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Chapter One

	Ada

	Nothing ruins a perfectly good Monday morning faster than a note on your desk from your boss when you arrive at work, asking you to meet him at “your earliest convenience.” I hadn’t even taken a seat and I was already upset.

	And it had been a perfectly good Monday so far. After a long summer, autumn had arrived in Lyon practically overnight, turning the trees lining the Saône and the Rhône, the two rivers running through the city, beautiful red and yellow. The weather was nice, but cool enough for my new velvet blazer, so I’d been able to wear it for the first time. I’d felt very chic and French in it as I waited for the bus, which had arrived on time and had not been too full, so I’d had a seat. There had been no queue at my favorite bakery, and I’d scored one of the brioches that always ran out early. And now this.

	I stared at the yellow Post-it note stuck to my computer screen, my mind racing frantically to figure out what it could mean. The most likely explanation was that it was work-related, something to do with one of the cases I was working on as an analyst in the organized crime division at Interpol headquarters. Maybe my investigation had led to an arrest somewhere.

	I discarded that option immediately. Not that I wasn’t a good investigator, but Laurent Paget, the head of the division, would’ve brought it up publicly. He was a bit of a conceited prig, but it made him look good when his underlings did well, so he made sure everyone knew.

	A less pleasant but plausible option was that an investigation had gone belly-up because I’d made a mistake. I couldn’t immediately recall which of the myriad cases I was working on had the biggest potential for failure, but the notion instantly soured my mood.

	Then a more frightening option hit and my stomach sank. A while back, I’d falsified evidence in a case I’d been working on. Well, the evidence was real and genuinely connected with the case, but since I’d come across it in a less than savory manner, I’d had to log it into evidence in a clandestine fashion. Had Laurent found out? I would lose my job for sure if it was discovered, maybe even face charges.

	From there, my mind spiraled to the worst-case scenario: he’d found out my deepest, darkest secret. That I was an international cat burglar, and a very good one too. There were several files about my cases in the Interpol archives, none of which were connected or cross-referenced, a testament to my skills. The investigators had no idea they were done by the same person. But it would only take one mistake for everything to unravel.

	My hands clammy, I decided to handle the worst immediately. My legs were shaking, but I inhaled and brought my body back under control. I wasn’t a brilliant cat burglar for nothing. I didn’t succumb to panic even under the greatest stress. A chat with my boss was a walk in the park compared to some heists I’d pulled.

	I shook my shoulders to release the tension and put on the pleasant, neutral face that I usually wore at work as Ada Reed, a persona almost as false as my other identities, no matter that it was closest to the real me and was my genuine name. I’d assumed so many personas and names over the years for my criminal activities that my real self often felt like a mask too.

	I gave a brief tug to my clothes, but the off-white silk blouse and knee-length burgundy skirt were perfectly put together, and my wine-red leather walking shoes were as spotless as they’d been this morning. My strawberry-blond hair had grown past its usual shoulder-length bob, and I’d worn it up today. The new chocolate brown velvet blazer was the perfect dot on the “i.”

	My desk neighbor, Richard Svenson, arrived to work as I was leaving. He gave me a questioning look and I smiled. “I’ve been summoned.”

	He made a commiserating face. “Good luck. Don’t put him in a mood. I have a favor to ask of him later today.”

	I promised to do my best as I headed across the floor to Laurent’s office. The door was open, and I gave the frame a brief knock.

	“You wanted to see me?” I asked in French. The official language at Interpol was English, but most people knew more languages. I spoke excellent French, thanks to my French mother, even though I’d grown up in England where my father was from. Laurent’s English, on the other hand, wasn’t as good, so speaking his native tongue would put him in a better mood.

	His answering smile was polite and didn’t reveal anything about the nature of this summons. He was about a decade older than my thirty-two, short and stocky, but what he lost in height he more than made up for in self-importance and well-cut suits. He was a bit fastidious about his looks—and everyone else’s for that matter. He gave me a quick once-over and the smile warmed a notch.

	“Yes. Please, have a seat.”

	I took one of the chairs in front of his desk, which was as neat as his appearances. But that was as far as his fastidious neatness extended. The shelves lining the walls were overflowing with books, files, and random papers tucked where they happened to fit. It was an archivist’s nightmare. And probably a fireman’s too.

