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To everyone who has ever said I LOVE YOU

To everyone who has ever said I HATE YOU

To everyone who has ever said I FORGIVE YOU

THE TANGLED WEB SERIES

O what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.
―Sir Walter Scott

The books in this series are all stand-alone, all different, united by only one sinister strand. You can read one, or some, or all of them, and in no particular order.
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Reader, if you were a fly on the ceiling. . .
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ALEXA COULDN’T SLEEP. Nothing new. She hadn’t been able to sleep for years, not since Croatia and the violence that threatened her there. The experience had changed her life forever. Not in a good way.

Tonight she stared at the ceiling. She faced hours until morning, when she’d have to get up and make ready for classes.

She knew what her friend Tommie Jean would say. “Alexa, you need a man.”

No, Tommie Jean, I don’t, she mouthed to the ceiling. A man was the last thing she needed. Getting close to a man meant revealing secrets. And some secrets had to stay hidden.

Tommie Jean didn’t know about what had happened to her in Croatia. Almost no one knew about that.

Alexa felt around on her nightstand for her phone. She tapped into her Contacts list and squinted at the names under J. 

Dave Johnson. Was Dave her protector? Was he really? Or was he maybe. . .

She turned over restlessly. Just like her to have middle-of-the-night drama. The thought kept intruding. Maybe Dave isn’t what he seems.

That last day in Croatia. It chilled her. The men with guns. But Dave stood between them and her, a solid, reassuring presence. Dave, hustling her to the plane. A situation that frightened her to the core. Once she was on the plane back to Pittsburgh, it looked like the entire frightening incident would end with happily ever after. It did not. 

I’m safe now. I’m safe now, she tried telling herself. But she never felt safe, not after that.

She switched on the light by her bed. Grrr, she’d have to get up and read for a while.

I know, I know, she said sourly, glancing to the wall, where a pinned-up portrait of one of her research subjects, Erzsébet Báthory, the supposed Blood Countess, glowered down at her. You don’t have to say it. I have no life. But neither do you.

Guns. Secrets. Wannabe vampire countesses. And a class to teach to students half-asleep from partying most of the night before. They’re probably out partying right now, she thought with resentment.

No wonder Alexa couldn’t sleep.
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ZACH COULDN’T SLEEP. Nothing new. Even those few years in stir were enough to leave him permanently sleep-disturbed. The middle-of-the-night bed checks. The flashlight in the eyes. You’d think you’d get over something like that, sometime, after a while. But maybe not. Probably he was stuck like this forever.

“What you need’s a good woman,” Jefferson kept telling him. Jefferson had a good woman, and she had seen him through everything. Prison. Addiction.

Zach, though. Nah. He thought back over his last few failed relationships. The most recent was downright embarrassing. Getting out, freedom, the feeling that a vast cornucopia of women awaited him—what an illusion. His father was right. He was no good, and every woman he met sensed it, if not right away, then pretty damn soon after.

Patty, the day she’d walked out: “I met you, I thought, he’s the one. That cute puppy-dog look! Aww!” She aimed a self-mocking smack at her own forehead. “What a fool I was, Zach Nelson. This is goodbye.”

At least he had his job, the early-release godsend keeping him out in the free world. At least that, as shitty as the job was. Nick, what a shitty boss. 

Zach thought about the framed photo in Nick’s office. Mr. Bennison, the boss behind Nick. There was shitty, Zach guessed, and then there was Shitty. Mr. Bennison had his arm thrown around someone who, if Zach had to guess, was some sort of partner in evil. A man dressed entirely in black, greying, but fit. With gimlet eyes. During his brief undistinguished brush with a life of crime, Zach had met people like that. One look at them, and you knew they meant business.

After Zach’s time with some badass people, he had a nose for that kind of thing. 

But his dad had gotten the job for him, when not having a job meant going back behind bars. His dad had checked the Bennington people out. He’d assured Zach the company was legit. “A major corporation. These people are heavy hitters. Thank your lucky stars they’re willing to hire someone like you,” his dad had chided him, when he brought up his misgivings early on. So Zach guessed what he was doing for a living must be legit, too. 

Just the same, it left a bad taste in Zach’s mouth. “Beggers can’t be choosers,” his dad liked to remind him.

Fraudsters! With Nick McElhenny had to be the sleaziest of all the gotcha shows on syndicated tv, part of the Bennison far-flung empire of companies and endeavors. And what Nick had Zach doing, as one of the show’s “operatives,” was the very definition of sleaze.

But hey, Zach told himself. Worrying about that? Above my pay grade. They pay me, I stay out of Farmington, and they do whatever terrible things they do. At least the things they do are legal things. 

Unlike the last bad bunch who had him at their beck and call. The things those mofos had Zach doing were no-doubter illegal, as the cops, the judge, the wardens, the whole criminal justice system had no trouble demonstrating to him.

“Son,” his dad had said to him, compressing his lips into a line. “How you got mixed up with those people. . .”

“Now, Arnold,” his mother had begun.

His dad had angrily turned on her. “The boy has no sense. Never has had any. Let’s see if he has learned anything at all from his bad choices. Let’s see if he can hold down a job in the real world. A legal job.” He turned back to Zach then, shaking his head. “Better not mess this one up, son.”

Legal, Zach told himself firmly. I may not like my job, but it’s legal. Yeah, yeah, a little voice inside him said. What Nick’s outfit has you do, it may be legal. But it’s sure not right. 

