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Chapter 1




Sanibel, Florida

November

Lee Mandel spent a lot of time looking over his shoulder. It came with the job. But as he stretched contentedly in the February sun, he wasnt thinking about watching his back. He was smiling at the server who had the lithe body and optimism only people under thirty could manage.

Hey, you sure youve got the best shrimp on Sanibel Island? Lee teased.

You bet your ass, sir.

Lee laughed and waved off the server. Ill have the usual. And coffee as fast as your big feet can manage. Oh, and bring a couple extra to-go bags, okay?

The young man grinned, reached behind his back, and pulled out two white paper bags with the cafs SoupOr Shrimp logo printed in bright red down the side.

These do? He dropped them in front of Lee. I grabbed them as soon as I saw you coming up the stairs.

Uneasiness snaked through Lee. He was becoming predictable. In his business that was not only stupid, it was dangerous. But he hadnt seen anyone following him when he drove over the bridges from the mainland to Sanibel Island. Besides, once the contents of the courier packet were transferred to a wrinkled takeout bag, no one would suspect what Lee knew for a fact: the gems were worth a million, minimum. Wholesale.

In the future, hed use something even less noticeable, maybe a brown paper bag like the winos. Usually the couriers who were carrying unique goods didnt have to worry as much as the guys carrying watches and engagement rings.

Usually, but not always.

For the last few years there had been rumors of a new gang working, one that targeted only the very highest end of portable and valuable goods. The good news was that the gang wasnt as rough as the South Americans. The new boys were slick and quiet.

The server and his tight butt disappeared back into the dark, smoky caf, leaving Lee alone to enjoy the winter sun. He shifted his chair so that his back was to the wall of the building and wondered what his sister, Kate, was doing now that shed finished cutting and polishing the Seven Sins. Probably she was getting ready to hit the gem show circuit again and see if she could find some rough that would repay her time and effort to cut it.

Maybe if Mom and Dad let up on the grandchild subject, shed slow down and find a good man. As it is, theyre driving her nuts as surely as they drove me.

Guilt whispered through him. He should tell his parents. He really should, especially now that hed found the man he wanted to spend his life with. He just didnt want the crap that would come after he came out of the closet, the tears and the where-did-we-go-wrong questions.

His parents hadnt gone wrong. He just wasnt the son theyd expected. End of sad story.

Conversation floated around Lee. Some of it came from the open-air ground-level parking lot directly under him. Nearly everything on Sanibel Island was built on stilts. When the hurricanes came, most of the mess just washed through underneath the buildings, leaving the higher living quarters more or less intact.


But I want to see the treasure!

The young girls voice was high, stubborn, and all too clear as she emerged from a car out in the sunstruck parking lot that tourists invariably chose. Lee smiled slightly at the idea of sizzling upholstery and steering wheels too hot to hold, and he wondered if the snow-birds were afraid of the shadows between the pillars holding up the small shopping center.

We saw the Atocha stuff last year. Big deal. The parental voice was frayed and impatient. All they want to do in that so-called museum is sell overpriced pieces of eight to the next sucker coming through the door.

I dont care. I want to see the gold coins and emeralds.

Lee tuned out the girls whine even as he wondered what she would say if she saw the seven extraordinary sapphires that were locked in the trunk of his car. Most of the time he didnt know what he was carrying in the anonymous packets he took from point A to point B for various courier companies, including the one his family owned. He enjoyed the freedom of being freelance. On this job, he just happened to be the son of the companys owner and the brother of the cutter, so he knew what the Seven Sins were and how much they were worth.

Kate had been so excited about being commissioned to cut the extra fine quality sapphire rough that shed called him and described the stones to him the way hed describe a lover. Hed visited her twice in Arizona and been amazed at the progress from shapeless, dull bluish stone to exquisitely faceted gems that burned with an extraordinary blue color.

Hed enjoyed watching Kates excitement. For once it had seemed like she was years younger than he was, instead of eight years older. Not that he blamed her for being thrilled. It was a real coup for a relatively young cutter to score a high-end job like the rough from Arthur McCloud, one of the foremost collectors of gemstones in the world. Shed even asked that Lee courier the rough to her and then courier the cut and polished Seven Sins back to McCloud. Keeping it in the family, as it were.


Squinting against the sun, Lee stared at the modest watch strapped to his left wrist. Quarter of eleven. Plenty of time. From the caf, it was maybe fifteen minutes over a small bridge connecting Sanibel and Captiva islands. With luck hed have an hour after he dropped off the stones on Captiva to go shelling on the falling tide and still make his flight out of Fort Myers to Los Angeles. On Friday, ninety percent of the traffic would be heading over the bridges into Sanibel; hed be going the opposite direction. It should be an easy drive all the way in to the airport.

He stretched again. In his shorts, golf shirt, and sandals, he blended right in with the rest of the population. Not too tall. Not too short. Not too fat. Not too tan. Not too anything. Couriers were as anonymous as their parcels. If hed been in Manhattan, he would have worn a dark suit and charcoal overcoat. Seattle would have required a high-tech rain jacket and a cup of espresso mounted permanently in one hand. No umbrella. No one in the Pacific NorthWet bothered.

The faint sound of a car responding to the call of an electronic key disturbed Lee. He sat upright and mentally reviewed the cars hed seen when he parked in the lot just beneath him, near the stairway. Except for his white rental car, there hadnt been any close to the stairs.

Most of the shops opened at eleven, and that was twenty minutes away. The only other vehicles hed noticed were parked well to the back, away from the stairs. The cars and light trucks almost certainly belonged to employees following orders to make it easy for the paying customers to park close to the stairs leading to the shops.

He stood and glanced over the railing to the ground one story below. No one. The whining girl and her family had gone inside the caf, apparently preferring smoke to fresh air. For the moment, he was as alone as anyone ever was in the winter tourist mecca of Sanibel Island.

From beneath him came the muffled thump of a trunk closing.