	He turned his monitor to face me, showing an Excel table with colored columns. He pointed to one. “I noticed you haven’t taken all your summer holidays yet this year.”

	The opening took me completely by surprise, which hadn’t happened often in my long career as a professional pretender. My mouth dropped open.

	“I … what?” I shook my head. Of all scenarios that had coursed through my head, something this mundane hadn’t even occurred to me. “Are you sure?”

	I was pretty sure I’d had several holidays this past summer, going to Monaco, Rome, Venice, and Milan. Granted, none of them had exactly been relaxing vacations, what with chasing drug lords, being held hostage by mafia bosses, and almost dying a couple of times, but I seldom spent my holidays lying on a beach anyway.

	A smug smile quirked the corner of his mouth. He liked that he’d managed to surprise me. “There was that week you took off to look after your mother in London, but since you fell ill, it has been commuted to a sick-leave. Incidentally, you’ve used all your sick-leave days this year.”

	I’d forgotten about that. I hadn’t actually fallen ill or been taking care of my mother. Or been in London. I’d been held hostage in Rome, and my coworker and best friend, Laïla Diab, had come up with a ruse that I’d had pneumonia. I had hospital documentation to prove it too. Not that I could explain where it had come from.

	“You have until the end of October to use your vacation days,” Laurent continued. I blinked.

	“But it’s already mid-October.”

	“I suggest you begin immediately, then. The remaining days aren’t transferable, so you’ll lose those.” Interpol had a generous vacation scheme, so it was a loss of at least ten days. I could’ve made good use of them if I’d noticed earlier.

	He turned the monitor back to facing him. “I’ll mark you being on vacation starting from today. I hope you’ve nothing pressing you’re working on?”

	Still reeling, I ran a checklist in my head. “Nothing that won’t hold.” Interpol investigations dealt with cases spanning nations, and often took months or years to bring to the point where local law enforcements could make arrests. Nothing was pressing.

	“Excellent. Have a great holiday, and don’t show your face here until November.”

	“Thank you, sir,” I said feebly, getting up and exiting the office, my legs almost as tottery as when I’d come in.

	My brain hadn’t caught up with events by the time I returned to my desk, which must have shown on my face, because Richard straightened, alarmed.

	“What happened? Were you fired? Did someone die?”

	I gave him a bewildered look. “I’m on a summer holiday.”

	He blinked, then snorted a guffaw that sounded across the large room. “That’s a good one. You had me fooled for a moment there.”

	“I’m serious. Apparently, I haven’t remembered to use my vacation days this year and I have until the end of this month to do so or I lose them.”

	“But … weren’t you in England for over a week? Wasn’t that your summer vacation?”

	“Technically, it was a leave of absence to look after my mother, but then I fell ill and HR changed it to sick leave.”

	“Huh. What are you going to do now?”

	I picked up my leather satchel. “I’ll go home. I’m not staying where I’m not welcome.”

	His eyes twinkled. “That’s the spirit. Well, have a nice summer holiday. Bring me a souvenir.”

	“Provided I leave home…”

	His laughter followed me out.

	I didn’t head straight home. Laïla needed to know what was up, so I rode the lift to the belowground floor where the tech department was. It was a labyrinthine space with many corridors and nooks, but I knew my way and located the cybersecurity department with ease.

	“Ada!” Laïla said, delighted, when she spotted me, taking off her headphones that she never went anywhere without. I was honored.

	At twenty-five, she was just about the best cybersecurity expert we had, though people usually dismissed her based on her looks. She was short, and wiry thanks to a lifetime of self-defense practice, with a black belt in several disciplines. Her arms were tattooed in defiance of her Algerian family’s traditions, and bare despite the weather—it was always warm in her room that was full of servers—and her hair was shorn short and dyed in several colors—also to the great upset of her mother.

	I pulled up a chair next to her and dropped down. “I’m on a summer holiday,” I stated, sounding gloomier than I intended.

	“Why?” she asked, interested enough that she lowered her feet from the edge of the desk and swiveled her chair to face me. “Haven’t you used all your days already? You had that thing … in March, wasn’t it?”

	I’d forgotten that completely, but since I had no recollection which ruse I’d used to cover for that—never a good thing—I just nodded. “I think that was my winter holiday. And the Monaco thing this summer was mostly over a weekend, and since it led to an arrest, I could use it as work. And then the Italy thing…” I made a face and she grimaced too.

