. “How about we get you outside?”

			He pranced around her at once, then raced out of the bedroom.

			She let Ari outside to do his business, then made herself a cup of coffee and used it to down a couple of Tylenols.

			After Ari ate his breakfast, he looked at her expectantly.

			Normally on Saturday mornings that weren’t too hot, she would take him on a hike through the desert. During the summer, they’d take a drive into the cooler mountains and do their walk there.

			As much as she didn’t want her injury to keep her from doing the things she loved, it was probably a wise idea not to push herself today. If she did something that made her injury worse, she might have to cancel going to the party that evening. Not that she wanted to go, but she had promised Ronan, and they always kept their promises to each other.

			“We’ll walk tomorrow,” she told Ari.

			She made her way to her workshop at the back of the building and Ari chuffed in protest.

			She glanced back. “Tomorrow, I promise.”

			Satisfied, he trotted past her to the workshop door.

			Emma spent the next hour reviewing where she had left things off with her field calibrator and determining a list of next steps. It was as she was doing the latter that she realized that she’d left a part at the office that she’d picked up the day before at lunch.

			“It looks like we’re going for a ride,” she said.

			Ari perked up from his workshop bed, where he’d been gnawing away at one of his toys.

			Emma slid off her stool. The pain in her leg was still there, but wasn’t as intense as when she’d woken.

			“Are you coming?” she asked Ari.

			He jumped up and ran happily over, and together they headed out to her car.

			

			—

			Marty had gone to bed the night before still having no plan for how he was going to deal with Emma’s dog.

			The thought must have festered as he’d slept, because when he woke up he had an idea, and a brilliant one at that.

			Emma always brought the mutt with her to work and even had a dog bed for him in her office. Marty didn’t remember specifically seeing any dog toys, but there had to be some, right?

			If he could get one, he could use it to gain the dog’s trust. Then he’d give the animal a treat with a sleeping pill in it, and after a few minutes, the dog would be out.

			Or maybe it would require two pills? He’d figure it out later.

			First things first. Get the toy.

			He arrived at the office at a quarter to eight. As expected, the parking lot was empty, and the only person in the first-floor lobby was the weekend guard.

			RRE took up the entire top floor of the four-story building. Engineering was at the east end, while the executive offices lined the north wall, giving the bigwigs a view of the wind turbine fields beyond the city.

			Even though he didn’t expect anyone else to be in, Marty walked through the entire office to be sure. Once he confirmed he was alone, he made a beeline for Emma’s office in the executive section.

			Unsurprisingly, her door was locked. He was prepared for this, however. One of the keys he’d copied off her key ring had been for her office, and it worked like a charm.

			He hummed to himself as he ambled in, and for a moment, he allowed himself to pretend that he’d been given the head of engineering job and that this was his space.

			He could imagine kicking back in the chair as he stared out at the desert, while his underlings had to go out in the heat and the wind to check the turbines and battery storage facilities. While the thought initially made him smile, his mood quickly soured. It was all a fantasy.

			Not only was he going to make Emma pay for keeping him from his rightful place, but he would find a way to screw RRE, too.

			But for now, he forced all of that out of his mind and focused on the task at hand.

			The dog’s bed sat behind Emma’s desk. On it was a green ball and a red chew stick. As soon as he laid eyes on them, he grinned. He reached down for the stick but stopped himself, remembering that the dog would have slobbered all over it.

			“Gross,” he muttered.

			He looked around for something he could use to grab the ball, but Emma kept her office very neat and tidy.

			He snagged a large manila envelope and a piece of copy paper from the office supply closet, then used the paper to pick up the chew stick and stuff it in the envelope.

			As he stepped back into the hallway, he thought he heard a noise.

			He cocked his head.

			There it was again—a distant, vaguely familiar jangling.

			It sounded almost like—

			His eyes went wide when he realized it was the same sound the collar on Emma’s dog made.

			He checked to make sure Emma’s door was locked, then began walking quickly down the hall, wanting to get out of executive territory before he was caught.

			He was only a few steps away when the damn mutt sprinted around the corner. It stopped in front of him and let out a low growl.

			Marty halted in his tracks. “Hey, there…dog.” He couldn’t remember the animal’s name. “I just need to get by you.”

			He took a step forward, but the dog’s growl intensified, forcing him to halt once more. He noticed that the mutt didn’t seem to be looking at him so much as the manila envelope Marty was holding.

			He silently cursed the dog and its superior sense of smell and slipped the envelope behind his back.

			“Hey, Ari, what’s wrong?” Emma called from around the corner. A moment later, she entered the hallway and stopped in surprise. “Marty?”

			“Hey, Emma,” Marty said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I don’t think your dog likes me.”

			“Ari likes everyone,” she said.

			Ari, right. What kind of name was that for a dog?

			Ari chose that moment to growl again.

			She stroked the top of the dog’s head. “It’s okay.”

			Ari glanced at her, whined once in dissent, then sat.

			“What are you doing back here?” Emma asked Marty.

			“I, um, had to leave something for Harlan.” Harlan was the CFO.

			The questioning look on Emma’s face didn’t change.

			“Not work related,” he said quickly. “For our fantasy football league.”

			“It’s not football season.”

			“The draft’s coming up.”

			“Oh,” she said, finally relaxing.

			Marty’s phone began vibrating. He pulled out his cell. The number was blocked, but that didn’t matter. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

			She nodded, said, “Come on, Ari,” and headed for her office.

			The dog whined and tried to get a look at the envelope again as he passed Marty, but Marty hurried out of the hallway, not giving Ari the chance to do so.

			He headed for the elevators before answering the call, just in case Emma could still hear him. “Hello?”

			“Martin Lundstrom?” A male voice responded with some kind of European-type accent.

			“This is he. Who is this?”

			“I’m calling on behalf of Victor Popov of VP Bela Capital.”

			Marty had totally forgotten that someone from his new mortgage company was going to contact him. “What can I help you with?”

			“I believe you were informed that Mr. Popov is in Palm Springs and would like to meet with you.”

			“Yeah, I got that message. I have a pretty full schedule, though, so…”

			“I’m sure you can make yourself available.” The tone in the man’s voice made it clear this wasn’t a request.

			“I could probably move some things around. Tuesday around lunchtime could work for—”

			“Today, Mr. Lundstrom.”

			“It’s Saturday.”

			“It is.”

			“I guess I could make that work. What time?”

			“Midnight.”

			“Midnight? That seems a bit late.”

			“It’s when Mr. Popov is free. Why? Do you have a conflict?”

			“I don’t believe so.” Though his search of Emma’s house would be done by then, a meeting at that time of night sounded sketchy. “How about tomorrow during the day sometime? I’m sure that would be easier for both of us.”

			“Tonight, Mr. Lundstrom. Mountain View Resort & Spa, twelve a.m. sharp. I’ll text you where to meet us.”

			Before Marty could respond, the man hung up.

			Marty stared at the phone screen for several seconds. He really didn’t want to go, but he knew he had little choice. Until he could rid himself of his debt, he had to keep this Popov guy happy.

			“Is there a problem?”

			Marty whipped around in surprise to find Emma and Ari standing a mere few feet away.

			“What?” he said.

			“You’re staring at your phone. I thought maybe there was a problem.”

			“Nah, it’s nothing.”

			“Okay, then.”

			She clicked at her dog, and they walked past him and out of the offices. Though she didn’t give Marty a second look as she left, Ari kept eyeing him like he’d be happy to knock Marty to the ground and growl violently in his face.
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			Billy kept his eye on the ball as his driver sent it flying down the middle of the driving range.

			“Nice shot,” Stone said. He was using the neighboring spot. “You’re much better than I remember.”

			“Professional necessity,” Billy said. “You can’t imagine how many producers and actors want to have meetings while playing a round.”

			They’d arrived at the Indian Canyons Golf Resort’s north course an hour before their tee time to get in some warm-up shots.

			“It also helps that you can play year-round out here,” Stone said.

			Billy sighed dramatically. “The weather in Southern California is a burden, but someone has to bear it.”

			“Good morning, gentlemen.”

			Billy and Stone turned to see Herb Fisher approaching them, a golf bag strapped over his shoulder. Accompanying him was a man who appeared to be in his mid-sixties.

			“Morning, Herb,” Stone said. He walked over and shook his colleague’s hand.

			“You remember Billy Barnett,” Stone said as Billy joined them.

			“Of course,” Herb said. “Good to see you again.” He shook Billy’s hand.

			“Likewise,” Billy said.

			Herb turned to the man with him. “This is John Robb, CEO of JK Robb Industries. John, this is Stone Barrington, my colleague at Woodman & Weld, and Billy—”

			John took a step toward Billy, holding his hand out and grinning broadly. “Barnett. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Barnett. My wife and I loved Desperation at Dawn.”

			Desperation was the film that won Billy an Oscar for best picture.

			“Thank you. That’s very kind. But please, call me Billy.”

			“Billy it is, then,” John said, and then turned to Stone. “And a pleasure to meet you, too, Stone.” He paused. “I assume it’s okay to call you that?”

			“It is indeed.”

			While Herb and John found empty spots along the range, Billy checked his phone and saw that he had a text from Tina.

			I might have been a teeny-weeny premature in what I said yesterday. Don’t worry. I’ll get it handled. But do me a favor. If Pike texts you, just ignore it. TTYL

			Thankfully there was no message from Pike.

			Billy retook his position at the practice tee and hit balls for several more minutes before he and the others relocated to the clubhouse.

			There they met their caddies and loaded their clubs into the two carts they’d be using.

			Their start was delayed a few minutes by the foursome ahead of them. The older man of the group sliced his shot off the first fairway, over the ninth’s, and into the water hazard between nine and eighteen. He insisted on taking a second shot. That one wasn’t particularly great, either, but at least it stayed on the course.

			He grumbled something and tossed his club toward his caddie with just enough force that it instead landed at the man’s feet, then he walked to his golf cart as if he owned the place.

			Once the man and his buddies had made their next shots and moved out of the way, Billy and the others took their turns at the tee.

			Based on their first drives, they were a well-matched group, with each of them reaching at least two hundred yards and avoiding both the rough and the sand pit.

			They were delayed again as they waited for the other group to finish up at the green.

			“Looks like it’s going to be a long day,” Herb said, as the same guy who’d screwed up his tee shot missed yet another putt.

			“But what a day it is,” Billy said.

			There was no arguing with that. The temperature was in the mid-seventies, and the sky was a sparkling, crystal-clear blue.

			“I get the appeal of this place,” John said.

			“Your first time in Palm Springs?” Billy asked.

			“It is.”

			“Where are you from?”

			“Minneapolis.”

			“Not a lot of cacti there.”

			“I take it you’ve visited the Twin Cities?”

			“Twice.”

			“What time of year?”

			“Once in January and once in July.”

			“Two of our most memorable seasons—winter and mosquito.”

			“Which is why I have only been twice.”

			“What brings you here?” Stone asked John.

			“The company jet.” John let the words hang there for a moment before chuckling. “Sorry. My kids say I have a terrible sense of humor. Industry convention. We make machine tools and auto parts.”

			“There’s a convention for that?”

			“There’s a convention for everything. This one is focused on tech innovation within the supply chain.”

			“Do CEOs usually attend those kinds of things?” Billy asked.

			“They do when they’ve been invited to be the keynote speaker,” Herb said.

			“Congratulations,” Stone said. “I hope it goes well.”

			“Already happened, and I’m told I was great. I brought my wife along, and we’re staying for another week.”

			“Gentlemen,” one of the caddies interrupted. “The green is clear.”

			Billy glanced toward the flag. Sure enough, the other group was starting to drive off.

			

			—

			Despite Victor Popov’s belief otherwise, he had never been a good golfer. His errant shots and countless missed putts were always something or someone else’s fault.

			Compared to previous lackluster performances, however, today’s round was already shaping up to be one of his worst, and they were only on the fourth tee.

			Though he’d taken the longest to finish the last hole, he was first to tee off. His men, who were playing with him, would never have presumed otherwise.

			He looked down the fairway.

			“How long?” he asked his caddie without looking at him.

			“One eighty-eight to the hole today.”

			Popov held out a hand, his gaze still on the course. “Driver.”

			“That’s probably too much club,” the caddie said. “I would suggest the two iron or maybe the three wood.”

			Popov turned and stared at the man. “Did I ask you for suggestions?”

			“No, sir. But based on the previous—”

			“Driver,” Popov growled.

			The caddie gave him a tight-lipped smile, then pulled out the driver, placed the grip in Popov’s hand, and took a step back.

			Popov eyed the shot and took his swing.

			The ball sliced to the right and flew over the third hole fairway, where it fell just short of hitting an apartment building next to the golf course.

			He cursed under his breath, then looked back at his men and said in Belarusian, “Center fairway, just short of the green.”

			That was where he’d been aiming for.

			“Of course, Mr. Popov,” Aleksei said.

			Popov dropped his club and walked over to his cart to wait for the others to take their shots.

			

			—

			Billy, Stone, Herb, and John were waiting to take their second shots on the sixth hole when a raised voice drew their gazes toward the green.

			Billy was closest, but still too far to understand what was being said. It was clear that the same jerk as before was not happy again, however.

			All morning the guy had been vocal about his shots and had continued his careless discarding of clubs. But now his ire had ratcheted up several notches, and he was taking it out on his caddie by yelling in the man’s face.

			When he was done, he walked purposefully back to where he’d dropped his club, grabbed it, and headed back toward the caddie, carrying the club like he planned on beating the man with it.

			Billy had seen enough.

			He gauged the distance, addressed his ball, then took his swing.

			As soon as the ball lifted into the air, he yelled toward the green, “Fore!”

			Still several feet from the caddie, the angry golfer stopped and turned at the sound of Billy’s voice.

			From his point of view, the ball must have looked like it was heading straight at him, because he immediately dropped the club and ran toward the parked golf carts.

			The ball landed about four yards short of where he’d been standing and bounced a couple of times until it came to rest within easy putting distance of the hole.

			Billy was disappointed. He’d been trying to get it to land closer to the guy’s former position. Something to work on for the future.

			For several seconds, everyone fell silent, then the guy with the temper roared, “You!”

			He strode on to the fairway and headed straight for Billy, his face red with rage. His men and their caddies trailed behind him.

			“Don’t move!” he yelled as he pointed at Billy.

			Billy took a couple of practice swings, having no intention of going anywhere.

			Stone, Herb, John, and their caddies hurried over to join him.

			“I’m guessing that shot wasn’t a mistake,” Stone said.

			“Well, it did fall about a yard or two short,” Billy said.

			“I can’t tell for sure,” Herb said. “But it looks like you’ll have an easy eagle putt when we get to the green. I don’t think your new friend is too impressed, though.”

			The irate golfer was only a handful of yards away now. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

			The man was a big guy with a barrel chest, a bald head, and a Slavic accent. He continued toward Billy like he was going to smash him into the ground.

			As the man neared, Billy raised his club so that it was parallel to the ground and shoved the head into the man’s gut.

			“I think that’s close enough.”

			The guy tried to bat the club away, but Billy pushed it harder, lodging it just below the man’s ribs.

			The other members of the guy’s foursome arrived and glowered at Billy.

			One of them grabbed the club and tried to yank it out of Billy’s hand. Billy let him move it a few inches before he jerked it back, sending the guy tripping toward him.

			As the man stumbled past, Billy shifted the club so that it got tangled in his leg and sent him face-planting into the grass.

			“What is your name?” the older man demanded.

			“You first,” Billy said.

			“You tried to hit me with your ball!”

			“Me? Not at all. If I wanted to hit you, I would have.”

			The older man started toward him again. “You son of a—”

			Billy jabbed him with the club head again.

			One of the other men charged at Billy and found himself on the ground with his friend a quick moment later.

			Billy then brought his club back to the older man, this time barely touching him with it. “You know what I don’t like? I don’t like people taking out their bad play on others.” He smiled. “Know what I mean?”

			“You think you are a smart guy? Listen up, smart guy, you do not want to mess with me.”

			As he was speaking, three golf carts arrived in a hurry, and several people in Indian Canyons polo shirts jumped out and rushed toward the group.

			“That’s where you’re mistaken,” Billy said. “I’m not messing with you.”

			“Who the hell do you think you are? Tell me your name! I’m going to make sure you never step on this course again!”

			“What’s going on here?” one of the arriving staff members said. He wore a name tag identifying him as the general manager.

			The older man turned in surprise, his expression darkening when he saw who had spoken. He pointed at Billy. “This man nearly hit me with his ball! I demand he be removed and banned!”

			The general manager glanced at Billy, instant recognition in his gaze. He turned back to the other man. “May I have your name, sir?”

			“I’m Victor Popov. Not only did his ball land very near me, but he assaulted two of my staff and shoved his club into my chest!”

			“More your stomach, I think,” Stone said.

			Billy nodded. “Definitely stomach.”

			“See! He admits it!” Popov shouted.

			One of the caddies from Popov’s group whispered something into the manager’s ear. After, the manager said, “Mr. Popov, if you and your party could step back to the green, please.”

			Popov didn’t move. “What are you going to do about this?”

			“Please, Mr. Popov. I’ll speak with you in a minute.”

			“Do not tell me you will talk to them first? No, no, no! I demand that—”

			“Mr. Popov! If you please.”

			The manager stared at Popov until he stormed off with his men.

			“Mr. Barnett, if you and your friends wouldn’t mind moving over there.” He pointed several yards down the fairway. “I’d like to consult with the caddies first.”

			“Not a problem.”

			Billy, Stone, Herb, and John moved out of earshot as the caddies gathered around their boss.

			Billy searched for Victor Popov’s name on his phone.

			“Anyone know a company called VP Bela Capital?” he asked.

			“Doesn’t sound familiar,” Herb said.

			“Sounds like a finance company,” John said, “but I’ve never heard of them.”

			“VP Bela,” Stone echoed. “Does the VP stand for Victor Popov?”

			Still looking at his phone, Billy said, “Unclear, but seems a good guess.”

			“Charley Fox might know something,” Herb suggested.

			Charley Fox was the managing partner of Triangle Investments, with Stone and Mike Freeman of Strategic Services filling the other two partner spots.

			“He might at that,” Stone said. He pulled out his phone and took a few steps away to make the call.

			Billy glanced back at the huddle of caddies. The one Popov almost hit was speaking. It was obvious he was doing everything he could to hold back his anger.

			The manager nodded, then waved for the staff members who’d arrived with him to come over.

			This seemed to be the last straw for Popov, as he and his men marched toward the manager.

			“This should be interesting,” John said.

			“Perhaps we should join them,” Herb suggested.

			Billy nodded, and he, Herb, and John headed that way, while Stone remained behind, still on the phone.

			As Popov neared the gaggle of course employees, he pointed at Billy and yelled, “Why have you not thrown him out yet?”

			“Mr. Popov,” the manager said. “I must ask you and your party to leave the course and vacate the property immediately.”

			“What? Why should I leave?” He gestured toward Billy again. “What about him? He’s the one who nearly injured me with his shot!”

			“Sir, we have a zero-tolerance policy when it comes to disrespecting our employees. You will leave now, or I will be forced to call the police and have you arrested.”

			“Disrespecting your employees? I did no such thing! Your employee was giving me shit advice. He should be fired!”

			The general manager pulled out a phone. “Last chance.”

			Popov looked like he was about to go on another tirade, but one of his men intercepted him and whispered something to him.

			“Am I making the call or are you leaving?” the manager asked, his thumb hovering over his phone’s screen.

			Glowering, Popov said to the manager, “I will be lodging a formal complaint to your board of directors. You should start looking for a new job now.”

			“So that’s a yes to leaving?”

			Popov huffed, then turned and made his way toward the carts.

			“Yes, we will leave,” said the man who’d spoken to Popov moments before. “No need for trouble.”

			“It would have been nice if your group had that attitude from the beginning.”

			The man gave him a tense smile, then bowed his head and followed Popov and the others.

			The general manager turned to Billy, Herb, John, and Stone, who had finished his call and rejoined the others.

			“Mr. Barnett, I am officially required to give you a warning regarding course etiquette. Taking a shot before the group ahead of you has finished is not only against the rules but is also dangerous. If repeated, you will be expelled from the course.”

			“My apologies,” Billy said. “An error on my part. It won’t happen again.”

			The manager grinned. “Unofficially, thank you. My understanding is that you stopped one of my staff from being assaulted, with, I am told, quite an impressive shot.”

			Billy glanced past him to where Popov’s party was driving off. “Does he play here often?”

			“As far as I know, this was his first time on our course. And last. I will also be passing his name on to other courses in the area, so I doubt he’ll be playing anywhere around here anytime soon.”

			“That’s good to hear.”

			The manager smiled again. “We’ve held up play long enough. I’ll let you get back to it.”

			He and the rest of the course employees, except the caddies for Billy’s group, left.

			To Stone, Billy asked, “Did you get ahold of your friend?”

			“I did. But he’s never heard of the company. He said he’d see what he could learn and get back to me.”

			“Never heard of it?” Billy said. “Huh.”

			Herb glanced back at the group waiting at the tee. “Now we’re the ones holding up play.”

			“Then we should get back at it,” Stone said.

			“You three should,” Billy said, as if insulted by the very idea. “My ball’s already on the green, in what I believe Herb said was eagle-ready position.”

			“Don’t count your score before you’ve made it.”

			“Shall we put a hundred dollars on it?”

			Stone glanced at Herb. “How close is he to the hole?”

			“Pretty close.”

			“Tap-in close?”

			Herb shook his head. “More like five feet.”

			“Fifty dollars,” Stone said to Billy.

			“You’re on.”

			To Stone’s dismay, Billy finished the hole richer than when he started it.
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			That evening, Billy pulled on his Armani black micro-dot peak dinner jacket over an open collar white shirt, checked his hair in the mirror, then headed out into the living room.

			“Oooh, swanky,” Ben said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear that jacket before.”

			“You haven’t,” Billy said. “Picked it up last week, specifically for tonight.”

			“It would do the Rat Pack proud.”

			“What do you know about the Rat Pack? Were any of them even alive when you were born?”

			“Almost all of them. But they were all too old to do much Rat Packing at that time.”

			Stone entered the living room. “What’s this about the Rat Pack?”

			“I was saying that Billy would have fit right in with them in that outfit,” Ben said.

			Stone walked over and ran a finger over Billy’s lapel. “Nice. Armani?”

			“It is,” Billy said, impressed.

			“I could see Dean Martin in this.”

			“I can think of no higher praise.”

			The front gate buzzer went off.

			“That should be our ride,” Ben said. He hurried over to the intercom. “Yes?”

			“It’s Jim, with H & G Limousines.”

			“I’ll buzz you in.”

			By the time Ben opened the front door, the luxury minibus he’d arranged for was pulling to a stop.

			Peter and Hattie walked into the living room looking party ready in a sleek black suit and a blue cocktail dress, respectively.

			“Are we the last?” Peter asked.

			“Still waiting for Tessa and Mari,” Billy said.

			“I’m here,” Mari said, appearing from the hallway that led to the basement stairwell. In addition to the belowground studio, there was a bedroom originally built as a crash pad for anyone involved in a recording session.

			She was wearing distressed black jeans, an Atarashii Gakko! T-shirt, and a purple fur jacket that covered only her arms and shoulders. It was a look that perfectly captured her pop-star persona.

			While Hattie walked over to Mari to admire her outfit, Billy stepped toward Peter. “Is your pitch ready?”

			“As ready as it will ever be, I think,” Peter said.

			The hope was that Peter would get a few minutes alone with Damian and offer him a role in Peter’s next film. Peter had written the part specifically with Damian in mind.

			“Don’t worry. He’d be crazy not to say yes.”

			Peter crossed his fingers.

			The front door opened again, and Ben returned. “If everyone’s ready, our ride awaits.”

			“We’re still missing your wife,” Billy said.

			“Ah. I’ll collect her. You all go ahead.”

			Ben headed toward the bedroom he and Tessa were using, but before he even made it into the hallway, she stepped out, looking stunning in a red single-strap dress and matching Versace pumps. He stopped dead in his tracks.

			“Wow.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “All you can say is ‘Wow’?”

			He gaped for a moment longer. “You look fantastic.”

			“That’s better.”

			“I think you look spectacular,” Billy said. He was the only other person still in the room.

			“Why, thank you, Billy. That’s what I was looking for.”

			She slipped her arm in his and glanced over at her husband. “Come on, dear. We have a party to attend.”

			

			—

			Across town at the Mountain View Resort & Spa, Victor Popov straightened his tie and grimaced at his reflection in the mirror.

			He should have been excited. He had been, in fact, when he’d woken up. Tonight, he would be attending a party at the home of Damian Leon. It was like a dream. But the incident on the golf course had killed his mood.

			He couldn’t remember ever feeling so humiliated. He’d done nothing wrong. His so-called caddie had been an idiot, and Popov was perfectly within his rights to make his displeasure known.

			How dare he be the one kicked off the course! It should have been that son of a bitch who had tried to hit him with a golf ball.

			He closed his eyes. He needed to purge the morning’s events from his memory. Not forever, but until he had time to do something about it. Tonight, he had a movie star’s party to attend, and he wanted to enjoy every moment of it.

			When he opened his eyes, he finally felt himself again.

			He made his way to the bungalow’s living area, where several of his men were waiting.

			“Good evening, Mr. Popov,” Aleksei greeted.

			“Are we ready?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir. The vehicles are waiting.”

			Popov grunted, then motioned for everyone to get moving.

			The invitation allowed him to bring one guest. He had bestowed that honor on Aleksei. But he never traveled without a team of men nearby. So, the others would be waiting in one of the Broncos, just down the street.

			It wasn’t that he was anticipating trouble, but years of clawing his way to the top, often by permanently eliminating his competition, had made him cautious about his personal safety.

			The SUVs were waiting just outside the gate.

			Aleksei raced ahead and opened the door for his boss. Once Popov climbed in, Aleksei followed.

			“Lundstrom?” Popov asked.

			“He will be here at midnight,” Aleksei confirmed.

			“You have someone watching him?”

			Aleksei nodded. “Vladimir has been on him all day.” He gave Popov a quick rundown of Lundstrom’s activities, which amounted to nothing of interest. “My brother has been instructed to make sure Lundstrom arrives to our meeting on time.”

			Popov nodded once. “I plan on enjoying the party, so I expect you to handle any problems that come up while we’re there.”

			“Understood.”

			

			—

			At the same time in Thousand Palms, Marty sat in his car in a grocery store parking lot a mile from Emma’s place, sucking down the remainder of an iced coffee.

			Once more, he was struck by how ridiculous it was to live this far outside of Palm Springs. He, for one, wouldn’t be caught dead even considering moving here. It had zero cool appeal.

			He glanced at the clock on his dashboard for what felt like the millionth time: 8:14 p.m.

			Only two minutes had passed since his last check.

			“Fuck it.”

			He tossed his cup out the window and dropped his car into Drive.

			He had no idea where this party she was attending was located, but her friend Ronan had told her to be there by eight-thirty. Even if she was running a little late, Marty figured she would have left by now.

			He turned onto her road, then slowed when he neared her driveway. He planned on pulling right onto her property. But just before doing so, he saw that her sedan was still tucked under the carport.

			“What the hell?” he muttered.

			Why hadn’t she left yet?

			He drove to the end of the block, intending to make a U-turn and pull back onto the shoulder, when a long beep forced him to slam on the brakes. A moment later, a motorcycle that seemed to appear out of nowhere raced past him.

			“Holy shit!”

			Marty put a hand on his chest and took several deep breaths, as he watched the bike zoom away and turn into the housing tract.

			Once his heart rate was down a few notches, he completed his turn and parked at the edge of the road.

			

			—

			Emma was in her workshop, scribbling notes on her tablet computer, while Ari dozed on the floor near her feet.

			Thirty minutes ago, as she was putting on her makeup for the party, she was hit with an idea of how to make up the remaining gap in the desired efficiency of her device. She’d immediately put down her mascara applicator and rushed to her desk, where she’d been ever since.

			She finished her final thought and was halfway through reading everything over when her phone buzzed twice with a text.

			She ignored it and continued reading.

			Again, her phone buzzed, but this time with a call. She continued to block it out.

			A few moments later, the vibrations started again.

			“Ugh!” she exclaimed, grabbing the device.

			Ronan’s name appeared on the screen.

			She accepted the call and put it on speaker. “What?”

			“You’re still at home, aren’t you?” he asked.

			“Uh, yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Are you even dressed yet?”

			“Of course I’m dressed.” She looked down at her clothes, expecting a variation of the shorts and T-shirt she usually wore around the house, not the black dress she had on. “Oh, crap. The party.”

			“The party. You had an idea, didn’t you?”

			She winced. “If it helps, it was a good one.”

			“That makes me feel marginally better.”

			“What time is it?”

			“Eight-twenty-seven.”

			“You should have let me know sooner.”

			“Check your messages.”

			She did so and saw that she had a dozen texts from him. “Eh. Have I already said sorry?”

			“You don’t need to.”

			“Sorry,” she said, anyway.

			“I assume being here by eight-thirty is out of the question.”

			“I’m ready to go, I swear. I’ll be there in twenty.”

			“You promise you won’t go right back to working?”

			“I’m turning my tablet off right now,” she said and did exactly that. “I’ll be there soon.”

			“You’d better be,” he said, a bit of playfulness in his voice.

			On the line, a distant voice called Ronan’s name.

			“I gotta go,” he said. “Don’t make me call you again.”

			“I won’t. I promise.”

			She hung up and headed for the door.

			

			—

			Marty was beginning to wonder if Emma had taken a rideshare to the party when the headlights of her sedan flashed on.

			“It’s about time,” he said.

			He watched her back out of the carport, then drive off her property.

			He waited an additional five minutes after her taillights disappeared from view to make sure she didn’t come back, then pulled onto the road.

			

			—

			While Emma might not have seen him, Marty’s movements did not go unnoticed.

			In the dark, just beyond the entrance to the under-construction housing tract, Vladimir Zenin sat on his motorcycle, observing the engineer’s curious behavior.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13
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			The limousine minibus with Billy and the others stopped at the entrance to Damian Leon’s property, where a pair of security personnel in black suits stood.

			One of the men stepped aboard the bus.

			“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “May I have your names, please?”

			As each person spoke up, the man checked them against a list on an iPad.

			Billy was last, and after he gave his name, the man nodded, then said to the driver, “Follow the road up to the house, and let everyone out there. My colleague at the exit gate will direct you to the parking area.”

			After he exited, the bus proceeded up the curved driveway.

			“Whoa,” Mari said, as Damian’s house came into view.

			The building seemed to jut out of the ground like the bow of a ship in the water; if, that was, the sides of the ship were made of glass. The apex of the “bow” hung above the entrance, protecting a grand set of open, patinaed double doors from the elements.

			“Wait until you see inside.” Hattie grinned.

			“I thought you said you’ve never been here before,” Ben said.

			“I haven’t. But I have read the Architectural Digest article it was featured in last year. All I’ll say is the man has good taste.”

			When the bus stopped at the entrance, two women wearing suits similar to the men at the gate jogged up to the vehicle’s door.

			As Billy and the others exited, one of the women said, “Welcome to Chez Leon.”

			The other gestured to the doors. “All the way through and into the backyard. The path is marked.”

			“Thank you,” Billy said.

			The group proceeded inside.

			Just beyond the entryway was a large sunken living room containing a curving yellow retro-style couch, three matching chairs, and a freestanding fireplace. To the left, a tasteful chandelier hung above a long, teak dining table and chair set.

			The path to the back of the house was bordered by gold velvet ropes strung between black stanchions that prevented anyone from straying into either room.

			“Are those all his?” Mari said, nodding toward a cabinet upon which sat a Grammy, two Oscars, and a Tony award.

			“They are,” Billy said.

			“He’s an Emmy short of an EGOT,” Peter said.

			EGOT was the term used to describe people who had won an Emmy, a Grammy, an Oscar, and a Tony Award, an achievement only few had obtained.

			“Is the Grammy for a spoken word category?” Mari asked.

			“No idea,” Tessa said.

			Peter, Ben, and Hattie looked equally perplexed.

			“Music,” Billy and Stone said in unison.

			The others all turned to them, surprised.

			“He’s a musician?” Mari asked.

			Billy and Stone shared a look.

			“You want to take this?” Billy asked.

			“Tempting, but I’ll defer to you,” Stone said.

			“That’s very kind, but if you’d prefer…”

			“No, no. You go right ahead.”

			“Dear God. Will one of you please answer the question?” Peter asked.

			“Damian is a singer,” Billy said. “At least for one album that came out long before any of you were born. It was a year or two after David Soul’s first album came out, I believe.”

			Stone nodded his agreement.

			“Who’s David Soul?” Tessa asked.

			“Hutch,” Billy said.

			“Hutch what?”

			“Not Hutch what, Starsky & Hutch,” Stone said.

			“The Ben Stiller and Owen Wilson movie?” Ben asked.

			Billy shook his head in disappointment. “That movie was a remake of the 1970s TV show on which David Soul played Hutch. Seriously, you’re all Hollywood elites. You should know this.”

			“I’m not Hollywood elite,” Mari said.

			“You have a pass,” Billy said.

			“I still don’t understand what the original Hutch’s album has to do with Damian’s Grammy,” Tessa said.

			“A lot of popular actors released albums around that time,” Stone said. “Lynda Carter, Telly Savalas, Burt Reynolds—”

			“Don’t forget John Travolta,” a male voice said from behind them.

			The group turned to find that their host had just entered the house from the backyard and stopped behind them, grinning.

			“Mr. Leon,” Ben said. “We were just admiring your awards.” He stepped toward the star. “We met once a few years ago. I’m Ben Bacchetti.”

			Damian shook his hand. “I remember. You’re the head of Centurion Pictures. I’m so glad you could make it.”

			“We’ve been looking forward to it. Happy birthday.”

			“Thank you.”

			“May I introduce you to my wife, Tessa.”

			Damian took both of Tessa’s hands in his. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve seen everything you’ve done. You are a true talent.”

			“Oh, my,” Tessa said. “Thank you.” Normally, she wasn’t easily flustered, but flustered she was. “I’m honored. And I’ve seen everything you’ve done, too. You’re an icon.”

			He shook his head. “No, no. I’m just Damian.”

			“This is Peter Barrington and his wife, Hattie,” Ben said, gesturing to the couple.

			“Happy birthday,” Hattie said.

			“The woman behind the music,” Damian said, greeting her. “I’m a big fan.”

			“Thank you.”

			Peter shook the star’s hand. “Mr. Leon, what a thrill it is to meet you in person. Thank you for inviting us to your party.”

			“If I didn’t make it clear before, it’s Damian,” Damian said. “None of this Mr. Leon stuff. And the thrill is mine, Peter. Your films have been some of my favorites in recent years.”

			Mari was introduced next.

			“Ah, the one questioning my Grammy,” Damian said with a sly smile.

			“I would never question someone’s Grammy,” she said quickly. “I just hadn’t been aware you’d put out an album.”

			“So long ago that I’m barely aware of it myself. You, on the other hand, are the true music star. I see multiple Grammys in your future.”

			“From your lips to the music gods’ ears.”

			Ben then said, “And this is Billy Barnett, Peter’s producer and my right-hand man at Centurion.”

			“Good to see you again, Billy,” Damian said.

			They shook hands.

			“You know each other?” Ben asked, surprised.

			“We go way back to last night,” Billy said. “Stone and I had dinner at the same place as Damian.”

			Damian greeted Stone, then said, “Thank you all for coming. There are drinks and food outside.” He motioned through the open sliding glass wall behind him, into the backyard. “Hopefully, we’ll all have time to chat later.”

			“That would be great,” Peter said.

			“Until then,” Damian said.

			He flashed them all a pearly white smile, patted Ben on the back, then slipped under the rope and disappeared into the back of the house.

			The group entered the expansive backyard and found a large crowd already in attendance.

			“I didn’t realize there were going to be this many people here,” Tessa said under her breath.

			“Me, either,” Peter said. “I’m not sure this is the right setting to talk to him about the movie.”

			“You’re probably right,” Billy said. “I’ll see if I can find someone who works for him. Maybe they could help set up a meeting for another day.”

			“Thanks, Billy,” Peter said.

			“For now, let’s enjoy the party.”

