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      It was the fund raising event of the year at a hip up-and-coming gallery. Saskia wasn’t officially invited. She was a plus one to tech tycoon and art collector, Lachlan Niche.

      It was twenty thousand a head just to get in to the night’s festivities. That didn’t include the VIP tour or the silent auction of the pieces on display. Even if she’d been invited, she wouldn’t have been able to afford it with only thirty-two dollars and eighty-eight cents in her bank account. If she didn’t get a cash infusion soon she’d be eating a lot of ramen to make that stretch.

      The event was white tie—the theme demanding guests wear only black and white. The invitations had been engraved on fine linen stationery. Simple black lettering on the most subtle shade of eggshell.

      The art was modern—bright splashes of reds and purples and blues and yellows and greens with the occasional smattering of orange, making statements the assembled could only guess about. The great thing about abstract art was how smart people could feel about themselves while saying ludicrous things about shapeless objects. Feeling smart was the important part.

      If more care had gone into the event, perhaps guests could have worn all white. They would have moved in and out of the art pieces, looking like blank walls and canvases themselves—becoming a part of the paintings and installations.

      Lachlan waved from across the room. Mr. Tall, dark, and handsome. He looked too dangerous to be at home surrounded by art. He was Saskia’s benefactor for the evening, allowing her to rub shoulders with the people who gave to charity primarily so they wouldn’t have to feel guilty about the frivolous things they did with the other ninety-eight percent of their money.

      No, that wasn’t fair. A good portion of it was reinvested and making them more money to feel guilty about while they clinked their champagne glasses and had another toast point with caviar.

      He grew insistent, calling her over now. There was that glint in his eyes that reminded her he always got whatever he wanted.

      How nice for him.

      What he wanted right now was to use Saskia as his conversation piece. Apparently there weren’t enough of those scattered about the gallery.

      She squeezed past huddled insular groups talking bullshit about art they would never understand because they didn’t have the heart for it. Money didn’t buy comprehension or depth, but they were all good enough at faking it. My, aren’t the emperor’s new clothes stunning? Look at those golden threads!

      Saskia knew more about art than most of these people could search on the Internet—or have their assistants search. Wouldn’t want them to have to put themselves out in the quest for knowledge.

      “Saskia,” Lachlan said in that congenial patronizing tone one hears when they know they’ve just been the subject of a conversation. His arm stretched outward, pulling her into his claw-like embrace. On the surface, she was lucky to have his attention tonight. He was good-looking, wealthy, and at least seemed cultured to the untrained eye. Odds were good he wouldn’t belch out the National Anthem, at least.

      “I was just telling them you’re an art forger.”

      Of course he was.

      There was polite, uncomfortable laughter as they waited for offense or denial. Saskia smiled mildly and took another sip of her champagne as the group pressed in closer.

      “So it’s true, then?” one of the older ladies asked, her eyes wide.

      “Don’t get too excited. I don’t pass them off as real. I sell them as reproductions. All long-dead artists. Nothing illegal about it.”

      Except maybe this one she was about to do. The artist in question was still somewhat recently deceased. That made things tricky from a legal standpoint. But Lachlan assured her he’d gained permission from the artist’s estate to have the reproduction made. And as if by magic, he’d produced the official-looking paperwork to prove it. Saskia wasn’t sure if the papers were legit, but she was too hungry to grill him about it in any meaningful way.

      One of the men seemed intrigued. He offered his hand as if at a business meeting. “Nolan,” he said. His grip was firm. He dropped Saskia’s hand a split second before she could pull away. “What’s the market for something like that?” he asked.

      The night might not be a total waste after all. Lots of alcohol flowing and shallow people with money in their pockets to burn. Perhaps she could pick up some small potatoes. You could make potatoes stretch almost as far as ramen if you knew what you were doing.

      She blushed, feeling somewhat pinned down by the intensity of his stare, the way he pulled her into him with such focus. There was something hawk-like in his features—which seemed fitting, given how much she felt like prey.

      “More than you’d think. They make good conversation starters—novelties mostly. But there are dry spells as with any business,” she said.

      Lachlan’s hand drifted down her back in a proprietary way, coming to stop just shy of public scandal. She shrugged out of his grasp and sent him a tight smile. He returned it with that same dark look she’d received from across the room only moments before.