	“I lost some of my vacation time for that.”

	“Maybe next time you don’t rush headfirst into my messes,” I said dryly. She pulled straight, incensed.

	“It was worth it.”

	“Hardly, but I’m glad you were there anyway.”

	She grinned. “How long do you have? What are you going to do?”

	“Until the end of this month, and I have no idea.”

	“Not getting abducted, ideally?”

	“Absolutely,” I said, with feeling.

	She turned to her computer and began to click faster than I could follow. “I’m checking last-minute departures from Lyon… There’s ten days in Tenerife leaving tonight.”

	“I’m not much into beach holidays,” I said, leaning to look at the screen too.

	“A week in Athens?”

	That was more promising. “I’ve been there. And it’s like an oven at this time of year.” Early October might be autumn in France, but it was full-on summer warmth in Greece still.

	“There’s that… How about Paris?”

	It would be great, work-wise—the other job—but as a holiday destination it didn’t tempt me. I’d been there too often.

	“Never mind, it went already,” she said before I could answer. “So, where would you want to go?”

	I gave it a thought. If my only goal was to rest and relax, anywhere would be fine, even a beach. I wasn’t into heat and sunbathing though, so I’d rather go hiking in Scotland or Alps or something. The idea tempted me for a moment, and I almost said it aloud.

	But I never simply holidayed. I always used the opportunity to pull a heist. Problem was, I had nothing lined up, and planning those took time. But I did have unfinished business, and this would be a perfect opportunity to handle it.

	“Macau.”

	“Macau? As in, China?” She blinked, baffled, then she tilted her head like a curious bird. “Is this about Eliot?”

	I gritted my teeth so hard I almost bit my tongue. “Maybe.”

	Eliot Reed, no relation, was the most pressing problem I had. Not because he was a mystery I wanted to solve, or because he’d been instrumental in the scrapes I’d found myself in this summer, or even because he’d managed to pull one over on me—though he would answer that. All those were true. But because he knew my true identity as a cat burglar. And he’d disappeared from the face of the Earth before promising me he wouldn’t reveal it. Macau was the only clue I had—and I’d looked, thoroughly, with all the Interpol assets available to me—so that’s where I’d go.

	“He said he’d love to work as a casino manager there.”

	She began to click her computer again. “There are no direct flights from Lyon, but I can book you one from Amsterdam to Hong Kong.”

	Hong Kong sounded great work-wise too, but I shook my head. “Thanks, but I’ll look into it when I’m in a proper headspace. I’m still reeling from this sudden turn of events.”

	She grinned. “I hear you. Just let me know where you’re going. And no getting into trouble.” She gave me a stern look that actually worked. She was mostly in charge of raising her younger brother, who was a handful, and she had the look perfected. She’d inherited it from her mother, a lovely but scary woman.

	“Now, get out of here and don’t come back until November.”

	The morning commute rush hadn’t even ended when I headed back home. Since I had nothing better to do and the day was fine, I walked through the park by Interpol Headquarters, crossed the Rhône, and walked across the old town to Saône, past several of my favorite cafés, the town hall, and art museum. And the restaurant near the opera where I’d had dinner with Eliot before I learned he knew who—and what—I was.

	As if that wasn’t bad enough, then came the events in Milan. He’d colluded with my “late” husband Danny—not that I’d entirely believed he was dead, so his miraculous resurrection hadn’t been a great surprise—and had helped Danny fake his death again without telling me. And then he’d disappeared. There were no traces of Eliot Reed anywhere.

	Eliot Reed, the whole thirty-two years, six foot two of trim body and beautiful blue-green eyes of him, was either a secret agent or a criminal like me. And I needed to know which. He’d caught me red-handed opening a safe that wasn’t mine. A criminal would protect my secret. An agent, not so much. That he hadn’t spilled the secret so far didn’t mean anything. Maybe he was waiting for the best moment, or leverage.

	Because of him, I’d been pulled into a murder investigation that turned into a trafficking case, with us almost ending up being trafficked. He’d meddled in the mess I’d found myself in thanks to Danny. That he’d saved my life too didn’t really matter. Then he’d disappeared and I had no way of making sure he wouldn’t reveal my secret or use it against me somehow.

