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        For the lonely girls

        with big dreams

        and broken hearts.

        

        It gets better.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Don’t you understand, Tink? You mean more to me than anything in this whole world!”

        

        Peter Pan to Tinkerbell, Peter Pan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The Criminal Mastermind

      

      
        2. The MIssion

      

      
        3. The Savior

      

      
        4. The Three Stooges

      

      
        5. The Magic Trick

      

      
        6. The Tipping Point

      

      
        7. The Bad Idea

      

      
        8. The Regret

      

      
        9. The Discovery

      

      
        10. The Invitation

      

      
        11. The Party

      

      
        12. The Impact

      

      
        13. The Floodgates

      

      
        14. The Lone Wolf

      

      
        15. The Flashback

      

      
        16. The Hero

      

      
        17. The Lighthouse

      

      
        18. The Reason

      

      
        19. The Knockout

      

      
        20. The Junkie

      

      
        21. The Family

      

      
        22. The Happy Ending

      

    

    
      
        Need more Boston?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Playlist

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Julie Johnson

      

      
        Next up…

      

      
        TAKE YOUR TIME

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s get something straight right off the bat — it’s not called “Beantown” or “The Bean” or “The Town.” (I’m looking at you, Ben Affleck.) It’s sure as shit not called “The Hub” or the “City on the Hill.” I don’t know where those ass-backwards nicknames came from and, frankly, I don’t want to know.

      It’s called Boston.

      Sure, locals will pronounce this moniker with varying degrees of emphasis on the first vowel. (If you’re from Southie, it’s “Bah-ston,” while if you’re from the North Shore, it’s a very proper, clearly enunciated “Bos-ton,” which you say with one-pinky in the air as you sip your seven-dollar chai tea latte and wax poetic about that one time you saw Blue Man Group on your seventeenth birthday in the big bad city.) Accents aside, if you call my hometown anything else, these same locals will look at you with well-practiced New Englander scorn.

      What can I say? We aren’t the warmest bunch.

      The second thing you should know — ninety percent of the people who claim they’re from Boston actually aren’t. They, in fact, live in affluent little suburbs with a median household income of a cool million, attend prosperous private schools, and grow up to be doctors and lawyers, just as their parents intended. (I see you, Newton.) If you’re really from the city — and I mean born and bred with the Charles on your left and the Atlantic on your right — you’re probably more like me.

      A little rough around the edges. Quick to call bullshit when you see it. Borderline addicted to Dunkin Donuts coffee. And pretty fucking tired of people hating on Tom Brady just because he happens to be the best quarterback in the history of football.

      You know that “Boston Strong” is more than a sticker on the back of a soccer mom’s SUV — it’s a 200-yard stretch of Boylston Street where terror filled the air one April afternoon. You understand that the Red Sox are, and always will be, better than the Yankees, no matter our batting averages. You realize there’s a certain amount of pride that comes in shoveling your car out of a six-foot mound of snow only to have the plows cover it over again ten minutes later. And you’re downright certain that no other place in the world will ever hold a candle to the beauty of our skyline when the sun streaks pink over the water.

      This is my city.

      I’ve lived here. I’ve grown here. I’ve bled and sweat and wept here.

      I’ve walked its every winding, nonsensical avenue, from the sloping streets of Beacon Hill to the aromatic alleys of the North End. I’ve pushed past tourists crowding Quincy Market and weaved through shoppers on Newbury street. I’ve run the paths along the murky Charles River at sunset and stumbled home from the neon-lit bars outside Fenway Park at sunrise.

      This city isn’t just my home.

      It’s the heart beating in my chest. The blood thrumming through my veins.

      I am Boston. Boston is me.

      And, so help me god, I’m going to take it back from those who’d seek to poison it.

      That’s not a promise — it’s a vow.
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      They know me only as “Clover.”

      Which, frankly, kind of sucks as code names go. I mean… you’d think they could’ve at least picked something badass.

      Wonder Woman? That’s a cool-as-shit nickname.

      Elektra? Practically reeks of danger and mystery.

      Black Widow? Come on, no one fucks with that girl.

      Catwoman? …Okay, well, to be honest I’ve always kind of thought Catwoman was just code for some crazy, perpetually-single girl with one too many felines and one too few men in her life.

      But, kitties aside, you’d think the FBI could’ve come up with something a little better than Clover when they christened me last year.

      Clovers are cute.

      I take umbrage at being cute. I’m a god-damned criminal mastermind. Criminal masterminds are not cute.

      Except Loki.

      Shit, Loki is cute as hell.

      Evidently, my name was inspired by the virus I developed two years ago. Every hacker — correction, every good hacker — has a custom-built style of code. A brand. A trademark.

      Like artists, we all have our own quirks and identifying characteristics. Things we leave behind after we’re done creeping around inside a computer network.

      Mine is a virus.

      It’s lethal once it’s past the firewalls, embedding itself in the foundation and branching out in four directions, in the shape of… you guessed it… a four-leaf clover.

      Hence the nickname.

      It’s probably a good thing — if they knew my real name I’d be in federal prison. Or worse: chained to a government cubicle somewhere, working some hack job at the NSA. Thanks but no thanks. I’m good right where I am — a fugitive, perhaps, but a happy one.

      Well, mostly happy.

      Fifty percent happy.

      Fine. Forty percent.