      “I’m trying to talk her into doing a piece for me,” Lachlan said as if it weren’t already a done deal between them.

      “Oh, yeah, which one?” Nolan asked.

      “The Joseph Quill piece.”

      “Ah. So the owner won’t sell?”

      Lachlan shook his head. “I offered more than it was worth. They still refused. So I’ve resigned myself to a fake that will look more real than the real deal. Or so I’m told by Miss Roth here.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to touch up my makeup,” Saskia said. The older woman in the group looked as if she might try to come along, but Saskia managed to extricate herself without an entourage.

      She wandered down the dimly lit halls of the gallery, away from the buzzing din of voices and heels clicking on tile—away from the area the guests had been corralled into. It hadn’t been stated explicitly that they weren’t allowed in other parts of the gallery. Wouldn’t want to offend the generous donors. But it had been made to look as unwelcoming as a dirty alley strewn with used heroin needles, and the guests had taken the hint.

      Saskia could barely stand to hear Joseph Quill’s name. She’d idolized him and had the pleasure of meeting him at one of his gallery showings when he was just beginning to become famous. Living artists rarely got so famous or claimed so high a price for their work.

      She was sure she’d made a blubbering fool of herself that night and couldn’t even remember what idiotic things she’d said. She’d been shaking just from proximity to him.

      Three months later, Quill was dead—a plane crash while traveling abroad. He’d been far too brilliant to die so young, leaving all the work that could have been... unfinished, languishing in the universal creative void just waiting for an artist far less talented to take up the mantle of a body of work far outside their range.

      Saskia had mourned him as if he’d been a dear friend—even though she’d spoken all of four sentences to the man when she’d met him the one time. Sentences she wasn’t even sure had been coherent.

      But she’d admired him so much. He’d inspired her. He’d painted the most haunting nudes she’d ever seen, some of them in far-too-compromising—even kinky—poses. But that wasn’t why people were drawn to the work.

      It was the eyes.

      Each woman he’d painted in his too-brief lifetime had a look about her as if Quill had taken and broken her apart, carved away all the pieces of her soul that didn’t appeal to him, and made her into something new that lit up the canvas like sunrise. Saskia was sure he’d slept with all of them—perhaps just before painting them. She’d spent nights fantasizing about being one of his subjects with all the dark eroticism she imagined such a position might entail.

      Sometimes collectors were so captivated by the eyes of Quill’s women, they forgot to look at anything else, no matter how lurid the pose.

      Saskia ducked into a bathroom at the end of the hallway and leaned against the counter. She’d convinced Lachlan that not only was she an excellent art forger, but a competent art thief as well. She’d regaled him with a few bullshit stories about a couple of low profile art heists that had never been solved, and he’d bought the story. Tonight was all about planting a seed so that when the real Quill nude hung in Lachlan’s home, all of his friends would think it was merely a clever forgery.

      Or at least that’s how he thought it would play. Saskia could never steal the work of an artist she admired for a foul creature like Lachlan, but he couldn’t know he was her real mark.

      She reapplied her lipstick and straightened the straps of the black dress. A strand of long dark hair had escaped her updo. She carefully pinned it back into place.

      “You look lovely as you are.”

      She spun, working to wipe any trace of startled guilt from her face.

      “Lachlan, get out of here! This is the ladies room.” As if that needed stating.

      He must have followed directly behind her. He’d been quiet as a panther stalking prey.

      He looked ridiculous in such a rigid black tuxedo, standing in the midst of pale pink lace and cushions. His hand trailed down her cheek. “Saskia...” It was more a breath, a sigh, than speech.

      She batted his hand away. “No, Lachlan. I told you, business only. If you’re smart, you’ll reserve your fucking for women who don’t have other skills you need.”

      He wasn’t used to hearing the word ‘no’, or at least he wasn’t used to it being anything more than a prelude to ‘yes’. All part of a coy tease—a game a man like Lachlan was obligated to play to get to the warm, wet, excited prize.

      He moved closer. “I understand. A woman doesn’t want to feel like a slut, so she pretends she never does this. She says no a few times and pushes you away. You slip your fingers underneath her panties, and you find the lie. And then it changes to yes. This isn’t a new game for me.”

      Lachlan pressed her against the wall, his hand skimming down the side of her dress as if looking for an entrance to prove his point.

