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      At first, Vic Harper was honored. She had known Chase Woodward for more than a decade, but this was the first time he had invited her up to his condo. Very few people she knew had ever been up there, and none of them would say a word about it. She hadn't even been entirely sure it was actually in Minneapolis. He had told her once that was where he lived, but Chase said lots of things that later turned out to not be entirely true. For all she knew, Chase lived in Katmandu and could teleport to Minneapolis at a moment's notice to meet up with anyone looking for him.

      She wouldn't put it past him.

      So the text asking her to come see him at his place had been an intriguing surprise. Intriguing, because she had always wanted to see where he lived, what sort of place he called home. Surprise, because after that last job in Toronto had so nearly gone sideways on them, he had declared it was really his last job.

      But that was just another one of those things he said that weren't entirely true.

      But the honor and intrigue faded away, leaving only the surprise when she found herself standing in a dead-end alley between two buildings near the river. There were no doors off the alley, only a rusted-out dumpster sitting crookedly to one side. The rust had eaten a hole through one of the bottom corners, and a trickle of dumpster juice was dripping, forming an oily slick of a stream that flowed to the center of the alley and sat there in a stagnant pool.

      All of Minneapolis had been enjoying an unseasonably warm early spring day. Too many of them had been out in shorts, pasty white legs more blinding than the snow that had just melted days before. Vic had been all for soaking up the warmth, albeit still in her jeans. But now she wished the air was just a little colder. Freezing might be nice. Just to lock that sour smell away, the smell that hung like an oily thick fog. Even breathing with her mouth closed, she could taste it at the back of her throat.

      She whipped out her phone and jabbed at the buttons.

      Is this some kind of joke?

      She zipped up the collar of her spring jacket and tucked her nose down into it as she waited for a response. She heard voices behind her, a couple of patrons from the bar at the end of the block talking too loudly as they passed the alley, then continued on, probably to yet another bar. The streetlights out where they were walking were bright enough, but in the alley, they only cast shadows, not illuminating anything. She thumbed on her phone's light to shine it around.

      Nope. Definitely no doors in this alley. Who even used the dumpster?

      Her phone vibrated in her hand and she thumbed off the light, then looked at the screen.

      You're in the right place. Just push that dumpster out of your way. You'll see it.

      Vic looked from her phone to the dumpster dripping sour juice, then back to her phone again.

      Was she really this curious? She didn't care much about her jacket. The jeans she had more fondness for, but they were faded enough to be expendable.

      But her boots? She had just picked them up that afternoon, and they were her new favorite things. Tomorrow her favorite things might be something else, but right now, she wasn't sure if she wanted to ruin her new boots. Whatever was dripping out of that dumpster was sure to leave a stain.

      Come on, Vic. Wyatt is waiting.

      Well, that did it. Vic tucked the phone back in her pocket and stepped gingerly around the puddle of ooze. She found the driest corner she could and shoved the dumpster out of the way.

      It moved far more easily than she had expected. Clearly the only thing in it was whatever was dripping so foully.

      Then she saw the door. It looked like a doorway to a wonderful world of magic, in the sense that it was clearly built for someone the size of a child. She had to stoop to fit through it, then turn her phone's flashlight on again to look around the tiny shaft she was standing at the bottom of.

      It was too narrow to be an elevator shaft, and all it contained was a single ladder that continued on past the range of her phone's light.

      She typed into her phone. Did Wyatt come this way?

      Chase didn't respond. But she could sense him reading her message and smugly choosing not to respond. She could imagine exactly how he looked, glancing at his phone, then carrying on his chat with Wyatt.

      Vic shoved the phone into her jeans pocket and climbed up the ladder. And up. And up. It felt like more than a dozen floors before the ladder ended and she stepped sideways onto a narrow platform.

      More than a dozen? Vic would bet it was thirteen exactly. It would be just like Chase to buy the entire thirteenth floor of a building that didn't connect to anything and let everyone in the elevator assume there was no button for it because the counting jumped from twelve to fourteen.

      And then hide the entrance behind a door that was meant to lure children into a magical garden or some such thing.

      The door at the top of the ladder was built to normal adult human dimensions, but there was no knob on her side. She knocked briskly, but there was no response. She took out her phone again, but rather than texting Chase again, she just switched the light back on. She found the hidden catch and triggered it, and the door swung open away from her.

