

    
            Chapter One 





			“Alex, what the fuck?” the bleached-blond woman at my elbow screeched.

			I winced at both the pitch and the decibel level, unable to contain either my exasperated eye roll or my huff of annoyance. I was busy peering anxiously through the crowd jostling on the busy New York street, searching while trying not to appear to be doing so, and I didn’t appreciate the break in my concentration. “What?”

			Tamara stopped in front of me and spun on one heel, her posture and body language evidencing her ire. She popped her gum as she glared at me, hands on her ample hips, toe tapping.

			I blinked at her, confused. “What?”

			“You keep stepping on my fucking feet, that’s what,” Tamara snapped. “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Her white-blond hair tumbled down over her forehead and into her heavily lined eyes, combining with her age-inappropriate dress to somehow make her seem younger.

			“Sorry,” I muttered, neither sounding nor feeling contrite. I rubbed at my forehead with my left hand, careful to avoid the eyebrow bar that was intended to distract from the scar there, and glanced around. Was I pulling it off? The looking while not looking like I was looking? I hoped so.

			Tamara’s glare softened. “She’s over there.” Her voice was low, and her eyes twinkled with amusement. “In the stop-and-rob across the way.”

			“W-what?” My heart stopped, and the warmth drained out of my face. Oops. Guess I hadn’t been as sly as I’d thought. Either that or Tamara was much more observant than I’d given her credit for. Memo to me.

			Tamara’s bright-red lips pulled up in a knowing smirk. “That woman you’ve been looking at. She’s across the street.”

			Attempting to hide my terror beneath mountains of annoyance, I shook my head and grabbed her arm, jerking her back into step beside me. “I haven’t been looking at anyone.”

			Tamara chuckled, but I didn’t hear any derision or meanness in the sound. Clearly, she didn’t believe the denial that sounded feeble even to me, but for some reason she chose not to comment on it.

			“Fine.” A beat. “She’s been looking at you, though.”

			I choked on the beer I was swigging out of a bottle wrapped in a brown paper bag and—after a few long, agonizing seconds of coughing and sputtering—whipped my head around to fix her with a pointed glare. “What?”

			My voice was flat and toneless, and I hoped against hope it projected an air of indifference colored with just a hint of irritation. With any luck, she thought it was just because she was teasing me and not because I was petrified that after almost five weeks of what I’d like to think consisted of a flawless undercover performance, I’d just fucked up. How badly remained to be seen.

			Tamara shrugged and waved one hand as she dug through her gigantic purse with the other. A dull clinking noise emanated from within it as she rummaged, but after another long moment, her hand emerged clasping a crumpled pack of cigarettes.

			Not wanting to waste any more of her concentration on waiting for her to locate the matches she insisted on using, I flicked the lighter I carried with me for times like these and held it out for her, cupping the flickering flame with one hand to shield it from the gentle breeze while holding my beer protectively against my chest with my arm. Tamara inhaled a deep lungful of smoke and let it out slowly, her eyes half lidded in an expression not unlike pleasure.

			“It’s okay, you know,” she said after almost a minute of silence. She was peering at me out of the corner of her eyes, and smoke billowed behind her in a steady stream as we walked.

			“What’s okay?” I chugged the last of my beer and tossed the empty bottle into a nearby trash can.

			“If you wanna play with girls.” I narrowed my eyes at her, but she shrugged and went on. “I mean, hey, it’s not my thing, but, you know, whatever floats your boat, right?”

			“I don’t,” I said through clenched teeth. But I couldn’t seem to stop myself from letting my gaze slide back to where I’d last spotted the woman currently under discussion, and I hoped my disappointment at not seeing her didn’t show. Tamara appeared too busy sucking on her cigarette to notice.

			“You’re not worried about Tate, are you?” she asked, letting her snort of derision voice the rest of her opinion about the man that I was, by all appearances, “dating.” “’Cause you know he’d totally be into it. As long as you let him watch. Or at least provide details afterward.” She grinned at me and wiggled her eyebrows.

			“Nah.” I gave an offhanded wave and jerked open the door of the bar, holding it ajar so she could enter.

			Tamara sauntered in ahead of me, her attention now riveted to the crowd awaiting our return, the odd conversation apparently completely forgotten, leaving me time to cast one last aching glance over my shoulder before I strolled in after her.

			“Hey, Alex,” the bartender, Ronnie, called to me as I ambled by.

			I gave a half nod and changed direction, heading toward him. People moved out of the way to make room. I unzipped my parka and shoved my hands deep in my pockets to hide their trembling. I was shaken, and I was worried it showed.

			“S’up?” I was trying for casual but wasn’t sure whether my attempt was passing. I shot a quick peek past the stairs and Tamara, who was jiggling her way up to the balcony where my raucous crew was making their presence known. I pulled a fist full of crumpled bills out of the pocket of my jeans and dropped them on the counter. “Beer?”

			Ronnie snorted and waved at my wrinkly money. “On the house.”

			“Thanks,” I said, accepting the icy pint glass from him and taking a long, deep pull.

			The cold liquid felt orgasmic going down my throat, and I had to give myself a stern reminder not to drink too much tonight, which was a tall order, if I wanted to keep up with this group. A heavy sigh slipped from my lips, and I ran one hand through my hair, ruffling it a little, making it stand on end even more than it already did. My mind was running like a robo dwarf hamster on a wheel at the pet store as I turned over current events and attempted to figure out what the hell I was going to do about them. My life was complicated enough. I sure as hell didn’t need this new development. Although—

			“Yo, Alex!” someone shouted down from the balcony, and it carried across the crowded bar. “What the fuck?”

			I rolled my eyes and gave Ronnie a conspiratorial little smile before tipping my head up and raising my eyes toward the sound.

			“What?” I mouthed. I wasn’t inclined to raise my voice to a level necessary to be heard over the din of the music pounding out of the very walls of the place. I made an impatient little gesture with my hands and raised my eyebrows.

			Tate, my “boyfriend,” grinned at me in what I’m sure he thought was a sultry manner, his dark eyes glinting dangerously with a palpable heat as he stared down at me from above. From his vantage point, he had to have a nice view of my cleavage, and he showed his appreciation by licking his lips. It was a struggle not to pull my coat closed in an effort to cover myself.

			The smile I threw Ronnie now was tight-lipped and not the least bit amused. I pushed myself off the bar, cold beer in hand, and jerked my head in the direction of my summons. “Gotta go.” Without waiting for a reply, I started making my way through the press of bodies, not in any particular hurry to reach my intended destination.

			When I’d finally made my way upstairs long minutes later, a rough-and-tumble game of pool was in full swing. It looked like the guys had been at this for a while, if the apparent level of intoxication was any indication, and I managed to suppress a huff of exasperation, but just barely.