      Final offer: one quarter happy, three quarters miserable?

      Okay. Whatever. I’m not happy at all.

      So?

      Thing is, I don’t really believe in “happy.” People who say they’ve found true happiness — a mythical, eternal state of bliss — are either delusional or drugged out of their minds on those bath salts that inspire cannibalism. Perpetual joy is about as real as the fairy unicorns I used to play with in my backyard at age four.

      Life is one long series of punches to the gut. You either learn how to duck, or you figure out how to hit back. I’ve been hitting back so long, at this point I’ve got a mean left hook and more than my fair share of scars.

      My fingers fly over the keyboard so fast I know they’d be nothing but a blur if I looked down, but my eyes are otherwise occupied — fixed firmly on the screen in front of me as I maneuver around a particularly difficult firewall, making sure to cloak my code so they can’t detect a breach. Last time I did this, I was a bit careless — read: cocky — and tripped up some of their internal safeguards. Not my smartest move of all time.

      Turns out, the Feds don’t throw a piñata party when people hack their secure, top-secret servers. Whoopsie.

      There are a few more security layers in place than last time, but as hacks go it’s not a particularly difficult one. Not for me, anyway. Government agencies are freakishly easy to crack into, if you’re fluent in Python and know how to find even a tiny fissure in their seemingly impenetrable networks.

      Firewalls are like thick-stitched wool blankets, insulating a server from anyone outside. Code — even the encrypted, super secure code used by the FBI — is just like that woven fabric: over time, like any old blanket, tiny pulls and snags appear. Glitches. Inconsistencies. Insecurities.

      Run your hands over the wool long enough, you’ll find one eventually. A few tugs of a loose thread and the whole damn thing unravels to create a hole big enough for me to stroll inside, put my feet up on their metaphorical coffee table, and peruse their files at my leisure.

      It’s called a backdoor hack.

      And it happens to be my specialty.

      The goal is remarkably simple: get in, get what you need, and get out without leaving any traces. (That last part is often easier said than done.)

      I reach out blindly to grab the can of Diet Coke on my left as my gaze scans the stream of content. A few more clacks of my fingers against the keys and I’m past the final firewall. I’m in. The unmistakable round seal glows bright from my monitor — blue and gold, bearing a logo of weighted scales and the words FIDELITY, BRAVERY, INTEGRITY. For a few seconds, I let the familiar rush of endorphins wash over me. There’s nothing like it in the world — adrenaline mixed with danger, and just a hint of pride in my own skills.

      My lips twitch.

      Never let it be said that I don’t enjoy a little backdoor action.

      (I’m talking about computers. Get your mind out of the gutter.)

      I click through from the desktop to the hard drive and begin my search, just as I’ve done every few months for the past three years, since the day I learned how to hack. Most of the files I’ve gained access to are encrypted or heavily redacted — with my system, which is in sore need of an upgrade, I’m lucky I was even able to crack into a lower-level consul in the federal building in Government Center. Hacking a top FBI official’s computer would give me better security clearance in spades… but doing so would require a much bigger server than my four-year-old laptop possesses, along with something a bit more stable than my loft’s occasionally spotty WiFi coverage.

      One day, maybe I’ll be able to afford an upgrade.

      I type a familiar name into the search queue and hold my breath as the results fill the screen. Or, should I say, result.

      One.

      A single file — ninety percent redacted, one hundred percent useless to me.

      Nothing new. Not since last time.

      Not since all the times before last time either.

      The breath slips from my lips, a gust of disappointment I can’t contain. I should be used to it by now — this life without answers. But no matter how many times I do this, no matter how many times I’m let down by the dead ends in that file, I can’t stomp out the tiny flare of inextinguishable hope that one day, I’ll hack my way in here and find something new. A new lead. A new hope. A new answer.

      It’s almost certainly a lost cause. A sane person would give up.

      I never said I was sane. And after twenty years of wondering, there’s no way I’m going to quit now. Some day, I’ll find out what happened that cold December night.

      My eyes close as memories dance across my mind — faint and flickering, like a candle throwing shadows in a dark room.

      My winter ballet recital. I’m dressed as a SugarPlum Fairy.

      Mom kissing my cheek, handing me a bouquet of roses.

      Dad scooping me up into his arms, tickling the breath out of me as we walk home on snowy streets.

      Pain swamps me — I snap my eyes open, hoping it will drive back the memories, but it’s no use. I can still feel the way their mittened hands engulfed mine as they swung me between them, how my boots skimmed across the thin layer of flurries coating the sidewalks.

      Zoe, our little Sugar Plum! Can you believe Santa will be here in the morning?

      We were laughing. Happy. Mouths open to the sky, snowflakes on our tongues. Christmas decorations on every corner. Roses cradled in the crook of an arm, cheeks red with cold and eyes bright with love.

      It was the best day.

      Until, quite suddenly, with no warning at all… the pure white snow was stained red with trampled rose petals and blood… and it became the worst day of my life.

      My phone vibrates loudly on the table beside me, pulling me out of my most familiar nightmare. When I catch sight of the name flashing across the screen, I sigh deeply. I debate not answering, but I know he’ll just keep calling.

      There’s no avoiding Luca. Persistent bastard.

      “Hello?”

      “Got a job for you.” The gruff, familiar voice cracks over the line.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Lancaster Consolidated.” There’s a pause. “You heard of it?”

