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PROLOGUE

It was a hot, humid night. A sweaty night.

A night exactly like hundreds of other hot, sweaty Saturday nights in Sarasota, Florida.

The moon was nearly full and it made the Gulf sparkle. The beautiful, fine white sand of Crescent Beach seemed to glow.

As he walked toward the crowd gathered at the southernmost lifeguard station on the public beach, some of that sand shifted into one of Detective Ric Alvarado’s black dress shoes, where it was significantly less beautiful.

“Over here,” Bobby Donofrio called, as if Ric could’ve missed his bald head gleaming in the searchlights that had been set to illuminate the crime scene. He was standing with wiry Johnny Olson, who could’ve been the department’s best detective if he’d cut back on his drinking. “’Bout time you showed up.”

It had been only fifteen minutes since Ric got the call. He’d made good time on the road. But there was never any point in arguing with Donofrio. “Any witnesses?” he asked.

“None so far,” Johnny said, turning toward him. He whistled. “Nice suit, kid.”

“We caught you in the middle of a hot date or something, huh?” Donofrio asked.

“Or something,” Ric responded, unwilling to rub their noses in the fact that they, unlike the other members of the detective squad, hadn’t been invited to Martell Griffin’s party for passing the bar exam, at the Columbia Restaurant out on St. Armand’s Circle.

Which was where Ric had been just fifteen—sixteen—minutes ago. Listening to the salsa band his own father put together with only a few hours’ notice when the club’s regular musicians got stranded at the Key West airport. Flirting with a pretty blond teacher on vacation from Ohio. Celebrating his best friend’s well-deserved success.

It was where Ric had been enjoying himself—before Donofrio had called him in to translate, even though Lora Newsom, who spoke fluent Spanish, was among the uniformed officers on the scene.

“Why am I here?” Ric kept his voice even as he gazed at the heavy-set detective, but he knew his annoyance showed in his eyes.

“Because the victim’s sister don’t speak bueno English and the last thing we need is another weeping female.” Donofrio rolled his eyes toward a woman who was, no doubt, the sister. She’d collapsed in the sand, several of the uniforms keeping her back so that the crime-scene photographer could finish taking pictures of the body sprawled on the beach. “One is bad enough.”

That was crap. Newsom was one of the few women on the force, which meant she’d worked twenty times harder to get there than any of the men. Compassionate yet firm, capable of kicking ass when she had to—she was a rock in a crisis. But ever since she’d broken down in the locker room at the news that her mother-in-law had died in a car accident, she’d been getting all kinds of grief. Especially from Stan and Ollie here.

One incident, one time, and now it was all these clowns could remember.

Thanks to his famous father, Ric knew that he stood on that same shaky ground.

“You don’t think the sister has the right to cry?” Ric asked. He should have just ignored Donofrio, but he was pissed. One of these days, this son of a bitch was going to push him past his breaking point. And Christ, as he got closer, he could see that the victim looked to be no more than eleven or twelve years old. He knew the gangs were initiating ’em younger these days, but this kid was an infant.

“Guess we blew your chances at getting lucky.” Skinny Johnny O would not let go of the fact that Ric was out of his usual uniform of sneakers and jeans.

“Not necessarily,” Donofrio quipped. “The sister’s a mamacita. You could still make time if you play your cards right. Make her think it’s about comfort.”

He wasn’t kidding. Ric had to turn away. One of these days…

It was then that he saw them.

Two kids. Older than the dead boy, but not by much. They were separated from the rest of the onlookers by a good forty feet, standing in the shadows outside of the light from the spots.

There was little for him to do until the photographer finished her morbid task. Ric could tell just from looking that the sister wouldn’t be good for questions until after she was allowed to approach the victim. Even then, she probably wouldn’t be up for a police interview until the body was sent to the morgue.

If then.

So Ric sauntered down the beach, careful not to head directly toward the pair of kids. His intention was to flank ’em, to put them between him and the crowd of police officers and detectives, but he didn’t get far before Donofrio spotted them, too.

“Hey! You kids! Come ’ere!” he shouted.

Of course they turned and ran.

Johnny and Bobby D took off after them, but even in his dress shoes, Ric was faster.

He chased them up into the dunes—ecologically fragile areas that were off-limits to the public. They were running full out, and Ric scrambled after them, through the brush that divided the beach from a poorly lit parking area.