      Saskia put her hands on his shoulders and tried to shove him, but he wouldn’t budge. He was a solid block of muscle. He may as well have been a solid block of stone. “I said, No!”

      He shrugged and stepped away from her. “As you wish. We can leave if you’re ready to go. We’ve done what we needed to do.”

      Saskia straightened her dress again in an attempt to hide her shaking and just how threatening she found him. “You didn’t bid on the silent auction?” she asked, trying to shift the topic to something safe.

      “You know I don’t like abstract art.”

      It was his sole redeeming quality.

      She’d only been inside Lachlan’s home once. His preferences seemed to trend toward older, more classic work, but she couldn’t be sure if it was because of the difficulty and expense of acquiring the pieces he most coveted or because he actually had taste.

      They slipped out a side door and didn’t speak again until they were ensconced in the privacy of his Bentley. Warning buzzers sounded in her head over being alone in such a restrictive space with him after what just happened in the bathroom. But he was her ride and ultimately her continued survival.

      The engine purred to life, and Lachlan put the car into drive.

      “Do you think they bought it?” Saskia asked as they pulled away from the gallery.

      “I know they did. They’ll believe it’s a reproduction once it’s hanging in my house.”

      “I never said I’d steal the real one. I only promised the fake,” she said. It was important for Lachlan to believe this was all his idea. The more he thought he had to convince her, the more committed he’d be to the version of events she wanted him to see.

      “We both know you’re going to cave and give me what I want.” His hand moved to her knee. The double-entendre was probably sleazier hovering in the air between them than when it had been safely cocooned inside the privacy of his own head. At least that was what she’d decided to tell herself.

      He was fifteen years her senior, but that wasn’t why she didn’t want to sleep with him. Or maybe it was. Maybe it was that despite his wealth and fitness, he was skating dangerously into age-inappropriate. And she didn’t want to be any man’s amusing piece on the side to make him feel like he still had it. What could the two of them possibly have in common? None of their cultural reference points overlapped. There was nothing to discuss.

      Except maybe art.

      But he didn’t understand it in the way an artist did. He was a sideline spectator at best. And owning a Quill piece wasn’t going to give him the soul of the man who’d envisioned it.

      Saskia sighed. “Okay, let me be clear. If you want even a chance that I’ll steal the piece for you, you’ll keep your hands to yourself. I’m about ready to walk as it is. I get plenty of work from people less grabby and more respectful of my personal boundaries.”

      “That must be why you stuffed your purse with leftovers. Because you’re living so large.”

      Saskia ignored the bait and remained silent for the rest of the drive. The last thing she ever planned to discuss with him were her meager finances. Up next to Niche Industries, her net worth was a joke. And they both knew it.

      She was surprised when he pulled up in front of her building instead of his own sprawling estate. The way he’d been going tonight, she’d expected to have to escape his home like a refugee, barely clinging to whatever virtue she might have left, pressing her ripped dress tight against her body.

      But her dress wasn’t even creased, and Lachlan had magnanimously allowed her to remain unmolested.

      He turned off the ignition. “What is it about me that you find so repulsive, Miss Roth?”

      Besides everything?

      She wasn’t sure she could articulate it, at least not without pissing him off to the point she might have to dig through dumpsters to eat.

      On the surface, all the columns of Lachlan Niche lined up right. He was a man who was beautiful in just the right lighting and angle, but the slightest shift changed the picture to something hideous—at least on the psychic level. To Saskia, Lachlan was like a holographic trading card—a suave, handsome businessman if you turned him to the right, monster skulking through dark alleys if caught by light on the left.

      Either way, she didn’t want to be part of his collection—just another possession he kept in a case and bragged about to all his friends. But because he clearly seemed to think such a fate for her was an honor, it was pointless to try to explain it. It would sail too far over his entitled head.

      She opened the car door before he could do the fake-gallantry and come around and open it for her. “Goodnight, Lachlan.”

      He reached out, stopping her exit. “Saskia, wait. What about the job?”

      Thirty-two dollars and eight-eight cents. Four packages of ramen. Three cans of beans. Crab puffs in her purse. Business wasn’t just on a downswing. It had cratered entirely. Honest reproductions weren’t the big business she’d been letting on. People only liked forgery if it was passed off as the real thing. And then they only liked what they believed was real.

