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      Just a small favour, my boss had said. It would do me good to get out of the office.

      Well, she’d lied.

      It might have looked sunny in Belvedere Park, where I was currently freezing my sweet patootie off on surveillance duty, but the bitter wind had left my toes shivering inside my high-heeled pumps and my fingers frozen to the book I wasn’t reading. Since when had September been so cold?

      This was why I’d become an executive assistant instead of applying to join the investigations team. Others preferred the challenge of working out in the field as a PI, the excitement, the glamour, but I loved my desk. I missed my desk. Twenty-three steps from the coffee machine, right next to a window where I could look at the great outdoors without having to wear a coat, and when I got bored with that view, I had all the hot guys in the office to ogle. Working for a security company did have its advantages. Everyone stayed in shape. What more could a girl want?

      “Leah, any movement?” Dan asked in my ear.

      “Nothing. And my ass has gone to sleep.”

      Usually, I got excused from surveillance work, but a perfect storm of big cases and a nasty stomach bug had sucked Blackwood Security’s resources dry, and Dan was concerned that the suspected fraudster her team was watching might grow suspicious if he kept seeing the same faces. Hence the “favour.” Everyone at Blackwood was expected to be flexible, and I had been trained in surveillance, so the request wasn’t unreasonable, but that still didn’t make it fun. A sigh escaped. Suck it up, Leah. I owed Dan, after all.

      Because a week ago, I’d gone out clubbing, and at three o’clock in the morning, I realised I’d lost my purse as well as my dignity. When I’d staggered to Dan’s apartment four blocks away, not only had she given me a bed for what was left of the night, but she’d also tracked my cell phone and retrieved my belongings from the thieving asshole who’d taken them.

      This was her payback.

      “Well, next time, don’t puke in my living room,” she told me over the radio.

      “I’m never drinking again.”

      Most of the time, Daniela di Grassi was a good person to work for. I looked after her and another member of the Blackwood management team, Nick Goldman, organising their schedules and arranging their travel. Nick had gone to California for the week, but Dan was still in Richmond, tormenting me from her fancy leather office chair.

      One more hour until I could go home, or possibly to the hospital if I succumbed to hypothermia first. In the meantime, I slipped my phone inside the biology textbook I’d borrowed from the prop room in Blackwood’s basement and opened up DateMe.com, then began scrolling through the photos absent-mindedly in case anyone caught my eye. Such as that blond-haired guy in the shirt and tie.

      I paused and opened up his profile, only to find he was six feet four. Well, six feet two—in my experience, men always exaggerated. But that was still a whole foot taller than me. No go. I’d have to spend my entire life in high heels and probably stand on a box too. My dream guy was more…compact, and ideally, he’d spend his days in a made-to-measure suit. Not that I didn’t like muscles, of course, but I saw plenty of those every day at work, and there was something sexy about a man who hid everything with pinstripes. As long as I was the one who got to unbutton his shirt at the end of the day, of course.

      Older was okay, but not too old. I’d tried one of those sugar-daddy sites last year, and been forced to weigh up the pros and cons of box seats at a Washington Nationals game versus being on the arm of a sixty-year-old. Well, he’d claimed to be sixty. He’d looked more like seventy. All those little sideways glances I’d received… Then my date’s dentures had gotten stuck in a cheeseburger, and the decision was made: no more men over fifty.

      I’d messaged one probable and two possibles by the time Dan said the magic words in my ear. Blackwood had supplied me with a tiny covert earpiece that was barely noticeable under my hair, so at least I wasn’t totally alone in this urban hellscape.

      “Changeover time. Tanner’s on his way to the café opposite. Once he’s in place, leave the park via the south exit.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      But why did Tanner get to sit in the café?

      “And you’re back in the park the day after tomorrow, so you might want to wear proper shoes.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      I stretched out my icy limbs, and I’d just gotten stiffly to my feet when a blur of…of something hit me dead centre and knocked me on my ass. Something wet. Something hairy. Something smelly.

      The dog slurped at my face as footsteps came running.

      “Brian!” A guy grabbed the dog by the scruff of its neck and hauled the thing off me. “I’m so sorry. He slipped his collar and jumped in the duck pond, and that green stuff got all over him, and…”

      The stranger looked me up and down, his lips twisted in an odd mix of fascination and disgust. For a moment, I thought he was going to vomit, but then I realised he was trying not to laugh.