			

			—

			Ronan had arrived at Damian’s house at six a.m., and had been in constant motion since, making sure everything was prepared for what was always deemed the party of the year.

			Once the festivities started, he split his time between checking on the caterers and security staff and making sure Damian’s guests were having a good time.

			The backyard already held a sizable crowd. There were many immediately recognizable faces such as that of pop-star Mari Chen, cable news anchor Jet Brickman, and movie stars Tessa Tweed and Tom Norman. There were other movers and shakers who worked behind the scenes in the entertainment industry and several fellow retirees Damian had befriended after moving to Palm Springs.

			More than three hundred invites had gone out, and if past years were any indication, nearly everyone who received them would show up along with their plus-ones.

			Damian’s favorite band, the Con Cons, would also be playing a set, and Ronan planned on trying to get Mari Chen to join them for a song.

			He checked his watch. It was almost nine p.m. If Emma had left soon after he’d called her, she would be here any minute.

			He glanced through the crowd toward the house, but there was still no sign of her. Just as he started to turn away, a woman stepped into the backyard who he recognized immediately as someone definitely not on the invite list.

			Katy Lane, Ronan’s ex-girlfriend and one of his biggest mistakes.

			She was dressed to the nines in a silver lamé dress with a plunging neckline that dipped past her belly button. She was already drawing the attention of several guests.

			Ronan began weaving his way toward her, forcing himself to smile so that no one would suspect that something was wrong.

			Ahead, Katy plucked a flute of champagne off the tray held by a passing waiter and looked around as she took a sip.

			A barrel-chested bald man Ronan didn’t recognize approached her and began talking, a hungry grin on his face. She laughed at whatever he said and brushed her fingers along his arm.

			Ronan slipped among the last of the people between them and stepped toward Katy and her new friend.

			There was a momentary flash of panic in her eyes as she turned toward him, but she quickly hid whatever she was feeling with a sweet smile. “Ronan, I was just going to come looking for you.”

			The big man looked Ronan up and down, then asked in what sounded like an Eastern European accent, “Who are you?”

			“Ronan’s my ex-boyfriend,” Katy said.

			This drew a raised eyebrow from the man.

			“Sir, I hope you don’t mind, but I need to talk to Katy for a moment,” Ronan said.

			“And if I say I do mind?” the man asked.

			Katy touched the man’s arm again. “It’ll only be for a moment. Why don’t you get us something to eat. I’ll find you as soon as we’re done.”

			The man grunted, gave Ronan the side-eye, and walked away.

			“Come on,” Ronan said to Katy, and headed to a quieter spot where they could talk.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14
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			A few minutes before Ronan had spotted Katy, Billy was politely listening to a woman who had cornered him moments earlier.

			“They tell you that it’s a dry heat, as if that makes it better.” She snorted and waved her fingers like she was batting something away. “It may be dry, but it’s still heat. The moment it gets above eighty-five, I head to my place in Big Bear, and don’t come back down until the temperature does the same.”

			“That sounds reasonable to me,” Billy said, smiling and nodding politely.

			Her name was Edie Jones. She’d apparently been the ex-wife of a television executive back in the seventies and had been living in Palm Springs ever since. From the clues Billy had picked up, she had to be more than ninety. But she seemed to have the energy of someone several decades younger.

			“It’s practical, is what it is,” she said. “Makes it easier to keep my boyfriend here separate from my boyfriend there.”

			“Oh, uh, I suppose that’s true. Is your local man with you tonight?”

			She grinned and took a step closer to him. “He’s out of town.”

			“Is that right?” Billy glanced around, looking for any excuse to make his escape.

			“Perhaps after the party, you’d like to come over for a nightcap.”

			“Uh…”

			“Billy?”

			Billy turned to see Stone walking over to them.

			“Do you have a moment?” Stone asked.

			“Of course.” To Edie, Billy said, “Please, excuse me.”

			“Sure, doll. You know where to find me when you’re done.”

			“I do indeed.”

			As he walked away with Stone, Billy whispered, “Thank you.”

			“You looked like you needed a bit of rescuing.”

			“You could say that.”

			“At the risk of tarnishing my heroic deed, I actually came to tell you something I overheard.”

			“Oh?”

			“The man in charge of the party is named Ronan Davis. He’s Damian’s assistant.”

			“Is that so?” Billy said, interested. “You don’t happen to know where I could find him, do you?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” Stone said. He looked across the crowd, then pointed at a young man standing near the stage where the band was setting up. “That’s him.”

			“If you ever get tired of lawyering, you should try being a detective.”

			“My former bosses at the NYPD would disagree, but thanks.”

			Billy walked over to where Peter was speaking with the former star of an early 2000s hit sitcom. “Pardon my interruption,” he said. “But I need to borrow Peter for a few minutes.”

			“Of course,” the actor said. “Nice talking to you, Peter. Remember, I think we’d work great together.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.” Peter nodded.

			Billy and Peter stepped away.

			“I swear, if anyone else tells me how much they want to work with me, I’m going to hide in one of Damian’s bathrooms.”

			“I recommend the one just down the hallway. I used it earlier. It’s very nice. Roomy, too, in case you have to be there for a while.”

			“I appreciate the way you always have my best interests at heart.”

			“I do, indeed. And speaking of interests, I thought we could have a word with Damian’s assistant and see if he can set up a meeting for us with his boss.”

			“Good idea. Do you know who that is?”

			Billy looked to where he’d last seen Ronan, but the man was no longer there. He glanced around until he spotted him walking toward the house. “This way.”

			He headed into the crowd.

			

			—

			“What are you doing here?” Ronan demanded.

			“What do you mean?” Katy asked innocently. “I’m here to celebrate Damian’s birthday.”

			“This is a private party, and I know for a fact that you are not on the guest list.”

			“Which was very hurtful, by the way,” she countered. “I would have thought you would have at least extended me that courtesy, after what we shared.”

			“What we shared?” Ronan could barely hold in his anger. “Despite what I thought at first, what we shared wasn’t even real. I was just a means to an end for you.”

			Their relationship had been a sham from the beginning. She’d gone after him solely because of his connection to Damian, in the hopes he would help her acting career. When Ronan finally realized the truth, he’d quickly cut her off. It had been months since he’d last seen her.

			“You’re overreacting again,” she said. “I told you it wasn’t like that.”

			“It was exactly like that, and both of us know it.”

			She opened her mouth to argue the point but was stopped by Ronan’s cold stare.

			Ronan was about to tell her to leave when out of the corner of his eye he noticed two people looking in his direction. He glanced their way and instantly recognized them as Peter Barrington and Billy Barnett, the Oscar-winning duo behind Desperation at Dawn. Their latest film, Storm’s Eye, had quickly become one of Ronan’s favorites.

			After they had RSVPed for the party, Ronan had been hoping to meet at least one of them. And now here they were seemingly waiting for him.

			Billy Barnett noticed his attention. “Sorry, we didn’t mean to disturb you.”

			“Not at all,” Ronan said. “Is there something I can help you with?”

			“I understand you’re Ronan Davis, Damian’s assistant.”

			“That’s correct.”

			“When you’re free, we’d love a moment of your time.”

			“Of course,” Ronan said, barely able to contain his excitement. “Give me a sec, and I’ll be right with you.”

			“Take your time,” Billy said, then he and Peter stepped several feet away.

			Ronan turned his attention back to Katy. “You need to leave.”

			“Please, Ronan. I’m already here. Can’t you just let me stay?”

			He closed his eyes.

			“I promise I won’t get in your way,” she said.

			He blew out a breath and looked at her again. If he threw her out, he wouldn’t put it past her to make a scene. “If you stay, you cannot talk to Damian, not even to say happy birthday.”

			“I won’t,” she said quickly.

			“And the moment I hear you’re bothering anyone else about getting a job…no, about anything, you are out of here.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be a good girl.” She smiled. “Thank you!”

			He glared at her for a second. “Don’t make me regret this.”

			“I would never. Thanks, Ronan.”

			After she hurried off, he took a breath, then walked over to where Billy and Peter were waiting.

			

			—

			“Gentlemen, how can I help you?” Ronan asked as he joined Billy and Peter.

			Billy smiled. “My name’s Billy Barnett, and this is—”

			“Peter Barrington,” Ronan said. “I’m a big fan of you both.”

			The men exchanged handshakes.

			“I’ve seen Storm’s Eye three times already, and Desperation at Dawn at least that many.” He scoffed at himself. “Sorry, I’m sounding like a crazy fanboy.”

			Peter laughed. “Not at all. I’m honored that you liked them.”

			“Very much. The layered characters, the shot choices, the stories, are all perfection.”

			“Well, now you’re sounding like a fanboy,” Billy said, smiling.

			“Oh, sorry.”

			“Let me guess, film school grad?”

			“Guilty.”

			“USC or UCLA?” Peter asked.

			“I didn’t have that kind of money. Cal State Northridge.”

			“Also a good school,” Billy said. “We know several people in the industry who went there.”

			“I’m happy to hear that,” Ronan said. “But enough about me. What is it I can help you with?”

			“We’re hoping you can set up a meeting with your boss.”

			“I’d be happy to do that. What about?”

			“I’m finishing up a rewrite on the script for my next film,” Peter said. “And there’s a part I think he would be perfect for. Actually, I kind of wrote it for him.”

			Ronan grimaced. “You do know he’s retired.”

			“We do,” Billy said. “We’re hoping he might consider coming out of it, at least for one film. Do you think that’s a possibility?”

			“If just anyone were to ask me that, I would say no, but for Peter Barrington and Billy Barnett…” He looked away for a moment, thinking. “May I be honest with you?”

			“We would appreciate it,” Peter said.

			“Between us, I think this might be the kind of thing he needs. He won’t admit it, but turning seventy is hitting him harder than he’d expected. I’m sure knowing that he’s still wanted will give him a big boost.”

			“Enough to take the part?” Billy asked, hopeful.

			“Is it a good part?”

			“Very,” Peter said. “And pivotal to the story.”

			“I read the last draft of the script,” Billy said. “And if that was any indication, there will be a lot of buzz come award season for whoever takes the role.”

			“Then I’ll do everything in my power to help convince him to take it,” Ronan said. “When do you want to meet?”

			“The sooner the better,” Peter said.

			“And this coming week, if possible,” Billy added. “I’m due to return to L.A. a week from tomorrow.”

			“Let me see what I can do. How would you like me to get in touch?”

			Billy handed him his business card. “The bottom number is my cell. Call me anytime.”

			“I will.”

			Behind them, a female voice called, “I’m here.”

			Billy turned to find a beautiful young woman, with dark brown hair and tan skin, looking toward Ronan expectantly.

			“I see that,” Ronan said. “Gentlemen, this is my good friend Emma Perez. Emma, this is Peter Barrington and Billy Barnett.”

			“Hello,” she said.

			“Pleasure to meet you,” Peter said.

			“Same,” Billy added.

			She nodded but said nothing else.

			“We’ve bothered you long enough,” Billy said to Ronan. “Just let me know when you have a time set.”

			Ronan grinned and nodded. “Feel free to bother me anytime.”

			

			—

			Upon making her escape from Ronan, Katy had lost herself in the crowd, just in case her ex changed his mind about tossing her out.

			Damn him. Why couldn’t he just go with the flow?

			Sure, he wasn’t wrong about her getting together with him because he worked for Damian, but she had enjoyed some of the time they’d shared together. Okay, perhaps tolerated was a more accurate descriptor. But it had earned her absolutely nothing, because Ronan had broken up with her before she had a chance to get close to his boss.

			Her acting career had been full of fits and starts. A couple of national commercials one year, followed by a few guest spots on TV shows the next, interspersed with nothing but low-paid local theater gigs.

			At the time she’d met Ronan, she’d been to hundreds of auditions without landing a single decent part and was getting desperate. So, making his acquaintance at an industry event in Pasadena, where the Damian Leon was being honored for his contributions to some cause or another, seemed like a gift from the acting gods. She’d cozied up to Ronan and made sure to get his info before the evening was out. She then found a cheap studio apartment in Banning, about a thirty-minute drive away from Palm Springs, and began “running into” Ronan around town until she had wormed her way into his life.

			Her plan had worked, too, for a few months anyway.

			Katy looked back to where Ronan was talking with the two men who’d approached him. They looked familiar, but she couldn’t place where exactly she’d seen them. They probably worked in the industry. Maybe she’d introduce herself to them later.

			She was just about to turn away when she noticed a woman exit the house into the backyard.

			Katy’s eyes narrowed and her jaw tensed.

			The new arrival was Emma Perez. It had been her fault that Ronan had broken up with Katy. He’d all but said Emma had been the one who’d opened his eyes to the possibility that Katy had ulterior motives for dating him.

			Katy had tried to make friends with Emma, but all her attempts had proved fruitless. The haughty Miss Perez had barely acknowledged Katy’s presence when the three of them were together, and every time Katy tried to engage her in small talk, Emma would just give her one- or two-word answers.

			On the list of people Katy hated, Emma was near the top. Which was why, when Katy had snuck into Damian’s house the night before, pretending to work with the caterers, she couldn’t help but crash the stack of plates into the woman. Emma was the reason Katy had lost it all.

			The incident had not been enough to satisfy Katy’s thirst for revenge, however. The woman deserved something far worse for her interference.

			Katy’s anger continued to build as she watched Emma move through the crowd. It wasn’t until Emma almost reached Ronan that Katy realized where she was going.

			Katy ducked down so that Ronan wouldn’t notice her attention and decide to kick her out.

			She slipped into the crowd, grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, and found a spot from which she would not be so easily seen.

			She sipped her champagne and eyed her nemesis.

			Someday soon, when the opportunity presented itself, Katy would settle their score.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15
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			Back in Thousand Palms, Marty decided he’d given Emma enough time.

			Keeping his headlights off, he made his way toward her place. Instead of turning into her driveway, like he’d planned, he decided to park on the shoulder, about thirty yards past the entrance. He didn’t think she’d be coming back anytime soon, but he didn’t want to take the chance.

			Pulling the hood of his black hoodie over his head, he donned a black N95 mask, grabbed his flashlight, and climbed out of his car.

			Carefully, he picked his way across the desert and skirted around the edge of her property until he was about a dozen yards behind her home. He’d only taken a couple of steps toward the building when he realized that he’d left the dog toy and sleeping pill wrapped in a ball of cheese in his car.

			“Dammit,” he groaned.

			He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, contemplating whether or not to go back for it. In the end, he chose to continue to the building. If Emma had locked the mutt in, say, her bedroom, then the pill wouldn’t be necessary.

			He stepped gingerly around the sagebrush and Russian thistle until he reached the edge of Emma’s property, where all the undergrowth had been cleared away.

			He looked past the side of the house toward the road. Still no headlights in sight.

			He grinned and moved out from the vegetation.

			He’d taken three steps forward when a floodlight attached to the top of the building suddenly illuminated the entire area.

			He cursed and retreated into the brush, then hunched down and scanned the back of the house.

			His first thought was that Emma had a roommate he didn’t know about, who had seen him and flicked the light on. But the pair of windows at the back of the building remained dark, with no sign of motion beyond.

			The light must have been triggered by a motion detector, he surmised.

			He scanned the wall for a sensor, and almost immediately spotted something that was much more concerning. Mounted on the wall two feet below the light and a good eighteen feet above ground was a security camera.

			“Well, fuck,” he huffed.

			Marty was not a professional thief, so it hadn’t even dawned on him that she might have cameras, especially out here in the middle of nowhere.

			What he did know, though, is that he was smart enough to intuit that where there were cameras, there was also likely an alarm system.

			That was not something he was prepared to deal with.

			“Dammit, dammit, dammit!”

			About the only good thing was that while the camera might have recorded him, he was well disguised.

			He glared at the back door. It was so close and yet so very far.

			He needed her alarm code, but that wasn’t something he could just walk up to her and ask for.

			It was possible that she had it written down somewhere, however. Perhaps in her office. In fact, he may have already seen it and not registered its importance.

			He checked his watch. If he went to RRE now, he’d have plenty of time to search for the code before his meeting with Victor Popov.

			He gave Emma’s building one last glance, then retraced his steps to his car and headed back to Palm Springs.

			

			—

			Vladimir watched Marty through a pair of binoculars as the guy sat in his car at the edge of the road doing nothing for more than thirty minutes.

			When the vehicle finally did move, it didn’t go far before it stopped again. Only this time, instead of remaining in the driver’s seat, Marty exited the sedan and slipped into the desert.

			The binoculars didn’t have a night-vision mode, so Vladimir lost track of him until a floodlight at the back of the house came on, illuminating the area enough for him to watch Marty scamper back into the darkness of the desert.

			Vlad’s brow creased. “Huh.”

			The next time he spotted Marty was when the dome light inside the man’s car came back on. A few moments later, the car started up and pulled onto the road.

			Vladimir shoved the binoculars into his backpack, initiated a call to Popov via the wireless connection in his helmet, then took off after the odd engineer.

			

			—

			Billy and Peter were making their way back to their friends, when a large man veered into Billy’s path.

			Billy tried to move out of the way but still bumped him with his arm, sending the glass the other man was holding tumbling to the ground.

			“My apologies,” Billy said. “Entirely my fault.”

			“Damn right it was,” the man said as he turned.

			Billy recognized him immediately. It was the jerk from the golf course, Victor Popov.

			It took the man a moment longer before he, too, made the connection, and his gaze hardened.

			“Well, look who it is,” Popov said. “You are a very rude man, do you know that?”

			“Good evening, Mr. Popov,” Billy said.

			The man’s gaze narrowed. “How do you know my name?”

			Ignoring the question, Billy said, “Perhaps this isn’t the right venue to work out your anger issues.” He gave Popov a quick smile. “Enjoy your evening.”

			He and Peter started walking again.

			“Who are you to walk away from me?” Popov snarled after him.

			Billy kept going.

			

			—

			Popov seethed, watching the man who’d hit the golf ball at him stride off. Once he had been swallowed up by the crowd, Popov leaned in close to Aleksei and whispered, “Find out who that man is and where he is staying.” Whoever he was, he’d make him pay for his disrespect.

			“Consider it done,” Aleksei responded, and moved off to fulfill his order.

			Popov’s anger ebbed a bit at the sight of several delectable women with whom he wouldn’t mind spending some time. If they were actresses like the first woman he’d talked to, he could claim to be a movie producer again. That had been working well on her until the young guy had taken her away.

			As he considered his potential targets, his phone vibrated. He checked the screen and saw that it was Vladimir. He accepted the call.

			“Yes?”

			“Mr. Popov, something strange just happened with Martin Lundstrom that I thought you should know about,” Vladimir said, the roar of a motorcycle engine underlining his words.

			“Strange?”

			Vladimir told him about Lundstrom’s strange behavior at the building in Thousand Palms.

			“Whose building is it?”

			“Unknown. I got the impression it’s being used as a home, not a business.”

			“And you believe he was trying to break in?”

			“It’s the only explanation I can think of. Do you want me to find out who it belongs to?”

			“Have someone else do that. You stay on Lundstrom. I don’t want him to miss our meeting.”

			“Understood.”

			Popov hung up and looked for a waiter. He needed a drink to replace the one that had been knocked out of his hand.
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			Ronan checked the time. “The concert’s about to start, so I need to head to the stage. Do you want to come with? Or would you rather stay here?”

			Emma glanced first at the large crowd, closer to the stage, then at the relatively deserted area in which they stood, and finally at Ronan with a do-you-really-need-me-to-answer-that look on her face.

			“Right. Stupid question.”

			People drained Emma’s energy, and large groups especially so. He was actually surprised she’d been doing as well as she had.

			“It was,” she said matter-of-factly.

			He chuckled. Others might have been put off by her directness, but he loved her more for it.

			“It’s going to get loud,” he warned. “You may want to move farther back.”

			“How loud?”

			“I didn’t get a decibel reading, but loud enough.”

			She considered it, then nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

			“I’m full of good ideas.”

			She turned to him, eyebrow raised. “Since when?”

			“Ouch!”

			Now, it was her turn to laugh.

			“I’ll come find you once the show’s done.” He started to turn away but then stopped and looked back. “Don’t go home.”

			The look on her face told him that was exactly what she’d been planning on doing. “Fine,” she relented. “I won’t.”

			“I’ll see you in a bit.” He jogged off.

			

			—

			Katy had done everything she could to avoid Ronan since her run-in with him, hiding out in a bathroom, then keeping tabs on where he was in order to stay as far away as possible.

			Doing so had put a real crimp in her plans for the night. She’d sneaked into the party with two goals in mind. The first, to wiggle her way back into Ronan’s life, but that seemed like a nonstarter now. And the second, to meet people who could give her career a jump start.

			Achieving either would have been enough for her.

			While she’d been able to weasel her way into a few conversations, she hadn’t met anyone in a position to help her.

			Wait, she thought. There had been that one guy she’d been talking to before Ronan dragged her away. Victor, from…

			She couldn’t remember from where exactly, but someplace in Europe.

			It didn’t matter. What was important was that he’d said he was a film producer.

			She stood on her tippy-toes and scanned the crowd.

			“Aha!” she declared upon spotting him.

			She downed the last of her fourth—fifth?—champagne, set the glass on a nearby table, then worked her way through the attendees. She realized she was a bit tipsier than she’d thought, but she wasn’t worried about it. She was always sharper after a drink or two.

			As she neared Victor, she paused a few feet away to assess the situation.

			Victor was talking with two older men and one young woman. From the way he was focusing most of his attention on the latter, Katy had no doubt that he was interested in her.

			That would not do.

			She stepped next to him, slipped her arm through his, and put on a playful smile. “There you are.”

			Victor looked over, annoyed, until he realized who she was. He then smiled, surprised. “I thought maybe you had left.”

			“Not at all. I’m sorry for the confusion before.”

			“With your boyfriend?”

			Looking sheepish, she said, “Ex-boyfriend. I’m way out of his league.”

			“But not out of mine, I hope.”

			She squeezed against him. “Not at all.”

			He grinned. “I’m glad to hear it.”

			The lights began to dim, and over the speakers from the stage a voice said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the Con Cons!”

			The stage lights flashed on, and the four-member band began to play, drowning out the possibility of any further conversation.

			Katy removed her arm from Victor’s and placed it around his back so that her hand lay low on his waist.

			He glanced curiously at her, then put his arm around her, his hand firmly planted on her ass.

			She smiled to herself. Goal two was very much in sight.

			

			—

			Billy, Stone, and the rest of the crowd cheered as Mari Chen finished belting out the last note of the number one song from her last album.

			She beamed and waved, then raised the mic back to her mouth. “Thank you, everyone! And thanks to Bruce, Tom, Danny, and Teresa of the Con Cons for letting me join them for a little bit tonight. And most important of all, happy birthday to our wonderful host, Damian Leon!”

			As Damian stepped onto the stage, the band started playing a jazzed-up version of the “Happy Birthday” song, and Mari led the crowds as they sang along.

			Ronan wheeled out a multilayered cake to center stage. As soon as the song ended, Damian pretended like he was going to blow the candles out, then at the last second pulled out a handheld electric fan and used it to do the job instead.

			The crowd cheered again.

			Mari handed the mic to Damian.

			He grinned from ear to ear, his eyes sparkling, and brought the mic to his mouth. “What an unforgettable evening, am I right?”

			The partygoers hooted their agreement.

			“Don’t worry,” Damian continued. “I’ll keep this short. A huge thanks to my all-time favorite band, the Con Cons! And to the incredible Mari Chen for adding her amazing voice to the festivities.”

			More cheers erupted from the crowd.

			“Most of all, thanks to all of you for helping me celebrate another trip around the sun. But the evening is just getting started. DJ Anthony Ortega will be taking over music duties, and I expect all of you to take a turn on the dance floor. Oh, and make sure you get a piece of this cake, because there’s no way I’ll be able to eat it all myself!”

			The crowd laughed, then cheered again as Damian gave them a wave and handed the mic to one of the stagehands.

			“Is this how you Hollywood types typically celebrate a birthday?” Stone asked Billy.

			“Oh, no,” Billy said, straight-faced. “This is far tamer. For my last birthday, I had the Rolling Stones and the surviving members of the Beatles, followed by a flyover by the Blue Angels.”

			“Is that all?”

			“Tiny Fey was going to MC but had to cancel at the last minute.”

			“That’s a shame,” Stone said. “Say, I’ve always wondered. Is Tina related to a certain former spy we know?”

			“Ah, I can understand the confusion. She spells her last name with an ‘e’ and he with an ‘a.’ ”

			“So, no relation then.”

			“Not that I’m aware of.”

			“Too bad. I was just thinking—”

			Before Stone could finish the thought, someone screamed.

			

			—

			Katy grimaced when Ronan rolled the cake onto the stage. She glanced to the side of the platform to see if Emma was up there with him, too, but she saw no sign of her.

			Katy proceeded to scan the people in front of her, then slowly turned to get a look at the rest of the attendees.

			“Something wrong?” Victor asked.

			She turned back to him, smiling. “Not at all. I just remembered that a girlfriend of mine said she’d be here, but I haven’t seen her yet.”

			“Girlfriend or…?”

			She giggled and knocked him in the ribs. “Play your cards right, and maybe you’ll find out.”

			“Then by all means, see if you can find her.”

			Men were so easy, she thought as she continued to scan the area.

			After a few more seconds, she located Emma, standing several yards behind the crowd, with no one else around her.

			Adrenaline surged into Katy’s veins as she realized she might never get a better opportunity to make the woman pay.

			Smiling again, she looked at Victor and said, “I think I see her. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

			She reached up and gave him a peck on the cheek, before hurrying away to exact her revenge.

			

			—

			Emma could have done without most of the mini concert. She’d heard of the Con Cons but would have been hard-pressed to name any of their songs. And after what she’d heard tonight, she had no plans to listen to any more.

			Mari Chen was another matter, however. When the singer had stepped onto the stage, Emma had nearly choked on her Diet Coke. She was one of her favorites, and Emma could hardly believe she was attending a party at which Mari was performing.

			The only disappointing thing was that Mari only sang one song.

			“Hey,” someone said from behind her.

			Figuring it hadn’t been directed at her, Emma kept her attention on the stage, where a DJ was getting ready to take over entertainment duties.

			“Emma!”

			This time she turned.

			Damian’s backyard was shaped like a giant L, with the largest portion directly behind the house, where the party was taking place. The short portion of the L ran along the side of the house and was home to Damian’s pool.

			The two areas were separated by a tall hedge with a wide gap in the middle for passage. Standing in the shadows of the gap was the figure of a woman.

			“Are you talking to me?” Emma asked.

			“Is there anyone else named Emma around?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“For God’s sake,” the woman growled. “Yes, you. We need to talk.”

			There was something vaguely familiar about the voice, but Emma couldn’t quite place it.

			“About what?” she asked.

			“Just come here, will you?” the woman said.

			Assuming the woman needed help with something, Emma walked over. It wasn’t until she was almost to the hedge that she could finally see the woman’s face.

			She stopped dead in her tracks.

			“What do you want?” she asked.

			“I have something I need to give you,” Katy said, motioning for Emma to join her.

			“You have nothing I want.”

			“It’ll only take a second.”

			Emma stared at her for a moment, then turned and started to walk away.

			Before she could make it two steps, Katy grabbed her hair, yanked her back behind the hedge, and shoved her against the plants.

			“What the hell?” Emma said, rubbing her head.

			Katy leaned in and said through gritted teeth, “You fucked with the wrong person.”

			Emma could smell the alcohol on the other woman’s breath. “What are you talking about?”

			“Ronan and me.”

			“What about you and Ronan?” Ronan had broken up with Katy months ago.

			“I know it was you who turned Ronan against me,” Katy growled.

			Ronan was the best friend Emma had ever had, the person she was closest to by a long shot, and the only person for whom she’d ever felt protective. Damn right she was the one who’d opened his eyes to Katy’s deceit.

			“Leave me alone,” Emma growled as she shoved Katy away.

			Katy stumbled backward, lost her balance, and fell onto the stone patio surrounding the pool.

			“You bitch,” Katy snarled.

			Emma looked down at her. “When it comes to you, I definitely am. And don’t forget it.”

			She started back toward the party.

			But before Emma reached the gap in the hedge, Katy scrambled to her feet and slammed into Emma’s back, screaming the whole way.

			“Let go of me!” Emma yelled as they stumbled across the patio.

			She tried to pry Katy’s arms off her, but before she could, the ground disappeared from under her feet, and the two women fell into the pool with a loud splash.
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			Emma hit the bottom of the pool, then thrust upward, away from Katy’s grasp. Thankfully, the spot they were in was shallow enough that she could stand with her head above water.

			Katy popped up a few feet away and threw a punch at her, which thankfully hit only water.

			“Something is seriously wrong with you!” Emma yelled, swimming away from her toward the nearest ladder.

			Katy splashed after her and wrapped an arm around Emma’s neck. She squeezed tight, trying to pull her under.

			Emma wrapped her fingers around Katy’s forearm to keep from being choked to death and tried to break loose.

			She heard another splash and prepared herself for the next blow.

			“Let go of her!” Ronan shouted from somewhere nearby.

			Katy yanked again, and Emma’s head went underwater, but then suddenly Katy’s arm was gone.

			Emma stood back up, sucking in as much air as she could. Once she was breathing again, she turned toward Katy, expecting the woman to attack.

			Instead, Katy was several feet away, struggling to break free from Ronan and another man Emma didn’t recognize, who were holding on to her tight.

			“Enough, Katy!” Ronan barked. “It’s over. You’re done.”

			Katy seemed to realize for the first time that Ronan was one of the men holding her down. She stopped moving and pleaded, “It’s not my fault! She started it!”

			Emma scowled. “Right. I started it.”

			“Are you okay?” Ronan said to her.

			Emma looked down at herself. “Do I look okay?”

			“I meant are you hurt?”

			She shook her head. “Just drenched.”

			Katy laughed. “That’s rich. Look at my dress! You ruined it!”

			“Katy!” Ronan snapped.

			“You can’t listen to anything she says, Ronan. She’s had it in for me the moment I met her. She’s a little—”

			“Enough!” he barked.

			“But it’s her fault!”

			“That’s not true,” a female voice called from the edge of the pool.

			Emma looked over, noticing for the first time that a good number of partygoers were now gathered at the end of the pool. Standing right at the edge was Mari Chen.

			“I saw everything that happened from the stage,” Mari said. “That woman—” She gestured to Emma. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

			“Um…Emma.”

			Mari gave her a warm smile. “Emma was walking away when…Katy, is it?”

			Ronan nodded.

			“When Katy ran after her and knocked her into the pool.”

			Katy’s eyes widened. “That’s not true! You’ve got us mixed up. She rushed me!”

			“You’re lying,” Mari said.

			Katy looked at Ronan. “She was too far to see anything. You can’t believe her.”

			Ignoring her, Ronan said to the man in the water with him, “Mr. Barnett, do you mind helping me escort Katy to the steps?” He nodded toward the end of the pool.

			“Of course,” Billy said. “And it’s Billy.”

			Katy blinked. “Wait, are you Billy Barnett? The producer?”

			“I am.”

			“It’s an honor to meet you. I, um…I’m sorry about the circumstances. But as I was saying, it wasn’t my—”

			“Can it, Katy,” Ronan snapped.

			As he and Billy moved her toward the pool stairs, Emma made use of the nearby ladder.

			A familiar-looking woman met her as she stepped onto the patio and draped what appeared to be a tablecloth around her.

			“Someone went for towels,” the woman said. “But this should do until they get back.”

			“Thank you,” Emma said, gratefully.

			Over by the pool steps, Ronan and Billy guided a dejected-looking Katy into the custody of a pair of security guards.

			Ronan said something to the guards before they hustled Katy away. He then hurried over to Emma, Billy Barnett right behind him.

			Ronan looked her over. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine. I just—”

			Someone ran up with several towels before she could finish and handed them to Ronan.

			The woman who’d helped Emma climb out from the pool pulled the tablecloth off so that Ronan could wrap a towel over Emma’s shoulders.

			Near them the crowd parted, and Damian stepped through. “Ronan, what is going on?”

			“I’m so sorry,” Ronan said. “We had a party crasher who caused a scene. I’ve had her kicked out.”

			“And who is this?” Damian said, looking at Emma.

			“My friend Emma. You’ve met her before.” It had been one time, and briefly at that.

			“Ah, I apologize for not remembering. Ronan, take her inside so she can warm up. She can use one of my robes if she wants to get out of those wet clothes.”

			“The only thing I want to do is go home,” Emma said.

			“Then, Ronan, I think you should take her home,” Damian said.

			“But the party,” Ronan said, torn between Emma and his job. “I need to—”

			“The party will be fine. I’ll make sure everything is handled.”

			“Thank you.” Ronan looked at Emma. “Let’s get you out of here.”

			“Thank you for your help,” she said to the woman with the tablecloth.

			“Don’t even worry about it.”

			As Ronan guided her out, he whispered, “You know who that was, don’t you?”

			“She looks familiar, but I don’t remember where from.”

			“That was Tessa Tweed.”

			Emma looked at him blankly.

			“The Oscar-winning actress,” he said.

			“Never heard of her.”

			“You need to get out more.”

			She looked down at her wet clothes. “I beg to differ.”

			

			—

			Onstage, DJ Anthony Ortega began his set, and the partygoers flooded onto the dance floor.

			“I don’t suppose you’re up for a dance,” Tessa said to Billy as she eyed his suit.

			“Why would you say that?” he asked. “I thought the wet look was all the rage.”

			“That was last season,” Stone chimed in.

			“Trends change on a dime,” Ben said. “If you want to stay relevant, you need to keep up.”

			Billy sighed. “And here I thought I was on the cutting edge of fashion. I guess there’s nothing for me to do but head back to the house in shame.”

			“Now?” Peter asked.

			“Unless you brought a change of clothes I can use.”

			“I knew we forgot something.”

			“I’ll send the limo back after it drops me home.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Stone said. “I’m heading to L.A. in the morning, so it’s probably best if I call it a night.”

			Ben and Tessa shared a look, then Tessa said, “We’ll join you, too.”

			“Peter? What about you?” Billy asked.

			“Good question.” Peter looked over at Hattie and Mari, who were huddled together, deep in conversation. “Sweetheart?” When she didn’t react, he said it again.

			Hattie finally glanced over, but before Peter could ask what she wanted to do, she said, “I hope you don’t mind, but Mari and are going back to the house.”

			Mari nodded enthusiastically. “We need to get into the studio right away.”

			“Inspired?” Stone asked.

			“You could say that.”

			“I guess I won’t need to send the limo back after all,” Billy said.
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			The guards who’d escorted Katy out had offered to call her a cab, but she’d insisted she could do it herself and had walked out of the gate and onto the street.

			One of the guards followed her as far as the end of the driveway. “Ma’am,” he called. “I really don’t think you should be walking off on your own.”

			Without looking back, she flipped him off, then fumbled with the latch on her clutch until it opened.

			She pulled out her phone and tapped the screen. It remained black. She tapped it again, but nothing happened.

			She jammed her finger against it over and over. “Turn on, dammit!”

			The phone refused to come to life.

			The last she’d checked she’d had plenty of battery, so it couldn’t be out of power. It never dawned on her that the dip in the pool might be the problem.

			She slammed her hand against it, thinking the impact would wake it up, but instead she knocked the phone out of her grip and onto the asphalt.

			“Shit.”

			She leaned down to grab it and ended up kicking it against the white stucco wall that surrounded Damian’s property.

			She leaned her back against the wall and slid down it until she was sitting on the ground next to her phone. When she picked it up, she cursed again. Not only was it still dead, but now there was a giant diagonal crack running across the screen.

			She dropped the phone in her lap, covered her face with her hands, and yelled in frustration.

			This was not how the evening was supposed to go. The party was supposed to be the event that would turn things around for her. The night when she proved she belonged with the A-listers.

			That damn Emma. If she hadn’t been there, everything would have been fine.

			Katy didn’t know how, but she would still find a way to make Emma pay.

			She was so wrapped up in her thoughts of revenge that she didn’t hear the car pull to a stop next to her or the whirl as the passenger window descended.

			“Miss Katy?” a gravelly voice said.

			She looked up, prepared to tell whoever it was to go to hell, then smiled. “Well, hello there.”