      “How much?” she asked.

      “Seven million.”

      “Sorry, no. If I get caught, I’m looking at prison time. You’re offering me just what the painting is worth. And I know you offered the owner more than that. You have to pay for the crime, not just the result. Seventeen.” She was outrageously overreaching, but he was arrogant and foolish.

      “Twelve.”

      Saskia smiled. “Sold, to the gentleman in the Bentley.”

      The grip on her arm loosened, and his hand fell away. “I’ll call you in a couple of weeks. We can meet and finalize the plan.”

      Right when she’d be in a gutter emaciated from lack of food. Possibly dead.

      “I need an advance.”

      Lachlan chuckled. She watched the devious glint come into his eyes again. She could practically see the sex-for-food offer coming. Would that be so horrible just until the job was done?

      Yes.

      And she didn’t work well with someone lurking over her shoulder. What she was attempting this time was big. She’d never do the work justice no matter how clean the copy she produced.

      Before Lachlan could voice a lewd suggestion, she said, “In two weeks I could be nearly done with the reproduction. But I can’t buy supplies without money.”

      He withdrew a checkbook from the inner pocket of his coat along with a pen. He really was a relic. Who wrote checks anymore?

      “Five thousand. And I want the reproduction complete in two weeks. This is your full time job until that time. You eat it; you breathe it; you sleep it. You’ll get more money when you deliver.”

      Saskia snatched the check from his hand. “I hope you know, all future payments will be in the form of a wire transfer. I’ll give you the account number the next time we meet.”

      “Of course.”

      She got out of the car and slammed the door.

      The window eased down. “Saskia?”

      “What?”

      “Forgot your lunch.” He tossed the purse at her. She almost toppled in the heels as she reached out and grabbed it mid-air. That really was her lunch.

      She’d failed as an original artist and as a reproduction artist. So why not attempt con artist?

      Stealing from Lachlan Niche would be the most satisfying thing she’d ever done. She couldn’t imagine a more deserving mark.
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      Saskia stepped out of the car that had been sent for her and gawked at Lachlan’s exquisite, imposing home as if seeing it for the first time. If only Lachlan didn’t live in it, this could be a pleasant experience. The driver took the wrapped painting out of the trunk.

      “Careful with that!” she snapped.

      He gave her an annoyed look as if he felt somehow offended he’d been sent to pick her up to begin with, and now that she dared speak to him as if he were the help, it was too much for him to bear. In truth, he looked more like a bodyguard than a driver. Tall, broad, bald on purpose. Maybe he was filling in for someone.

      She had to stay focused and remember why she was doing this. The payoff would be worth it. One big score, and then it was a tropical island for her far away from Lachlan Niche.

      The gold bangles at her wrists jangled as she straightened the vermillion skirt and pulled it down a couple of inches. The skirt was a bit too short, the white top dipped a touch too low. Her legs were bare because the nude heels on her feet were sling-backs with a cut-out toe and never looked quite right with pantyhose. Ordinarily an outfit like this made her feel like a civilized person—as if she weren’t barely scraping by. But today, it made her feel vulnerable. If she hadn’t been running late, she would have changed.

      Lachlan waited in the entryway just inside the house as if it had taken all his self-control not to run out to meet her at the car. “Marcus, take the painting to my study.”

      Marcus nodded and disappeared down the hall. She’d had to work from a bad photograph of the piece, but it was the only thing that might save her from having to do the real heist. She could possibly pull it off, but that wasn’t part of the plan. Lachlan didn’t deserve to own the real piece.

      Running a tech company as well as being an art collector, he’d be well aware of all the art authenticating software available. She’d studied Quill’s work with an almost religious fervor, but the software made it nearly impossible to perfectly duplicate another’s already-existing work without getting caught. Brushstrokes were analyzed. A scanned image of the original work could be broken down into small geometric cubes and compared frame by frame with the questioned piece.

      It was easier these days to commit forgery by pawning off “lost or undiscovered works” as authentic. Though with enough samples of other work by the same artist, the software could still detect less-skilled forgeries. The bar just kept rising higher.

      With this particular piece in private hands well before Quill had gotten famous, there had been no good scan of the image available to analyze. Lucky for her.

