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			Praise for Curious Minds

			
				“The one-liners fly at a ferocious pace….Evanovich fans will find this closer in style to the Stephanie Plum novels.”

				—Booklist

				“Entertaining series launch…The authors send their odd couple on a harrowing journey that leads, with zany humor, [to] a monstrous conspiracy that promises to be only the first for the duo.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Evanovich’s comedic timing and pacing are evident on every page.”

				—Daily Republic

			

			Praise for #1 New York Times bestselling author Janet Evanovich

			
			
				“No less than her plotting, Evanovich’s characterizations are models of screwball artistry….The intricate plot machinery of her comic capers is fueled by inventive twists.”

				—The New York Times

				“[Evanovich’s novels are] among the great joys of contemporary crime fiction.”

				—GQ

				“Chutzpah and sheer comic inventiveness…The Evanovich books [are] good fun.”

				—The Washington Post

				“Evanovich is brilliantly evocative….She has a genius for almost palpably re-creating low-rent scenery…and the sizzling sex scenes strike such a wonderfully Hitchcock-like implicitness [and] are what make [her] books such a treat for sore eyes.”

				—The Denver Post

				“Few characters in modern mystery fiction are better loved than Janet Evanovich’s….Longtime Evanovich readers cite humor and sense of family among the reasons for reading her books, and I concur wholeheartedly.”

				—BookPage

				“The dialogue’s snappy…the pace is quick….Evanovich’s great gift is an ability to create situations zany enough to provoke bursts of laughter.”

				—The Philadelphia Inquirer

				“The things Evanovich does so well—family angst, sweet eroticism, stealth shopping, that stunning mix of terror and hilarity—are…better than ever.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Evanovich comes up a winner.”

				—Orlando Sentinel

				“Evanovich writes a hilarious book…with lots of scary moments and an exciting climax….First rate.”

				—Record Courier

				“Expect a good time.”

				—New York Daily News
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			Günter crept through the darkness, shining his flashlight on the wall in front of him. The light beam reflected back into his eyes so intensely that he had to squint. He moved closer and touched the surface of the twelve-foot tower of solid gold bricks. There were thousands of them, some dented and battered, some pristine and fresh. All of them shining like new, because gold never tarnishes.

			There had been a time when Günter loved gold. But that was before he knew the truth. That was before his search for gold led him to this miserable damp cavern. Far off, he could hear the echoing sound of water dripping onto the cave floor. Aside from that steady drip, drip, drip, the silence surrounding him was complete and claustrophobic.

			
			He stood statue-still, awed and horrified by the quantity of gold stacked in front of him. In the all-encompassing silence there was a sigh that didn’t emanate from his body.

			Günter killed his light and waited in the pitch-black, straining his ears for the noise to repeat itself. His heart pounded against his rib cage, and cold fear crawled along his backbone. His testicles had retreated far into his body. Maybe to the point of no return. Not his biggest worry right now. If he was found in the cave it would mean certain death. He caught the faint rustle of cloth and the click of a light switch. Harsh halogen work lamps flashed on and illuminated the grotto.

			For the first time Günter was able to see the length and breadth of the storage space. Golden walls had been erected, as if King Midas was building an underground maze. Stalactites and stalagmites, looking like the teeth of some subterranean monster, partially obscured the view.

			Günter was overwhelmed with regret. He should never have come here. He’d driven thousands of miles to get to this godforsaken place. What the heck was he thinking? He was just a middle-aged banker with high blood pressure and low self-esteem. He had no business playing amateur detective. He should have gone to the authorities as soon as he began to suspect. Problem was, the authorities were the ones he suspected.

			There! He saw a shadow moving among the towering limestone columns. The figure of a short man. A man who moved with the grace of a cat, his footfalls making no sound on the cavern floor. The man stepped into the light, and Günter felt a chill rip through him, felt the contents of his intestines liquefy. The man was bald and had bulging eyes. Günter knew the man. And he knew that the man was looking for him, and that the man was capable of doing terrible things.

			
			Günter was hidden behind a stack of gold bricks. He shrank back and scanned the area, looking for an escape route. He crept to the end of his protective stack, turned a corner, and almost tripped over a body. It was a woman. Her dead eyes were open wide with terror and the top of her head was caved in. A gold bar lay beside her, matted with hair and blood.