			

			—

			While Katy was trying to get her phone to work, Billy and the others exited the front of Damian’s house to where several valets waited.

			One of them approached. “May I have your ticket, please?”

			“We have a driver,” Ben said. “He should be here momentarily.”

			“Very good.” The man bowed his head and returned to his post.

			Someone walked up from behind them and put one arm around Billy and the other around Ben. “Are all of you Centurion Pictures people contractually obligated to travel in a pack?” It was the unmistakable voice of superstar Tom Norman.

			“Ben has us on a tight leash,” Billy said.

			“Don’t listen to him,” Ben said. “I have, on occasion, allowed them to do things on their own.”

			“As long as we submit a request a month in advance,” Tessa said.

			“In triplicate,” Peter said.

			Tom’s face hardened in an exaggeration of his tough-guy movie persona. “Blink twice if you need me to help you escape.”

			Everyone but Ben, Mari, and Stone blinked.

			Tom looked at Stone and Mari. “You two don’t need saving?”

			“As a member of Centurion’s board, my participation in group activities is purely voluntary,” Stone said.

			“And I’m just a guest star in this episode,” Mari said.

			Tom laughed. “That’s a great line. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to steal it.”

			“Only if you pay royalties.”

			“Deal.”

			A black Ford Bronco that had come through the front gate a few seconds before pulled to a stop nearby.

			“Out of my way,” a voice growled.

			Two men who’d been waiting off to the side pushed past Billy and the others to get to the vehicle.

			One of them rammed hard into Billy’s shoulder, knocking him into Peter. “I said move.”

			Billy glanced over at his assailant. It was none other than Victor Popov.

			“Hey!” Peter said. “You didn’t need to—”

			Billy raised a hand to stop him. “It’s okay. Being a jackass is part of his DNA.”

			Popov whirled around. “What did you just call me?”

			“I’m sure I said that loud enough for you to hear. Perhaps you should get your ears checked.”

			Popov walked right up to Billy until they were only inches apart, his companion shadowing him.

			Tom stepped in next to Billy and glowered at Popov.

			“It’s okay, Tom,” Billy said. “Mr. Popov was just leaving. Weren’t you, Victor?”

			Popov’s eyes narrowed. “You think you are so smart, don’t you?”

			“Not particularly, but I have my moments.”

			Out of the corner of Billy’s eye, he could see a pair of security guards who’d been stationed near the valets moving toward them.

			“If you were really smart,” Popov said, “you would know not to make me angry.”

			“You say that like I should care.”

			Popov’s face reddened. “You should care, you son of a—”

			One of the security guards maneuvered his way between the two men. “That’s enough, sir,” he said as he pushed Popov back.

			“Do not touch me!” Popov barked.

			“I believe your vehicle is waiting,” the other guard said, gesturing toward the Bronco.

			Popov looked like he was going to argue again, but after a moment, he sent another glare Billy’s way, then headed into his vehicle.

			As the Bronco pulled away, the Centurion group’s limousine minibus moved into the vacated space.

			Mari let out a breath. “Well, that was entertaining.”

			“I take it you know him,” Tessa said.

			“He’s the guy Billy and I encountered on the golf course this morning,” Stone said.

			“The one who was going to hit his caddie?” Hattie asked.

			“The very same,” Billy said.

			“Maybe you should have hit him,” Ben said.

			“I’m starting to think the same.”

			The bus door opened, and they filed on.

			As the bus exited Damian’s property, Billy noticed Popov’s Bronco stopped at the side of the road. It looked like someone was sitting on the ground next to the vehicle, talking to someone inside, but the area was too dark to tell for sure. A moment later, the bus turned onto the street and the Bronco moved out of sight.

			

			—

			Popov was wondering if he’d made a mistake by offering Katy a ride. Her clothes were still wet from the pool, and the seat beside him was getting soaked. Then again, the vehicle wasn’t his, and he’d have the woman out of her outfit soon enough.

			“Sorry about all this,” she said, glancing at her dress. “I swear it wasn’t my fault.”

			“It’s fine,” he said.

			She smiled and shivered.

			He frowned. “Aleksei, give her your jacket.”

			“Yes, Mr. Popov.”

			Aleksei, who had moved to the front passenger seat to make room for Katy, pulled off his sports coat and passed it back.

			“Thank you,” she said, wrapping it over her torso.

			Popov pulled out his cell phone and called Vladimir.

			In Belarusian, he asked, “Is Lundstrom going to make it to the meeting on time?”

			“He has been at his office for the last hour and a half,” Vladimir replied.

			“How far is it from the hotel?”

			“About ten minutes.”

			Popov checked his watch. It was twenty minutes until midnight. “Give him five minutes. If he hasn’t left by then, go in and encourage him to do so.”

			“Very good.”

			“Call me when he’s on his way.”

			“I will. Before you hang up…”

			“Yes?”

			“I have information about the owner of the building Lundstrom was sneaking around. It is owned by a woman named Emma Perez.”

			“Emma Perez?” Popov said. “That sounds familiar.”

			Katy twisted in her seat at the mention of the name, but he paid her no mind.

			“Because she is Lundstrom’s boss at RRE.”

			That’s right. The name had been in the research he’d gone over about the company. Perez was its head engineer. “Why would he be interested in her place?” he asked.

			The question was rhetorical, and Vladimir knew his boss well enough not to respond.

			“Keep me posted,” Popov said, then hung up.

			“I heard you say Emma Perez’s name,” Katy said, her lip curled in disgust. “Why were you talking about her?”

			Popov turned to her, surprised. “Do you know her?”

			Katy scoffed. “Why do you think I’m wet?”

			“I do not understand.”

			She motioned to her damp hair and then the rest of her. “She’s the one who pushed me into the pool.”

			Popov stifled a snort. He was pretty sure Katy had done the pushing, but that wasn’t what was important. “The woman in the water with you was Emma Perez?”

			“That’s what I just said.”

			“Emma Perez with RRE?”

			“I don’t know what that is.”

			“The company she works for.”

			“I don’t know what company she works for. She’s some kind of scientist or something. Works on the windmills.”

			“Wind turbines.”

			“Same thing.”

			It wasn’t, but Popov didn’t correct her. He was sure they were talking about the same woman, though.

			That was more a curiosity than a problem, though. In fact, it was possible Katy could give him insight into RRE’s head engineer.

			The problem was that Katy having heard Perez’s name likely meant she’d heard Popov say Lundstrom, too. Popov couldn’t have anyone outside a select few know his connection to Marty. Especially given that, once the takeover of RRE had been completed, Marty would be permanently disposed of by Popov’s men.

			The last thing he needed was Katy seeing a news story about Marty, making the connection, and reporting Popov to the authorities.

			“Why were you talking about Emma?” Katy pressed.

			Ignoring her, Popov tapped a text into his phone and hit send. A second later, Aleksei pulled his own phone out. After checking his screen, he whispered to the driver.

			The Bronco pulled into an empty bank parking lot, coming to a halt behind the building, out of view from the road. The second Bronco that had been following stopped behind them.

			Katy looked out the window. “What are we doing here?”

			“We’ll just be a moment,” Popov said.

			Aleksei exited the vehicle and walked back to the other SUV. After a quick conversation with the other driver, he opened the rear hatch of Popov’s Bronco and unzipped the equipment bag they’d brought along.

			“What’s he doing?” Katy asked.

			“Getting something that will help you stop feeling cold.”

			“Oh, like a blanket?”

			“Kind of like that.”

			She gave him a nervous glance, then sat up and put a hand on her door handle. “You know what? The place where I’m staying is just around the block. I think I can walk from here.”

			Though she had had a lot to drink at the party, it apparently wasn’t enough to completely dull her survival instincts.

			She pulled the handle, but Popov grabbed her arm.

			“We can drive you,” he said.

			She flashed a forced smile. “No, thank you. I’ll walk.”

			As she tried to free her arm, he dug his fingers into her bicep.

			“Ow! That hurts. Please, just let me go.”

			Her door swung open. She twisted toward it, obviously thinking she could make a quick escape, but Aleksei was standing in her way.

			When she noticed the syringe in his hand, she started to scream.

			Popov slapped a hand over her mouth, muffling the sound, and nodded to Aleksei. The man jabbed the needle into her thigh, injecting the sedative into her system.

			Popov kept his hand in place until she lost consciousness, then leaned her against the now closed door.

			Once Aleksei was back in his seat, Popov said, “Let’s go.”

			

			—

			Marty couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so frustrated.

			He’d spent nearly two hours searching through Emma’s office for the code to her home alarm system and had found not a damn thing.

			It looked like he was going to have to wait for a workday when she was called out of the office, so he could search her bag again. Which meant he wasn’t going to get into her house for days, at the very least, and even then only if he was lucky.

			“Dammit! Can’t anything go my—”

			An alarm blared from his phone, causing him to jerk in surprise.

			He retrieved the device and fumbled at the screen until he was able to kill the noise.

			He’d set the alarm to remind him about his stupid midnight meeting with the guy from VP Bela Capital.

			He checked the time. If he didn’t leave now, he’d risk showing up late. He had a feeling that wouldn’t be a good idea.

			He scanned Emma’s office one last time, then headed for the elevator, cursing all the way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			
				[image: ]
			

			Vladimir waited until exactly fifteen minutes to midnight before he dismounted his motorbike and headed for a side entrance to RRE.

			He’d picked the lock when he first arrived, so he was inside in seconds, walking down a hallway that led to the elevators in the main lobby.

			Right before he got there, he heard the ding of the elevator. He stopped at the end of the hall and peered around the corner in time to see the doors to one of them open.

			Lundstrom stepped out and turned toward the main exit, on the other side from where Vladimir stood.

			Apparently, the engineer wasn’t going to need a reminder after all.

			Vladimir hurried back to his motorcycle. From there, he saw that Lundstrom was already in his sedan.

			As the vehicle’s engine roared to life, Vladimir sent a quick text to Popov, then fired up his bike and followed Lundstrom out of the parking lot.

			

			—

			Marty had received a message as he drove to the Mountain View Resort, instructing him to wait at a specific rear entrance, where he would be met.

			The lot was nearly full, so he had to park at the far end and jog to the gated entry to make it on time. Only, when he arrived, there was no one there.

			He tried to open the gate in the adobe wall, but it was locked. He leaned down and peered through the gap by the latch, but all he saw was darkness.

			“Mr. Lundstrom?”

			Marty whirled around to find a twentysomething man standing a few feet away. The guy wore a leather jacket over a dark T-shirt and a pair of jeans and was carrying a motorcycle helmet.

			“Mr. Popov?” Marty asked, confused.

			“No, sir. I am Vladimir. I work for Mr. Popov.”

			Marty waited for Vladimir to say something else, but the guy remained silent.

			“Are you going to take me to him?” Marty asked.

			“Mr. Popov will be here momentarily.”

			“He’s not in a room?”

			“He had a prior engagement and is on his way back.”

			“Look, I’m a busy man. I can’t waste my time standing around like this. Tell him to call me, and we can reschedule for later in the week.”

			“I think you will stay here,” Vladmir said. He pulled open the flap of his jacket, exposing a gun in a shoulder holster.

			Marty froze. “Um, I guess I could hang around for a bit longer.”

			Vladimir smiled but said nothing.

			“So, eh, you work for Mr. Popov?” Marty asked. When he was nervous, he tended to talk.

			“Obviously.”

			“Right, right.” Marty nodded, then added like he was joking, “I didn’t realize people in the mortgage business went around armed.”

			Vladimir stared at him blankly.

			“I noticed you have an accent,” Marty said. “Is it German?”

			“Do I sound German?” Vladimir scoffed.

			“I’ll take that as a no.”

			“Smart man.”

			“It doesn’t sound French. Maybe—”

			The sound of an approaching vehicle made him stop talking and turn toward the noise. A pair of black Bronco SUVs pulled to the curb.

			“Wait here,” Vladimir instructed, then headed to the lead vehicle.

			“Not going anywhere,” Marty muttered.

			The rear passenger window lowered several inches and Vladimir exchanged words with someone inside. He then jogged over to the resort gate, shot a don’t-move look at Marty, unlocked the gate with a key card, and slipped inside.

			As the minutes ticked by, Marty glanced anxiously at the lead Bronco. The windows were tinted so the only silhouette he could see was that of the driver.

			Marty wanted nothing more than to race to his car and get the hell out of there, but the memory of Vladimir’s pistol and the thought of those men in the SUV likely also being armed kept his shoes glued to the sidewalk.

			When Vladimir finally returned, the passenger-side doors of both Broncos opened.

			The man who exited the front seat of the lead vehicle and those from the second all had similar muscular frames and chiseled faces.

			But it was the guy who exited the rear seat of the first Bronco that really caught Marty’s attention. He was clearly older than the others. He had a bald head, a thick torso, and an intimidating scowl that looked as if it were permanently etched on his face.

			He shared a few quiet words with Vladimir, then walked over to Marty and held out his hand.

			“I’m Victor Popov. Thank you for meeting with me tonight.”

			As much as Marty didn’t want to, he shook the man’s hand. “Marty Lundstrom. And no problem.”

			Back at the Bronco, a few of the other men were helping a woman who appeared to be asleep out of the back seat.

			Marty nodded toward her. “What’s wrong with her?”

			“A little too much to drink. She just needs to sleep it off. Nothing for you to worry about.”

			“Um, okay.”

			“May I call you Martin?”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			Popov gestured to the gate. “Come, Martin. Let’s have our chat inside.”

			Vladimir rushed over and opened the gate, then led Popov and Marty down a dimly lit pathway to a private bungalow.

			“Something to drink?” Popov asked after they entered.

			“No, I’m, um, fine,” Marty said.

			“Get me a whiskey,” Popov said to Vladimir. “And one for our guest.”

			“That’s okay,” Marty said. “I don’t—”

			“I don’t like to drink alone.”

			Marty swallowed and nodded. “A whiskey sounds great.”

			The front door opened again, and two of the men entered. One was carrying the woman, her arms wrapped around his neck, and her head lolling on his chest like he was her boyfriend.

			Popov jutted his chin toward the back of the bungalow. “Small room.”

			The men headed into the hallway.

			“Please have a seat, Martin,” Popov said, as he lowered himself into a stuffed leather chair.

			Marty sat on the matching couch, perching on the front edge of the cushion.

			“You look tense,” Popov said.

			“Me?” Marty said. “No, I…well, I guess a little. I don’t do a lot of middle-of-the-night meetings.”

			Popov laughed. “I do some of my best work at night, so trust me when I say there’s no reason to feel tense.”

			The words did nothing to ease Marty’s mind.

			“I’m here to help you find a solution to your problem, not cause you more trouble,” Popov said.

			“I don’t have any problems.”

			Popov looked at him with pity. “Your financial situation says otherwise. Or do you have some other source of income besides your salary at RRE?”

			Marty hesitated, then said, “Not at the moment.”

			“So, you are indeed living beyond your means.”

			“Only temporarily.”

			“How temporarily?”

			“I’m working on some things.”

			“What things?”

			“Nothing I can discuss, at this point,” Marty said. “But rest assured, I have everything well in hand.”

			Popov studied him for several seconds. “What would happen if I called in your loans right now?”

			Marty’s eyes widened. “You can’t do that.”

			“I can do anything I want.”

			“But I can still make my payments.”

			“For another two or maybe three months. Then what?”

			“Like I said, I’m working on that.”

			“And if those things you’re working on don’t pan out?”

			“They will,” Marty said, sounding less than confident.

			Popov leaned forward, his hands clasped and elbows on his thighs. “Let’s be frank. Your chances of finding a way out of the hole you’ve dug yourself into are all but zero. We both know that. But what if I told you I have a solution that will completely wipe away your debt in a short amount of time?”

			“What kind of solution?”

			“One that you are uniquely qualified for.”

			“How so?”

			“I will tell you, but only if you agree to help me.”

			“How can I agree without even knowing what it is?”

			Popov shrugged. “It’s either that or I foreclose on your house, and your car, and everything else you still owe money on.”

			“That sounds like blackmail.”

			“Let’s not use negative words like that. Let’s focus on the fact that I’m offering you an emergency exit.” Popov flashed a smile. “If I were you, that would be something I’d be interested in.”

			Marty’s gut was telling him he should say thanks but no thanks, then leave and deal with the consequences. That would have been the brave thing to do. But bravery was not one of his strong suits. “How can I help you, Mr. Popov?”

			“Please, call me Victor. And I’m glad you asked.”

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later, Marty climbed back into his car and stared out the windshield, hardly believing what had just happened.

			From the moment he’d met Popov, the man had given Marty a gangster vibe. Marty’s mind had spun a thousand horrible scenarios about what the man wanted him to do. But none had been what Popov desired of him. And the most surprising thing was, Marty had no problem with the request.

			Turned out the guy had his sights set on more than just the mortgage business. He wanted to get into clean energy and was planning a hostile takeover of RRE. Marty’s job would be to obtain insider information that would help Popov in his efforts.

			Pulling the rug out from underneath the management team that had passed over him for the head engineer position was something with which Marty was happy to assist.

			Marty had been smart enough not to let his excitement show, though. Acting reluctant, he asked, “And if I do this?”

			“All your debt will be erased, and if you do a particularly good job, I will pay you a bonus of a million dollars.”

			“I guess I have no choice, then,” Marty said. “I do have one condition, though.”

			Popov raised an eyebrow. “You are not in the position to have conditions.”

			“A request, then.”

			“And that is?”

			“When you take over, you fire the head engineer and give the job to me.”

			Popov thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I can make no promises, but I will consider it.”

			That had been good enough for Marty, and as Popov had implied, he didn’t have much of an option. He agreed to the deal, though it did not mean he was going to give up on stealing Emma’s project.

			As nice as it would be to have no debt and an extra million in his account, if her idea was as good as he guessed it would be, it would be worth billions. That was not something he planned to share with anyone.

			He grinned from ear to ear, excited about the future for the first time in ages, and started the engine. Life was about to get better.

			

			—

			Getting Lundstrom on board had gone as seamlessly as Popov had expected. People like him were all the same. Flash some money in front of them and they’ll jump through any hoop you want.

			The man’s request to be made head engineer was ridiculous, of course. When this was all over, Popov would have one of his men kill Lundstrom and dump his body in the middle of this godforsaken desert where it would never be found.

			Lundstrom really seemed to have it out for Emma Perez, however. Not only had he tried to break into her house earlier, but he also wanted her fired.

			This made Popov even more curious about her.

			He opened the door to the room Katy was in. She lay on the bed, still unconscious. Aleksei and Vladimir sat on the end of the mattress, looking at their phones.

			Both jumped to their feet as Popov stepped inside.

			“Any problems?” he asked.

			Vladimir shook his head. “She hasn’t even moved.”

			Popov nodded but said nothing.

			“Lundstrom?” Aleksei asked.

			Popov snorted. “He was practically drooling to help us.”

			“Should I continue keeping an eye on him?” Vladimir asked.

			Popov nodded. “He just left, so you’d better hurry.”

			Vladimir swiftly exited the room.

			Aleksei glanced at Katy. “What are we going to do about her?”

			“That is an excellent question,” Popov said.

			“She was pretty drunk. She might not remember any of this.”

			“That is not a chance I’m willing to take. Keep her under for now. I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”

			

			—

			Across town, Teddy Fay sat at the desk in his bedroom, his laptop open, and Victor Popov on his mind.

			He hoped he wouldn’t have to deal with the man again, but in case they crossed paths once more, he wanted to know as much about the guy as possible.

			After using the back door into the CIA’s computer system he’d created long ago, he entered Popov’s name into one of the Agency’s search tools, hoping the CIA had information about him.

			He was not disappointed.

			Popov had apparently once been a general in the Belarusian army before transitioning into a private sector oligarch. Corruption had followed him wherever he went but any problems that came up were blamed on others. In other words, he was a man who played dirty but had worked hard to keep his hands clean.

			The latest entries in his file documented his arrival in Washington, D.C., the previous week, and his subsequent flight to Palm Springs on Friday, where he was staying at the Mountain View Resort & Spa.

			The CIA suspected that Popov was interested in gaining a stake in the U.S. power industry—specifically a company dealing with solar, wind, and/or geothermal energy.

			Given that several major green energy companies were in the Palm Springs area, Teddy assumed they were the reason for Popov’s trip.

			After digesting the rest of the man’s file, he sent a message to his friend Vesna in Europe, asking her what she knew about Popov, then called it a night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20
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			On Sunday morning at seven a.m., Ronan met the party cleanup crew in front of Damian’s house.

			“Thank you all for coming,” he said. “Mr. Leon is still asleep, so please use the side gate to get into the backyard. And if you need to go into the house, I ask that you keep any talking to a minimum.”

			“No problem, Mr. Davis,” the manager said.

			“If you need me for anything, just text. I’ll be inside.”

			“Will do.”

			Ronan entered the house, planning on making himself a cup of coffee, but as he stepped into the kitchen, he pulled up short at the sight of his boss in front of the coffee maker.

			“I thought you were still in bed,” he said.

			Damian stared at his mug that was slowly filling with coffee. “The older you are, the less sleep you get, no matter how much you wish it was otherwise.”

			“Shall I order you some breakfast?”

			Damian had a personal chef, but she was off on Sundays.

			The actor shook his head and picked up his coffee. After taking a satisfied sip, he said, “I’m still full from the party. Which, if I haven’t said already, was wonderful.”

			Ronan wanted to smile at the compliment, but he couldn’t. “I’m sorry again about the pool incident.”

			Damian finally looked at him. “Did you push your friend into the water?”

			“Um, no.”

			“Did you invite the woman who did?”

			“Definitely not. She should have never been allowed into the party.”

			“True. But were you the one checking every guest that came in?”

			“No. But—”

			“No buts. You did a fine job. Did something happen that wasn’t planned? It did. But let’s be honest. It made the night even more memorable. Though, of course, I would appreciate it if that didn’t happen again.”

			“So would I.”

			Damian chuckled and took another sip of his coffee.

			This was why Ronan loved working for Damian. Given the man’s accomplishments, he could have been a demanding jerk who was never happy with anything. But instead, he was surprisingly understanding and down-to-earth. When Ronan had commented on it, Damian had said he preferred to leave all the drama in his life on the screen or stage.

			“How is your friend doing?” Damian asked.

			“Other than being annoyed, she was okay when I last saw her. I haven’t talked to her this morning yet. But knowing her, she’s fine.”

			“Is she a late sleeper?”

			“Actually, the opposite.”

			Damian raised an eyebrow.

			Taking the cue, Ronan said, “I’ll call her now,” and pulled out his cell.

			The line rang once before Emma picked up. “Yes?”

			“Good morning,” Ronan said. “I wanted to see how you were doing.”

			“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			Before Ronan could reply, Damian whispered, “Put her on speaker.”

			“Um, sure.” He did as his boss requested.

			“Emma, it’s Damian Leon,” Damian said.

			“Okay,” she said.

			“I wanted to make sure you weren’t having any problems after what happened last night.”

			“Last night?”

			“The pool?”

			“What problems would I have?”

			Damian looked at Ronan, brow furrowed.

			Ronan took the call off speaker and raised the phone to his ear. “He’s just concerned. Remember, we talked about this kind of thing.”

			“Right, sorry. Please tell him I’m fine and thank him for asking.”

			Ronan relayed the message.

			“Is that it?” Emma asked. “Ari and I are about to go on a hike.”

			“A hike? Are you sure you should exert yourself like that?”

			“Because I fell in the pool?”

			“No, because of the stitches on your leg. Remember?”

			“They’re fine.”

			“Emma.”

			“Ronan.”

			He let out a breath. “Just be careful.”

			“I will. And, uh, thanks for…caring.”

			“Wow. Progress.”

			“Goodbye, Ronan.”

			“Bye.”

			He hung up.

			“Sorry about that,” he said to Damian. “She’s not great at small talk.”

			“I gathered that.”

			“She really is fine, though.”

			“I’m glad,” Damian said. “Is she your…?”

			“No,” Ronan said quickly.

			“But you want her to be.” Not a question.

			“Uh.”

			Damian raised his mug in salute. “Your secret is safe with me.” He downed the rest of his coffee. “I think it’s time for a shower.”

			“Before you go,” Ronan added, “Peter Barrington and Billy Barnett asked if they could meet with you.”

			“What about?”

			Ronan shrugged, knowing it would be better if the answer came from Peter or Billy. “I was thinking you could have them over for cocktails this evening.”

			Damian thought about it, then said, “Sure, why not?”

			“I’ll let them know.”

			

			—

			Around the same time, at the Centurion Pictures house, Stone wheeled his suitcase into the living room where Billy, Peter, Tessa, and Ben were gathered.

			Tessa gave him a hug. “I wish you could stay longer.”

			“Me, too,” Stone said.

			Ben was next. “If you finish up early with work, you can always come back.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			Billy shook his hand. “Stone, keep working on that golf game. You may never beat me, but I’m sure you could put up a decent round with a little more practice.”

			“Your suggestion is taken in the spirit it was given.”

			“Let me guess. In one ear and out the other?”

			Stone’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “So you’re a mind reader, too.”

			Peter took control of his father’s bag. “I’ll walk you out.”

			“Wait!” Hattie called.

			She and Mari emerged from the stairway.

			“Have you two been down there all night?” Stone asked.

			“They have,” Peter said.

			“When inspiration strikes, you have to act,” Hattie said.

			“A new song?” Stone asked.

			“A pretty good one, too, I think.”

			“I’d love to hear it.”

			“And you will, but not until it’s done.” Hattie hugged her father-in-law. “I’m so glad you came.”

			“Have a safe drive, Mr. Barrington,” Mari said.

			“I’ve already told you,” Stone said. “It’s Stone.”

			She winced. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

			Stone pointed at Billy. “What do you call him?”

			“Billy.”

			“He’s older than me.”

			“Yeah,” Mari said. “But he’s not the father of a friend of mine. Father-in-law, too.”

			“Fine, but I’m not going to stop trying to change your mind.”

			They all followed him out to where a car and driver waited to whisk him away to the Arrington Hotel in Beverly Hills.

			More hugs and goodbyes were exchanged while the driver stowed Stone’s suitcase in the trunk, then Stone climbed in, and everyone waved one final time as the sedan drove away.

			As Billy turned back to the house, his phone vibrated. He pulled it out and answered the call. “This is Billy Barnett.”

			“Mr. Barnett, it’s Ronan Davis. I hope I’m not calling too early.”

			“Not at all.”

			“If you and Mr. Barrington are free this evening, Damian would love it if you could join him for cocktails.”

			“That sounds great. If it’s all right, I think Ben Bacchetti will also be joining us.”

			“Of course. How’s seven p.m.?”

			“Perfect.”

			“We look forward to seeing you then.”
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			“Mr. Popov?” Aleksei said from the other side of the bedroom door. “Are you up?”

			Popov groaned, then opened his eyes. “What time is it?”

			“Nine-thirty. Your breakfast is here.”

			Popov grunted in acknowledgment, then climbed out of bed, donned a robe, and went into the living room.

			“Good morning, Mr. Popov,” Aleksei said.

			“Good morning, Mr. Popov,” the two other men who were there echoed in unison.

			Without saying anything, Popov shuffled over to the dining table, where his breakfast waited, and started eating.

			It wasn’t until he was halfway through his omelet that he finally spoke. “Schedule?”

			Aleksei opened his phone. “Massage at eleven, lunch at Farm at two, and dinner this evening at Le Vallauris. The reservation is for eight p.m., but I can change that if you’d like.”

			Popov grunted and took another bite of his food.

			“There is one thing we need to make a decision about.”

			Popov waved for him to go on.

			“What to do about the woman.”

			Popov’s fork paused midway in the air. He’d forgotten about Katy.

			When he’d seen her at the side of the road, the only thing he could think about was getting her into his bed. But then she had overheard his conversation with Vladimir. Even that would have been okay if she hadn’t known who Emma Perez was.

			But now she had information that could cause him some problems. And Popov did not like problems.

			“Is she awake yet?” he asked.

			Aleksei looked over at the other two men. “Erik, go check.”

			Erik disappeared into the hallway.

			“What’s going on with Lundstrom?” Popov asked.

			“He went straight home last night and hasn’t left since. Vladimir is watching his place now.”

			Erik jogged back from the hallway, looking worried. “There’s a problem.”

			“What kind of problem?” Aleksei asked.

			“You should come see,” Erik said.

			“Do not tell me you let her get away,” Popov snapped.

			“No, sir,” Erik said. “She’s still there.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“I-I think she’s dead.”

			Popov pushed out his chair as Aleksei raced toward the bedroom.

			When Popov arrived, Aleksei was on the other side of the bed, his fingers on Katy’s neck.

			“Well?” Popov asked.

			Aleksei slowly stood up. “She’s gone.”

			Popov frowned. While he’d already decided to have her terminated, he would have preferred for her death to occur somewhere other than in his bungalow.

			Barely controlling his anger, he said, “Can someone tell me why she is dead?”

			Aleksei looked at Erik. “Did something happen last night?”

			“She woke up around seven a.m. and said she needed to go home. Grigoriy gave her another shot to put her back to sleep.”

			“Grigoriy? Why not you?”

			Erik had been the one Aleksei had instructed on the use of the sedative.

			“I went out to get us coffee.”

			“You weren’t even here?” Aleksei asked incredulously.

			Erik licked his lips nervously. “No.”

			“Grigoriy!” Aleksei called.

			The other man appeared in the doorway a moment later. “Yes?”

			“You gave the woman another shot?”

			“She kept trying to get out of bed. I didn’t know what else to do.”

			“How much?”

			“Just one shot.”

			“Not how many shots! How much sedative did you put in the syringe?”

			“Em, I just filled it and gave it to her.”

			Aleksei stared at him. “Where is it?”

			Grigoriy looked around until he spotted the trash can. He pulled the syringe out and handed it to Aleksei. On the side was a gauge that went from zero to ten.

			“Filled it to where?” Aleksei demanded.

			“To the end. Isn’t that what I was supposed to do?”

			“You gave her—” Aleksei cut himself off and closed his eyes. She’d been given the equivalent of four doses at once. When he felt marginally back in control, he looked at his boss. “I’m sorry, Mr. Popov. I take full responsibility for this.”

			While Popov had at first been annoyed by the turn of events, an idea had come to him while Aleksei and Grigoriy were talking, one that had a very good chance of causing problems for RRE.

			“We’ll clean up this mess,” Aleksei went on. “And I will—”

			Popov held up a hand. “Quiet!”

			Everyone froze and looked at him.

			Popov grinned. “Here is what I want you to do.”
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			“Good evening, gentlemen,” Ronan said, after opening Damian’s front door. “Please, come in.”

			Billy, Peter, and Ben stepped inside.

			“Thanks for setting this up,” Billy said.

			“Happy to do it,” Ronan said, then he crossed his fingers and dropped his voice to a whisper. “I’m hopeful it goes well.”

			“As are we. You remember Peter, of course, but have you met Ben Bacchetti?”

			“I have not.”

			The two men shook hands.

			“Mr. Bacchetti, what an honor. What you’ve done at Centurion Pictures is truly remarkable.”

			“It’s Ben,” Ben said. “And I think you’re giving me far too much credit. It’s people like Peter and Billy who are the real reason for our success.”

			Ronan smiled, then said, “If you’ll follow me.”

			He led them past the living room and into an expansive kitchen, where Damian was standing on the other side of a long island, putting the finishing touches on a charcuterie board.

			He grinned upon seeing everyone and came around the island with the energy of someone half his age.

			“Welcome, gentlemen,” he said. “So good to see you again.”

			He shook each of their hands.

			“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” Peter said.

			“Especially on the night after your big party,” Ben said. “I’m sure you must be exhausted.”

			“Nonsense.” He nodded toward his assistant. “Ronan did all the work. All I did was show up.”

			To Ronan, Billy said, “It was an excellent party.”

			“Thank you,” Ronan said, looking both pleased and embarrassed. “And thanks for your help last night.”

			“Ah, that’s right,” Damian said. “I forgot you took a swim with Ronan.”

			“If it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else,” Billy said.

			“Please let me know how much it costs to have your clothes cleaned, I’d like to reimburse you,” Damian said.

			“I should do that,” Ronan said.

			“Thank you both, but it won’t be necessary. I’ll make the studio pay for it.”

			“Approved!” Ben said.

			“Very well,” Damian said. “Before we sit, how about a house tour, sans all the party paraphernalia?”

			“That would be lovely,” Peter said.

			As Damian led them through the place, he regaled them with the home’s history. It turned out that the house had been built in the 1950s for Theo Carpenter, a prolific movie director whose career stretched from the late thirties right up until his death in 1976. While Carpenter hadn’t been an official member of the famous Rat Pack, Sinatra and the others were known to stop by now and then.

			The house was then sold by Carpenter’s heirs to a rising star by the name of Damian Leon.

			“I’d come to a party here right after my first film came out and had fallen in love with it.” Damian motioned around them, beaming. “How could I not? When it came up for sale, I jumped at it, even though the price was a bit of a stretch for me at the time.”

			He showed Billy, Peter, and Ben everything from the expansive bedrooms, the plush screening room, a game room filled with a pool table and various pinball machines, and a ten-person sauna that he admitted to hardly ever using.

			“And this door leads out to the pool,” he said.

			Ronan opened the door for them, and they filed onto the patio surrounding the pool. The sun had just set, leaving the area in shadows, so Ronan switched on the exterior light.

			“Is that—”

			Before Peter could even finish his sentence, Billy sprinted across the patio, dove into the pool, and swam quickly to the woman floating in the center, face down.

			He turned her so that her mouth and nose were no longer covered, then hugged her to his chest and swam backstroke to the edge.

			Peter, Ben, and Ronan were already leaning down to help when he got there. Ronan grabbed one of her arms and Peter the other.

			“Here,” Ben said, holding a hand out to Billy.

			With his help, Billy climbed out of the pool. “Thanks.”

			Several feet away, Peter and Ronan laid the woman on the patio, and Ronan started giving her CPR.

			Damian was on his phone nearby, talking to 911. After a few moments, he lowered his cell and said, “I’m going out front to wait for the ambulance.”

			Billy didn’t stop him, but he knew there would be nothing for the EMTs to do. Having seen countless bodies in his life, he could tell the woman had been dead for quite some time before they’d found her.

			Ronan kept pumping the woman’s chest, muttering, “Come on, come on, come on.”

			“Let me give you a break,” Ben said.

			Ronan shook his head. “I’ve got it.” To the body, he said, “Breathe, dammit!”

			Peter stepped next to Billy and whispered, “Does she look familiar to you?”

			In the pool, Billy hadn’t had time to look at the woman’s face, but now, he realized that he had indeed seen her before.

			“The party last night,” he whispered back. “The one who knocked Ronan’s friend into the water.”

			Peter looked at the woman again. “You’re right.” He paused, then added, “She looks…”

			“She is.”

			Ronan kept up his efforts until the EMTs arrived.

			When they finished their assessment and did not continue CPR, Ronan said, “What are you doing? You need to save her.”

			“She’s been gone for a while,” one of the EMTs said. “There’s nothing we can do.”

			“That can’t be true.”

			Ronan knelt beside her, like he was going to start the compressions again.

			Billy crouched beside him and gently pulled him back to his feet. On some level, Ronan seemed to understand the situation, because while he looked like he didn’t want to give up, his body didn’t resist Billy’s efforts.

			“Let’s find someplace to sit,” Billy said.

			Ronan let Billy guide him beyond the hedge and to a marble bench away from the activity.

			“Stay here,” Billy said, sitting him down. “I’ll be right back.”

			Billy reentered the house and grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

			When he returned, he took off the cap and held the bottle out to Ronan. “Here.”

			Ronan blinked, then took it from him. “Thank you.”

			Billy waited until Ronan had taken a sip before saying, “She was the woman who knocked your friend into the pool last night, wasn’t she?”

			Ronan nodded. “Katy.”

			“You knew her well?”

			“Not nearly as well as I thought I did when I first met her. But yes, she’s my ex-girlfriend.”

			“Ah. And the other woman is your current one?”

			“Emma?” Ronan laughed humorlessly. “No. She’s my best friend.”

			Billy sensed there was more to it, but he didn’t press.

			“Last night was the last time you saw Katy?”

			Ronan nodded. “When I had her kicked out.”

			“Any idea why she would have come back?”