			I’d just spied Tamara, whispering and giggling with someone in the corner as she played bartender with the bottles of alcohol she’d snuck in inside her purse, and had taken a step in their direction when my progress was halted. Someone forcefully grabbed me from behind and jerked me off balance until I was almost smothered in a full body hug.

			“I need cash,” Tate growled in my ear, scraping his two-day-old stubble across my cheek, ear, and neck as he did so. I leaned away so our skin was no longer touching, but he took advantage of our positions and possessively ran his hands down my shoulders and over my barely contained breasts.

			His breath was sour, telling me I’d been right about how long he’d been there, and his hard-on was poking me in the back. As if somehow knowing I’d sensed it, Tate pulled me to him even rougher, grinding himself against me, almost humping me in full view of everyone.

			Not at all surprised by this greeting, I reached back and palmed his ass with both of my hands, encouraging his movements and adding a little hip-rocking of my own for good measure. Tate groaned in my ear.

			Smiling wickedly and catching Tamara’s eye across the pool table, I turned my head toward him and up, his cue to bend down to me so I could tell him something. I took my time positioning my lips a hairsbreadth away from the shell of his ear.

			“Something bothering you, baby?”

			Tate growled again and spun me around, lifting me off the floor with one easy motion and settling me so I was straddling him and had to wrap my legs around his waist. He rocked his hips into mine, and I could feel him pressing hard against my crotch. Forcing a giggle, I wrapped my arms around his neck and ground my pelvis against his even harder, making exaggerated motions with my hips and tugging on his black, almost shoulder-length hair.

			“Oh, baby, I’m going to fuck you so good later.” Tate made a show of panting in my ear, not slowing his hip thrusts one bit.

			He must’ve been really goddamn plastered to be doing this in front of everyone and their mother, but one look around told me everyone else in our little group was equally bombed, so he probably wouldn’t catch too much shit for it tomorrow. A few of the guys were leering at us and laughing, cheering Tate on. A couple of the others were too busy arguing over their pool game to pay much attention to what any of the rest of us were doing, and one guy was busy being manhandled in a corner by one of the girls—I couldn’t tell which one—and was therefore distracted. Whether the other couple’s behavior had inspired Tate’s current mood or they’d taken their cue from us was unclear.

			Wanting to end this encounter so I could return to my beer and my moping, I slid my arms down around his shoulders and raked my fingernails across the broad muscles of his back. Tate growled again and dropped me.

			I got my feet under me just in time to avoid landing flat on my ass, but not quickly enough to avoid the jarring stop that almost severed my tongue with my teeth. I winced and swallowed a mouthful of blood.

			Tate spun me around and pressed me against the railing that overlooked the rest of the bar, all but falling on top of me in his stupor. I could feel him fumbling for his belt behind me as he continued to grind himself into my ass, and I might’ve been offended that he appeared set on trying to full-on fuck me in the middle of the bar if I hadn’t been positive he’d never last long enough to get his own pants off, let alone mine. That was a relief because I wasn’t in the mood to beat the shit out of him in front of witnesses.

			Tate’s breath was coming in short, feeble gasps now, little growls and what might’ve been words falling from his lips. I whirled back around to face him and grabbed both of his wrists, pinning our hands low between our bodies and taking a half step closer. I dug my thumbs into the little divot where his radii met his ulnae and pressed. Hard. He winced and grimaced, and I twisted, pushing my short nails into his skin. It was a message. While I didn’t want to draw blood, it wouldn’t stop me from trying.

			I stood on my toes to indicate I wanted to talk to him and forced a smile. He leaned down and tucked his chin back into my shoulder on the far side, presumably so no one could see his expression. “Watch it,” I whispered.

			He nodded, and I could feel his fingers flittering against my thighs. “Sorry.”

			I patted his wrists and dropped a light kiss on his cheek before turning back around and wrapping his arms around my waist and holding his hands together to rest beneath mine on my stomach. He squeezed me and leaned back a bit, getting drawn into some debate about cars. I’m not sure. I tuned him out almost immediately.

			Instead of paying attention to the conversation around me, I scanned the crowd, taking in every detail about each patron in sight to write up in my notes at some TBD date. And this stubborn insistence on vigilance and a possibly misplaced sense of duty made me lock eyes with the most beautiful woman ever to walk the earth at the exact moment the man behind me decided to ignore my earlier warning and started placing languid kisses on my neck.

			Only Tate drunkenly sagging against me kept me pinned to the railing at that point, although I was unsure whether I’d have collapsed to the ground or made a run for it if I’d been able to move. I became still and wire-tight as I stood there, my skin suddenly cold despite the hot press of bodies all around me. My heart thudded out of control, and the blood rushing in my ears was interfering with coherent thought as I tried to contemplate the ramifications of my current situation.

			Allison Reynolds continued to stand motionless just inside the doorway of the main floor of the bar, looking even more breathtaking than ever, her inky eyes boring into mine and tinted with the barest hint of anger. Or perhaps it was judgment. I wasn’t sure. But whichever it was, I could feel the heavy weight of that gaze even from across the considerable distance that separated us, and I was unable to swallow the lump in the back of my throat. I ignored Tate’s murmured words—endearments? apologies? who even knew?—focusing all my attention, all my being, solely on Allison.

			Though it’d been less than six weeks since I last saw her, the passage of time must’ve somehow muted the memory of her beauty, because she bowled me over. She was the most beautiful thing I’d seen since…well, since the last time I’d seen her.

			Her black hair had been cut recently and was brushed back off her forehead, falling in thick waves almost to her shoulders. Her olive skin was flawless, and my fingertips tingled with the memory of the way it felt under my hands. Her lean hips and thighs were hugged tightly in a pair of dark jeans that flared just a little at the ankles over her black, low-heeled boots. And my mouth simultaneously watered and went dry at the way her top accentuated her figure.

			“Hey, check her out.” Crash’s drunkenly loud statement broke into my reverie as he moved to stand next to me at the railing. “Fresh meat.”

			“She must be lost,” Barker chimed in as he took up a similar stance on my other side. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him scratching his chin. “Way too upscale for this place.”

			Crash laughed, lifting one hand to push his greasy, dirty-blond hair back out of his eyes. “I’ll help her find her way,” he said, slurring his words. “To the end of my cock.” He handed his beer across me to his buddy and made a move toward the stairs, presumably so he could make his way down to where Allison stood, still staring into my eyes.

			Shit. An icy thrill of terror slid down my throat to lodge cold and hard in my chest. Shit, shit, shit!

			“No!” My voice broke unsolicited, colored with a hard edge I instantly wished I’d managed to rein in. Tate obviously noticed and frowned. He put his hands on my shoulders and turned me so he could see my face. Crash and Barker both froze and said nothing. I couldn’t see their expressions, but out of the corner of my eye, I could see they were watching me, their undivided attention causing an unwelcome flush to blossom in my cheeks. After a long, tense moment of silence, they finally laughed.