      “It’s not funny,” I snapped. “I’m filthy.”

      Strands of slimy weed hung from my hair, my pants were covered in mud, and the beast had shaken water all over me. The stink of rotten eggs wafted past my nostrils. This was karma finally catching up, wasn’t it? I’d made a small miscalculation while trying to find my friend Sloane a date, she’d ended up being stalked by a weirdo—okay, weirdos—and this was my reward.

      Dog Guy studied me, assessing. What was I, a damn science project? His gaze paused on my chest, and I was almost ready to slap him when his eyes snapped back up to my face. Not to my eyes, though. He avoided looking straight at me.

      “Uh, your shirt’s gone…uh…”

      I glanced down at myself. Mental note: Never wear a white top on surveillance. Ever.

      “Ohmigosh! It’s freaking see-through.”

      He started to peel off his T-shirt, and three ladies stopped to watch. Way to go, Leah. This was totally how to stay incognito on an undercover operation.

      “Stop,” I hissed. “Just stop.”

      Dog Guy dropped the hem and chewed the edge of his bottom lip. He did have rather nice lips, and it was a shame they were half-hidden by a scruffy beard. Somebody should teach him how to use a razor. And give him the number of a barber—his light brown hair was several months past needing a cut.

      “My apartment’s nearby. I can give you a new shirt, then call you a cab.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      Dan’s voice interrupted me. “Go with him, sweetie. Tanner sent me a photo, and you look like a swamp monster.” Oh, great. That picture would be on the home page of the Blackwood intranet before I made it back to the office. “And the dog dude’s cute in a messy sort of way.” A pause, and she must have sensed my hesitation. “Don’t worry, I put a tracker in your purse. If he turns out to be an axe murderer, just scream and I’ll send someone.”

      Oh, that was comforting. But Dan was right. I didn’t want to walk the twelve blocks home dripping slime onto the sidewalk, and no sane person would let me in their car looking or smelling like this. But my friend Johanna lived two blocks away, and I had a key to her apartment—she worked as a flight attendant, and I watered her plants sometimes when she was overseas. If I could make it to her place…

      “I’m not cut out for this,” I finished, then realised my words made little sense to Dog Guy.

      “Okay.” Dan finally relented. “Come back to the office.”

      Which was even farther away. And what if I ran into someone I knew? Like Johanna’s sexy neighbour, the one I’d been flirting with for months? If he saw me channelling Solomon Grundy, I could kiss any chance of a date goodbye.

      What should I do? Make a break for it, or borrow a shirt from the stranger?
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      “I don’t even know you,” I told Dog Guy.

      He held out a hand and then thought better of it. “Hay…uh…Haygood. Uh, Kevin Haygood.”

      “Fine, Kevin, I’ll borrow a shirt. But you need to keep that monster on a leash.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest as Kevin led me across the park, but everyone still stared at me. I couldn’t totally blame them—I would have stared at me too.

      “I’m really sorry about Brian,” Kevin said. “Normally, he gets out a lot more, but I’ve been working overtime this past month and he’s been cooped up in the apartment all day.”

      “Maybe you should consider getting a dog walker?”

      “I had a dog walker. She lasted three days, then texted me to say she was moving to South Carolina. Now I’m trying to walk Brian on my lunch breaks, and he’s so happy to get out that he misbehaves.”

      What was Kevin’s job? If I had to guess, I’d have said barista. Or waiter. Perhaps grad student on a break?

      Kevin stopped on the sidewalk and stripped off his shirt despite my earlier protestations, then used it to wipe Brian’s feet. Okay, I had to admit his abs weren’t bad. Could he be a gym instructor?

      “Did he just strip?” Dan asked in my ear. “Take a good look, sweetie. Hey, you’re going into Garner’s building.”

      When Dan said Garner, she was referring to Terrence Garner, a thirty-seven-year-old computer repair guy who, as far as we could tell, didn’t do much actual repairing. When Tanner had called to enquire about getting a hard drive replaced in his laptop, Garner claimed to be fully booked for the next month, but he didn’t visit clients—didn’t even own a car—and although he received the occasional package through the mail, we hadn’t seen anyone dropping off a computer to be fixed.

      And yet somehow, he managed to pay his rent.