      I roll my eyes. Lancaster Consolidated controls almost all of the foreign oil and natural gas shipments coming in and out of New England, not to mention several dozen steel factories scattered across the continental United States. They build everything from airplanes to railroads. Everyone in the country’s heard of Lancaster Consolidated.

      “Give me a little credit, Luke.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist. It’s a valid question.”

      “I’m not wearing any panties,” I throw back at him.

      A laugh rumbles across the line — it’s low and it sounds a little like he’s trying to muffle it, but it’s definitely a laugh. I feel my eyes widen slightly. Luca is not typically one to tip his hand when it comes to emotions. That’s part of the reason we’ve managed to stay friends all these years.

      No touchy-feely bullshit.

      “Just stop being a priss for two seconds and listen to me,” he says, abruptly back to his normal, caustic self. “Last week Lancaster Consolidated closed two of their biggest factories — the one in Lynn, plus another one out in the sticks of Western Mass somewhere — and put about ten thousand people out of jobs.”

      “I heard. It was all over the news.” Frown lines crease my forehead. “Apparently it’s cheaper to farm the work overseas than keep the production lines on American soil.”

      “Yeah, well, did you hear Lancaster is refusing to pay out pensions for ninety percent of those workers?”

      “That’s impossible.” My frown lines deepen. “In fact, that’s illegal.”

      “Well, illegal or not, apparently Robert Lancaster found some loophole in the contract. Says he’s bankrupt and can’t afford to pay — not even two weeks’ severance. Even though everyone knows he’s sitting on millions in a tax shelter somewhere.”

      “What a prick!”

      “That’s why I’m calling.”

      “I’d love to pin Lancaster to the wall as much as anyone, trust me.” I sigh and rub my temple. “But I don’t know what you think I can do about this, Luca. I’ve already tried to crack into the LC network remotely, remember? Last spring, when that oil rig went down in the Atlantic and all those crew members died, I wanted proof Lancaster gave the order for them to set out in a fucking hurricane to make his shipping quotas. I was going to show the world the asshole signed the death warrants of thirty good men.” My fingers curl into fists, remembering. “But… It. Didn’t. Work. Whatever software they’re using was custom built from the inside-out, probably to cloak their shady financial shit from the IRS. There’s a massive firewall. And, let me tell you, in this case — size matters.”

      “Babe.” There’s a hint of a laugh in his voice.  “Pretty sure size always matters.”

      “Yeah, well, this code is complex. I’d be impressed by whoever built it if I weren’t so fucking annoyed.” I lean back in my chair and glare up at the ceiling. “Even if I wanted to help, there’s nothing I can do and you know it.”

      There’s a pause. “You could hack it on-site.”

      “Oh, sure, I’ll just stroll right into the offices downtown and ask politely if I can use one of their computers, pretty please with sugar on top?” I snort. “Oh! Maybe if I wear a low-cut shirt and bat my eyelashes while pinky-swearing not to cause any trouble, they’ll let me into their network.”

      “You — always there with the bitchy answers,” Luca mutters, exasperated.

      “And you — always there with the unreasonable requests,” I counter, equally pissed.

      Why does he always expect the impossible from me? Since the first day we met, two lost kids picking pockets and sleeping on street corners, he’s pushed me to ask for more — from strangers with fat wallets, from the system, from the entire goddamned world.

      Take more. Make more. Be more.

      Asshat.

      “Zoe.”

      I go still. Luca never uses my first name — it’s always priss or babe or some equally mocking nickname I pretend to hate but secretly find charming. If he’s using my real name, he’s more serious about this than I thought.

      I sigh. “What?”

      “Some of those people worked there fifty, sixty years. They don’t know how to do anything else. They won’t find new jobs, won’t get hired anywhere new. They were counting on those pensions to carry them for the rest of their lives — now they’ve got nothing. We don’t help them… who will?”

      My stomach clenches. Damn it. Damn him. Always trying to save the world.

      I don’t know why — it’s not like the world has ever done jack shit for him.

      “Zoe.”

      “Fine,” I bite out. “I’ll see what I can do. But I’m not making any promises!”

      “Knew you’d cave, babe.” His voice is smug. “You were always a sucker for lost causes.”

      “Guess that’s why I’m your friend,” I mutter. “If there was ever a lost cause, it’s you.”

      “If that was supposed to be an insult, we gotta work on your sparring skills.”

      I roll my eyes. “After this, I’m done with your vigilante shit, Luca. I mean it.”

      “You always mean it, babe. Doesn’t make it true.” His voice is gruff again. “Let me know when you figure out how to pin Lancaster to that wall.”

      He clicks off before I can say anything else, leaving me with an insurmountable challenge and not a single, reasonable suggestion as to how I’ll find a solution to it.

      Typical Luca.

      We met ten years ago, when we were fourteen, at a group home for homeless teens in Charlestown. The first few times we crossed paths, we eyed each other like two fighters in a cage-match — practiced wariness with a vague threat of violence, each poised to attack if the other got too close or made any sudden moves. We kept our distance for a few months, sleeping in lumpy, adjacent cots but never saying a word… until one rainy afternoon, when a group of drunk, older guys cornered me in an alleyway behind the youth center. I knew what they planned to do — I could see it in their eyes — just as I knew I wasn’t remotely strong enough to stop them.