			Think. My mind raced to divine some miraculous way out of the hot mess I’d just created with my outburst. Think. But I couldn’t think. Not really. Just one glance from Allison Reynolds had totally short-circuited every single, solitary mental function. Good to know some things never changed.

			Fortunately for me, Tamara appeared just then and gave me an opening. “Here, Crash,” she said as she shimmied over, lifting to Crash’s lips a cup full of whatever she and Laurel had been concocting in the corner. “Tell me what you think. Too strong?” Her blue gaze roved over Crash’s face and then followed his to see what’d so captivated him. “Oh, hey, Alex! Look. It’s your girl.”

			All three guys snapped their heads back around to stare at me, clearly puzzled.

			“Your girl?” Tate asked. His voice was tight. Strained.

			Uh-oh. Not good.

			Tamara answered for me, jerking her chin toward Allison, who’d sauntered over to lean against the bar, her dark eyes never once wavering from me. Tamara’s lips were stretched into a knowing smirk. “Yeah. We saw her while we were out getting the vodka. She was practically fucking Alex with her eyes.” Tamara let out a high, tinkling laugh.

			I clenched my teeth together in a useless attempt to contain my considerable ire and fought with everything I had not to roll my eyes. “Oh, she was not,” I replied, forcing a chuckle I prayed was passable.

			“She totally was,” Tamara insisted, gesturing with her full drink cup and sloshing a good portion of the liquid over the side and onto both Crash and the floor. “She followed us for, like, three blocks and never once took her eyes off you.”

			I couldn’t seem to stop myself from gaping at her and mentally kicked myself for not being more observant. No way in hell should I have let my attention wander to the point that Tamara was more aware of what was going on around us than I was. But Allison Reynolds had always had that effect on me. Right from the very first second I’d laid eyes on her, my world had imploded, crumpling and folding in on itself until everything and everyone else became inconsequential, and only she existed. It’d always been my downfall. I stifled my weary sigh.

			“You were too focused on trying to package the beer so you could get away with drinking it on the street to notice at first,” Tamara was informing me in a knowing voice. “But once you guys made eye contact, you totally had amazing chemistry.”

			“Clearly.” I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders as an idea formed in my head on the heels of Tamara’s words. If I was going to pull this off, I was going to need to get some of my swagger back. I turned to flash Tate a sultry smile.

			“Your birthday’s coming up,” I said in a low voice, as though I intended the comment for his ears only, but I really wanted to ensure everyone was hanging on my every word. The last thing I needed was one of the guys hitting on Allison. And not just because it’d launch me into a tailspin of jealousy the likes of which the world has never seen. Although that was motivation enough.

			“Yeah?” Tate replied. A light started gleaming in his dark eyes, and his expression more than indicated he was curious to see where I was going with this.

			“Yeah.” I wound one arm around his neck and pressed up against him. “You know I don’t have much cash, so I thought maybe I could get you her instead…” I allowed my voice to drop and my words to trail off, my silence saying more than any detailed description ever could.

			Tate’s eyes were about to bug out of his head, and out of the corner of my eyes I could see that Barker and Crash wore matching expressions of disbelief. I concentrated all my focus on just keeping eye contact with Tate.

			“You…You mean you…And her…” Tate was stammering, his breathing shallow as he glanced back and forth from me to Allison, his expression colored with the faintest glimmer of hope.

			I leaned close and trailed my fingertips across the faint stubble covering his jaw and the top of his neck. “That’s right, baby. If she wants to play, that is.”

			Tate stared at me, clearly stunned, for a few more seconds before his lips stretched into an honest-to-goodness grin. He turned to the guys with a countenance of smug triumph. “Hear that, boys? No one goes near her.”

			“Aw, but Tate—” Crash started to protest.

			Tate cut him off with a dark glare, and Crash’s mouth snapped shut with an audible click. He returned his attention to me, an almost predatory gleam in his eyes. “Go get ’er, babe.” He punctuated his statement with a possessive slap on my ass.

			I somehow managed not to clench my hands into fists as I walked away.

			The stroll down the stairs and through the throng over to the bar where Allison stood watching me seemed to take both forever and not long enough, but it gave me ample opportunity to ask myself no less than a dozen times what the hell I was doing.

			To say that this was a terrible idea was the mother of all understatements, but I couldn’t think of how I could possibly have avoided my current predicament. I needed to speak to Allison without an audience. Well, without an audience that could hear me. The hoots and hollers of the gang upstairs carried over the din of the crowded bar to my already ringing ears. This seemed like the best I could do under the circumstances.

			To be fair, though, I hadn’t yet worked out the specifics of what I intended to say to her. Asking her what the hell she was doing here might be a good start, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Even though I loved her with all my heart and regardless of the reality that she affected me on a very visceral level, I was still harboring some mixed feelings stemming from some information that’d come to light the last time we’d seen one another. And now wasn’t the time or place for us to get into any of that. No. I needed to concentrate on getting her the hell out of here. Everything else would have to wait.

			Allison’s near-black eyes tracked every move I made as I walked toward her, causing a fluttering in and around my heart I was all too familiar with. She regarded me with hostile curiosity, one hand resting on her cocked hip, her entire body radiating a barely contained ire.

			“Hey,” I said when I reached her, aware that my voice was scarcely audible over the music and the crowd. I had to force myself not to beam at her or touch her, though I ached to do both. We were supposed to be perfect strangers, after all, and I was pretty sure strangers didn’t kiss one another breathless within the first few seconds of an introduction. Well, not outside of a Penthouse Forum letter, anyway.

			“I’m Alex,” I went on before she had a chance to reply, extending one hand in her direction as though I were introducing myself. Which, in a way, I guess I was.

			“Alex,” Allison said, drawing out the word as though she were rolling it around in her mouth, tasting it as she spoke it. She studied me for a beat before folding my hand into her own, pumping it twice, and then letting go.

			The shock I always felt when she touched me caught me off guard, and my hand tingled where our skin had brushed only scant moments before. The corner of my mouth twitched, and my breath caught in my throat. Okay, now I positively ached to kiss her and had to rein in the impulse. I decided it was safer for both of us if I focused more on my non-desire-based feelings. That way I’d at least be able to carry on a conversation.

			“Nice to meet you,” I replied, trying to send her a message with my eyes.

			“What’s up?” She kept her question general and innocuous, completely within the realm of something one would ask a new acquaintance, and I appreciated her discretion.

			I shook my head once, just a quick back and forth that could’ve meant anything or nothing to anyone who might’ve been watching. And I knew people were indeed watching. The spot between my shoulder blades tingled under the weight of their combined attention. To dispel some of my nervous energy, I used the fingers of my left hand to spin the ring adorning the middle finger of my right.

			“Can I buy you a drink?” I asked, jerking my head toward the bar.

