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Chapter One

Celine Skye gripped her wine glass and forced herself to look at the thick file on her lap. The room spun around her; her head swam. She stared aghast as the floor surged up to meet her face.

Don’t let me fall, she heard a frail voice whisper. Don’t let me fall.

Celine felt herself choking; heard the sobbing sound that was wrenched painfully out of her throat.

“Celine!”

Blake’s voice, warm with concern, filled her ears. Under the gentle pressure of his hand squeezing hers, the disorienting sensations subsided.

“It’s okay, Celine. Take it easy.”

She smiled gratefully at him. It had been months since she’d perused the FBI file on the Gardner Museum heist. Months before she could bring herself to even touch the thick folder, much less open it.

But Blake—Special Agent Blake Markham of the FBI’s elite art crime team—had been remarkably patient with her. She hadn’t expected him to understand the sickening sensation of guilt that engulfed her every time she thought about their last venture.

They’d recovered a Rembrandt, but at what cost?

But Blake understood—and sympathized. Not Julia, though.

Celine stole a cautious glance at her friend, retired FBI agent Julia Hood, who sat across the coffee table from them in a comfy plaid-covered armchair—grim and tight-lipped, with no trace of her usual warmth in her weather-beaten features.

“I’m sorry,” Celine said in a low voice.

Julia nodded curtly, acknowledging the apology.

Celine swallowed hard, took a sip of her wine—a robust Syrah cultivated and fermented in the vineyard and winery she’d inherited last year—and willed herself to look down again.

Blake’s hand was still on hers, dispelling the venomous voice in her head and the accusing pale blue eyes that perpetually haunted her.

The file was open to the page on the Gardner’s Dutch Room, from where the most valuable of the thirteen works had been grabbed. Celine had already helped Blake and Julia recover three of them. But Penny Hoskins—the Gardner’s Director—was hopeful Celine’s psychic insights would help retrieve the remaining Rembrandts and the Flinck as well.

Celine stared at the page. Black-and-white photos taken prior to the notorious heist contrasted starkly with color images of empty gold picture frames, stripped of the canvasses they should’ve encapsulated.

There was Rembrandt’s Storm on the Sea of Galilee. Before it had been stolen. The facing page showed the same room with the empty picture frame. Next to that was Francisco de Zubaran’s A Doctor of Law. And beneath that, a drop leaf table.

The black-and-white image showed a slender beaker with a flaring neck on top of the table. It was missing in the color picture.

“Are you getting anything?” Julia’s voice was tight with an emotion Celine couldn’t identify. Anger? Frustration? Impatience?

Accusing blue eyes swam into focus. Celine shook her head, trying to dispel the image. Her long red-gold hair fluttered about her face.

“Nothing?” Julia sounded skeptical.

“I just see Belle,” Celine said as the black-clad Lady who’d never left her side shimmered into view.

Arms outstretched, she held the gu—the ancient bronze Shang dynasty wine vessel that had disappeared with the rest of the art.

Don’t forget the gu, Celine.

“She has the gu,” Celine repeated her guardian angel’s words.

Belle wants you to know you’re missing something, Celine, her guardian angel informed her.

I know, Sister Mary Catherine, Celine thought.

But what was she missing? What was she forgetting?

“Death?” Blake’s voice broke in. “Is that what you’re sensing, Celine?”

The presence of Belle—the spirit of Isabella Gardner—usually portended death. Violent death. Celine had sensed it for quite some time now. Ever since she’d gone to visit Clara Hibbert in the nursing home in which she was confined in Boston.

But why would anyone want to murder Clara?

She must’ve spoken out loud because Julia snorted.

“Oh, God! Not that again. No one wants to harm Clara Hibbert, Celine!” Julia’s tone was strident with anger. She shot up, a short, sturdy, white-haired figure. “She’s just fine. Has been all these months.”

Why’d you take my son, Celine? Why’d you do it? Clara’s pale blue, tear-filled eyes gazed accusingly at Celine.

Celine flinched, her hold on Blake’s hand tightening.

“Let’s call it a night, shall we?” Blake glanced up at his former colleague. “It’s been a long day.”

“I’ll say.” Julia snorted. She scooped up her wide leather tote bag and slung the strap over her shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Julia,” Celine spoke softly. “I’m trying. I really am.”

Julia glanced down at her, her features softening. “Yes, I know, kiddo. You just need to . . .” She waved her hand in a vague gesture as though bidding the words to come to her.

You need to let go, Celine, Sister Mary Catherine said. Just let go.

It was the only way she’d get any useful insights. Celine knew that.

But all she could see when she did let go were the despair-filled blue eyes of Jonah Hibbert’s mother.

Slipping her hand out of Blake’s, she rose, walking Julia to the cottage door.

Julia swung her head around, her thick white ponytail brushing against Celine’s chin.

“Look, I know it’s been hard on you. For me, too. These past few months have been tough. But we can’t change what happened.”

She exhaled heavily, staring out at the pinpricks of light in the pitch-black sky.

“And brooding over it doesn’t help.”

Turning around, she reached up to give Celine’s shoulder a quick squeeze and then headed briskly out into the night.
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Celine watched as Julia’s form rounded the corner of the driveway and receded beyond the boxwood hedges that screened her cottage from the rest of the Mechelen Estate—the vineyard and winery she’d inherited from Dirck Thins and his friend and partner, John Mechelen.

They’d been the closest thing to a family Celine had possessed since she’d lost her parents at the age of twelve. Then John had died—an unexpected heart attack. Months later Dirck had been cruelly garroted, leaving Celine with the raw pain of being orphaned yet again.