No wonder Zach couldn’t sleep.

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1.

[image: ]


ZACH STARED AT THE photo his boss had just handed him. The smiling woman with the amazing cheekbones. Dirty-blonde hair drawn back into a messy bun. A mouth maybe a bit too wide for the classic beautiful face. 

But those cheekbones.  

True, only so much you can see from a head shot. He figured he could see enough. He sucked in a breath. Let it out again, slow. “This her?”

“That’s the lady.” Nick grinned. “Like what you see? Maybe you’ll want this one, Nelson. Be nice to me, maybe I’ll assign you this one.”

Zach’s colleague Paulo strolled over and plucked the photo from Zach. He flicked it with his thumb. “Babe. A definite babe.” He shook his head. “Nah. I’m up to my neck in work on the Zakinsky case. I’ll pass.” He discarded it on the conference room table.

“She’s yours, Nelson,” Nick told Zach.

Zach gathered the photo up with the other case materials marked “Dr. Alexandra Varga” and moved to his spot.

Nick started the meeting then. “Look, fellahs. I need a live one here. I need something big, something juicy. Something to juice up the ratings.” He made an obscene pumping motion. “That’s why I like the lady professor. A babe. And a professor. The viewers gonna like that.”

Doubtful now, Zach was bent over Alexandra Varga’s file, scanning it. He glanced up. “Really? They’re going to like some segment about some history professor? Sounds boring.”

“What do you know about anything, Nelson? This is red meat, boy. People gonna love it. Some hoity-toity professor lady brought low. They’re gonna eat that shit up. Pretty lady, thinks she’s smarter than anyone else, thinks she’s better than the rest of us, thinks no one will ever find out about her dirty little secret, then BLAM. We’re the ones. We find it out. BLAM.” Nick punctuated his remarks by smacking his open hand against the conference room table, hard.

“What about Zakinsky?” Paulo ran a tongue along his thick lower lip. “Thought Zakinsky was the next we’re going after.”

“Oh, he’s okay. Consumer fraud. People like that shit too. Justice done? Crumbums like that getting the shaft? Niiiiice. Keep working it, Paulo. We’re gonna need that one. But this babe. She’s gonna be big. Cheesecake factor’s sky-high, too. I can feel it. Besides, Mr. B likes it. He’s the one threw it to me.”

Paulo slouched back into his leather conference chair.

“Sorry now, Paulo?” Nick taunted. “Wanna switch assignments?”

Zach had been studying those cheekbones again. “He can’t have her,” he said. An impulse, and he went with it. If I’m anything at all, I’m an impulsive sombitch, he told himself. “She’s mine.”

“Well, lover-boy, I think you’ll do fine with her. Because I can see it already, how you’ll get to her. You’re gonna be her student. Paulo, here, I don’t think he looks like college student material, know what I mean?”

Paulo scowled.

“No offense, Paulo. I’m giving this one to Nelson.”

“Whoa. I have to do what, now?” Zach felt the stirrings of alarm. What had he just done to himself?

Nick turned to him, his voice patient. “Be her student. Pose as a college student. Take her class. Get close to her. Then, BLAM.” The open hand slammed down on the table. “Move on her. You know the drill.”

“College student,” said Zach. He could feel himself beginning to sweat. “I’m no college student.” He leaned toward Nick, lowered his voice. “I went to con-college, know what I mean,” he said in an undertone. “I’m a dumbass.”

“Bullshit,” said Nick. “You’re perfect. You have that college-boy look, the background, all that. So what if you’re a dumbass. You’re gonna need tutoring, lots of tutoring. Know what I mean? One on one. Closed door.” He laughed. “Besides, you’re not a dumbass.”

Zach smiled thinly back. He knew what Nick was getting at. Being part of that counterfeiting team, the big mofo mistake that got him sent to the slammer. Nick wasn’t going to say it out loud. Nick was a good guy, at least that way. A discreet boss. No one else on the Fraudsters! staff knew about Zach’s past. 

He glanced around to make sure no one was listening in. “Look, I didn’t do the organizing for that job. I just did the handwriting part, okay? I’d never even heard of Samuel Whiteside before that job.”

“Dunno the man. But you were around it,” said Nick. “You know that world. All that history shit. Trust me, you’re perfect for this one. Go see Rhonda. She’ll fill you in, how to sign up for this lady’s class, all that.”  Nick glanced at his Rolex, raised his voice. “Meeting over. I got the big guys at ten. You scumbags get out of here. Paulo, keep working Zakinsky. We’ll need him as backup if this lady professor thing goes nowhere. And even if it goes big, we’ll need the next thing. Cheer up, man.” He shoved his chair back from the conference table, stood up, strode from the room.

“The fix was already in,” said Paulo, soft and vicious. He gave Nick a look. 

“Hey, man. I didn’t ask for this one. You coulda grabbed it.”

“No way. It’s clear to me. Very, very clear. Nick wants you on it.” Paulo blew out a disgusted breath. “And you did ask for it. You said.” He blew out a breath. “You said she’s mine. You know you did.” He swept up his own files and stalked out.

Zach sat looking down at Alexandra Varga’s files spread across the glossy cherry surface of the conference room table, made even glossier by the shafts of sunlight beaming in from the big plate glass windows overlooking the downtown St. Louis riverfront. Somehow, the light haloed the woman’s headshot. Zach felt drawn to the photograph in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on. The photograph of the college history professor he had just been assigned to destroy. 

