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      The slick black tile was cold under Vic Harper's knees, even through her lined tights and the tops of her leather boots. All that could be heard of the music the DJ was spinning back at the party was a low, throbbing bass. Its pulse was more felt than heard, in her chest but also in her skull, like a particularly rhythmic headache. The champagne that had been so sparklingly sweet going down was sour now that it was up again. There was a hint of a chili sauce smell from the shrimp cocktails lurking in that acrid aroma, but mostly it was the sour champagne smell that hung in the air.

      So much champagne.

      Vic was regretting the glass she had consumed. It was like the smell of all that regurgitated sparkling wine was calling to it, summoning it to the party currently swirling in the commode.

      She could only imagine how the girl beside her felt.

      "Better now?" Vic asked her, stroking a stray lock of the girl's long blonde hair back to join the rest of it held clear of the toilet in Vic's other hand. The ends caught on the little claws of gold that clutched the enormous diamond on the girl's earlobe.

      Screw-back. Sensible, given the size of that rock. Wouldn't want something that valuable to fall into the drink. Particularly not the drink it was currently hovering over.

      "I think the shrimp is off, maybe?" the girl said as she touched the back of her hand to her dripping lips.

      "Maybe," Vic agreed. Never mind that there were only two little bits of chewed shrimp floating in that miasma. She was pretty sure it was the roughly three bottles’ worth of champagne she'd already flushed.

      "My head feels clearer now," the girl said, giving Vic a shy sideways look.

      "I bet," Vic said, her tone chipper. "Ready to try standing back up?"

      "Yeah," the girl said, but made no move to get up. Vic reached past her to flush the toilet one last time, surreptitiously slipping the earrings into the hidden pocket of her skirt with her other hand.

      Screw-back earrings had made for a challenge, if only a small one. More than the dangling pendant that was already in that pocket. The only real danger with that was that it might get dipped into the toilet before it fell into Vic's hand. Certainly more challenge than the sparkling bracelet she had practically handed to Vic the moment they met.

      Truly, the whole evening was turning out far less entertaining than Vic had hoped. But the night was still young. And the party she had left behind was still working towards its peak. There were other marks to target.

      Vic just had to make sure this girl got safely to someone else's care before she moved on. The girl had "lost" most of her jewelry, but really, she had gotten off easy. Hopefully she'd remember enough of this night to know better than to get so drunk again in a public place where anyone could prey on her. The next time, it might not be someone who only wanted to pick her pockets for the thrills. The next time, it could be a mugging or worse.

      "Did I get anything on me?" the girl asked as Vic led her to the row of sinks on the wall opposite the stalls.

      "No, we were careful," Vic assured her. She washed her own hands as the girl primped and fussed over her hair and teeny, tiny dress. A lot of colors were competing for attention on that dress, although the glittering spangles were mostly drowning out the garish pattern. Out in the party, Vic had decided that the overall effect had been so over the top it had kind of worked. But here in the carefully minimalist restroom of white stalls and sinks set against black tiled floors and walls, it looked like what it was. A girl in her teens' idea of a grownup look.

      Vic gave the stark decor another appreciative look. Maybe she could do something similar to her own bathroom back at her condo. Or perhaps the same blocky look, but with more of an ivory and royal blue?

      But the urge burned out as soon as it had appeared in her mind. That was the problem, really. Or rather, that was her problem, with the entire concept of retiring to live off her hard-earned gains. She had bought the condo with its gorgeous 360-degree views with the idea of devoting all her time and energy to fixing it up. To making everything about it exactly the way she wanted it.

      Only the way she wanted it, she didn't want enough to actually put any effort into making it happen. Instead, she found herself sitting in the dark in an immense but sparsely furnished living room, looking out the windows to the lights from the Walker Art Center just across the highway from her condo. Wondering what sort of party they were hosting three weeks before Christmas. What sort of people would be in attendance.

      What sort of shiny loot they'd be wearing to show off to others. Shiny loot that, as the evening progressed, they would grow increasingly neglectful of.

      Vic never had any trouble making the effort to get whatever bit of shiny loot she wanted.

      Or, at least, she never had before.

      Why wasn't this more fun? It always had been, back when she was the age of this party-going girl here.

      She always thought when the older thieves in her life lamenting getting too old for the life, they meant fitness issues. Now Vic was beginning to wonder if it was just a lack of interest. Like when a kid outgrew even the most impressive doll collection.

      "I need a drink," the girl suddenly announced to her reflection in the mirror, dragging Vic back into the moment.

      "You should probably check in with whoever brought you here first. Just to touch base," Vic said.

      The girl wrinkled her nose at the thought. "My parents?"

      "Seriously?" Vic sputtered. "You're here with your parents?"

      "It's my cousin's engagement party," the girl said. She turned to Vic with a long overdue look of suspicion. "Why are you here?"

      Vic opened her mouth to answer, intending to make a decision on whether this girl's cousin was the future bride or the future groom so she could claim to be related to the opposite, when a low chuckle from behind her distracted her entirely.

      A low, masculine chuckle. In the ladies' room.