	The first chance I’d had, I’d checked a bank vault in Rome he’d shown me where he kept his stash of several IDs and money. He’d given me a key to the safe deposit box, but it turned out to be empty by the time I got there. I’d memorized a couple of his aliases though, and I’d kept an eye on them. So far, none of them had alerted, so he wasn’t using any of them. Wise of him.

	But he’d talked about retiring to Macau once. Since it was my only clue, I’d been monitoring the Chinese casino island these past months. I’d gotten nothing from there either, though I couldn’t be sure if it wasn’t the Chinese system keeping me out. Laïla would’ve been able to get through it, but I hadn’t wanted to involve her. But now that I had time on my hands, I could travel there and look myself.

	One way or another, I would find him. And then I would demand he tell me exactly who he was. I didn’t care whether he was an agent or a criminal. I just wanted to be sure he would keep his mouth shut.

	Energized by my decision, I hurried to my home on Quai de la Pêcherie that ran along the Saône. It was a long boulevard in the old town lined with five- and six-story buildings from the eighteenth century, with restaurants and small shops on the ground floor and very sought-after flats above. An Interpol analyst couldn’t afford one with her salary, especially a unit with a river view, but I didn’t have to rely on my income. Though when anyone asked, I said I’d inherited money.

	I had to use my ill-gained wealth for something.

	The only drawback of living in a building this old was that there was no lift, but climbing up to the fourth floor kept me fit. The hallway was faded green and yellow, but I’d renovated my flat before I moved in. It was my safe haven, my only place where I could securely be me.

	The entrance hallway had a bathroom on one side and a kitchenette on the other, and opened onto a living room. It was only one window wide, narrow and deep, but I didn’t need much space. It was cozy, if a tad impersonal.

	The room originally had two windows, but I’d built a wall in the middle and created a bedroom. The place did have an actual bedroom too, but I’d hidden it. It could only be accessed through a secret door in my walk-in closet.

	That was where all my illegal activities were hidden.

	I pushed aside the clothes that concealed the door and went in. Sometimes the uncomfortable way in annoyed me and I contemplated just leaving the wall empty. No one ever visited me. But reason always won, and I diligently spread the clothes back over the hidden door when I left.

	Eliot had found the room anyway. Another reminder of how dangerous he was. 

	I headed straight to my desk to power up my laptop, past the armoires and drawers that held my disguises, wigs, ropes, night-vision goggles, and everything else a good burglar needed. I also had a couple of practice safes; older models, but I needed to keep my skills fresh with those too.

	“Let’s see…” I said aloud as I opened the page I usually used when I booked flights, a service for wealthy private individuals who didn’t want their travelling plans to be public knowledge. I never logged in when I made searches, and often routed the IP through aliases. I didn’t want there to be records of my searches to places where valuable jewelry went missing.

	I spent a good hour checking hotels in Hong Kong and Macau. Only the luxury ones, as I was on holiday and money wasn’t a problem. I chose a suite in the best-looking hotel in Hong Kong, and then selected flights on an airline that provided private cabins with a bed. There weren’t any flights until the next evening, but it didn’t matter. I’d spend a day in Amsterdam, where the flight left.

	Searches done, I logged on to a public site and booked everything under my own name. I didn’t do that often, but I was on holiday and I wanted Interpol to have a solid fix on me. That meant I couldn’t indulge in my other business while I was there. I had things to do anyway. I’d find Eliot, and then spend the rest of my holiday doing whatever I wanted. After I’d secured a promise that he would keep my secret.

	Right. As if that would happen. It would be like looking for a needle in a haystack trying to find someone who didn’t want to be found. If Eliot was as good as I was with disguises, I wouldn’t even know who I was looking for.

	I had everything booked and paid when my email pinged, startling me. I didn’t use this computer for anything but work-related communication—my illegal work—so that meant a job offer.

	I opened the secure email program, encrypted and separate from all social media with their spying habits. My body quickened when I saw the name of the sender: Handler. My main contact to the criminal underworld.

	I’d never met them, and knew nothing about them, not their age, gender, or where they lived, but I tended to think of them as “he.” I’d inherited him from my father who used to refer to him as “the whelp,” which sounded like a male, and which in Dad’s vernacular meant anything from a teenager to someone a couple of years younger than him. Dad was in his late fifties when he died six years ago, so my handler could be anything from his twenties to sixties, but I presumed the latter.