It was Julia who’d filled the void in Celine’s being, drawing her into the case, giving her something to live for. And now she’d managed to botch that relationship, too.

Will things ever be all right between us, she wondered, clinging to the doorjamb.

“She’s right, you know.” Blake’s voice and his warm, strong hand on her bare shoulder hit Celine like a tiny jolt of electricity.

“Julia’s right,” he repeated, turning her around and gazing earnestly down at her. “Clara’s going to be fine.”

Left unsaid was the undeniable fact that Clara Hibbert had been just fine on the countless occasions Celine had dropped—abandoned, Andrea Giordano, her winemaker would’ve said; deserted, Wanda Roberts, her marketing manager might’ve added—her responsibilities here in Paso Robles to visit Clara’s pricey nursing home in Boston.

There’d been no signs of abuse that Celine could detect. Annabelle—Dirck’s sister—who was visiting her son, Bryan, and had offered to check in on Clara from time to time hadn’t reported seeing anything amiss either.

She stared wide-eyed into Blake’s dark eyes. Logically, he was right. But . . .

He gave her a rueful glance. “But you still sense death, don’t you?”

She shrugged, glancing out the still-open door. “There’s no reason for the General to want her dead, I realize that.”

No one connected with the heist could possibly want Clara dead. There was nothing she knew. The poor woman had Alzheimer’s, was on the verge of complete dementia. She represented no threat at all.

“But what if she’s being abused?” Celine’s green eyes returned to Blake’s face.

What would she do without him? There’d been a time—not too long ago—when she’d have aired these worries with Julia, seeking and receiving reassurance from the older woman.

“She’s not, though,” Blake said quietly. “You’ve checked it out a thousand times.

He closed the door and led her back to the couch.

“Isn’t it possible you’re wrong? About Clara being the intended victim, I mean?”

She allowed him to pull her down onto the couch. They both knew he was thinking of Sofia. Celine had been so convinced a witness in their previous case was in danger that it had blindsided her to the true target.

Blake had been furious with her at the time, she recalled. He’d deserved to be. A woman had been killed because of her. How could anyone get it so wrong?

It was Julia who’d comforted Celine then.

Who would reassure her if she got it wrong yet again?





Chapter Two

Blake wished he could do something—anything—to erase that forlorn, haunted look from Celine’s green eyes. She was hurting; Julia was hurting.

If only he could heal the rift between the two women.

He understood exactly why Celine was traumatized. He’d been there when she’d hurtled out of Clara Hibbert’s room—as though chased by a thousand demons—and crashed straight into his arms.

Clara had lost her only son and Celine blamed herself.

But as a law enforcement officer—albeit one who’d never had to pull the trigger on a suspect—Blake was keenly aware of what Julia was going through as well. Celine’s reaction—no matter how understandable—would only seem like a betrayal to Julia in her current state.

His former colleague had been given no choice. Not that he’d been there. But Blake figured that was the case.

He suppressed a groan. He had a unique perspective on the situation. Trouble was he had no idea how to handle it. What could he say—what words could he use—to repair their relationship?

Aware of Celine’s eyes still on him, he put down his wine glass.

“What exactly did you see?” he asked.

It was how Julia would’ve approached it. He’d heard her do it more times than he could remember.

Whenever Celine’s impressions didn’t seem to jive with reality as they knew it, Julia asked her to describe her visions in detail.

Celine’s beautiful eyes shifted away from his, gazing dreamily into the distance.

“She was holding the gu.”

“Belle?” he asked, although it was obvious who it was.

Celine nodded. “Don’t forget the gu.”

She was repeating Belle Gardner’s words, he realized.

“I feel like I’m missing something.” She turned to him. “Forgetting something.”

He nodded, frowning. What could she be forgetting?

The last time the FBI had checked out a tip on the twelfth century B.C. Shang dynasty vessel, all they’d found was a well-made copy of the item.

That had been nearly eight years ago.

“Problem is we have no probable cause for a second search warrant on Hugh Norton’s premises.” He was talking to himself.

Struck by a thought, he turned to her.

“If you’re sensing death, Celine, isn’t it most likely to be you?”

Who else could it be?

But she shook her head, smiling faintly.

“The General doesn’t want me dead. Not yet anyway. Not until I lead him to the Dutch works he lost the night of the theft.”

The same works Julia wants you to focus on.

The thought entered unbidden into Blake’s mind. He squelched it.

There’d been a time when he’d been suspicious of Julia. Absolutely certain she was as corrupt as her co-workers, who’d been discovered working hand in glove with the Irish mob in Boston. Not anymore, though.

Julia was on the up-and-up, he told himself firmly.
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The same works Julia wants you to focus on.

The thought inserted itself insidiously into Celine’s head. Where had it come from?

The poisonous suspicion was followed immediately by another. Had Julia really been given no choice?

If Jonah were still alive, Celine thought, we could’ve questioned him. Figured out what he knew.

But as it stood, the rookie journalist had taken his secrets to the grave.

Assuming he had any, Celine, she reminded herself.

Impulsively, she leaned forward, resting her palm on Blake’s knee. She saw his eyes widen but didn’t comprehend the reason for it.

“Would you have done things any differently if . . .?” her voice trailed off.

He seemed to know what she was getting at.

“I wasn’t there, Celine,” he reminded her gently. “If you were in danger”—he swallowed—“I’d have reacted the same way Julia did.”

His dark eyes gazed into hers with an intensity that made her turn away.

“And I’d have no regrets.”

“I had to . . . you know that, don’t you?” Julia’s question echoed in Celine’s head.

Of course she’d had no choice, Celine upbraided herself. To think otherwise was churlish.

“Julia saved your life, Celine,” Blake’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “It was a tough call, but you were in danger. She did the only thing anyone could under the circumstances.”