Frowning, he hurried down the stairs. The transition from full Florida sunlight to the full-shade gloom of the parking lot made him hesitate. He glanced quickly around the area.

Nothing moved in the cool shadows.

Telling himself he was being paranoid, Lee crossed quickly to his car. He punched the electronic key and unlocked the trunk.

It was empty.

Son of a bitch!

Frantically he leaned in and felt around. Smaller than his palm, worth more than he would make in a lifetime, the package holding the Seven Sins could have shifted, maybe fallen into the wheel well.

They have to be here.

From the darkness beyond the car came a slight scuff, as though someone was trying to sneak past him to the bright sun. At least it seemed like sneaking until he spun around and saw a familiar face.

Relieved, he smiled and said, Hey, I didnt expect to see you on this coast.

You shouldnt have seen me at all.

There was a soft sound, then a grunt as a bullet slammed through flesh and bone to Lees heart. He collapsed into the trunk.

This cant be happening.

But it was. The world was spinning away and he wasnt part of it anymore, color swirling down to black.

NormKatiecan you hear me? I love

The trunk slammed down, hiding death.








    

Chapter 2




Little Miami

Two days later

Jaime Seguro Jimenez de los Santos knew it was his lucky day when the door of his pawnshop opened and a platinum blonde with maximum boobs and a shrink-wrap dress sauntered toward him. Platform heels added five inches to her height and made her ass swing real nice. His only complaint was that the dress began at the neck and covered all that flesh.

Then he took another look and realized that the breasts came from a high-class gel bra, the kind drag queens wear. The skirt almost made up for it, though. It was so short he could see the bottom of her butt cheeks. Or his, more likely.

Ni modo. Seguro liked lovers both ways, as long as he got to be the pitcher.

The door closed, shutting out the impatient horns, the stink of badly tuned engines, and the cascading accents of Spanish from six nations. Through the heat and dust-glazed windows, tired palm trees swayed over the worn cinder-block buildings lining the crowded street.

A heavy floral perfume washed over Seguro as the woman leaned against the counter. Her makeup was as bold as her dress. Her eyes were the blue of a rare clear day in muggy Florida.

Buen dia, seorita, Seguro said informally, giving her the thorough leer that his culture and her dress required. Como le puedo ayudar?

English, if you can, por favor, she said, pronouncing the two Spanish words as though they were English. She had a husky, almost hoarse voice. My espaol sucks.

S, how can I help you?

Someone told me you give the best price around for loose stones.

He hesitated.

You know, she said earnestly, loose stonesgems that arent set? Do you understand?

S, yes, I understand. Who told you that?

Someone in L.A. Los Angeles. My boyfriends from there. His buddy said you had a cousin that had a cousin that She shrugged, making everything sway from top to bottom. My boyfriends not a Santos but he did time with one, if you get what I mean.

Seguro grinned and nodded quickly, accepting her explanation. Most of the contacts a man needed to succeed in life were already in his extended family. The rest he could make in the joint. S. I know. I meet some people that way.

Damn useful, she agreed. With both hands she lifted her big canvas tote and smacked it onto the counter. I got some shit youll like.

He made an all-purpose sound and idly wondered if she was really a he. No sign of a beard shadow, but it was hard to be sure underneath all that makeup. In any case, many of los maricones had their beards permanently removed.

She pawed through the tote and pulled out an antacid bottle. Before Seguro took the plastic antacid container, he spread a worn piece of dark cloth on the countertop. Then he uncapped the bottle and poured the contents out on the cloth. Instead of the rush of small stones he had expected, a big, thumb-sized rectangle of deep blue bounced out onto the counter. He grabbed the gem and centered it on the dark cloth. His breath came in.

And stayed.

I want fifty thousand, she said.

His head snapped up. The blue eyes looking across the counter at him were lighter than the big stone but just as hard.

We see was all Seguro said.

The sapphire is worth a lot more than fifty grand.

To someone, yes. To me? I no think so. He shrugged fluidly. I see.

She tapped long, stoplight-red acrylic fingernails on the counter. Fine. You see. But hurry it up. I got a plane to catch. Big vacation in Aruba with my boyfriend.

Ah, I hear it is pretty there.

Ill send you a card.

Seguro pulled out a jewelers loupe and began looking at the large blue stone. Except for the occasional impatient tap of fake fingernails on the counter, it was quiet in the shop.

Well? she said when he finally looked up.

I need a friend to look at it.

She put her hands on her narrow hips in what could have been impatience or challenge. Like I said, Im in a hurry.

I regret, but He shrugged again.

What can you give me now?

Two thousand.

Thirty.

Two thousand, one hundred.

This is bullshit. The stones worth two hundred thousand, easy.

Then take it and sell it for that sum.

Fifteen thousand.

Two thousand, one hundred and fifty, he said patiently. I am sorry, Seorer, Seoritabut I am no expert. I already say double what I should because you are a fine person that knows the cousin of my cousin from the joint. I can do no more. I am very sorry.

Well, fuck! I want it in cash. Right now.

But of course. Wait here for me, yes?

Just hurry up. You arent the only pawnshop in Little Miami.

Seguro went to the small room in the back of the pawnshop, locked the door behind him, and went to the safe. Hurriedly he counted hundreds into a pile, then added a fifty-dollar bill. When he reopened the door to the shop, the woman was still there.

She held out her hand, palm up.

He counted the money into her blunt palm, then waited while she counted it again for herself.

You made yourself a hell of a buy, she said bitterly. A real steal.

Seguro grinned. I never doubt it. Buena suerte.

No sooner had the front door shut behind the blonde than he rushed over and locked it. He flipped the sign to CLOSED and pulled down the blinds behind the wrought-iron bars that covered the windows.

Then he stood and shook. He had little doubt that the sapphire was real.

As real as death.

He would have to be very, very careful what he did next or he would be as dead as the previous owner no doubt was.

Dios!