      Garner spent his days hanging out in his apartment in downtown Richmond and—possibly—the occasional evening conning elderly marks out of their life savings. The cops had identified eight victims of the fraudster Blackwood was hunting, all elderly, all living alone, three male, five female, and there were probably more. We’d nicknamed him “The Rat” because a favourite tactic was to gain entrance to their homes by claiming the landlord had sent him to check out a rodent infestation in the building. The first four thefts had happened last winter, and then the Rat had taken a few months off before returning to his cruel ways over the summer.

      His last victim, a seventy-nine-year-old retiree named Molly Sanderson, had lost three thousand dollars in cash and several valuable necklaces. One in particular was an heirloom that had been in her family for generations. I’d seen pictures of it—emeralds and pearls set in a delicate web of gold. Molly had worn it on her wedding day, and her daughter wanted to follow the family tradition when she tied the knot herself next year. Her fiancé had hired Blackwood to get it back.

      So far, we had few leads, but the owner of a local pawn shop who Dan used as an informant from time to time told her that Garner had attempted to sell a necklace that matched the description of Molly’s, and when the store owner asked for proof of ownership, Garner had gotten twitchy and left.

      But if Garner was the Rat, he’d been careful apart from that one misstep. There was no sign of the jewellery in his apartment—we knew that because Dan had snuck in for a look around while Garner went to the grocery store—and nothing had surfaced on the black market. All we could do was watch him.

      The initial plan had been for Blackwood to install bugs in his home, but firstly, Garner was a minimalist, a neat freak, and secondly, he appeared to have a cleaning fetish. Dan had gagged on the lemon scent that permeated his apartment, and every item he owned was lined up in a painful arrangement of right angles. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. Dan had vetoed the bugs in case he found them, and we’d tried to rent an apartment in the building instead, but they were all occupied. Hence my vigil in the park on an unseasonably chilly fall day.

      I trailed Kevin into the building, which was nicer on the inside than it looked from the outside. Not fancy, but clean and welcoming. Three couches formed a U-shape around a low table, and a noticeboard was covered in flyers advertising yoga classes and items for sale and a local photography competition. Brian left damp footprints on the white tile all the way to the elevator, and Kevin frowned when he noticed them.

      “Some of my neighbours aren’t keen on dogs,” he muttered.

      Hardly surprising if they were all like Brian.

      “Really? I can’t imagine why.”

      The elevator rose upward, and when I glanced at the panel, I saw the third-floor button was lit. A knot of apprehension formed in my stomach. Garner lived in 303. And when Kevin stopped outside his door and fished around in his pocket for the keys, that knot tightened around my guts and left me nauseous. Because I knew what was about to happen.

      “You live in 302?” I said, mainly for Dan’s benefit.

      Kevin glanced up at the silver numbers on the door while Dan squealed in my ear.

      “Sure do,” he said.

      “Jackpot!” Dan would be dancing around her office now, probably with a hot guy and a glass of champagne. “Leah, find a way to spend time in that apartment. I don’t care how you do it.”

      Oh, how did I know that was coming?

      I mentally drafted my resignation letter as I followed Kevin into his man cave. The place was a nice size, but it looked even bigger without furniture. Had he just moved in? The only things in the living area were a dining table and a single chair, Brian’s bed, and a whole collection of doggy toys.

      “Kind of empty, huh?” he said. “We only moved in two weeks ago.”

      Yup, called it.

      “You didn’t consider picking a furnished place?”

      “It’s a corporate rental.”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers?”

      “Something like that. HR mentioned furniture, and I guess I should chase that up, but I spend most of my time at the office, and…” He suddenly brightened. “I have coffee. You want coffee?” Before I could answer, he gave his head a little shake. “What am I thinking? I’m sure you just want to clean up and get out of here.”

      I unclenched my jaw enough to speak. “Actually, coffee would be great.”

      “You’re serious? I mean, sure. How do you take it?”

      Cappuccino with a shot of caramel syrup, extra froth, and a generous helping of chocolate sprinkles. Did Kevin have milk? Did he even have a refrigerator?

      “Uh, black is fine.”

      “I’ll show you where the bathroom is and find you shampoo and a towel.”

      “I don’t need a shower. I’ll just wipe the worst off.”

      Kevin’s grimace suggested that perhaps a washcloth wouldn’t cut it. “What about the green stuff in your hair?”