			Günter gagged and clapped a hand over his mouth to keep from moaning out loud. He recognized the woman. She was Yvette Jaworski. And he knew he was partly responsible for her horrible death. He turned to run and came face to face with the bald man…and the shiny scalpel in his hand.

			“Günter, you picked the wrong place to go exploring,” the man said, in a soft, silky voice.

			Günter would have agreed if he’d had the chance.
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			Riley Moon parked her Mini Cooper in the circular driveway and gaped at the house in front of her. She thought it looked as if it had been designed by the witch from “Hansel and Gretel” after she’d made a killing in the stock market. Its steeply pitched roof, multicolored shingles, odd turrets, and sprawling, ungainly porch made it both inviting and ominous. It was located at the end of a long private drive that wound through a heavily wooded section of Rock Creek Park. It was one of the biggest mansions in Washington, D.C., and it was appropriately called Mysterioso Manor. Emerson Knight, the resident owner, was appropriately known as a nutcase.

			Knight had ignored requests that he visit the bank to discuss his recently inherited fortune and to choose a new personal banker, so the bank had dispatched Riley to assure Emerson that his money was in good hands.

			
			Riley maneuvered herself out of the Mini, straightened the hem of her fitted cream-colored Akris jacket, and planted her four-inch Valentino heels on the gravel driveway. It was her second week as a junior analyst at Blane-Grunwald, the mega-bank that made Goldman Sachs look like a mom-and-pop savings and loan. She’d taken the time to get degrees from Harvard Business and Harvard Law, and now at age twenty-eight she was finally ready to set the world on fire. She was going to make her family proud, pay off her gazillion student loans, and carve out a brilliant career. And she was moving closer to her goals on this perfect September morning.

			She was two steps from the massive porch when the front door to the mansion burst open and a frazzled woman stormed out, swept past Riley without a word, and headed down the driveway.

			A tall, rangy woman in her midsixties stood on the porch and waved at the angry woman. “Danielle, give it one more chance!”

			“No! No more chances!” Danielle yelled back. “You’re all whacko. And I’m not cleaning up after no damn armadillo.”

			“At least let me give you a ride home!” the tall woman pleaded.

			“I’d rather walk,” Danielle said, stomping around the bend in the road, disappearing from sight.

			Riley thought that the tall woman looked like she’d just stepped out of the Dust Bowl. Her hair was mostly gray and piled on top of her head with a bunch of strands escaping. No makeup. Beat-up running shoes, loose-fitting jeans, and an untucked though neatly ironed floral-patterned faded pink shirt.

			
			The woman sighed and turned to Riley. “Sorry you had to hear that, hon, but Danielle had a right to get her tail feathers ruffled.”

			“Did she say something about an armadillo?”

			The tall woman looked at her with stoic resignation. “Yep.”

			Riley extended her hand. “I’m Riley Moon from Blane-Grunwald bank. I’m here to see Emerson Knight. He’s expecting me.”

			“I’m Emmie’s Aunt Myra. Come on in. Nice to see a pretty girl stopping by, even if it is just business. And look at you with all that curly red hair and big brown eyes. And you got a nose that’s cute as a button. I bet you work out too.”

			“I like to run when I get the chance. It clears my mind.”

			“Well, I’m glad to see you here. Emmie doesn’t have many visitors these days.”

			Riley liked that this woman called Emerson Knight, one of the richest men in the country, plain old “Emmie.” Maybe the rumors she’d heard were untrue. Maybe he wasn’t as aloof and eccentric as the press reported.

			Myra turned back to the door and gave a disgusted grunt. “The dang thing closed behind me,” she said.

			She tried the handle. Locked. She entered a number into the keypad beside the door. Still locked. She tried another number. Nothing.

			
			“Shoot,” she said. “This is supposed to be a smart house. Why isn’t it smart enough to let me in?”

			Myra shifted in front of the camera that was part of the keypad, pushed a button, and said, “Hello, Emmie,” a little too loud, like Riley’s mother did when she talked on a cellphone. “I’m locked out again.”

			A man’s voice came over the intercom. “Aunt Myra? Is that you?”

			The man sounded distracted, as if he had just been pulled away from finding a cure for cancer or a marathon binge-watching of Game of Thrones.

			“Yes,” Aunt Myra answered. “Did you change the password?”

			“I might have.”

			“What did you change it to?” Aunt Myra asked, patiently.