He needed connections for this one. The kind of connections people whispered about because to speak the names aloud was to get your throat slit. He mentally went through a list of names and rejected them. Then he came to one that made him pause.

Eduardo.

The brother-in-law of his wifes cousin lived in L.A. He worked in the jewelry trade. He would help. He had the connections no one spoke of aloud. He could sell the gem without getting caught.

Without getting killed.







    

Chapter 3




Glendale, Arizona

Five days later

Kate Chandler couldnt concentrate. With a muttered curse she looked away from the microscope that held a nice piece of tsavorite rough. Shed been studying the deep green specimen, trying to decide how to cut it in a way that would maximize both size and brilliance in the final stone.

Usually, she loved holding all that potential in her hand, making the decisions that would transform rather ordinary-looking rough into dazzling gems. But right now she was having a hard time caring about anything but the phone that didnt ring.

Damn it, Lee, she said. Call.

She checked the window of the cell phone that lay within reach on her worktable. The cell hadnt been out of her sight for days, no matter where she went in her house.

No new calls. No missed calls. Nothing but silence and a fear that grew deeper with every passing second.

Impatiently, she punched in Norm Gallaghers number.

Norm picked it up instantly. Lee?

Kates stomach clenched. No. Just me, Kate. I was hoping


He hasnt called. Norms voice was bleak, hoarse, like he had a cold or had been crying. What are we going to do?

I She took a breath. I havent told Mom and Dad, but I called the FBI and told them Lee had been kidnapped. They didnt want to listen to me. They gave me a verbal pat on the head and told me to leave it all to the Florida authorities. I told them the Florida cops were idiots who were more interested in smearing Lee than in finding him.

Lees right, Norm said. Youre a pistol. I cant wait to meet you and the family.

One big happy reunion, Kate said, forcing herself to sound cheerful instead of bone-deep worried.

Afraid for Lee.

Cold right to her soul.

Norm

Yes?

Im scared. I didnt tell you before and Dad would have a cow if he knew I was telling you now, but Lees rental car was turned in a day late and the package he was carrying never arrived.

There was a long silence followed by the sounds of a man swallowing hard not to show emotion. No sign offoul play?

No.

You dont sound happy about that.

Im not. Im scared and mad andscared. Kate closed her eyes, yanked her hair clip out of her dark hair, and massaged her scalp. Lee, where the hell are you?

Im scared too, Norm said. I got past mad after the first twenty-four hours.

This is so unlike Lee, she whispered. Even if he forgot to call me after he delivered the Seven Sins, hes just plain nuts for you. Hed call you, no matter what.

Norm gave up swallowing and let the tears clog his throat. Thanks, Katie.

Its the truth.


Do you suppose he had some kind of accident and doesnt remember his name?

Kate leaned against her worktable, hearing the same fear in Norms voice that was twisting through her, the words neither one of them wanted to say aloud: What if Lee is dead?

Ive called every hospital between Fort Myers, where he picked up the rental car, and Captiva Island, where he was supposed to make the delivery, Kate said. No one has admitted an amnesia patient in the past five days, or any John Doe patient that doesnt know his own name.

Theyre sure?

Kate didnt answer. Norms words had been more a cry for hope than a real question.

Call me the instant you hear anything, she said.

You too.

She cut the connection and let her own tears come, grief and fear mixed together, shaking her.







    

Chapter 4




Scottsdale, Arizona

Five months later

Tuesday morning

9:30 A.M.

Heart pounding, Kate looked over the crowded conference. She tried not to think about the eerie mechanical voice on her answering machine, telling her that she would die if she didnt stop asking questions and trying to find out what had happened to Lee Mandel, why no one had seen him, why he hadnt called anyone, even the older sister who had always loved him no matter what a handful he was.

But shed kept asking anyway. Just more carefully. Shed focused on the missing gems rather than on the brother she was afraid shed never see again.

She watched the room with dark eyes that had seen a lot of people yearning over a lot of gems. No one glanced back at her, not even the man leaning against the far wall, a heavy show catalogue in his hands and a shuttered expression on his face. Except for him, everyone was poring over the gleaming wealth laid out beneath glass.

The real show wouldnt open for days, but some nice goods were already on public display. The preshow booths were a kind of dress rehearsal featuring the dealers who couldnt, wouldnt, or hadnt been invited to pay the stiff stall rentals for the main show. A handful of these excluded merchants had pooled their money to rent a large conference room off the lobby of the hotel for the week before the main show. Purcell Colored Gems was one of the second-tier merchants that had set up a booth.

Yesterday Kate had seen one of the Seven Sins on display there.

The Purcells hadnt been helpful when shed asked where the gem came from, but shed found a way around them. Now all she had to do was make sure they didnt find out.

Breathe slow and deep, like youre making the first cut on a piece of really good rough.

The silent advice didnt slow Kates heartbeat, but the thought of shaping colorful rough material into brilliant, eternally dreaming gems did the trick. Working with rough stone always calmed her. She didnt know why. She just knew it did.

Thats the way, she told herself. Slow and steady. This is the easy part.

She had good hands. Shed always had them, even when she was only eleven and entertaining neighborhood kids by pulling pennies out of their ears.

Breathe slow and move fast and be grateful the emerald-cut Sin didnt turn up in one of the private showings in a dealers room. That would have been much harder to pull off.

Quietly, Kate let out another long breath and stepped into the conference room. The booths spread out in front of her belonged to the second- and third-tier gem dealers and jewelers. Even so, the booths were a universe away from the crowds of bead and gimcrack sellers haggling and sweating on the clogged public parking lots where temporary open-air booths had been set up beneath the deserts blazing April sun.

Inside Phoenixs newest, most luxurious hotel-spa, all was tranquil, cool, and lightly scented with flowers. If Kates sensitive nostrils also picked up the oily, pervasive smell of greed wafting through the conference area, it didnt offend her. Shortly after shed had her first period, shed realized that the presence of gems made some humans sweat. The fact that she could look at gorgeous jewels without thinking in dollar signs gave her an edge over a lot of people in the trade.