      I caught sight of myself in the mirror as he pushed open the bathroom door, and I nearly screamed. At this moment, I could land a part in a horror movie and skip right through make-up. And the slime wasn’t the worst of it. Or even the colour—for the first time in my life, I’d gone brunette, and I hated it. But after my ex had called me an airhead blonde in our break-up fight, I didn’t want to risk the same thing happening again.

      “Is that a beetle in my hair?” Ohmigosh, it was. “Get it off!”

      Kevin sprang forward, riffled through the duckweed for the offending creepy-crawly, and flicked it into the toilet. My freaking hero.

      “Sorry. So sorry.” He grabbed a towel from the rail and shoved it into my hands. “Use whatever shampoo you can find, and I’ll leave you clean clothes right outside the door. Don’t worry about the mess. I need to wash Brian afterward, so it’ll only get worse.”

      “I think most of his dirt’s on me.”

      Plus some slobber and a good amount of hair.

      Kevin looked me up and down again, more slowly this time, which absolutely shouldn’t have made my belly flutter the way it did because he was definitely not my type. In fact, I couldn’t see how he was anybody’s type.

      “Yeah. Reckon it is.”

      I shoved the door shut, forcing him to take a couple of hasty steps backward, and sank down onto the edge of the bathtub. All I could hear was Dan laughing in my ear, and I had a strong urge to flush her along with the beetle.

      “This isn’t funny,” I hissed.

      “Sweetie, I’ve spent most of my day reviewing budgets and planning caseloads. This is the comic relief. Honestly, I snorted coffee over my screen when I saw the pictures.”

      “I quit.”

      “Resignation not accepted. Anyhow, this is a crazy stroke of luck. If you can gain access to the apartment, we can install wall microphones and listen to Garner.”

      “How exactly am I supposed to do that?” I asked, keeping my voice to a whisper. “I don’t know the guy at all.”

      “He gave you the perfect opening—you can offer to walk the dog.”

      “What if he’s an axe murderer?”

      “Do you see any axes lying around the place? Chill, we’ll do a background check.”

      “But I don’t know the first thing about dogs either.”

      “I’ll get Georgia to give you a crash course this evening. I will call her literally right this second.”

      “What if I told the guy I have a friend who actually is a dog walker?”

      “Leah, Leah… The plan we already have is perfect. He likes you.”

      “He feels sorry for me.”

      “He offered you coffee, sweetie.”

      “Refer to my first answer.”

      Dan’s voice softened slightly. “If you really don’t want to, we can try to sell him on the idea of somebody else. But you’d be great at it.”

      “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Which is why you’d be so great. You’re completely believable. Plus there’s no guarantee he’d go for the alternate, and then we’d be stuck with the outdoor surveillance again.”

      I hated sitting in the park. I really hated sitting in the park. Whoever called it the great outdoors was lying. Probably some marketing executive who needed a slogan to sell tents or hiking shoes or bear spray or whatever.

      Would hanging out in an empty apartment be that bad? It wasn’t as if I’d need to speak to Kevin other than to agree on dates and times. He’d be at work. Plus if I did this for Dan and Kevin offered to pay me, I’d definitely be keeping the extra money. Call it the equivalent of hazardous-duty pay. Looking after Brian would certainly qualify me for the bonus.

      Should I go with Dan’s plan? I only had a few minutes to decide.
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      Sometimes, I hated my boss. Fine, I’d offer to take care of Brian. And in between throwing tennis balls and feeding him doggy treats, I’d update my résumé and stick pins into a tiny voodoo doll with Dan’s face on it.

      Because I was never working surveillance again.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Kevin turned from the kitchen window, and while his employer hadn’t provided him with any furniture, I had to concede that they’d given him a nice view. If Terrence Garner lived next door, then crime really did pay. My kitchen window looked out onto a wall. Just a plain grey wall. Occasionally, a kid would come along and brighten it up with graffiti, but whoever was in charge of Richmond’s community service program was too damn organised because the artwork always got scrubbed off a few days later. Sometimes a week. Never longer than two.

      Maybe that sounded as if I were complaining, but I really wasn’t. Dan might have driven me cray-cray, but Blackwood paid well, better than any other company I’d interviewed at, and I could have afforded an apartment like this if I hadn’t had other priorities. Their names were Laken and Louis. My half-siblings. Our mom had opened the baby-name book at L and never bothered to turn the page, which was about as much effort as she’d put into every other area of our lives. Everything we’d achieved, we’d achieved in spite of her, not because of her. The strain on my finances had eased since my brother graduated, but Laken was still at Columbia, and although she had a partial scholarship, tuition was expensive.