      She found herself stepping out from behind a hinged bookcase into a library. Two walls were floor to ceiling bookcases, stuffed with everything from antique first editions to tattered paperbacks of current bestsellers. The wall to her left was dominated by an oversized fireplace, currently illuminating the space with the controlled glow of a gas fire, giving all the wood surfaces a golden sheen.

      The wall to her right was floor to ceiling windows overlooking the Stone Arch Bridge over the Mississippi River. It was currently all lit up, although what that particular arrangement of colors was commemorating, she wasn't sure. Still, it was an impressive view.

      If not quite worth the long ladder climb up.

      "About time," Chase said drily from where he stood behind a bar tucked in the corner of the room next to the fireplace. He was pouring red wine into a glass. Usually when she saw him, it was because they were doing a job together, and usually for Chase, that meant wearing a tuxedo. She had forgotten how good he looked, even in casual wear. It was just how he moved, how he carried himself. She doubted he could be ignored, even if he wanted to be. Which he never did.

      There was maybe a touch more salt in his pepper black hair than the last time she saw him, but not much. And those dark blue eyes were exactly the same. He was smoothly transitioning from movie star good looks to well-preserved older movie star good looks. Effortlessly, she was sure.

      It was quite annoying. She was ten years younger, and while she knew she still looked good, she would never describe it as "effortless."

      "Lucky for you I wasn't out on a date when you texted," Vic said, accepting the wineglass he held out for her.

      "Wouldn't have come?" Wyatt Boyd asked from where he stood, leaning on one elbow at the shadowy end of the bar. He was ten years older than Chase, but was, if anything, aging even more gracefully. His hair was all white now, but as thick as ever. He had rolled up the sleeves of his button-down shirt, exposing deeply tanned forearms that made for a pleasant contrast to all the blazing white skin she had been seeing all day.

      "I would've come, but I would've turned back when I saw that alley," Vic said. "No way would I be doing that in fancy clothes." She leaned in to give him a fond kiss on the cheek, then turned her attention to the wine. It tasted like black cherries, with just a hint of vanilla more in the aroma than on her tongue.

      "I've seen you do worse in formal wear," Chase said.

      "Dubai?" Wyatt guessed.

      Chase gave a half-shrug, half-nod. "I was thinking Mumbai, but now that you mention it, Dubai fits that description too."

      "I've done most of my best work in formal wear," Vic said. "But I thought this was a social call?"

      "I texted because I need you to back me up," Chase said.

      "Back you up with what?" Vic asked, setting the wine aside. If this was a job, she wanted to keep her head clear. And as with most things that involved Chase Woodward, that wine packed a hell of a punch.

      "He's trying to talk me out of doing a tiny little job that is completely within the realm of things I am still capable of doing," Wyatt said huffily. "I know my limitations. This is well within them."

      "What's well within them?" Vic asked.

      "Enjoying the fruits of his labors," Chase said firmly. "That's what he should be doing. And nothing more."

      "Says the man who swore he was retiring after that last job," Wyatt said.

      "Well, you of all people..." Vic said, but she didn't have to finish her thought. They all knew just how many "last jobs" Wyatt had done. And for all Vic knew, he just might have one more in him. "What's the job?" she asked instead.

      "Well, you remember my niece, Sierra?" Wyatt asked.

      "Sure. Sixteen or so, total tomboy with a thousand interests. She did us a real solid, distracting the guard when we pulled that museum thing," Vic said.

      "She's in a bit of a situation, not of her own doing, of course, but I said I'd help her out a bit," Wyatt said.

      "Help her with what? She's in high school," Vic said.

      "The museum job was six years ago," Chase reminded her.

      "So it's a college thing?" Vic said, still confused.

      "It's complicated," Wyatt said, but before he could go on, the sound of a chime echoed through the library and through other rooms beyond.

      Vic turned to Chase and raised an eyebrow. "Someone at your front door?"

      "I'll just buzz her up," Chase said, sliding out from behind the bar and brushing past her, leaving her alone with Wyatt in the library.

      "You didn't think the bookcase door was the front door, did you?" Wyatt asked.

      "Obviously not, but how does Sierra rate the front door while I have to climb up the escape route?"

      "That was my idea," Wyatt admitted with a twinkle in his eye. "Just keeping you sharp. Or are you out of the game too?"

      "Me? I don't know what I am," Vic said.

      "Come on, then," Wyatt said, taking her arm to walk her over to one of the leather sofas that flanked the fireplace. "Just listen to what my niece has to say and then we'll take it from there. If you want to get existential later, I'm sure we can squeeze that in."
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