He was finally starting to gain on the boys, his lungs burning as he pushed himself even harder, faster, when one of them—the taller one—tripped.

He went down hard, but came up almost immediately, moonlight glinting off of metal in his hand.

The kid had a handgun.

Ric could see it clearly, the stainless-steel slide gleaming. It was a Smith & Wesson nine-millimeter, tiny but deadly.

He had his own weapon out as he shouted, “Drop it! Suelte el arma!”

But the kid didn’t drop it and the world went into high-def slo-mo.

Details stood out in sharp relief. The black grip of the pistol. The tightness and fear on the perp’s face.

He was older than Ric had first thought, probably more like eighteen or nineteen, but small for his age.

The other kid was long gone.

“Suelte el arma,” Ric shouted again, the words stretched out long and loud as it took an eternity and then another eternity for his heart to pump his blood through his body, roaring in his ears.

But the kid didn’t drop it and still didn’t drop it and Ric’s weapon was up and he had a clear, easy shot, but God damn it, hadn’t one dead boy on the beach been enough?

Apparently not, because the kid fired twice—a quick double pop—and a hot slap to both his side and his left arm spun Ric around. So much for his new suit.

The kid fired again, this time missing him, giving Ric enough stretched out endless fractions of a second to re-steady his own weapon and take the kid down.

He pulled the trigger, and the kid hit the sand, his weapon flying out of his hand.

But damn, Ric couldn’t keep himself standing and he, too, fell heavily to his knees just as Johnny and Bobby D crested the dune.

“Officer down,” Johnny shouted as Donofrio fired.

“No,” Ric said, but they didn’t hear him, couldn’t possibly hear him as Donofrio unloaded most of his magazine into the scrawny kid. Two, three, four, five, six, seven shots, and the night’s body count was doubled.

Son of a bitch.

“Hang on, kid,” Johnny told Ric, leaning close, his breath smelling like lower-shelf whiskey and cigarettes. “Help’s coming. Just hang on.”

         

On a scale of one—mere nausea—to ten—curled in a fetal position, weeping in a darkened room for hours—today’s hangover was a solid eight.

Coffee took the teeniest edge off of his skull-splitting headache, but increased the nausea factor a hundredfold. It didn’t help that he couldn’t remember the night before. How he’d gotten home. Whom he’d been with.

As if he couldn’t guess.

Still, Robin Chadwick had thrown himself into the shower. He’d gotten dressed, organized his day pack, lathered himself up with sunblock, found his hat, and stumbled out the door.

His brother-in-law had gone to a lot of trouble to set up today’s activities. How often was it that an actor got to train with a team of Navy SEALs?

Sure Demi had spent some time at Coronado before filming G.I. Jane. But she went through channels, through the Navy’s public relations department. She didn’t have the kind of access to the real team members that Robin did.

No, his situation was pretty unique. His sister, Jane, had married a SEAL chief named Cosmo Richter.

Seriously. The guy’s given name was Cosmo.

It wasn’t some meaning-laden handle bestowed upon him by his BUD/S instructors, the way Robin’s latest character had been nicknamed “Crash.”

No, apparently his brother-in-law’s slightly crazy mother had given birth to him, looked into his little red face, and declared that he was to be called Cosmo.

And there he-with-the-funny-name was, leaning against his truck out in the driveway, watching as Robin winced when the bright sunlight hit him like a pickax to the head.

Holy Jesus, and he already had his sunglasses on.

Robin fumbled for his keys with shaking hands, rushing back inside, where he surrendered his coffee in an attempt to appease the porcelain god. The sacrifice was apparently accepted, because the pounding in his head lessened almost immediately. After splashing his face with water, he looked almost human again.

Almost.

Luck and genetics had given him one of those launch-a-thousand-ships faces, and as he moved more solidly into his mid-twenties, he was losing the boyishness and gaining something more rugged and even elegant. He was definitely one of the lucky ones—as he got older, he was getting even more handsome.

But this morning there was a grayness to his skin. Unattractive purple shadows around his blue eyes.

Harve, a friend in the makeup department and a fellow hearty-partier, often quipped that the secret to looking great was all in the hair. As long as you were having a good hair day, no one would notice the little imperfections that any self-respecting makeup person could easily hide.

Ever since he’d turned thirteen, Robin’s life had been one giant, continuous good hair day.