			“I have no idea. Who’s that with you?”

			Riley leaned into the camera. “It’s Riley Moon, sir. From Blane-Grunwald. You were expecting me, Mr. Knight.”

			“I received a message that a bank representative would be visiting. I didn’t respond. I assumed that indicated disinterest.”

			“Let us in, Emmie,” Aunt Myra said. “Open the door!”

			There was a faint click, Myra tried the handle, and the door opened.

			Inside was all dark wood and high ceilings. A huge staircase with blood-red carpet rose up the center of the very formal foyer. The banister was mahogany. The elaborate chandelier and wall sconces were crystal. The side chairs, center hall table, and various chests and side tables were antique and reminded Riley of her gram’s Duncan Phyfe dining room set. When Gram passed on, the furniture went to Aunt Rose and Uncle Charlie, and it had looked very grand in the small dining room of their doublewide.

			
			“Just head up the stairs. Go down the hall to your right until you hear the weirdo music,” Aunt Myra said to Riley. “That’ll be the library. I have to go make lunch. You’ll be all right. There’s nobody here but Emerson and me.”

			“It’s a big house. No…staff?”

			“No, they keep quitting.”

			Riley climbed the stairs, and a dark little creature scuttled across the hall in front of her. The armadillo. Riley was from a small, windblown town in Texas, and she was more used to seeing armadillos as roadkill. This one was refreshingly unflattened by an eighteen-wheeler. It trotted along the carpeted hallway like some alien from another planet, its shell bobbing up and down as it moved. Okay, so it’s a little odd, Riley thought, but it was adorable all the same.

			She’d been anticipating an eerie organ fugue, or monks singing Gregorian chants, or perhaps New Age music played on a pan flute. The music blasting out of the library was 1970s go-go funk.

			“I feel like bustin’ loose. Bustin’ loose!”

			
			Riley entered the library and looked around. The room was gigantic. A lot more dark wood. An intricate parquet floor, inlaid to look like a giant chessboard. A fancy circular wrought iron staircase led up to a balcony. The balcony encircled the entire room and provided access to two levels of towering carved oak bookshelves. A huge domed ceiling loomed above her, featuring an eighteenth-century Italian fresco. A large weather-beaten Coleman tent had been set up in front of a massive stone fireplace.

			“Hello?” Riley called, not seeing anyone in the room. “Knock, knock?”

			She crossed the room and peeked inside the tent. No one there, but it was very cozy with brightly colored silk prayer flags hanging from the sides and peaked roof. A lightweight sleeping bag was neatly laid out on a camp cot. A small wooden meditation bench and an altar hugged another wall. There were fresh flowers and some photographs on the altar.

			Riley turned away from the tent and bumped into Emerson Knight, spearing his foot with her spike heel.

			“Crap on a cracker!” she said, jumping away.

			“That’s an interesting exclamation,” he said. “Is that regional to Texas? You have a definite Texas accent.”

			Whoa, Riley thought. The man was gorgeous. He was about six two and lean. He was wearing loose-fitting gray cords, brown Converse All Star sneakers, and a gray T-shirt that was loose enough to be comfortable and tight enough for Riley to see he was ripped. He had a lot of wavy black hair, and dark eyes that could only be described as smoldering. He looked like the cover of a romance novel come to life. This was a complete surprise, as it wasn’t in the bio she’d been given. She’d expected Emerson Knight to look like Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory.

			
			“I’m so sorry!” she said.

			“It’s perfectly all right,” he said. “The pain lets me know that I’m alive. Thank you.”

			“I didn’t see you there.”

			“Entirely my fault. I was exercising my power to cloud your mind, so you couldn’t see me.”

			“You’re joking, right?”

			“Not at all. In fact, I almost never joke.”

			“Oh boy,” Riley said.

			“What does that imply?”

			“It implies that I don’t believe you.”

			“Did you see me?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“There you have it.”

			Riley decided the man was physically a ten, but intellectually he was a certifiable fruit basket. Probably did astral projection to Mars in his spare time. She sucked in some air and did a mental reboot, going into her rehearsed speech.

			“Mr. Knight, Blane-Grunwald considers you one of our most valued clients.”

			“Because I’m really, really rich,” Emerson Knight said. Not seeming to brag but simply stating the facts.

			“Yes,” Riley said. The facts were the facts.