			Ronan thought for a moment, then shrugged. “To talk to me, I suppose. But I don’t know for sure. I’ve given up trying to understand her.”

			“And you’re sure none of the staff saw her come back?”

			“If they had, they would have let me know. I’m guessing she sneaked into the backyard and somehow fell in the pool and hit her head.”

			“She didn’t hit her head,” Billy said.

			Ronan’s brow furrowed in confusion. “How do you know that?”

			“No head wound.”

			“Oh. Then what do you think happened?”

			“If I had to guess, I’d say she was dead long before she entered the water.”

			“How does that even make sense?”

			Instead of answering the question, Billy asked, “When was the last time someone was near the pool?”

			“Earlier this evening. Damian swims laps every day at five p.m.”

			“And no one since then?”

			“I can ask the staff, but I doubt it.”

			“So it would be safe to say she wasn’t there until sometime after, what…five-thirty?”

			“Five-forty-five.”

			“I’m going to ask you something that might upset you. But the police will ask, so it’s best if you’re prepared.”

			Ronan looked at him warily. “What?”

			“Do you think Emma could have something to do with this?”

			Ronan’s brow creased in confusion. “Emma? Why Emma?”

			“The pool incident last night. The police would see that as potential motivation.”

			“Impossible. She would never do something like this.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. But they will eventually want to talk to her.”

			“Then I just won’t mention what happened.”

			“I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because a lot of people saw Katy and Emma fighting. And word will eventually get out.”

			“They weren’t fighting. Emma was trying—”

			“To the people who were watching, it’ll have looked like they were fighting.”

			Ronan looked defeated. “I need to let Emma know.”

			He pulled his phone out, but before he could make the call, Ben stepped around the hedges from the pool area and said, “The police are here. You two should probably come back.”

			Ronan looked lost as to what to do.

			“Talk to the police first,” Billy said. “You’ll have a better idea of what’s going on when you speak to Emma.”

			Ronan hesitated before sliding his phone back into his pocket. He took a deep breath, then stood and said, “Let’s get this over with.”
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			“Is this the first time you’ve seen the victim?” Detective Sanchez asked Billy.

			Billy was sitting at Damian’s dining room table, across from Sanchez, his partner Detective Jensen, and their boss Captain Warner Wilson.

			“Second time,” Billy said. “The first was last night.”

			“And where was that?”

			Billy told them about the incident at the party.

			Captain Wilson perked up. “Did you just say the victim was thrown into the same pool last night as the one she was found in tonight?”

			“No, I did not,” Billy said.

			Wilson snorted. “Yes, you did. I heard you.”

			“What I said was that the victim was the one who threw someone in the pool.”

			“It is what he said, Captain,” Detective Sanchez confirmed.

			Wilson shot his detective a glare before returning his attention to Billy. “Who was the other person?”

			Billy decided he didn’t need to hand the police everything, so he shrugged. “I don’t know. That was the first time I saw her, too.”

			Wilson threw out a few more questions but quickly lost interest in Billy.

			Ben went next, followed by Peter. When Peter was done, it was Ronan’s turn.

			“Just tell the truth but don’t offer more than they ask,” Billy whispered to him.

			Ronan nodded.

			“Are we free to go?” Ben asked the detectives.

			Sanchez nodded. “We’ll call you if we need anything else.”

			As soon as Ronan and the police were gone, Damian said, “I am so sorry about tonight. We didn’t even get a chance to talk.”

			“Nothing for you to be sorry about,” Billy said.

			“Would you be open to having lunch tomorrow? My treat.”

			“Damian, we will join you for a meal anytime you want,” Ben said.

			“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. You’d quickly tire of my company.”

			“Not a chance.”

			“How about we just do the one meal tomorrow,” Billy said. “Lunch would be great.”

			“I’ll text you a location,” Damian said. “Say one p.m.?”

			“Perfect.”

			Several minutes later, Billy, Peter, and Ben were back in Ben’s car, waiting for the automatic gate on Damian’s driveway to swing open.

			Before it was even halfway open, the area just beyond the gate lit up with an unyielding staccato of camera flashes.

			Ben guided the vehicle through a crowd of photographers and videographers amassed to either side of the entrance, then hit the gas and sped away.

			“Someone must have tipped off the paparazzi,” Peter said.

			“My money’s on Captain Wilson,” Billy said.

			Ever since his interview, Billy had been trying to figure out Wilson’s angle. Now it seemed so obvious. The guy was a glory hound who saw a dead body at the home of a Hollywood legend as a means of putting himself in the spotlight.

			“He was kind of weird,” Ben said.

			“Agreed,” Peter said.

			Thankfully, none of the press followed them, and soon they arrived back at their house.

			As they climbed out of their car, Tessa stepped outside, wearing a mischievous grin. “You have a visitor, Billy.”

			“I do?”

			“I take it you weren’t expecting anyone.”

			“You take it correctly. Who is it?”

			Tessa smiled playfully and walked back inside without answering.

			“Rude,” Peter said.

			“Hey, that’s my wife,” Ben said.

			“Still rude.”

			“Fair point.”

			“Did you make a lady friend at the party that you didn’t tell us about?” Peter asked Billy.

			“Not to my knowledge,” Billy said.

			They entered the house to find a man sitting on the couch. He stood and turned to face them.

			“Good evening, gentlemen,” said Lance Cabot, the director of the CIA.

			“So, not a lady friend,” Ben said.

			“Definitely not,” Peter said.

			Ben and Peter had crossed paths with Lance a few times over the years, mainly when he dropped in on Peter’s father unexpectedly. Billy’s relationship with the director was more extensive and complicated.

			“What are you doing here, Lance?” Billy asked.

			“I was in town and thought I’d drop in on a friend,” Lance replied.

			“You have friends here?”

			Peter took a backward step toward the hallway. “I think I’m going to go find my wife.”

			“She’s in the studio,” Tessa said.

			“In that case, maybe I’ll read in bed,” Peter said, making a quick exit.

			“Tessa,” Ben said. “Perhaps we should…”

			“What?”

			“Make ourselves scarce.”

			“And miss all the excitement?”

			“Something tells me Billy and Lance would like a little privacy.”

			Tessa frowned. “Oh, all right.” She reluctantly followed Ben toward the bedrooms, then stopped and looked back. “If things get physical, try not to destroy anything. Remember, this isn’t our house.”

			“No promises,” Billy said, his gaze still on Lance.

			As soon as Ben and Tessa were gone, Lance walked to the liquor cabinet. “Something to drink, Teddy?” He paused and looked back. “Is it all right if I call you that here?”

			“If you must, and I’ll pass.”

			Lance helped himself to a glass of wine. “You’re sure?”

			“You haven’t answered my question yet.”

			“Which question was that?”

			“The only one I’ve asked.”

			“Ah, why am I here,” Lance said.

			“That’s the one.”

			“I thought I answered it already.”

			Teddy glared at him, unamused.

			“How did things go with the police tonight?” Lance asked as he returned to the couch and sat.

			“That’s why you’re here?” Teddy wasn’t surprised in the least that Lance knew about that evening’s events.

			“Not at all. That was me making conversation.”

			“If you’re not going to get to the point, I’m going to bed, and you can see yourself out.”

			“I’m here because I’m curious about your interest in Victor Popov.”

			“Victor who?”

			“Come now. Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? I may not know the specifics on how you access our system, but I’ve known you can for quite some time. Any time you root around in our files, I’m notified. Such as your infiltration last night.” Lance motioned to the chair on the other side of the coffee table. “Please, have a seat.”

			Teddy remained standing for a few seconds before doing as Lance suggested.

			“So, why Victor Popov?” Lance asked.

			“He’s a terrible golfer.”

			“I doubt that’s why you’re interested in him.”

			“You’d be surprised.”

			Lance studied him for a moment. “Victor Popov is a dangerous man.”

			“Is that so?”

			“And he has powerful friends, including some highly placed, elected officials in our own government.”

			“That seems problematic.”

			“It is, which is why options are being considered to mitigate the issue. What I’d like to avoid is anything that might interfere with those efforts.”

			“Are you telling me he’s untouchable?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Then what?” Teddy asked.

			“I’m saying that if things get to a point where something might happen to Mr. Popov, I would appreciate a heads-up.”

			“I see.”

			“Then I can rely on your cooperation in that regard?”

			“To be clear,” Teddy said. “Any interest I might have in this Popov fellow would be purely out of curiosity.”

			“Naturally,” Lance said.

			“But hypothetically, if the conditions you outlined were to exist, and the opportunity presented itself, word might be passed along.”

			Lance smiled. “Excellent. I’m glad that’s cleared up.” He then looked around the room. “By the way, this is a wonderful house.”

			“If you’re about to request to spend the night, I have bad news for you,” Teddy said. “There’s no room at the inn. Unless you’d like to sleep on that couch.”

			“Sadly, I must decline your offer.” Lance set his still full wineglass on the coffee table and stood. “I have a meeting in Tokyo, so I must run.”

			“What a shame.”

			“It is, but perhaps when I’m in L.A. next time, we can do this again.”

			“I’d appreciate it if you called ahead so I can make sure my schedule is full.”

			With the flash of a smile, Lance said, “Please thank Tessa for her hospitality,” then headed for the door.

			

			—

			Emma was in her workshop, going over her latest version of the software code for her field calibrator, when Ari suddenly jumped up and ran toward the front of her house.

			She was so engrossed in what she was doing that she didn’t notice.

			“Good book?”

			She blinked and looked up to find Ronan standing in the workshop doorway, Ari wagging his tail beside him.

			“I’m not reading a book,” she said.

			“I didn’t think you were.”

			“Then why did you—”

			“I was joking,” he said.

			“It wasn’t funny.”

			“Most of my jokes aren’t.”

			“I agree.”

			He snorted. “Now, that was funny.”

			“I wasn’t trying to be funny.”

			“Which makes it even funnier.”

			“Did you tell me you were coming over and I forgot?” she asked. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

			“No. I have something we need to discuss.”

			“That’s what texts are for.”

			“Not this.”

			“What is it?”

			“Katy’s dead.”

			She looked at him, her expression unchanged. “Who’s Katy?”

			“The one who pushed you into the pool last night?”

			“Oh, that Katy.”

			“Yeah, that Katy.”

			She shrugged. “Okay.”

			“You don’t want to know how?”

			“Why should I? I barely knew her, so it’s not my business.”

			“Life would be so much easier if everyone’s brain worked like yours.”

			“Something else with which I agree.”

			“There’s a problem, though.”

			“With the way my brain works? Not as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Not with your brain. With Katy’s death.”

			“What kind of problem?”

			“I’m pretty sure the police are going to suspect you killed her.”

			“Why would they do that?”

			“Katy’s body was found in Damian’s pool this evening.”

			“And?”

			“And it’s the same pool you two had the fight in.”

			“I didn’t fight. She did.”

			“You know what I mean. They’ll see your confrontation at the party as potential motivation.”

			Emma shrugged. “So what? I didn’t do it.”

			“You and I know that, but you need to be prepared.”

			“What’s there to prepare? I’ll just tell them the truth.”

			“Perfect.”

			She thought for a moment, then asked, “Should I mention Friday, too?”

			“Friday?” Ronan asked, confused.

			“When Katy ran into me with the plates.”

			His brow furrowed. “You didn’t tell me that was Katy.”

			“I didn’t make the connection until I saw her at the party. Same eyes.”

			“You could have said something then.”

			“Why? It wasn’t important.”

			He grimaced. “Maybe you should keep that bit to yourself.”

			“You just agreed I should tell the truth.”

			“How about this? Only mention what happened on Friday if the police bring it up.”

			“Why would they bring it up if they don’t know about it?”

			“They won’t.”

			“Fine. I’ll keep it to myself.”

			“Thank you.”

			She glanced at her computer screen, then back at him. “Is that all?”

			“That’s all.”

			“It could have been a text.”
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			The next morning, Billy’s phone vibrated on the nightstand, waking him up.

			He snagged it and looked at the screen. The ID read Cathy Reigel. She was head of publicity for Centurion Pictures.

			He accepted the call. “Cathy?”

			“Oh, good. You’re up.”

			“I am now. What time is it?”

			“It’s seven-fifteen in L.A.”

			“I’m in Palm Springs. We’re in the same time zone.”

			“Right, right. Look, we have a situation.”

			Billy had a feeling he knew what it was. “Don’t tell me, Pike Westin didn’t show up on set.” This was the day Pike was supposed to return to Regina’s movie.

			“What are you talking about? Is there a problem with Pike?”

			“Forget I said that. What situation are you talking about?”

			“Are you near a TV?”

			There was one in his room. “I am.”

			“Turn it on.”

			He grabbed the remote and hit the power button. “Which channel?”

			“Any of the local morning shows. Wait. Do you get the L.A. shows there?”

			“We do.”

			“Go to KTLA.”

			He flipped to the channel. On the screen was a reporter standing in front of the giant Marilyn Monroe statue in downtown Palm Springs.

			“…occurred about seven p.m. last night at the home of movie star Damian Leon. Paramedics showed up soon after and determined that the woman was deceased. The Palm Springs Police Department has opened an investigation into the incident. At this time, the victim’s name has not been released, pending notification of next of kin.”

			The video switched to footage taken outside Damian’s house the night before, featuring Ben driving Billy and Peter off of Damian’s property.

			“In addition to Mr. Leon and members of his staff, Oscar-winning director Peter Barrington, producer Billy Barnett, and Centurion Pictures president Ben Bacchetti were also at the house when the body was discovered.”

			Billy blew out a breath. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

			“You’re telling me,” Cathy said. Then in a hushed voice she asked, “You guys didn’t have anything to do with it, right?”

			“Other than pulling her body out of the pool, no.”

			“That’s great,” she said, relieved. “I mean, not great. I’m sorry you had to do it. It’s just—”

			“I understand. Besides, if I was involved in anything like what happened, no one would ever know.”

			Cathy laughed. “That’s what I like about you, Billy, your sense of humor. I’ll let you—”

			Cathy cut herself off as someone on the other end said something Billy couldn’t make out.

			“Which site?” she asked.

			More garbled conversation.

			“You still there?” Cathy asked Billy.

			“I have the feeling I’m going to wish I weren’t.”

			“A couple of websites are reporting that the dead woman is an actress named Katy Lane. Do you know if there’s any truth to that?”

			“Officially, no.”

			“Unofficially?”

			“The sites are correct. Though to be fair, I didn’t know she was an actress.”

			“Fan-fricking-tastic,” she said, sounding like it was anything but. “I can see the headlines now. ‘Young Actress Found Dead in Pool of Hollywood Legend by Oscar-Winning Team from Centurion Pictures.’ ”

			“That’s a little long for a headline, isn’t it?”

			“That’s not the point. An actress found in a famous actor’s pool? That’s the kind of thing that gives a story legs.” She blew out a breath. “You guys aren’t making this easy for me.”

			“As a reminder, we had nothing to do with what happened.”

			“Doesn’t matter. You should be prepared for the press to find out where you’re staying.”

			Someone knocked on Billy’s door.

			“Hold for a sec,” he said, and put his hand over the receiver. “Come in.”

			The door opened and Ben stuck his head inside. “We have a problem.”

			Billy motioned at the TV. “I’ve been watching.”

			Ben glanced at the screen. “Not that. Well, I mean, yes, that, but…”

			“But what?”

			“There are at least half a dozen reporters on the street, in front of the house.”

			Billy put the call on speaker and said, “Bad news, Cathy. The press is already here.”

			“Dammit.”

			“Also, I have Ben with me now.”

			“Good morning, Cathy,” Ben said.

			“Too late for good,” she said.

			“Maybe we should go out and explain that we don’t know any more than the press does,” Ben suggested.

			“Whoa there, boss,” Cathy said. “While that’s not a terrible idea, let’s not do anything until my team’s had a chance to fully assess the situation.”

			“Whatever we decide to do, we should probably talk to Damian first, and make sure he’s okay with it,” Billy suggested.

			“No one’s planning anything yet,” Cathy instructed.

			“Can we at least run some ideas by him?” Billy asked.

			“I suppose that would be acceptable,” she said. “But I think it would be best if my team and I come to you. That way we can run interference, if needed.”

			“Not a bad idea,” Ben said. “Take the company jet. It’ll get you here faster.”

			“Thanks, boss. In the meantime, no talking to anyone until we arrive and discuss options.”

			“Except for Damian Leon,” Billy said.

			“Except for him.”

			“Get here quick,” Ben said. “I have a feeling the crowd outside will only get larger.”

			“Consider us already on the way.”

			As soon as the call ended, Billy and Ben rang Damian. They told him the situation at the house and ran the idea of giving the press a preemptive statement. He gave them his blessing and confirmed that they were still on for lunch.

			After, Ben left to inform the others about what was going on, and Billy got ready for what he was sure was going to be a very long day.

			

			—

			Cathy and her PR team arrived at the house at nine a.m. and by nine-thirty, an impromptu press conference was set up at the end of the driveway.

			As head of the studio, Ben spoke to the gathered reporters with Billy and Peter at his sides, his message short and sweet. Yes, they were surprised when the body was discovered. Yes, the police had taken their statements. And no, they didn’t know anything else.

			The questions came loud and on top of each other.

			Cathy quickly stepped in front of Ben and said, “I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen. Misters Bacchetti, Barrington, and Barnett will not be taking questions at this time.”

			“Did Mr. Leon act surprised when you found the body?” a male reporter shouted.

			Cathy opened her mouth to repeat what she’d just said, but Billy stopped her with a raised hand.

			“Mr. Leon did not act surprised,” Billy said. “He was surprised, as were we all. There was no acting.”

			“Can you confirm the dead woman is actress Katy Lane?” another reporter yelled out.

			“That’s something you’d have to ask the police, not us,” Billy said.

			More questions were shouted, but Cathy once again took center stage and said loudly, “That’s it, folks. That’s everything we know. We will be making no further statements about the case. Like Mr. Barnett said, you should direct questions to the Palm Springs Police Department.”

			Billy, Ben, and Peter headed back into the house, where they found Tessa, Hattie, Mari, and two of Cathy’s staff watching the end of their press conference on TV.

			“Nice job, darling,” Tessa said to Ben.

			“Very professional,” Hattie agreed.

			The two staffers gave the men thumbs-up.

			“I still can’t believe the dead girl is the same one from the pool fight at the party,” Mari said.

			Billy eyed her. “Which is something you shouldn’t say outside of these walls.”

			“My lips are sealed.”

			The front door opened, and Cathy joined them.

			“I think that went about as well as we could have hoped,” she said, then grimaced at Billy. “Though I do remember saying not to answer any questions.”

			“I think Billy’s response was perfect,” Peter said. “If he hadn’t said anything, we would have been tacitly agreeing that Damian might be responsible.”

			“What Peter said,” Ben chimed in.

			“So, does this mean we can leave the house again?” Tessa asked.

			“Good question,” Ben said. “Peter, Billy, and I have a lunch meeting at one.”

			“Give it another half hour and I think most of them will be gone,” Cathy said. “If anyone sticks around, my team and I will deal with them.”

			“Thanks, Cathy,” Ben said.

			“Just do me a favor and try to keep a low profile for the rest of your time here.”

			“Billy, I think that comment is directed at you,” Peter said.

			“Me?” Billy said.

			“Cathy, have we told you how Billy almost got into a fight with someone on a golf course the other day?”

			Cathy stared at Billy, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
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			On Monday morning, Warner Wilson walked into the police station unable to keep the smile off his face.

			Last night, he’d been handed the kind of case he’d dreamed of since he’d joined the Palm Springs Police Department a year ago.

			A dead body, a big movie star, and several members of the Hollywood elite as witnesses? Who could have asked for anything more salacious?

			He had no doubt the case was going to make him a star in his own right. He might even get his own true crime TV show out of it.

			Of course, technically it wasn’t considered a murder at the moment, as the coroner had not yet determined cause of death. What the coroner had discovered was that the woman had died sometime on Sunday morning by a means other than drowning. So, someone had to have put her in the pool, which in Wilson’s mind was not something one would do if murder wasn’t involved.

			And the best part? The murderer’s identity had been obvious to him from the moment he found out about the fight at Damian Leon’s party on Saturday night.

			Lane’s death was revenge, pure and simple.

			From the movie star’s assistant, Wilson had learned the name of the other person in the fight. The fact that the man had been reluctant to provide that information had just made Wilson more confident that Emma Perez was guilty.

			Less convinced of Emma’s involvement, Sanchez and Jensen had wanted to question her right away to determine if she should be on the suspect list or not. Wilson had put a quick stop to that.

			“Let her sweat overnight,” he’d told them. “We can pay her a visit tomorrow.”

			The truth was he didn’t care one iota about letting her sweat. All he wanted to do was to string things out. After all, he couldn’t have the case that was going to make him famous wrap up in just a few hours.

			As he passed through the detective bullpen, he said, “Sanchez, Jensen,” and pointed at his office.

			They followed him in.

			“Close the door,” Wilson said.

			Jensen did so, and they all sat.

			“Anything from the M.E. yet?” Wilson asked, referring to the medical examiner.

			“Only that Lane’s time of death appears to be between eight a.m. and eleven a.m. Sunday morning,” Sanchez said.

			“What about the cause?”

			“He said he’d let us know when he had something,” Jensen replied.

			“Does he not understand how important this is?” Wilson said, frustrated.

			“He’s working as fast as he can,” Sanchez said.

			“Sure he is,” Wilson grumbled. “Then tell me everything we have on Perez.”

			Sanchez looked at his notes. “Dr. Emma Perez, age twenty-eight. Lives in—”

			“Doctor?” Wilson said.

			“Yes.”

			“Does she work at the hospital or in private practice?”

			“She’s not that kind of doctor,” Jensen said.

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“Her degree is in engineering,” Sanchez said.

			“That’s a thing?”

			Sanchez and Jensen shared a look, then Sanchez said, “It is.”

			Wilson rolled his eyes. “Fine. Go on.”

			“Dr. Perez lives in Thousand Palms and works at Richards Renewable Energy, based here in town.”

			“Never heard of them.”

			“They’re big into wind turbines,” Sanchez said.

			“They also go by RRE,” Jensen threw in.

			“Ah, RRE,” Wilson said, nodding like that cleared things up. It didn’t.

			Sanchez rattled off the rest of her biography.

			“Any arrests?” Wilson asked.

			“No,” Jensen said.

			“Nothing?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Parking tickets?”

			“No parking tickets.”

			“That doesn’t mean anything. She’s obviously very smart, so she’s probably good at covering her tracks.”

			Sanchez’s brow furrowed.

			“What?” Wilson asked him.

			“Do you think she put the body in the pool?”

			“Who else would have done it?” Wilson said. “Why? You don’t think she did?”

			Sanchez paused for a moment before saying, “I guess that’s possible.”

			“You only guess?”

			“It’s just—”

			Jensen said quickly, “Perhaps we should talk to her first. See if she has an alibi.”

			“We’re going to do more than talk to her,” Wilson said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Draw up a search warrant. One of you will come with me to talk to her, and the other will search her place.”

			“No judge will approve a warrant,” Sanchez said. “There’s no probable cause.”

			“Write it up and give it to me. I’ll deal with the judge.”

			“Sure, Captain,” Jensen said. “Whatever you want.”

			“That’s the attitude I expect all the time.”

			Under his breath, Sanchez muttered, “If you want attitude, I’d be happy to give it to you.”

			Wilson’s eyes narrowed. “What was that?”

			“Nothing, Captain. Just making a mental note about attitude.”

			“Good. See that you don’t forget.”

			“No chance of that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26
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			After a quick lunch, Emma was back in her office at RRE, in the middle of reviewing the maintenance plan for turbine group D, when Lily, one of the receptionists, called her.

			Not taking her eyes off her computer screen, Emma tapped the speaker button. “Yes?”

			“Dr. Perez, someone is here to see you.”

			“Who?”

			“They, um, say they’re from the police.”

			It took Emma a moment to remember what Ronan had told her. “I’m a little busy right now. Can they come back later?”

			Lily relayed the message, then said to Emma, “They would prefer to talk now.”

			Emma sighed. “All right. Bring them back.”

			As she hung up, Ari stirred on his dog bed, annoyed at being woken. She reached down and petted his head before returning her attention to her screen.

			She’d almost forgotten about her visitors when there was a knock on her open door.

			Ari sat up, instantly alert.

			“Dr. Perez?” Lily said from just outside Emma’s office.

			Behind her were two men—the younger one fit with cropped hair, and the older carrying a few extra pounds and wearing a smirk that Emma had no idea how to interpret.

			Lily gestured to them. “Detectives Wilson and Jensen.”

			“It’s Captain Wilson,” the older man said.

			“Sorry,” Lily said. “Captain Wilson.”

			“Come in,” Emma said. “I apologize. I don’t have enough chairs for both of you. Lily, maybe you can grab one for us?”

			“That’s not necessary,” Wilson said. “We won’t be staying long.”

			“As you wish,” Emma said. “Thank you, Lily.”

			The woman nodded and left, and the men entered the office.

			“Detective Jensen,” the younger man said, holding out a hand.

			Emma stood and shook it. “Emma Perez.”

			“This is my boss, Captain Wilson.”

			Instead of offering his hand, Wilson motioned at the door and said, “Do you mind if we close this?”

			Ari moved to the end of the desk and let out a low growl.

			“It’s okay, boy,” Emma said to him.

			Wilson’s eyes narrowed, concerned. “Is he dangerous?”

			“Only protective.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			“Do you mean to do me harm?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then there shouldn’t be any problems.”

			Wilson considered the situation for a moment, then rejoined his colleague, without closing the door.

			Emma retook her seat. “I have a very busy afternoon, gentlemen, so if we could make this quick, I’d appreciate it.”

			“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Jensen said. “We only have a few questions. We understand you attended a party at Damian Leon’s house on Saturday night. Is that correct?”

			“Only because Ronan forced me to go.”

			Jensen pulled out a notepad and whipped through a few pages. “That would be Ronan Davis?”

			“Yes.”

			“And how do you know him?”

			“He’s my best friend.”

			“How long have you known each other?”

			“Since we were kids.”

			“I see. At what time did you—”

			“Miss Perez,” Wilson cut in. “I—”

			“Dr. Perez,” she corrected him.

			“Oh, that’s right. Sorry about that. Dr. Perez, can I assume you are aware of the body found in Mr. Leon’s pool last night?”

			“Ronan told me.”

			“Interesting. Did your friend also tell you the dead woman was the same person you shoved into that pool during Saturday’s party?”

			“That’s not true.”

			“You’re saying it wasn’t the same person?”

			“I’m saying I didn’t shove anyone in. Katy shoved me.”

			“So, it was the same person.”

			He didn’t ask a question, so Emma saw no reason to respond.

			“Where were you yesterday morning between seven and nine a.m.?” he asked.

			“Sir, I think you mean eight and eleven,” Jensen said.

			“You told me seven and nine,” Wilson said, not pleased.

			Jensen knew exactly what he and Sanchez had told their boss, but it wasn’t worth fighting over. “Apologies for the misunderstanding. The time frame is eight to eleven.”

			“Okay, fine.” Wilson looked back at Emma. “Eight and eleven, then.”

			“I was on a hike,” she said. “Why?”

			“A hike where?”

			“In the mountains. We did the Lookout Mountain Trail.”

			“Alone or did someone go with you?”

			“Ari did,” she said, glancing at her dog.

			“Any person, I mean.”

			“No.”

			“Is there anyone who can confirm your story?”

			“It’s not a story, it’s what I was doing.”

			“Please answer the question.”

			“Someone may have seen us. I don’t remember.”

			“That’s too bad.”

			“What happened between eight and eleven?” she asked.

			When Wilson didn’t answer, Jensen said, “That’s Miss Lane’s estimated time of death.”

			“I see. So you’re asking where I was because you think I killed her?”

			“We’re merely investigating events surrounding—”

			“Dr. Perez,” Wilson interrupted. “I think it would be best if we continued this conversation at the station.”

			Jensen frowned. “I’m not sure if that’s nec—”

			Wilson silenced him with a glare.

			“If that’s what it takes to get you to leave me alone, fine,” Emma said, exasperated. “I’ll come by after work.”

			“Now would be best,” Wilson countered. “Unless you want to appear uncooperative.”

			Jensen cleared his throat. “Captain, she is volunteering to come in this evening.”

			“Or she’s buying time so she can get as far away from here as possible before we realize she’s gone.”

			“I don’t think she’s a flight risk.”

			“Noted, Detective. And I disagree.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake,” Emma said. “If you want me to come now, I’ll come now. Just give me fifteen minutes to tie up a few things here, and I’ll meet you there.”

			“Or you could accompany us now,” Wilson said. “We’ll even give you a ride.”

			Realizing this was not an argument she was going to win, she decided the best course was to get it over with.

			She stood. “Let’s go then.”

			“The Palm Springs Police Department appreciates your cooperation.”

			

			—

			Marty sucked on his iced caramel macchiato and nodded to the RRE receptionists as he crossed the lobby. They had their heads together, deep in conversation, and didn’t seem to notice him.

			Not liking being ignored, he asked, “What are you two talking about?”

			Both women looked at him, startled. He’d been told their names numerous times but could never remember them.

			“Welcome back, Mr. Lundstrom,” the brown-haired one said.

			He stopped at the counter and leaned on it. “You guys looked like you were sharing a secret. Something juicy?”

			“Um, no secret,” the blond one said.

			“Come on. You can tell me.”

			“She’s not lying,” the other one said. “It’s just…”

			“Just what?”

			She lowered her voice to a near whisper. “The police are here, talking to Dr. Perez.”

			He frowned, caught off guard. “Why?”

			“They didn’t tell us anything.”

			“They’re with her right now?”

			Both women nodded.

			Trying to act nonchalant, he said, “I’m sure it’s nothing important. But I’ll go check, just to be sure.”

			“Let us know what you find out,” the blonde said.

			“You got it.”

			He headed into the main part of the office, trying very hard to keep a smile from spreading across his face.

			He had no clue as to why the police would be interested in Emma, but whatever the reason, her misfortune could only benefit him.

			He’d barely entered the large cubicle area where his desk was located, when Emma strode out of the executive hallway in the company of two men in suits.

			They had to be the cops, Marty guessed.

			The trio barely made it a handful of steps into the room when Emma’s mutt rushed out of the hallway and stopped in front of the older cop, growling.

			The man immediately began backpedaling, nearly tripping over his own feet. “Get that thing away from me!” he demanded.

			Emma crouched beside the dog and slipped several fingers under his collar. “It’s okay, Ari.”

			The dog continued to growl, its eyes still riveted on the cop.

			“Relax, boy,” Emma said. “Everything’s fine.”

			When the dog didn’t calm down, Emma looked around the room until her eyes landed on Marty.

			“Come here,” she said. “I need your help.”

			Surely she must be talking to someone else. He glanced around, but there was no one behind him. He pointed at himself. “Are you talking to me?”

			“Yes, you!”

			As much as he’d rather go anywhere else, he walked over to her.

			“I need you to put Ari in my office and shut the door.”

			The dog was still glaring at the cops.

			“I’m not sure locking him away is going to calm him down,” Marty said.

			“Doesn’t matter. After you do that, call my friend Ronan and ask him to pick up Ari. Tell him I’ll come get him as soon as I can.”

			Marty was about to try another excuse, when he realized the opportunity he was being given. “Sure, sure. I can do that. I don’t have his number, though.”

			“I’ll leave it with Lily,” Emma said.

			“Lily?” he said.

			“The receptionist.”

			“Dr. Perez,” the older cop said, his gaze flicking between her and the dog. “Let’s not waste more time.”

			“You’ll have to take him by the collar,” Emma said to Marty.

			Once Marty had a hold of it, she released her grip, then gave the dog a hug and stood.

			“Can we go now?” the older cop asked.

			She headed to the front lobby without a word, the cops hurrying to follow.

			Once they left the room, the dog’s growls turned to whines.

			Marty pulled on the collar. “Come on—” He paused, trying to remember the dog’s name but failing. “Come on, dog.”

			The mutt fought him all the way back to Emma’s office. Instead of leaving him there, though, Marty shut himself inside with the dog and used Emma’s desk phone to call the front desk.

			“It’s Marty,” he said. “I believe Emma left a phone number for me.”

			

			—

			Vladimir was across the street from RRE, keeping tabs on the building’s entrance, when a pair of news vans pulled into the parking lot. A reporter exited each and set up cameras on the sidewalk near the front doors.

			Within a few minutes, several other vehicles arrived, disgorging more people with cameras. They appeared to be mainly vloggers and photographers.

			Vladimir called his boss.

			“Something’s going down at RRE.”

			“Explain,” Popov said.

			Vladimir told him what he’d seen.

			“No indication as to why?” Popov asked.

			“There were two men who arrived a few minutes before the reporters. I don’t know if they went to RRE or not, but one of them looked familiar.”

			“Familiar how?”

			“Like the guy from the police who was on the news last night. The one who talked to the press outside Mr. Leon’s house.”

			“Hold on,” Popov said.

			A few seconds later, Vladimir’s phone pinged with the arrival of a text.

			“I just sent you a picture,” Popov said. “Do you mean him?”

			Vladimir looked at the photo, then put the phone back to his ear. “Yes.”

			Popov snorted. “That’s Wilson, the head of detectives.”

			At the building, the waiting camera crews began shuffling around and aiming their cameras at the door.

			“Something’s happening,” Vladimir said.

			The younger man who’d arrived with the head of detectives exited the building, followed by Emma Perez, then Wilson.

			The press crowded around them, forcing the cop in front to push people aside so he and the other two could get through. Questions were shouted, but Vladimir was too far away to understand them.

			When the trio reached the sedan the two men had arrived in, Wilson turned to the crowd and held up a hand.

			After the shouts died down, he appeared to give a statement. As this was going on, Perez and the younger cop climbed into the car. When Wilson finished, he gave the crowd a wave and got in beside Perez.

			Vladimir described what he’d seen as the vehicle drove away.

			“Was she under arrest?” Popov asked.

			“Unsure. But she wasn’t handcuffed.”

			“Maybe they’re waiting until they get her to the station.”

			“Do you want me to follow them?” Vladimir asked.

			“No. We know where she’s going. You stay on Lundstrom.”
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			“I apologize for the clandestine conditions,” Damian said after greeting Billy, Peter, and Ben.

			“Billy’s an expert at all things clandestine,” Peter said. “It’s the mark of a good producer.”

			“Is it?” Damian said.

			They were in a private dining room at the back of a restaurant owned by a friend of Damian’s. He’d chosen the location to avoid being seen by the press and paparazzi.

			Ronan was present, too, having been the one to drive to the location, with Damian hidden under a blanket in the back seat.

			Wine was poured and lunches ordered.

			Once they were alone again, Damian said, “Hopefully, nothing will interfere with our conversation today.”

			“Well, now you’ve gone and jinxed us,” Ben said.

			Damian laughed. “If I did, I take full responsibility.”

			“How about a toast?” Billy suggested, holding up his drink.

			The others raised theirs.

			“To new friends and bright futures,” he said.

			“Lovely,” Damian said.

			Everyone touched glasses and took sips.

			“I want to apologize for unintentionally dragging all of you into the mess at my house last night,” Damian said.

			“You tried that last night, and we already told you it was unnecessary,” Billy said. “And unless you’re about to confess that you had something to do with it, any apologies remain so.”

			“No confession here. I was as surprised as you all were.”

			“Have you heard anything new from the police?” Ben asked.

			Damian shook his head. “They seem uninterested in sharing anything they’ve learned with me. Now, enough about last night. I have the impression that your desire to meet with me wasn’t to just shoot the breeze.”

			Peter smiled sheepishly. “It was not.”

			“Not that we wouldn’t mind shooting the breeze with you,” Ben said.

			“Peter, why don’t you lay it out,” Billy said.

			Peter nodded. “The reason I’m in Palm Springs it to put the finishing touches on the script for my next picture, which we will start shooting in the fall.”

			“That’s fantastic news,” Damian said. “I’ve enjoyed all of your films and look forward to anything new you create.”

			“That’s very kind. The thing is, I’m hoping you’ll do more than simply look forward to it.”

			Damian raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

			“I won’t beat around the bush. There’s a role I’ve written with you in mind. It’s not the lead, but it’s a sizable part, and crucial to the plot.”