      My shirt was in tatters by the time Luca appeared out of nowhere, melting from the shadows like the grim reaper himself to deliver an unequivocal serving of justice. When the vengeance finally faded from his eyes, there was blood on his hands — not his — and the men who’d intended to use me up and spit me out like a wad of chewing gum were limping away as fast as their battered limbs could carry them.

      Cowards.

      I’d stared at the boy with blood on his knuckles — watched the rapid rise and fall of his chest, saw the hatred for the whole damn world burning bright in his eyes —and knew our days as careful strangers had come to an end.

      Instead, he became my family.

      It took time. I’d been burned in the past; so had he. On the streets, it’s every man for himself, so friends aren’t exactly easy to make. They’re even harder to keep. Being part of Luca’s life wasn’t — isn’t — easy. Tethering two wolves together on a single chain is always going to result in some scratches.

      Somehow, we managed. Somehow, we stayed close. Somehow — together — we stayed alive, even when the odds were stacked so far out of our favor, I thought we’d wind up dead before we made it to twenty. So, when we sorted out our lives, when I taught myself how to code on the free computers at the Boston Public Library and he started fighting for money instead of survival… there was no way I could say no to anything he wanted.

      Even when, what he wanted most of all, was to save the damn world from itself.

      We share not a drop of blood, but he’s my brother. We’re a team. So, no matter how much shit I talk, no matter how many times he calls in the middle of the night asking for impossible favors, no matter how many international laws he asks me to break… I’ll say yes. I’ll find a way.

      That’s what family does.
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      A week later, I’m seriously regretting that familial loyalty.

      I tug hard on the hem of the boxy, white button-down dwarfing my frame and fight the urge to scratch at my scalp. It’s all I can do not to toss the wig in the closest trash bin and hope no one notices the cater waiter with the pin straight black bob is suddenly sporting a thick blonde mane of waves halfway down her back.

      Yeah. That’d be a great way to blow my cover.

      With a deep sigh, I eye the tray of disgusting-looking finger foods resting on the stainless steel prep table. For the life of me, I’ll never understand why rich people insist on eating this crap.

      Foie gras?

      Dude. You’re eating duck liver. Liver. Aka the avian bile secretion center.

      Escargot?

      Why yes, that’s a fucking snail in your mouth. A glorified slug with a shell.

      Caviar?

      Two words: Fish. Eggs.

      I rest my case.

      I’m not sure exactly which “delicacy” is on my newest tray — it looks like a slab of lukewarm tofu with some kind of shaved tartar on top. In short, it’s about as appetizing as a turd on a communion wafer.

      Amuse-bouche my ass.

      “Cindy!” The sharp bark assaults my ears. “Cindy, are you listening?”

      My eyes swing to Miriam, the catering coordinator for the event, and I find she’s glaring at me with unveiled hostility.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, belatedly remembering that I’m Cindy — for tonight anyway. Cindy Smith. That’s the name I gave when I filled out the application for this job last week. As far as Miriam knows, I’m a fresh-faced post-grad new to the city, in need of a job and in possession of several fabulous — fictional — references that easily scored me the position.

      “Did you hear me?” she snaps, a tsk noise escaping her tight-pressed lips. Her severe frown lines wage war against the Botox straining to keep her face two decades younger than the rest of her body. She clutches her clipboard tighter against her prim black blazer and narrows her eyes at me. “Cindy, I know you’re new, but I expect basic competence. If you ever expect to work another event with me, get your head out of the clouds and your ass out there before the tray gets cold. I’m not paying you to stand around daydreaming. Move it!”

      I, in fact, am not planning to ever work another event for The Catered Affair for the rest of eternity so long as I can help it, but Miriam doesn’t need to know that. Biting back the withering retort poised on my lips, I nod, swipe the tray off the prep table and hoist it into the air with a mocking flourish.

      I’m almost to the doors that lead from the kitchen to the function room when they swing inward. Mara, one of the other girls working the event, bustles through in the same ugly uniform I was forced into — black slacks, androgynous button down and a truly terrible mini-vest that makes Hilary Clinton’s famed pantsuits look downright sexy by comparison. There’s an empty tray in her hands and a haggard look on her face.

      “Vultures,” she mutters. “Picked my tray clean in under five minutes.” Her clear green eyes focus on my face as she scoots out of my path and holds the door open for me. “Word of advice?”

      My eyebrows lift as I step into the hallway.

      “Watch out for the guy in the gray pinstripe suit. He’s handsy if you get too close.”

      “Fabulous,” I mutter as the door swings closed at my back. Steadying my shoulders, I shake the wig out of my eyes and prepare to face a room full of seventy of Boston’s most affluent businessmen and their arm-candy trophy wives. By the end of the night, one of them is going to wish he’d never crossed my path, considering what I’ve got in store for him. And I’m not just talking about the tofu tartar.
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      “Honey glazed edamame?” I offer bleakly, tray extended to the cluster of men by the bar. They don’t even glance at me as they grab the appetizers and pop them in their mouths.

      I fight a shudder as I watch the slimy green seeds go down the hatch.

      I’m on my fourth and blessedly final circulation of the 40th floor ballroom where Lancaster Consolidated is hosting their annual pre-Christmas party. Once the cocktail hour is over, we get a twenty-minute break while the attendees find their seats in the adjacent parlor, before the dinner service starts. That’s my window: twenty minutes. I hope it’s enough.