Dr. Alexandra Varga, Ph. fucking D. 

Boring shit, if you asked him. Nobody had. What was he thinking, grabbing the case like that. It’s those cheekbones, he realized. He wanted to sketch them. He shook his head at himself. What a doofus. He glanced up at Nick’s notes scribbled on the white board and made a note of his own.

With a sigh, he scooped Professor Varga’s file up and headed to Rhonda’s workstation. She gave him a phone number to call. The university’s registrar.

“Get on it, Nelson,” she told him. “Registration ends tomorrow, and there’s an open house for prospective adult students tonight. Look in the packet. Nick has put some dress ideas in there. Get yourself clothes if you need them. Put it on the card.”

“Don’t I have to pay tuition and that.”

“Well, sure. Nick has already taken care of it.” Rhonda turned back to her computer screen.

Damn, thought Zach. Paulo was right. The fix was in. Nick had it all arranged.

It didn’t go the way his boss imagined it would, not the dress-up part. Zach had a shit-ton of paperwork to finish.

Much too close to rush-hour, Zach gunned his Ford Maverick up I-40, onto the Inner Belt. At his exit, he grabbed take-out from the big truck stop there, then swerved toward home. He’d just have time to eat something and make it to the university’s open house. Luckily not that far from his run-down apartment. 

Forget any shopping. Nick was dreaming, if he thought Zach had time for that. Shoveling a burrito into his mouth, Zach pawed through the hangers in his closet. He didn’t have to look like a college kid. He was an adult going back to college, wasn’t he? He just had to look like himself. Nick was an idiot.

What did Nick know about stuff like this? Nothing. Zach himself knew next to nothing about it, but he knew one thing. He knew they shouldn’t be working this case. Fraudsters! With Nick McElhenny did best sticking to used car dealers scamming their customers, Nigerian Prince schemes taking in little old ladies, and when the ratings could use a salacious boost, the odd sexual predator. Very odd, usually. 

Even Nick’s latest case with the country-club embezzler was outside the Fraudsters! wheelhouse. Nick, with his slimy charm, didn’t know that world. And he didn’t know this one. Higher education.

So why. Why this case? Mr. B likes it. That’s what Nick had said, at the case conference. 

That’s it, Zach thought. Mr. B likes it.

As for Zach, he did best going to biker bars and schmoozing up vengeful ex-girlfriends, shit like that. He doubted he’d succeed with some college professor. 

So all right. Nick had spoken. Time to take it on. Maybe if he got lucky, he could persuade Nick to drop it, and Nick could convince Theodore Bennison, their boss of all bosses, that this fake-student scheme was a bad idea. 

Zach would have to be careful, though. Didn’t want Nick thinking he’d fucked it up. Sure didn’t want Mr. B thinking it. Whatever he felt in his heart of hearts about Nick and Mr. B and their whole scummy syndicated television empire, fucking up this project would not be good for the ol’ long-term job prospects. And he needed this job. God, how he needed it.

Zach flossed and rinsed. He ran his shaver over his cheeks. He sniffed his pits. Acceptable. He threw on black stone-washed jeans, an open-necked checked shirt. His nice leather bomber jacket. He smoothed his hair back. Made a mental note, Get a haircut. In the mirror, he looked himself in the eye. Tried out his sincere look. Big brown puppy-dog eyes. That’s what Patty called them. Oh, well. Good-bye, Patty. How would that have ever even worked?

He was out the door. 

This professor might not even be at the open house. Probably just a bunch of flunkies.

Zach was right. She wasn’t there. He wandered from table to table, ending up at the History Department’s rig.

“Interested in history as a major?” asked some tall bright-eyed lady in a dowdy get-up. Brown cardigan, bagged out at the elbows.  Clearly not Zach’s target. “History is a great undergrad major if you’re interested in law school, a career in criminal justice,” the dowdy lady prattled on. “Lots of things match up well with a history major. People think it’s not a practical major, but it’s a great foundation for a lot of practical things.”

Zach had to smile at that one. A career in criminal justice. He’d had a career in criminal justice, all right. Just on the wrong side of it. He glanced down at the paper the advising assistant had thrust into his hands as he came into the big room crammed with white-draped folding tables. Damn Nick. He’d long since gotten Zach’s paperwork to these people. He’d known for weeks that he was going to make Zach do this bogus thing.

The room was noisy. The people at the tables, professors or their flunkies, were all pitching the advantages of their own classes, their own majors to the roving bands of would-be students. 

The woman at the history table persisted. “Think you might want to major?” She leaned toward him on her elbows.

“Nah,” he told her. He noticed he was her only taker. “Not sure what to major in. Business, maybe.” He looked vaguely around the room. “Marketing.” The business department table was three-deep. 

A wild impulse almost led him to blurt out, “Got any art classes?” But he figured that wouldn’t send the right message. Besides, he was on the clock, he wasn’t there to actually, you know, get an education. He handed his form across the table to the woman. “The advising person told me I need Gen Ed credits.” 

She nodded. “I see here you have one community college credit, Introduction to American History.”

“Didn’t do too well in it,” he muttered.

“You passed, though.” She gave him a warm smile.

Only because I slept with that girl, that Jenna Something, and got her to write the paper for me, he thought. But he smiled back.