			“That’s very touching. But as you know, I’m retired.”

			“We may have heard that rumor somewhere,” Billy said, smiling. “But there’s retired and then there’s retired.”

			“Those words sound remarkably similar to me.”

			“Many excellent actors have retired and then unretired for a picture or two. Cameron Diaz, for one. And Joe Pesci.”

			“Audrey Hepburn did it several times,” Ben said.

			“As honored as I am to be compared to Ms. Hepburn,” Damian said, “I’m sure audiences were much happier to see her on-screen again than they would be to see me.”

			“Not true,” Peter said. “And even if it were, this isn’t a part Audrey Hepburn could have played.”

			“Because she is no longer with us.”

			“Because it’s written for you.”

			Ronan, who’d been scrolling on his phone, looked up and said, “What about James Cagney?”

			“I’m pretty sure he’s already passed, too,” Damian said.

			“No, I mean, he’d been out of the business for a couple of decades when he came back for Ragtime.”

			Damian put a hand over his heart. “Et tu, Brute?”

			“I, uh, was just, um, adding to the conversation.”

			“Did you happen to know ahead of time what Peter wanted to discuss?” Damian asked, his eyes narrowing dramatically.

			“Uh…”

			Billy jumped in and said, “He made it clear you were retired, but we still pushed him to set this up.”

			“Sure he did,” Damian said, sounding more amused than upset.

			“I just thought it might be something you’d want to consider,” Ronan said, his confidence returning. “You’ve seemed restless lately.”

			“I have?”

			“You have.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“We’re not looking for you to give us an answer right now,” Billy said. “Read the script first, then tell us what you think.”

			“I suppose you brought a copy with you?”

			“As a matter of fact, I have,” Peter said, tapping the messenger bag he’d slung over the back of his chair. “But I won’t give it to you if you don’t want me to.”

			Damian looked at each of them in turn, including Ronan. “I do enjoy reading good scripts, so I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to take a look at it.”

			Peter immediately pulled it out and set it on the table in front of Damian.

			“This isn’t the final, but it’s very close. I’m also happy to discuss any ideas you might have.”

			“How about I just read it as a fan for now?” Damian said.

			“That works for me.”

			Ronan’s phone buzzed. When he looked at the screen, his brows knit together in confusion.

			“Sorry,” he said to everyone, then turned away and answered the call. “Emma?…Oh, yes. I remember you. How can I help you?” Ronan suddenly sat up. “What? When?…She wanted me to do what?…Um, yes, I can meet you there…. Okay…. Thank you, Marty.” He hung up, looking dazed.

			“Something wrong?” Billy asked.

			“The police just took Emma to the station for questioning.”

			“About the body?” Damian asked.

			“I assume so.”

			“I guess I did jinx us.”

			“Who were you talking to?” Billy asked.

			“One of her coworkers,” Ronan said. “He’s taking her dog back to her place. I need to meet him there to open the door.” He quickly stood up, then seemed to realize what he’d just said. He glanced at his boss. “If that’s okay?”

			“Of course,” Damian said. “But you look a little shaken. Are you all right to drive?”

			Before Ronan could answer, Billy stood. “I’ll drive him.”

			“Thank you,” Damian said, relieved.

			“Wait,” Ronan said, looking at his boss. “How are you getting home?”

			“Don’t worry about Damian,” Ben said. “Peter and I can give him a ride.”

			“Thank you.”

			Billy put a hand on Ronan’s back. “Come on, son. Let’s take care of your friend’s dog.”

			“Ari,” Ronan said, still in a daze.

			“Then let’s go take care of Ari.”

			Within minutes, they were on the road in Ronan’s car, heading to Emma’s place.

			“Tell me exactly what the person on the phone told you,” Billy said.

			“He said the police had just taken her from work to the police station for questioning.”

			“He didn’t say why?”

			“No. He just said she asked him to call me so I could take Ari to her place. He has a meeting out that way and said he’d meet me there.”

			“Does Emma have a lawyer?”

			“She’s used lawyers for contracts, but nothing like this.”

			Billy inserted an AirPod into his ear and called Stone.

			“Miss me already?” Stone asked. “It’s barely been twenty-four hours.”

			“I’m actually looking for a referral.”

			“What kind of a referral?” Stone asked, his tone now all business.

			Billy quickly explained what had happened the previous night and how Emma had been picked up this morning.

			“Is she a suspect?” Stone asked.

			“I don’t know, but I’m assuming yes. I also think they’re trying to question her without any representation. Do you know a good lawyer in the area who can help her out?”

			“As luck would have it, I do. Herb is still in town. There’s no one better for something like this.”

			“Can you text me his number?”

			“Will do,” Stone said and hung up.

			As soon as the text arrived, Billy called the number.

			“Herb Fisher.”

			“Herb, it’s Billy Barnett.”

			“Hello, Billy. What can I do for you?”

			“You’re still in Palm Springs, correct?”

			“I am.”

			“Any chance you’re free right now?”

			“My next meeting isn’t until tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Perfect. I need your help with something.”

			“Help is my middle name.”

			“Your parents must have really hated you.”
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			“We’ll be with you shortly,” Captain Wilson told Emma before leaving her in the small interview room.

			It turned out, his definition of “shortly” was very different from hers.

			The only reason she didn’t leave during the first twenty minutes of being alone was because of Ronan’s voice in her head, telling her to sit tight and get this over with.

			She didn’t even have her phone to keep her occupied. She’d forgotten to grab it before she left the office.

			She decided she’d give the detectives ten more minutes. If they weren’t back by then, she’d show herself out.

			The door opened with two minutes to spare, and Captain Wilson reentered. He was by himself, which she didn’t take as a good sign. Detective Jensen hadn’t displayed any of the same hostility toward her that his boss had.

			Wilson set a bottle of water in front of her and took one of the seats across the table from her. “Sorry to have kept you waiting, Miss Perez.”

			“I told you, it’s Dr. Perez,” she said.

			“That’s right. My mistake.” He pulled a device out of his pocket and set it on the table. “You don’t mind if I record this, do you, Dr. Perez?”

			“Why would I mind?”

			“No reason at all.” He smiled and pushed the record button.

			

			—

			“Just sit still!” Marty snapped at Ari.

			For most of the trip, the mutt had been pacing Marty’s back seat and whining at the windows. But as soon as Marty had turned onto Emma’s driveway, the dog stuck its head between the seats and stared out the front windshield, panting loudly in Marty’s ear.

			“Stop that!”

			He reached over to push the dog back, then instantly recoiled when his palm landed on Ari’s tongue.

			“Gross!”

			With no other choice, he wiped his hand on his pants, then parked near the entrance to Emma’s place.

			Ari jumped into the front passenger seat and pawed at the door.

			“Don’t do that! You’re going to tear the fabric!”

			This only seemed to spur the dog to paw faster.

			“Hold on. I’ll come around and let you out.”

			Marty opened his door, but before he could exit, Ari trampled across Marty’s lap and jumped outside.

			“Ouch!”

			Marty rubbed his thigh where the mutt’s claws had dug in and started fantasizing about all the things he’d like to do to the mutt.

			His daydreams were cut short, however, by the sound of dirt crunching under tires.

			He checked the rearview mirror and saw a silver sedan coming down the driveway. Nothing fancy, just a midrange vehicle that he would never be caught dead in.

			Figuring it had to be Ronan, he forced on a smile and climbed out.

			It was indeed Ronan, but Emma’s friend wasn’t alone. An older man was behind the wheel.

			The car parked next to his, and both men climbed out.

			As soon as Ari saw Ronan, he sprinted over and jumped on him in glee.

			Ronan ruffled the dog’s fur and gave him a hug. “Hey, boy. How ya doing?”

			Ari answered with a lick to Ronan’s face, which disgusted Marty all over again. Thankfully, Ronan was focused on the dog and didn’t notice.

			When he finally glanced at Marty, he said, “Thanks for bringing him.”

			“No problem. Like I said, I was heading this way anyway.”

			“Still, I’m sure Emma appreciates your help.” After an awkward moment of silence, Ronan said, “I know you have a meeting to get to, so no need to hang around.”

			“Right,” Marty said, cursing in his head. Of course, Ronan would think there was no reason for him to stay. “I hate to ask this, but would it be all right if I used the bathroom first? I didn’t get a chance to go before I left the office.”

			“Oh, sure. Come on.”

			Marty followed Ronan to the front door, and the older guy fell into step beside him.

			“Hi,” the guy said.

			“Hello,” Marty replied.

			“I’m Billy.” The man offered him his hand.

			Having no other choice, Marty shook it. “Marty.”

			“You work with Emma?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Doing what?”

			“We’re, um, both engineers.”

			“That must be a great job.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You work there long?” the old guy asked as Ronan unlocked the door and swung it open.

			“For a while,” Marty said. “Sorry, I really need to take a leak.”

			He hurried inside to what appeared to be a combo living room and kitchen area.

			A warning tone beeped from an alarm panel near the refrigerator, waiting for a code to be entered. Ronan was almost to it, so Marty moved quickly to a spot from where Emma’s friend wouldn’t block his view of the panel.

			He watched Ronan tap 5-9-1-0-2 on the keypad.

			Now there was nothing keeping him from searching Emma’s place when he was alone.

			

			—

			Billy had sensed there was something off about Marty from the moment he laid eyes on him.

			When Marty rushed into the building, Billy had followed quietly a few steps behind. While he couldn’t say for sure, it appeared to him that Marty was trying to see the code Ronan punched into the alarm system.

			As soon as the beeping stopped, Marty asked, “Which way is the bathroom?”

			Ronan pointed at the entrance to a hallway and said, “Go down there, then take a right at the next hall. It’s near the end. You can’t miss it.”

			“Thanks,” Marty said, then exited the room.

			Billy glanced around, wanting to give Marty enough time to get out of earshot before he voiced his concerns to Ronan, but when he looked out the window toward the street, he paused.

			“Does Emma have binoculars?” he asked.

			“Uh, yeah. There should be a pair hanging on a hook, by the front door.”

			Billy found them right where Ronan had said, then took up a position several feet away from the window so he could not be easily seen. He raised the binoculars and focused them on what had caught his attention.

			On the other side of the road, twenty yards north of Emma’s driveway entrance, stood a man next to a motorcycle. That wouldn’t have been unusual, if not for the fact that the motorcyclist’s gaze was fixed on Emma’s place.

			Now that Billy had a good look at the man’s features, there was something else that caught his attention. The guy’s face was almost identical to that of one of the men who’d been playing golf with Victor Popov.

			For a brief moment, he wondered if it was the same guy, but no. The golfer had looked at least five years older than the man on the other side of the road. There was no question in Billy’s mind, however, that the two had to be cousins at the very least, if not brothers.

			Which meant the motorcyclist had to be connected to Popov.

			So, what was a Popov associate doing here?

			Billy was sure that he and Ronan hadn’t been followed. Checking for tails was second nature to him, and not once had he spotted even the hint of anyone suspicious behind them.

			That left two other possibilities—either the man was keeping an eye on Emma’s place, or he had followed Marty here.

			“What are you looking at?” Ronan asked.

			Billy lowered the binoculars. Until he knew more, it would be best not to mention the watcher. “Sorry. I thought I saw a coyote.”

			He returned the binoculars to their peg and then joined Ronan.

			“She’s going to be all right, isn’t she?” Ronan asked.

			“Emma?”

			Ronan nodded.

			“You said she didn’t do it, right?”

			“She didn’t.”

			“Then there’s nothing to worry about.”

			“Plenty of people have gone to jail for things they haven’t done.”

			“Not with Herb Fisher as their attorney.”

			“He’s that good?”

			“He is.”

			“That makes me feel better.”

			“May I ask a question?” Billy said.

			“Of course.”

			“How well do you know Marty?”

			“Marty?” Ronan said, surprised. “Not well at all. In fact, I met him for the first time on Friday night, though Emma had mentioned him before.”

			“Are he and Emma friends?”

			Ronan scoffed. “Hardly. I get the impression from her that he’s the weak link on her staff.”

			“He works for her?”

			Ronan nodded. “Why do you ask?”

			“It’s probably nothing.” Billy glanced toward the hallway Marty had gone down. “How long does it take a person to use the toilet?”

			Ronan followed Billy’s gaze. “That’s an excellent question. Maybe I should go check on him.”

			“Let me. You take care of Ari.”

			Billy walked to the bathroom and rapped lightly on the door. “Everything okay in there?”

			There was no answer or any sound of movement.

			Billy tried the knob and found that it was unlocked. He pushed the door open.

			“Marty?”

			The room remained silent and for good reason. It was unoccupied. Billy glanced at the toilet and then checked the sink. The walls of each were dry, indicating that neither had been used recently.

			He headed quietly down the hall, taking a moment to listen around every door he came to. At the very end was a set of metal double doors that must have been retained from the building’s previous incarnation.

			He placed his ear against it. From the other side, he heard the shuffling of paper.

			He eased the door open and stepped inside.

			Marty was hovering over a workbench in the middle of the room, flipping through a stack of papers, his back to the door.

			“Find something interesting?” Billy asked.

			Several sheets flew into the air as Marty jumped in surprise.

			“Jesus,” he said. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

			“I thought you were in the bathroom.”

			“I was. I, uh…” Marty chuckled. “Emma said she’d left something here that was needed at the office. Thought I’d grab it.”

			“You didn’t mention that before.”

			“I just remembered.”

			Billy’s gaze flickered to the few papers Marty still held. “Is that it?”

			“This? Um, no. I thought it might be, but…it isn’t.”

			“Then there’s no reason not to put everything back where it was.”

			Marty’s fake smile tensed. “None at all.”

			He gathered up the pages that had fallen and returned everything to the desk.

			He made a show of checking his watch. “I really need to run, or I’ll be late for my meeting.”

			“What about the thing you were looking for?”

			“I, um, have no idea where she put it. So I’ll let her deal with it later.”

			“Can’t fault that logic,” Billy said, then opened the door. “After you.”

			When they reached the living room, Ronan was at the window, frowning. “I think we have a problem.”
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			As much as Marty wanted to get as far from Emma’s place as humanly possible, curiosity got the better of him, and he stepped behind Ronan and Billy to see what had caught Ronan’s attention.

			To his surprise, a Palm Springs police car and several county sheriff’s vehicles were in the process of parking in front of the house.

			Their presence had to have something to do with Emma’s trip to the police department. What in God’s name had she gotten herself mixed up in?

			“Wait here,” Billy said and headed for the door.

			Whatever was going on, Marty didn’t want to get caught up in it, so he hurried outside after Billy.

			Four sheriff’s deputies were gathered around the two men who’d been in the PSPD sedan, one of whom was in uniform and the other was in a suit.

			Again, Marty couldn’t help but stop within earshot as Billy reached the group.

			“Detective Sanchez, nice to see you again,” Billy said. “Is there something I can help you with?”

			The suited cop stepped away from his colleagues. “Mr. Barnett. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

			“I came with Ronan to take care of Emma’s dog.”

			“I see. Mr. Davis is inside?”

			“He is.”

			Sanchez glanced past Billy to Marty. “And who is this?”

			Marty blanched.

			Billy turned to follow his gaze. “That is Marty.”

			“Do you have a last name, Marty?” Sanchez asked.

			“Um, Lundstrom,” Marty said.

			“Are you a friend of Dr. Perez’s?” Sanchez said.

			“Coworker,” Marty said, then added, “I’m the one who brought her dog home.”

			“I see.”

			“I take it this isn’t a social call,” Billy said.

			“Unfortunately, no,” Sanchez said, sounding regretful. “We’re here to execute a search warrant for Dr. Perez’s residence.”

			“You’re a little out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you?”

			That drew a smile from the detective. “That’s why my friends from the sheriff’s department are here.”

			“Excuse me,” Marty said. “I’m late for a meeting. Is it all right if I leave?”

			“Did you take anything from the house?” the detective asked.

			Marty shook his head. “Nothing.”

			Sanchez studied him for a moment. “I assume we can reach you at RRE if we have any questions?”

			“What kind of questions?”

			“Any questions.”

			“Of course. And if I’m not there, they’ll know where to find me.”

			“Then have a nice day, Mr. Lundstrom.”

			

			—

			Billy watched Marty’s car speed out of the driveway. A few seconds later, the motorcyclist Billy had seen earlier followed.

			So Popov’s man was here because of Marty. Interesting.

			“There’s something off about that guy,” Sanchez said.

			“I was thinking the same thing,” Billy said.

			“I really hate to do this, but we should probably get started.”

			“May I see the search warrant first?” Billy asked.

			Sanchez pulled out the warrant and handed it to him.

			Billy had seen many legal documents in his life, including more than a few search warrants. He noticed several irregularities, including that the requisitioning officer was Warner Wilson, not Sanchez or his partner.

			“This is rather broad, wouldn’t you say?” Billy asked.

			Again, the detective looked uncomfortable. “It’s what’s been signed off on.”

			“I take it this Judge”—Billy looked at the warrant again—“Fredricks is a friend of your boss.”

			The detective’s silence was answer enough.

			Billy pulled out his phone. “You don’t mind if I take a picture, do you?”

			“Honestly, I wish you would.”

			Billy did so, then said, “I realize you are only doing your job, Detective, but I think we both know this warrant is unwarranted.”

			Sanchez snorted a laugh, then got himself back under control. “I have no comment on that.”

			“None necessary. I am wondering, though, if you could take a bit more time talking to your team before starting.”

			“You have something up your sleeve?”

			“Detective, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			Sanchez smiled, then looked up at the sky. “It’s such a nice day that I see no reason to rush inside.”

			While Sanchez returned to talk to his law enforcement buddies, Billy texted the picture of the warrant to Herb, with a quick description of what was going on.

			Herb texted back moments later.

			Hang tight.

			

			—

			“You know what I don’t understand?” Warner Wilson said.

			For the last fifteen minutes, he’d been asking Emma questions she could tell were designed to make her admit to killing Katy. Unfortunately for him, since she hadn’t done it, that wasn’t going to happen.

			“I’m sure there are many things you don’t,” she said.

			He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

			“Exactly what I said. There are many things I don’t understand, either. Like why you think I killed Katy.”

			“If you didn’t do it, I would think you’d feel more compassion about your friend’s death.”

			“She wasn’t my friend.”

			“But you did know her.”

			“Barely.”

			“Right. Because she was your boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend.”

			“Wrong.”

			“Don’t tell me you didn’t know she and Ronan Davis used to date.”

			“Of course, I know that. Your mistake is in thinking Ronan is my boyfriend.”

			He took a moment to regroup, then said, “Why did you throw her into the pool on Saturday night?”

			“How many times do I have to tell you I did not throw her in the pool? She threw me. There were dozens of witnesses. Ask them.”

			“Don’t worry, I—”

			Before Wilson could finish, Jensen stuck his head in the room. “Captain, could you step out for a moment?”

			“I’m in the middle of an interview,” Wilson barked, annoyed.

			“I understand, but—”

			“This interview is over,” Herb Fisher said as he pushed past the detective and entered the room.

			“Who the hell are you?” Wilson asked as he shot to his feet.

			“I’m Dr. Perez’s attorney.”

			“Why would she need an attorney if she’s not guilty?”

			“To protect her from overambitious persons, such as yourself.” Herb pulled two business cards out of his pocket and handed one to Wilson and the other to Emma.

			“This says you work in New York,” Wilson said.

			“I do work in New York.”

			“This is California.”

			“A state in which I am licensed to practice.”

			Wilson turned to Emma. “Is this…person really your attorney?”

			Emma looked at Herb.

			“Billy Barnett sent me. I believe he’s friends with your friend Ronan.”

			“Yes,” she said. “He’s my attorney.”

			“Jensen!” Wilson barked at the door.

			When Jensen stepped in, Wilson shoved Herb’s business card at him.

			“Find out if this guy’s legit!”

			Jensen grimaced uncomfortably. “He is.”

			“What?”

			“The desk sergeant already checked.”

			“Has my client been read her rights?” Herb asked.

			Wilson glared at him. “She’s not under arrest.”

			“Then we’re leaving. Let’s go, Emma. I’m sure there are places you’d rather be.”

			She stood and followed Herb toward the door.

			Before they stepped out, Herb stopped and looked back at Wilson. “By the way, I talked to Judge Fredricks about the illegal search warrant you obtained.”

			“Illegal?” Wilson said, his face turning red.

			“Come now, Captain Wilson. We both know the grounds you used to justify it were flimsy at best. Once I laid everything out, the judge agreed, and as we speak the officers on the scene are being informed that the warrant has been canceled.” He started to leave, then paused again and added, “Oh, and the judge would like you to call him.”

			That said, he and Emma departed.
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			Marty waited until he was within Palm Springs’s city limits before pulling to the side of the road and accessing the web browser on his phone. His hope was to find something that explained the police’s interest in Emma.

			It didn’t take long before he hit pay dirt in the form of an internet news service video that showed the police escorting Emma out of RRE.

			“Police sources say a person of interest in the death of the woman found last night at the home of superstar Damian Leon has been taken to the station for questioning,” a male reporter said over the footage. “No name has been released, but it is believed that she works at Richards Renewable Energy, a prominent energy company located in Palm Springs.”

			This was the first Marty had heard about the incident. Since his late-night meeting with Popov, he’d been too worried about his own precarious position to pay attention to the news.

			He hunted around for more information and on a gossip site found an article that alleged the dead woman was an actress named Katy Lane.

			The name meant nothing to him, but the same could not be said about the picture of her that accompanied the post.

			Katy Lane was a dead ringer for the unconscious woman Marty had seen carried into Victor Popov’s suite the other night.

			As much as Marty disliked Emma, he had a hard time believing she would kill someone.

			Popov, on the other hand, was another matter entirely.

			“Oh, shit,” he muttered.

			He could not let Popov or his people know that he’d made the connection. If they found out, someone might be fishing his body out of a pool next.

			His phone rang with a call from the office.

			“Hello?” he answered.

			“Mr. Lundstrom? It’s Lily from the front desk. Mrs. Poole would like to see you and asked me to find out when you’ll be back.”

			Susan Poole was the company’s executive vice president and not someone he could put off.

			“I should be there in ten minutes.”

			“I’ll let her know,” Lily said and hung up.

			Marty finished the drive to the office and pulled into the RRE parking lot with three minutes to spare.

			As he climbed out, a motorcycle pulled into the next spot, missing him by only a few inches.

			“Hey!” he snapped at the driver. “Watch where you’re going!”

			The motorcyclist removed his helmet, and Marty’s blood went cold.

			“If I wanted to hit you, I would have,” Vladimir said.

			“S-s-sorry. Not having a great day.”

			“Did I ask you about your day?”

			Marty laughed uncomfortably. “Good one. Well, I gotta get to work, so—”

			“Hop on.”

			“What?”

			“I said hop on.”

			“I’d love to, really, I would, but my boss is waiting to meet with me.”

			“I thought Emma Perez was in jail.”

			“Her boss.”

			“He can wait.”

			“She.”

			“Huh?” Vladimir asked.

			“Emma’s boss is a she.”

			“So many women in power positions above you. That cannot feel good.”

			Marty shrugged half-heartedly. “Yeah, well, what are you going to do?”

			“Get on, Marty.”

			“I just told you I have a meeting.”

			“You do. With Mr. Popov. Your boss’s boss can wait.”

			“I really can’t—”

			Vladimir unzipped his leather jacket just enough so that Marty could see the holstered gun underneath, then growled, “Now.”

			“On second thought, she can wait.” He swung a leg over the seat and Vladimir turned on the ignition. “Hold on! I don’t have a helmet.”

			“No, you don’t,” Vladimir said, then adjusted his own helmet and took off.

			

			—

			“Turn in here and go straight,” Emma said, indicating the entrance to the RRE parking lot.

			Herb did as directed.

			“Where the hell is he going?” Emma muttered.

			“Who?” Herb asked.

			“The motorcycle.”

			He followed her gaze to the bike, where one man had just climbed on behind another. The guy in front glanced over his shoulder and said something to his passenger, then adjusted his helmet.

			Herb’s brow creased as the bike sped away. “You mean the driver?”

			“No, the guy on the back. He’s one of my engineers. Why? Do you know the driver?”

			“Not personally, but I’m pretty sure I’ve seen him around my hotel.”

			Herb pulled up to the curb, next to the building’s entrance.

			“If the police contact you again, let me know right away,” Herb instructed.

			“I will. Thank you, Mr. Fisher.”

			“Think nothing of it. And it’s Herb.”

			“Thank you, Herb.” She climbed out of the car, gave him a wave, then headed inside.

			Lily’s eyes went wide when Emma entered RRE’s lobby. “Dr. Perez! You’re back.”

			“Obviously,” Emma said, heading for the door to the offices.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“I just thought, you know, with the police taking you away…”

			Emma paused. “They didn’t take me away. I went willingly, to assist with a case.”

			This was the answer Herb had told her to give anyone who asked about why Wilson had come for her.

			“Oh,” Lily said, looking relieved. “I apologize. I was just worried they were arresting you for something.”

			“They weren’t,” Emma said, then reached for the door.

			“Dr. Perez, you didn’t happen to see Mr. Lundstrom outside, did you?”

			“I did. He was leaving with someone when I arrived.”

			“Leaving? That’s odd. Mrs. Poole wanted to meet with him, so I called him, and he said he’d be right here.”

			“Why did she want to see him?”

			Lily shrugged. “No one ever tells me anything.”

			“All right. I’ll see what she needs. In the meantime, call him again and find out when he’s coming back.”

			“Will do.”

			Since Emma’s office was on the way to her boss’s, she went there first to grab her phone. When she did, she was surprised to find a notification informing her that her home alarm had been deactivated.

			She accessed her security cameras and saw Ronan and the man Ronan had called Billy, who had helped her out of the pool at the party, talking in her kitchen.

			Confused, she called Ronan.

			“Emma, thank God,” he answered. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” she said.

			“Are you still at the police station?”

			“No, I’m back in my office. What are you doing at my place?”

			“Taking care of Ari,” he said, as if she should have known that.

			“I thought you would have kept him with you until I could come get him.”

			“Marty said you wanted him brought home.”

			“That’s not what I told him. I’m sorry you had to drive Ari all the way there.”

			“I didn’t. Marty did.”

			“Marty? Why would he do that?”

			“He said he had a meeting out this way, so offered to meet me here.”

			“Hold on.”

			She pulled up the engineering department schedule on her computer. The only outside meeting that day was one Marty had nothing to do with.

			“He lied to you,” she said. “There was no meeting.”

			“Then why would he offer to bring Ari out here?”

			Before she could answer, Billy said something to him.

			“I’m putting you on speaker,” Ronan said and did so. “Emma, you remember Billy Barnett? He’s the one who helped us Saturday night.”

			“I remember.”

			“Hi, Emma,” Billy said. “Did you tell Marty you’d left something here that you needed at the office?”

			“What? No. I would never say something like that to him.”

			“That’s what I thought.”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“He requested to use your bathroom, and when he didn’t come back in a timely manner, I went looking for him and found him in the big room at the back, going through some papers.”

			Emma flushed with anger. “I’m heading there now. Can you wait?”

			“Billy?” Ronan asked.

			“I have nothing planned,” Billy replied.

			“We’ll be here,” Ronan said.

			Emma hung up, then stormed out of her office and nearly ran right into her boss.

			“Emma,” Susan Poole said, surprised. “I didn’t realize you were back.”

			“I’m leaving again.”

			“Is there something you want to tell me? You know, about the police?”

			“There’s nothing to tell,” Emma said. “I’m sorry, but I have an emergency I need to deal with.”

			“What about Marty? Why isn’t he around?”

			“You’ll have to ask him.”

			“Do you know where he is?”

			“On my shit list,” Emma said before rushing down the hall.
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			Ari cocked his head, then ran to the front door and began to whine.

			Billy glanced out the window. “Someone’s here.”

			Ronan joined him. “That’s Emma.”

			They went outside, Ari rushing in front of them to greet Emma as she climbed out of her vehicle. After a reunion of pets and hugs, she headed over to where Billy and Ronan waited.

			“Are you all right?” Ronan asked.

			“Do I look all right?” she asked.

			“You look annoyed.”

			“Which is exactly what I am.”

			As they walked inside, Emma said to Billy, “You’re the one who sent Herb to help me?”

			“I am,” Billy said. “And I take it from the fact that you’re here, he was able to.”

			“He was. Thank you. If he hadn’t been there, I’d probably be locked up now. The police think I killed Katy.”

			“Which is ridiculous,” Ronan said.

			“Ridiculous isn’t a strong enough word for it.”

			“Outrageous?”

			“Closer.”

			“If it eases your mind, I have the impression that not everyone at the department thinks you did it,” Billy said. “In fact, I believe the only one who does is Captain Wilson.”

			“I do not like that guy,” Emma said.

			“I’m willing to bet you’re not the only one.”

			“Herb told me they showed up to search my house.”

			“They tried,” Ronan said. “But the warrant was canceled before they went inside.”

			“Just thinking about anyone touching my stuff without my permission makes me crazy.”

			“The only one who did that was Marty,” Billy said.

			Her eyes narrowed. “Can you show me exactly where he was?”

			“I’d be happy to.”

			They relocated to Emma’s workshop, and Billy stood in the spot he’d caught Marty in.

			“He was looking through that stack,” Billy said, indicating the pile of papers on her desk.

			Emma flipped through the sheets. “There’s nothing here he’d understand. Was there anything else he looked at?”

			“That’s all I saw, but I don’t know how long he was in here before I arrived.”

			“Let’s find out.”

			She sat in front of her computer, and within a few moments had her security system portal open.

			“You have cameras in here?” Billy said.

			“I have cameras everywhere,” she replied.

			“I approve.”

			She found the footage of Marty’s intrusion into her workshop and let it play.

			After a quick look around, he stopped at her workbench and started going through her papers. Billy arrived while he was still trying to decipher what was on them.

			“That jerk,” Emma said.

			“At least he didn’t touch anything else,” Ronan said.

			“Do you have any idea why he might want to look through your stuff?” Billy asked.

			Emma and Ronan shared a glance.

			“I take it there is,” Billy said. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But know that I only want to help.”

			Emma looked unsure of what to do.

			“It’s okay,” Ronan said. “You can trust him.”

			“You’re sure?” she said.

			“I am.”

			She said nothing for a moment, then nodded to herself, seemingly satisfied, and asked Billy, “How much detail do you need?”

			“Give me the abridged version now. If I need more, I’ll let you know.”

			“All right.”

			She picked up a paperback-sized black metal box from a shelf and handed it to him.

			He flipped it around so he could look at every angle. Other than a couple of connection ports on one end, the surfaces were unmarred.

			“What is this?” he asked.

			“The Fluxy,” Ronan said.

			“It is not the Fluxy,” Emma said.

			“Sorry, the Fluxibrator.”

			“It’s not the Fluxibrator, either,” she said, getting more irritated.

			“We’re still working on the name,” Ronan stage-whispered. “But I think Fluxibrator is perfect.”

			Emma glared at him, then said, “It’s a specialized field calibrator.” She then told Billy about its intended use and how it would likely affect the wind turbine industry.

			“I’m no expert, of course,” he said, “but it sounds like it could be worth a lot of money.”

			“It will be,” she said, not bragging, but only stating the truth.

			“Is this something you’re developing yourself, or does your company own a piece of it?”

			“It’s all mine. I’ve been working on it since grad school. I even have it in my contract that projects I come up with on my own time are solely mine.”

			“That was quite generous of them.”

			“I wouldn’t have taken the job otherwise. And they really wanted me, so…”

			“She’s top of her field,” Ronan explained, with more than a little pride.

			“I’m sensing that,” Billy said. “Does Marty know what’s in your contract? If so, it might have made him curious about what you’re working on.”

			“I don’t see how. I never told him.”

			“Perhaps someone at the company did?”

			“The only ones who know are the president, the head of HR, and the outside counsel who drew it up. None of them would have said a word.”

			“Did you happen to take any notes to work that he might have seen?”

			“Never, to avoid the exact situation you’re inferring.”

			“Could he have overheard you talking about it?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Actually,” Ronan said, “that very well might be it. You’ve talked about it to me on the phone several times while you were at work.”

			“I have?”

			“You have.”

			“Then I think it would be safe to assume that’s how he found out,” Billy said.

			Jaw tensing, Emma closed her eyes and took several deep breaths.

			“It’s okay,” Ronan said. “He didn’t find it even though it was sitting right there.”

			Her eyes snapped back open. “That’s not the point.”

			She pulled out her phone.

			“Who are you calling?” Ronan asked.

			She said nothing until the call was answered. “Lily, it’s Dr. Perez. I need to speak to Marty.” She listened, her frown intensifying. “He’s still not back?…You did try reaching him, right?…Okay. Thank you.”

			She hung up and immediately made another call.

			It rang over and over until voicemail kicked in.

			“Marty, it’s Emma. Call me as soon as you get this message.” She hung up.

			“I take it he’s not at work,” Billy said.

			“He hasn’t been back in the office since he left to bring Ari here,” Emma said.

			“Maybe he really did have a meeting somewhere,” Ronan said.

			“Not a chance. I would have known about it. Plus, I saw him leaving the parking lot with someone when Herb dropped me off.”

			Billy frowned. “But didn’t you just say he hadn’t been back to the office since he left there with Ari?”

			“He only made it as far as the parking lot. He didn’t go inside.”

			“That’s strange. Do you know who he was with?”

			“No, but Herb said the driver looked like someone he’d seen at his hotel.”

			“What kind of car were they in?”

			“It wasn’t a car. It was a motorcycle.”

			The motorcyclist had to be the same one who’d followed Marty from Emma’s. Billy knew to think otherwise would be folly.

			It would have also been folly to ignore the Popov connection.

			Billy had no doubt the man he’d seen from Emma’s window was connected to the Belarusian. He also knew that Herb, like Popov, was staying at the Mountain View Spa & Resort, where, Herb had said, he’d seen the motorcyclist who’d driven off with Marty or someone who looked like him.

			“Do either of you know someone named Victor Popov?” Billy asked.

			Emma shook her head. “Never heard of him.”

			Ronan, on the other hand, thought for a moment before saying, “The name sounds familiar.”

			“Maybe because he was at Damian’s party?” Billy suggested.

			Ronan’s eyes lit up. “That’s it. He was on the list.”

			“Is he a friend of Damian’s?”

			“I don’t think Damian had met him before Saturday.”

			“Then how did he get an invite?”

			Ronan paused again to think, then shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I can find out if you need me to. Why?”

			“It’s probably nothing, so I’d rather not say right now. But if you could check, I’d appreciate it.”

			“Consider it done.”

			“There’s something else you both should know,” Billy said.

			“What?” Emma asked.

			“When Ronan and I first came inside, I’m all but positive that Marty saw the code Ronan used to disarm your security system.”

			“He what?” Emma asked.

			After Billy described what he’d seen, Emma found the video clip of Ronan, Billy, and Marty’s arrival.

			Unfortunately, the angle was off, and it was impossible to tell if Billy’s suspicion was correct or not.

			“Is there another camera angle?” Billy asked.

			“Not of that area,” Emma said, clearly angry. “It’s fine. I’ll make him confess.”

			“I doubt he’d admit it,” Ronan said.

			“Then I’ll fire him.”

			“On what grounds?”

			“On the grounds of…” She trailed off, unable to come up with an answer.

			“What we can do right now is change my code so that he can’t disarm the system,” Ronan said.

			“Good idea,” Emma said, tapping at her keyboard again.

			“Before you do that,” Billy said, “may I make a suggestion?”

			She raised her fingers off the keys and looked at Billy expectantly.

			“Instead of deleting Ronan’s code, leave it be and create a new one for Ronan to use.”

			“Why would I—” She cut herself off and looked away as she considered what he said. It took only a moment before her eyes lit up. “I get it. If I get a notification that the original code has been used, I’ll know it’s Marty and have him arrested for breaking and entering.”

			“I couldn’t have summed it up better myself,” Billy said.

			A smile creeped onto Emma’s face. “Mr. Barnett, you are very devious.”

			“Please, it’s Billy.”

			“That doesn’t change what I said.”

			“In that case, I’ll take it as a compliment.”

			“But what if he sneaks out with Emma’s device before he’s caught?” Ronan asked.

