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      Forging a legendary Galileo relic and selling it to a notorious crime boss thrusts restoration specialist Amber Ross and her treasure hunting partner Rick O’Neill into a desperate race to find the real artifact. A machine assumed to be myth. A device capable of more than most think.

      Ross and O’Neill must uncover secrets long buried, mysteries that take them across the world, staying just ahead of those hunting them. And if they can’t solve the mystery and locate the real relic, neither will escape with their life.

      Don’t miss this action-packed adventure from bestselling writer, Kat Simons, as it races readers on a thrilling journey to find a historical artifact best forgotten.
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      Jacque came out of the small galley kitchen in his flat along the Rhine, cup of steaming oolong tea in hand. Satisfied with his week’s work and ready for his nightly ritual. A well-earned ritual, if he did say so himself.

      The Venetian glass standing mirror had been delivered, the money deposited in Jacque’s account in Switzerland just that day. The difficulty with acquiring the seventeenth century German armoire had been settled only an hour ago, which would please the American so desperate to reclaim his German roots. And Jacque had heard nothing from his most…exacting client in the week since the artifact the man had requested had been delivered. Which meant he suspected nothing.

      Which meant Jacque had earned tonight’s tea.

      His study danced with pink-orange shadows in the light from the flickering wood fire in his brick fireplace. The carved wooden mantal over it an elegant piece inherited from his grandfather. The mantal turned what had been a rather ordinary fireplace into a show piece, as was more appropriate for Jacque’s study. He considered one of the Tiffany lamps in the corner, but discarded the idea of adding more than firelight to the room. Hollowell preferred their tea time to be quiet and dark. So did Jacque.

      “Pss pss,” he called. “Hollowell. It’s time for our tea.”

      An oversized orange tabby cat sauntered through the bedroom doorway, his tail twitching as he crossed the inlaid hardwood floor. Heated tiles for the floors in the sitting room, the kitchen, his main office, and the entryway. But in here, Jacque loved the texture of the hardwood underfoot. The slight creak and bounce. He hadn’t even bothered with rugs. He’d had the floors installed not long after moving into the flat, when he’d had the hand-carved wooden bookshelves that lined the walls placed. Thirty years ago now. Such a long time to be in the same location for a man like him. But he was careful. Always very careful. He only worked with the best. That helped. The profits he made bought a lot of leverage as well.

      And it wasn’t as if he could hide from his clients. Not the specific and very wealthy ones he catered to. They’d find him, no matter where he lived. Better to be in a comfortable home, secured by an alarm system and a small contingent of guards on the first floor. Nothing extravagant. He preferred to put his money into his own antiques collection—he didn’t sell everything, and he wanted to retire one day. But a handful of men who could warn him if anything was amiss.

      He settled into his favorite antique, Queen Anne wingback, freshly reupholstered just two weeks ago. The smell of oolong and woodsmoke had finally started to overpower the smell of fresh velvet and upholstery glue. Velvet had been, perhaps, a risky choice with Hollowell. But Jacque’s house cleaner loved the cat enough to only charge Jacque a little more for cleaning cat hair out of velvet regularly.

      He cupped the warm ceramic mug in his hands, the warmth seeping in. His hands got colder these days. Age, and his preference for living beside the river in Vienna didn’t help. His thick Irish wool sweater and flannel trousers kept most of his aging body comfortable on these damp early spring nights, but nothing short of gloves, or a very hot cup of tea, kept his hands warm. As he breathed in deeply of oolong, he realized Hollowell hadn’t jumped into his lap yet. He glanced across to see the tom paused halfway through the room, his large body rigid, the hair along his back and tail puffed.

      “Oh,” Jacque said, making a face at the cat. “Are you mad at me that we’re late? Come come. I was not so long. And the schrank has been secured for the obnoxious American. We must celebrate. We’ll sit and drink our tea, and I’ll give you enough attention to make up for being distracted during dinner.”

      Hollowell hissed, suddenly, viciously. Then spun and raced away faster than Jacque had ever seen the big cat move.

      He half rose from his seat. “Hollowell?”

      A rough hand pushed him back into the chair.

      Jacque’s heartbeat accelerated instantly. He gripped his mug tighter as panic rushed through his limbs. Who? How? He hadn’t forgotten to set the alarm. The men downstairs…had they missed something?

      Jacque looked around, frantic, his hands beginning to shake, spilling hot tea into is lap. He barely noticed the burn as the liquid seeped through his flannel pants. Two men stood beside his chair, large men in dark suits, both staring straight ahead. Where had they come from? How had he missed them? The study was very dark. No light leaked in through the closed velvet curtains which normally provided an excellent view of the Rhine. The darkness left the corners in shadows. But shadows deep enough to hid such large men?

      “You sold me a fake, Jacque.” A voice from the far shadows, hidden in the darkness behind the nineteenth century French library table Jacque used for a desk sometimes. A voice thick was a heavy Russian accent.

      Panic clenched around Jacque’s throat now. He couldn’t swallow. No. This wasn’t possible. The Russian couldn’t have known. He couldn’t be here. Jacque’s men. Why hadn’t they warned him?

      The thought that his men downstairs might be dead flittered through Jacque’s mind. And more panic surged. Dead or paid off. The man hiding in the dark corner of the room could do either. Whatever he felt most expedient. Jacque knew working with the Russian was dangerous when he’d taken the man’s request. But he’d been so certain, so sure…

      A vague silhouette stepped away from the deeper shadows, coming just far enough forward Jacque could make out his large, broad-shouldered frame.

      “I…” Jacque stuttered. “No. I wouldn’t.”

      The words had barely left his mouth when the man came far enough forward for Jacque to see his face in the orange firelight.