      So I’d learned to live with the wall.

      “Hey,” Kevin said.

      “I don’t suppose you have a blow-dryer?”

      “Sorry. You look ni… Okay, I can’t lie.” His lips twitched at the corners. “You look as if you shrank in the wash.”

      Was it any surprise? Kevin had to be six feet tall, and my legs were probably the same size as his arms. The bottoms of the sweatpants he’d left out for me trailed along the floor, and the hoodie came to my knees. I looked like a hip-hop version of the Grim Reaper.

      My eyes had narrowed all of their own accord, but I forced a smile and a hopefully sincere laugh.

      “Right, I do. Thanks for the clothes, though.”

      “I’ll get yours dry-cleaned.”

      “Honestly, it’s fine.”

      Dan could pay for that. She owed me.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Totally. Do you have a bag I can put them in?”

      “I’ll find one. Uh, and here’s your coffee. Want to sit down?”

      He held out a mug, but before I could take it, Brian rushed in and shoved his nose into my crotch. Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell. Deep breaths, Leah. I knew nothing about dogs except for the fact that they scared me a bit. My little sister had been bitten by a terrier when we were kids, and I’d avoided them ever since. Meanwhile, Brian was snuffling away while Kevin tried to make up his mind whether to grab the damn dog or ignore his endeavours.

      I stumbled backward, aiming for the chair, but I tripped over the pant legs and landed on the polished wooden floor instead. My cheeks burned as Kevin sat beside me, cross-legged, and held out the coffee.

      “The floor? Uh, yes, good plan… I don’t even know your name?”

      “Leah.”

      “Nice name. It suits you.”

      What? I just stared at him.

      “Anyhow, I was thinking it would’ve been awkward if we’d both tried to sit on the chair.”

      I kept staring, and he put his head in his hands. “I don’t know what my problem is. Everything I say today comes out wrong.”

      Well, this wasn’t awkward at all. I was stuck in a nightmare with Scooby-Doo and Shaggy, and according to my boss, I was staying there until we caught Garner. Small talk. I should try small talk.

      “So, Kevin… What made you move to Richmond?”

      “Nothing exciting. Just work.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m… Did you want sugar in your coffee? I didn’t put any sugar in.”

      “It’s fine without.”

      “Do you want more milk? I bought a coffee machine, but I didn’t get around to setting it up yet.”

      “Honestly, this is great.” And I’d also asked for it black. “We were talking about your job?”

      And I knew now that he wasn’t a barista. This coffee was terrible. Really bad. As if he’d tipped half a canister of granules in and added the tiniest splash of milk. Not even cream.

      “I’m an executive assistant.”

      “Really? Me—” Darn it, I couldn’t tell the truth. “Me? I’m a student.”

      “Yes, I figured.”

      “You did?”

      He gestured toward the textbook lying on the table. “I wiped the dirt off it. Reproduction in molluscs, huh?”

      “What?” Horrified, I took my first proper look at the title. “Uh, yes? Gotta love molluscs.”

      Urgh. That was snails and stuff, right?

      “Bet that’s fascinating.”

      Was he kidding? He sounded serious, but who could possibly find molluscs interesting?

      “I learn something new every day.” How did the rest of the team survive? I couldn’t even concoct the most basic cover story. “It wasn’t quite what I imagined myself doing when I grew up, but life’s full of curveballs, isn’t it?”

      “Indeed. And you were studying in the park this afternoon? Isn’t it kind of cold for that?”

      Thank you. At least someone understood.

      “Yes, but it was better than studying at home. My roommate isn’t the easiest person to live with.”

      “What’s wrong with your roommate?”

      What wasn’t wrong with him? Get a gay roommate, Cosmo and Glamour said. He’ll help you out with colour coordination, accessorise the communal living areas, and vet potential boyfriends to make sure they’re good enough for his new bestie.

      Well, I’d followed the advice, but Stefano didn’t hold up his end of the bargain. He ate my food, sprayed cologne everywhere, left globs of hair product all over the bathroom, and last week, I’d come home to find him doing something unmentionable with a blond guy on my leather couch. At least he paid the rent on time, which was better than the girl before him, but he still drove me insane. I’d have liked nothing better than to kick him out and live alone, but I still had a year of Laken’s tuition left to pay, so I was stuck living with a walrus in leather pants.