			Allison shook her head. She eyed me thoughtfully for a moment and then waved at Ronnie to get his attention. She took some cash out of her pocket and laid it on the bar, regarding the hotel key card that had gotten mixed in with all her money as though it held the answers to all the questions she wanted to ask but couldn’t. She tapped the edge of it once on the top of the bar, and realization flooded my brain. It was a long-unused code between us. She wanted to see me alone in an hour.

			“How about I buy you one?” she suggested, taking deliberate care to deposit a dime, a nickel, a quarter, and a penny on the bar in front of her. She took her time placing them at precise intervals, stacking the dime on top of the nickel and the penny on top of the quarter. Now she was giving me a location. Her eyes were on me the entire time, boring straight into my soul, setting my heart on fire and reducing it to ash at the same time.

			I squelched those feelings with great effort and took a moment to surreptitiously glance at my watch. It was my turn to shake my head. I drummed my fingers on the bar twice to indicate to her that she’d have to wait at least two hours until I could get away and shot her what I hoped was a disarming smile. She frowned but didn’t comment. The longing to argue with me—or at least demand why she’d have to wait—flitted openly across her beautiful face, but she kept the impulse in check. Her restraint relieved me.

			Slowly, I leaned into her so I could whisper in her ear. I paused before speaking to indulge in the desire to breathe in the scent that had always meant her to me, and I shivered, delighted against both my better judgment and my will, not to mention turned on beyond belief. Which, of course, only pissed me off even more.

			“When I sit back,” I murmured, recklessly giving in to the urge to brush my lips against her ear as I spoke, “you’re going to slap me across the face hard and storm out of here.”

			She stiffened but neither spoke nor pulled away. I couldn’t discern her facial expression as I couldn’t see it. “Storm out of here and don’t look back.” I brushed my lips against her ear once more before I backed away. I stared at her for what felt like an eternity and held my breath.

			The skin around Allison’s soulful dark eyes tightened, and she hauled off and decked me so fast I didn’t even have time to steel myself against the shock of the blow. I blinked in surprise—barely cognizant of the laughter, shouts, and groans from the group observing above—and touched a hesitant hand to my cheek and the corner of my mouth. I tried to tamp down the panic that filled me at the coppery taste of blood as I watched Allison walk away.

			I was once again surprised, this time pleasantly, when she did as I asked and didn’t look back.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			I was shaking as I stepped out of the office building and onto the street, and the blast of wintry air felt fantastic against my overheated skin. Once I accepted the fact that Allison was nowhere to be seen, I slumped against the wall a few steps past the door to the building and bowed my head. I focused on the pavement by the toes of my dress shoes and allowed my thoughts to simply drift for a long moment.

			I wasn’t sure what to make of what’d just happened, of the news that Allison was pregnant or of the conversation that had followed. I felt somehow lost at sea yet completely weighed down and didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to want to do, let alone what I wanted. I tugged the hair at my forehead as I worried.

			My phone buzzed inside my bag, interrupting my directionless wallowing and forcing me out of my head and back into the real world. After pushing myself off the wall with a low groan, I fished it out and looked at it. The words on the screen made me frown, yet my heart leapt, and I had to force myself not to snap my head up. Instead, I made myself read the message again.

			Look across the street and to your right.

			I sucked the corner of my bottom lip into my mouth and ran my tongue over the cut there. Then I lifted my gaze and casually scanned the street, trying not to look like that’s what I was doing. After a few long seconds of searching, I spotted Rico leaning against a lamppost on the corner, his face shielded somewhat by the brim of a baseball cap. You’d think a guy wearing a suit with no tie and a baseball cap would attract attention, but here in New York, that was the least interesting outfit on the street. One of the many reasons I loved this city.

			I tried to tell myself not to be disappointed that it wasn’t Allison—that it made no sense for her to text me, nor would she have been able to do so since she didn’t have my number—but the admonition didn’t dampen the regret that blossomed when I realized it wasn’t her who’d reached out to me.

			As soon as Rico recognized that I’d seen him, he inclined his head to one side a bit, indicating he wanted me to follow him. I glanced around to make sure no one was watching us, and when I’d confirmed that no one appeared to be, I lifted my chin in acknowledgment.

			After shoving my phone back into my pocket, I allowed my hand to linger there as I strolled. Nervously, I tapped a staccato rhythm against the edge of the phone with my ring. My heart beat out a matching tempo, and a shiver shot up my spine.

			I ambled in the direction I’d seen Rico go and ended up following him into a crowded coffee shop. When I walked in, he was standing in line looking up at the menu, appearing to be a regular guy trying to score a caffeine fix.

			I took my place behind him in line and studied the menu also, dragging my gaze away to occasionally regard the other patrons in the shop or the people walking along the sidewalk. Though I was well away from my own neighborhood and the neighborhoods of any of the investigation’s targets, I still wasn’t about to drop my guard.

			“I’m so sorry,” Rico said softly out of the corner of his mouth, not once looking away from the board detailing the establishment’s offerings.

			“For what?” I murmured back. I ducked my head and made a show of counting out my money.

			Out of the corner of one eye, I saw Rico had bowed his head, too, and adjusted the bill of his ball cap. “I thought we were on you better.”

			My heart did a little flip, either at the admission itself or the public venue of it. I glanced around again. “It’s cool.”

			“It’s not.”

			I shrugged. He was right. It wasn’t. Not even a little bit, but I couldn’t do much about it. I hadn’t yet figured out how to time travel to rectify any of life’s mistakes, and if I ever did, this would be the absolute last on a very long list of stops for me. No sense getting all fired up over something I couldn’t change.

			“I just got back from CAT school,” he said, taking a step forward to keep close enough to the patron in front of his as to maintain his cover as a caffeine addict. It was obviously both an explanation and an excuse, and knowing the proverbial ball hadn’t been dropped on his watch made me feel a whole lot better about the entire situation.

			“Good.” I had to fight not to grin at him as I offered the only form of congratulations I could, given our situation. He’d been wanting to go to Counter Assault Team school for as long as I could remember. His name had been on the list for years. He’d even been tapped to go a couple of times before budget cuts had necessitated the training class be canceled. I was thrilled he’d finally gotten his wish.

			“I’ll fix it.”

			“Thanks.”

			It was his turn to order, and I waited patiently while he flirted with the barista, who giggled like she was thirteen. I rolled my eyes and tried not to laugh. I also tried not to push him to hurry him along, but it was a struggle. Once he’d tired of making the woman behind the counter blush and I’d ordered my own vat of coffee, we shuffled down the line to wait for our drinks.

			“You in trouble with the missus?” Rico asked.

			“You sure that’s how you want to refer to your boss?”

			A small smile played at the edges of his lips. “Fair point. You gonna answer my question?”

			“She’s not happy with either of us. But if I were you, I’d be more worried about myself.”