      It has to be enough.

      It’s the only window I’ll ever get.

      My eyes slide to the corner of the room where Robert Lancaster, CEO of Lancaster Consolidated and host of this exclusive soiree, is holding court. He’s surrounded on all sides by brown-nosing associates hoping to get in good with Boston’s premiere import-export kingpin.

      Middle-aged and somewhat pudgy with thinning brown hair and a truly unfortunate hodgepodge of features, he’s not exactly Johnny Depp. And yet he’s quite popular with the ladies, if his string of high profile ex-wives and ex-mistresses — many of whose “acting” and “singing” careers he’s bankrolled — are anything to go by.

      I watch him laugh and snag a canapé off Mara’s tray, shoving it into his mouth with gusto. Those hovering around watch avidly as he chews open-mouthed, waiting in suspense for his next words. To the casual observer, he’s the epitome of a success: a beloved businessman basking in the glory of his financial empire.

      I know better.

      My eyes cut to the slim silver watch cuffing my wrist. Half past six. Dinner is scheduled to start at seven sharp, a point Miriam has belabored multiple times since I arrived. If my plan’s going to work, I need to empty this tray ASAP and get a move on.

      I head for the far side of the room with a smile pasted on my lips, unloading several glazed edamame balls on unsuspecting guests as I go. I’m circling toward the kitchen doors — and freedom — when a beefy hand lands on my ass.

      “What do you have there, sweetheart?”

      My spine snaps straight and my teeth clench. It takes every ounce of control I possess not to go claws-out alleycat mode as I slowly turn my head to face the man on my left.

      Shoddy hair plugs. Dull brown eyes. Gray pinstripe suit.

      God dammit, Mara wasn’t joking. I’m tempted to make a scene and spit in his face, but the unwanted attention that will bring won’t do me any favors. All it’ll do is ensure I walk out of here without the intel I need.

      He doesn’t move his hand, even when I meet his eyes. Pig.

      “Well?” he prompts, a challenge in his tone. His fingers flex ever so slightly and I try not to flinch. “What are they?”

      “Honey glazed edamame balls,” I grit out through my teeth. “Would you like one?”

      His eyes scan my body and a chill slithers up my spine.

      “I’m interested in whatever you’re serving, honey.”

      I take a subtle step back as I offer the tray, trying to escape his grip. His hand drops away but he moves with me and, before I know it, I’m backed up against the wall between the bar and the exit doors. I’m just over five feet tall — the fugly black flats on my feet aren’t doing me any favors — so while his girth is nearly wide enough to surpass his diminutive height, I still feel dwarfed by his presence. I hold the tray between us like a shield.

      He takes a step closer. “What’s a girl like you doing working at an event like this, sweetheart? You’re much too pretty to be a waitress.”

      I swallow and try not to lose my shit. I’ve eaten men like him for breakfast. If I weren’t determined to stay below the radar, he’d currently be on the ground cradling his family jewels.

      “Dinner service is scheduled to start in just a few moments, sir.” My voice is colder than ice. “If you’d like a final appetizer before⁠—”

      “You must be an actress.” He cuts me off as his eyes scan me again from top to toe, like I’m wearing lingerie instead of one of the set costumes from the show Party Down. He leans a little closer. “Or a model, though you’re a tiny little thing, aren’t you? Too short for runways.”

      My fingers curl around the edge of the tray. Screw it. He takes one more step toward me and he’ll find one of these lukewarm edamame balls shoved so far down his throat, he won’t be able to eat solid foods for a week.

      “Sir, if you’d like an edamame ball⁠—”

      His mouth twitches into a lewd half-smile. “Ah, don’t be like that.” He presses so close, I can feel his breath against my face — sour and smelling strongly of bourbon. “Come on, sweetheart, give me a smile⁠—”

      Before he can get the words out, a body slams into his with the force of a linebacker performing a tackle. My back presses tight to the wall and my eyes widen as I watch the blur of pinstripe jostle sideways and stumble off balance. I’m almost positive the creep is about to be sent sprawling on his ass but, at the last moment, a large hand clamps onto his shoulder and steadies him with what seems like very little effort.

      “Whoa, there, Sanders.” An amused male voice rumbles from my left. “Watch your step.”

      My eyes dart to the man who’s just interrupted Pinstripe’s lechery, and I feel the air constrict in my lungs as I take in his features.

      It’s an undeniably attractive face….

      And, worse, one I recognize.

      Parker West.
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      We’ve never met in person, of course, but I’d know him anywhere. His picture appears several times a month in the society pages, always with some bimbo or another hanging on his arm like Spanish moss — decorative, but ultimately lacking in substance and purpose. Funnily enough, Parker doesn’t seem to mind that his wafer-thin dates’ weights are higher than their IQ points.

      He’s a notorious womanizer. Which should bother me.

      I know it should bother me.

      But…

      Damn.

      A bolt of electricity shoots straight between my legs as I take him in.  He’s sex and sin in a tanned, muscular package, and that’s just the start of it.

      He towers over me — at least six two, maybe taller. Again — damn. I’ve always had a thing for tall boys. His nose is straight, aristocratic, the type of feature that speaks to a long line of good genes. His light brown hair is sun-streaked with gold, as if he spends more time outside than in, and slightly tousled, as though running a comb through it for a formal dinner party was simply too much effort. I instantly want to slide my fingers into the thick waves, to messy it further.