He leaned in closer to the mirror. Today he could definitely benefit from thirty minutes in Harve’s chair, though. A little foundation, some cover-up on the bags beneath his eyes…

And yeah—like he was going to hang out with Navy SEALs while wearing theatrical makeup. Way to get them to open up and talk to him.

The eyes could be kept hidden behind sunglasses. The pallor would improve when he got some fresh air. The shaking hands could also be concealed—although that one was easier said than done, especially where Cosmo was concerned.

Still, Robin was an actor. Fooling people was his job.

Exit from the house, take two.

“Sorry about that,” Robin called to his brother-in-law. Hey now, he was one hell of an actor. He actually managed to sound cheery. Lighthearted. As if he hadn’t just puked his guts out. “Forgot my cell phone. And then I couldn’t find it. I had to call myself, except I had it set on vibrate. Long story short, I finally found it. So.” He even smiled as he pocketed his keys. “I’m all set to go, Chief.”

Cosmo hadn’t moved. Unlike Robin, who found it hard to stay in one place for too long, Cosmo had a stillness to him that could be unnerving. He also had a BS meter that was infallible.

As Robin approached his truck, Cos still didn’t move. He also didn’t say anything. He just looked at Robin expressionlessly, his eyes hidden behind his trademark mirrored shades.

“Yeah, okay, great.” Robin cracked under the pressure. “I don’t know why I always try to bullshit you.”

“Y’look like shit,” Cosmo finally said. At times, he spoke as if he were charged a hefty fee for every word he used, creating contractions that didn’t really exist.

“Cos, believe me, I feel like shit,” Robin admitted as he climbed into the truck, setting his pack on the floor at his feet.

“Sure you want to do this?” Cosmo got in behind the wheel.

“Yes. Shooting starts in just a few months.” A fact that scared the crap out of him. Was he really ready to open a movie? A lot of people were counting on the fact that Robin Chadwick could be a bankable box-office draw.

Cosmo sat there, on the other side of the truck’s cab, just looking at him.

Holy crap, that made him uncomfortable. Dude should have been a priest or a CIA operative. His mind-reading ability—or at least his ability to make it seem as if he could read minds—was off the charts. How the hell did he do that?

Finally, Cos looked away. He put his truck in gear and pulled out onto the street. He didn’t say anything else, not for a good long while. It wasn’t until he was signaling for the turnoff into the navy base that he even glanced over at Robin again. “Janey’s worried about you.”

Robin sighed. “Janey’s always worried about—”

“I am, too.” Cosmo broke the bank, putting forth two entire sentences. “I’m not sure you should take this role, Rob.”

Robin bristled. “You don’t think I can play a SEAL?”

“This training is intense. You’re not in the kind of physical condition you need to be in, to—”

“I can do this,” Robin said. “I’m going to do this.” Like he was going to turn down half a million dollars and a chance to work with Oscar-winning director Victor Strauss? “This movie puts me onto an entirely new level. After this, I’m a star.”

“You’re already a star.”

“No, I’m not. I’m a flavor. Yeah, I’ve lasted longer than a month, but Riptide puts me on the map.”

Cosmo glanced at him. “Riptide?”

“Yeah. That’s the new title they’re going with—this week, anyway,” Robin told him. “My character gets framed for a botched assassination attempt on the U.S. President. I pretty much get caught up in this situation that I can’t escape from. Riptide—get it? But the bad guys have no idea who I am or what I’m capable of doing. I pretty much kick their asses and clear my name and save POTUS from a second assassination attempt. Plus I get the girl.” There was always a girl—a love interest—in a movie like this.

Cosmo shot him another look, but said nothing.

“It’s a popcorn movie,” Robin continued. “It’ll be my face on the one sheets. If I do it right and it opens big, I’m a star.” And if it didn’t open big, or if he somehow screwed it up by being indiscreet…

“So that’s what you want,” Cosmo said with another of those penetrating looks. “To be a star.”

“Yes,” Robin said, gazing out the window so he didn’t have to see Cosmo’s disbelief. But he didn’t need to see it to feel it. “It’s what I want that I can have, okay? So just…zip it. Not everyone gets to have the kind of relationship you have with Janey. So just…don’t go there. Please.”