      Lachlan held out both his hands to Saskia as if welcoming the Prodigal Son home. She pasted on a fake smile and allowed him to draw her in. If both of his hands were in hers, they couldn’t be drifting over other parts of her body. Being conned was exactly what he’d earned for all the times he’d pawed at her.

      It took great effort to keep her breakfast down at that thought. Saskia couldn’t understand how women fell repeatedly into Lachlan’s arms. He was ridiculously wealthy and conventionally attractive. And he gave off that dominant alpha-male vibe that so many women seemed to swoon over. But could those same women not feel the ick? The sleaze that dripped off him like motor oil? This was a man who would use, abuse, and then laugh at you for trusting him.

      No, thanks.

      Could a semi-intelligent, lucid woman actually tolerate his touch? Even with him only holding Saskia’s hands, she couldn’t pull out of his embrace fast enough.

      When the driver returned, Lachlan said, “Shall we?”

      Saskia nodded with a tight smile and followed him to the study where they’d have some privacy. She was sure the staff couldn’t be trusted to be in on this, but the idea of being alone in a small dark-paneled room with him made her skin crawl.

      When he closed and locked the study door, Saskia had to steel herself against the temptation to run out the French doors and vault off the balcony, even though it was on the second story, and she’d break her ankle at the very least from this height—particularly since he had high ceilings. Sixteen feet at least.

      As if sensing her strong desire to flee, Lachlan closed the French doors and slid the deadbolt into place.

      He moved to the side bar and poured an amber liquid into a glass. “Drink?”

      “No, thank you. Let’s just talk business.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “No farther than I could drop-kick you.”

      He smiled—a smile he probably thought was charming—and he hadn’t met a woman with enough sense to disabuse him of the notion yet. The evolutionary urge not to starve was pretty strong in women. If it weren’t, Saskia wouldn’t be here. Men like Lachlan seemed like the easy road. The path of least resistance—if you could snag them.

      It must be killing him that Saskia didn’t want to.

      “Judging from your petite stature, that wouldn’t be very far.”

      She sat in an overstuffed chair at the far corner of the study to avoid taking a seat he might try to share.

      Undeterred, Lachlan pulled a rolling leather chair up to her, his knee mere inches from her own. He pushed a button on a remote, and jazz piped in through the sound system. She tensed.

      “I’m not making a move on you. Relax. Don’t flatter yourself. I’ve just got some nosy help, and I want to ensure they don’t overhear.”

      “On second thought, I will have that drink.”

      He smiled and rose. When he returned, the drink was barely out of his hand and into hers before she’d slammed it back and put the glass on the table.

      He arched a brow. “Another?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      “Once I sit again, I’m not getting up to fetch you a second drink, so if you⁠—”

      “I said no.”

      Lachlan held up his hands in surrender. “To business then. Do you have a finalized plan?”

      “I do. Aren’t you going to look at the reproduction?”

      Lachlan sighed and crossed to the painting still wrapped in brown paper. “You’re right. If you aren’t as good as you say you are, the rest of your skills won’t matter.”

      He ripped the protective paper away and let out a low whistle. “You weren’t overstating your talent. I’m impressed. Why aren’t you doing original work? If money’s the problem... I could help you.”

      He seemed genuine, as if he’d put her up in an isolated cottage somewhere and allow her to paint all day without a care in the world. But of course, that wasn’t what he was offering. He wanted a live-in whore with a side talent he could be amused by.

      And anyway, she hadn’t done original work in a long time. Not since the apartment before her current one had burned down. She’d lost all her original work in the fire—some of it going back over a decade. She’d lost the heart for it after that. Saskia couldn’t stand the idea of putting all she had on canvas or paper only for it to go up in flame.

      Lachlan continued to stare at the painting as if he could scarcely believe what he was looking at. “How can I be sure you’re as good a thief as you are a forger?”

      “The proof will be when you have the real thing in your hands.”

      “With a forgery this good, how will I know I have the real thing? Perhaps I should just keep this and be done with it. I’d save a lot of money.”

      Saskia held her breath. He was just fucking with her. He’d already bragged about how he liked to get away with things under other people’s noses. He would get an endless kick out of having a famous stolen painting hanging in his parlor for all the world to see with no one ever the wiser.

      He enjoyed manipulation and lies. How he thought divulging this information would make her want to form any sort of personal relationship with him, she had no idea.