She shook down the long sleeves of her raspberry silk jacket, felt the small weight poised just above the edge of her left palm, and took a last slow breath.

Ill make those FBI bastards listen, Lee.

I swear it.







    

Chapter 5




Scottsdale

Tuesday

9:32 A.M.

Sam Groves leaned against the Scottsdale Royales expensively papered wall and thumbed through a catalogue of upcoming attractions that would appear when the real gem show got under way. The catalogue was thick enough to take several days to read, but long before that he would have moved on, changed his clothes, put on a hat, and altered his profile. Simple enough disguises, because most people were simple. Especially with all the colored pretties scattered around. Like big tits, big gems often had a negative effect on the IQ of the men looking at them.

Sam enjoyed tits and gems as much as any man, but he managed to keep his mind on his job. He was sixteen years into the FBI and hoped to make twenty before someone added up the doesnt play well with others and colors outside the lines flags in his file, and then kicked his runs with scissors ass out of the Bureau.

No matter how hard Sam tried, when someone asked his opinion, he gave it. All of it, no matter how disagreeable it might be to the people who asked.

Good thing youre bright, boy, cuz you sure aint politic.

Thats what his first SACspecial agent in chargehad told Sam fifteen years ago. Nothing had changed since then. The Bureau got even with him by delaying his promotions and assigning him to low-profile jobs. So instead of tracking international and domestic terrorists with the other Bureau hotshots, he was part of a special task force trying to break a ring of jewel hijackers that had plagued the gem trade in the past five years.

But even on what should have been a straightforward assignment, Sams offbeat way of looking at the world had gotten him into trouble.

Tough titty. Sam flipped another page and scanned another breathless advertisement describing rubies as the colored gem investment of the century. Ive weathered worse than Mr. Legend in His Own Mind Sizemore. In less than five years Ill have my pension and my own business, and the politically correct assholes who cant see beyond their own brown noses can take a flying leap.

Silently, Sam repeated his personal mantra while he handled an assignment any schoolboy could have covered.

A shimmer of raspberry silk caught his eye. He glanced across the room. Though not beautiful, the woman held his attention. Black hair ruthlessly pulled back from her face. Medium height. Nicely curvednot showgirl nice, but the kind of real flesh that men liked to hold close. Expensive-looking suit and low heels with matching leather handbag. No obvious jewelry.

She moved confidently, yet his investigators gut told him that she was on edge.

Intrigued, he drifted closer without ever looking directly at her. When he saw that she was heading for the Purcell booth, his interest sharpened. If someone offered them quality goods, Mike and Lois had a reputation for not asking embarrassing questions about previous owners and bills of sale. Naturally, the price they paid for the goods reflected their tight lips. In all, the Purcells were just the kind of folks a gem hijacker might be looking for.

After all, there wasnt much point in clouting a gem shipment if you couldnt turn the tiny pretties into big mounds of anonymous green cash.







    

Chapter 6




Scottsdale

Tuesday

9:33 A.M.

Kate was so relieved to find Mike Purcell alone in the booth that she gave him a radiant smile. He responded with a leer. When his wife, Lois, wasnt around, Purcell had the reputation of being a real hound. Until yesterday, Kate hadnt thought much about the gossip. Then shed learned firsthand just how true the gossip was, and shed chosen her outfit for today accordingly.

She braced her smile to keep it from slipping, eased her right hand down her blouse to undo a few buttons, and told herself that it was all for a good cause. Apparently unaware of the gap in her clothing, she stepped closer to the case and bent over it.

Come back to look at the blue sapphire? Purcell asked slyly, leaning forward over the display case, close enough to sense her body heat. Or maybe you have something else in mind.

Her smile stiffened, but he didnt notice. His eyes were on the cleavage shed so generously displayed. She swallowed hard and settled into the odious business of flirting with a man shed rather have scraped off her shoes.

Well, you never know. Kate stroked the hollow of her throat lightly, hoping to distract him from her breasts. It worked for about two seconds. That is one mighty fine gemstone, she said in a carefully breathless voice.

The sapphire was indeed unusual, but not quite to the point of being a showstopper. At least, good old Purcell must have thought so or he wouldnt have displayed it so openly.

Kate thought Purcell was wrong. That was a gem guaranteed to raise the heart rate of any dealer who saw it.

Maybe Purcell just couldnt resist strutting the stone in front of the other second-tier dealers, she thought, gritting her teeth against her sudden distaste for the man who was older than her father. Or maybe he knows that McCloud wasnt supposed to tell anyone about the Seven Sins, so he thinks its safe. Either way, Purcell is slime.

But all she said aloud was, Emerald-cut sapphires of that size and quality dont come on the market every day.

Day? Purcell straightened and reached into the case without looking away from the smooth, firm tits hed love to squeeze. Honeypot, sapphires like this are rarer than a faithful woman. I ought to know. Ive helped more than one of the little darlings do the adultery dance. And unlike this sapphire, I gave those gals a real thorough deep-heat treatment, if you get my meaning.

Kates smile became all teeth. She made a sound like a terrier sinking canines into a rat. I still cant believe that the gem hasnt ever been heated. May I look at it again?

What are you offering?

Same as last time, you jackal. A cheap peep show. I wont be able to say until I look at it again. Reassurance, you know? Kate said. I just cant believe its worth more than twenty-five thousand a carat. Before my client starts rounding up that kind of money, I have to be sure. I mean, this is only the preshow, after all. Lots of world-class gems havent even been put out yet. Surely you understand?

The husky hesitation in her voice made Purcells palms hot. Hed seen bigger tits, but hers were here, now, and he wanted to see more of them.


Oh, what the hell, he said, pulling out the small box that held the sapphire. You handled those tweezers real well yesterday, just like a pro. Need a loupe?

No, thanks. I brought my own this time. I didnt want to take a chance on dropping yours again.