      “Uh, he plays his music really loud.”

      “Can’t you ask him to turn it down?”

      “Uh, he has a hearing problem,”—I was such a bad liar—“so I’d feel bad about doing that.”

      I took a sip of coffee, and it scalded my mouth. Anything else want to go wrong today? Why, yes. Yes, it did. Brian tried to crawl into Kevin’s lap, but Kevin pushed the mutt away, so Brian settled beside me instead, resting his chin on my thigh. Drool seeped into the sweatpants. I wanted to run screaming, but Dan’s cunning plan meant I had to be nice to him.

      “What about the library?” Kevin asked.

      “The dust sets off my allergies.”

      “A coffee shop?”

      “Student budget.” Hey, I was getting good at this. “Brian’s cute when he’s not jumping on me. What breed is he?”

      “Good question. I’m not totally sure. The veterinarian thought maybe he was a briard, but I’m leaning toward otterhound.”

      “He needs a haircut.”

      “Finding a new groomer is something else I haven’t had time to do.”

      I took the elastic ponytail holder off my wrist and tied the hair on Brian’s head into a little topknot.

      “There, he can see again. Do you want me to ask around and see if anyone can recommend a groomer?”

      “You’d do that?”

      “I just offered, didn’t I?” And I could already hear Dan yelling across the office for someone to call Georgia. “Hold on, I’ll message a friend.”

      Brian was licking my hand when my phone vibrated two minutes later with the info. Georgia was the girlfriend of a sort-of colleague—Xavier was more of a freelancer who did work I wasn’t allowed to speak of and definitely didn’t want to think about—and she spent her spare time volunteering at Hope for Hounds. As it happened, the rescue centre had a grooming parlour on-site and they could fit Brian in for an appointment. All the profits from grooming and boarding were used to feed homeless dogs, so we’d be supporting the charity too.

      “My friend knows a place with a slot the day after tomorrow at ten,” I told Kevin. “I’ll give you the address.”

      “Ten in the morning?”

      “What are you, a vampire? Of course in the morning.”

      “I have to work.”

      Oh, perfect. He’d walked right into the trap I hadn’t even realised I’d set.

      “I don’t mind taking him, if you want?”

      “Why would you do that?”

      Ah, crap. Kevin sounded a tiny bit suspicious. I took a deep breath and put on my best college-girl smile. I might have been twenty-eight, but I’d always looked younger, and I still got asked for ID every single time I went into a bar.

      “Because I thought in return, I could borrow your dining table for a few hours to study in peace.”

      Kevin’s turn to stare.

      “Or not. It’s just that you said Brian was on his own all day, and if you’re busy working, he might like some company. And I swear if my roommate passes gas one more time, I’m gonna die from methane poisoning.”

      “How much would you charge?”

      “Charge? Nothing. Nothing at all. I already—” Dammit, I almost said I already had a job. “I already love Brian and his soppy face.”

      Kevin glanced around his apartment, and I figured he was working out the risks. There wasn’t a lot to steal, but he still didn’t know me from Adam.

      “If it helps, I could get a reference from my summer job. I babysat for two different people. A twelve-year-old and a five-year-old.”

      That part was even true. I sometimes supervised Dan’s son and his friends while she went out for dinner. He played pool better than I did, and he was teaching me to play the drums. Plus I’d looked after Tabitha Quinn on one occasion—the daughter of Blackwood’s scariest employee—and what’s more, I’d lived to tell the tale. Tabitha mostly spoke to me in Russian, and she was deadly accurate with her toy crossbow.

      “Give him Ethan’s details. Or Ana’s,” Dan said in my ear. Her boyfriend and Tabby’s mom, respectively. If the reference thing didn’t work out, Ana could always intimidate Kevin into letting me walk Brian.

      “Okay. If you can provide a reference, then you’ve got the job. But I’m paying you. Otherwise, I’d feel as if I was taking advantage.”

      It would probably seem weird if a student turned down money, wouldn’t it? “Minimum wage?”

      “Deal.”
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      Day one of surveillance duty in Kevin’s apartment, a Wednesday, otherwise known as a slightly more temperate version of hell.

      After I left yesterday, I’d hopped into a cab and ridden back to Blackwood headquarters, where everyone had laughed at my outfit, and Marvin, who was basically a deputy assistant of gadgets, had given me a crash course in bug installation.