      “I assume you have someone you trust?” Saskia said. “Someone discreet who can authenticate the work? Just let him analyze this one and then compare to the one I bring you after I finish the job. I’m sure the differences will be clear to a skilled professional.”

      “I have someone.”

      Saskia knew Lachlan’s guy. Eli. She wasn’t friends with him, but she knew who he was. He wasn’t the best, but he was passable, and he was probably the only option available that Lachlan trusted to handle things discreetly. She’d put just enough small errors in this one so that the new forgery could pass for the real piece, and Eli would feel smart for having seen the subtle differences.

      “So then you’re just having second thoughts about spending all that money?” Saskia said, trying to steer Lachlan back on track.

      He laughed. “It’s nothing to me.”

      It was everything to Saskia. And he knew it. After the fire, she’d gotten a few clients and reproduced some of the classic works. It wasn’t as if her original work had been selling anyway. The reproductions had been enough to keep her going, but all of that had run dry. Lachlan was her big score. His obsession with Quill’s work could rescue her financially. And maybe, with real financial freedom, she could find the heart to create again.

      Lachlan had appeared from out of the mist at just the right time like a fairy godmother. This payoff would ensure she could stop pandering endlessly to bored rich people where both she and her work existed as a mere novelty to tamp down their boredom for half an hour.

      She tried not to entertain the idea of being supported while doing original work. The not-quite-starving artist living in modest but comfortable surroundings paid for by a mysterious benefactor fantasy had its appeal. But if this went well, she could pay for her own comfortable surroundings and paint her own work for once and not care whether it could feed her.

      “How will we do this?” he asked, moving to sit uncomfortably close again.

      Saskia uncrossed and recrossed her legs away from his line of sight, giving herself another few inches of breathing room. “I think you meant to ask how I will do this. You’re just meant to sit and look pretty.”

      She smiled when he blanched. Some of your own gross medicine too much to take there, champ?

      She didn’t wait for an invitation to continue. “You will hang the reproduction and talk it up a bit more with your friends. You’ll let it hang for a good six months before I take the real one. I’ll need living expenses during that time, of course.”

      “Why so long?”

      “In the event that anything goes wrong—but it doesn’t go completely wrong—you don’t want to have just gotten the reproduction, do you?” Nothing would look more suspicious to law enforcement than that. Lachlan only lived a couple of hours from the estate that housed the painting he wanted stolen. That proximity made everything trickier.

      “So, something could go wrong? Maybe I should find someone else for this job.”

      “Something can always go wrong.”

      He wouldn’t find someone else for the job. He’d only let his guard down enough to consider this scam with Saskia because he wanted to sleep with her. Little Lachlan was doing most of his thinking for him.

      “So, is there a reason for six months? Why not three or twelve or twenty-four? Why don’t I just give you living expenses for a few years? Suspicion would be damn-near nonexistent by that point, wouldn’t you say?”

      If not for the irritated edge in his voice, it might have been teasing. He didn’t like stretching this out so long. Neither did she. Ideally, she’d get in and out and be done with him that much sooner. There were too many opportunities between this moment and the moment she could escape him forever for him to try something sleazy. And the way his gaze panned over her only emphasized that point. The timeline on his self-control was finite.

      Why didn’t I wear jeans and a sloppy T-shirt?

      Saskia pulled the skirt down again and recrossed her legs—this time at her ankles. It wasn’t a skirt for sitting. Maybe she should have remained on her feet. Sitting only made it appear as if she was willing for this visit to drag on. She should have dropped the painting off, spoken quickly about her plan, and left. She should have appeared busy instead of like she had all day to do this.

      Flustered, Saskia said, “There will be a big twenty-first birthday party for Eric Raine at the Raine Estate in six months. I’ve managed to swing an invite.”

      Lachlan raised a brow. “And how exactly did you swing such an invite? I’m intrigued.”

      She blushed. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I bumped into the guest of honor accidentally on purpose and...”

      “You wore the outfit you’re wearing now?” he completed.

      “N-no. B-but, you get the idea. I didn’t... we didn’t...” God, why was she explaining herself to him? She could fuck who she wanted.

      “Continue, Miss Roth.”

      He always seemed to address her more formally when he wanted to emphasize their age difference—how much older and more sophisticated he was than her. He was just forty-five. And thirty wasn’t exactly a child. But when he spoke to her this way he made her feel as if he was her professor and had just caught her cheating on an exam.