			Billy picked up the black box again. “How many of these do you have?”

			“Just the one,” Emma said.

			“Any spare parts?”

			“Of course.”

			“Enough to create something that looks like this?”

			“The outside, yes, but not inside.”

			“The inside only needs to look real.”

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“That if someone took a quick look under the housing, they’d think the device worked.”

			“I don’t know. A decent engineer might see right through it.”

			“Let me rephrase,” Billy said. “If Marty looked at it.”

			“Ooh,” she said. “Yeah. That should be easy.”

			“Then I’d suggest putting this one somewhere safe that’s not here,” he said, nodding at the box in his hand.

			“How about at my place,” Ronan said. “He won’t go there.”

			“Perfect,” Billy said. “I would put the fake one in the middle of your workbench where he won’t miss it.”

			“You’re not just devious, you’re diabolical.” Emma grinned.

			“Let’s just say I’ve had to dabble in deception now and then.”

			“The entertainment business must be even crazier than I thought.”

			“You have no idea.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32
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			An hour later, Teddy Fay was back at the Centurion Pictures house, all vestiges of his Billy Barnett persona gone, and in its place a brand-new disguise: that of Raymond Talbert, a Con Edison executive from New Jersey.

			As he was doing a final check in the mirror, an alert appeared on his phone, informing him that his Uber was only minutes away.

			Satisfied with his new look, he grabbed the small suitcase that held the items he might need and exited his room.

			Ben and Tessa were in the living room, watching The Pitt, when he walked in.

			Ben glanced over, then cocked his head. “Hi. Um, who are you?”

			Teddy set his bag down and walked over briskly, extending a hand. “Good afternoon,” he said in a voice unlike any he’d used before in front of Ben. “I’m Raymond Talbert.”

			Ben rose but didn’t take Teddy’s hand yet. “You aren’t with the press, are you?”

			“Con Edison.”

			“Con Edison?”

			“The energy company.”

			“Oh, okay. I guess you’re visiting someone here…?”

			“I am indeed.” He leaned forward and whispered, “Teddy Fay.”

			It took Ben a beat to realize what was going on. When he did, he snorted, while behind him Tessa began laughing.

			He glanced at her. “Don’t tell me you recognized him.”

			“He is carrying one of Billy’s bags,” she said. “Who else would it be? Excellent disguise, by the way.”

			“One of your best, I’d say,” Ben said. “It didn’t even dawn on me it might be you.”

			Teddy bowed dramatically, then checked his phone. “I’d love to chat, but my ride’s here.”

			“Where are you going?” Ben asked.

			Teddy raised an eyebrow.

			“Right, sorry,” Ben said. “Stupid question.”

			“I have a not-stupid question,” Tessa said.

			“Fire away.”

			“Will you be joining us for dinner tonight?”

			“Sadly, no,” Teddy replied.

			“You’ll be missed,” Tessa said. “Whatever you’re up to, please be careful.”

			“I appreciate your concern. Have a lovely evening.”

			Teddy grabbed his bag and headed for the door.

			

			—

			“Here you are, Mr. Talbert,” the receptionist at the Mountain View Spa & Resort said, holding out a key card. “You’re in room two-fifteen. The elevator is to the right.”

			Teddy gave his thanks, followed her directions, and reached his room within minutes.

			As he stepped inside and closed the door, his phone vibrated with a call.

			“Good afternoon, Stacy,” he answered.

			“Not from where I’m standing,” his assistant said. “Has Tina Martin called you yet?”

			“No. Is she going to?”

			“Definitely.”

			His phone beeped with a new call. He checked the screen, then said to Stacy, “That’s her now. What does she want?”

			“To let you know Pike Westin is requesting to halt production until his concerns are addressed.”

			“Is that so? Thank you, Stacy. I’ll call you back.”

			He switched lines.

			“Hello, Tina.”

			“Hi, Billy. Sorry to bother you while you’re away.”

			“That ship sailed days ago.”

			“Right. Sorry about that, too.” She took a deep breath. “We need to discuss Pike’s movie.”

			“I believe you mean Regina Gideon’s movie.”

			“Well, that’s the problem.”

			“Not from where I’m standing.”

			“Pike is still insisting that she be replaced.”

			“On the movie she was specifically hired to direct, from the script she wrote?”

			“Correct,” Tina said, without much enthusiasm.

			“I believe I’ve already made it clear that’s not happening.”

			“You did.”

			“What happened to calming him down and getting him to behave?”

			“I swear I spent the entire weekend trying to convince him to do just that, but he’s putting his foot down.”

			“Understood. Then please pass on my thanks to Mr. Westin for his interest in the film and let him know that I’m sorry it didn’t work out. We’ll terminate his contract immediately.”

			“Hold on. I totally understand your position, but that might be a bad idea.”

			“And why would that be?”

			“I’m worried Pike will go on the offensive. He has a lot of friends in the press.”

			“Tina, is that a threat?”

			“Not from me. I’m just passing on my concerns.”

			“He’s your client.”

			“A client who’s not listening to me.”

			“The deal was for him to show up today with a better attitude or be released. Demanding Regina be replaced is not what I consider a better attitude.”

			“Could you at least meet with him first?”

			“I’ve already met with him.”

			“I’m just asking for you to let him vent. Once he gets it out of his system, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

			“Pike knew what was required to continue in the role but has decided to ignore those conditions. As far as I’m concerned, he’s fired himself from the production.”

			Tina blew out a breath. “Off the record, I’m as pissed off at him as you are and am about a hair’s width away from dropping him myself.”

			“Perhaps you should.”

			“Perhaps I will. In the meantime, all I ask is that you meet with him.”

			“He’s not getting the part back.”

			“You know that, and I know that. He’ll eventually figure it out. I’m just hoping that if you talk to him, it’ll stop him from making a fool of himself in front of the media. I’m asking as a favor to me.”

			Billy let her stew for a moment before saying, “All right, I’ll talk to him. But he’ll have to come to me.”

			“You’re still in Palm Springs?”

			“All week.”

			“I’ll bring him tomorrow myself.”

			“Dinner at eight,” he said. “I’ll make a reservation and text you the location. And, Tina?”

			“Yes?”

			“You owe me.”

			“Yeah, I know.” She sighed and hung up.

			Billy rang Stacy back. “Are you with Regina?”

			“I am.”

			“Is it just the two of you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Put me on speaker.”

			After Stacy did so, he told them about his conversation with Tina.

			When he finished, Regina asked, “Is he officially off? Or do we need to wait until you talk to him?”

			“He’s off, but let’s try to keep it out of the news for a couple of days.”

			“I’m more than fine with that,” Regina said, relieved. “I’m sorry about all this. If we hadn’t cast him in the first place…”

			“Nothing for you to be sorry about. In my opinion, you’ve done the industry a service by exposing Pike’s limitations.”

			Regina chuckled. “I guess I have.”

			“Regina, I’ll let you get back to work.”

			“Thanks, Billy,” Regina said, “for everything.”

			“Just doing my job.”

			Stacy took the call off speaker, knowing Billy wasn’t done with her.

			“Make sure all the paperwork is dealt with this afternoon,” he said.

			“Will do.”

			“And I’d like you to be here tomorrow when I meet with Pike and Tina.”

			“That doesn’t sound like fun.”

			“Which is often the definition of being a producer.”

			“If you say so.”

			“Come midday to beat the traffic. I’ll get you a room for the night.”

			“Someplace with a pool?”

			“It would be harder to find someplace here that didn’t have one.”

			“Okay, now I’m excited. To be clear, not about meeting with Pike.”

			“And here I was considering letting you handle the meeting all by yourself.”

			“Oh, dear God. Please don’t.”

			“I don’t know. I think it might be good practice for you.”

			“I respectfully disagree,” she argued.

			“I think I’ll give it some thought.”

			“Billy!”

			He hung up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33
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			At the same time Teddy finished up his call with Stacy, Marty was pacing through one of the bedrooms in Popov’s bungalow, wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into.

			It had been almost two hours since Vladimir had dumped him there, with the promise that he would come back for him when Popov was ready. Marty couldn’t even call anyone to let them know where he was because Vladimir had taken his phone. “For privacy reasons,” he’d said.

			Marty’s mind churned with ever-increasing worst-case scenarios. Most involving his lifeless body being carried through the bungalow just like Katy Lane’s the last time he was here.

			He was so deep in his mental spiral that he didn’t even hear the door open, clocking it only when he turned to pace toward the door and saw Vladimir standing there, arms crossed.

			“Holy crap,” Marty said, his heart pounding. “How long have you been there?”

			“Mr. Popov will see you now,” Vladimir said. “Hurry. He doesn’t like being kept waiting.”

			That was rich, Marty thought, but kept it to himself.

			He took a deep breath, then followed Vladimir through the bungalow, and out to the patio area, where Popov was lounging in the small private hot tub, a drink in his hand. Next to the hot tub was a patio table with two chairs, one of which was occupied by Vladimir’s brother, Aleksei.

			Popov flashed a smile. “Marty, thank you for coming.” He nodded at the unoccupied chair. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

			Having no other choice, Marty sat down.

			“Something to drink?” Popov asked.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Nonsense. Vladimir, get Marty something. I seem to remember you like whiskey, correct?”

			“Sure,” Marty said.

			Vladimir disappeared into the bungalow and quickly returned with a glass that he set on the table next to Marty.

			Popov raised his glass. “To your health.”

			Marty reluctantly picked up his. “To, um, yours.”

			Popov laughed and polished off his drink. Marty moved his glass to his lips but didn’t actually take a sip. Who knew what could have been in it?

			“So, Marty. Down to business, yes?”

			“That’s sounds good.”

			Popov stared at him expectantly.

			Unsure of what he was waiting for, Marty glanced at Aleksei, whose blank expression was no help at all. “I’m sorry. What did you want to discuss?”

			“You have something for me, yes?” Popov asked.

			“Something for you? What do you mean?”

			“Come now. You cannot be this stupid. What was our last meeting about?”

			“Oh, information on RRE.”

			“So?”

			“It’s only Monday. I haven’t had the time to dig up anything yet.”

			Popov raised an eyebrow. “You’ve had over a day and a half.”

			“We weren’t open yesterday.”

			“Which to me would have been a perfect opportunity to poke around, no?”

			“Well, yes, but—”

			“I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve made a mistake in offering you this opportunity.”

			Marty wished Popov hadn’t chosen him for the job either, but his instinct for self-preservation was strong enough to know that wasn’t what the man wanted to hear.

			“You shouldn’t. I’m definitely the right one for the job. In fact, there isn’t anyone else at RRE who is better placed.”

			“Are you sure? Maybe I could get better results if I talk to your boss. What is her name?”

			“Emma Perez,” Aleksei said.

			“That’s right. Emma Perez.”

			“That would be a huge mistake,” Marty said. “She’d rat you out in a second and ruin everything. I guarantee it.”

			Popov scrutinized him for a moment. “You seem very protective of her.”

			“Protective? Of Emma? Not a chance. I just want what’s best for you.”

			“Could it be that you and Dr. Perez are romantically involved?”

			“God, no! We’re not even in the same league.”

			“What does this mean? Same league.”

			“Level,” Marty said. He held one hand above his head and the other in front of his waist, then wiggled the higher hand. “I’m up here.” He then wiggled the lower one. “And she’s way down here. Different levels.”

			Popov snorted. “I would have thought it was the other way around.”

			“Hardly. You just don’t know her like I do.”

			“Then tell me, why are you so interested in her?”

			Marty snorted. “I’m not interested in her.”

			“You have been following her and trying to get inside her home, have you not?”

			The blood drained from Marty’s face. “What do you mean?”

			“Aleksei?”

			Aleksei consulted his phone, then said, “Friday night, you followed her to a restaurant. Then Saturday, you tried to break into her house but ran away when the lights came on. Today, you were able to get inside because you had her dog.”

			“How did you—”

			“You have kept my brother very busy.”

			Marty twisted around in his chair. “You—you’ve been following me?”

			Vladimir stared at him without answering.

			“That is not important,” Popov said. “But I think knowing why you are so interested in her is.”

			“I’m not. I-I barely know her.”

			Popov grimaced, disappointed. “I had assumed you figured this out already.”

			“Figured what out?”

			“You are mine. Everything about you is mine. Your life is mine. Which means whether you continue breathing or not is up to me. So, either you tell me why you are interested in Emma Perez or our arrangement will be terminated.”

			Marty was under no illusions that terminating their arrangement just meant they’d just go their separate ways. His mind scrambled for a way to save his own hide but realized the truth was the only thing that gave him a chance of getting out of this relatively unscathed.

			He took a deep breath, then told Popov everything.

			When he finished, Popov asked, “What exactly is this project she is working on?”

			“I don’t know the details, but from what I’ve gathered, it’s something revolutionary.”

			“That sounds valuable.”

			“It will be worth millions. Maybe even billions.” Marty could still see doubt in Popov’s eyes, so he added, “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was worth more than RRE.”

			A spark of greed flickered in Popov’s eyes. “Is that so?”

			“I’d stake my life on it.”

			“Then let’s do that.”

			“Let’s do what?”

			“Stake your life on it. You will find out what Dr. Perez has developed and bring it to me. If I find it’s worth as much as you say, I’ll reward you. If not…”

			“I didn’t really mean—”

			“Can you find out or not?”

			Words of equivocation raced to Marty’s lips, but he bit them back, knowing they would not help his cause. Instead, he said, “I-I can.”

			Popov’s smile returned. “Good. And just so I’m clear, this is in addition to getting the dirt on RRE.”

			“I, um, might need a little more time.”

			Popov laughed. “No more time. Your deadline is Friday. But if I were you, I would get it done sooner. Understand?”

			Marty nodded, no longer trusting his voice.

			Popov looked over at Vladimir. “Please return Marty to wherever it was that you found him.”

			“Right away, Mr. Popov.” Vladimir moved to Marty’s side. “Come with me.”

			As Marty stood, Popov said, “One more thing. Vladimir will continue keeping a close eye on you. If you try to lose him, I will assume you have decided to renege on our agreement and will take appropriate action.”

			Marty nodded again, then followed Vladimir out, knowing he was truly and completely screwed.

			

			—

			After Teddy finished talking to Stacy, he headed downstairs and took a stroll around the main pool area. At the rear, he turned down a path that meandered between the pool and the resort’s private bungalows.

			According to the CIA database, Victor Popov was staying in bungalow number five. Teddy didn’t need to check the numbers to know which one it was. That was evident from the pair of tough Eastern European men standing to either side of one of the gates.

			As he walked by them, he nodded and said, “Afternoon. How about this weather, huh?”

			One of the men ignored him completely, while the other glanced at him, a scowl on his lips, before looking away again, both men making it clear they didn’t consider him a threat. If they’d been working for Teddy, he would have fired them on the spot.

			He continued around the pool until he reached the outdoor bar, where he grabbed a table that gave him an unhindered view of the entrance to Popov’s bungalow.

			A waitress approached. “Something to drink?”

			“Margarita, please,” he said.

			“You got it.”

			As she walked off, Popov’s gate swung open, and the motorcyclist Teddy had seen at Emma’s place stepped out followed by none other than Marty Lundstrom.

			Teddy watched them walk away and disappear down a path that led toward one of the resort’s exits.

			He remained at the bar for another thirty minutes.

			On his way out of the pool area, he paused beside a potted palm tree and placed a microcamera at the base of a branch, aimed at Popov’s bungalow.

			Once back in his room, he brought up the feed on his laptop and settled in to wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			
				[image: ]
			

			“I don’t understand why we have to go all the way to Palm Springs,” Pike Westin said into his phone. “Billy should come to me.”

			“I’m the one who suggested we go there,” Tina clarified.

			“You shouldn’t have done that.”

			“Pike, you need to trust me. It’ll look better to meet him halfway on this.”

			“We’re not meeting him halfway. You said we’re going all the way there.”

			“I was speaking metaphorically.”

			“Right,” he said quickly. “I knew that.”

			“Centurion has invested a lot of money in this film, and what you are asking them to do will cost even more. All I’m saying is it’s better to be as accommodating as we can.”

			Pike frowned. “I guess. What did he say when you told him what we want to talk about?”

			“He said he’d be happy to meet with you.”

			“He did?”

			“Uh-huh. Look, think of this as a little getaway. We’ll drive out tomorrow right after lunch. I’ll get us rooms at a nice hotel. We’ll have dinner with Billy and get everything settled. Okay?”

			“If that’s what we have to do, fine. But I’m not backing down.”

			“No one thinks you are.”

			“And I want a massage.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“At the hotel. Make sure it’s someplace with a good spa.”

			“No problem.”

			“And has a steam room, too.”

			“Sure thing. Gotta run. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at one.”

			“Fine. I’ll see you then.”

			He hung up.

			Though the call had made him feel better, he still wasn’t convinced that Billy was going to accede to his demands.

			What Pike needed was a secret weapon, something that he could use as a threat to ensure that Billy saw things his way.

			He reached for his phone and made a call.

			“Pike?” a woman’s voice answered.

			“Hey, Paula. Long time no talk.”

			“I’ll say. Please tell me you’re calling with something juicy.”

			“I am indeed.”

			“Should I be recording this?”

			“I’d rather we talk about it in person.”

			“You’ve gotta give me a little something.”

			“All I can say now is it will mar the reputation of a prestigious studio.”

			She gasped. “You’re not talking about Centurion, are you?”

			Instead of answering her, he asked, “So, are you interested?”

			“Are you home now? I can be there in thirty minutes.”

			“Actually, I was hoping you could meet me tomorrow evening.”

			“I can do that. Where and when?”

			“Palm Springs and we’ll have to be flexible about the time.”

			“That’s a long way to go.”

			“I promise it will be worth it.”

			“It better be.”

			“So you’ll come?”

			“I’ll come.”

			“Fantastic.”

			

			—

			When Sanchez and Jensen returned to the station just after sundown, they were told by the desk sergeant that Captain Wilson was looking for them.

			“And here I thought we could sneak out unseen,” Jensen said.

			“You and me both,” Sanchez said, annoyed.

			They found their boss in his office, frowning at his computer screen.

			From the speaker came the voice of a reporter saying, “A preliminary report from the Riverside County Coroner’s office, released late this afternoon, lists Miss Lane’s manner of death as homicide. I spoke to a police source who told me that they are pursuing several leads but have no suspects at this time.”

			Sanchez—the unnamed source—rapped on the doorjamb. “You wanted to see us?”

			Wilson fumbled with his keyboard and cut off the video, then motioned for them to come in. “Shut the door.” Once alone in his office, Wilson gestured to his computer. “You need to find out who’s talking to these people! I will not tolerate leaks.”

			“I’ll ask around,” Sanchez said.

			Jensen coughed to cover a laugh. He’d been standing next to Sanchez when Sanchez had answered the reporter’s questions.

			Wilson was too caught up in his anger to notice, however. “As soon as you find out who it is, I want to know.”

			“Will do,” Sanchez said. “Is that all?”

			“Hell, no, that’s not all! Have you tied Perez to the murder yet?”

			Both Sanchez and Jensen were convinced Emma Perez had nothing to do with the crime. She’d said she’d been on a hike at the same time Katy had been killed, and they’d found traffic footage of her heading toward the mountains confirming this. But they’d dealt with Wilson enough to know that he wasn’t in the mood to hear it at the moment.

			“We’re turning over every stone,” Jensen said.

			“Have you at least traced both women’s movements?” Wilson asked.

			“The last person we’ve found who saw Lane alive was one of the security guards at Damian Leon’s party,” Sanchez said. “He told us he escorted her to the gate after she’d been kicked out, and she started walking down the street.”

			“What about Perez?”

			“We’re still checking her alibi.”

			Wilson snorted. “We all know it’s not going to hold up.”

			“We’re just trying to dot our i’s and cross our t’s,” Jensen said.

			“Do it faster.”

			“Yes, sir,” Sanchez said.

			“Now go!” Wilson barked. “Find me the evidence!”

			Sanchez and Jensen left before Wilson could change his mind, and within fifteen minutes had clocked out for the day.

			

			—

			At a quarter to eight p.m., Billy watched Popov leave his bungalow in the company of several men, including all those who’d played golf with him on Saturday. One was the older version of the guy who’d departed with Marty.

			Unsurprisingly, the two men stationed at the gate stayed behind.

			As soon as Billy was sure Popov was leaving the resort, he hurried downstairs and out the main entrance.

			A valet jogged toward him, but he waved him off, then pulled out his phone and pretended to make a call as he walked down the sidewalk toward the parking lot exit.

			He didn’t have to wait long before two Ford Broncos pulled onto the street, each with one of Popov’s men driving. There was something about the vehicles that tickled the back of his mind, but the reason eluded him.

			He noted the license plate numbers, then returned to his room and changed out of his business clothes into a pair of black pants and a black shirt.

			After activating a signal jammer that would scramble any hotel camera near him, he grabbed his backpack and headed out again.

			This time, he used a back stairwell to exit the hotel unseen. Sticking to the shadows, he circled around to the rear of the resort, where he reentered near the bungalows.

			Once he had identified the back wall enclosing the grounds of Popov’s bungalow, he peeked over the top to make sure there was no one around, then pulled himself over.

			All the windows along the back of the bungalow were dark. He crept to the nearest one and listened for any sounds inside.

			All was quiet.

			It took him less than thirty seconds to unlatch the window and slide it open. Again he paused, alert for any response to his actions, but none came.

			Once inside, he confirmed that the bungalow was indeed unoccupied. He then planted audio bugs and cameras in every room.

			Fourteen minutes after he’d left his suite, he returned, ordered a steak sandwich from room service, then composed an email on his laptop and sent it.

			That done, he made a call.

			“Don’t tell me you already finished?” Vesna Martic asked.

			“I have a reputation for efficiency to uphold,” he replied. “There should be an email in your inbox, with links.”

			“Hold, please.”

			Teddy knew Vesna from his old life in the CIA. She was an ex-Bosnian intelligence officer who’d enjoyed a successful freelance career after she left government service. She’d provided valuable assistance to Teddy in the past and would be doing so again today, this time with her language skills.

			Unlike Teddy, she was fluent in both Russian and Belarusian and would be monitoring the bugs in Popov’s suite and translating the conversations for him.

			“Very nice,” she said a half minute later. “Everything seems to be working. I see no one is home, though.”

			“I find it easier to plant bugs that way.”

			“Yes, but where is the challenge in that?” she said. “So how do you want me to do this? Call every time I have something? Or…?”

			“If you hear something you think I should know right away, then call. Otherwise, give me a report in the morning,” he said. Then he clarified, “My morning. Not yours.”

			She was nine hours ahead of California, so it was already early morning there.

			“You are no fun.”

			“So you keep trying to tell me.”

			There was a knock on the suite’s door.

			“I believe my dinner has arrived,” Teddy said.

			“Then I will bother you no further. Good night, Teddy.”

			“Good morning, Vesna.”
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			The first thing Emma did when she woke up Tuesday morning was call Ronan.

			“Hello?” he answered, his voice full of sleep.

			“I don’t want to wait.”

			“Hold on.” There was the sound of movement from the other end. “What are we talking about?”

			“Marty.”

			“Ah, right. I take it you’ve been thinking about this all night.”

			“Of course I have. He’s trying to steal my work!” She paused. “Sorry. I’m not mad at you, I’m just still so angry.”

			“I would have been surprised if you weren’t. What would you like to do?”

			“Fire him the minute I get to the office.”

			“I get that. But if you fire him now, he walks away. Think of how much better it will be if you wait until you can have him thrown in jail, too.”

			She huffed out a breath. “You’re right. But you know me. I’m not going to be able to hide my feelings when I see him.”

			“Then don’t hide that you’re mad,” he said.

			“You basically just told me I have to play nice with him.”

			“What I mean is, since you can’t hide your anger, pretend you’re upset for another reason.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like the obvious.”

			“The obvious reason is that I know what Marty’s trying to do.”

			“That’s only obvious to you and me,” Ronan said. “Not to Marty.”

			“Then what?”

			“Have you forgotten about your trip to the police station yesterday?”

			“What about it?”

			“Most people would still be upset about being falsely accused of murder.”

			“Wilson’s an idiot. Besides, Herb Fisher said I have nothing to worry about.”

			“Most people wouldn’t put it behind them that quickly. It’s a good excuse to use, if you come off angry.”

			She thought about it. “I guess so.”

			“Trust me.”

			“Fine. But I still want Marty out of there as soon as possible.”

			“I have an idea about that. If, that is, you’re up to doing a bit of acting.”

			“I’m a terrible actor.”

			“Even if it’s to set Marty up to be caught?”

			She lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps you can give me a few tips.”

			

			—

			Marty had slept in fits and starts the previous night. Any time he did drift off, his dreams were filled with Popov and his men punishing him for failing to come through.

			He finally gave up trying at four a.m. and decided to go to the office, in hopes of fulfilling at least part of what he’d promised Popov.

			He’d completely forgotten about Vladimir watching him until he pulled out of his garage and onto the street, and the single headlight of a motorcycle appeared in his rearview mirror.

			He unintentionally slammed on the brake and nearly knocked his head against the steering wheel. When he sat back up, Vladimir was idling beside the driver’s door, motioning for him to get a move on it.

			He then followed Marty all the way to RRE.

			Not wanting any data breach to be linked back to him, Marty used one of the accountants’ computers and began downloading files that he hoped would mollify Popov.

			He had no idea how long he’d been at it when he heard a noise from somewhere in the building.

			He checked his watch, thinking it wasn’t even six a.m. yet, and no one else should be here, then jumped to his feet when he saw that it was twenty minutes after seven. He snatched his thumb drive from the computer, put the machine to sleep, and made a beeline for his own desk.

			He was still a few steps away when he heard the reception-area door opening. He glanced back and cursed under his breath when he saw Emma and her dog enter.

			He ducked down before she noticed him and crept the remaining distance to his cubicle. Keeping his head low, he climbed into his chair.

			“You’re in early,” Emma said, her voice flat.

			He glanced up to find her stopped in the aisle nearby.

			“Oh, hey, Emma,” he said. “I didn’t realize anyone else was here.”

			She stared at him, unsmiling.

			“I, uh, I thought I’d get an early start. It’s a busy week.”

			“Where were you yesterday?”

			“Yesterday?”

			“In the afternoon. Susan was looking for you.”

			“Oh, right. Um, something personal came up that I had to deal with. It took longer than I expected.”

			“No one could get ahold of you.”

			“My-my phone died. Didn’t realize it until later. Sorry.”

			“I assume you’ll let HR know you took the afternoon off.”

			“Uh, yes. Absolutely. I’ll send them an email right away.”

			“Copy me on it.”

			“Will do, boss.”

			She held his gaze for another few seconds, then headed to her office with her dog trotting at her side.

			As soon as they disappeared into the executive hallway, Marty’s agreeable expression vanished.

			How dare Emma talk to him like he was a child? He deserved some respect.

			His computer dinged with the arrival of an email. He woke up the screen and saw the message was from Emma, with the subject line: Reminder. He opened it.

			Martin—

			Per our discussion, please inform HR about your absence yesterday.

			Emma

			His eyes narrowed.

			As terrifying as Popov was, Marty could hardly wait until the guy took over RRE and booted Emma to the curb.

			

			—

			The first thing Teddy did upon waking that morning was check for messages from Vesna.

			There was only one.

			Call me.

			He did so.

			“And the sleeper awakes,” she answered.

			“Careful, I haven’t had my coffee yet.”

			“Maybe you should call me back after you have.”

			“Not necessary. I will endeavor to behave in a civilized manner.”

			“If you don’t, I’m hanging up.”

			“As would be your right,” he said. “Can I take it from your message that you have something for me?”

			“More that I might have something.”

			“I’m all ears.”

			“Popov and his henchmen—”

			“Henchmen?”

			“I hear this phrase in American movies. Is it not correct?”

			“It’s perfectly fine, if a bit antiquated.”

			“Then should I use something else?”

			“Absolutely not. It suits you.”

			There was a beat of silence before she asked, “Are you making fun of me?”

			“I make a point of not doing so to anyone as lethal as you.”

			“Good answer.”

			“So, about Popov and his henchmen?” Teddy asked.

			“Right. They arrived back at the bungalow not long after nine p.m. The only one Popov talked to was someone he called Aleksei.”

			“Describe him.”

			She did.

			“That’s one of the brothers.”

			“Brothers?”

			“I assume they’re brothers,” Teddy said. “The other one looks just like him except for being several years younger.”

			“This one I did not see.”

			“He left earlier. I think he’s keeping tabs on someone.”

			“Interesting.”

			“In what way?”

			“I will get to that. Most of what Popov and Aleksei discussed last night seemed unimportant. I will send you a rough transcript in case there is something you see that did not stand out to me. There is one thing that I thought could be of interest, though.”

			“Go on.”

			“Popov asked Aleksei if there was anything new about ‘the woman.’ Aleksei said he would check, then pulled out his phone. I was able to get a few glimpses of his screen, and it looked like he was scrolling through news websites. He stopped on one article with a headline that started ‘Police Question Person…’ I couldn’t see the rest. He then told Popov nothing else had come up. Does it mean anything to you?”

			“It might,” Teddy said, pretty sure he knew what the article concerned. “Did they say anything else?”

			“Not really. Popov seemed disappointed, and then he went to bed.”

			“That’s it?”

			“No. Aleksei was woken up by a phone call at four-thirty a.m. After listening for several seconds, he said, ‘His office? Now?’ I obviously couldn’t hear the response, but it appeared to be positive. Aleksei told the person to keep watching and report back if anything changed. Based on what you told me, I am now thinking he was talking to his look-alike brother.”

			“That would be my guess, too. Did Aleksei receive another call?”

			“As a matter of fact, he did, just ten minutes ago. My understanding is that someone arrived at ‘the office.’ Aleksei referred to the person as a ‘she,’ so I assume it was a woman. He told the caller to continue watching and that was it.”

			Teddy had a hunch he knew who the woman was, too. “Has he told Popov about the phone calls?”

			“Popov is still asleep.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Thank you, Vesna. I appreciate the help. Please let me know if anything else of interest pops up.”

			“So you are saying I’m not done.”

			“Remember, I’m paying you by the hour.”

			“Then you should know I am into overtime now.”

			“Not at the amount you charge.”

			She chuckled. “It was worth a shot.”

			“Goodbye, Vesna.”

			“Goodbye, Teddy, or whoever you are at the moment.”

			Teddy hung up.

			It was possible that the woman Aleksei and his younger clone talked about was someone other than Emma, but Teddy wasn’t willing to take that chance.

			He made another call.

			“Mike Freeman.”

			“Hello, Mike. It’s Teddy Fay.”

			Mike was a member of the small group who knew about Teddy’s various personas. Mike, himself, was also living under an assumed identity due to events that had occurred decades ago.

			Like Teddy, he’d carved out a very successful career under his new name, in his case as CEO and president of Strategic Services.

			“To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” Mike said.

			“I believe you have offices in Palm Springs?”

			“Yes. It’s a satellite of our L.A. office. Can I assume that is where you are at present?”

			“You can. And I’m hoping you can provide some assistance.”

			“Of course. What do you need?”

			Teddy gave him a pared-down summary of what had been going on and told him about what he’d surmised from the phone calls Vesna had overheard.

			“You’re concerned about the woman and want us to provide protection.”

			“Emma Perez, and you got it in one.”

			“Can you give me a description of the man you believe is watching her office?”

			“I can do better than that. Hold on.”

			Teddy brought up the pictures he’d taken at the Mountain View Resort and texted the ones of Marty and the motorcyclist to Mike.

			“Photos received,” Mike said.

			“The one in the leather jacket is the watcher. The other one is a guy named Marty Lundstrom. He works with Emma.”

			“I assume you want my people in place right away.”

			“Yes, please.”

			“Let me make a call.”

			“One thing,” Teddy said. “I don’t want Emma or the watcher to know your people are there.”

			“Understood. And consider your request handled.”

			“Thank you, Mike.”

			“Happy to help. I’ll have the team leader report directly to you.”

			Teddy hung up and got out of bed.

			Thirty minutes later, Teddy was showered and once more disguised as Raymond Talbert. After enjoying a lovely breakfast by the pool, he stopped by the reception desk.

			“Good morning, Mr. Talbert,” the clerk said. She was the same person who’d checked him in the previous afternoon. “How may I assist you?”

			“Sadly, business calls and I must leave town this morning.”

			“That is unfortunate. Let me get you checked out.”

			“Actually, that won’t be necessary. The daughter of a friend is coming to town this afternoon, and I’ve passed on word that she can use the remaining night of my reservation.”

			“Can I have her name, please?”

			“Stacy Lange.”

			She entered the name into the system. “Done. Will she be responsible for tonight’s bill?”

			“No, continue to put all charges on my card. In fact, I’d appreciate it if you scheduled a full spa treatment for her at, say, three p.m.”

			“That’s very kind of you. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

			“Finding time in my schedule so I can get a massage, too?”

			“That’s above my pay grade, I’m afraid.”

			“Pity.”
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			At ten a.m., Emma texted Ronan to confirm he was ready for her to initiate his plan.

			His response:

			Absolutely. Six-minute countdown starts now.

			She picked up her desk phone and made a call.

			“Marty Lundstrom,” Marty answered.

			“Come to my office,” she said, then hung up.

			

			—

			Marty frowned as he set the phone back on its cradle.

			Since his conversation with Emma early that morning, he’d been keeping his head down in hopes of avoiding her for the rest of the day.

			So much for that.

			“Sit,” she said when he entered her office.

			“Sure,” he said and slipped into the guest chair. “What’s up?”

			“I need you to check turbine A-four,” she said, her tone brusque.

			“Is it having problems again?”

			“No, and I’d like to keep it that way,” she said.

			Turbine A-four had experienced a software glitch not long ago.

			“Uh, sure. I’ll check it.” He started to stand.

			“Hold on. I’m not done.”

			He lowered himself back into the chair.

			“Since you’ll be there, do a full diagnostic on the rest of group A.”

			“A full diagnostic?” That would take him all morning.

			Her eyes locked on his. “Do you have a problem with that?”

			“Me? No problem. Happy to do it. Anything else?”

			“Let me think.” She glanced at her watch as if it might have the answer. “Um, when was the last time you—”

			Her cell phone rang, cutting her off.

			“One sec,” she said to Marty, then answered the call. “Hi, Ronan…A little busy. What do you need?…Tonight? Sure, but Ari’s with me, so we’ll have to go someplace he can go…Spencer’s is perfect…Okay. See you there at six-thirty.”

			She hung up.

			“Sorry about that,” she said.

			“No worries.”

			“Where was I?” She paused, thinking. “Never mind. Just get out to A-four and see what’s going on.”

			“Consider me on the way,” he said and left, barely able to keep the grin off his face.

			She was going out after work, with her dog. That would mean Marty would have at least an hour if not more to search her place. That would be plenty of time to learn her secret.

			Things were finally starting to look up.

			

			—

			Emma waited until she confirmed that Marty had left for the wind turbines before calling Ronan back.

			“Well?” he asked.

			“I have no idea if that worked or not.”

			“Did he hear everything?”

			“Yes.”

			“Was he happier when he left your office than when he came in?”

			She thought for a moment. “Actually, yes.”

			“Then I think it’s safe to say he took the bait.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“We’ll know for sure this evening.”

			

			—

			At the same time Marty left the office, Teddy returned to the Centurion house, once more in the guise of Billy Barnett.

			“You’re back,” Tessa said as he entered the kitchen where she and Ben were sitting at the central island, drinking coffee.

			“You’re most observant,” he said.

			“How did your secret mission go?”

			“What mission?”

			“That good, huh?”

			“My dear Tessa, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Perhaps it’s an assignation,” she said.

			Billy raised an eyebrow. “You’d expect me to confirm it if it was?”

			She groaned dramatically. “You’re not giving me anything to work with here.”

			“Which I believe is his intent,” Ben said.

			She whirled on her husband, her eyes narrowed to slits. “Ben Bacchetti, are you taking his side?”

			“Uh, no?”

			“Perhaps we need to discuss the subject of spousal support,” she suggested.

			Ben blinked. “As in divorce? I was only—”

			“You think I’d let you divorce me?” she cut in. “As in supporting your spouse in whatever she says no matter what random person she’s dealing with.”