Cosmo, of course, wasn’t about to say anything. In fact, he didn’t speak again until he’d parked in the lot outside a single-story building, among a variety of cars, trucks, and SUVs that screamed alpha male.

As they both got out of Cos’s truck, he gave Robin the most matter-of-fact warning in history. “This training is going to break your balls.”

“Well, gee golly,” Robin said, hefting the strap of his pack up onto his shoulder. “Whatever are we waiting for?”

         

Annie Dugan was sick and tired of late-night emergency phone calls.

For months she’d lived on the brink of disaster, cursing the inevitable. She was a prisoner of the specter of approaching death, trapped in a corner yet still fighting like hell against the odds—for someone who, in the end, had gone and quit on her.

Pam’s funeral was lovely, of course. Pam had made all the arrangements herself, in advance, and her parents were there to see that it went off without a glitch. Annie had sat in the back of the church, too tired and still too angry at her best friend to cry.

The house—a rustic New Hampshire farmhouse that Pam had renovated with her artistic flair two years before she was diagnosed as inoperable—sold almost immediately, mere hours after the hospice bed was removed from the front parlor.

It had felt as if it were all happening too quickly to Annie, but in her heart she knew it was a good thing. As much as she’d loved that house, as much as she thought of it as a home, it wasn’t her home and she didn’t want to stay.

Annie had gone back to Boston. Templar, Brick and Smith hired her back, just as they said they would. Eunice Templar, known throughout the business world as the Dragonlady, had gotten tears in her eyes when Annie had explained she couldn’t just take a month’s leave of absence, that she was moving to New Hampshire for an indeterminate amount of time so that her best friend, Pam, could live out her last months at home, instead of in a hospital, surrounded by strangers.

After Pam died, Annie went back to work at the accounting firm. She found an apartment in Newton, and took her furniture and business suits and shoes out of storage.

This was when, the hospice coordinator and the grief counselors had all said, she would slowly but surely find her life returning to normal. It would take time, though. She should be patient. Expect bumps in the road.

It would feel strange at first, going back to work in a cubicle, after spending so much time outside. It would feel surreal, even. Almost as if she’d never left, as if the past few months hadn’t happened.

She should continue with counseling, they’d told her, so she dutifully went. Once a week, as part of her new/old routine.

But it had been months now, and still none of it seemed even remotely familiar—at least not until the phone rang tonight, interrupting Jon Stewart, at a quarter after eleven.

It was Celeste Harris, the woman who had bought Pam’s house, and she was clearly distressed. Pam’s dog, Pierre, a tiny mutt, part poodle, part mystery, had run away from his new home with Pam’s mom and had shown up again, in Celeste’s backyard. She’d tried to coax him inside, tempting him with food, but he’d shied away. It was cold out and getting colder. She’d called the town dogcatcher, but he couldn’t make it out there until the morning.

Celeste was afraid that would be too late—that Pierre would freeze to death by then.

So she’d called Annie, hoping she could help.

And here Annie was. Heading to the rescue. North on Route 3. Shivering as her car took forever to warm up in the cold New England night.

She’d called Pam’s mother, who reported Pierre had run away a full week ago—she hadn’t wanted to bother Annie with that bad news. That dog was such a trial. Always hiding under the desk in the kitchen. Refusing food. Pooping at night on the dining-room floor.

Pam, who’d arranged every detail before she’d done the unspeakable, had made sure Pierre would go to live with her cousin Clive, of whom the little dog had grudgingly approved. But when Clive was offered a promotion and a move to his firm’s London office, Pierre went to live with Pam’s mom.

It was nearly 1 A.M. when Annie turned off the road and onto the crushed gravel of the drive that led back to Pam’s house. Pam’s former house.

The lights were still on, both porches lit up. The kitchen windows glowed, too, and the back screen opened with a familiar screech as Annie parked and got out of her car.

“Thank you for coming.” Celeste came out onto the back porch, followed by her two daughters.

Pam would’ve loved the fact that children were living in her house. She wouldn’t have loved the hatchet job they’d done on her beloved mountain laurels, though.

“He’s over by the garbage pails,” the younger girl announced. “Alongside the garage.”

“It’s a barn, dimwit,” her older sister loftily corrected her.

“Yeah, but we keep our car there, so it’s also a garage, stupid.”

“Girls,” their mother chastised.