      She pulled the skirt down again, almost ready to give up on it. “You said the painting hangs in the guest room on the third floor. I’ll slip away from the party when everyone has had a few drinks and make the switch then.”

      “And what if someone recognizes you? What about the gala we just attended?”

      That shit had been his idea. He must have expected some sort of smash-and-grab, something which would be a lot more difficult for her to fake. It was true some of Lachlan’s and the Raine family’s associates could very well overlap, but the crowd at Eric’s party would be younger and not so much into the art world as the people Lachlan knew. It was doubtful anyone who had ever seen them together would be at this party.

      “Are you kidding?” she said. “Your friends have their heads so far up their pampered asses, I could have been topless and they wouldn’t have recounted a single detail about me the next day. I’ll get a haircut and highlights before the party. I’ll wear a very different dress and a completely different make-up look, and some glasses. If any of your friends from the gallery somehow happen to be there, I’ll avoid them. They’re not going to remember one five-minute meeting that happened months before.”

      Lachlan seemed satisfied. “And how will you get the fake into the house?”

      “Okay, well there’s more to the plan.”

      Lachlan leaned forward as if hanging on her every word, but she was sure it was more to get a better view of her cleavage.

      Her chair made a grating sound on the hardwood as she scooted out of his reach. She stood, crossing to the French doors just to get away from him and his fierce gaze.

      He swiveled his chair to face her. “Well? I’m breathless here.”

      “Okay, so I thought about trying to get a job with the catering company and getting into the party that way, but I already had the invite from Eric, and getting hired on for the party would be more difficult than it seems. They’d have way too much personal information about me, and those places are intense with background checks. Plus, it’s not as if I can work at the party and be a guest at the same time.”

      “Does this side trail have a point?”

      “I’m getting there. So... my friend Beth works at the company that makes their uniforms. I’m sure she can get me one to match. I thought I’d smuggle the forgery onto the catering truck and slip in a few hours before the party dressed as one of the employees. It would allow me to get the fake in for the switch later that night.”

      “And how is the real painting getting out? Surely not on the catering truck.”

      “I thought I could drop it out the window.”

      Lachlan stood at that. The force of the movement sent his chair rolling back several feet. “You want to drop a Joseph Quill nude out a third story window?”

      “Relax. Jesus. It’ll be properly protected and inserted into a tube. If someone is down there to catch it, it won’t be a problem.”

      “And who’s going to catch it? I can’t be seen anywhere near the Raine Estate. They already know how much I covet that painting. I can’t be lurking around outside like a cat burglar. That’s why I have you.”

      And if he could be there, her scam wouldn’t work. She knew he couldn’t be there. He’d simply have to trust her, and implying she needed him on site as part of the plan would lower his guard that much more.

      “Beth can⁠—”

      “Absolutely not.” Lachlan moved closer, indifferent to how he might be intimidating her. His eyes narrowed. “Does she know why she’s getting you the uniform?”

      “No... I haven’t even said anything about it yet, but...”

      “No. Get the uniform well ahead of the event so she won’t make any connections, but otherwise do not involve her. What’s your alternate plan?”

      “Well, I mean... I’ve seen the estate. I went to Eric’s house and...” Off Lachlan’s renewed lascivious interest she said, “Not that! I didn’t sleep with him. I’m not a whore.”

      “Of course not, Miss Roth. I never suggested such a thing. You seem awfully sensitive about it, though.”

      But he had suggested it with the way he kept inching closer, and the way his gaze scanned her body as if with enough concentration he’d be able to see through the fabric entirely. Or perhaps the material might shift just the slightest amount to show him the expanse of skin he wanted to ogle.

      Saskia sidestepped him and moved behind his desk. She knew it looked like she was running. She didn’t care.

      He chuckled in response.

      “There’s a giant rhododendron on the south side of the house. It’s not under the guest room, but a few doors down from it. I could drop it out that window, let the foliage catch it, and pick it up on my way out.”

      Lachlan cringed as if he could see each of the million ways that could go wrong. And if she were doing the heist for real, she’d feel pretty anxious about it as well. As it was, she planned to dance and sip some champagne with Eric and wait until she had to meet Lachlan for the hand off.