	My handler arranged jobs for me, took care of the goods, and paid me what I was owed directly to my Swiss bank account. I’d never had any trouble with him, and the most lucrative, most interesting jobs always came through him. All in all, he made my criminal life easy.

	The subject line read “Hummingbird.” It had been my father’s pet name for me, and I’d resented at first that my handler used it as my code name. But after my initial grief for Dad’s passing had eased, I’d come to like this small connection to him. No one else used the pet name anymore, not even my mother who never had.

	The email only read: See the attached file, so I downloaded it. My mouth went dry when I read the first line:

	Maharaja Blue has surfaced. You have until Sunday.

	 


Chapter Two

	Ada

	All the plans I’d made, my determination to go after Eliot, were instantly wiped away. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to prove my mettle as a thief. I was good, but I was more a private safes good, not museums good.

	The Maharaja Blue was the ultimate cat burglar catnip, a large, flawless blue diamond from India in the nineteenth century. A maharaja had gifted it to Queen Victoria, who gave it to her daughter Victoria on her marriage to the future emperor of Germany, who later gifted it to their daughter, Princess Sophia, when she married King Constantine I of Greece. But then it disappeared, likely looted by the Nazis. It had surfaced in the early ‘90s at a Christie’s auction, only to disappear again before the British and German governments could settle which country had a greater claim to it, but it had never been completely lost to the criminal underworld where it had changed hands several times since. 

	I wanted a chance to steal it too.

	My hand was shaking a bit to my embarrassment, as I read the rest of the document. The schedule was tight, but it was doable. I sent my answer. I’ll take it.

	Almost giddy with excitement, I began making new plans. I didn’t mind losing the flimsy opportunity to go after Eliot, or wasting money on expensive plane tickets. I needed those tickets to prove to Laïla I was in Hong Kong, and I’d more than make up for them with what the diamond brought.

	I read my handler’s instructions carefully several times, making plans and then contingency plans. The diamond was being sold on the downlow to Marios Galanis, a Greek olive oil king, on a small North-Aegean island, Thasos, but by whom wasn’t clear. You couldn’t exactly publicly auction a diamond that had been stolen several times if you didn’t want to bring attention to it. I was amazed that my handler had learned about the transaction in the first place.

	Galanis, sixty-one, wanted the diamond for his soon-to-be fourth wife, Selina Ioannou, twenty-four, a runway model. All Greek magazines were full of articles about the upcoming nuptials, so I learned that Selina had saved Galanis’s life, and since he’d been between wives, he’d decided to reward her by marrying her.

	The wedding would take place at Galanis’s villa on Thasos on Saturday. It would be the event of the season, and bring two hundred wealthy and famous guests to the small holiday island. The five-star hotel that Galanis also owned right next to his villa was fully booked for his guests. Other good hotels were surprisingly full too, but I managed to get the bridal suite at the other five-star hotel on the island. Apparently, no other weddings were taking place there this week.

	The transaction of the diamond would happen during a pre-wedding party on Thursday. If I wanted to steal it then, I had a couple of days to case the place. Or I could steal it during the wedding. No one would pay attention to one more random face among the guests.

	Thasos was a popular budget holiday destination, but there was no airport on the island. I booked flights from Lyon to Athens under a false name, and from there to Kavala International Airport near the town of Keramoti, from where a ferry would take me to Thasos.

	Getting off the island with the diamond would be the tricky part. Ideally, no one would notice that it was gone until I was far away, but anything could happen. A storm might stop the ferries from operating, or there could be a strike. I spent more time coming up with exit plans than entrance plans.

	Deciding what equipment to bring was difficult, as I had no intel to work on. I had a routine for basics, but each heist required special equipment. I had the latest in electronic devices that would help me open the safe, but it wasn’t foolproof. On-site security was unknown too. I couldn’t rely on the island to have what I needed, so I had to bring everything. And then I had to decide on who I would be.

	My flight wasn’t until early evening, so I spent the afternoon packing, puttering about the house, emptying the kitchen and watering the plants. By the time Laïla arrived to see me off, I was ready.