Besides, only an idiot used the same distraction twice, but pointing that out wasnt any part of Kates agenda.

He grinned. You didnt do any harm. You can go looking for a loupe in my lap any old time you want to.

Kate didnt think her acting skills were up to answering. Then she thought of Lee, missing for five months, almost certainly dead, andDont go there, she told herself roughly. Crying doesnt do a damn bit of good, especially now. Suck it up. You have a job to do.

Youre way too kind, Mr. Purcell, she said hoarsely. I felt like such a fool.

You felt just fine from where I was sitting.

She swallowed hard and fished in the pocket of her jacket. When her fingers wrapped around the cool curve of the loupe, it steadied her. She took out the small 10x magnifying glass and looked at Purcell expectantly.

He waited, hoping that she would come around the glass like she had yesterday. Hed really liked squeezing that firm ass between his thighs and the heavy display case.

She didnt move.

Views better from here, he said.

She shook her head. No, youll just get me all flustered again. I have to keep my mind on my business.

You sure, honeypot?

That youd get me flustered? I sure am. And this time I might not be able to stop myself from parking my foot in your crotch. You have a way of making a woman forget what shes doing.

He laughed. So they tell me.

He took the clear top off the box, nudged it toward her, and handed her a pair of jewelers tweezers.

Ignoring the slick feel of his fingers rubbing over her palm, she positioned the tweezers and picked up the thirty-carat stone. Holding the loupe to one eye, she brought the sapphire closer until it was in focus.

The color was everything a blue sapphire should be. The inclusions didnt detract from the brilliance. The cut was superb.

Show time.

She set the gem back in its box and simultaneously fumbled with the loupe. It smacked against her collarbone and slid down between her breasts. She gave a stifled little shriek and went after the loupe with her right hand. As she fished around in her bra, she flashed more skin at Purcell.

She neednt have worried about holding his attention. He was staring at her breasts so hard he was sweating.

You turn me into all thumbs, Kate said, smiling at Purcell, but

The rest of her words were lost in a gasp as large masculine fingers closed over her left hand, all but crushing it.

Cmon, get a move on it, said a rough, impatient voice. Were late. Ive been looking all over hell for you.

Kate went cold as she glanced up into a strangers hard gem-blue eyes.







    

Chapter 7




Scottsdale

Tuesday

9:40 A.M.

Sam Groves dragged his prey away from Purcells booth and out into the hotel lobby.

Let go of me, Kate said in a low, furious voice.

Or youll scream? he asked without interest.

She said something under her breath.

Yeah, thats what I thought, he said. Dont want to call attention to yourself, do you?

Mr.

Groves. Sam Groves. He crowded her against a potted plant the size of a delivery truck and took a credential holder out of his hip pocket. A badge flashed gold. Special Agent, FBI. Any questions?

What the hell do you think youre doing?

Thats my question. He turned over her hand, the hand that he hadnt released from his grip. One blunt finger traced the delicate bump of wax or glue or whatever had held the stone out of sight in her sleeve until it was time to make the switch. A quick scrape, the stone drops, and its switched before the mark knows what happened.


She gave him a look that said his deodorant had failed her sniff test.

Open up, he said, or Ill have to hurt your fingers.

You already have.

Youre making me cry. He squeezed harder. Open up.

How can I? she retorted, struggling quietly, uselessly against his grip.

Her dark brown eyes glared up at her captor. If he was bothered by her, attracted to her, or repelled by her, he didnt show it. His attitude made it real clear that he wasnt going to be distracted by a little skin. If anything, he looked bored.

But not careless. Her fingers were white and the hidden stone bit into her flesh from the force of his grip.

He replaced his credentials and moved his hand to her wrist without giving her a chance to escape. Open up.

With an odd smile, she uncurled her fingers. A forty-carat emerald-cut blue sapphire gleamed on her palm.

Surprise, surprise, he said. Something stuck to your delicate little fingers. Who are you going to sell this to?

No one.

Yeah? Youre just switching stones for the hell of it?

Something like that.

You must think Im as stupid as Purcell.

Kate met Sams cool blue eyes straight on. The man might be a lot of things, but stupid wasnt one of them. Normally, she would have been attracted to his intelligence and old-fashioned male strength. Not today. Today she wished shed never met the son of a bitch.

Im sure youre very bright for a federal robot, she said. But that doesnt mean youre right. Im not a thief.

Sams dark eyebrows rose. Hed met some confident con men in his time, but she was something else.

Federal robot.

He almost laughed. If she only knew how wide of the mark that shot was.


Not a thief, huh? he asked lazily. That blue stone in your hand says youre a liar.

Youre assuming that the stone is valuable enough to be worth stealing.

I sure am.

The stones only real value lies in the time a cutter spent on it.

Oh, yeah, right, he said, not bothering to hide his impatience.

Kates chin tilted up. The more her heartbeat settled down from being caught, the madder she got. I can prove it.

How?

Pick a dealer. Any dealer. Show them the stone and see what they say.

For a long moment, Sam simply looked at his unexpected captive. She had the kind of classy face that made a man want to please her, dark eyes that looked earnest, fine bones, rich black hair, and an unmistakably female shape that the loose clothing couldnt hide. Overall impression was of fresh, businesslike femininity. Intelligent too. Quick in more than one sense of the word.

If he hadnt seen her pull the switch himself, he would have believed her innocent act.

But hed seen the switch.

Then he remembered just how much eyewitness testimony was really worthslightly less than a handful of warm spit. Three eyewitnesses would earnestly tell you that the guy was tall, short, average, thin, fat, average, hairy, bald, average, and looked just like you.

He glanced at his watch. The strike force meeting wouldnt start for another twenty minutes. Whatever else the woman might or might not be, she was more interesting than the pages of the catalogue hed been thumbing through since the booths opened at nine. She smelled better too.

And there was always the chance if he crowded her hard enough, she might volunteer some interesting leads into the gem-fencing community. So far the strike force hadnt done much but spend public funds following leads that didnt pan out.