He’s right, Celine, Sister Mary Catherine said. Let it go.

Inexplicably, the dark clouds that seemed to have been hanging over Celine lifted. Relief flooded through her being.

She turned to Blake.

“Thank you for being so patient with me!”

Smiling, she flung her arms around him, drawing him into a close hug.

“You’ve been a good friend.”
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Blake groaned. It was the second time she’d thrown herself into his arms. He didn’t think he could take it anymore.

He tightened his hold around her. Then before he could stop himself or even think about what he was doing, he’d lifted her chin up, dropped his face down, and claimed her mouth.

To his utter amazement, she was returning his kiss.

“Celine!” he murmured, stroking her face, her hair, his hand sliding down to her breast.

She thrust herself closer into his arms.

Then just as abruptly, she’d pushed him away, her eyes staring at him—wild, confused . . . betrayed?

Goddammit!

Clearly, he’d misread her signals.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have. . .”

Words failed him. Goddammit, he cursed himself. What had he been thinking?

Heaving himself off the couch, he headed for the door.
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“Blake, wait!”

Celine watched, dismayed, as Blake pulled the door open and strode out into the darkness.

Thanks, Sister Mary Catherine, she thought bitterly. Thanks.

The kiss had been unexpected but not entirely unwelcome. She’d actually been enjoying it until her guardian angel’s bellowed “What are you doing, Celine?” had completely ruined the moment.

Startled, she’d pushed Blake away only to see the pain of rejection slamming into his eyes. His face had shuttered down, a frozen blank expression settling upon it.

Then he’d stalked out.

Great, that’s another friend I’ve lost. 

Don’t be silly, Celine. You haven’t lost a friend, Sister Mary Catherine retorted. But sleeping with him would have been a mistake.

How would you know? Celine was defiant.

It’s always a mistake, the nun said firmly. Because of the expectations people bring to the situation. 

Trust me, I had no expectations. Good grief, she was an adult, she knew what she was doing!

You need to get to know someone bef—

That’s what we were doing, Celine interrupted the nun, until you nearly shattered my eardrum. 

Good heavens, how else were you expected to get to know someone?

“You’ve got to test-drive a potential partner,” a college boyfriend of hers had once said sagely. The relationship hadn’t lasted beyond a few months, but his advice had stayed with her.

She recalled it now, repeating it for her guardian angel’s benefit.

Blake’s not a car, my dear, the nun responded. Celine could’ve sworn she was chuckling. Neither are you.

Celine rolled her eyes. Was she never to have companionship? She’d lost her family. She was losing what few friends she had. And now it looked like she was going to be denied the consolation of sex as well.

Don’t be ridiculous, Sister Mary Catherine admonished her. Go to confession, Celine. It’ll do you good. 

Why? Celine rolled her eyes. For the sin of almost having sex?

So that you can take communion again, Celine.

Was that her mother’s voice? Celine shook her head. No, it was probably just her imagination.

She’d refused to take communion after her parents had been killed. What is the point of it all? she’d cried when Sister Mary Catherine had tried to overcome her objections.

Determined not to give in, Celine had refused to go to confession as well. You couldn’t take communion if you didn’t confess your sins.

Pushing her memories away, Celine hefted the thick file Julia had left behind onto her lap.

She’d managed to offend both her friends. The least she could do was to make herself useful. It was possible looking at the photos of the crime scene and the stolen art would trigger some impressions.

Gritting her teeth, she turned the pages.

If only she could come up with something useful. Maybe then she’d be able to win them back.





Chapter Three

Celine shivered, huddling closer to the stone pillar that flanked the wooden church door. Why had she come here? She wasn’t even dressed for the cold. It was freezing, the series of narrow arches above her affording little protection against the miserable weather.

A gust of wind blew in, spraying her with tiny pinpricks of sleet. Dear God, the weather was awful! Wrapping her arms around her slender body, she turned to face the double wooden doors.

To her amazement one of the panels stood ajar. They’d both been tightly shut just a moment ago. A warm glow of light illuminated the gray mist outside. Heat seeped out, sharpening the unpleasant sensation of the sopping wet socks that clung to her icy feet and the thin cotton shirt that was twisted around her torso thanks to the gust.

She stretched out a frozen hand, gripping the brass door handle, barely able to feel the cold metal against her skin. It took an effort to tug the door open, but she managed it at last, wincing at the grating sound of wood scraping against concrete.

“Celine!” Sister Mary Catherine, standing by a pillar, waved her in. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

“You’re alive?” Celine stepped forward. She was vaguely aware of the stained glass windows high above her, illuminated in the flickering light of innumerable candles.

“Of course, I’m alive, child.” The nun sounded amused. “Why wouldn’t I be? Come on in. There’s no need to stand out in the cold.”

Carefully treading upon the cold floor, Celine approached the nun. Were they back in the private Catholic school she’d attended in Los Angeles? She craned her neck back, taking in the enormous vaulted ceiling.

This place looked different, though. Gold-framed paintings hung on the walls on either side of her. Where were the Stations of the Cross?

But Sister Mary Catherine gave her no time to ask any questions.

“Come, I want you to meet Jesus.” The nun dipped her hand in the silver stoup of holy water attached to the pillar beside her and made the sign of the cross on Celine.

“He’s here?” Celine said, surprised. “Jesus is here?”

And he wanted to see her? What about?

“Where else would he be?” Sister Mary Catherine was already striding down the nave.

Celine hurried to keep up with her. The walk seemed interminable. Empty pews out stretched on either side of them. Paintings hung on the wall.