	“Are you sure that’s enough for a two-week trip to Hong Kong?” she asked, amazed, staring at my luggage, a suitcase that contained climbing ropes, wigs, a wetsuit, and other work-related stuff, and a cabin trolly for what I needed on the road.

	“Summer clothes don’t take much space. And I can buy what I need there,” I said with a shrug. “Do you have my key so you can come water the plants?”

	“Yes, yes,” she assured me. “Just don’t go disappearing this time round. I can’t afford to fly to the other side of the world to rescue you.”

	“I’ll do my best,” I promised.

	“Do you have your tickets? Passport?” she fussed as she followed me to the street, where her small Renault Clio was waiting. She’d promised to give me a lift to the airport. I’d demurred, but it made her happy, so I’d given in. 

	I showed her my passport—the genuine one—and the ticket to Hong Kong via Amsterdam. As far as she was concerned, I was headed to China for two weeks.

	She didn’t seem any calmer. “What about currency? I hear Western cards aren’t always valid there. And phones don’t work with Western SIM cards.” 

	“I have detailed instructions on how to get a sim card that works in China, how to download the app people use there for paying, and I will exchange currency at Schiphol.”

	This wasn’t my first trip to Hong Kong, or mainland China. I knew how things worked there. But I couldn’t reveal that.

	My real travel documents were hiding in the inside pocket of my over-the-shoulder bag. I wasn’t travelling to Thasos under my own name. There was no passport control on EU flights for EU citizens, but on the off chance someone wanted to see it, I had a very genuine-looking French passport for a random alias I’d used for booking the first flight, and another for the alias I’d use on Thasos.

	Laïla calmed down by the time we were on the motorway to the airport, and managed to talk about other issues, mainly about my obsession with Eliot Reed, which she brought up whenever I tried to locate him.

	“I’m not obsessed,” I said, miffed.

	“Then it’s an unhealthy crush.”

	“It’s definitely not a crush.” It might have been, initially, but his betrayal in Milan had wiped that away. But since I couldn’t tell her why I was after him, I was left with feeble excuses. “I wouldn’t chase a man to the other side of the world for a crush.”

	“What if he’s not in Macau?”

	“That’s fine. I’ll have an interesting holiday.”

	In a way, I was glad that the diamond had made me postpone the hunt for Eliot. I didn’t have any real clues for his whereabouts, and more likely than not, the trip to Macau would’ve been a bust.

	We reached the airport in good time before my flight—the flight to Amsterdam Laïla thought I was taking was scheduled earlier than my real flight—and said goodbyes by the car. “Send me a message the moment you arrive,” she ordered me. “And photos.”

	“I’ll try my best.” And I would too. I’d uploaded a few photos from my earlier visits to Hong Kong on my laptop and would route those via Hong Kong to her one at a time. She’d never know I wasn’t there.

	The flight to Athens was short and uneventful. I took a taxi to a five-star hotel in the city center, and spent an uneventful night there. In the morning, I located the street with luxury shops. I didn’t have suitable clothes to infiltrate a society wedding or anything that screamed money. For once, I wasn’t aiming at hiding.

	Back at the hotel, I repacked everything I’d brought into Louis Vuitton suitcases I’d bought. The old suitcases would stay in the hotel room that I’d booked until Sunday. Then I put on my disguise, which I hoped I’d be able to maintain until I had the diamond.

	I loved choosing disguises, thinking about the persona I wanted to present and the details that went with it, like hair and eye color, the clothes and accessories, and how she walked. If it was a disguise to pull off a con, it was also important to know how she talked, what her opinions were, and how she used money, among other details.

	I’d chosen to be Vanessa Andersson. She was recently divorced of an American tech millionaire, one of Silicon Valley’s success stories. Her US passport was as genuine as money could get me. The divorce hadn’t settled to her advantage and she was on the lookout for husband number two. Hopefully, a billionaire this time round. Why she’d come to Europe, I had no idea other than it was cheap on Thasos, and there was a society wedding taking place that she very much wanted to attend.

	She was blond, brash, and shameless. It didn’t come naturally to me to be forward, but I’d make it work. Having attention on me would make the con slightly more difficult, but it was necessary if I wanted access to the villa. I’d just have to be extra careful.

	The blond wig was the most expensive I owned, real hair and reaching almost to my buttocks. Contacts made my pale blue eyes deeper blue, and very natural-looking silicon padding in my bras and bikini tops added two cup sizes to my more modest chest.