      Oh, boy.

      His whole look — from his tailored Hugo Boss suit to his crisp black tie to his messy-on-purpose hair to his half-hooded bedroom eyes — works on an elemental level. Judging by the way he carries himself, he’s fully aware of it, too.

      Zoe, you hate pretty boys, I remind myself. Remember?

      For some reason, it’s hard to hold onto that thought as I look directly into his hazel-gold eyes, which are currently fixed on my face with an alarming amount of curiosity in their depths. He’s staring at me like I’m a question he wants very much to answer.

      I gulp.

      His eyes crinkle.

      Thankfully, the pinstripe groper — Sanders — chooses this moment to interrupt our little staring contest.

      “Mr. West.” He’s breathing heavily and his face is getting red. “Watch where you’re going, son, you almost plowed me over.”

      Parker’s eyes lose a little of their heat as they slide away from me to focus on Pudgy Pinstripe.

      “Yes, I’ll have to be more careful,” he says in a dangerously soft voice. “Just as I’m sure you’ll be more careful about where you place your hands when selecting appetizers in the future. Isn’t that your wife, over by the bar? I’d hate for her to hear about your…” His pause is lethal. “…appetite… for certain dishes.”

      The threat hangs there in the air for a moment and Sanders’ face turns red as a tomato before he grumbles an excuse about needing the bathroom and storms away, no doubt to grope one of the other cater-waiters.

      And then there were two.

      I dare a glance at Parker and find he’s staring at me again.

      “What?” I ask sharply, gripping my tray tighter. “Are you waiting for a party in your honor? A cookie? A parade of some sort, complete with clowns and miniature horses?”

      His grin widens. “I was hoping for a thank you. But, now that you mention it, I am a fan of miniature horses.” His brow furrows. “I don’t like clowns, though. Bad experience at my fifth birthday party. Never quite recovered.”

      “How tragic,” I say dryly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

      “I won’t, actually,” he says immediately, sidestepping to block me when I move to leave.

      I crane my neck to glare up at him. “Won’t what?

      “Won’t excuse you.”

      “It’s an expression,” I say incredulously. “Said while trying to be polite. It doesn’t actually require the other person’s permission.”

      “Then why say it at all?”

      I scowl at him. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Standing here being charming and irresistible?”

      “No. Playing dumb — or, rather, dumber than you look which is a feat in itself, so bravo! — to keep me here talking to you.”

      His lips twitch. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re sassy?”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re annoying?”

      “And that voice of yours.” He leans in a fraction and I catch a waft of his aftershave. I feel my thighs press together of their own accord. “So husky. You should be a late-night radio host announcer. Or an audiobook narrator. Hell, you call up Apple and offer to voice the new Siri, I guarantee I’ll never lose my iPhone again.”

      “You’re sexually harassing me.”

      “Me? Harassing you?” He has the nerve to wink while acting outraged. “If I wanted to do that, I’d have suggested you become a sex line operator.”

      “So, to be clear, you saved me from sexual harassment only to sexually harass me yourself?” I lift my brows. “That’s really what’s happening here?”

      “I’m not sexually harassing you,” he insists. “In fact, you’re sexually harassing me.”

      “How’s that, exactly?”

      “You just looked at my crotch.”

      Completely baffled by his accusation, I involuntarily drop my gaze to said nether region — oh, boy, someone’s a leftie — and find my cheeks are suddenly on fire. “I most certainly did not look at your crotch!” I hiss, trying to get the uncharacteristic blush under control.

      “You’re looking at it right now,” he points out.

      “Only because you said—” I screech in frustration and tear my eyes away. “Ugh! You’re more than annoying. You’re a manipulative, self-entitled chauvinist.”

      “Would it shock you to know that’s not the worst thing I’ve been called on a first date?” His eyes get warm. “We’re doing pretty well, by comparison.”

      “D-date?” I splutter, staring at him like his head is about to explode. “I’m working. You’re bothering me. This is not a date. This is the exact opposite of a date.”

      He adopts a thoughtful look as he glances around the room. “Ambient lighting. Dark corner. Intimate conversation. Discrete examination of my anatomy.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs. “Sounds like a date to me.”

      “I pity the women forced to actually go out with you.”

      “Darling, I don’t have to force them,” he says, flashing a grin that makes me believe him. “Are you sure we haven’t met before? You seem familiar.”

      We haven’t met — not exactly. And he couldn’t possibly remember…

      Last spring, I helped his sister Phoebe out of a rather sticky situation. I called her phone once, to warn her of trouble… and her brother happened to be in the room at the time. But neither of them knows my name. He just heard my voice. And that was months ago.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head firmly. “We’ve definitely never met.”

      “Huh.” His eyes scan my features curiously. “Strange. I feel like I know you.”

      “Well, you don’t. Now, if you’ll let me by…”

      “I’m Parker, by the way.” He grins again. “And you are?”

      “Not interested,” I return, wishing it were true as my heart pounds too fast inside my chest.

      Because I’m angry, I tell myself. Outraged. Incensed.

      That’s the only explanation for the tightness in my stomach. The dizziness in my head. The sweatiness of my palms.

      …The heat between my legs.

      Damn.