“So see here.” She turned a hand-out around so he could read it. She shoved it across the table at him. “Any of these 200-level courses will count toward your General Education requirements.”

He swept his eyes down the page. There. “How about this one?” A. Varga. Topics in European History.

“Good choice. She’s a very popular professor. Her students love her.” The woman behind the table scrawled a signature on his form and pointed him where to take it. “Your class starts tomorrow night, Mr. Nelson.” 

“Thanks,” said Zach. He handed in his form. And just like that, he was a college student. Again.

A sour feeling settled in his stomach. College didn’t take the first time, and it’s not gonna take now. As for Nick’s scheme. It’s bullshit. But they didn’t pay him to think, did they? He figured he should try hard not to.
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ALEXA HAD HER FEET propped up in the corner booth of their favorite place, hers and Tommie Jean’s. The coffee shop two blocks down from the humanities building. The College Grind. 

She fiddled with her bracelets and stared out the grimy front window to the street, where a depressing early September rain was beginning to fall. “Seemed like summer might go on forever. But no. Here we are again, ready to hit the trenches.”

“Some people can say that.” Tommie Jean’s voice was heavy on the irony. “Me? I had to teach both summer sessions. I didn’t get a summer. Unlike some.” She gave Alexa a look. 

Then she brightened. “The project! What about the project. Spill it.”

“Hey, thanks again for covering for me at Registration Night. You’re a real friend,” said Alexa. “Yeah, the project. A summer well-spent, finishing the manuscript, even though I’m broke now. So last night? I met with that producer, the one who wants to work with me.” 

She couldn’t suppress the smile that threatened to burst out. “It may work, Tommie Jean. It really may.”

“Wow, Alexa. That’s awesome. You’ll be famous.”

“Don’t jinx it!” She gave Tommie Jean a wry shake of the head, sending her blonde ponytail bouncing. “I’m not exactly quitting my day job. Or my night job.” She frowned. “Another semester teaching night school. What’s drabber than that?”

“Oh, come on. I love teaching the night classes. Those students are really motivated, unlike the slackers right out of high school in the regular classes.”

“In English, maybe. In history, they’re looking for an easy Gen Ed. Then, when they get a bad grade, they bitch about it.”

“In English, they’re just slogging through freshman comp. Oh, wait—I almost forgot. Last night? I signed a real hottie into your class. I gave him the whole ‘history is a practical major’ spiel.”

“A hottie, huh. You should have signed him into your class.”

“He wanted a history class. Eye-candy. MMMM, mm.”

“Not that we can do a thing about it.” Alexa grinned at Tommie Jean. “Just press our noses against the candy-store window. You know the rules. This hottie. Is he our age?”

“Oho. So you want to know that, do you? Looks like it. In the ballpark, anyway. Tall. Dark hair. Cute little tat peeking above his collar. One of those faces—you know the kind. A guy who looks like he has a permanent five-o’clock shadow. Sexy!”

“Stop it, Tommie Jean.”

“Seriously, Alexa.” Tommie Jean leaned toward her friend. “You need to get out. You need to meet some guys. I don’t mean students. Can’t touch the students. But you really do.”

“I’m too busy to meet guys.” Here it was again, Tommie Jean’s favorite subject. 

“Look.” There was genuine concern in Tommie Jean’s eyes. “I know you’re not gay. So what is it? You do need to meet guys.” She started ticking stuff off on her fingers, all the non-reasons not standing in Alexa’s way. “Your dissertation’s over. You got the degree. You published a couple articles. You’re working on a trendy project. You have a good job.”

“A mediocre job. No offense, Tommie Jean.”

“Huh. If you’re in the humanities, any tenure-track job is like getting into Harvard. Like winning the lottery. What are you talking about?”

“Well, I know that. I just want—I’m not a dedicated teacher like you. I want more. I want something exciting. And I’ll never make tenure. We know this. Not while prick-ass J. Worthington Blount is chair of my department. A trendy project is practically the kiss of death to my tenure prospects. He’ll think I’m a lightweight. He already thinks that. I mean, I didn’t get the degree from an Ivy, like him.”

“You’ve got good publications. You’re not a lightweight. He must see that. And you’re a great teacher. Kids rush to sign up for your classes.”

“A big twelve of them in my intro. The dean is starting to give me the side-eye, like how soon can we get rid of this bimbo.”

“I’d kill to have twelve students in my intro, instead of thirty of them, ten dozing in the back, ten doing their nails, the rest of them checking their phones. History is just one of those fields that doesn’t attract too many students these days. The dean knows that. But any self-respecting university, even a small one like ours, has to have a history department.”

“I know. I know. History is actually a very practical major.” They both laughed. “Seriously, Tommie Jean. Last night? When I had that talk with the producer? I think this opportunity might be for real.”

“Wow,” said Tommie Jean. “Hollywood. Television. Streaming binge-worthy episodes. So where did you go, to meet this man?”

“The Ritz-Carlton. I had to buy a dress. Cost me a bundle.”

“My, my, my. The Ritz-Carlton.”

“Well, he was paying for dinner, of course. But Tommie Jean. This thing, it’s pretty chancy. Projects like this collapse all the time. The man was careful to warn me about that. Norbert Huntley. He says the first step is to run it by his partners. The next step is to find a screenwriter.”

“Why can’t you write your own—Vampires!” Tommie Jean interrupted herself. “Real live vampires.”