			“I’m a random person now?” Billy asked.

			“I am using you merely as an example.”

			“Gee, that makes me feel so much better.” He took a backward step in the direction he’d come. “I think I’ll put on my trunks and go for a swim.”

			He’d nearly made it out of the kitchen when Ben called out, “Billy! Before you go.”

			“Oh, no,” Billy said. “I am not rescuing you.”

			“See,” Tessa said. “That’s how you support your spouse.”

			“He’s not your spouse,” Ben argued.

			“He’s an example.”

			Billy tiptoed toward the exit, hoping to get away before they noticed.

			“Wait,” Ben said. “Damian called and invited you, Peter, and me over for a drink at six-thirty. I told him we’d be there. I hope that’s all right.”

			“All right by me,” Billy said, then ducked out before Ben or Tessa said anything else.

			He was almost back to his bedroom when he remembered he’d told Tina he’d meet her and Pike for dinner at eight. While their meeting with Damian might be done by then, he couldn’t guarantee it.

			He made a quick call to Copley’s, the restaurant he’d chosen for the meeting, and pushed the reservation back an hour. He then sent Tina a text informing her of the change.
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			Marty spent the morning going from turbine tower to turbine tower, running diagnostics tests. This was accomplished at the computer control station inside the base of each one.

			Technically, he was also supposed to climb the interior ladder to the trapdoor at the top and stick his head out to do a visual check of the blades. He was not in the mood, so he skipped that part. He figured he could get a good enough look at them from the ground.

			It was noon by the time he was ready to leave. Before climbing into the company truck he’d used to drive there, he glanced down the dirt road that led off the site and frowned.

			Vladimir and his motorcycle were parked a few hundred yards away, where the dirt road met the highway.

			Marty had hoped for a miracle that would have called his unwanted shadow away. If that had been the case, he would have seriously considered a run for the border. But no such luck.

			As he got into the truck, an idea struck him, something that might reduce some of the pressure on him.

			He drove down the road and rolled to a stop as he came abreast of the motorcycle. He lowered his window.

			“Hey,” he said.

			Vladimir stared at him, disinterested.

			“I, uh, thought your boss might like to know I collected a lot of good stuff at work this morning.”

			Vladimir’s expression did not change.

			“I, um, left it at the office or I’d give it to you now,” Marty said. “I could run it out to you later, if you want.”

			Still no response.

			“Or, I guess, I could, uh, drop it off at Mr. Popov’s hotel this evening.”

			Vladimir picked his helmet up off the bike’s seat and put it on.

			“Just let me know when you figure out what you want me to do,” Marty said. He forced a smile. “Okay, then. I-I’m going back to the office.” He started to roll the window up but stopped when it was only halfway. “I’ll probably pick up lunch on the way. I just don’t want you to think I’m pulling a fast one.”

			Vladimir answered by starting the motorbike.

			“Uh, great. Good talk.”

			Marty gave him a tentative wave, rolled the window all the way up, and pulled onto the highway, regretting so many of his life choices.

			

			—

			Vladimir called Aleksei as he followed Marty back to Palm Springs and relayed what the engineer had said.

			“He didn’t elaborate on what he meant by good stuff?” his brother asked.

			“That’s all he said.”

			“Did he say anything about Dr. Perez?”

			“Nothing.” Vladimir heard the splash of water in the background. “Where are you?”

			“Having lunch by the pool. Is that a problem?”

			“It’s fine. I’m happy for you. I hope there are many pretty girls.”

			“There are a few,” Aleksei said. “Is that all you have for me?”

			“For now.”

			Vladimir followed Marty to a fast-food restaurant at the edge of town and then back to RRE, where Vladimir settled into the same spot he’d been in earlier that day.

			He’d been there for about a half hour when his brother called and said he was sending Erik over so that Vladimir could get something to eat.

			Erik showed up in fifteen minutes.

			“I won’t be long,” Vladimir told him, then drove off to grab some food.

			After he ate and used the facilities, he headed back.

			He was a block and a half away when he noticed a man on top of a three-story parking structure located across the street from the RRE property.

			That, in itself, was not unusual. The fact that he was looking toward RRE’s parking lot through a pair of binoculars was, however.

			Vladimir immediately pulled to the curb and cut his engine. He got off the bike and made his way around the block, until he was on the opposite side of the parking structure.

			Alert for any sign of trouble, he entered the ground floor of the structure, then started his way up using the car ramps instead of the stairs.

			There was nothing unusual on the second floor, so he continued up the ramp that led to the roof. He crept up until he could peer into level three. Vehicles filled most of the spots, making it even harder for anyone to see him. Peering under the cars, he scanned the area until he spotted not one but two pairs of feet near the edge facing RRE.

			The people the feet belonged to were separated by four parking spots and were facing away from Vladimir’s position.

			Vladimir edged up the ramp so that he could see through the windows of the cars near him.

			Two men, both fit and dressed in slacks and polo shirts. Vladimir knew security personnel when he saw them.

			He made his way back out of the structure. When he was completely out of sight of the building, he called his brother again and told him what he’d found.

			“Any idea why they are there?” Aleksei asked.

			“No clue.”

			“I don’t see how they could have anything to do with us but keep an eye on them. I’m going to leave Erik with you. Do you need anyone else?”

			“The two of us should be okay for now,” Vladimir said. “Rules of engagement?”

			“If they become a problem, do whatever you need to do.”

			“Understood.”

			

			—

			Stacy arrived at the Mountain View Resort & Spa at two p.m. and called Billy as soon as she was in her suite.

			“I may never leave,” she said. “This suite is gorgeous!”

			“You will have to leave for a little while at three,” he said.

			“What’s happening at three?”

			“I’ve booked you for a massage at the spa.”

			“Have I ever told you that you’re the best boss ever?”

			“I do not believe I’ve ever heard those words pass your lips before.”

			“An oversight on my part. You are the best boss ever. If you’d like, I can get you a mug to that effect.”

			“How about we leave it in the verbal state for now.”

			“Your loss.”

			“Oh, and our dinner with Pike and Tina has been moved to nine. Same place.”

			“Thanks for the mood killer. Promise me you’ll be there.”

			“Still mulling it over,” he said, clearly yanking her chain.

			“I might have to rethink the best boss thing.”

			“Too late. I’ve recorded the call.”

			“Goodbye, Billy.”

			“Enjoy your massage!”

			

			—

			Tina and Pike arrived at the Parker Palm Springs at 3:30 p.m. and were met at their car by a member of the staff, who escorted them directly to their suites, located next door to each other.

			“Here are your keycards,” the woman said, handing each their card. “Mr. Westin, you have an appointment at the Yacht Club in thirty minutes.”

			“Yacht Club?” he said.

			“Our spa,” she explained.

			“Oh. Cool. Thirty minutes, you say?”

			“Yes, sir.” She gave him directions.

			When it became obvious that Pike wasn’t going to tip her, Tina did the honors.

			“Please let us know if you need anything,” the woman said and then left.

			Pike opened the door to his suite, then looked back at Tina. “We’re meeting Billy at eight, right?”

			“Nine,” she said.

			“Nine? That’s not what you told me before.”

			“Something came up and he needed to push us back.”

			Pike huffed. “Are you saying Billy has something better to do than talk to me?”

			Tina hadn’t told him while they’d been driving because she knew the news wouldn’t go down well and hadn’t wanted to be trapped in the car with him while he fumed.

			“That’s not it at all,” she said, as placatingly as possible. “Remember, he’s on vacation, so we’re working with his schedule.”

			“You’re kidding me, right? Billy should be dropping everything to meet with me. In fact, he should have been waiting in the lobby when we got here.”

			“Think of it this way, now you get to spend an extra hour or two at the spa.”

			He opened his mouth to continue arguing, then stopped himself as her words sunk in. “I guess that’s true. I’m still not happy about this, though.”

			“I know you’re not.”

			“And I’m going to let Billy know that.”

			“How about I have a separate conversation with him and tell him how you feel. It’ll be better if you seem cooperative rather than angry.”

			He considered her suggestion and nodded. “All right. I’ll leave that to you.”

			“Enjoy your massage,” she said, forcing a smile.

			She opened her door and slipped quickly into her suite, having decided that today would be her last as Pike Westin’s agent.
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			Warner Wilson had come up with an excuse to spend the day away from police headquarters. Following yesterday’s debacle surrounding Emma Perez, it was the last place he wanted to be.

			He’d been skating on thin ice with the chief of police ever since he’d arrested a nineteen-year-old kid he’d been convinced was responsible for a series of restaurant break-ins. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have any hard evidence. He knew he was right.

			Except he was not right.

			It turned out the guy worked as a valet around town, making money between semesters at college, and had nothing to do with the crimes. The real culprit had been the witness who’d pointed Wilson toward the kid in the first place.

			A little before four p.m., he decided to inform the office that he was taking tomorrow off. But as soon as he identified himself to the desk sergeant, he was put on hold.

			The person who spoke with him next was the police chief’s administrative assistant, Officer Kwan.

			“Captain Wilson, Chief Saunders would like to see you in his office as soon as you can get here,” she said.

			“Sure, I can do that. The thing is, I’m a bit tied up and won’t be able to get there until tomorrow.”

			“He wants you here now.”

			“I get that, but—”

			The line went dead.

			“Dammit,” he muttered.

			He drove to the station and made his way to the chief’s office. He kept getting weird looks from everyone he passed, as if they were annoyed to be in the same space as him.

			“Go straight in,” Officer Kwan said as Wilson approached her desk.

			“Can you give me a hint as to what this is about?”

			“I’m sure the chief will tell you.”

			She returned her attention to her computer as if he’d already left.

			Wilson frowned at her, then followed her instructions. “Afternoon, Chief.”

			Saunders jutted his chin at one of his guest chairs and said, “Sit.”

			Wilson did so. “What can I help you with?”

			The chief held up a finger, then picked up his phone and made a call.

			“He’s with me now,” he said into the receiver. “Is now a good time?…One second.” He switched the call to speaker. “Can you hear me now, Judge?”

			“I can,” Judge Fredricks said.

			Oh, crap, Wilson thought.

			For the next ten minutes, the judge read him the riot act about falsifying search warrants and abuse of power.

			Every time Wilson opened his mouth to make an excuse, he was shut down by a glare from the chief.

			When the judge finally finished, the chief looked at Wilson again, this time expectantly.

			Wilson shrugged his shoulders, not understanding what he wanted.

			The chief mouthed, I’m sorry.

			Wilson grimaced.

			“Do it!” his boss whispered.

			Wilson sighed inwardly. “I’m sorry, Judge. It won’t happen again.”

			“Damn right, it won’t!” the judge barked. “And you want to know why?”

			“Why, sir?”

			“Because if another search warrant comes across my desk with your name on it, it will be rejected out of hand. And don’t try to sneak something through one of your detectives, either. If you do and I find out, you will get a lot more than a slap on the wrist. Tell me you understand.”

			“I understand. Again, I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t worry, Judge,” Saunders said. “I can guarantee that won’t happen. And thank you for your time. We’ll let you get back to work.”

			“Thank you, Chief,” Fredricks said, then hung up.

			Before the chief could say anything, Wilson blurted out, “It was just a miscommunication. I promise, nothing like this will—”

			“That’s what you told me last time,” the chief said.

			“Last time?”

			“The Markewicz case?”

			The valet.

			“That was just a—”

			“Miscommunication?” the chief asked. “I told you then, one more fuckup like that, and you’re gone. Congratulations. You’ve reached that threshold.”

			“You can’t fire me! The union will be all over you.”

			“The union is already aware of your situation.”

			Wilson’s eyes widened. “They are?”

			“Your rep and I had a nice chat earlier today. I told him that I was putting you on suspension pending an investigation, and given the evidence, I fully expected the results would not be favorable to you. He didn’t seem particularly surprised.”

			Wilson gaped.

			“Oh, and he told me to tell you to call him, but that he won’t be able to meet with you for another week or so.” The chief leaned forward and whispered, as if sharing a secret, “Going to Hawaii with his wife.”

			“But…but…”

			“Badge and weapon.”

			“You don’t have to do this.”

			“Badge and weapon!”

			Wilson set both on Saunder’s desk.

			“Now, get out of here,” the chief said. “And don’t ever let me catch sight of you again.”
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			Emma and Ari left work at 6:15 p.m. Once they were on the road, Emma called Ronan.

			“On my way,” she said.

			“Me, too,” he said. “Any sign of Marty?”

			She checked her rearview mirror. “He’s a couple of cars behind me.”

			“Not doing a good job of hiding from you, huh?”

			“He would not a make a good spy.”

			Ronan laughed. “Do you want to go over the plan again?”

			“We’ve already done that seven times.”

			“So, the answer is no, then.”

			“Obviously.”

			

			—

			Marty grinned as Emma turned off South Palm Canyon Drive and onto West Baristo Road. She had taken the exact route he had predicted.

			A few blocks later, she pulled onto the circular driveway in front of Spencer’s Restaurant.

			Instead of following her all the way to the restaurant’s entrance, Marty turned onto South Tahquitz Drive and paused at the curb half a block down. Using his rearview mirror, he kept an eye on the driveway to make sure she didn’t leave right away.

			He was momentarily confused when he saw her car pull out, until it stopped in a street parking spot and a man in a valet uniform climbed out.

			Perfect.

			He pulled back onto the road, eager to get to Emma’s place as quickly as possible.

			

			—

			Fifteen minutes earlier, Vladimir had watched Marty pull out of the RRE parking lot mere seconds after Emma had left.

			Vladimir snorted and shook his head. What an amateur.

			If the woman even had an inkling that she might be followed, she would spot Marty in no time.

			A few moments later, Erik’s voice came over Vladimir’s phone. “He just drove past me.”

			Erik was parked on a side street, two blocks from RRE.

			“Hold position,” Vladimir said.

			“Holding.”

			Thanks to the tracking bug Vladimir had put on Marty’s sedan when the engineer had first met with Popov, they knew exactly where his vehicle was at all times and could easily catch up to him.

			But Vladimir wasn’t ready for that yet. First, he wanted to know what the watchers on the parking garage would do in the wake of Marty’s and Emma’s departures.

			If they remained where they were, he wouldn’t need to worry about them.

			If not…

			He stared at the parking garage exit, and not fifteen seconds after he’d told Erik to hold, a blue Audi SUV carrying the two men he’d seen turned down the street in the direction Emma and Marty had gone.

			Vladimir grimaced. He would have to worry about them after all.

			“A blue Q5 is about to pass you. Give it a good lead, then go.”

			After a beat of silence, Erik said, “I see it. So, am I following them or Lundstrom?”

			“Lundstrom, but I have a feeling the Audi is going to the same place. Under no circumstances let them realize you’re behind them.”

			“Got it.”

			Vladimir fired up his bike and weaved through the city using a different route than the cars before him, finally catching sight of Marty’s vehicle a few seconds before Marty turned onto West Baristo Road.

			Vladimir checked his map, then took a street that paralleled Baristo.

			On the tracker, Marty turned onto the road at the end of Baristo and then stopped, mid-block.

			Vladimir called Erik. “Where are you?”

			“About three minutes behind Lundstrom, on Palm Canyon.”

			“What about the Audi?”

			“I caught a glimpse of it a couple minutes ago. It was still behind Lundstrom then.”

			“Don’t turn on Baristo. Find someplace nearby to wait.”

			“Okay.”

			Vladimir reached the end of the street and pulled into a parking spot that faced a pair of tennis courts. He glanced down the connecting road to Baristo. Marty’s car was still pulled to the side.

			Vladimir used his phone’s camera to zoom in for a better look. Marty appeared to be focused on his rearview mirror.

			Unfortunately, the road was curved in such a way that Vladimir had trouble seeing what exactly he was looking at.

			Thirty seconds later, Marty’s gaze returned to the road ahead, and he started driving in Vladimir’s direction.

			Vladimir thought Marty would see him, but the guy turned at the intersection, oblivious to Vladimir’s presence.

			Vladimir rang Erik again. “Looks like Marty’s leaving the area. Give him a good cushion, then follow. And keep a lookout for the Audi. I’ll join you soon.”

			Curious as to what Marty had been looking at, Vladimir headed in the opposite direction.

			

			—

			From a parking spot just down the street from Spencer’s, Ronan watched Marty drive slowly toward the restaurant, where Emma had just stopped her sedan at the restaurant’s entrance.

			Instead of following her up the driveway, though, Marty turned right and disappeared.

			Ronan knew it was probably best to wait at least five minutes before checking if Marty was still hanging around, but his impatience got the better of him. He barely made it three minutes before he drove to the corner and scanned down the road Marty had taken.

			No sign of him.

			Ronan then headed straight onto Spencer’s driveway and tapped Emma’s number on his phone.

			“Is he gone?” Emma asked, her voice coming through the car’s speakers.

			“Yeah. I’m pulling up in front, so come back out.”

			A minute later, Emma and Ari were in his car, and Ronan was driving them away.

			

			—

			Vladimir drove by the driveway to the restaurant just in time to see Emma Perez and her dog climb into a different car than the one she’d arrived in. Which was odd, since she hadn’t been there long enough to have a drink, let alone a whole meal.

			He turned down Baristo and immediately any thoughts of Perez’s odd behavior took a back seat. Parked at the curb half a block down was the blue Audi Q5, and in the front seats the same two watchers.

			The fact that they were here and not following Marty told Vladimir their interest lay with Emma.

			He slowed so he could observe how they reacted to Emma and her friend driving by. As predicted, moments after the older sedan passed, the Audi pulled a U-turn and followed.

			Interest in Emma confirmed.

			Which meant Vladimir needn’t worry about them, unless they got in the way.

			A minute later, he had passed both vehicles on his way to catch up with Erik. He called his brother and updated him.

			“Why would she leave her car at the restaurant?” Aleksei asked when Vladimir finished.

			“How should I know?” Vladimir said, snippy. “I didn’t stop to ask them. Or would you have preferred that?”

			“I would prefer to know where they are going.”

			“They probably decided to eat somewhere else and wanted to take one car.”

			“That’s one possibility,” Aleksei said. “What if she’s going home?”

			“Then why would she leave her car behind?”

			Aleksei was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know, but there is something about this I don’t like.”

			“Like what?”

			“If I knew that I’d tell you.” Aleksei fell silent again. “I’m sending Adam and Grigoriy to meet you in Thousand Palms, just in case.”

			Vladimir might not have always agreed with his brother, but he knew from experience not to dismiss Aleksei’s instincts. “All right. Tell them to call me when they get close.”

			

			—

			After hanging up with his brother, Aleksei exited the steam room at the spa and walked down the hall to the massage room Popov was in. Grigoriy was standing outside the door, on watch.

			“I need you and Adam to help Vladimir. Take one of the Broncos and go to Thousand Palms. When you get there, call him. He’ll tell you where he wants you.”

			“Yes, sir,” Grigoriy said.

			“Oh, and keep an eye out for a silver sedan with a man and a woman and a dog inside, and a blue Audi SUV with two men. If you see either, let Vladimir know.”

			Grigoriy dipped his head and hurried off.

			Aleksei tapped on the massage room door in a pattern that signaled it was him.

			“What?” Popov called from inside.

			Aleksei opened the door just a crack, so he wouldn’t have to yell, and said, “I just spoke with Vladimir.”

			“Come in.”

			Aleksei did so.

			Popov lay on his stomach on a massage table, a towel draped over his waist, while the masseuse, a well-toned Latina, was working on his left calf.

			He looked expectantly at Aleksei, who shot the woman a glance.

			Catching his meaning, Popov said in English, “Give us a moment.”

			“Of course,” the woman said.

			As soon as she was gone, Aleksei said, “Lundstrom appears to be on his way to Dr. Perez’s house.”

			“To obtain the device he mentioned?”

			“He did not share his plans with us, but that would be my guess.”

			“Good,” Popov said, then narrowed his eyes. “Why do you not look happy?”

			“I’m just a bit concerned.”

			He told his boss about Marty following Dr. Perez to a restaurant, his subsequent departure, and Vladimir witnessing her leaving with someone else mere minutes later.

			“I would feel more at ease if I knew where the woman was going,” Aleksei then said. “Also, there is a third party who appears to be interested in Perez. Two men in an SUV, following her.”

			“Who are they?”

			“Unknown at this time. From Vladimir’s description, I would guess they are ex-military. Perhaps bodyguards?”

			“Why would she have bodyguards?”

			“For no reason of which I’m aware.”

			“You’re worried that Perez and these other men might be going to her home and will interfere with Lundstrom’s plans.”

			“Correct. Which is why I sent Adam and Grigoriy to bolster his team.”

			“Good,” Popov said. “But make sure Vladimir and the others understand that getting our hands on whatever it is Perez is developing is the priority. Which means aiding Lundstrom at all costs.”

			“I will.”

			“Then can I get back to my massage?”

			Aleksei dipped his head and said, “Of course.”

			As soon as he was alone again, Aleksei called his brother.

			“Here are your instructions.”
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			Billy, Peter, and Ben were on their way to Damian’s when Billy received a call.

			“This is Billy Barnett.”

			“Mr. Barnett, this is Jordan Brooks, Strategic Services Palm Springs. I’m on the team keeping an eye on Emma Perez and wanted to give you an update.”

			“Please.”

			He told Billy about her activities since leaving her office that evening.

			“What kind of car did she leave the restaurant in?” Billy asked.

			“An older silver Honda Accord.”

			That was the same color and make of Ronan’s car.

			“Describe the driver.”

			The man did, confirming Billy’s suspicions.

			“You should also know Dr. Perez was followed to the restaurant by another vehicle,” Brooks said. “We initially thought it was a colleague who was going to the same place she was. Only it drove off as soon as she arrived at the restaurant.”

			“What type of vehicle was that?”

			“A black BMW M5.”

			Marty’s car.

			“You haven’t seen it since?” Billy asked.

			“No.”

			“Where are you now?”

			“Just west of Thousand Palms.”

			“She’s going home?”

			“That would be my guess,” Brooks said.

			“How long until she gets there?”

			“ETA six minutes.”

			“All right, keep me posted,” Billy said and hung up.

			“Do we even want to know what that was about?” Peter asked.

			“Nothing exciting,” Billy said.

			“Why do I have a feeling that’s not true?”

			“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

			Ben raised a hand like he was in school. “I do. It’s because your personal history would say otherwise.”

			Peter chuckled. “That’s the answer I was looking for.”

			“I’m merely a boring Hollywood producer, but believe what you will,” Billy said.

			“You know,” Peter said. “Maybe I should make a movie about your life.”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” Ben said.

			“Given what you know about me, I would suggest waiting until I’m no longer on this plane of existence,” Billy said. “Otherwise, you should anticipate being plagued by a myriad of production issues that will prevent any such movie from being created.”

			“That sounds like a threat,” Peter said.

			“I’m just stating fact.”

			“He makes a good point,” Ben said.

			“I guess he does,” Peter agreed.

			“But consider the film green-lighted as soon as we have news of his demise.”

			“Will do!”

			“Gentlemen,” Billy said, “I’d appreciate a bit less enthusiasm on this topic.”

			“Oh, sorry, Billy,” Ben said. “We forgot you were here.”

			

			—

			Marty paused at Emma’s front door, keys in hand, and recited the alarm code twice so that it would be at the forefront of his mind.

			Thus prepared, he let himself in.

			As expected, the alarm panel began beeping. He hurried to it and punched in 5-9-1-0-2.

			The panel beeped twice, and a new message appeared.

			Alarm Deactivated

			“Yes!” he yelled, pumping his fist.

			He then headed straight to Emma’s workshop.

			

			—

			An alert popped up on Emma’s phone.

			“He just deactivated the alarm,” she said.

			Ronan glanced over, nodded, and increased their speed.

			

			—

			“Lundstrom’s inside,” Erik told Vladimir over the phone.

			“Let me know when he comes out,” Vladimir said.

			He disconnected the call and looked down the road.

			Though the sun had just set, he could still make out the dot of Emma’s building, half a mile from the gas station, where he was parked.

			There were only two ways to get to her place: a long way around through a housing tract that was under construction or the direct route down the road that ran past Vladimir’s location.

			If the woman and her friend didn’t drive by in the next ten minutes, then Vladimir would take that as validation of his belief that Marty hadn’t tipped her off to what he was doing and that she’d been going somewhere else.

			His phone rang with a call from Grigoriy.

			“Where are you?” he asked.

			“Three minutes away from you.”

			“See you when you get here.”

			“Wait, one more thing.”

			“Yes?”

			“We were told to let you know if we saw a blue Audi SUV.”

			Vladimir tensed. “And?”

			“There’s one directly in front of us.”

			“How many passengers?”

			“I see only two, both men.”

			“Is there is a silver sedan ahead of it?”

			“There are several cars, but I think one might be silver.”

			“Stay on the line.”

			Vladimir returned his attention to the intersection.

			Less than two minutes later, the silver sedan with Perez in the passenger seat pulled into the intersection and turned left onto the road leading to her place.

			Vladimir cursed under his breath. His brother had been right to be worried.

			“Do you still want us to stop at the gas station?” Grigoriy asked.

			“No, keep following and be ready,” Vladimir said as he watched the Audi take the same turn Perez had.

			He started his bike and sped onto the road.

			

			—

			“That must be Dr. Perez’s place ahead on the left,” Brooks noted.

			He was in the front passenger seat of the Strategic Services Audi, his partner, Peter Kline, behind the wheel.

			“I see it,” Kline said. “Not a lot of places for us to hide out here.”

			There was a wall on one side of the road and, except for Perez’s home, open desert on the other.

			“It’s dark enough now that if we go a hundred yards or so past the building, we should still be able to keep an eye on it without being noticed,” Brooks said.

			Kline nodded. “Sounds good.”

			“I’ll update Mr. Barnett.” Brooks made the call.

			“This is Billy Barnett.”

			Ahead, Emma and her friend turned off the road and onto the dirt driveway leading to her home.

			“Mr. Barnett, Jordan Brooks again. Dr. Perez and her friend are parking at her house as we speak.”

			“That was a lot faster than I expected,” Billy said, as the Audi passed Perez’s driveway.

			“They seemed to have been in a bit of a hurry.”

			“Are there any other vehicles at the house?”

			“Hold on.”

			Brooks twisted in his seat to look back. His attention was immediately drawn to a motorcycle gaining on them fast.

			“I think we have a problem,” he said to his partner.

			Kline glanced in the rearview mirror. “Where the hell did he come from?”

			Before Brooks could respond, something flashed in the motorcyclist’s hand, and the Audi immediately began to swerve.

			“Blowout!” Kline said as he tried to get the vehicle under control.

			The motorcycle pulled into the oncoming lane, then started to pass the SUV. Brooks could now see that the driver was holding a gun, which was pointed low at the front of the SUV. The muzzle flashed and the driver’s-side front tire blew apart.

			Unfortunately for the two Strategic Services men, the road was rife with cracks and potholes.

			The destroyed front tire dipped into a particularly large crater, shifting the vehicle’s momentum sideways and sending the SUV flipping across the road and into the desert.

			

			—

			Vladimir pulled to a stop and watched the Audi tumble.

			That had not been his plan. He’d meant to force the vehicle to stop, then terminate the occupants with quick, silenced shots to their heads.

			Thank God for the darkening night, and especially for the fact that no one lived in the housing tract yet because they definitely would have heard the crash.

			If there were any workers still around, they would have heard it, too. So, he needed to operate under the assumption that law enforcement would soon show up.

			“Shit, shit, shit!” he yelled as he turned back toward Perez’s house.
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			Ten minutes earlier in Palm Springs, Damian led Billy, Peter, and Ben into his living room.

			“May I interest anyone in a glass of Latour Corton-Charlemagne?” he asked.

			“I have no idea what that is, but it sounds great,” Ben said.

			“Charlemagne is a type of Chardonnay,” Peter explained.

			“And you know that why?”

			“Have you met my father?”

			Stone Barrington was well-versed on, among other things, fine wine.

			“Good point,” Ben said. “I’ll have a glass.”

			“Me, too,” Peter said.

			“Billy?” Damian asked.

			“I’ll have to pass,” Billy said. “I have a meeting later at which I need to be clearheaded.”

			“What meeting?” Peter asked as soon as Damian had gone off to fetch the wine.

			“Pike Westin and Tina Martin.”

			“They’re in town?” Ben asked.

			“If not yet, they will be.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“No reason for Pike to ruin both of our evenings.”

			“There’s a problem with Pike?” Peter asked.

			“Let’s just say that if you ever consider casting him in the future, think again.”

			“This is a story I want to hear.”

			“Ben can fill you in later,” Billy said.

			Damian returned with their drinks and took a seat.

			“I won’t beat around the bush,” he said. “Your script is one of the best I’ve read in decades, maybe ever.”

			“That’s very kind of you,” Peter said. “But I doubt it’s the best ever.”

			“That’s for others to determine.”

			“Damian is right,” Ben said. “It’s your best yet.”

			“Thank you, Damian,” Peter said.

			Ben cleared his throat.

			“And Ben,” Peter said. “I’m glad you both liked it.”

			“I can’t speak for Ben,” Damian said, “but in my case, I more than merely liked it.”

			“Dare I ask if you’re interested in playing the father?”

			Damian chuckled. “You are one devious man, you know that?”

			“That’s not a no,” Ben said.

			Billy’s phone vibrated. He checked the screen and recognized the number as belonging to the team watching Emma.

			“Will you excuse me for a minute?” he asked, already rising. “I need to take this.”

			“Of course.”

			Billy answered as he headed toward the kitchen. “This is Billy Barnett.”

			He listened as Brooks told him about Emma and Ronan’s destination and how they had been in a hurry to get there.

			A thought hit him, and not a good one. Were they trying to catch Marty in the act of breaking and entering?

			“Is there any other vehicle at the house?” he asked.

			“Hold on.”

			Things happened fast after that. A warning of trouble, followed quickly by two bangs only seconds apart. Then the line filled with a cacophony of metallic crunches and groans and bangs before the line went dead.

			Billy tried calling Brooks as he raced back into the living room but was sent straight to voicemail. Peter, Ben, and Damian had stopped what they were talking about and were looking at him with concern.

			“Is everything all right?” Damian asked.

			“Not exactly,” Billy said. “Ben, I need your keys.”

			Without hesitating, Ben tossed them to him.

			“Do you need someone to come with you?” Peter asked.

			“No.”

			“Are you coming back?” Ben asked.

			“Probably not,” Billy said, and hurried toward the door.

			

			—

			At the same time Billy heard the Strategic Services vehicle lose control, Emma and Ronan snuck across her kitchen and into the hallway.

			They’d debated bringing Ari with them but had decided to leave him in the car as he would likely have alerted Marty to their presence.

			Just as they reached the hall, Ronan heard an odd, distant noise.

			He touched her arm and paused. “Was that thunder?” he whispered.

			“Was what thunder?” she asked.

			“That noise. You didn’t hear it?”

			“No. Now come on. Let’s not waste time.”

			They moved into the hall, which was almost pitch-black. From somewhere farther back came the sound of muffled movement.

			“That I hear,” Emma whispered.

			They followed the noise to her workshop entrance. One of the double doors was partially open, and through the gap they could see the dim glow of a flashlight.

			Emma was about to creep in, when Marty’s voice came from inside the room. “What do we have here?”

			For a moment, Ronan wondered if he was talking about them, but the voice had come from too far away.

			He and Emma quietly slipped into the room and crept behind a row of cabinets. They peeked over the top.

			Marty was at Emma’s workbench, under a halo of light. In his hands was the fake black box Emma had created. He was turning it around and around, much in the same way Billy had done with the real box.

			“What do you do?” Marty muttered just loud enough for them to hear.

			When he flipped the box again, it slipped out of his fingers and fell to the floor.

			“Shit!”

			He snatched it up, then looked around the room as if afraid someone had seen what he’d done. Ronan pulled Emma down just before Marty’s gaze swept across their position.

			From the workbench area came the scrunch of footsteps headed their way.

			Ronan held up three fingers, then counted them down. When the last finger lowered to his palm, he and Emma moved out from their cover and stood directly in front of Marty.

			Marty let out a high-pitched scream and staggered back several steps. He then squinted, confused. “E-E-Emma?”

			“What are you doing in my workshop?” she asked.

			“Oh, um…Well…I, uh…you see—”

			“What’s in the bag?” Ronan asked, his eyes flicking for a second to the cloth grocery bag in Marty’s hand.

			“This?” Marty said, holding the bag tighter. “Nothing. Just some, um, personal things.”

			“Show us,” Emma said.

			He moved the bag behind his back. “I said it was personal.”

			“So is my home. And you’re standing in it without my permission.”

			“Shall I call the police now?” Ronan asked.

			“Please,” Emma said.

			Ronan pulled out his phone.

			But before he could dial a single digit, something round and hard pressed against the base of his head.

			Behind him, a male voice said, “Put the phone down.”
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			“Oh, thank God,” Marty said, panting like he’d just run a marathon. “For a minute there…” He chuckled as if he had a funny story to tell.

			“Quiet,” Vladimir barked.

			“Right, sorry. Won’t say another word.”

			Vladimir glared at him.

			“Sorry,” Marty said, then mimed zipping up his lips.

			Adam, Grigoriy, and Erik entered the room.

			Vladimir pointed to Adam. “Stay by the cars and watch for police.”

			Adam nodded and left.

			To the other two, Vladimir said in Belarusian, “Check them for weapons.”

			Grigoriy and Erik began to frisk Perez and her friend.

			“Nothing,” Grigoriy said.

			“Same,” Erik said.

			“Cuff them,” Vladimir said.

			His men pulled out zip ties and bound their captives’ hands. Once that was done, Vladimir lowered his gun and took a moment to think.

			Things had gone sideways fast. All of it was Marty’s fault, as far as Vladimir was concerned. Somehow the idiot had tipped off Perez to his intentions. It was the only way to explain why she and her friend had followed him.

			Vladimir was tempted to put a bullet into the middle of Marty’s forehead there and then, but unfortunately that wasn’t his call.

			“Did you find what you came for?” he asked Marty, in English.

			Marty grinned. “Yeah, I did.”

			He removed a black box from the cloth bag he was holding.

			“That’s it?” Vladimir asked.

			“I think so.”

			“You think so?”

			“I’m almost positive.”

			Vladimir stared at him, wondering how someone hadn’t beat the life out of him years ago.

			He yanked the box out of Marty’s hand and held it in front of the woman.

			“Is this your invention? The one that will make lots of money?”

			She glared but said nothing.

			“Answer me!”

			“It is,” her friend said.

			Vladimir turned to him. “What does it do?”

			“I don’t know. I’m not an engineer.”

			Vladimir repeated the question, this time to Perez.

			Her lips remained sealed.

			He didn’t have time for an interrogation right now, so he switched back to his native language and said to Grigoriy and Erik, “Put them in the Bronco. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			Each man grabbed one of the captives and hustled them out of the room.

			“Where are they going?” Marty asked, not having understood what Vladimir had told his men.

			“Don’t move, don’t talk,” Vladimir said, then pulled out his phone and called his brother.

			“So?” Aleksei asked.

			“You were right. Perez was going home.”

			“Did Marty get out before they arrived?”

			“No.”

			“What? Did they catch him?”

			“Technically, yes, but…”

			“But what?”

			Vladimir quickly told him what had happened, including the Audi’s accident.

			“But you got Dr. Perez’s invention, yes?”

			“We did.”

			“Good. The boss will be happy. Where are you now?”

			“Just about to leave Perez’s home. We should be at the resort in—”

			“You can’t come here. It’s too early. There’s too great a chance of being seen.”

			“Then where should we go?”

			“Someplace with no people.”

			“I don’t know any—” Vladimir stopped himself and glanced at Marty.

			“What?” Marty asked.

			Ignoring him, Vladimir said into the phone, “Actually, I know a place.” He told his brother his idea.

			“Perfect. We’ll meet you there.”

			Vladimir hung up, then said in English, “Come on.”

			“Where are we going?” Marty asked.

			“You will find out when we get there.”

			He motioned for Marty to take the lead, then they made their way out of the building.

			“Anything?” Vladimir asked Adam.

			“All clear.”

			Over at the Bronco, Perez and her friend were being loaded into the rear cargo area, while the woman’s dog barked from inside the silver sedan.

			“I need to let him out,” Perez shouted. “He can’t stay in there all night!”