			“Because you have ways of making it up to her I can only dream about?”

			Now I had to struggle not to punch him. “Because I don’t have to see her every day. She’ll have had plenty of time to calm down before we cross paths again. You, on the other hand, get to weather that particular storm constantly. Starting this afternoon. Good fucking luck.”

			He paled and swallowed hard. “Shit.”

			I grinned and then pulled out my phone and opened a game app so I’d appear engrossed in it and less like I was talking to him.

			“Any advice?”

			“On?”

			“On how to get back into your girlfriend’s good graces?”

			I paused as I swiped at my phone screen a few times, wincing as I realized I’d overlooked several obvious moves. “Don’t argue with her.”

			Rico snorted. “You do.”

			I shrugged. “Yeah, but that’s our dynamic. It isn’t yours. And now seems like a bad time to try to start that, don’t you think?”

			He grimaced and nodded for me to continue.

			“Don’t offer excuses. Just have a plan to fix whatever problem she has. And if you don’t have one, get one. Fast.”

			Rico’s drink order came up, so he went to retrieve it and then lingered over by the creamer station for me to join him with mine.

			“That’s it?” Rico said as soon as I reached his side.

			I rooted around for the sugar container and started pouring. “That’s it.”

			“Come on. There has to be something else.”

			I glanced at him out of the corner of one eye without lifting my head. “Nothing else you can do.”

			“I’m so screwed.”

			I hid my playful shoulder bump beneath reaching across him for a handful of napkins. “Just try to make sure I don’t get killed, okay?”

			Rico glared at me. “That’s not funny.”

			“Who says I was joking?”

			“Ryan.”

			“Shhh.” I scowled at him and glanced around nervously. Sure, I hadn’t noticed anyone paying attention to us, but that didn’t mean nobody was.

			“Sorry.” He looked around, too, and dipped his head before lowering his voice. “I’ll figure something out, okay?”

			“I know you will.”

			“I don’t suppose you have any ideas.”

			“Besides getting me the tracking device I asked for and assigning someone to specifically monitor it and the phone app at all times? No. I’m out.”

			“I’m pretty sure your girl is going to take care of that.”

			I smiled at the thought of her ripping AT Schultz a new one. “Mmm.”

			“Oh, my God. You’re turned on right now, aren’t you?”

			I blinked. “What?”

			Rico was smirking at me. “Imagining your other half going all ‘I am woman, hear me roar’ is getting you hot and bothered.”

			I wrinkled my nose at him and made a rude noise in the back of my throat. “Don’t be gross.” He wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t mean we needed to discuss specifics.

			“Hey, we all have our kinks. Me, I really like it when Paige—”

			“I am begging you not to finish that sentence.”

			“I’m just saying.”

			“Well, stop saying. Please.”

			He shrugged. “Okay. So does that mean you don’t want a play-by-play of how the meeting went down?”

			“No. I don’t need one. But I do need for you to get your ass back to the office and figure out how to convince your boss not to rip you a new one.”

			He swallowed hard and glanced at his watch. “Yeah. I’d better get going.”

			“Good luck,” I told him as he started to go.

			He stopped and turned back to toss a balled-up napkin into the trash can next to me. “Be careful,” he whispered.

			“I will be.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			After Rico left, I settled myself onto a stool in the corner of the cafe and stared out the window, moving only to sip my coffee occasionally or run my fingers along the seam of my paper cup. I tried not to let myself think about how much further we had to go in the operation or all the things that could go wrong before it was finished, but I’m afraid I didn’t manage very well.

			I shifted, needing to burn off some of my nervous energy, and slid my hand into the pocket of my suit jacket yet froze as my hand hit paper. The envelope Rory had given my father to give me. I fingered it for a long moment as I glanced at and then dismissed random passersby as they wandered past the window where I was sitting. Did I really want to get into this now? Would I be able to concentrate on my fake job if I didn’t? I sighed and retrieved the envelope, slowly flattening it out on the counter in front of me.

			I stared at it for a long moment before sliding my thumb underneath the corner of the flap and tearing. The paper gave way, and I slipped my finger into the newly made hole so I could rip the envelope along the seam. Tension coiled between my shoulder blades as I captured the edge of the single piece of paper with my thumb and forefinger and pulled it out so I could look at what my sister had written.

			On it, in my sister’s barely decipherable hand, was a single, unfamiliar phone number. I frowned and turned the paper over, hoping for another clue: a word, a phrase, a drawing of a ladybug wearing a top hat, anything. Nothing. I turned the paper back over and devoured the number for a bit before I stuffed everything into my pocket and pushed the stool away from the counter.

			The scrape of the legs against the tile floor was loud, and I winced against the noise. I grabbed my half-empty coffee cup and made my way outside. The gust of wind that hit me the instant my feet touched pavement made me gasp, and I clasped the lapels of my coat tight against my chest with one hand as I tried to keep a firm grip on my coffee with the other. Between the intermittent drafts and the pedestrians jostling me as I tried to make my way down the street, it was tough, so I swallowed the remainder of my drink in one long gulp and tossed the empty cup into the trash.

			I shoved my hands into my pockets and curled my fingers around the envelope as I wandered along. I gazed restlessly around the street as I strode, trying to take in people and storefronts all at once. After walking about two blocks, I spotted what I was looking for and let out a deep breath. Then I tightened my grasp on the envelope and quickened my pace.

			The quiet of the shop felt thick after the hustle and bustle of the street, and it unsettled me. I tried not to fidget or bounce on the balls of my feet as I conducted the transaction, but it was tough. I couldn’t refrain from glancing repeatedly at the clock on the wall behind the salesman, even though I was certain he’d noticed. I clenched my jaw against my rising frustration and forced myself not to snap at him. The entire experience took way longer than I’d hoped, and I was barely able to avoid snatching my purchase out of his hand and darting out the door.

			Once I was back on the street, I hurried down the block to a small park and sat down on a vacant bench. My fingers were clumsy as I struggled to extract the crumpled paper from my pocket, and in my awkward fumbling I dropped it twice and had to jump to retrieve it before it blew away. I took a deep breath and told myself to calm the hell down as I dialed the number on the paper from my brand-new burner phone with trembling hands. My heart was pounding, thudding out those deep, hard, forceful beats that drowned out the world around me, the ones that almost hurt.

			“Hello?” My sister’s voice floated over the line after barely a ring.

			“Hey,” I said.

			“Hey! You got my note.”

			I looked at the paper in question and debated tearing it into tiny pieces, wanting to ensure no one else would be able to decipher it. Not that it’d matter much, I supposed. But I wasn’t about to take any chances.

			“Yeah,” I said, tilting my head to hold the phone between my shoulder and my ear to free up my other hand to shred my sister’s note and the envelope it had come in. “Very cloak-and-dagger.”