“She wasn’t a real vampire. People just thought she was. You know what? She even thought she was.” Alexa grinned. 

“People eat that stuff up. Who gets to play her? I’m not a vahhhmpire. I just play one on tv,” Tommie Jean intoned.

“You have a terrible fake Hungarian accent,” said Alexa.

“Unlike you, Miss Hungary.”

“All I have to do is channel my sweet old Nagyi. Anyhow, Mr. Huntley and I haven’t gotten that far, talking about who’s going to play my vampire countess. Although he does know this actress who’s looking for a property like mine, and he says he thinks she’ll go for it. But let’s stop all the gushing. This is a chancy thing. I’m making a real career-killer move, especially if it doesn’t work out. Nobody in the academic world takes this kind of thing seriously.”

“But a very glamorous career-killer move.”

Alexa sighed. “Glamour and riches. Not likely. Mr. Huntley did think a project based on my countess had a good chance to find a home at one of the streaming platforms. A friend of mine gave him one of the articles I’d written, and he thought a screenplay based on it would make a great fit with his actress contact. Vampires are pretty popular these days. Who knows. Maybe it will work out.” 

She looked at her phone. “I’ll have to can the dreaming, at least for now. I have prep for tonight’s class.”

“First day of school, woohoo,” said Tommie Jean. “And tonight? Check out that guy I signed into your class. I want to hear all about it.”

“What’s his name?”

“Shit. I don’t remember. Let me think. Jake? No, that’s not it. One of those names. Jack. Oh, I know. Zach.”

“Zach who? Suppose I have two Zachs.”

“You’ll know Mr. Hottie when you see him.”

“Sure I will.”

Tommie Jean turned out to be right about the hottie. 

At 5:45 sharp, Alexa strode into class, polished and professional, to lay out her stuff on the scuffed-up desk in the darkened classroom building. Her room’s light shone out into the hall. Welcoming, she hoped. No matter what she’d whined to Tommie Jean, she did care about her students. 

She cast her eyes over her materials. Notes. Briefcase. Textbook. 

Then she stood back to watch the class members trickle in. Fourteen, the roster told her. She did a quick mental count as they took their seats. Ten or twelve. The first night, there were always a few who didn’t make it, or couldn’t find the classroom, or had changed their minds. 

No hotties in the group, that she could see. 

She felt her lips quirk into a smile. Bless Tommie Jean. Her best friend was sure all she needed was a good man. And if not a good one, at least a hot one.

It was the last thing she needed. A man. Not a hot one. Not even a good one.

Not that any of the seven or eight of them in her classroom right now would qualify. They all seemed nice enough, but she didn’t feel that spark, looking them over. 

Anyway, supposing she did. What bigger no-no was there, in contemporary higher ed, than hitting on your own students? A firing offense. 

Hell, you didn’t even have to do it, just give the appearance through flirty behavior that you might. They’d burn you at the stake in the university main quad.

She picked up her roster, checking it against the list on the monitor screen to begin the necessary chore of learning all the names. 

That’s when the last of the fourteen shambled into the room, looking a little bewildered.

“Nice of you to join us,” she said, glancing up, annoyed. She scolded herself. Don’t take your irritation out on the students. It’s all new to them. Maybe intimidating. 

She knew she sounded more sarcastic than she intended. She softened her voice, and her eyes. “And you are?”

“Zach,” the student mumbled. “Zach Nelson.”

“Well, take a seat, Mr. Nelson,” said Alexa, and waited. Naturally all the students had clustered to the seats at the back. The first class session, they always did.

Looking flushed, this Zach Nelson wedged himself into a desk in the front row.

Zach. There he is, she told herself. And Tommie Jean is right. So right. Zach Nelson is a hottie. A tall clean-cut type who looks kind of absurd folded up into that awkward little desk with the swing-up arm where you can balance exactly one notebook. Maybe. If you’re only about twelve.

“Hello, class. Welcome to Topics in European History. Think you’re in the computer science class? That means you’re lost. It’s down the hall. Get out while you still can.” 

Nervous titters. 

Lame joke, Alexa. But she felt off-kilter, with that pair of big brown eyes staring intently into hers, and so close. She made herself look away from hottie Zach Nelson. 

“I am Dr. Alexandra Varga, and believe it or not, we’re going to have a good time together this semester. How do vampires sound to you guys? Did you know they really exist? At least, there are people in human history who have believed they’re vampires, and we’ll cover one of them in this class. She was a seventeenth-century noblewoman who played a significant role in the power politics of her day. With a little blood-sucking on the side.”

Leading with the vampire countess. Always a crowd-pleaser. 

Alexa segued smoothly into the class rules, the syllabus, all the practical stuff. She presented the first part of her lecture, then gave them all a break. 

She groaned inwardly, watching them stream out to the vending machines. Who thought a three-hour class on a Tuesday night was a good idea? 

She had an amusing little show-and-tell about her vampire to entertain them through part of the evening. The first class was always hard; they hadn’t read anything yet. 

“You’ll see this image all over the place,” she said, flashing a slide up behind her from her computer file. “It’s supposedly a portrait of Erzsébet Báthory, the vampire countess, but it’s actually a fraud. This one—” She threw up the next slide. “—this one’s a fraud, too.”

Alexa was intrigued. She saw a flicker of interest in Zach the hottie’s face. She wouldn’t have thought it. He didn’t seem like the type. He seemed like the kind of guy who was required to take the class, wasn’t interested, but had to suck it up and be there anyway.