			“He stays or I shoot him,” Vladimir said. “Which do you want?”

			“What? Don’t shoot him!”

			“Then he stays.”

			Once she and her friend were inside, more zip ties were used to bind their ankles, then strips of duct tape were slapped over their mouths.

			“Give Adam your keys,” Vladimir said to Marty. “He will drive your car.”

			“Why can’t I drive?”

			“Because you will be riding with me.”

			

			—

			Aleksei knocked on the massage room door again.

			“What now?” Popov barked.

			Like before, Aleksei cracked open the door. “There are developments that need your attention.”

			“Are you telling me my massage is over?”

			“It’s your call, sir.”

			Popov said something in a low voice that Aleksei couldn’t hear. A moment later, the masseuse exited the room and Aleksei entered.

			“So?” Popov asked. “What is it?”

			

			—

			Billy called Mike Freeman the moment he was on the road headed to Thousand Palms.

			“Hello, Billy. What can I—”

			“I think something just happened to the team you sent to work with me.”

			He told Mike about hearing the crash and subsequently not being able to reach them. He then gave him Emma’s address.

			“The accident was close to that location.”

			“Have you called nine-one-one?”

			“I was hoping you could deal with that.”

			“Do you know who did this?”

			“I’m pretty sure I do.”

			“You deal with them. I’ll deal with the police. If you need help, let me know.”

			“Thanks, Mike.”

			Billy’s next call was to Vesna.

			“What?” she answered, yawning.

			“What’s happening at the bungalow?”

			“Nothing. They went to the spa about an hour ago. The place has been empty since.”

			“Any unusual chatter when they were there?”

			“Lots of juicy talk about an American senator and several representatives, but nothing that seemed urgent to your situation. Oh, there was also mention of a woman. Hold on…Katy Lane. Is this name familiar?”

			“Very much. What did they say about her?”

			“Not much, but I had the impression Popov seemed happy with her or what had been done to her. I’m not…wait, Popov and the one called Aleksei just came back…Interesting.”

			“What is it?”

			“They appear to be in a hurry. Each has gone into their own room.” Another pause. “Something is definitely up. Aleksei has just armed himself. Beretta in a shoulder holster, left side. He’s putting extra clips in his pocket and a silencer.”

			“And Popov?”

			“He just changed his shirt. Which, by the way, gross. I should be paid extra for having to watch that…He’s out of his room now.”

			“No weapons?”

			“None that I saw…Aleksei just joined him, and…now they’re leaving.”

			“Okay. Thanks, Vesna.”

			“Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

			“Nothing good, I think. Call me if they return.”

			“I will.”

			He disconnected the call, then briefly considered going to Popov’s hotel, but there was little chance he’d get there before Popov had driven off.

			His only hope was that Emma and Ronan would still be at Emma’s place.
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			The SUV finally stopped moving, and the engine cut off.

			The interior light came on briefly as the driver exited, then Emma and Ronan were plunged into darkness again.

			Emma had tried to track their route, based on the turns and rate of speed, but it soon became impossible.

			She was sure, however, that the last part of their drive had been on a dirt road. Even though the vehicle had slowed significantly, it rocked and bounced over the surface in a way it would never do on a paved surface.

			From outside came voices speaking in the same language as before. She thought it sounded like Russian or something similar.

			Then one of the foreigners asked in English, “No one comes out here at night, yes?”

			The next voice she heard was one she knew well.

			“Yes,” Marty said. “I mean, no…I-I mean no one comes out here at night.”

			“Good. What is inside?”

			“Uh, nothing much. Just some equipment.”

			“Same for all of the towers?”

			“Yes.”

			“We can get in?”

			“You want to go inside?”

			“I ask the questions, not you.”

			“Sorry. Yeah, you can go in. I have a master key.”

			“Show me one.”

			Emma heard them walk away. In the relative quiet that followed she heard a sound she knew well, the slow, rhythmic whooshes created by the giant blades of wind turbines.

			She tried to tell Ronan where they were, but the tape over her mouth made her unintelligible.

			After a few minutes, several pairs of steps approached the SUV. Then the back popped open, revealing the three men who’d kidnapped them.

			They manhandled Emma and Ronan out of the vehicle.

			Emma saw they were parked near the base of a turbine tower. On either side stretched more towers, for a total of six in this group—which she immediately identified as RRE group A.

			“Come,” one of the men ordered.

			Ronan said something through the tape.

			The man looked back at him. “What?”

			Ronan repeated what he said and motioned to his feet.

			The man stomped back over and pulled the tape from Ronan’s mouth.

			“What is it?”

			“How are we supposed to follow you?” Ronan asked.

			“Are you an idiot? Walk.”

			“How? We can’t move our feet.”

			The man looked down, then muttered something that had to be a curse. He pulled out a knife, cut Ronan’s ankle ties, then did the same to Emma’s.

			After slapping the tape back over Ronan’s mouth, he said, “Now come,” and marched off.

			Emma and Ronan followed, with the other two right behind them.

			

			—

			Vladimir looked around the inside of the tower. It was more cramped with equipment than he’d expected.

			“How often does someone come out here?” he asked Marty.

			“Maybe once a week, more if there’s a problem.”

			“You were here this morning. So, no one will come for another week?”

			“I don’t know about a week, but there definitely shouldn’t be anyone here until Monday at the earliest.”

			Vladimir scanned the space again. It wasn’t ideal, but it would do.

			He exited and said to his men, “Bring them.”

			A minute later, they returned with Dr. Perez and her companion.

			“I am going to give you a little advice. If you cooperate, things will go well,” Vladimir said. “If not? Well, I would not want to be you. You understand?”

			Emma mumbled something through the tape.

			“Save your questions for my boss. He will be here soon.” Vladimir switched languages and said to his men, “Take them inside and tie them to something.”

			

			—

			Fifteen minutes earlier, Teddy had turned onto the road where Emma lived and saw a half dozen flashing emergency lights, hundred yards past her place.

			Teddy’s phone rang with a call from Mike Freeman.

			“Emergency services are at the crash site,” Teddy said.

			“Yes. I’ve been in contact with them.”

			“Your men?”

			“Alive, but not in great shape. A helicopter should be landing there at any minute to rush them to the hospital.”

			As if on cue, Teddy spotted the lights of the aircraft descending toward the road.

			“It’s landing now,” he said.

			“Thank God. Any news on Perez?”

			“Not yet. I’m almost to her house.”

			“Then I’ll leave you to it.”

			They hung up.

			As Teddy turned onto Emma’s driveway, he spotted Ronan’s sedan by the house and had a glimmer of hope that they were still around.

			It only lasted until he parked and spotted Ari inside the other vehicle, looking desperate to get out.

			Teddy jumped out of his car and tried to open one of the sedan’s doors, but it was locked.

			Ari whined from the other side of the window.

			“I’ll get you out. Don’t worry. Just let me check the house first.”

			Unlike Ronan’s car, Emma’s front door was unlocked.

			Teddy moved inside without making a sound. Since he wasn’t armed, he grabbed a couple of knives from the kitchen before proceeding toward the back of the building.

			Less than a minute later, he confirmed that no one else was present.

			All was not completely lost, however. There was a way of finding out exactly when they’d left.

			He woke up Emma’s computer. As expected, it was password protected. He contemplated trying to hack it himself, but he knew someone who’d be able to do it a lot faster.

			His call was answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

			“Kevin, I need your help.”

			Kevin Cushman, also known as Warplord924, was a computer genius who Teddy had made the acquaintance of several years earlier, and whose services Teddy had used on important occasions.

			“Now? I’m in the middle of a campaign.”

			When Kevin wasn’t making money from his tech skills, he was either sleeping or playing video games.

			“Right now. Life or death.”

			“What do you need?” Kevin said, all traces of slacker gone from his voice.

			“I’m sitting at a computer I need to get into, and I don’t have the password.”

			“Got it. Turn on your phone’s hotspot.”

			Teddy did so.

			A minute later, the passcode entry screen on Emma’s computer went away and her desktop appeared.

			“Good work,” Teddy said.

			“That was a lot harder than I expected,” Kevin said. “Whoever set that up knows what they’re doing.”

			“I don’t doubt that for a second. I’ll send you a little something for your trouble.”

			“Not too little, I hope.”

			“It will be with that attitude.”

			“Please forget I said anything.” Kevin blurted out, “Bye,” and then hung up.

			On Emma’s computer, Teddy opened the security camera system.

			He scrolled through the footage until he found what he was looking for.

			Emma and Ronan had indeed tried to catch Marty in the act of breaking and entering. Unfortunately for them, Popov’s men had come to Marty’s rescue.

			Teddy listened for any hint as to where they were going, but most of the talking had been done in Belarusian.

			He called Vesna and played those parts for her.

			“Ah,” she said, after the man who seemed to be in charge finished a phone call—the same guy Teddy had seen leave Popov’s suite with Marty the day before. “They are going to some…windmills? You know, for making electricity, I think.”

			“Wind turbines.”

			“Wind turbines. Yes, this.”

			“There are a lot of turbines here.”

			“Lucky for you, he gave the person he was talking to directions.”

			“I’ll have to send him a thank-you note.”
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			Emma stretched her mouth as far open as she could one more time. Finally, the bottom half of the duct tape covering it came loose.

			“Are you okay?” she whispered to Ronan.

			He nodded.

			“Move your mouth like this and the tape will come off.” She demonstrated, and he followed suit.

			They’d been placed inside tower A3 and instructed to sit on the floor. More zip ties were then used to secure the ones around their wrists to one of the lower rungs of the ladder that ran all the way to the top. Their captors had then left, closing the door most of the way as they went out.

			While Ronan worked at getting his duct tape loose, Emma studied the tie holding her hands to the rung. It didn’t take long to work through the physics needed to break free.

			She twisted her hands and jerked them toward her chest, and just like that the tie between the ladder rung and the zip tie around her wrists snapped.

			She assessed the binding around her wrists next and found that it, too, was a solvable problem.

			Using her teeth, she moved the square locking end of the tie so that it lay in the gap between her wrists. She then raised her hands high and brought them down fast, pushing her palms outward as she did. The lock portion broke and the tie fell away.

			“Where did you learn to do that?” Ronan asked, baffled, his mouth tape loose now. “YouTube?”

			She removed the tape from her upper lip and said, “In my head.”

			“Of course you did.”

			Emma scooted as quietly as she could over to a small cabinet where several tools were kept. There was no knife, but there was a screwdriver. She used it to twist the tie around her ankles until it popped.

			She shot a look at the door, worried the sound had been too loud. When no one came to check, she returned to Ronan and freed him.

			He stretched his ankles and winced.

			“Are you hurt?” she asked.

			“They put the tie on too tight. I just need a minute to get the feeling—”

			From outside came the crunch of tires on dirt.

			Emma assumed the boss the other guy had been talking about had arrived.

			She crept to the door and peeked outside. A pair of the men who’d kidnapped them were only a few yards away. Much too close to try to make a run for it.

			She glanced back at Ronan and noticed the cloth bag with the fake field calibrator sitting on one of the equipment cabinets.

			She then moved her gaze to the ladder.

			“How are your feet feeling?” she whispered.

			“A little better,” Ronan said. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?”

			“I’m about to show you the best view in the valley.”

			

			—

			Vladimir was waiting nearby when Popov and Aleksei climbed out of the Bronco.

			“Vladimir,” Popov said, his voice unnaturally calm. “I don’t recall this being in our plans for this evening.”

			“My apologies, Mr. Popov,” Vladimir said. “I wish it hadn’t been necessary, but Lundstrom—”

			“Yes,” Popov snapped. “I have heard. Where is he?”

			Vladimir turned to the others. “Erik, bring him.”

			Erik escorted Marty over.

			“Hi, Mr. Popov,” Marty said nervously. “Good to see you again.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Popov asked.

			“Um, yes?”

			“You do realize the mess you’ve made, forcing us to deal with your boss and her friend.”

			“Ronan,” Marty said.

			“What?”

			“His name is Ronan.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“Oh, right. Neither do I. I just—”

			“Explain to me how they knew you would be at Perez’s home?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Then I will ask them. Their answer will determine how I deal with you.” To Vladimir, Popov said, “Where are they?”

			“Wait,” Marty said. “I got everything you wanted.” He pulled something small out of his pocket. “And early, too!”

			Popov glanced at Aleksei and nodded at Marty’s hand.

			“Give it to me,” Aleksei said.

			“Sure. Here you go.”

			He passed it over, and Aleksei examined it. “It’s a thumb drive,” he told Popov in Belarusian.

			“It’s a thumb drive,” Marty said.

			“And what is on it?” Popov asked.

			“The RRE stuff you wanted. Financials, internal memos, the works. I’m sure what you’re looking for will be in there.”

			“Hmm.” Popov frowned.

			“Trust me. You’re going to love it.”

			“Even if you are right, this is not everything I want.”

			“I know. Emma’s project. I got that, too.”

			“So, show me.”

			Marty pointed at Vladimir. “I gave it to him.”

			Popov looked at Vladimir.

			“I had Erik stow it so that it wouldn’t get damaged,” Vladimir said. “Erik?”

			“It’s in the tower.”

			Vladimir raised an eyebrow. “Then go get it.”

			Erik jogged to the tower and up the short set of steps to the door, then disappeared inside. He was only there for a second or two before he rushed back out.

			“They’re all gone!” he said.

			“What’s gone?” Popov asked. “The device? Was there more than one?”

			“The device and the woman and her friend.”

			Vladimir sprinted to the tower and looked in. The only signs that the two prisoners had been there were six broken zip ties on the floor.

			“Where was the device?” he asked Erik.

			Erik pointed at a metal cabinet. “I put it on top of that.”

			Popov pushed past Grigoriy and Adam so he could look into the tower. “What happened?”

			“The, um, captives seem to have escaped,” Vladimir said. “And taken the device with them.”

			“None of you saw them leave?” Popov asked, incredulous.

			Vladimir looked first at Erik, then Grigoriy, and finally Adam. All three men shook their heads.

			“No, sir,” Vladimir said.

			Popov clenched his fist, his face growing red. “Then you had better find them, don’t you think?”

			Vladimir nodded and exited the tower.

			Aleksei stepped over to him and whispered, “Not your best work, little brother.”

			“Thanks for the support,” Vladimir hissed back. He turned to the others. “Erik, go north. Grigoriy south. Adam west. I’ll go east.”

			“What’s happening?” Marty asked. He’d been unable to see into the tower from where he was standing and hadn’t understood any of the conversation. “Wait. Are Emma and Ronan gone?”

			Vladimir answered him with a glare.

			Marty said, “Have you checked—”

			Vladimir put his face right in front of Marty’s. “Did anyone ask you a question?”

			“N-n-no.”

			“Then shut up.”

			“Sorry,” Marty whispered.

			Vladimir shoved him to the side, then headed east into the desert.
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			Teddy had an advantage over Popov’s people, of which he wasn’t even aware.

			Their route to the turbines was based on Vladimir’s recollection on how to get there, which consisted of roads and side streets. Teddy, on the other hand, was able to use Vladimir’s directions to locate the turbines and plot a much faster route using the I-10 freeway.

			He exited the I-10 several miles north of Palm Springs and took surface streets until he was a quarter mile away from where he presumed they were. There, he killed his lights and turned onto a dirt road.

			He stopped fifty feet in and climbed onto the SUV’s roof. While there were more than thirty turbines in the vicinity, he had no problem picking out the one where the others had gone. This was thanks to a slice of light that came from the base of one of the towers, creating silhouettes of an SUV, two sedans, and what Teddy was sure was a motorcycle.

			He hopped down and set off across the desert on foot.

			A hundred feet from the tower, he stopped behind the cover of a large sagebrush.

			He counted five men standing in the area between the cars and the tower. There was enough light to see most of their faces, and he recognized them all.

			Four were Popov’s men, and the other was Marty.

			Headlights flashed across the ground, drawing Teddy’s attention. A second Bronco was coming down the dirt road and heading toward the towers.

			When it arrived, Popov and the older version of the motorcyclist got out.

			There was a conversation, then one of the underlings jogged to the tower. A moment later he was back outside, shouting something.

			The others ran to him and looked inside.

			From their agitation, Teddy guessed that something had gone wrong.

			More words were shared, and for a second, it looked like the younger clone was going to punch Marty in the face. Then he and the three others took off in different directions, clearly searching for something.

			Keeping low, Teddy moved through the desert until he was almost in the path of one of the searchers.

			He let the man walk past before creeping up behind him. Using skills he’d honed years ago, he wrapped an arm around the guy’s neck and put his other hand over the man’s mouth, then pulled him to the ground as he cut off the searcher’s oxygen.

			Once he was sure the man had passed out, Teddy let go. A quick search of the man turned up a silenced pistol and several zip ties. He hog-tied the man with the ties, in a way that made it almost impossible to break free.

			He then circled toward one of the others, and soon the search team was down two men.

			Then three.

			

			—

			Vladimir sensed something was wrong.

			He’d found no signs of anyone heading east. But that wasn’t the issue. What was bothering him was the idea of Perez and Ronan sneaking out of the tower without being seen.

			The more he considered it, the less likely it seemed. Surely, he or one of the others would have heard something.

			He thought about the broken zip ties on the floor, and then it hit him.

			He raced back to the tower.

			Popov and his brother were still standing in front of the tower door, deep in discussion. Nearby Marty sat propped against the tower, looking defeated.

			“Why are you back?” Popov asked. “You should be out there until you find them.”

			“I don’t think they ran away,” Vladimir said.

			“What do you mean?” Aleksei asked.

			“I mean, they’re still here.”

			Popov looked around. “Where? I don’t see them.”

			“Up there,” Vladimir said, pointing at the top of the tower. “There’s a ladder inside.”

			Popov glanced up, then snorted a derisive laugh. “Marty,” he said in English. “Does the ladder inside go all the way up?”

			“The what? Oh, yeah. It does. There’s a hatch at the top. That’s what I was trying to tell you earlier. That’s probably where they went.”

			“Get the others back here,” Popov said to Vladimir.

			Vladimir called Erik. The imbecile must have put his phone on silent because the line rang and rang until he was sent to voicemail.

			Vladimir tried Adam next. Oddly, the exact same thing occurred.

			He called Grigoriy, then grimaced when he also didn’t answer.

			“What’s wrong?” Popov asked.

			“None of them are picking up.”

			Aleksei marched over to the nearest Bronco and honked the horn several times.

			Vladimir watched for movement, but there was none.

			His brother honked again. Still nothing.

			Aleksei ran back and asked, “No one followed you here?”

			“No,” Vladimir said. “I checked multiple times.”

			“I don’t like this.”

			“I’ll go see if I can find them.”

			“No,” Popov said. “You go get Perez and the device, and then we get out of here.”

			“And her friend?”

			“Kill him. He’s of no use to me.”

			“You go,” Aleksei said to his brother. “I’ll wait here with the boss.”

			

			—

			Teddy had been close enough to hear Marty when he said, “That’s probably where they went.” The they had to be Emma and Ronan, and from the motorcyclist’s gesture, the where had to be up the tower.

			After that, phone calls were made and a horn was honked, undoubtedly to bring the other searchers back.

			When Aleksei returned to the others, Teddy crept to the Bronco the man had been using to honk.

			There was a short conversation, then the motorcyclist pulled out a gun and went into the tower.

			Teddy moved carefully down the side of the SUV to the front fender, then quietly rose to his feet, his gun pointed at Aleksei, the only one Teddy knew for sure was armed.

			Both Aleksei and Popov were looking toward the tower so they didn’t see him. Marty, however, was facing him. He froze, his eyes locking on Teddy.

			Aleksei was the first to notice his reaction and quickly turned to follow his gaze.

			He immediately stepped between Teddy and Popov and began to swing his gun around, while Popov turned to see what all the commotion was.

			“Drop it!” Teddy said.

			When Aleksei ignored him, Teddy pulled his trigger.

			Aleksei shouted in pain as the bullet pierced his hand and sent the pistol flying out of his grasp.

			“You!” Popov said. “What are you doing here?”

			“Hello, Victor,” Teddy said. “How’s the golf game?”

			“Who the fuck are you?”

			“On the ground. All three of you.”

			Instead of complying, Aleksei charged at him.

			Teddy let him get halfway, then dropped him with a bullet to the head.

			

			—

			Popov knew an opportunity when he saw it. As Aleksei ran toward the man, Popov sprinted up the steps and into the tower. He turned to pull the door closed, but Marty was right behind him.

			“Shut it!” Popov ordered.

			Marty did so, then dashed past Popov and started up the ladder first.

			Popov swore at him and followed.
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			“Why aren’t there any guardrails?” Ronan asked.

			He and Emma were crouched atop of the tower, on the hinge side of the now closed hatch.

			“It doesn’t need guardrails,” she said.

			“Au contraire. It very much needs them.”

			She pointed at the eyebolt tie points attached to the roof. “We use safety lines.”

			“You didn’t happen to bring one with you?”

			“No,” she said. “Just try not to fall off.”

			“Great advice.”

			Several minutes passed without anyone coming after them.

			“They must not realize we’re up here,” Ronan said.

			She said nothing, because she knew if the people helping Marty were halfway intelligent, they’d figure it out eventually.

			A car horn blared from below several times.

			Ronan looked at her, confused. She shrugged, having no idea why it had gone off, either.

			Moments later, a clanking sound came from inside the tower.

			“What’s that?” Ronan asked.

			“Someone’s coming up.”

			The steps inside grew louder and louder, then stopped right below them.

			The hatch began to move slowly upward.

			Emma tapped Ronan’s arm, then mimed pushing down on it. He nodded and reached toward it, but then she stopped him.

			In his ear, she whispered, “Not yet. When I say.”

			He nodded again.

			She waited until the hatch passed the forty-five-degree mark, then whispered, “Now.”

			They shoved until the hatch slammed shut.

			Emma started to lean in to listen for movement on the other side, but the hatch shot up again, much faster than last time, and grazed her head.

			Ronan caught her as she fell backward.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			Before she could answer, the hatch opened all the way, and the guy who’d put the gun to Ronan’s head earlier climbed out. Blood trickled down the side of his face from a cut somewhere on his head.

			He sneered as he raised his pistol. “Nice try. Too bad you failed.” With his free hand, he motioned for them to stand. “Come over here, we’re going back down.”

			Having played the only card they’d had, they had no choice but to do as he wanted.

			Ronan helped Emma to her feet, and they stepped gingerly around the hatch.

			“You first,” the guy said to Emma.

			She glanced at him and then at Ronan.

			“I’ll be right behind you,” Ronan said.

			She began lowering herself through the opening and was almost all the way inside when the man said to Ronan, “You, we don’t need.”

			Emma was not always great at understanding the intentions of other people’s words, but this time she had no problem doing so.

			Without hesitating, she grabbed one of the man’s ankles and yanked it sideways with as much strength as she could muster.

			As he stumbled, his gun went off, the sound far more muted than she would have expected.

			He would have regained his balance if his last step hadn’t fallen on the spot where the housing curved downward. With a startled gasp, he fell over the side and disappeared.

			Emma climbed back out and scrambled to Ronan. “Are you hit?”

			“No. His shot went wild.”

			She sighed in relief, then had the overwhelming urge to do one of the most un-Emma-like things ever. She pulled him into a hug and held him tight.

			That’s when they heard the clanks of someone else coming up.

			

			—

			Teddy heard a flapping noise from above. He looked up just in time to see a man plummet the final few yards to the ground.

			He hurried to the body. The dead man wasn’t Ronan, as he’d feared, but the motorcyclist.

			He ran to the tower door, yanked it open, and swept the room beyond with his gun. While the room was unoccupied, he heard noise coming from the shaft. He moved to it and looked up.

			Marty was nearing the top, while Popov, who was both older and beefier, had yet to reach the halfway point.

			“Mr. Popov?” Teddy said.

			The Belarusian paused and glanced down.

			“Bad news for you, I’m afraid,” Teddy said. “All your men are either dead or incapacitated. It’s just you and Marty, and I have a feeling he’s not much of a fighter. So why don’t you come back down?”

			“Fuck you!” Popov yelled, then kept going up.

			Teddy grimaced, then started up the ladder behind him.

			

			—

			Emma and Ronan looked down the shaft.

			There were two people on the ladder, the nearer one almost to the top.

			“That’s Marty, isn’t it?” Ronan said.

			At the sound of his name, Marty looked up, then stopped climbing when he realized who was looking at him.

			“Yep,” Emma said.

			“Where’s Vladimir?” Marty asked.

			“Who is Vladimir?” Emma asked.

			“Is he the guy who came up first?” Ronan asked.

			Marty nodded.

			“Sorry, he left already.”

			“Left? I didn’t see him.”

			“He decided to take the fast way down,” Emma said.

			“The fast way? What does…” Marty’s words trailed off as he realized what she meant.

			“Come on up,” Ronan said. “You can take the same route.”

			Marty stared at them for several seconds, then started climbing back down.

			

			—

			Popov was breathing so hard, he didn’t notice Marty heading his way until Marty’s foot smashed into the top of his head.

			Dazed, he lost his grip and started to fall backward.

			Something knocked into him from below, steadying him.

			“I got ya,” the man who’d shot Aleksei said. “Grab the ladder. You’ll be fine.”

			Popov wrapped his fingers around the rungs.

			The man yelled up the tower, “Emma, Ronan, are you two all right?”

			“Mr. Barnett?” Ronan said, surprised.

			“We’re fine,” Emma said.

			“Glad to hear it. Let me get these two out of the way, then you can come down.” To Popov and Marty, Barnett said, “Follow me, gentlemen.”

			Popov had one more trick up his sleeve or, more specifically, a palm-sized .22-caliber pistol in a specially tailored pocket inside his jacket. The gun didn’t pack a lot of punch, and wasn’t accurate unless close to the target, so it was a weapon of last resort. There was also no easy way to get to it while on the ladder, but the same wouldn’t be true once he was off.

			He began to descend.

			

			—

			Teddy was waiting out of the way when Popov reached the bottom.

			Perhaps the Belarusian would have fooled most people when he pretended to straighten his jacket, but not Teddy.

			Popov spun to face him, a small gun in his right hand.

			But before he even stopped moving, Teddy sent a bullet into the man’s shoulder.

			Popov screamed in pain, his gun dropping to the floor.

			Teddy kicked it away, then said, “Do something stupid like that again, and the next shot will be the last thing you ever experience. Nod if you understand.”

			Popov nodded.

			Teddy glanced up the ladder. Marty was ten feet up, fear emanating from every pore.

			“You don’t have a weapon, do you?” Teddy asked.

			Marty shook his head.

			“Then come on down, and you can help your friend get around.”

			“He’s not my friend.”

			“Oh, Marty. You say that like I should care. Now, move it.”

			Dejected, Marty continued down.
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			Five minutes later, Marty and Popov were sitting outside, against the tower. Both had been zip-tied, and in Popov’s case his good hand was secured to the steps leading to the door.

			Emma, Ronan, and Billy were standing out of earshot of the others but where they could keep an eye on them.

			“You’re not like any movie producer I’ve ever encountered,” Ronan said, his hand wrapped in Emma’s. They’d been that way since they’d come down, as if worried the other would disappear.

			“I just happened to be in the right place at the right time,” Billy said. “That’s all.”

			“Thank you,” Emma said.

			“Yes,” Ronan said. “Thank you.”

			“Glad I was able to help. I would appreciate it, though, if we could play down my involvement. The gossip sites would have a field day.”

			“I hadn’t even thought about that,” Ronan said. “Of course. No one will hear it from me.”

			“I don’t really like lying,” Emma said, “but I’ll do my best in this case.”

			“Thank you,” Billy said.

			

			—

			The area was soon crawling with sheriff’s deputies. Billy had also called Detectives Sanchez and Jensen, and both were in attendance.

			“No Captain Wilson today?” Billy asked them.

			Sanchez and Jensen shared a bemused look, then Sanchez said, “The captain is no longer on the case.”

			Jensen put a hand to the side of his mouth and whispered, “Suspended, and won’t be coming back. But you didn’t hear that from us.”

			Billy grinned and nodded. “Then can we assume Emma is no longer a suspect?”

			“Emma was only a suspect in one person’s mind, and as we didn’t tell you, that person’s opinion no longer matters.”

			“I’ll let her know. But first, I have good news for you.”

			He told them about his suspicion of Popov and his people’s involvement in Katy Lane’s death. He suggested they might start by talking to one of Popov’s underlings, all of whom had been escorted to the tower before anyone else had arrived. The detectives jumped at the idea.

			Billy’s phone rang. He moved somewhere private and answered.

			“I thought our agreement was to call me first if something was going to happen to Victor Popov,” Lance said.

			“And I believe I said I would if an opportunity presented itself. Which it did not.”

			“A technicality.”

			“Reality,” Billy said. “I take it you’ll swoop in and pluck Popov from the local authorities.”

			Lance sighed. “I suppose I must. What do you think the chances are he’ll turn on his contacts in the U.S.?”

			“Did I forget to tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			“I have videos of Popov talking about a certain senator, and other influential people that I’m sure you’ll find quite helpful.”

			There was a moment of silence before Lance said, “I look forward to viewing them.”

			“I’m sure you do.”

			Seconds after he hung up with Lance, Stacy called him.

			“What’s up?” he answered.

			“What’s up? Where are you? You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago! Please don’t tell me you weren’t lying about me handling this alone.”

			He’d forgotten about the meeting with Pike and Tina. “Something came up I could not ignore. But don’t worry, I should be able to get there in fifteen minutes.”

			He heard her relay the information to Pike and Tina.

			“That is totally unacceptable,” Pike said, loud enough to carry over the line. “I am not waiting another second.”

			Billy heard Tina say something, then the line went quiet for several seconds.

			“Pike’s gone,” Stacy said. “And Tina wants to talk to you.”

			The phone was passed, then Tina said, “Hello, Billy.”

			“Tina, I am deeply sorry for running late, but something unavoidable came up.”

			“It’s all right. This was never going to end well, anyway. You may want to call your PR team, though.”

			“Why?”

			“Before we came to the restaurant, I overheard Pike talking to someone about a meeting later tonight at a bar near our hotel. I’m pretty sure it was a reporter.”

			“I see. And do you happen to know the name of this bar?”

			

			—

			Forty minutes later, Pike Westin spotted Paula Leeds entering Doolittle’s Bar and waved her over to the booth he’d reserved in the back.

			After she was seated opposite him, he motioned to the glass in front of her.

			“For you,” he said.

			“Champagne?”

			“I know you’re partial to it.”

			“I am, but I try to save it for special occasions.”

			“I believe our discussion will fill that bill nicely.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

			Pike started to weave a story that was barely anchored in reality, and one that made him out as the victim of Centurion Pictures and, more specifically, Billy Barnett.

			He was just getting to the part about the meeting he was supposed to have had with Billy that night when Billy Barnett himself slipped onto the seat beside him.

			Pike’s eyes bulged, while Paula looked amused.

			“Hi, Pike, Paula,” Billy said.

			“Good to see you, Mr. Barnett,” Paula said. “How are you doing?”

			“Very well, thank you. And you?”

			She could barely keep her grin from growing, no doubt anticipating a showdown between the two men. “Right now, I don’t think I’ve ever been better.”

			“Wha…How…How did…” Pike stammered, still stunned.

			“How did I know you were here? Because you are not nearly as smart as you think you are.”

			Pike’s expression hardened. “Paula and I are having a private conversation. So, if you don’t mind.”

			“I actually do mind. And you are kind of in public here, making it easy for someone to, say, let me listen in via their phone.”

			The woman in the next booth turned and waved her phone at them. Pike’s jaw dropped. It was Stacy, Billy’s assistant.

			“I heard your fantastical story,” Billy said. “With that kind of imagination, you should consider getting into screenwriting. I thought Paula might appreciate hearing the truth, though.”

			“I told her the truth,” Pike argued.

			Billy pulled a thumb drive out of his pocket and set it on the table in front of him.

			“What’s on that?” she asked, practically salivating.

			“Among other things, every single take Pike shot on Regina Gideon’s new film and a very interesting conversation Pike had with myself, Ben Bacchetti, and Tina Martin in his trailer last Thursday, before he was given an ultimatum to get his act together. Basically, anything you’d need to check if Pike has been telling you the truth or not.”

			“You recorded me without my permission?” Pike said.

			“I think you’re losing sight of what’s important here,” Billy said. He picked up the drive and looked at Paula. “This would be a huge story. Of course, it would also destroy Pike’s career.”

			“You can’t give that to her,” Pike pleaded, oblivious to the fact that his protestation confirmed that he’d been lying.

			“I very much can,” Billy said. “But I offer a compromise.”

			“What compromise?” Pike asked.

			“Not for you. For Paula.”

			“I’m all ears,” she said.

			“I will get you exclusive access to the production of Peter Barrington’s next film, plus a one-on-one interview with him. In exchange, this”—he waggled the drive—“stays with me.”

			“Throw in interviews with his wife, and Tessa Tweed, too, and you’ve got a deal.”

			Billy pretended to think about it for a moment, then nodded. “Done.”

			He held out his hand and she shook it.

			Billy turned back to Pike. “As for you, consider this as dodging a bullet.”

			“How do I know you won’t release that to someone else?”

			“I’m not in the gossip game. But if I hear even a hint of you saying anything bad about Centurion Pictures or Regina Gideon or anyone associated with either, I will express-messenger the drive to Paula and tell her to have at it. It’s up to you. Keep your career? Or go down in flames in the most spectacular and unforgettable way.”

			Unsurprisingly, Pike chose to keep his career.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48
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			Six weeks later, the Hollywood Bowl.

			Billy and the others all jumped to their feet, clapping and whooping as the last song ended.

			They occupied two boxes, front and center, each box made up of four seats. In one was Peter, Damian, Emma, and Ronan, the latter two glued at the hip. In the other box were Billy, Stone, Tessa, and Ben.

			It wouldn’t be long now before they’d all be busy with the filming of Peter’s next movie, in which Damian would be making his big comeback. But tonight was Mari Chen and Hattie’s night.

			On stage, Mari bowed, then waved for Hattie to join her from the piano where she was sitting. The concert had been filled with Mari’s greatest hits, the sold-out crowd mesmerized by every minute.

			“Thank you all for making this a night to remember!” Mari gushed, her voice booming over the speakers. She then turned to Hattie. “I don’t know about you, Hattie, but I’m not ready for it to end.”

			If the crowd had been whipped up before, they were in a frenzy now.

			“How about one more song,” Mari said to enthusiastic approval.

			“Just one?” Hattie asked playfully.

			“We’ll see how it goes.”

			The crowd loved that.

			“One of the new ones?” Hattie asked.

			A collective gasp swept through the Bowl.

			There had been rumors on the internet for weeks that Mari was in a recording studio, working on a new album, but nothing had been made official yet.

			With a twinkle in her eye, Mari said, “Are you talking about the songs we wrote and recorded together, for the album that…” She paused dramatically. This was the moment the whole night had been leading up to. “…will be dropping at midnight tonight?”

			The crowd went wild.

			This was news only a select few had known, mostly those sitting in the Centurion Pictures box seats.

			“Or do you mean one from the album that will be out a month from now?”

			The roar of the crowd was the loudest of the night.

			“You know which song I want to play,” Hattie said.

			“Oh, I do,” Mari replied.

			They shared a smile, then Hattie retook her place at the piano. One of the stage crew brought out a stool for Mari to sit on, while another brought her an acoustic guitar.

			She strummed a few chords, then leaned into her mic. “This one’s called ‘The Wind.’ ”

			A rhythmic whooshing began playing over the speakers.

			“Is that…” Ronan whispered loud enough for the group to hear.

			“I think it is,” Billy replied.

			“If you mean the turbine blades, it is,” Emma said matter-of-factly. “I helped them record it. I even got a songwriting credit.”

			Those in their boxes who weren’t already looking at her turned to stare.

			Tessa said, “You know if this is a hit, and it’s Mari Chen so it absolutely will be, you’re going to be rich.”

			“I’m already rich,” Emma said.

			In the response to the confused faces, Ronan said, “She finalized financing for her Fluxibrator start-up.”

			“It’s not a Fluxibrator,” Emma said.

			Mari’s soulful voice cut off any further conversation, which Billy thought was probably for the best.
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