			“Well, I know the stakes. I watch plenty of IDtv.” She paused for a long moment, and I thought I heard her sigh, but it was tough to tell over the wind and the roar of my own blood rushing through my ears. “I wasn’t sure you’d call.”

			“Of course I called.”

			“So you’re not mad at me?” She hesitated again. “You know, for taking off.”

			“I’m not thrilled that you did it, but I guess I get why you felt you had to.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yeah. I really do.”

			“I guess I’m not mad at you either. You know, anymore.”

			I smiled and stood, taking care to cup the shrapnel that was the remains of the note and the envelope in the palm of my hand so they wouldn’t blow away. I wandered over to a nearby trash can and dumped some of the pieces in, watching them float down to land atop old banana peels, discarded coffee cups, day-old newspapers, and baggies that I assumed were full of dog crap. I put the rest of the pieces back in my pocket and started walking aimlessly.

			“How are you doing?” I asked, half afraid of her answer.

			“I’m hanging in. You?”

			“I’m okay. Better now.”

			“Now…”

			“Now that I know you’re back. Now that I know you’re safe.”

			This time I was sure I heard her sigh. “Ryan, I told you before, what happened with Adam wasn’t your fault.”

			I swallowed and closed my eyes to run the knuckle of my thumb across my eyebrow. “Let’s not do this now. Please.”

			“Then let it go.”

			“Sure.” I didn’t even try to keep the bitterness out of my tone.

			“Did you…” The silence that descended in the wake of those words lasted so long I took the phone away from my ear to confirm we were still connected.

			“You still there?”

			“Yeah. Did you take the test?”

			She didn’t elaborate on which test she was talking about. She didn’t have to. “No. Not yet. Did you?”

			“Why not?”

			“Why didn’t I take it?”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“Because.”

			“Because you’re afraid of what it will say.”

			“Well, that, and I’m afraid I can still test positive for it down the line. The incubation period hasn’t elapsed yet.” A strong gust of wind punctuated my statement, and I ducked my head and tucked my chin into my coat, thrusting my hands as far into my pockets as they would go. My left eye had started to water, but I let the tear trickle down my cheek, unwilling to expose my fingers to the cold long enough to wipe it away.

			“You completed the PEP regimen?”

			“I did. It fucking sucked.”

			“Side effects?”

			I snorted. “All of them. You?”

			“Yeah. It wasn’t pretty.”

			“Yeah.” The side effects had made it difficult for me to do my job at times, but I’d managed. Barely. It’d been better than the alternative, which’d been sitting alone in my apartment and letting my thoughts consume me.

			“So what’re you worried about?”

			I started to say her name but stopped myself. I glanced around as my nerves skittered and sparked. No one appeared to be paying me any mind, but that didn’t mean no one was. I tossed a few more pieces of Rory’s note into another trash can as I passed it and scrubbed at my watering eye and my now-wet cheek before tucking my hand back into the relative warmth my pocket provided. “You know that’s not one hundred percent effective.”

			“It increases the odds, though. That’s better than nothing.”

			“True.” I didn’t have it in me to argue with her. I didn’t want to infect her with my special brand of pessimism on the subject. If she needed to believe the post-exposure preventative medication would ensure we didn’t get sick, who was I to take that away from her? “Have you been talking to someone?”

			“Have you?”

			I had to bite my lip again to keep from saying her name. God, she was frustrating. “No, but my experience was different than yours.”

			“You mean because you weren’t raped.”

			I cringed and dug the fingers of one hand into the meat of my palm as I used the other to move the phone to the opposite ear. “I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

			“Why? Because not saying it out loud will make it less true?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Well, for your information, my therapist told me I needed to start saying it aloud. She said it would help me get over the shame that accompanies the stigma as well as aid me in accepting what happened.”

			Oh. It’d never occurred to me that she’d been ashamed about it at all. Angry, sick, and confused, yes. But not ashamed. Personally, I didn’t think there was anything to be ashamed about. But I guessed everyone processed differently. “Is it working?”

			She was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know. It’s too soon to tell.”

			“Are you…Is there like a group or something?”

			“A what?”

			“You know, like other survivors and stuff.”

			“Oh. Yeah.”

			“Have you been?”

			“A couple times.”

			“Are they helping?”

			“Again, it’s hard to say.”

			My insides quivered and clenched, and I looked around helplessly. God, what I wouldn’t give to be able to shoulder this burden for her. “Well, if there’s anything I can do…” I didn’t even know how to finish that sentence.

			“There’s not.”

			The lance of pain that cut through me on the heels of her words burned worse than anything I’d ever experienced. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Now both eyes were watering, and I opened them wide to get the moisture to dry.

			“Just like there’s nothing I can do to help you,” Rory said.

			“Help me with what?”

			“The fact that you killed a man.”

			I turned right at the corner and made my way up the block toward the subway stop. “Why would I need help with that? I don’t feel bad about it.”

			“You don’t?” She sounded skeptical. Or maybe a little afraid. I wasn’t sure.

			“Not even a little bit.” And I wasn’t lying to make her feel better. I hadn’t lost a wink of sleep over his death. Though I’d occasionally wished I’d made him suffer more.

			“I do.”

			“You feel bad that I killed him?” It occurred to me a second after the words left my mouth that anyone listening might interpret that the wrong way and become alarmed. I looked around to see whether my declaration had garnered any reaction. No one had even paused. After all, this was New York. Who knew what people thought I was talking about?

			“Not exactly. I feel bad that you had to, if that makes sense.”

			“Well, don’t. I can promise you, it hasn’t fazed me.”

			“And sometimes…” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			I slackened my pace to stall my arrival at the subway stop. “Sometimes…?”

			“Sometimes I think about the pill I took after.”

			Her words stole the air from my lungs. “And you get upset about that?”

			“No. But sometimes I think about it, and I feel bad that I don’t feel worse. Does that sound crazy?”

			My lower lip trembled, and I leaned against the side of a building and closed my eyes. “I think that whatever you feel or don’t feel is just right.”

			“I mean, I never even knew for sure that I would’ve gotten pregnant. I might not have,” she said, as though she hadn’t already told me this a dozen times, as though she were trying to convince me because I was arguing with her.

			“I know.” My thoughts drifted to Allison, to her glow, to the life growing inside her. I opened my mouth to tell Rory about it, but then I stopped. This definitely wasn’t the time.

			“I should probably be upset,” Rory said, re-covering ground we’d been over. “Because there’s always that slim possibility that maybe…But I’m not.”

			“And that’s fine,” I said. My voice sounded small, my tone hollow. “You don’t have to feel anything. Nothing’s wrong with you.”

			“I would never have been able to look at it without remembering what’d happened. You know. If there’d been an it.”

			Allison’s expression as she told me she’d never forgive herself if she terminated her pregnancy flashed behind my closed eyelids. My throat was suddenly tight and my tongue too big for my mouth. “Then you did the right thing.”