She put up the last slide. “This is the portrait many believe to be closest to the real countess. It was painted after her death, by a painter who may have based it on what she really looked like. While it’s kind of a fraud, I suppose, it wasn’t painted with any intent to deceive, and it’s the closest we can come to seeing her as she really was.”

“So is the countess a big fraud too?” someone asked. “Did she really live?”

“That we’re sure of,” said Alexa. “The paintings of her are frauds. Most of them, anyway. She herself was real. But who was she, really? Did she really do the horrifying things she’s accused of? Those are not matters of fraud, but they’re sure a mystery. Some people would say the study of history is all about solving mysteries.”

“Cold cases!” someone in the back called out.

Alexa laughed. “Time for a break.”

Class resumed after a certain amount of milling around. The group seemed reasonably attentive. Even flustered Zach, although he didn’t seem to know where he was, exactly, or what he was doing there. 

“See you next week,” she told them all at nine sharp.

Alexa made her way briskly to the parking garage. She got herself into her battered old Corolla. After the drive to Creve Coeur, the next suburb over, not much traffic, she let herself into her townhouse, poured herself a stiff whiskey, and staggered with it upstairs to bed. 

All of her students were probably doing the same. Hell, most of them had shown up from a full day’s work at their places of business, requiring for many of them a hair-raising drive through rush hour St. Louis traffic along the Inner Belt to the suburbs. 

At least her Tuesday/Thursday schedule was only night classes, and those days were her own to prepare and hold office hours.

Tomorrow, a Wednesday. That was a different story. She groaned again. Wall-to-wall classes and meetings in her day schedule. 

She shifted around for a more comfortable position. She was never an easy sleeper. But tonight, she was tired out. Tonight, she figured she’d sleep. She clicked off the bedside lamp. 

That Tommie Jean. She smiled. Her last thought before sleep shut her down: Tommie Jean was going to want to know all about Mr. Zach Nelson during their lunch break tomorrow. 

But Alexa hadn’t gotten much of a read on him. 

She’d encouraged the students to talk—a few things about themselves, icebreakers, anything to liven the unbroken expanse of three hours of unrelenting class time. They’d mostly been willing enough. 

Nothing, just a few mumbles, from Zach.
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ZACH WAS FAIRLY CERTAIN he wasn’t Dr. Varga’s favorite student. That whole first class, she kept staring at him. Just not in the drooling way. 

I’ve seen how girls look at you, Zach. They practically drool over you, Nick had said. Make her drool. 

The way Dr. V stared at him, though. It made Zach a bit uneasy. It was the you’re a dumbass stare. Zach was fairly sure of it.

She, on the other hand, was more amazing than her head shot made her out to be. She was fine. When he had walked into her classroom and spotted her for the first time, he’d felt kind of stunned.

You could only tell so much from a head shot. Now there she stood, not two feet in front of him, and he was crouched down in that ridiculous desk looking up at her, where he could see and appreciate every curve. Not to mention the legs. The legs on this woman!

That first class, he hadn’t brought a pen or any writing materials, and behind him, he could hear his fellow students furiously scribbling notes. I don’t belong here, he thought uneasily. And it really shows.

The next class, he’d made himself get there early enough to find a seat in the back. He’d brought note-taking materials, and whenever he’d felt Dr. Varga’s eyes on him, he’d made note-taking motions. 

The class after that, though. He’d moved to the front again. He’d taken the earbuds out and he’d started to listen. He hadn’t done any studying. It wasn’t that. He wasn’t suddenly transforming into the good little student. 

He just found he had to get closer to her, so he could study her. The cheekbones. The way the curve of her breasts was outlined by the overhead light when she turned to the white board to write something there for them all to copy. 

Once, he found he’d been staring at her with his mouth hanging open. Make them drool, Zach Nelson? he chided himself. Now who’s the drooler? 

He wanted to draw her. He wanted to touch her. He glanced down at his notes. Nothing about the course materials. Just quick sketches of her, and her name, written over and over. Like some love-sick middle-schooler. Zach was ashamed. Next he knew, he’d be drawing little hearts at the bottoms of all his exclamation points.

He tried getting her out of his head between classes. A date. That’s the ticket, he told himself. Meet women. Have fun. He swiped right, and he took that woman out for drinks at some trendy place downtown. She was pretty, and pretty interesting. 

Zach couldn’t get into it. When she coyly suggested he come over, afterward, he made some excuse—I’m taking this night class and I have to study for the midterm—and wrote the woman’s number down on his cocktail napkin. Once he had seen her to her Uber, he’d crumpled the napkin up and thrown it in the ally. I’m a real jerk, he told himself.

He wasn’t lying about the midterm. The exam was coming up. He was counting on not having to take it. 

He knew what he had to do. Drop the class. He wasn’t getting anywhere with Dr. Varga, not in the way Nick intended him to. In a way, he didn’t want to drop the class, because then he wouldn’t be able to spend three hours a week studying her and daydreaming about her. 

As for spying on her, though. It was a no-go, and he needed to tell Nick that.

He'd get Nick to reassign him to the Zakinsky case. That would make Paulo happy, anyway. Paulo could boss Zach around. 