	I’d had a mani-pedi while I was shopping, and my toenails were bright red. Fingernails were custom made and a tad longer than I preferred, though not so long they wouldn’t fit inside vinyl gloves. And while the color was a more conservative pale pink, the right index finger had a pink Swarovski crystal embedded in it. I kind of liked it.

	I’d brought with me a good selection of my own jewelry, gold chains, various pearl and diamond earrings and bracelets, and most importantly, a huge diamond ring that I wore on my right hand. It was Vanessa’s engagement ring, which she’d refused to give back and now wore to rub her ex’s face in it.

	Clothes took some thinking, but I googled what rich housewives in California wore and came up with a ‘50s aesthetic, with a couple of additional designer pieces I’d purchased that morning. Vanessa’s black Amex had power.

	Every detail as perfect as I could make it, the face staring at me in the mirror alien to even my eyes, I placed a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door of my room and headed to the airport.

	At six that evening, Vanessa Andersson exited the Kavala International Airport with great flare. She was wearing fifties-style high-waisted red pencil skirt and a white halter-neck top with red polka dots and a sweetheart neckline that showed a generous bust and tiny waist. Her long legs were made even longer with high-heeled Jimmy Choo sandals that clipped a steady rhythm as she crossed the tiled floor to the taxi line. Her head and face were covered by a large-brimmed summer hat and Chanel sunglasses. Heady scent of Chanel no 5 trailed after her, along with three Louis Vuitton suitcases in pink. Everyone noticed her.

	Gritting my teeth, I held my head high as I cut to the front of the taxi line, ignoring the protests of people waiting. The driver had the good sense not to argue. He simply lifted the luggage into the back of the car and opened a door for me. A moment later, we were on our way to the Keramoti ferry dock.

	The fifteen-minute drive was probably one of the longest of the poor driver’s life, as I kept complaining the whole time about the flight in an annoying nasal voice and what I hoped was a passable Californian accent. I bet he thanked God that he didn’t speak English well enough to comment.

	The ferry was about to embark, and at my insistence the driver helped my luggage on board. But at least I tipped handsomely. I wasn’t sure Vanessa would’ve, but the man would definitely remember her if anyone asked.

	The sun was setting and most tourists travelling to Thasos were on the deck to take photos of the beautiful Aegean Sea. I would’ve loved to watch the scenery too, but I went into one of the passenger salons and sat there for the hour-long journey speaking loudly on my phone, complaining about my trip so far. No one sat near me.

	The hotel car service was waiting for me at the harbor. The driver picked the luggage as I sat in the car, enjoying the airconditioned coolness after the sweaty salon.

	The hotel was a half-hour drive west along the scraggly coastline of the island. It was already dark, and the road went mostly through woods, so there wasn’t anything interesting to see. I abandoned my annoying persona and coaxed the driver for information about the wedding. He didn’t need encouragement.

	“Bit of a shock for the children, the wedding,” he said, after listing all the celebrities that would be attending, none of whom I recognized. “Getting such a young stepmother. Only three years older than the youngest, who is twenty-one, and several years younger than the other children.”

	I’d secretly snickered at that too, but Vanessa wouldn’t. “Lucky for the bride that all the children are grown-ups. Imagine becoming a stepmother that young.”

	“Especially to daughters who already have children, like Galanis’s two elder daughters,” he laughed.

	“And the son? I believe there is one?”

	“He’s not married. And he’s dead-set against his father’s marriage.”

	“Oh?”

	“He thinks his father is making a fool of himself, and that’s bad for the company’s value. He thinks his father should retire and put him in charge before marrying.”

	I had no idea if this was genuine information or island gossip, but it was good.

	“What is it that Galanis does?”

	“Olive oil. He’s the largest private producer of olive oil in Greece. There are bigger companies, of course, but they’re owned by international conglomerates.” His tone was disparaging. Then he straightened with pride. “Started from humble origins here on Thasos.”

	I knew absolutely nothing about olive oil, so I couldn’t use that as an in. “Well, the wedding is inconvenient for me, because I couldn’t get into the hotel that I wanted closer to town.”

	“This is an excellent hotel too,” he assured me, as we approached it.