It seemed an eternity before they were at the altar. Pushed forward by the nun, Celine glanced up expectantly. There was the crucifix at the center, the Savior hanging from it. It was flanked by a figure of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and another of the Holy Virgin.

Then to Celine’s astonishment, the figure of the Sacred Heart came to life and Jesus stepped down, coming closer.

What was that in his hands? A chalice? Celine leaned forward, squinting her eyes to sharpen the hazy image wavering before her eyes.

But the Savior was already directing her attention to his right toward the immaculate heart of Mary.

“I need you to visit my mother, Celine.”

Celine swiveled her neck, staring at the lifeless statue of the Virgin Mary in a white garment and a blue cloak.

“Visit your mother?” She heard herself repeating. How was she to do that?

The rosary? But she hadn’t prayed it in over a decade.

“Visit my mother before it’s too late, Celine. You need to see her—before it’s too late.”

His voice echoed in her head, taking on a familiar nasal overtone.

Where had she heard that voice before?

“Are you listening, Celine?” Her guardian angel gently pressed her arm.

Before it’s too late. Before it’s too late. 
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The words were still reverberating in her brain when Celine’s eyes opened. The pale light of dawn streamed in through her curtains.

She twisted her head, squinting at the clock on her nightstand. It was barely six. She’d been dreaming.

Clearly. But what had it meant? Anything?

Celine turned her head back, her gaze fixed on the white ceiling looming over her. She’d been poring over the Gardner Museum file—just as Julia had suggested— before she went to bed.

“Who knows, it might trigger some psychic dreams,” the former fed had suggested. It was the only thing they could think of when their usual strategy of inducing a trance had failed miserably—producing only vivid and terrifying images of the shot that had taken Jonah Hibbert’s life.

“I can’t do this,” Celine had gasped. “I can’t do it anymore, Julia.”

Even the memory of it made her shudder. Tight-lipped, she tore her mind away from the impressions swarming her brain.

So, she’d been looking through the Gardner file last night. What had she focused on?

The gu. Belle had told her there was something about the wine vessel she was forgetting.

Then she’d turned the page to the five Degas sketches taken from the Short Gallery. A large color photo of the Manet the thieves had made off with was mounted on the facing page.

In her mind’s eye, Celine had seen a large golden key sitting atop the pages. The image had been so vivid, she’d reached out to touch it, only to feel the glossy paper of the photographs and the thick, rough texture of the paper on which they were mounted.

She’d understood that to mean that the stolen Impressionist works were the key to—what exactly? Some clue or information she was missing about the gu?

Would finding the Degas and the Manet lead to the Shang dynasty wine vessel?

And how did the church fit in? Why had she found herself there anyway?

It wasn’t a church in either Los Angeles, where she’d spent her childhood, or Paso Robles, her home for the past eight years.

Boston? The voice she’d heard coming from the figure of the Savior had sounded so familiar. Where had she heard it before?

Why would she be in a church in Boston?

Because of Blake, the thought jolted through her mind.

Oh, good grief! Celine pushed herself up, impatiently shoving a second pillow behind her to support her back.

So that’s what the dream had been about. Not a psychic dream at all, just the product of an overheated mind. Her overwhelming need to see Clara Hibbert had intermingled with the incipient guilt her guardian angel had induced over the trifling incident with Blake the night before.

And the result had been—well, predictably stupid.

Don’t dismiss it, Celine, she heard Sister Mary Catherine whisper. Don’t dismiss your dream.

Nice try, Celine told the nun. You’re not getting me back into a church that easily, Sister Mary Catherine. Forget about it!





Chapter Four

The raucous screeching of his work cell phone jolted Blake out of his state of semi-wakefulness. The intrusion wasn’t unwelcome. He’d spent most of the night tossing and turning, the memory of Celine’s rejection churning in his brain.

He reached for his phone, hitting the green button on the screen to accept the call.

“Hello?” His voice sounded hoarse and scratchy, just the way his eyes felt. He’d have to remember to use his prescription eye drops.

“Blake? I hope I’m not disturbing you.” Ella Rawlins’ voice was muffled, as though she had her hand cupped around the receiver of the landline she was using. “Were you asleep?”

Blake glanced at his clock. Barely 6 a.m.

“No, it’s fine,” he assured his personal assistant. He cleared his throat, pushing himself into an upright position on the bed. “What’s up?”

“Listen —” Ella hesitated. “Do you think you can make it back here? Pronto?”

“Sure!” After last night, the prospect of fleeing Paso Robles and the guest cottage he was staying in on Celine’s wine estate was as welcome as a strong rope to a drowning man.

It took a second for the urgency in his personal assistant’s voice to sink in.

“But why?” He slid his legs out of the bed, feet groping for his slippers on the carpeted bedroom floor. “What’s going on?”

His mind raced through a list of possibilities. Other than the Gardner Museum case—which seemed to be at a standstill—they weren’t working on anything particularly important. A couple of minor art thefts had been reported in the past few months.

But both works had been successfully recovered and returned to their owners. The thieves—inept and apparently extremely new at the business—had been easily caught when they’d tried to use one of the antiques stores the FBI was monitoring to get rid of the hot items.

“We got a tip,” Ella began. “About a Degas.”

“One of the Gardner items?” Blake’s hopes surged. Recovering even one of the five Degas sketches would be a small—but much-needed—victory.

If they could do it without Celine’s psychic insights, so much the better.

He was getting tired of the persistent media insinuations that the FBI—bereft of any investigative ideas—was in bed with a psychic. Of course if any journalist had seen him passionately groping Celine last night, it would’ve given a whole new meaning to the accusation.

He winced, resolutely pushing the memory out of his mind. Don’t go there, man!

“ . . . Laundrywoman series,” Ella’s voice drew him back to the present.