For about the thousandth time, Zach wondered about trying to get a different job. But no one hired people like him, not to do anything that would make payments on the truck. His dad had been required to co-sign on the loan, as if Zach were some kid. Dear old Dad was probably waiting for Zach to dump all the payments on him. He knew his dad didn’t think he was capable of holding up his end. Not this loan. Not anything.

He needed to start making a regular life for himself. Being a responsible adult. And yeah. Putting himself out there. Meeting women. He wondered whether he should have kept that napkin with the phone number. 

Meanwhile, he had one more class to get through. One last time to drool over Dr. Alexandra Varga. The last class before the midterm. The last class before he went to Nick and pulled the plug on this whole slimy scheme. He wondered how Nick would take it. Knowing Nick, he’d probably insist that Zach keep trying. Especially if Mr. B. wanted the plan to succeed.

Zach got to class early, so he could take his by-now usual seat in the front. Every nerve tingled as he thought about Dr. Varga and how she’d soon come sliding through the door of the classroom. The way she moved was so sexy. She sort of glided. He felt his balls tighten in his pants.

I’ll never see her again. he thought unhappily. Our paths will never cross, not even accidentally. From some legwork he’d been doing, he knew she wasn’t the type to go out partying.

“How are you tonight, Mr. Nelson?” said Professor Varga, hustling into the classroom, starting to set up at the front. Zach mumbled something. He saw she didn’t expect much of an answer. She was just being friendly. A friendly prof. He heard the others talking about her at break. She had that reputation: Fair. Approachable. She’ll work with you if you ask for help.

He scrutinized her. She turned and gave him a puzzled smile, and he slunk back into his seat, because when she smiled like that, there was this little dimple. . . He thought of going to her after class and asking her for help. He thought of going to her office hours. He thought about the closed door, and sitting close to her, and. 

Then the strange thing happened. She looked up and their eyes met. What he saw in hers. He saw her really looking at him. Not just being friendly. Really sizing him up.

He realized he was getting turned on. He crossed his legs and put his notebook in his lap so she wouldn’t see just how much. When he looked up at her again, she was back to her completely professional demeanor. She was giving him the same smile she gave all of them in the classroom. 

I’m probably imagining things, he told himself.

That was the moment he really did give up on the whole impossible scheme. That’s it, he told himself. No use trying. This plot of Nick’s is a no-go. I’ll tell Nick tomorrow.

Deep inside, he knew the real reason. It’s not that Nick’s ridiculous plan wouldn’t work. It wouldn’t. But that wasn’t it. 

The real reason. . . . 

Zach drove himself carefully back to his rundown apartment and let himself in. 

The real reason was because even if Nick’s plan did work, Zach didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to mess Alexandra Varga’s life up. 

It wasn’t just that she gave him sexy dreams. Which she did. But she’s real, not just another mark. She’s nice. I like her. 

He realized that all those hours sitting there listening to her talk, listening to her lame jokes with the students and her enthusiasm for some vampire countess and god those cheekbones—he was getting to more than like her. And then tonight, when she gave him that look—

Okay, then.

The next day at work, he told himself, Pull the plug.

There ahead of him in the corridor, Nick moved toward the conference room, striding his domain like a lord.

Zach rushed after him. “Boss.”

Nick paused, waited for Zach to catch up. He raised an eyebrow.

“Boss, my project, it’s.” Zach drew in a breath. Nick was not going to be pleased. “Boss, this isn’t going to work.”

“Zach, walk with me. Tell me in the conference room,” Nick said over his shoulder, continuing to move down the hall. He was beaming. 

Zach knew his boss had just come from the editing suite, where he’d seen the results of his latest gotcha. 

“Oh, this one is gonna be good!” Nick rubbed his hands together, positively gleeful, like some cartoon villain. Zach thought if his boss had had a moustache, he would have twirled it. 

“And this one is. . .uh,” Zach prompted, hustling to keep pace. “The lady who embezzled the country-club funds?” Keep the boss in a good mood.

“Yep. The story has everything. High society. Financial shenanigans. Good-looking babe. Kinda old but still put-together, nice legs, know what I mean?”

He and Zach reached the conference room together. Zach sidled into the room behind him. The whole staff was there.

“This one’s gonna be a ratings bonanza!”

Zach took his seat, looking around at his colleagues, bored and fiddling with their pens. Nick always said stuff like this. 

Then, when the episode aired, and the ratings weren’t exactly bonanza-high, the whining and recrimination and finger-pointing would begin. 

They’d all been through it dozens of times. Zach glanced over to Millie Turner. Some, like Millie, a solid-looking woman in her mid-fifties, had been through the whole Nick boom and bust routine hundreds of times.

Nick pulled out his chair and seated himself grandly at the head of the big highly-polished table. He gazed out through the plate glass into downtown, where the Arch soared over the riverfront, as if he were master of it all. 

“Editing can work miracles,” he instructed them. They heard him say variations of this same thing on average once a day. “Miracles,” he mused. “Turn a so-so story into a killer. I went in for the kill. It was beautiful, the expression on that woman’s face, when she realized I knew what she did, and that she was on camera, and that in only a few days’ time, millions of viewers would know what she did, too.”

Zach raised his eyebrows at Paulo, who carefully kept his own eyes on the boss. 

Millions? 

The latest viewership figures put Nick’s audience at something uncomfortably under a million, while the top-rated daytime shows were up around 3.3 or even 3.5. And everyone in the conference room knew it. Women 49-54 was solid, maybe. Pretty solid. But Women 18-48 was slipping. The future was slipping. One big market hadn’t renewed. 