Okay, Ms.

Natalie, Kate said quickly, hoping her mother wouldnt care if her name was borrowed.

You have a middle and a last name?

Shed already decided that Smith or Jones was a nonstarter. So she grabbed the first words she thought of: her profession and her mothers maiden name. Cutter. Middle name Harrison.

All right, Ms. Natalie Harrison Cutter. You have any ID?

She was ready for that too. Up in my room. You arent going there.

Sam decided to let it go for now. Without releasing his grip on her, he plucked the stone from her palm. Well just walk back to the conference room and see what some dealers think of this stone.

Let go of me, she said, tugging against his grip.

Not unless youd rather wear handcuffs. Ive seen you move, sweetheart. Quick and slick.

Kate locked her teeth together against the anger and adrenaline that wanted to spill out in a rush of scathing words. Typical condescending FBI, she said distinctly. Sweetheart.

The left corner of Sams mouth tilted up. You know a lot of us federal robots, do you?

Lets say Im familiar with the breed.

The kind of familiarity that leads to contempt?

Kates sideways look said it all.

He grinned. I like your style.

Ill change it.

Come with me, Ms. No ID Natalie. Well see how wide your sassy streak is.

If I were a man, you wouldnt call it sassy.

If you were a man, Purcell wouldnt have been so busy looking at your tits that he took his eyes off the main pointgems. What goes around, comes around. Sweetheart.

She shot him a dark glance, saw that she was being baited, and gritted her teeth.


Then she followed him because there was no other choice except to be dragged behind like a sulky child.

Sam selected the second booth on the left, well away from Purcell. The woman behind the counter was neatly turned out in a Southwest-style jacket and black slacks. Her gray hair was cut close, as were her nails. Gems were arranged in the case like a rainbow. While not a very original design, the multicolored arc of gems was striking.

Good morning, maam, Sam said. Beautiful display you have.

The woman smiled, responding to the approval and warmth in his voice. The fact that the rest of the package was male and easy moving didnt hurt. She might have been old enough to be his mother, but her eyesight was just fine.

Thank you, she said. We try to please.

Kate bit the inside of her cheek to keep from screamingor laughing. Sam was reeling the woman in the same way Kate had reeled in Purcell.

Only Sam didnt have to undo a single button.

Life really isnt fair, Kate thought angrily. Why couldnt he have been as sleazy as Purcell? But, no. Hes a one hundred percent pure FBI male. Clean-shaven. Confident. Condescending.

Oh, lucky me.

Im sure you do just that, Sam said, smiling at the dealer. If youre not too busy, I need your opinion on something.

The woman waved one hand. If a line forms behind you, Ill kick you out. Until then, how can I help you?

Sam held out his hand, palm up. The sapphire glowed like a huge blue eye stolen from an alien idol.

The womans breath came in with an audible sound.

I say this is worth a lot of money. Sam tilted his head toward his captive. My sweetheart here doesnt think so. Can you settle the argument for us?

That looks like the stone Mike Purcell was bragging on.

Purcell? Kate said quickly. We didnt get it from him. My, uh, sweetie won it in a poker game last night.


Yeah, she gave me hell on the half shell when I got in late, Sam said.

If youd come home a winner, Kate said with lethal sincerity, I wouldnt have cared when you got in.

Hey, fifty-eight big ones for a stone like this is winning in any mans book.

May I examine it? the dealer asked, pulling a black velvet pad closer and reaching for loupe and tweezers.

Sure.

The dealer put the loupe to her eye with one hand. With the other, she used the tweezers to pick up the stone and bring it into focus in front of the loupe. She studied it intently for a long moment, shifted a tiny gooseneck light to a better angle, and looked again.

What are you looking for? Sam asked.

Pear-shaped bubbles or curved growth lines, she said absently. Theyre sure signs of a synthetic.

See any? he pressed.

Not yet.

Sam gave his captive a sideways look that was just short of predatory.

The dealer set aside the loupe. I have a spectroscope on the counter behind me?

Sure, use it, Sam said. I want to be real certain. Unless it will harm the stone.

None of the tests I use are destructive to the gem.

You have a microscope too? Kate asked.

Of course.

Then just cut to the chase, Kate said. If the stone is a Chatham synthetic, youll still get the black bar at four hundred and fifty on the spectroscope, just like a natural.

The dealer gave Kate a speculative look and passed up the spectroscope for the binocular microscope. She set it on the countertop, put the sapphire in the stone holder, and bent over the eyepieces.

What will that tell you? Sam asked his captive.


If she uses that microscope very carefully

Im GIA certified, the dealer interrupted mildly. I know how to use a microscope. She glanced up at Kate. What am I going to see?

Hexagonal or triangular platinum platelets, Kate said succinctly.

The dealer looked at Sam. Why are you wasting my time? Your girlfriend knows more about sapphires than most of the people in this room.

He doesnt trust me, Kate said. Thats why were not married. Just sweethearts.

Sam buried a laugh. Damned if the quick-tongued little con didnt appeal to him.

The dealer turned back to the microscope. She gave the stone a good look before she finally straightened. Im afraid your, um, sweetheart is correct. The stone isnt worth what you paid for it.

Yeah? How come? Sam said, disappointed. Sure looks good to me.

Do you know much about colored gems? the dealer asked.

Nope.

Like I told you, sweetheart, Kate said. Its pretty, but its not worth breaking a sweat over.

No problem, he said easily. Im always willing to learn. And sweat.

Kate rolled her eyes.

The dealer smiled. The stone is a Chatham synthetic. Uncommon, yes, thank God. All the other synthetics fail the spectroscope test.

You mean that stone isnt a sapphire? Sam asked.

Oh, its blue sapphire, no question. The dealer looked at Sams expression and sighed. Obviously, you have trouble believing in the expertise of a woman. There are a lot of male specialists who could do a formal appraisal of this stone, but it will take several days to several weeks and cost you hundreds of dollars.