			“You’re not just saying that? You’re not just telling me what you think I want to hear?”

			I paused as I thought about how Allison would look gently cradling a newborn in her arms. The serenity and joy I imagined radiating from her as she gazed down at her child made my heart shudder and swell and ache. “Of course not,” I mumbled, blinking against the tears the stinging cold was bringing to my eyes.

			“What if I can’t have kids?” Rory blurted out, surprising me.

			“What?”

			She took a deep breath and let out a weary sigh. “Well, if I end up HIV positive, I can’t exactly have unprotected sex with anyone to get pregnant. So what if taking that pill—if ensuring there was no chance for the rape to result in a pregnancy—meant I ruined my last shot to have children?”

			“Oh.” Not being in a position where that was either a problem or an option for me, I hadn’t considered the possibility. “You don’t know that you are, though. You said yourself you’d taken the meds.” And she’d just been trying to convince me I had nothing to worry about, but I decided it was better not to bring that up. She had something on her mind. I needed to let her get it out. “Besides, you can always do in-vitro if you want to conceive.”

			“Yeah, I guess. But what if I pass it along to the baby?”

			“I don’t know. You’d have to do more research about that. But I think I remember hearing that it’s possible to have a child when you’re HIV positive. You still don’t know that you are, though, so…”

			“No. I suppose not.”

			“Wait. You’re a doctor. Shouldn’t you know all this stuff already? Or at least have easy ways of finding it out?”

			Silence. “Well…yes…”

			“But you’re still afraid that somehow, some way, things just won’t be that easy for you.”

			“Yeah.”

			“If you’re even positive. Which you probably aren’t.” Strange that I was trying so hard to convince her that she was going to be okay, yet I couldn’t entertain that possibility myself. Ah, the mysterious curiosities of the mind.

			“Yeah,” Rory said, her voice low.

			We both lapsed into silence then, and my mind drifted back to Allison and her unexpected pregnancy. No, this definitely wasn’t the time to discuss this development with Rory. I closed my eyes again, wishing I had a time machine so I could make everything just stop. Just for a minute. Just so I could get my bearings. Just so I could breathe.

			“Are you okay?” Rory’s voice broke into my pointless yearning.

			I opened my eyes and pushed off the wall, shaking my head to banish the image. “Yeah. I’m fine. It’s just been a long couple of days. A long couple of weeks, really.”

			“You’re okay with this operation? You’re being careful?”

			“Of course. But I have to go now. I have to get ready for work.”

			“Your cover job?”

			“Yeah. I need to go home and change.”

			“Stay safe. That’s what you guys tell each other, right?”

			I smiled. “Yeah. We do.”

			“Okay, then do it.”

			“I will.”

			“Call me when you can. Day or night. I’ll leave the phone on.”

			“Okay.”

			“I love you, Ryan.”

			“I love you, too.”

			I hung up before she said anything else. Then I dropped the remaining pieces of her note along with my new burner phone into the nearest trash can and headed down the steps to catch a train back downtown.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			It was a good thing the print shop I “worked” for was just a cover and that the majority of the people wandering in and out of it were federal agents who were either helping make the operation look good or were there to talk to one of the guys upstairs, because my mind definitely wasn’t on my job. The handful of regular civilians who’d moseyed in thinking it was an actual store hadn’t brought me anything too complicated, for which I was grateful. I didn’t have it in me to convincingly pretend I knew anything about design.

			The last client had thrown me for a loop. It’d been a woman inquiring about custom invitations for her child’s first birthday party. As far as I was concerned, her timing couldn’t have been more unfortunate. After all the talk about babies I’d already endured, the last thing I needed was to be confronted by one. But there it was, staring at me sleepily from its mother’s arms. They’d left more than fifteen minutes ago, but their presence still lingered in the shop the way the aroma of homemade tacos stains your kitchen, and my stomach was still in knots.

			My distraction had made me clumsy, and I’d just knocked over the cup of ballpoint pens that the set team had placed on the counter next to the computer monitor. I sighed and bent down to gather them up just as the doorbell chimed, indicating that someone had entered the shop. Crouched behind the counter, I couldn’t see who it was, so I called out, “I’ll be right with you.”

			“Take your time,” a man replied.

			I finished cleaning up the mess as quickly as I could and stood, my blood turning to ice-cold sludge in my veins, and the operation of all my internal organs grinding to a halt. Seth Gatsonis, the number-two guy in the terrorist organization we were trying to stop, was standing an arm’s length away, looking at me intently. Of course, I wasn’t supposed to know who he was since Tate had yet to introduce me. Fuck. I needed to play this off.

			I flashed him my best shop-girl smile and prayed to whatever deity might be listening that he hadn’t seen the flash of recognition that had to have flickered behind my eyes. I also prayed that the gaggle of agents upstairs was paying attention and would wait until this conversation ended before completing their shift change. I had no idea how I’d explain it if they all came piling out of the back—where the stairway was located—now.

			“What can I do for you?” I asked, pushing the toe of my shoe against the underside of the counter to force myself to focus on the present and not look like I was listening for footsteps I hoped I’d never hear.

			Seth rested one forearm on the counter and smiled back. “Well, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is. You looking for something particular?”

			“I might be. You guys do custom work, right?”

			I gestured to the art the ATF had provided when they’d set up shop—courtesy of whatever their version of the Visual Information Branch was, no doubt—and hoped he didn’t expect me to mock anything up for him now. That’d blow my cover for sure. I could work PowerPoint to a great enough degree to produce site diagrams, but that was about the extent of my artistic expertise. “Absolutely. On the wall, you can see some examples of past jobs we’ve done, and I have a book around here somewhere if you want to look at it.”

			“That’s okay,” he said, interrupting my search. “I’ve got something specific in mind.”

			“Okay. Lay it on me.” I grabbed a pad of paper and one of the pens I’d just retrieved from the ground so I could take notes for the guys who’d actually be doing the work, biting my lip when I noticed my hands were trembling. I hoped he’d just think I was overcaffeinated or strung out and wouldn’t recognize my behavior as nervousness. Part of me had debated keeping my hands hidden behind the counter, figuring the ATF guys could just listen to the tapes to get the details—this place was wired better than Nixon had wired the Oval Office—but I was afraid it’d look suspicious if I didn’t at least jot something down.

			“Can you guys do money?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Fake money, can you do it?”

			I hadn’t expected him to be so direct about it. “Not legally.”

			He laughed. “Of course not. I didn’t mean fake money to pass off as real money. I meant like a joke.”

			“A joke,” I repeated, allowing my lack of comprehension and skepticism to color my words.

			“My buddy’s turning fifty this year, and I’m organizing a black-tie, casino-themed party. I want to make some phony bills with his face on them for the guests to play with. You know, like party favors.”