Nick needed a win. And this country-club embezzler lady wasn’t it.

“A killer!” Nick made pow-pow motions with his fists. He swiveled his chair sharply to Zach. “You doubt that?”

“No, I—”

“It’s all on you, Nelson. I’m doing your story next. You better get me the good stuff.”

“That’s what I wanted to discuss,” said Zach, squirming a little. “It’s not going well.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. 

“Tell me,” said Nick. Quiet. 

Quiet was never a good thing, with Nick. “Meeting’s started, guys,” he said to the rest of the room. Then turned his attention back to Zach. He waited.

“Look, this college student thing. It’s not what you think. You can’t get close to a college professor—you know, like you mean. Not any more. Maybe a while back. But they have rules about this stuff now, and this lady, she’s a rules follower.”

“But we know she’s not. We know she’s a rules-breaker. Don’t we.”

“Yeah.” Zach felt he was beginning to sweat. “Different rules. A different kind of rule.”

“Well.” Nick slapped his hands down on his thighs. “You’ll just have to find a way, won’t you?”

“There is a way. You won’t like it.”

“Spit it out, Nelson.”

“I can’t get close to her while I’m her student. I’ll have to wait til the semester is over, when I’m not her student any more.”

“And you think you can move on her then? Can you tell? How she looks at you?”

Zach flushed. “Maybe.”

“So all that tuition money we paid out won’t be a waste. That what you’re saying? She sits there all semester, drooling over you, building up to it. Any boyfriend?”

“Nothing. That’s part of what I’m trying to say. I staked out her condo, like you said. She doesn’t go anywhere. Doesn’t do anything. Goes out for coffee with a girlfriend, that’s it. They don’t go out partying together. She’s just a really boring lady.”

“Boring.” Nick’s eyebrows inched up.

“Well, no,” Zach admitted. “She’s, um, kind of fascinating.”

“And hot.”

“And hot. But she leads a really boring life.”

“So, girlfriend, huh. She goes for other women, you think?” 

All the women in the conference room frowned or cringed at the way he said it. Nick, as always, was oblivious.

“No, that’s not it,” said Zach, trying for completely matter-of-fact, because Nick was beginning to make leering expressions around the conference room, received very badly by his staff. “She just stays to herself.”

“You’ll change that. Won’t you.”

“I’ll try.”

“You’ll try.” Nick looked disgusted. “All that tuition. Big waste of money. Paulo,” he bit out. 

“Yessir?”

“Ramp up on Zakinsky.”

“Right.” Paulo hardly bothered hiding the smirk he directed at Zach.

“We’ll do Zakinsky next. Everyone, get with Paulo. Get on it.” Nick stood and adjusted his trousers. “Zach, with me.” He made for the conference room door. Zach slunk after him.
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ONCE THEY WERE IN NICK’S office, Nick rounded on Zach. For many minutes, Zach sat rigid, listening to Nick’s tirade. He’d been in the hot seat before. He knew to let Nick wind down. Sooner or later, he would. 

Besides, by now Zach was used to being chewed out and belittled. Taking it, he guessed, was kind of a valuable life skill to have, and he’d learned that lesson well, taught by the best. Not just in Farmington. There, too. But throughout his entire childhood.

“Well, alrighty, then,” said Nick after a long silence. “This thing with the lady professor is gonna take longer than we planned. That’s what you’re telling me.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Mr. B wants this one. Otherwise I’d pull the plug right now and try to get a refund out of that college.”

Inwardly Zach deflated. He was counting on Nick reassigning him. Then he wouldn’t have to sit through three hours of class week in, week out, staring at Alexandra Varga’s cheekbones and trying to figure out how not to do his job. How not to destroy her life. 

“Maybe I should just drop the class. You could put me on Zakinsky,” he tried.

“Stay in that class,” Nick growled. “We paid for that class. Who knew college was so expensive?”

Zach relaxed to the inevitable.  Nothing else to do but ride it out. He made up his mind to fail the midterm. Nick couldn’t get on his case for that. He’d told Nick he was a dumbass. Not his fault he wasn’t college material, even if Nick thought he looked college-boy preppy.

Not his fault he was actually, what? Falling for this woman? Zach swatted the thought away. He really was a dumbass.

“Okay.” Nick blew out a sigh. “Keep going to that lady’s class. Keep on her good side. Be the good little student. Then what? After the semester, which ends in—”

“Early December,” said Zach, his face falling.

“Early December, you start meeting her like by accident, and then you put the moves on her. Like I know you can. She’s lonely—that’s a good thing. She’ll be ripe for the plucking.”

“I guess,” said Zach.

“I know. I know you, Zach. What you’re capable of. Go get ‘em, boy.” Nick turned his attention to his planner, and Zach knew he’d been dismissed. 

He got up and left.

Paulo was lounging just outside.

When Zach stepped out of Nick’s office, Paulo punched Zach in the arm and giggled, a strange high-pitched giggle that was Paulo’s alone.

“Shut up,” said Zach.

“So now you gotta keep being a good boy and go to that class,” said Paulo.

“Shut up.” He walked morosely down the corridor, Paulo eager at his side. Zach shrugged away from him. “Fuck me hard. Now I have to take the midterm exam.” Zach knew his voice was bitter. “Except I
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