      "Oh my god, what are you doing in here?" the girl gasped, but was clearly feigning outrage. It didn't remotely match the flirting posture she immediately put on, even tossing her hair back in a way that was clearly meant to show off the earrings she didn't realize she was no longer wearing.

      "I'm looking for my friend here," he said. Not that Vic needed to hear his voice to know who it was standing behind her. She had already guessed it was her old mentor, Chase Woodward.

      "But it's the ladies' room!" the girl said with a tinkling laugh.

      Despite herself, Vic was impressed. No one talking to her now would have any hint of how much champagne she'd just spewed not ten feet from where she was standing. She looked like she'd just arrived at the party. Minus a few sparkling details.

      "How did you know I was here?" Vic asked, finally turning to look at him. He wasn't exactly inside the room, just leaning in from the hallway. But he had a charisma that made his presence dominate any space. Even this one. Even with him not quite actually in it.

      It was annoying.

      "Well," Chase said, "it's the ladies' room."

      He was enjoying himself immensely, Vic could tell. But only because she had known him for years. She knew how seldom those lips turned up in any kind of smile. No, with Chase, all of his humor hid in the crinkles around his blue eyes. And they were doing their happiest crinkle just now.

      Vic realized she was smiling back at him. Being a normal person, this involved her mouth and eyes both.

      The girl, for her part, was blinking in confusion. "Because she's a lady?" she finally, slowly, ventured.

      "Most of the time," Chase allowed.

      The girl gave a nervous laugh. Then she flipped her hair back one last time before stepping closer to the door. "Do you mind? I should really get back to the party." She shot a sideways glance at Vic, still leaning against the sinks."Find my parents."

      "Of course," Chase said, but didn't move out of the way. The girl hovered uncertainly, looking at Vic again to see if she would intercede.

      "We're both coming out," Vic said, pushing away from the sink with a sigh. She could move Chase out of the way if she needed to, but she was curious what he was up to. Because that laughter was still there in the corners of his eyes.

      "Certainly," Chase said, still not moving. "But Vic, I believe you've forgotten what you're holding for Miss Phoebe here?"

      Vic blinked in confusion. Not about who Phoebe was, because that was obvious, or about what he was talking about, because that was even more obvious.

      Partly it was why he was apparently busting her like this. That was strange.

      But mostly she was curious how he knew Phoebe's name. Just how long had he been at this party?

      Because she wouldn't put it past Chase Woodward to arrange an expensive party in an exclusive location he knew was visible from the windows of Vic's condo just to draw her out.

      Phoebe looked towards the stall they had emerged from, but there was nothing of Phoebe's still in there. She was just looking down at the clutch purse in her hand, about to notice the missing bracelet. Just midway through the motion of absently stroking her hair back past her earring-less earlobe.

      Vic rolled her eyes at Chase, then spun briefly back towards the sink, dipping into her hidden pocket. When she spun back around, the pocket was empty, and all of Phoebe's glittering jewels were on the palm of her outstretched hand. As if she had just snatched them up from the edge of the sink.

      "Here you go," Vic said, pouring them all into Phoebe's fumbling hands. "Safe and sound."

      "Oh, thank you so much!" Phoebe gushed. She even dipped her knees a little, as if the weight of her thanks were too much for her spine. "My mother would kill me if I lost any of this! She barely let me wear it tonight!"

      "I know," Vic said airily. "You said so when you asked me to hold it for you."

      She didn't have to look at Chase to know those lines around his eyes were deeper than ever. Two out of the three people in that restroom knew that Phoebe had said no such thing.

      Even Phoebe was frowning ever so slightly, but probably at herself for having lost track of a few details while purging herself of too much champagne.

      "I'll see you out on the dance floor?" she asked Vic as she screwed the earrings back to her ears.

      "Definitely!" Vic said brightly. She just stopped herself from doing finger guns as she watched all of her ill-gotten gains slipping away from her.

      Oh, well. It wasn't like she couldn't buy herself every sparkling thing she could possibly want. But that was a problem. If she could just buy it, she didn't want it.

      Her whole condo would be lavishly furnished, if it were only possible to pick furniture and housewares out of pockets.

      Chase had stepped back into the hallway to let Phoebe brush past him, then clatter her way on unsteady heels back to the party. Vic brushed at the front of her skirt absent-mindedly. It wasn't that she was afraid her hidden pocket would show. She knew it didn't, particularly not when she wore a wide belt like this one. She was a little nervous that the smell of Phoebe's vomit might linger in her clothes, though. But there was nothing to be done about that.

      Chase was demonstratively waiting for her when she emerged from the restroom. Still amused.

      "Will she see you on the dance floor?" he asked with feigned innocence.

      "I'm guessing not," Vic said with a sigh. "I'm guessing you being here is going to derail my evening's plans. Isn't it?"

      As gruff as she was striving to sound, she knew she couldn't mask the eagerness at even the hint that he might have turned up out of nowhere because there was, despite his retirement and her whatever her situation was, another job.

      "Probably," Chase conceded. Then he held out his arm for her. "But in a good way, I hope. Come, let's take a little walk together and I'll tell you all about it."

      "Certainly," Vic said, sliding her hand around his arm.

      Just what she needed to break the monotony.

      A new heist.
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