Help me out here, Sam said, frowning. Its really a sapphire?

Subtly, Kate tested his hold on her wrist. No change. No discreet escape possible.

Hell.


Blue sapphire, yes, the dealer said. Sapphires come in all colors except red.

Sam made an encouraging sound.

When sapphires are red, the dealer said, theyre called rubies. Both sapphire and ruby have essentially the same specific gravity andbarring the impurities that give colorthe same chemical composition.

He managed to look intelligent and confused at the same time. It was one of his best faces for questioning people. So why isnt this, uh, blue sapphire worth anything?

Its synthetic, the dealer said patiently. Man-made. When you buy gems, youre buying color, rarity, and clarity. The synthetics only have two out of three.

Not enough to be in the money, Sam said.

No. Although this is quite well done, she added, handing back the stone. The cut is exquisite. Unusual to see that kind of exacting work in synthetic goods. Most of them are machine cut and polished according to a bean counters formula for maximum return.

Damn right its exquisite, Kate thought. I cut it myself.

And that was one bit of news she wasnt sharing unless she had to.

Sam made a rumbling, grumbling kind of sound that managed to be cuddly rather than fierce. He shoved the stone deep into his jeans pocket. Why would anyone put all that effort into a fake?

Synthetic, the woman corrected instantly.

Whatever.

There are several possibilities.

Such as?

Well, the dealer said, the most likely explanation is that the owner of a natural blue sapphire of that size might have an identically cut synthetic and wear it instead of the more costly stone. Its a way of keeping down insurance rates.

Sam nodded.

Its also a way of protecting valuable stones from thieves, the dealer continued. Most gem thieves, particularly the South American gangs, couldnt tell glass from synthetic from natural.


Sam managed not to grimace over the mention of South American gangs. He heard enough of that song from his supervisory special agent and from Ted Sizemore.

Youd think that there was only one nationality of gang on the whole frigging planet.

Really? Sam asked. I wouldnt have thought gem thieves were that stupid.

There are one or two real smart ones out there, the dealer said unhappily. Ive heard rumors that some dealers were making decoy shipments to thwart those hijackers when there were some particularly fine gems to protect. Perhaps your well-cut stone came from one of those decoys.

Thanks for your time, Sam said, turning away.

Kate followed because she didnt have a choice. She looked narrowly at him as she lengthened her stride to keep pace.

Well, sweetheart, what next? she asked.

His smile was a lot less easygoing than the one hed given to the dealer. We go somewhere quiet and talk.

No.

He raised his left eyebrow. Why?

I dont want to and you dont want to force me.

What makes you think that?

Because youre undercover and dont want to be burned over something thats going nowhere in terms of a bust. She smiled a razor kind of smile. Right?

He thought about it. Close enough. For now.

Now is all there is.

She jerked her wrist.

He held on just long enough to let her know that she wasnt escaping, he was letting her go. Then he watched her retreat with the lazy interest of a predator that wasnt particularly hungry at the moment. Whatever her game was, it wasnt part of the reason he was in Scottsdale. Until that changed, she was off his menu.

He had bigger fish to catch, gut, and fry.







    

Chapter 8




Scottsdale

Tuesday

10:03 A.M.

The FBIs crime strike force had a formal headquarters in a million-dollar motor coach that was parked off to one side of the Scottsdale Royales employee lot. The strike forces informal headquarters was Ted Sizemores suite at the Royale, or whatever suite Sizemore took in whatever city was hosting a gem show big enough to draw dealers and the thieves and hijackers who preyed on them.

When Sam walked into the suite, he saw that the door to the other side of the suite was closed. He took the hint and left his SSA and Sizemore alone to talk about whatever part of the Good Old Days turned their crank. Patrick Kennedy and Sizemore went back a long way. Thirty-three years, to be precise.

Sam grabbed a cup of bad coffee from the urn that room service had set up. Then he pulled a pack of peanut butter and cheese crackers from his sports coat pocket. Not much as brunches went, and it was all he was going to get. Sizemore might buy coffee for the strike force, but his idea of food was pretzels and beer.

A lean man still in his twenties walked in. Hey, Sam, whats happening?


Sweet fuck all. How about you?

The same. Mario yawned and stretched. Like Sam, he was wearing casual civilian clothes. Unlike Sam, Mario was a detective for the Phoenix PD. The cell traffic were picking up is all about meeting for lunch at the local Taco Hell. I came close to falling asleep, and your SAC was in the HQ with me.

Sam shook his head. Bad form. Dougs a bear about staying awake on the job. Takes snoring as a personal insult. He lifted his mug. Have some coffee.

How lousy is it?

Sam took a swallow. How lousy is your imagination?

That bad, huh? Must be why Our Hero Sizemore drinks beer.

A shrug was Sams only answer. Anyone who had beer with every meal wasnt Sams idea of a hero. Whos on the earphones now?

Bailey. You should hear him bitch. An NYPD detective is too good for that shit. Just ask him.

No thanks.

What a prick. Mario grabbed a handful of pretzels and ignored the bucket of iced beer. He pulled a can of Pepsi from his jacket pocket, popped the top, and spewed brown foam in all directions. Then he came closer to Sam and said softly, Were picking up more Spanish calls.

Sizemore will be happy to hear it.

Some of the maids have cell phones. Mario winked and made a pumping motion with his arm. Real scrubwomen.

Sam snickered. He knew enough Spanglishthe creole of border Spanish and Englishto catch the reference to maids who made a little extra working in the sheets before they changed them.

More men and two women filed in. The first woman was a bright, barely-thirty-year-old NYPD detective whose marriage had just crashed and burned because of her career demands. Too bad, how sad, and about three out of four law-enforcement officers had stories to match. The second woman was the Legends daughter, Sharon Sizemore, a former FBI special agent who had been sacked for sleeping with her SAC. It was old news, but the kind of thing that made the rounds of the FBI grapevine whenever her name came up. Since her exit from the FBI, she had worked for her fathers security consultation service.