			Ah. Clever. That was quite a story. I had to give him points for originality. I also had to be careful not to fuck this up. My heart was racing, and it was a trick to keep my breathing even. “Oh, sure. I can do that. You want all denominations of bills or just fifties to mark the occasion?”

			“You mean you do the work yourself?”

			“Most of it. What? You thought I was just here to look good and take the orders?” I grinned at him. At least I hoped it was a grin. But it felt more like a grotesque imitation.

			He laughed again, so it must’ve been passable. “I won’t argue with the looking-good part. I plead the Fifth on the part about just taking orders.”

			“Smart man.”

			“I know how to make a woman happy.”

			“I’ll bet you do.” Ew. Just ew. “So, do you have a picture of your friend for the bills?”

			“Not on me. I can email it to you later, if that’d help. Do you have a card?”

			I leaned over and plucked one of my fake business cards out of the holder on the edge of the counter and tried not to frown when his gaze dropped to my chest at the motion. “Here you go.”

			“Alex Travers,” he read aloud before slipping it into his pocket.

			“That’s me.”

			“Well, let me ask you something, Alex Travers.”

			“Only if you stop saying my full name like that. It makes me feel like I’m back in high school being called to the principal’s office because I’m in trouble.”

			“You? In trouble? A cute little thing like you? I don’t believe it for a minute.”

			Could I play it off if I gagged? Probably not. “You’d be surprised,” I said with a smirk, because at least that part was true. A great many things about me would likely surprise him. “What’d you wanna ask me?”

			“Well, this guy whose birthday it is, he’s my oldest friend in the entire world. And we always go all out for one another’s celebrations. It’s like a contest to see who can top the other.”

			I nodded and tried to look interested. “Sounds like fun.”

			“Yeah, well, obviously I need these to look good.”

			“You’re already insulting my work, and I haven’t even done it yet?” I said teasingly. “Ouch.”

			“No, no. I’m sure it’ll look great. But will it feel like real money?” When I just furrowed my eyebrows at him, he went on. “You know how real money has texture to it? I want that.”

			“Oh. So, you want me to actually use a press instead of just a printer.”

			“Is that how they make real money?”

			I had to fight not to roll my eyes. As if he really didn’t know. “Yup.”

			“Can you do that?”

			I shrugged. “It’ll cost more because it’ll be more work for me, but sure. I can do that.”

			“Oh, money’s no object.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “This guy must be a really good friend. I haven’t even told you what the damage is yet.”

			“He is. Besides, no matter what I spend, it still won’t top the year he flew ten of us on a private charter jet to a fantasy hockey camp.”

			“Wow. That sounds awesome.”

			“I’m still trying to top that one. But I think with your help I’ll be on the right track.”

			“How much time are we talking? Is this a rush job? Because that’ll cost extra.”

			“Not too much of a rush. The party’s not for a few weeks.”

			I wondered whether he was thinking of a specific timetable and, if so, what might be the significance behind it. The next Muslim holiday wasn’t for several months. Could they be planning on marking a Christian holiday? I thought the next one of those was several months away, too. I’d have to remember to ask Tate later if he’d heard anything that might fit with this schedule.

			“Okay, well, why don’t you think about what denominations of bills you want, what you might want them to say, and how many we’re talking about. And let me know when you email me the picture. Then I’ll send you over some mockups, and you can decide which ones you like best. You need chips, too?”

			He stared at me blankly for a long moment. “Chips?”

			“Like casino chips.” He still didn’t say anything. “To go with your casino-night theme?”

			“Oh. Right. Chips. You can do that, too?”

			“Not me personally, but I know a guy who’ll put something I design onto some. I can make a call if you want. Get you a good price.”

			“Let’s just start with the bills, and I’ll let you know about the chips.”

			“Fair enough. Just so you know, for something custom like this, there’s a design fee. If you decide you want to proceed with the actual product, it’ll be applied to your total.”

			“Sounds fair.”

			“When you send me your friend’s picture, I’ll hit you back for a method of payment before I begin the work.”

			“Okay. I’ll send that over to you as soon as possible.”

			“Have a great night,” I told him.

			He smiled at me and left the shop. Once the door had swung shut, I let out a relieved breath and slumped over the counter. Closing my eyes, I rubbed at my temple with trembling fingertips.

			“That was unexpected,” a voice said behind me, causing me to jump.

			I whirled around, ready for a fight, but it was just one of the ATF guys. Pike was his last name. I don’t think I’d ever heard his first. I cast a wary glance toward the door to the shop but didn’t see any sign of Seth. “Yeah. It was. You guys heard all that, right?”

			He nodded and stepped up so he was standing next to me. “We did. Guess that means the case is finally about to take off.”

			I swallowed against the giant lump that’d lodged in my throat and tried to ignore the resulting discomfort. “Tate said he thought it’d be sooner rather than later.” My voice wavered.

			“You ready for that?”

			If it’d been a guy from my own agency asking me that question, I’d have quipped back that it didn’t matter whether I was ready or not because we were about to go anyway. But I didn’t want to appear unprofessional. And I really didn’t want to seem scared. So I settled for nodding. “The sooner this starts, the sooner it ends, and I can get back to my life.”

			He clapped me on my bad shoulder, and I hissed quietly at the contact. It didn’t hurt nearly as bad as it had when I’d first been shot—it was more of a dull, annoying ache at this point—but that didn’t mean I was comfortable with people manhandling it. “I think you’ll get your wish sooner than you think. I’m gonna go call this in. You okay here?”

			I nodded even though he’d already turned away. “I’m good,” I said softly to his retreating form, thinking about how right Allison had been earlier about what a terrible liar I was. That statement didn’t convince even me.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen 





			“You okay?” Tate asked, hooking the elbow of my good arm with his hand just as I was about to reach for the door to the bar. When I looked up at him, he used his grip to gently guide me out of the way. “You’ve been quiet all evening.”

			“I’ve just got a lot on my mind. That’s all.”

			“And not all of it’s the op, is it?”

			I sighed and raked my fingers through my hair, scratching my nails hard against my scalp. “Not all of it, no.”

			“That woman?”

			I shook my head a little and rolled the earrings adorning my left ear between the pads of my forefinger and thumb. “I don’t want to talk about it. Especially not here.”

			“What are you guys doing?” someone said from behind me.

			I froze, my heart lodged behind my eyeballs and pounding furiously, before I turned around to see Crash and Barker grinning at us. Fuck. I really hoped they hadn’t heard any of that. Or that if they had, they’d just think I was nervous about a threesome.

			Tate wound an arm around my waist and pulled me into him. “Just talking.”

			Crash made a face. “You’d better not be thinking about ditching to go fuck somewhere.”

			“Wouldn’t you, if you were me?” Tate said, wrapping his other arm around me.

			Crash let his gaze wander down my body and then back up, and I had to force
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