			Crossing to a huge wooden library table, Emerson sat down in a spindly Louis XIV chair and gestured for Riley to join him at the table.

			
			“At the risk of sounding rude, I see no purpose for your visit,” Emerson said. “I’ve repeatedly requested a meeting with Günter Grunwald. Obviously you aren’t Günter Grunwald. I find this all quite odd.”

			Riley perched on a chair across from Emerson. “Mr. Grunwald is out of the office for a few days. Personal leave. I’ve been instructed to give you any assistance you might need in his absence.”

			“It’s been more than a few days.”

			“Many days?”

			“Yes. That would be more accurate. Günter always managed my family’s assets, including our gold holdings. And now that my father’s dead and the estate has been settled…”

			“I know this is a difficult time for you.”

			Riley’s superior had prepared that line for her, knowing that Emerson’s father had died just eight months ago.

			“Not really,” Emerson said. “My father and I were never close. And now that I’ve inherited the family fortune, I see that it has dwindled.”

			“The economic downturn has been rough on everyone,” Riley said. She’d been coached on that line, too. “I understand you’re concerned about the state of your portfolio, and I want to assure you that your personal assets are in competent hands.”

			“I don’t care about my personal assets,” he said. “There’s more than enough for me. The foundation that controls charitable contributions is in disarray, and I do care about that. The foundation funds several positions at three different hospitals. We support leukemia research at Massachusetts General Hospital. We maintain no-kill animal shelters throughout the country. We run food banks and shelters for the homeless. We support the arts. It’s now my personal responsibility that the foundation stays financially healthy.”

			
			“Of course.”

			“For some time now I’ve been having doubts about the management and security of my assets. These doubts are disturbing my intellectual equilibrium.”

			“I suppose that’s uncomfortable.”

			“Indeed,” Emerson said. “What it comes down to is…I want my gold.”

			“Pardon?”

			“My gold,” Emerson said. “The family’s gold holdings. I want to withdraw them.”

			“Well, I don’t think you mean that literally.”

			“I do. I mean it literally. Not figuratively.”

			Emerson looked at Riley with an expectant expression on his face.

			“You act as if we keep the gold in a vault in the bank,” Riley said.

			“Don’t you?”

			“Yes, of course, but it might not be in the D.C. bank,” Riley said.

			“Nevertheless, I want it.”

			“You can’t just withdraw the gold. It isn’t done.”

			“Can I look at it?”

			
			“Excuse me?” Riley said.

			“Can I look at my gold?” Emerson asked.

			“Why?”

			“It’s my gold. I ought to be able to look at it.”

			Riley narrowed her eyes and dug in. “It might be too much of a security risk.”

			“Why? Are you afraid I’m going to steal it? I can’t. It’s my gold.”

			“You can’t just look at it.” Riley was doing her best to speak with authority, but truth is, she was feeling a little out of her depth. Harvard Business School hadn’t prepared her for this.

			“Why not?” He sat forward on his chair. “You don’t know where my gold is, do you?”

			Riley met his gaze. “I don’t know where your gold physically is. But I can assure you that it is perfectly safe.”

			“As far as you know?”

			“I can’t know any further than that.”

			He cocked his head. “I like that. That’s good. I’m going to remember that.” Emerson looked at her quite seriously. “Miss Moon, how long have you been working at Blane-Grunwald?”

			“Just a short time.”

			“How short?”

			“I started last week.”

			“Good,” he said. “Then we can learn together.” He got up and walked toward the doors. “Come on.”

			“Come on where?”

			
			“To the bank. To get my gold. You have to drive. I forgot to renew my license.”

			Crap on a cracker, Riley thought. Her assignment was to placate the client, not bring him in to withdraw his fortune.

			“I can’t just drive you to the bank and give you the gold,” she said to Emerson.

			“Sure, you can. We’ll go see your boss.”

			“You need an appointment.”

			“Nonsense. I’m really, really rich, remember? I don’t need appointments.”
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			Aunt Myra handed Emerson a tweedy gray sports jacket as he went out the front door and told him to behave himself.

			“Of course,” Emerson said, the tone suggesting that he couldn’t care less about his behavior.

			“It might be a little messy in here,” Riley said, leading him to the Mini and unlocking the door. “I wasn’t expecting a passenger.”

			Emerson looked down at the tiny car with the black-and-white checkerboard roof. “What is this?”