“Sorry, what? I missed what you were saying. Bad connection,” he lied. He was damned if he was going to let her know why his mind had been wandering. Ella was sharper than a well-honed bayonet, and there was very little she missed.

It wouldn’t take her long to figure out what had gone down last night. And he didn’t want to hear it—whatever his rabidly feminist personal assistant thought about the way he’d idiotically acted out his attraction to Celine, Blake didn’t want to hear it.

Not now at any rate.

“It was reported stolen in 1998,” he heard Ella say.

“What was?” he asked, frowning.

The exasperated whoosh of air that filled his ears was enough of a clue that he was severely trying Ella’s patience.

“I mean, which Degas was it?”

“I told you, Blake. Weren’t you listening? Woman Ironing.”

She succinctly repeated the details. A woman had called in the tip to the FBI hotline. That she’d steadfastly refused to leave her name had given Ella pause. Nevertheless, the tip had been too specific to ignore.

But when Ella had researched the painting, she’d discovered that Degas had painted a series of three oils on canvas—with the same title and the same theme. “The Met in New York has one. The second is in the National Gallery of Art in Washington. And the third’s in the U.K. in some museum in Liverpool.”

“So a bogus tip?”

Where exactly was Ella going with this? Blake was beginning to feel a headache coming on.

“No, there’s more to it.”

The caller had provided such specific details, Ella had felt obliged to keep digging. She’d called the Connecticut museum where the stolen item in question was currently on loan for an exhibition on the Impressionists.

The Van Hoyt Museum of Art had confirmed the item in question was hanging on the walls in one of their galleries. Although no tests had been conducted, they had no reason to believe it was anything but an authentic Degas.

“Apparently Degas created a little-known fourth work on the same theme. But it was a pastel. Few people—even art historians—know of its existence. The Van Hoyt was actually quite chuffed to have it on loan.”

“And the provenance checks out?”

“As far as they can tell,” Ella said. “I told them we’d received a complaint from an individual that they were passing off a Degas copy as an original.”

Blake stifled a grin. Naturally the museum had been eager to assure Ella the work was genuine.

“But it’s still not evidence the work was stolen,” he pointed out, walking to the window.

The embarrassment that had afflicted him the entire night was beginning to subside under the thrill of delving into a new case.

“You’re right, it’s not.”

But the anonymous tipster had also helpfully provided the name of the private collector from whom the Degas pastel had been stolen.

“So I called the individual, a Harrison Sullivan. He and his wife are both dead. But Harrison Junior said the work had been stolen in 1998.”

“And . . .?” Blake probed, sensing there was more.

“Junior said the theft had been reported to the ALR”—that was the Art Loss Registry; founded in 1990, about eight years prior to the theft—“but get this,” Ella paused, the rhythmic tapping of her pencil the only sound audible for a few seconds, before continuing, “the ALR has no record of the theft.”

She’d searched the database several times before eventually calling to ask why the database was missing a vital piece of information—only to be told it had never been registered as a stolen work.

“Who was handling the investigation? Local police?”

If that had been the case, Blake could see why standard protocol hadn’t been followed.

“Nope. It was the FBI.”

Ella had found an old report in the FBI archives. It had been a compelling reason to follow up on the information. “But the work was never recovered and Junior said the family eventually accepted the hefty insurance payout and moved on.”

“Interesting!” Had the Sullivans orchestrated the theft themselves, Blake wondered. There were only two possible motives he could think of.

The first and most obvious one: to collect on a generous insurance payout. The second was far more subtle and devious. But the Sullivans wouldn’t be the first—or the last—to resort to this desperate measure.

Ella interrupted his musings.

“SAC wants an agent on the ground to look into this,” she was saying.

“No problem. Book me on the first flight out of here.”

He’d have to let Celine and Julia know he was leaving. He wasn’t looking forward to it, but at least the potential awkwardness he’d suffer would be brief.

“And one more thing, Ella,” he spoke briskly into the phone, not allowing his mind to dwell on last night’s mishap. “Start digging into the Sullivan’s finances at the time of the theft.”

“Okay?” Her tentative response irritated Blake. “But are you su—”

“Look, it’s clear something fishy is going on. We need to get the ball rolling on this.”

“Fine.” Ella still sounded reluctant but offered no further objections.

“And while you’re at it, see if the Sullivans had any kind of agreement to donate their Degas to a museum.”





Chapter Five

“Anything happen between you and Blake last night?” Julia’s tone was casual.

The question caught Celine off-guard. Her head pivoted sharply to face Julia. But the former fed was occupied in strapping herself into the passenger seat. All that met Celine’s suspicious gaze were the thick silver-gray strands of Julia’s hair.

Oblique rays of wintry light filtered through the windows and windshield. The Pilot’s engine hummed, the heat beginning to flow through the vents gloriously warm against the early morning chill.

Celine frowned. What exactly had Julia heard? Had Blake come running to her to complain about . . . what exactly? How she’d strung him along only to chicken out at the last minute?

Just at that moment, Julia raised her head, her sharp blue eyes the picture of innocence.

“I couldn’t help noticing that he didn’t leave when I did.” The corners of her lips twitched.“And he sure was quick to call it a night.”

Julia’s lips spread into a mischievous smirk.

Oh, for mercy’s sake! Celine pursed her lips, swiveling around to face the front.

“We were looking at the Gardner file,” she said tersely. “That’s all that happened.”

“Oh?” Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Julia’s brows rise. “And?”

“It looks like we’re missing something.”

Satisfied that both the rear window and the windshield were sufficiently defrosted, Celine shifted the gear to drive and eased the car forward. It would be several hours before the Delft would be open for business, but Celine made it a point to get to the bar early.