Annie was already heading—slowly, carefully—around the side of the barn. “Pierre,” she whispered, very softly.

Pierre had had a painful past, Pam had once told Annie as she snuggled the little dog in her arms, his head possessively on her shoulder. Long before Pam had met Pierre at the animal shelter, someone had neglected and even beaten him. It was hard for him to trust anyone, but he’d finally bonded with Pam. She’d told him, every day, that no one was going to hurt him, not ever again.

“Pierre, it’s me,” Annie whispered now. Not that he’d ever deigned to give her his attention before. Of course, back then, Pam was always there—his goddess, his all.

She heard him before she saw him—the tinkling of his tags as he shifted and then…He poked his head out into the dim light, wariness in his brown eyes.

He was almost unrecognizable. His hair was matted and dirty. And he was skinny. Skinnier. And shivering from the cold.

“Hey, puppy boy,” Annie said softly, using Pam’s pet names for him as she crouched down and held out her hand for him to sniff. “Hey, good dog. Everything’s okay. No one’s going to hurt you…”

To her complete surprise, he didn’t hesitate. His tail even wagged slightly as he came out of his hiding place and licked her outstretched hand. Looking over his shoulder, as if to make sure that she was going to follow him, he trotted out onto the driveway and over to her car.

Annie stopped short. Did he really want…?

“Wow, she likes you,” the littler girl said, admiration in her voice. “She doesn’t like us very much.”

“He doesn’t like you,” her older sister pointed out. “Probably because you can’t tell the difference between a girl dog and a boy dog.”

Pierre looked at Annie, looked at the car, and then back at Annie, as if to say, What are you waiting for?

“I can’t have a dog in my apartment,” Annie said, as if he could actually understand her words. “Plus, I work full-time…”

Celeste opened the screen door. “Why don’t you come inside?” she invited Annie. “Both of you. It’s too late to drive back to Boston tonight. You can stay over on the couch and we can figure out a plan of action in the morning.”

The thought of going into Pam’s house was both appealing and dreadful. But it was late, and Annie was exhausted. “Thanks,” she said.

Amazingly, Pierre didn’t protest as she scooped him up. She followed the smaller of the girls inside, and…It was beyond weird.

Because it wasn’t even remotely Pam’s house anymore.

They’d repainted the walls, muting Pam’s bright colors. And their furniture was vastly different from Pam’s wicker and white painted wood. It was faux Colonial now—all dark veneers and copper drawer-pulls.

It smelled different, too.

“Bathroom’s down the hall, second door on the left,” Celeste said. “Of course, you know that. I’ll be right back with some blankets.”

She disappeared, shooing her daughters along to bed, leaving Annie and Pierre alone in the living room.

“I can’t have a dog,” Annie told him again, but he put his head down, right on her shoulder, the way he used to do with Pam, and he sighed. His entire little body shook with his exhale, and the crazy thing was that Annie felt what he was feeling, too.

If it wasn’t quite contentment, it was pretty darn close.

It was oddly familiar.

Vaguely normal and very right, in spite of the freaky abnormality of their surroundings, in spite of Pierre’s unfortunate aroma.

It was far more normal and right than she’d ever felt in her cubicle in Templar, Brick and Smith. Even before Pam got sick.

Celeste came back with an armload of bedding. “Worse come to worst, the dogcatcher’ll be here in the morning. I know it’s not the best solution, but at least the dog’ll be warm in the pound. He’ll have food…”

“I’m keeping him,” Annie told her.

“But you said your apartment—”

“I didn’t really like it there,” she admitted. She didn’t particularly like her job, either. Or Boston’s relentless cold—the winters that lasted for nearly half the year. “Thanks for your hospitality, but I’m awake enough to drive. We’re going home.”

“Are you sure?” Celeste asked, following her to the kitchen door. “Because it’s really not an imposition—”

“I’m sure,” Annie told her. “Thanks again.”

The gravel crunched under her boots as she took Pierre to her car. He didn’t seem anxious as she set him down on the passenger seat. He just made himself comfortable, watching her expectantly.

Annie sat behind the wheel, started the engine. “Well,” she said to the dog as she backed into the turnaround and headed down the drive, “now we just have to figure out where exactly home is.”

         

His team leader, Peggy Ryan, hated him.