			“This is my car.”

			“It’s small.”

			“It’s a Mini Cooper.”

			Riley reached in and cleared the passenger seat of a folder containing random legal documents, a pair of running shoes, a fast-food bag that had held her breakfast sandwich, and a couple crumpled candy wrappers. She was almost sure that her suit skirt was long enough to cover her hoo-ha when she bent over, but she gave the skirt a subtle tug just to be sure.

			
			“Cute,” Emerson said.

			Riley straightened. “You meant the car, right?”

			“What else would I mean?”

			“You never know,” she said. “Please get in. And watch your head.”

			Riley neatly slipped behind the wheel, and Emerson folded his six foot two form into the passenger seat as best as he could. He pulled a weather-beaten rucksack in with him and settled it on his lap.

			“Sorry about the lack of leg room,” Riley said. “I had to get the smallest car I could find. That’s the only way I can fit into the little parking space they gave me at work.”

			“Blane-Grunwald gave you a bad parking space?”

			“Well, not bad. It’s just…well, it is bad, but I’m a rookie, so it’s only to be expected. It’s okay.”

			“That’s inexcusable. I’ll talk to Werner about it.”

			A bolt of panic shot through Riley’s stomach, and she made a silent promise to speak more carefully in the future. It was a promise she made often, with varied results. Werner Grunwald was Günter’s brother. He was the Grunwald of Blane-Grunwald. The head honcho. The topmost of top dogs. The last thing she wanted to do was come off to him as somebody who whined to clients about petty things like company parking spaces.

			
			“Thank you, but it’s not necessary to talk to Werner about my space,” she said. “Honestly, it’s really not necessary.”

			“No problem. Consider it done,” Emerson said. He opened his door, planted a foot on the ground, and wrangled himself out of the Mini. “I’m not comfortable in this. We’ll take one of my cars today.”

			Riley did some mental swearing, unfastened her seat belt, and followed after him. The driveway led around the side of the house and ended in a large parking area that backed up to a multi-bay garage. A humongous old Jayco Redhawk Class C motorhome with tinted coach windows was hunkered down in front of the garage. Coming from north Texas, Riley knew her RVs, and she knew this monster slept five and sucked gas faster than you could pump it in.

			Emerson walked past the Jayco without so much as a passing glance and rolled one of the garage doors up, revealing a mind-boggling collection of classic cars. Everything from muscle cars, like a ’65 Shelby Mustang, to luxury dreamboats like a ’39 Rolls-Royce Phantom III Cabriolet, to funky little cult cars like the Zastava 750 were lined up row on row in the pristine garage. Bright overhead pin spots bounced light off the polished chrome and glass.

			Riley was mesmerized. Her father, when he wasn’t busy being a county sheriff, had spent his weekends tinkering with a ’64 Pontiac GTO. He read automotive magazines, was devoted to NASCAR, and dreamed of owning his own fleet of muscle cars. And Riley, her wild red hair bunched back in a ponytail, had been his pit crew, handing him wrenches and nut drivers and ratchets while he operated on the GTO with the precision of a brain surgeon.

			
			She had inherited her father’s love of old cars, so she looked at this garage the way some women would look at a display of every Manolo Blahnik shoe in existence.

			“Oh man,” Riley said.

			Emerson dispassionately surveyed the garage. “My father collected things. Wives and cars mostly. Not that he worked on the cars, or even drove them. He just liked to own them. So other people couldn’t, I think.”

			He stopped in front of a ’93 Bentley Turbo R. “I guess we could take this one,” he said. “What do you think?” he asked Riley.

			Riley would rather have taken the ’74 Pontiac Firebird Trans Am that was peeking out from behind the ’69 Dodge Charger Daytona Hemi, but she was too intimidated to voice an opinion.

			“This is a beautiful car,” she said, eyeing the butter-soft leather seats and the dashboard of pure, not imitation, walnut.

			“It was always Larry’s favorite.”

			“Larry?”

			“My chauffeur. He used to drive me to school when I was ten.”

			When Riley was ten, she was riding her older brother’s bike to Bushland Elementary. At least on those days when she could steal it.

			
			Riley got behind the wheel and took a deep breath. “This is a lot bigger than my Mini.”

			“Everything is bigger than your Mini.”

			She rolled the engine over, and it purred like an overfed lion. She shifted gears and backed out of the garage, careful to avoid the RV.