It was good for employee morale—and her own, she figured. She’d neglected the business long enough. There was yet another compelling reason to go in early this morning.

Paso Robles Cab-er-Neigh—a local wine touring company with a horse-drawn carriage in the shape of a wine bottle as its logo—was scheduled to drop off a group of tourists at the Delft. Celine had promised to personally oversee the wine tasting at the bar before accompanying the group to the Mechelen for a guided tour of the winery.

“Trust me, there’s nothing like having that personal touch,” Shirley Douglas, the tour operator, had advised Celine. “The owner of the winery herself there to talk about the history of the vineyard, providing an overview of the wine-making process.”

Shirley had used her broad palms to frame an imaginary picture in the window as she spoke.

“They’ll love it!” The stocky, white-haired woman had beamed delightedly at Celine. “Your sales will be through the roof, my dear. You’ll see.”

Julia’s voice filtered through Celine’s memory, bringing her back to the present.

“I beg your pardon, what?” Celine slowed down as she approached the wrought iron gates of the Estate, waiting for Bob Massie, their handyman-slash-guard, to open them for her.

“What are we missing?” The former fed spoke slowly, as though repeating herself.

Celine sighed. “I wish I knew.”

Returning Bob’s wave, she pushed down on the accelerator and cruised smoothly through the gates.

“I keep seeing the gu in Belle’s hands. She’s telling me not to forget it.”

It’s connected, Celine, Sister Mary Catherine whispered.

What’s connected, Sister Mary Catherine? But her guardian angel remained frustratingly silent.

“The only clue we’ve had about that in all these years”—Julia rolled down her window, letting a whoosh of cold wind into the car—“is the one Laurie Robbes phoned in all those years ago.”

And that had been a tenuous tip at best. It had certainly not panned out.

Shivering against the brisk wind, Celine pulled her scarf up. A Boston native, Julia was used to far frostier weather than Celine. For Julia, fifty-nine degrees signaled a pleasant fall, and in January hinted at a beautiful spring.

Celine debated requesting the former fed to roll up her window, then decided to tough it out. They were getting along fairly well this morning. There was no need to rock the boat.

“I still think Hugh Norton is somehow mixed up in this,” she said instead.

Six months ago, she’d sensed a powerful male figure at the heart of the Gardner theft. Not the General—who was a vicious mobster—but his well-connected, well-heeled accomplice.

Norton, an art insurer, certainly fit the bill. The man had a rich nexus of connections that insulated him from any investigation.

Last year, the FBI had discovered a mole in its ranks. It had been Norton’s recommendation that had enabled the mole to find its way in. When the matter had been brought to his attention, Norton had apologized profusely.

“I’m astounded—and, needless to say, embarrassed,” Blake had reported him saying. “I had absolutely no idea. I thought I was doing a friend—a casual business acquaintance, really—a favor. But young people these days . . .”

More suspiciously, it was Norton who’d compelled a well-known sculptor to create copies of the Gardner’s stolen Dutch art. But they had nothing more than Celine’s insights, bolstered by some witness statements, about this.

The only person who could’ve provided solid evidence against Norton—Anthony Reynolds, the sculptor in question—was dead.

Murdered.

“And Norton’s a huge fan of Impressionist art,” Celine pointed out.

Recalling the golden key she’d seen the previous evening, she proceeded to share the details of her psychic vision. It was possible Julia could make something of it.

But the former fed seemed to be as much at a loss as she was.

“I agree it all fits.” Julia exhaled heavily. “But it’s so circumstantial. What insider connection does Norton have with the Gardner? He’s a donor, maybe. But we’re looking for someone on the inside, right?”

Celine nodded. “So we are. Someone with a vital connection to the museum, who’d know the ins and outs of every decision made.”

She had to admit that didn’t sound very much like Hugh Norton.

Could he have purchased the sketches and the Manet from whomever they were looking for?

“It’s a possibility,” Julia agreed. “But we have no reason to obtain a search warrant against him. And trust me, once our guys know we’re onto him, he’ll be as dead as a Carolina parakeet.” The bird had apparently gone extinct in the early twentieth century.

Penny Hoskins, the Director of the Gardner Museum, had provided that tidbit.

“Overhunted by farmers.” Penny had made a rueful face as she’d presented them with a gorgeous print of the yellow-headed birds on bare boughs—a small token of her appreciation for the works Celine and Julia had recovered so far. “We’re extremely fortunate to have a visible reminder of them in Audubon’s works.”





Chapter Six

The Delft Coffee & Wine Bar on 13th Street didn’t open until 11 a.m. But the back door would be open. Blake pulled into the tiny parking lot behind the bar, guiding his rental to a stop.

Celine’s silver Pilot was in the spot next to his. Blake clenched his lips. Damn, he’d been hoping to avoid her. But that would be beyond rude. Celine had allowed him to stay—at no charge—in one of the guest cottages on the Mechelen.

Bad enough that he’d likely offended her with his unwelcome advances. The least he could do was to leave graciously.

He pushed open the heavy metal back door and walked along the narrow hallway. The kitchen was on the left, already bustling with the hum of staff cooking and baking the wares the Delft offered along with its wines, specialty teas, and coffees.

The door to the stocking room, lined with wooden wine racks, was ajar. He found Julia, Celine, and Wanda Roberts, the Delft’s marketing manager, in the room, busy unpacking crates of the Estate’s red and white wine.

He cleared his throat and knocked on the door. “Hey!”

Celine, he noticed, barely looked at him—her long lashes fluttering quickly up and then down again. His heart sank. That bad, was it?

Fortunately, his former colleague was more friendly. She glanced up, smiling broadly, as did Wanda.