      He moved swiftly behind her before she could make another maneuver to get around the heavy oak desk. Saskia tensed when he touched her back. He pressed her forward until her cheek rested against the smooth wood surface. She was intently aware of how the skirt she’d chosen exposed her to his gaze.

      Inches from her face—at eye level now—was what appeared to be a heavy, long, yellow glass paperweight. But it wasn’t a paperweight even though it was holding down stray papers. She realized this close to it, that it was a dildo. Dear God. Really? Did he intend to...?

      Lachlan leaned forward, his fine linen suit pressing against her mid-priced, on-sale skirt “If you get caught... if anything goes wrong...” he hissed against her ear, “... you will not implicate me. Do you understand?” His hand slipped under the skirt and between her thighs.

      “S-stop.”

      “Do. You. Understand?”

      “Y-yes, sir.” Where had that come from?

      “Sir. I like that.” He eased off her, pulled the skirt back into place, and patted her ass.

      Saskia straightened and stumbled away to put some distance between them. She looked out the window, unable to meet his gaze. She just wanted him out of her life. She’d never felt less guilty about the plan than she did right now. She only wished she could find a way to steal more from him.

      Lachlan didn’t pursue her across the room. Instead, he sat at the desk. “Do you have the account number for the transfer?”

      “Y-yes.” Saskia retrieved a folded piece of paper from the pocket in her skirt and inched toward him, holding it out.

      When she was close enough, he snatched it from her hand. Lachlan unfolded the paper and smoothed it out in front of him. He pointedly lifted the glass sex toy from the desk and slid the paper underneath it, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “I’ll wire twenty-five thousand to your account tomorrow to last you the next six months. The forgery will be returned to you for the switch after Eli analyzes it. You may go now. It would be best if we didn’t see each other again until after the party. You’ll meet me here at one o’clock in the morning as soon as you’ve completed the job.”

      Saskia nodded, still trembling from the way he’d touched her only moments before. She practically ran from his house. Not having to see him again for months was the best thing he could have suggested.
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      Saskia checked her hair and makeup in a bathroom on the second floor of the Raine Estate. She straightened the strap on her plum-colored evening gown for the third time of the night, wishing she had the kind of shoulders that didn’t inspire clothing mutiny.

      With weeks of radio silence from Eric, Saskia had thought she might not even be able to get into the party. Maybe he’d forgotten her altogether. But when she’d arrived,  the alias she’d given him was on the list.

      In the grand scheme, it wouldn’t have mattered if she couldn’t get in. She didn’t need to be there at all. She’d just wanted one good night before she had to steel herself to see Lachlan again and deal with whatever smarmy bullshit he’d try with her during their next—and hopefully last—encounter.

      Saskia didn’t have a friend named Beth. She couldn’t get a uniform to match those worn by the caterers—partly because she had no idea where the uniforms came from. Nothing had been smuggled on a truck. And she sure as shit wasn’t about to switch out the authentic Joseph Quill for her fake—convincing though it was.

      When she left the bathroom she went up to the third floor to sneak a look at the original painting. She’d itched to see it in person, knowing it would be her only chance. As she slipped down the quiet hallway, she was grateful she wasn’t really stealing anything. She felt like a loosely connected bundle of nerves just being alone on this floor. What would she say if someone found her snooping around up here?

      The door she sought creaked when she pushed it open. A spotlight shone on the painting, taking all the attention in the cavernous room. It called to her, luring her closer. Her breath caught in her throat being this close to the real thing. She had to stop herself from reaching out to touch it. It was clearly earlier work. But it was breathtaking and haunting like all the other Quill nudes she’d studied. And Lachlan didn’t deserve to have it hanging in his parlor.

      She took one last lingering look, then moved quietly back down the stairs. At the end of the second floor hallway, she looked down over the balcony into the sea of party guests mingling in the grand foyer. She spotted Eric at the foot of the stairs gazing up at her. Waiting.

      He was a tan, blond Adonis with cheerful eyes the color of blue topaz. He raised a glass of champagne, a question in his gaze. She nodded and carefully descended the staircase and took the glass of demi-sec from him. It was tart and sweet, the lush flavor blooming over her tongue in sharp bursts. The only thing that would make it better was a strawberry—the strawberry that seemed to have just mysteriously appeared
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