      “Listen, buddy,” I snap, intensifying my glare for good measure. “If you’re not going to take an edamame ball, you really have to let me by. I have work to do.”

      And, I remember alarmingly, a very narrow window of time to get my intel which, thanks to this little interlude, is now even shorter.

      His eyes drop to my tray and his face screws up in a grimace. “Honestly, are those even edible?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. Now, move out of my way or I will make you move.”

      His eyes light up in anticipation, like a puppy offered a treat. “Promise?”

      My only response is another withering glare.

      “Fine, fine.” He chuckles as he holds up his hands in surrender. “My ego has been bruised enough.”

      I step past him and this time he doesn’t stop me. As I walk away, though, he calls out loud enough to draw the gazes of several surrounding party-goers.

      “So, that’s a no on the thank-you parade, then?”

      I don’t look back, but I can feel his eyes on me the whole way to the doors. I pretend not to notice the smile tugging at my lips and the swirl of unwanted butterflies in my stomach as I slip into the kitchens and out of sight.
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      “Twenty minutes, people, then you need to be back here and ready to serve the main course.” Miriam sounds like the green-scaled dinosaur lady from Monster’s Inc. and, actually, bears a slight resemblance to her if you look close enough. “If you’re going to smoke, you’ll have to take the elevator up to the roof.” She glances at the clock. “Time starts now.”

      The group of twelve cater-waiters disperses faster than high schoolers at a cop-busted kegger.

      Mara looks at me, a box of cigarettes clasped tight in her hand. “You coming?”

      I shake my head. “Don’t smoke.”

      “I’m quitting. Just… not tonight.” A sheepish grin lights up her whole face. “See you in a few.”

      I wait until everyone’s cleared out, then hustle through the side door and beeline for the small women’s bathroom at the end of the hall. The event is almost entirely male businessmen, so it’s blessedly deserted — marking, perhaps, the only time in my life I’ve ever been thankful for that pesky glass ceiling the female CEOs smacked into when hoping for an invitation to this shindig. The handful of women actually in attendance are all using the fancy ballroom bathrooms, not trekking down the hall in their Manolos to this one. I should be totally under the radar, here.

      Flipping the deadbolt behind me, I pull open the cabinets beneath the sink, push aside several bottles of cleaning products, and slide out the black backpack I stashed inside earlier. In less than a minute, I’ve shimmied out of the god-awful uniform and into a tight-fitting black ball gown with whisper-thin straps, a lace bodice, and a flared hem which falls just far enough to conceal my flats. Without letting myself consider the ramifications of this monumentally stupid plan, I shove the uniform into the backpack along with the itchy black wig, zip it closed, and stash it out of sight in the cabinet.

      I hate wasting a few precious moments on my hair, but it can’t be helped. There’s a lot of it, and after being stuffed beneath the wig for two hours, it’s flat and frizzy. I run my fingers under the tap for a moment, then work them through the blonde mane to give it a little life.  Scraping the pile into an up-do, I fasten it with a pretty tortoiseshell clip barely wide enough to contain the riot of waves. One swipe of lipstick is all I bother with for makeup. Staring at the blonde, blue eyed girl in the mirror, I pinch my cheeks for added color and examine my disguise. Not perfect, but good enough.

      It has to be — there’s no more time to waste.

      I duck out of the bathroom a moment later looking entirely different from the pale, dark-haired waiter who entered. From a distance, no one will recognize me. And if I’m caught, chances are a security guard will be much more lenient with a pretty party guest than a rogue member of the wait staff. It’s a hell of a lot easier to flirt your way out of a jam dressed in BCBG couture than a unisex button-down.

      Moving on silent feet down the dimly lit hall, I scan door numbers as I pass.

      4017

      4020

      4023

      Copy room, storage room, conference room. All useless to me.

      I keep going, growing more nervous the farther from the reception I get. Minutes tick by on my watch, taunting me like a child’s hide-and-go-seek countdown.

      Thirteen.

      Twelve.

      Eleven.

      I finally spot what I’m looking for at the end of the hall. My pace increases as I hurry to it.

      Ready or not, here I come.

      I don’t turn on the light as I crack open the door and step into the dark office. Moonlight shines through the wall of glass on my left, bright enough to illuminate the shape of a cubicle and — finally! — a computer console. My fingers tap impatiently against the shiny wood desk as I wait for it to power on.

      Ten minutes.

      When the home screen loads, I’m confronted with a password-protected login. I plunk myself into the leather swivel chair and punch in a quick series of commands to toggle the computer’s terminal window. Green code text flows across the console as I type a few keystrokes to bypass the security system. For anyone who knows even the smallest amount of code, it’s shockingly easy to access a “private” computer account.

      Thanks for that, Microsoft. It makes my job a hell of a lot easier.

      Once I’m in, I reach into my bra and fish out the flash drive that’s been digging into my ribcage all night. It’s still warm from my body as I pop it into the USB port and wait for the sluggish system to recognize the hardware. A glance at my watch makes my pulse skyrocket.

      Seven minutes.

      It takes only seconds for the virus I built to worm into the Lancaster Consolidated network, but that’s only phase one of my plan.

      Infect.

      Retrieve.

      Escape.

      I don’t have time to weed through mountains of computer data to find the financial files I need, so I copy the entire hard drive. The lightning-fast 512 GB storage stick cost more than my monthly rent payment, but at times like this it really comes in handy. Any self-respecting hacker needs one.