It was an inane thing for FBI agent Jules Cassidy to be thinking, considering that a shooter had suddenly opened fire on the crowd of law enforcement personnel, all of whom had just rushed out from their protective cover behind half a dozen police cars.

But to be fair, this entire situation was drenched in extra crazy. It reeked of some serious what-the-fuck, too, starting with the cozy-looking little Cape-style house, located here on what should have been a peaceful suburban D.C. street.

The catastrophuck began ten hours ago, when the report of a hostage situation first came in. Jules’s counterterrorist team had gotten a call because the hostage taker was a well-known bubba—a wanted terrorist of the homegrown variety.

They were told that—as best they could allege—there were three hostages being held by that lone HT in this unassuming little house with its flower gardens and white picket fence. As a full variety of police and FBI teams arrived on the scene, surrounding the structure and setting up the cars as a barricade to keep them all safely outside of Bubba’s rifle range, negotiations had been started.

After hours of standoff, to Jules’s complete and utter surprise, the bubba had surrendered.

He came out of the house and into the yard with his hands up and empty—no weapon in sight.

At which point, Peggy gave the order to take him into custody. She and the local police chief—a bear of a man named Peeler—led the charge into the yard as Jules and the rest of the team headed for the house to see to the safety of the hostages.

The game was finally over.

Except, not so fast there, you.

Apparently, the real game was just beginning.

Because no, that wasn’t just one shooter firing at them from that Cape, making them scatter. There were at least two. Crap, make that three. As Jules looked up at the house, he counted, yes, three different shooters—all firing rifles from the second-story dormer windows.

“What the hell…?” Jules’s FBI team member Deb Erlanger said it all as she and Yashi and George scrambled, pulling Jules with them, back behind one of the state police cruisers.

“Our radio’s hit,” Yashi announced.

Of course it was.

It was times like this that reinforced the importance of law enforcement personnel giving heavier weight to the presence of the word allegedly in the facts surrounding the decision-making process. Allegedly was a lot like assume, but in this case it didn’t just make asses out of their team leaders, it made people dead.

Apparently, there wasn’t one hostage taker and three hostages. Instead there were at least three hostile gunmen, apparently all determined to commit suicide-by-SWAT-team, while taking as many FBI and police with them as possible.

From Jules’s new proximity, he could see that Chief Peeler had been shot. How badly he was wounded, Jules didn’t know, but Peeler lay motionless in the Cape’s front yard, protected only marginally by the garden’s flimsy picket fence.

All but one of the shooters had what looked to be terrible aim—a clue that probably meant two of the three were amateurs.

Most of the FBI and police had made it safely back to cover behind the cars, with limited casualties—except for Peggy Ryan, who hated Jules and was pinned down in the yard, behind a small outcropping of rocks. She was plastered flat against the ground, weapon drawn, halfway between Peeler’s sprawled body and the full cover of a neighbor’s garden shed.

She’d dropped her radio. Jules could see it near Peeler’s leg.

“Center window,” Jules told Yashi, Deb, and George as he reached into the cruiser and grabbed the medical kit. He was going to take it with him just in case he and Peeler got pinned behind Peggy’s rock. “Whoever’s up there’s the only one who can shoot worth shit. Focus your fire there. Keep it up until I get the chief back behind that shed.”

George expressed his incredulity. “You’re going to move Peeler?”

Yashi had a far more pertinent question. He held up his regulation sidearm. “Range on this thing’s too short. It won’t—”

“Just do it,” Jules ordered. With luck, it would cause the shooters to take cover. It was hard to aim and shoot to kill whilst ducking.

“Yessir.”

“Now!” Jules said, and medical kit slung over his shoulder, his own weapon out, he ran out into the street, toward the yard. Deb and Yashi and George’s sidearms roared behind him, and as he headed straight into what could potentially be a hail of bullets from the holed-up gunmen, he realized he’d blown the perfect opportunity to say, Cover me, I’m going in.

Bullets from the shooters in the house hit the ground around him, sending puffs of dirt into the air. But there was no turning back now.

Jules fired his own weapon—not easy to do while running full out—aiming as best he could for that center window. He slid to a stop in the grass near Chief Peeler, tearing out the knee of his pants. Dang, this was his favorite suit, but perspective was important here. Last time he’d looked, Men’s Wearhouse didn’t sell internal organs.