	It was a sprawling complex of several two- and three-story buildings built in a circle around a vast pool area, right by the sea, with a small beach and nothing but grassland around it, the mountains that filled the center of the island in the distance. If one wanted to vacation in peace, this was the perfect place.

	“A word of warning, though,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “There’s been a series of burglaries at the hotel this past month. Valuables have disappeared in guests’ rooms. People blame the cleaning ladies, but they’ve been working here for ages and haven’t suddenly turned thieves.”

	That was interesting. “I’ll be sure to lock my diamonds into the safe.” It would be embarrassing for a burglar to be burgled.

	The main building was bathed in warm lights. The driver pulled over by the reception door and then helped me bring the luggage in. The lobby was a beautiful open space that had a gleaming marble floor—local, I’d wager, as there was a marble quarry on the island—and a gabled glass-ceiling like in a hothouse, with the gable ends left open to let in fresh air—and an occasional bird, judging by the fluttering of wings I detected above. Or maybe bats. There were lounge chairs and potted palms in the middle in comfortable groups. The reception desk was hiding behind marble columns on one side. To my relief, there was no queue, but Vanessa would’ve made a scene and walked to its head if she’d had to.

	“Room for Ms. Andersson,” I said, placing my passport on the desk. Getting a genuine American passport was easier than one would think, if one was prepared to pay for it. I found it a good investment.

	The young woman gave me a professional smile and clicked the computer. Her brows shot up when she realized I’d booked the bridal suite, but she hid her surprise fast. “And will Mr. Andersson be joining you?”

	“Absolutely fucking not. He can rot in hell with that floozy he’s been fucking for all I care.”

	She blinked. “Right. I’d better not suggest our romantic dinner on the beach packet, then.”

	“Best not.”

	She handled my check-in fast after that. I’d reserved a car and it would be waiting for me in the hotel parking lot. The receptionist handed me the car’s key and a roadmap of the island, which was both necessary and not, as there weren’t many roads beyond the one that circled the whole island.

	There was no bellboy, so I wheeled my luggage to the lift. The bridal suite was in the main building on the top floor, facing the sea. It had a bedroom and a sitting room, with a long balcony connecting both, and a good view to the sea, currently basking in the very romantic light of a three-quarters-full moon somewhere behind the hotel. It was perfectly good for my needs, but if I’d been here on a honeymoon, the brown rattan furniture and ochre tile floors wouldn’t have seemed very romantic to me. But for a five-star hotel, it hadn’t been all that expensive either.

	I kicked off my shoes and threw myself on the bed. The day had been exhausting, not least for pretending to be Vanessa. This was why I seldom did long cons for my heists. In and out with as little fuss and attention as possible was a far better method.

	My growling stomach reminded me that I hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch. I debated going to the hotel restaurant, but comfort won. I ordered room service, headed to the shower, and was ready to answer the door in my bathrobe when the food arrived.

	“Is the pool open?” I asked the waiter as he set the dinner for one on the balcony, the evening lovely and warm even in mid-October.

	“Yes, madam, until ten, except on Fridays when it closes at one in the morning. Breakfast is served at seven-thirty to ten-thirty, and morning yoga starts at nine by the pool. No advance booking needed.”

	I thanked him and barely waited for him to leave before descending on the food like I hadn’t eaten in months. I didn’t even consider the swim afterwards. 

	I unpacked my clothes but left the items I didn’t want the maid service to notice, like the ropes, in the suitcase. I put my jewelry in the safe, but the flimsy thing wouldn’t stop a pro more than thirty seconds. My decoder took ten. I tested. Then I set the alarm to seven-thirty and went to bed.

	I had no idea where I was when the alarm woke me up. It took me a while to clear my head. I spent an hour becoming Vanessa again, and gathering energy to face the world. I dressed in pink yoga shorts and a cropped yoga top, with a light yellow, mid-thigh kaftan thrown on for my own comfort. Vanessa wouldn’t have cared. My hair was in a ponytail, and makeup was full—out of necessity as I needed it to alter my features. I slipped my feet into flat Dior buttercup sandals, also yellow. I wouldn’t suffer high heels today.

	I packed necessary items in the spacious tan Yves Saint Laurent raffia beach tote I’d purchased in Athens, like a bikini and a camping towel, sunscreen, water bottle
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