      “It’s quite straightforward. All you need to do is attach the microphone to the wall with these sticky pads. The batteries should last for three days at least, even transmitting at full power, and they’re simple to change. We might need to refine the positioning a bit, but—”

      “Wait, wait.” I held up a hand. “Won’t he see the microphone stuck on the wall?”

      “Well, you’ll need to hide it behind something, obviously.”

      “Then we have a problem. There’s nothing to hide anything behind.”

      “What about a painting? Or a mirror?”

      “There’s literally nothing. The guy’s just moved in. He has a dining table and a chair. Like, he doesn’t even own a couch.”

      “Okay, then you’re right. We do have a problem.”

      Although what was that old saying? That one man’s trash was another man’s treasure? If we couldn’t plant the bugs, then there was no reason for me to spend time in Kevin’s apartment. And if there was no reason to spend time in Kevin’s apartment, then I could be excused from dog duty. My desk upstairs was calling. Georgia and Lara had organised a charity bake sale for tomorrow, and if I played my cards right, I could be first in line for pineapple upside-down cake.

      “I can’t put the bugs somewhere else?” I asked, just to check. Did I sound suitably disappointed? “Maybe I could stick one under the table?”

      “We call them wall mics for a reason. And we’ve gotten lucky with the building’s construction—the sensor will pick up vibrations through the brick.”

      “There’s no other type of bug that would work?”

      “A parabolic mic would be even harder to hide. The other option is to get into the target’s apartment again and replace the regular wall sockets with transmitting devices, but those require installation and that isn’t the work of five minutes.”

      Plus Garner had no routine and rarely seemed to go out for long. If he arrived home while a technician was dismantling his wiring, awkward wouldn’t even begin to cover it. And we couldn’t afford to get caught. Bugging people wasn’t exactly legal, I knew that much, but I also knew that Dan sometimes bent the rules. If she picked up anything useful from the bugs, she’d focus in on Garner as a suspect and find a way of obtaining enough evidence for a conviction in a marginally more ethical manner. Her morals straddled the fat grey line between black and white. Once upon a time, that had made me a touch uncomfortable, but during my time at Blackwood, I’d seen the law fail too many people to get upset about it anymore. Dan got people the justice they deserved.

      Most of the time.

      So far, the Rat had proven to be elusive, but that was a problem for people with a higher pay grade than mine to solve.

      “Gee, that’s too bad. Welp, I’d better break the news to Dan.”

      I’d been working as Dan’s assistant for just over three years now, and before that, I’d been a team secretary in the executive protection division, and before that, I’d staffed the front desk in Blackwood’s downtown Richmond satellite office. Which was to say, I’d known Dan for a while. So it honestly shouldn’t have surprised me when she saw the problem not as a disaster but as an opportunity.

      “It means we’ll get off to a slow start because you’ll have to remove the bugs each time you leave, but we can keep the surveillance team in place for the rest of the time. And in a few days when you’ve gotten to know Kevin, you can take him a house-warming gift. A mirror or a painting, something like that. If we hide extra batteries inside the frame, you won’t need to change them so often.” Dan turned to Marvin. “We can do that, right?”

      “Piece of cake.”

      “Perfect. And you realise the other neat thing about Kevin having no furniture?”

      “No, and I’m not sure I want to.”

      “It means he doesn’t have a girlfriend. If he did, he’d at least buy an extra dining chair and a couch. So you get a clear run at him without a jealous lover getting in the way.”

      “I don’t want a ‘clear run’ at Kevin,” I said through gritted teeth. “I just want to get this over with so I can go back to typing reports, arranging meetings, and booking travel. Oh, and spending time with a man who doesn’t think sweats are an acceptable fashion choice.”

      “Did the hot guy ask you out for dinner yet? What was his name? Darren?”

      “Darius. And no, but I’m working on it.”

      And it truly was work. Johanna lived in a fancy building with a gym, and Darius spent a lot of time on the treadmill. Exercise wasn’t really my thing—I figured that if I hooked the right guy, I’d be able to afford lipo when I got older—but I’d been diligently borrowing Johanna’s gym pass twice a week for the past month, and Darius knew my name now. I’d also spent too much money on sportswear, pulled a muscle in my leg, and put on a pound through rewarding myself with chocolate after every horrendous session.

      “He’d be a fool to pass you up. Any other questions
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