      He gasped and pressed back into his seat, even though he’d known what to expect. Anton Mikhailov was as large as the men who served him, though many years older. Unlike Jacque, the years hadn’t hunched the Russian’s broad shoulders, though, and the gray in his blond hair turned his shortly buzzed style a distinguished silver. His pale white skin combined with that silver hair gave the Russian a very icy look. Cold. Like his dark eyes. As cold and dark as the Rhine at night in midwinter.

      “I did nothing,” Jacque said, his voice barely a whisper around the fear clogging his throat. “I would never sell you anything that wasn’t authentic. I swear.”

      “Who made the forgery?” the Russian said, his voice quiet and hard as steel.

      “It’s not…”

      The large man to the right of Jacque pulled a gun from beneath his suit jacket. The man on the left slipped a huge hunting knife from beneath his tailored coat.

      Jacque swallowed, or tried to. His grip on his mug slipped. The ceramic crashed to the floor, tea spilling across the hardwood. “They swore it was authentic,” he rasped. “It is not my fault.”

      “Who?” the Russian said.

      Jacque hesitated. A moment. Not long. But long enough to regret what he was about to do. Only a little, though. If she’d done her job. If she’d done a good job, the Russian wouldn’t be here, in Jacque’s home, staring at him with those icy dark eyes as his men held a gun and a knife beside Jacque’s head. Jacque only worked with the best. She was supposed to be the best. And yet, the Russian was here. In Jacque’s study. In his home. Claiming the piece was a fake.

      His own survival had to outweighed any loyalties.

      “Her name is Amber Ross,” Jacque said. “She works in New York. At the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She’s in restoration. I assumed…”

      “You assumed her forgery would pass my analysis,” the Russian said. “You were wrong.”

      Jacque raised his shaking hands. “Please. Please. I didn’t know. I was fooled, too. Tricked. I will help you recover the authentic—”

      The Russian jerked his chin. The large man with the knife slid it across Jacque’s throat, so suddenly, so cleanly, Jacque didn’t feel the cut at first. Not until he saw his own blood spurt out across is pants. He covered the deep slice, stumbling from his chair, terror washing through him. No. No! Not now. Not like this. He was supposed to retire to somewhere warm. The Italian Rivera. Greece. Somewhere with hot weather. Where people didn’t ask may questions. With good food and wine. And plenty of sunshine. Where he would never be cold again.

      He tried to speak. The gurgling noise that escaped all he could manage. Cold seeped through him. Colder than he’d ever been. Desperate, he reached for the fireplace mantel. Blood smeared into the carved antique wood, dark in the uneven light. He collapsed to the floor in front of the fire. The flickering firelight dimming as he stared. As the cold rushed through his limbs.

      Anton Mikhailov stared down at the body as it finished shaking, as the blood leaked out across the polished hardwood floor, forming a dark mirror reflecting the fire’s light. Waiting for some sense of satisfaction at having exacted at least a portion of his revenge. The feeling never materialized. There were still betrayers to punish.

      “Clean it?” Victor said, replacing his gun in his shoulder holster beneath his tailored suit jacket.

      Nikko stood silently, waiting for instructions as he wiped blood from his knife on a cloth he’d pulled from his pocket.

      “Clean the scene. But leave the body there. A warning to others who would try to betray me.”

      “The forger?” Victor asked.

      “She will be next.”

      The men ignored the giant orange tom cat as it scurried into the room, mewing softly as it settled beside the dead man.
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      Amber Ross considered the small machine in the display case, debating with herself. Around her the new Da Vinci’s Science and Engineering exhibit was busy with tourists and locals alike moving between glass covered cases, around the various artifacts of the scientific and artistic genius. Whispered conversations, a few giggles from a group of school kids on a fieldtrip, the occasional too-loud voice floated around behind her. A background hum she could mostly ignore. The high ceiling gallery had the overhead lighting set to a slightly dimmer illumination than the corridors outside the gallery, to add weight and ambiance to the exhibit.

      A good choice. Most of the uplit displays gave Da Vinci’s various inventions and sketches a glorious bit of drama. And Da Vinci had been nothing if not a dramatic bastard.

      But Amber’s primary focus was this one particular piece. A miniature model of Da Vinci’s machine for grinding lenses that she’d worked weeks to restore. Or at least restore as much as was possible.

      The way the curator had arranged the miniature machine in the display case wasn’t…right. The section of it that she hadn’t been able to properly restore needed to be hidden better. Maybe if she turned it to the left a little?

      She glanced around the gallery. No one was looking. The docents and security were otherwise occupied. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to touch items out on display. That wasn’t her job. She just restored damaged art pieces, her specialty antique technological devices. But she’d had a soft spot for this particular piece. It had come to her with a lot of water damage to the wood and some of the pieces barely held together. She was really proud of the work she’d done on it. Except for that one tiny section she’d had to fudge a little to get it close enough to right. The internal gears, the crank handle, the upright circular sanding stone…all perfectly restored. Most of the wooden casing holding the device had been fully restored as well. But in that one corner near the back, the wood was still showing some warp, some faint staining. The fit in that corner wasn’t exactly level, either, which gave the base a slight tilt.

      And that tiny flaw was too easy to see.

      She scanned the gallery again. No one was watching. She could just open the case and move the box. Just a little. The curator wouldn’t mind. Not after the deed was done. Maybe.

      She winced. She and Jameson Adams—two last names? Really?—didn’t always see eye to eye on these things. But what was that saying? Better to take the punishment later than ask permission? Or something like that. Anyway.

      With a final glance around, ensuring none of the staff were paying attention to her, she took out the key to the display she’d acquired from Adams and opened the
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