			“Was that your father’s too?” she asked as they drove past the motorhome.

			“It’s Vernon’s. Aunt Myra’s son. My father wouldn’t have been caught dead in one of those. So, naturally, he was.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Long story. For another day.”

			He pulled an iPad from his rucksack and touched an app. A blueprint of the house appeared on the screen. He tapped the screen a few times and gave a small grunt of satisfaction.

			“That’s Mysterioso Manor,” Riley said, stealing a glance at the iPad.

			“Yes. I was checking my security system. This will inform me, from anywhere in the world, if there’s a break-in.”

			Riley turned off the driveway onto Park Road and then onto Walbridge Place. She thought about calling the office and warning them that Emerson was coming in, but decided against it. What good would it do?

			She drove down the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway and circled around the Watergate complex, skirting along the Potomac River and past the Kennedy Center.

			
			“About the tent in the library,” Riley said.

			“I was wondering how long it would take you to ask.”

			“I was trying to be polite.”

			“And now?”

			“Now I’m asking politely.”

			“It’s a very large, complicated house, and I’ve become a person with simple needs. The tent is a more comfortable scale for me.”

			“So you basically live in the tent?”

			“Correct.”

			Riley found it hard to believe he was a person with simple needs since he’d needed to ride in the Bentley.

			“And the name of the house?” she asked. “Mysterioso Manor.”

			“My great-great-grandfather was something of a Spiritualist,” Emerson said. “He claimed the spirit of Christopher Columbus gave him the name during a séance. Originally ‘Mysterioso’ referred to my great-great-grandfather. When he died, he bequeathed the Mysterioso title to his son.”

			“Mysterioso Junior?”

			“Just Mysterioso.”

			“And are you the fifth-generation Mysterioso?”

			“I suppose I am, although I don’t often use it.”

			“Too mysterious?”

			“Too confusing. Vernon took the Mysterioso name as his nom de plume on his blog.”

			“Why don’t you tell Vernon to stop?”

			Emerson went still for a moment. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said.

			
			She knew from his bio that he’d graduated from Dartmouth, so he couldn’t be stupid. Still, she suspected he’d get lost trying to find his way out of a parking lot.

			“Truth is, I enjoy Vernon’s blog,” Emerson said. “It’s quite entertaining and every now and then I add my thoughts.” He looked over at Riley. “Do you blog?”

			“No.”

			He tapped her name into his iPad. “You have a Facebook page.”

			“My brother set that up. I don’t know how to quit it.”

			“You can’t quit it. It’s there forever. That Mark is such a rascal.”

			“Mark?”

			“Zuckerberg. Have you heard of him?”

			“Of course I’ve heard of him. I suppose he’s a close personal friend?”

			“Not close. It says here that you were born in Bishop Hills, Texas. Your mother is a grade school teacher. Your father is a county sheriff, retired. You have four brothers. You’re the youngest. You were a tomboy when you were a child, I think.”

			“You only think?”

			“A conjecture. You went to Harvard. On a scholarship, I suppose.”

			“You suppose right.”

			“Then Harvard Business School. Then Harvard Law School.”

			“You’re thinking I wasn’t in a hurry to get out into the real world?”

			
			“On the contrary. The real world is where you find it.”

			“Who said that?”

			“A very wise man. How do you know the Grunwalds?”

			“I got a ten-week internship at Blane-Grunwald last summer.”

			“Is that hard to get?”

			“Almost impossible. And almost impossible to get through. They run you ragged, day and night. You have to get a rabbi or you’re sunk.”

			“A rabbi?”

			“A mentor. An advisor. Like Obi-Wan Kenobi. Günter was my rabbi. I wouldn’t have gotten through the training program without him.”

			“And now you’re working at Blane-Grunwald.”

			“Yes, as a junior analyst. I guess I have Günter to thank for that, too.”

			“Only you haven’t been able to thank him?”

			“I’ve been at the firm for a week, and he’s been absent.”

			“And Werner?”

			“I only just met him this morning. He told me to visit you and set your mind at ease.”

			“Why do you think he sent you?”

			She could lie and say it was because she’d been trained by Günter. But her father had taught her that if you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything. “I really don’t know.”

			“He probably thought I’d be distracted by a pretty face.”

			
			“And?” she asked.

			“And what?”

			“Were you distracted?”

			“Not at all.”