The chief, however, hadn’t been as lucky. He was lying with his head in a pool of blood. Expecting the worst, Jules felt for a pulse. To his surprise, he found it, steady and strong—and he realized that the chief had merely been grazed. A bullet had creased his hairline, over his left ear, hence the copious bleeding. It had knocked him out, but the man was alive.

For now, anyway.

Jules covered Peeler with his own body as a new rain of bullets pinged the ground around them.

He grabbed the radio that Peggy had dropped. “Cover me,” he ordered whoever was listening on the other end. “I need some weapons with real range aiming for those windows. Keep it going while I pull the chief to the shed.”

He didn’t wait for confirmation—he pitched the radio over to Peggy and grabbed Peeler beneath his massive arms.

Jules may have been small of stature, but he was strong. He dug in his heels and dragged, but sweet Jesus, why couldn’t the chief have taken a trip or two to the salad bar over the past few years instead of relentlessly supersizing the cheese fries?

But then Peggy was there, helping him, and together they pulled the chief all the way to that shed, where a medical team was already standing by.

“You hit?” one of the medics, a woman with her hair swept back into a tight ponytail, asked him.

Jules shook his head no. Miraculously, he wasn’t. “Peg, you okay?”

She was already barking orders into the radio, calling in the SWAT team. If she was bleeding, she wasn’t letting it slow her down.

“Man, you got balls,” the other medic said. “And a shitload of luck. You know, Channel 4 news got it all on camera. You’re going to be a hero. People ’round here love Chief Peeler, and you saved his life.”

Great. Jules was going to have to call Laronda—the boss’s assistant—and get her on top of smothering that merde cream pie as quickly as possible. Last thing he needed was his face on the evening news.

But it wasn’t until later, until after the SWAT team sang and the dust had settled around the body bags being carried out of the newly secured house, that Jules was finally able to reintroduce himself to his cell phone. And even then, he had to pocket it, when Peggy Ryan approached him.

Peggy Ryan—who hated him. Who probably wouldn’t give a hoot if his name and likeness were plastered all over the national news.

In fact, she would use it as reason number 4,367 why he should quit.

It was then, as she was heading toward him, wearing her official business face, that Jules realized that by saving Morgan Peeler, he’d been saving Peggy Ryan.

“This doesn’t change anything,” she told him, trying to wipe the ground-in dirt from her starched white blouse. Her helmet-hair was messed up, too, but her eyes were just as they’d always been. Cold and distant. “Between us, I mean. I still don’t think you belong in the Bureau.”

“Gosh,” Jules said, unable to keep his temper under check. Not that he’d expected a total change of heart, but was a simple “Good job” too much to ask? Or how about “Thank you”? “In that case, I guess I just should have let Chief Peeler die.” He shook his head in disgust. “Believe it or not, ma’am, I didn’t help him because I thought you would approve. I did it because someone had to help Peeler. Until I went out there, you didn’t seem to be concerned with much more than saving your own ass.”

She flushed. “How dare you!”

Okay, so maybe that was a little harsh. Things had happened fast, and she had been pinned down. But he was sick of her crap, of her refusing to admit—even now—that he was an important player on their team. He’d tried winning her over with humor, but that hadn’t worked. He’d hoped that today’s heroics would at least gain him her grudging respect, but now he finally had to admit it. She was never going to accept him.

“I don’t give a shit whether or not you think I belong here,” he told her quietly. “The only two opinions I care about are mine, and the boss’s. And we both think I’m doing fine. If you don’t want to work with me, lady, you’re going to have to put in for the transfer. Because I’m not going anywhere.”

She wasn’t listening. She never did. “If you think—”

Jules cut her off, got even farther up in her face. “I saved your soul today. You were team leader. You gave the order. If Peeler had died, you’d have had to live with that forever. That must really gall you, huh, Peg? The gay guy rescued you. That must really grate.”

She spun on her heels—or heel, rather. One of them had broken off in the brouhaha. As Jules watched, she stalked away.

“You’re welcome,” he called after her, but she didn’t even so much as look back.

         

“Whoa. I didn’t expect to see you today.” Steven was manning the front desk at the police station. “I mean, welcome back.”

“Thanks.” Ric was still moving gingerly, his left arm in a sling. For a pair of wounds that weren’t particularly life threatening, they sure hurt like a bitch. The stitches in his side pulled with every step he took.