“What’s up?” Julia slid a bottle of a dark red wine into an empty slot in the wooden rack behind her. Her shrewd blue eyes slid knowingly from him to Celine—he wasn’t sure why—and her lips twitched.

“I’ve gotta go,” Blake began. He cleared his throat again. “Back to Boston.”

His gaze shifted toward Celine. He saw her brow beginning to furrow, and then her eyes widened.

“Blake, you really don’t have t—” Celine began much to Blake’s consternation.

She’d barely opened her mouth when he caught the look that passed between Wanda and Julia. Jesus, she’d actually shared the sordid details with them!

Unwilling to be embarrassed any further, Blake brusquely cut her short.

“We got a tip about a Degas.” Damned if he was going to let the women think he was fleeing the scene just because of last night’s mishap!

He was pleased to see Julia’s eyes swiveling back toward him. His words had wiped the annoying grin off the former fed’s face as effectively as a Swiffer power mop.

“One of the Gardner sketches?” She stepped around from behind the table, eager to hear the news.

He was shaking his head when Celine murmured, “It’s connected.”

“No, it’s not.” The words were out of his mouth—a terse, abrupt dismissal—before he could even think about it. Dammit! He’d done it again, discounted her psychic insights out of hand.

“It’s not related to the Gardner theft,” he repeated more gently before turning to his former colleague. “We’ve got word a Degas pastel stolen in 1998 has resurfaced. It’s in a Connecticut museum.”

He succinctly shared the few details Ella had provided him.

“You’re thinking insurance fraud?” Julia asked.

“Sure looks like it. SAC wants a man on the ground ASAP.”

“Of course he does.” Julia grinned, familiar with Patrick Walsh’s tendency to kowtow anytime a case involved one of the wealthy members of New England’s patrician families. And this one involved two. The Sullivans in Boston and the Dodds—Henry Dodd, to be precise—in Connecticut.

The SAC probably felt the need to act the part of peacemaker. Henry Dodd had likely acquired the Degas in good faith. After all the Art Loss Registry had never listed it as a stolen item. Not that their failure to adequately report the theft would prevent the Sullivans from laying claim to their oil pastel.

Blake had said his goodbyes and was headed out the back door when he felt the electric jolt of cool fingers lightly touching his hand.

His head jerked around. It was Celine. He’d been too wrapped up in his thoughts to sense her presence or hear her footsteps following him.

“Listen, about last night—” she began.

“No need to explain,” he interjected hastily. “I totally understand.”

She wasn’t into him. Probably never had been. And when they’d unexpectedly lost a key witness about six months back and Blake had lashed out at Celine, he’d surely destroyed any good feeling she’d ever harbored toward him.

Naturally, she didn’t want to be with him. She needed a rock to depend upon, but he was a coward—a chinless wimp who turned around and blamed the first person he could when an operation went south.

Why would anyone want to be with a guy like that?

She opened her mouth—preparing to be nice, he figured, but he cut her off.

“It’s okay. It really is.”

He pulled his hand out from her grasp and hurried to the safety of his car. The sooner he was outta here, the better.





Chapter Seven

Celine watched, dismayed, as Blake pulled out of the parking lot into the alley, tires squealing. Boy, he sure was in a hurry to leave. He hadn’t even let her make amends.

It takes two to mend bridges, Celine, Sister Mary Catherine whispered.

But that’s exactly what I was trying to do, Celine protested.

He blames himself, Celine.

For what? The question shrilled in Celine’s head. Surely not last night. How had that been Blake’s fault?

But her guardian angel wasn’t done speaking.

It takes two to mend bridges. And they both need to believe it can be done. 

Meaning, what? Celine thought, frustrated. That Blake didn’t believe they could restore their relationship?

She turned on her heels, exasperated. It was the most ridiculous thing she’d heard. She was aware of the loud, staccato tapping of her heels on the stone tile of the hallway.

Blake hadn’t even allowed her to explain how the stolen Connecticut Degas and the Gardner theft were connected. Although—she stopped a few steps away from the stocking room—how exactly were the two thefts connected?

Don’t forget your dream, Sister Mary Catherine whispered.

It’s not one I’m likely to forget, Celine responded.

And, frankly, she didn’t see how a visit to Church—any church—could furnish her with the answers she needed.

She stepped into the stocking room. Wanda and Julia glanced up, features lit up with smiles as brilliant as a halogen work light.

“You two got something going on we should know about?” Wanda’s smile widened. “No need to blush. You guys make a cute couple, don’t they, Julia?” She winked broadly at the former fed.

Dear Lord, not this again!

“They certainly do.” It was Julia’s turn to rib Celine. “Everything okay between you two?” she asked with mock concern. “You guys kiss and make up? It seemed a tad awkward there.”

Celine was at the end of her tether.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” she exploded. “There’s nothing between us. Why would there be?”

She glared at Wanda, taking in the woman’s tight curls and dark skin, before turning to stare at Julia.

Wanda’s smile faded. “Uh, no reason.” She cleared her throat, handed one last wine bottle to Julia, and then cleared her throat again. “I guess, I’d better go see how they’re doing in the kitchen.”

Head stiffly erect, Wanda strode past her and out the door. Celine had barely time to step aside.

Instantly contrite, she reached out to touch the marketing manager on the arm, but Wanda had already gone. Dear Lord, why had she snapped at her friends like that? What was the matter with her?

“I’m sorry.” She turned to Julia, voice coming out in a hoarse croak.

“It’s okay.” Julia came out from behind the table, blue eyes shrouded in concern.

“It’s this new case, isn’t it? You’re sensing something?”