			Riley slumped in her seat. It would have been nice if he was at least a little distracted.

			“Not that you aren’t pretty,” Emerson said. “You’re actually very cute. It’s just that I’m not easily distracted.”

			“I see.”

			There was an awkward silence.

			“I’m not especially good with women,” Emerson finally said.

			“No kidding?”

			“I find them confusing.”

			She turned onto Third Street and circled around to Constitution Avenue where the chrome and glass headquarters of Blane-Grunwald took up almost a whole block of prime real estate. She swung into the parking garage, drove down the loop-de-loops to her assigned space, and stopped just short of pulling in.

			“Darn,” she said. “I’m not going to fit. Your car’s too big.”

			“Go back to the upper level.”

			“I can’t go up. Executive parking is up.”

			“Perfect. Go up to executive parking.”

			Riley went up to where the executive parking spaces were laid out, and Emerson read the names on the parking spaces as she drove by.

			“Here. This one,” he said.

			
			Riley looked at the name on the curb. “This is Günter’s.”

			“Exactly. And he’s not using it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because he’s not here.”

			“But he might show up.”

			“I don’t think he will.”

			Riley pulled into the space and cut her eyes to Emerson. “If we get caught, I’m saying you were driving.”

			“That would be a fib,” Emerson said. “You would be starting your day in a cosmic deficit for fibbing.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Of course you haven’t had to fib yet, so unless you’ve done something terrible that I don’t know about, you’re on safe ground.”

			Riley blew out a sigh and got out of the car.

			They took the elevator to the lobby, she carded them past the reception desk, and they rode the next elevator to the top floor, the exclusive domain of the senior executives. The average junior analysts had never even seen the seventeenth floor, condemned as they were to spend their days in the rat’s nest that was the fourth floor. Riley had visited this floor as an intern. That she had made it up here again, first thing on her second week of real employment, had seemed to her like a significant vote of confidence. That was at nine o’clock this morning, and now a little over two hours later she was thinking this might not have been a good career move.

			Emerson left the elevator without the slightest hesitation, seemingly oblivious to the blindingly white high-arching walls or the huge, expensive abstract art that was hung there. The whole place reminded Riley of the inside of the Death Star after Grand Moff Tarkin had taken over. The interior of the Death Star, like the seventeenth floor of Blane-Grunwald, was designed to awe and subdue.

			
			Clearly it would take more than the Death Star to subdue Emerson, Riley thought. Whether this was due to his privileged upbringing or his own basic weirdness, she couldn’t guess, but his attitude gave him an air of invincibility.

			Emerson marched straight for Werner’s office, and Riley made an end-run around him in an attempt to head him off. She stumbled past Emerson, crashed into the door, and careened into the office.

			Werner Grunwald looked up from his desk at Riley’s unexpected entrance. “Ah, Riley,” he said, with a smile, “did you take care of our reclusive client?”

			Emerson breezed past her into the room. “Your client is right here,” he said. “And he’s concerned.”
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			If Werner was disturbed by Emerson’s appearance, his smiling face didn’t show it. He looked to Riley for an explanation.

			“He wanted to see you,” Riley said.

			“Yes, I did,” Emerson said. “And, by the way, Miss Moon has a very poor parking space. You should do something about that.”

			Riley groaned inwardly but kept her professional demeanor. Werner made an effort to look appropriately horrified by the news.

			“Of course,” Werner said. “I’ll personally look into it.”

			Werner’s office occupied the entire west side of the building with a view of the Capitol filling the broad window behind his massive desk. It was furnished in Danish Modern, the only personal touches being photographs of Werner and various political and media celebrities hunting and fishing and generally killing things.

			
			Werner had a full head of gray hair, cropped short on the temples, a little shaggy on the top. Riley knew it took a skilled barber to make a haircut appear that effortless. The result was that he looked like George Clooney crossed with Cary Grant, which, Riley had to admit, was a good cross. Today he was wearing a perfectly tailored dark blue suit, custom white shirt with his initials embroidered on the cuff, and a blue and silver silk rep tie that reeked of good taste and money.

			“It’s so good to see you, Emerson,” Werner said, rising from his executive office chair, offering him a hearty handshake. “Have I told you how deeply your father’s death has affected all of us?”

			“Yes. At his funeral. Several times. But nice of you to reiterate it.”