The men walking in behind her were between twenty-five and forty-five years old, short hair, clean shaven, like a herd of fraternity brothers in uniformly casual clothes. One of them wore Nikes. Another wore sandals, no socks. A third wore cowboy boots. The men started talking among themselves and shaking hands with everyone in the room.

Sam sighed. Party time. Too bad he wasnt a party animal. But hed learned to howdy and shake with the best of them, so he made the rounds of FBI special agents, LAPD, NYPD, Las Vegas PD, plus other various local law-enforcement officers. When he got to Raul Mendoza, Sams smile became real. Mendoza was the BCISBureau of Citizenship and Immigration Servicesagent, the Department of Homeland Securitys representative on the crime strike force. Based in Florida, he specialized in South American gangs. In Los Angeles, Mendoza had chased illegals who ran drugs to pay off their smuggler, but hed adjusted real fast to gems. He was politic, media-wise, and headed for the top.

All the qualities Sam didnt have.

Mendoza was also a damn good investigator, which was what Sam cared about. He saluted him with a mug of coffee. Grinning, the BCIS agent returned the favor.

The noise level subsided somewhat when the SAC Doug Smith walked in, looked over the crowd, and headed straight for the coffee, where Sam had gone back for seconds.

 Afternoon, boss, Sam said, pouring him a mug of lethal brew. Heard you snored over the phone logs.

Bullshit. That was Mario. Doug yawned hugely and took the mug of dark black liquid. He glared at it, scrubbed one blunt hand through sandy hair that got grayer and thinner every year, and sighed. He swallowed a gulp of coffee, grimaced, and swallowed more. Thanks. I think.

Those triple shifts will kill you, Sam said, smiling slightly.


I took four hours off to sleep. Anything new?

Before Sam could mention his no-ID gem thief, the inner door of the suite opened and two men walked out.

Ted Sizemore was the first. He moved with a confidence that was just short of a swagger. At sixty-three, with two successful careers under his belt, hed earned the right. Unlike everyone else in the room, he was wearing a suit. The navy blue cloth had pinstripes so narrow they almost vanished. His shirt was white and crisp, his tie dark maroon with just the suggestion of diagonal navy stripes. His shoes were wing tips with a finish that could double as a shaving mirror. He might not carry FBI credentials anymore, but he hadnt forgotten the old uniform.

The second man was SSA Patrick Kennedy. More than a decade younger than Sizemore, Kennedy was one of the Legends biggest admirers. The fact that Kennedy had worked with Sizemore in the Bureau for about twenty years probably had something to do with it. The fact that Sizemore could conjure up the media with a snap of his fingers might have had a lot more. Positive media hits were as necessary for promotion as investigative and bureaucratic skills. Kennedys next career hike was riding on the outcome of the crime strike force he oversaw. Sizemore was a great unofficial asset, just as the FBI was a great unofficial asset for the Legends security business.

Sam drank more coffee and wondered if one hand ever got tired of washing the other. He chewed his last peanut butter and cheese cracker, washed it down with more coffee, and waited for someone to pull his finger out and start the whole time-wasting dance.

Meetings sucked.

Sizemore opened a bottle of beer, scooped up a big handful of pretzels from the nearby bowl, and settled into the best chair in the suite, which just happened to be within reach of the goodies. His love of food in general and beer in particular showed in his belly and his jawline. He wasnt at the triple-chin stage yet, but he was headed there.

Hey, Ted, good to see you, Doug said. Heard you had a rough flight out from L.A.


They dont build the damn planes the way they used to, Sizemore said, shifting his weight more comfortably in the overstuffed chair. Dont fly em as good either. He took a drink and shrugged. We arrived rubber side down. These days thats all you can ask for.

Doug and Sizemore traded bad flight stories while the politically adept among the strike force laughed and offered their own horror stories. Sam didnt think having to stay in cheap quarters at a hoteleven though his own apartment was only half an hour away from the actionqualified as a horror story. Kennedy wanted everyone to travel and sleep and work together. What Kennedy wanted, he got.

Good thing I dont even have a pet rock, Sam thought. Sure enough, it would be against FBI regs.

Sam wondered if his stomach could take more coffee. The burning in his gut told him the answer. Maybe Sizemore had a point with the beer. If nothing else, it was cheaper than the bottled water the hotel so thoughtfully left out with a six dollar price tag around its neck.

The tap water tasted lousy, but it was free. Sam headed for the bathroom. By the time hed drunk one mug of lukewarm tap water and gone back for a refill, Kennedy had pulled out a notebook and was getting down to business. Standing a few feet behind Sizemore, Sharon took notes by murmuring into a tiny microphone whose head was hidden in her thick, chin-length brown hair. The tiny recording device was invisible behind her ear. She was dressed in a business suit and low heels, which served to minimize her female attributes. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown suit, ordinary build. Easy to overlook even if the room wasnt crowded.

But she has the latest spy-tech equipment, Sam thought. Damn, Id like to have what shes wearing instead of the crap Uncle Sam supplied to the strike force. Id need Rasta hair to hide the stuff we use.

and Mendoza, Kennedy said, tell your men to ride that border harder. The assholes were looking for dont use passports and paved truck crossings.

What about the airports? Mendoza asked.


Sky Harbor will be covered, even though we dont expect much. Pass out photos of the known gang members and be watching all the flights that originate or connect south of the border.

Mendoza nodded as though hed been told something unusually insightful. Im on it.

Sam looked at his warm water and asked, What about the secondary airport in Scottsdale?

You volunteering? Kennedy shot back.

If thats where you want me.

Dont tempt me.

Sam drank the rest of his water and thought about going back for more.

Okay, I want everybody, Kennedy glared at Sam, to keep in mind that were dealing with a highly organized, very fluid group of South American ex-military, some of whom were trained by various U.S. special forces to fight drug dealers but decided it
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