      Well, that, and an endless supply of candy and caffeine.

      My fingers tap nervous rhythms against the shitty particleboard as I wait. This office clearly doesn’t belong to one of the executives. A lower-level manager, perhaps, or an accountant. That’s fine, though — every computer in this building is on the same network, like Christmas lights on a string. Crack one fuse, you’ve cracked them all.

      Easy.

      So long as you don’t get caught, that is.

      If I end up in jail for this shit, I will personally kill Luca.

      The file transfer takes a long time. Too long.

      My gaze flips back and forth between the data percentage bar, inching closer to completion at a glacial place, and the face of my watch, where minutes dwindle from five to four to three. By the time the computer pings to signify the transfer is complete, I have less than two minutes to get back to the bathroom, whip off this dress, and change into my catering uniform.

      Ejecting the thumb drive, I shove it back into my bra and power off the computer as fast as possible. I’m already reaching for my hair clip as I rush out of the office and hurry down the hallway, hoping like hell Miriam doesn’t have a shit-fit when I’m a few seconds late, or beat me to death with that stick she’s got shoved up her ass.

      Doubtful.

      I’m nearly back at the bathroom, so close to escape I can practically taste it, when a loud male voice rings out and stops me in my tracks.

      “Hey! You! What are you doing out here? This area is off limits to attendees.”

      Fuck.
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      I pivot slowly to face the two security guards striding toward me, their matching gray suits ill-fitting, their faces set in identical expressions of displeasure. I don’t know where Lancaster drummed these guys up, but they could be Schwarzenegger stand-ins on the Terminator set. Their muscles have muscles; their necks seem to have disappeared entirely.

      “Are you boys talking to me?” I ask, doing my best bimbo impression. My voice is so high and bubbly, I’m sure the dolphins at Boston Aquarium are on high alert. I force my dark blue eyes wide, channeling I’m-just-an-innocent-piece-of-arm-candy vibes.

      I see the slight shift of their expressions as they take me in. Their gaits slow from angry strides to strolls as they come to a stop a few feet from me.

      “Miss, this area is off-limits,” the one on the right says, eyeing me skeptically.

      “Oh.” I make a pouty face. A sultry shake of my head sends tendrils of hair spilling over my bare shoulders in a gold curtain. I arch my back slightly, shamelessly using my B-cups to their best advantage as a humph sound escapes my pursed mouth. “Well, no one told me that. The party is just so boring, I thought I’d stretch my legs.” I contort my face into mask of alarm and make my voice so breathy, Marilyn Monroe would be impressed.  “I’m not… I’m not in trouble, am I?”

      If only I had a stick of gum to chew, the Barbie illusion would be complete.

      The men glance at each other and I see them silently dismiss me as a viable threat. Which is a good thing because, seriously, I have about twenty seconds before Miriam notices my absence and sounds the alarm.

      “No, miss, you’re not in trouble.” The guard on the left, who’s maybe ten years younger than his counterpart, smiles briefly at me. “Just make sure to stay in the ballroom for the rest of the night. We’re not supposed to allow anyone back here.”

      “Oh, thank you, boys!” I exclaim, winking at them. “I promise I’ll be a good girl from now on.” My tone turns suggestive. “Well… I’ll try to be good.”

      If I’m not mistaken, a blush creeps up the older guard’s neck. The younger one is outright grinning at me.

      Gotcha.

      I tilt my head and bite my lip demurely. “You know, it’s rare to meet honest-to-gosh gentlemen, nowadays. Thank you.”

      “No problem, miss.”

      “Y’all have a good night, now!”

      “You too, miss,” the younger guard says. “Enjoy the party.”

      “Oh, I won’t,” I say on a laugh, turning to go. It’s hard to keep myself from taking off at a run, but I know they’re still watching.

      So, I’ll be a few minutes late. Miriam will rant. At least I won’t be cuffed in the back of a squad car.

      Leaving the men behind, I’m flooded with so much relief I don’t notice the third guard coming around the corner until I’ve nearly bumped noses with her.

      Yes, her.

      Damn. Somehow, I doubt my bimbo routine will be equally effective on a woman.

      “What’s happening here?” she snaps in a no-nonsense voice at the male guards behind me. “Who is this and why is she back here?”

      The men move to my either side — a Schwarzenegger sandwich.

      “Well, uh,” the younger guard hedges, glancing guiltily from me to the woman who is clearly his superior. “This young lady is with the party in the ballroom.”

      “And?” she barks again in that condescending tone.

      Superior or no, she should rethink her management strategies…. and possibly her pantsuit. It really emphasizes her cankles.

      “We were just about to escort her back,” the older guard chimes in.

      “Yes,” I start. “I was⁠—”

      “Quiet!” she growls, dismissing me instantly. Her focus shifts back to her men. “Mr. Lancaster said no one was allowed back here. No exceptions. Anyone caught wandering was to be brought to his attention immediately.”

      “We know that, ma’am, but⁠—”

      “No exceptions,” she repeats, eyes narrowing. “Have you even confirmed she’s a guest?”

      My mouth goes dry. I focus on the feeling of the USB in my bra and wonder if they’ll strip search me here or down at the police station…

      Don’t panic, I tell myself. What’s the worst that can happen?

      Oh, you know. Just a felony charge
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