			Emerson took a seat at the round table by the window. The view of the Capitol was breathtaking, but Emerson took no notice of it.

			“Mr. Knight has some questions,” Riley said.

			Werner took the seat opposite Emerson. “Of course he does. And I don’t blame him. I’m familiar with the Knight account and would be happy to jump in.”

			Werner moved into full salesman mode and proceeded to fill the air with such double-talk and gobbledygook that even Riley had trouble following it, and she had a degree from Harvard Business School.

			“I’m not interested in hedge funds, venture capital, or fixed income portfolios,” Emerson said, interrupting Werner’s dissertation on the world economic system. “I want to see my gold.”

			
			Werner leaned forward. “Excuse me?”

			“I’d like to see my gold,” Emerson said. “I’m thinking of moving it.”

			“Of course,” Werner said. “I’ll make arrangements and we’ll get back to you.”

			“Now,” Emerson said. “I want to see it now.”

			“Even I need to make arrangements to get into the vault,” Werner said. “It’s very secure. In the meantime, is there anything else I can do for you? Would you like tickets to a ball game? We have a hospitality suite for the Redskins.”

			“I’m also interested in Günter. And where he’s gone,” Emerson said. “I haven’t been able to speak with him for some time.”

			“Günter isn’t a typical Grunwald,” Werner said. “He’s a bit of a free spirit.”

			“That may be the case,” Emerson said, “but I’ve done a small amount of investigating and the results are intriguing. From what I can determine, Günter has been missing for at least a month. Irene Grunwald filed papers to gain power of attorney for the joint property owned with her husband. She informed the court that said husband, Günter Grunwald, was missing. Oddly, Mrs. Grunwald never filed a missing persons report with the police.”

			“Irene might have a small drinking issue,” Werner said.

			
			“I turned up more missing persons,” Emerson said. “Yvette Jaworski, a key Blane-Grunwald employee, went missing two months ago. Hasn’t been seen since. Two people in a firm that employs thirty-one thousand seven hundred worldwide? Not statistically significant. But interesting. Also, there have been two suicides of high-profile Blane-Grunwald executives in the past month. One in Tokyo, one in London. Both leapt from their office windows. Both men worked in the division that handled commodities, like gold. As did Yvette Jaworski.

			“It’s a stressful job,” Werner said. “How did you come upon this unfortunate news? Do you have a contact within the firm?”

			“I have a contact within the Internet,” Emerson said. “And the ability to focus my mind with laserlike precision on any subject.”

			Riley thought the laserlike focusing was in the ballpark of the mind-clouding disappearing act. A little out there, but what the heck did she know? There were people who could lower their blood pressure and sleep on nails, right? Maybe she should ask Emerson if he could sleep on nails.

			“There’s something else,” Werner said. “I’m telling you this in utter confidence. There have been some improprieties in our bookkeeping.”

			“You mean embezzlement,” Emerson said.

			“That’s the layman’s term. But I assure you, all the misappropriated funds have been identified and replaced.”

			
			“And did this misappropriation coincide with Günter’s disappearance?”

			“Yes.”

			“And did it involve Günter’s clients?”

			“Some of them.”

			“Me, for instance?”

			“Yes, but as I said, as soon as the discrepancy was identified, the money was replaced.”

			“How long did that take?”

			“Six hours,” Werner said, his face a mask of remorse.

			“That’s rather fast.”

			“We keep a close eye on our clients’ portfolios.”

			“How much was appropriated by the misappropriation?” Emerson asked.

			“The culprit took only a small amount from a limited number of clients,” Werner said.

			“The amount?”

			“One hundred thousand dollars from each client.”

			Riley had to remind herself that she was living in a world where a hundred thousand dollars was a small amount.

			“And you’re thinking that your brother absconded with these funds and disappeared?”

			Werner nodded grimly. “It appears that’s what happened.”

			“How many clients were involved?” Emerson asked.

			“Six.”

			“How much is Günter worth? Conservatively speaking.”

			
			“I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” Werner said.

			“When his wife sued for power of attorney. How much was at stake?”

			Riley thought she saw a flash of anger in Werner’s eyes. And then it was extinguished.

			“Approximately ninety million dollars,” he said.

			“Ninety?”

			“Approximately. Most of that comes from the family holdings.”

			Emerson focused on Werner’s face with what Riley could only call laserlike precision.

			“You’re
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