Celine’s heart muscles clenched, a sure sign of death, just as she began to lower her head.

“They’re connected,” she managed to get out. And there was death.

Violent death. Not Clara Hibbert’s. But more imminent than that.

Dear God, Clara really was in danger? But why?

Don’t forget your dream, Celine. Her guardian angel’s admonition echoed in her brain.

Celine reached out, fingers struggling to grasp something—anything. Julia took her hand.

“Come, sit down.” The former fed led her to the solitary chair in the room.

“What are you seeing?” She pushed Celine into the chair and knelt on the floor beside her.

“A woman.” Celine struggled to make sense of her impressions. A vague misty form of a woman bent over the receiver of a phone formed in her mind. “She’s ill. Betrayal. I sense betrayal.”

“And she’ll die?” Julia queried. “Because she called in this tip?”

Celine shook her head. “No, her illness will take her away. But she shouldn’t have stirred the waters. There’s resentment brewing—and death. Murder.”

And there was more than one person who was ill. More than one person who would die.

“You said it was connected?” Julia probed gently. “Connected to the Gardner theft?”

“The same people. The same players.” She raised her eyes. “I can’t help but think Hugh Norton is involved.”

Julia got to her feet. “I’m calling Ella.”





Chapter Eight

“Yes!” Ella Rawlins leaned into the phone receiver.

She’d been pleasantly surprised to receive a call from Julia Hood.

“Yes, the caller was a woman. Did Blake tell you that?”

It wasn’t like the man to consult with his former colleague, but if he’d changed his policy about involving Julia and Celine in their other cases, all the better, Ella thought. When it came to art recovery, the two women had an excellent track record.

They’d already recovered three of the Gardner Museum’s stolen artworks—and the Gardner theft was a case the FBI had long considered so cold, it might as well have been dead.

“No.” Julia sounded surprised. “No, actually, he didn’t. So the tipster was a woman, you say?”

“Yes.” Ella wondered why Julia was making her repeat the information. Had Celine sensed the truth? Ella’s hopes soared. If they could rope Celine into the case—better still, if she voluntarily chose to be involved—they’d have a better than zero chance of getting to the bottom of this affair.

“Look, Celine’s been getting something on this,” Julia was saying.

“Yes?” Ella leaned forward, pen at the ready.

“She thinks they’re connected . . .”

“Connected?”

Ella pressed the receiver closer to her ear, not sure she’d heard correctly.

“You mean this Degas and the Gardner heist?”

It was such a vague tip. Didn’t Celine have anything more specific?

Ella tamped down the disappointment she felt. Maybe there was more.

She sure hoped there was something more concrete than that. They weren’t very much closer to discovering who was behind the Gardner theft. A mobster who went by the moniker, the General, and an art-loving elite she’d nicknamed the Boston Brahmin.

But who these men were was still a mystery.

“The same players,” Julia said, seeming hesitant. “Hugh Norton. Has his name come up at all in reference to this theft?”

Ella frowned. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to check. The FBI does have a report—filed in 1998 when the theft took place. But—” She glanced at her computer screen. “Let me call up the report and see what I can find out. I’ll call you back, okay?”

“Sure.” Julia hung up.

It took no more than a few minutes to locate the report in the FBI archives. Ella downloaded it onto her computer and opened up the file.

A two-page document filled her screen. Eyes narrowed, Ella scanned it. The report contained very little that she didn’t already know. The Degas—a little-known pastel—had been reported stolen in 1998 from the home of the Sullivans.

It had been insured. The name looked familiar, and . . . Oh boy! 

Ella whistled. She jotted down a couple of words on her notepad, then scrolled back up, looking to see who the agent in charge was.

She pursed her lips. Celine was right. There was a connection. A tenuous one—but it wasn’t looking good. Was that why the theft had never been reported to the Art Loss Registry?

There was no good reason for the stolen pastel not to be in the ALR files. Of course, they only had Sullivan Jr.’s word that the FBI had promised to take care of the details. There was no reason the Sullivans couldn’t have reported the robbery to the ALR themselves.

Although at the time, it had been more common for law enforcement to handle these things. And when the Sullivans had cut their losses and accepted the insurance payout, they’d have washed their hands off the artwork as well.

Technically, it would’ve been up to the insurance company to apprise the ALR and other dealers that the Degas was stolen.

Ella glanced at her watch. She’d booked Blake on a noon flight out of San Luis Obispo. She still had about ten minutes to get in touch with him before his plane took off.





Chapter Nine

Hands loosely clasped together, long legs stretched out on either side of the single piece of carry-on luggage he’d be taking with him, Blake stared gloomily out the thick plate glass window in the boarding area of San Luis Obispo Airport.

The tarmac was a hub of activity—tiny figures in red and blue scurrying around, matchbox-like vans moving back and forth.

The Boeing 737 that would be carrying him and his fellow passengers to Dallas Fort Worth loomed in his view—a behemoth of a machine. Beyond it, the sky was as cloudy as his disposition. He hadn’t handled the situation with Celine very well—in fact, be honest, man, he’d completely botched it.

The prospect of a grueling haul back to Boston had further soured Blake’s mood, making him grumpier than usual.

The flight was long, always involving a stopover. He’d known his sudden departure meant he’d be flying coach. But he’d hoped Ella would at least have managed to get him an aisle seat.

The prospect of being packed like a sardine between two other passengers had been bad enough. That his only in-flight snack choices were dry pretzels, a seven-dollar snack bag with a granola bar and Greek yogurt, or an eight-dollar pouch of sea salt almonds had been the last straw.

Famished by the time he’d arrived at the airport, Blake hadn’t relished the news.

“No, sir, you may not take any food on board,” the young
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