The younger man stood up uncertainly. “Should you really be back so soon?”

The doctor had told him to take some time before returning to work. But he’d meant work work. “I’m just going to file some reports,” Ric said. “Nothing strenuous. What are you doing back there, anyway?” Steven’s usual shift was in the morning.

He rolled his eyes. “Too many losing hands of poker.”

“Don’t play with Camp or Lora, man. Didn’t I tell you that? What, have you got their shifts up front from now until Halloween?”

“Christmas,” Steve said morosely. “You know, Ric, you don’t look so good.”

“I’m fine,” Ric said, heading down the hall. “I just need some coffee.”

The phone rang, and Steve had to pick it up, ending their conversation. “First precinct. Hey. Yeah, he’s here…”

Ric ducked into the coffee room—where Bobby Donofrio and Johnny Olson were having an early lunch.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Bobby D said through his cheeseburger. “Look who’s up and around. I thought you weren’t going to be discharged from the hospital until tomorrow.”

Johnny came over to help him with the coffeepot. “Sure you don’t want to take another day?”

“I wanted to get that report done,” Ric said as Johnny poured the steaming coffee into a mug. “Thanks. I’m sure the family would appreciate the closure.”

“A tough guy, huh? Well, rest easy, the case is closed. The perp was the victim’s cousin,” Donofrio reported, leaning back in his chair. “The other cousin—a younger kid—came forward. Apparently there was an argument over some guy—or guys—that the sister was screwing—you saw her, there was probably a list as long as my arm. The victim wouldn’t give up the info, there was a tussle, and the gun went off accidentally. Yeah, like anyone whose head isn’t up their ass would believe that.”

“Ballistic report matched,” Johnny told Ric. “The perp’s nine-millimeter was also the murder weapon. No question.”

“Everything’s neat and tidy. So we—lucky bastards—don’t have to dick around with a trial.” Donofrio tossed his McDonald’s bag into the garbage, leaving a streak of ketchup on the table. “The surviving cousin’s a juvie. He’s confessed to being an accessory—they’ve already put him into the system. The perp’s dead—you took care of that. Very nicely, I might add.”

“I did?” Ric said. Coming in today was definitely a mistake, because now his head was starting to hurt almost as badly as his arm and his side.

“Dude.” Donofrio gave him a big smile that was almost as disconcerting as his use of the word dude. “I may have shut out the lights a little more quickly, but your shot to the perp’s groin…It was perfect. Crushed the artery. He was already dead when I hit him—he just didn’t know it yet.”

Ric had shot to wound. Only to wound. He’d aimed for the kid’s leg, not…

“Hey, Martell,” Johnny said, turning to the door. “Long time, no see. How’s the legal world treating you?”

“Well enough.” Martell Griffin’s basso profundo was unmistakable. Ric looked over and saw his friend leaning in the doorway, dressed like the lawyer he now was, in a dark suit and power tie. The look he shot Ric was full of reproach. “You should be home, in bed,” he scolded.

But Donofrio wasn’t finished. “So congratulations, Alvarado,” the heavy-set detective continued. “I’ve got to let you claim the kill.”

Claim the kill…? Was he serious?

Across the room, Martell straightened up. “This probably isn’t a conversation Ric should be having while he’s on pain meds,” he pointed out.

“It’s a big one, too.” Bobby D just kept on going, grinning that shit-eating grin. Neat and tidy…Mother of God. “The year’s tenth.”

He said it like it was some kind of honor, some kind of badge for them all to wear with pride—their having reached double digits in the number of perpetrators who hadn’t survived an altercation with Sarasota’s finest.

“Ricky, man, come on. Let me drive you home,” Martell said.

“I don’t want it,” Ric told Donofrio.

“No, no, you don’t comprend-ay,” Donofrio said. “The kid was nineteen and there’s no question that he was armed and dangerous. It’s already been cleared by internal affairs. It’s yours, Detective, and it’s squeaky-clean. That’s not something to throw away.”

Ric didn’t even realize he was moving. One second he was standing there, and the next he had Bobby Donofrio up against the wall, his right arm pressed hard against the son of a bitch’s throat. “But the dead kids—Francisco and Jorge Flores,” Ric heard himself snarl as the prick struggled to get free. He held him even tighter. “Them you can throw away. Who the fuck cares—they’re just two more Hispanics who won’t grow up and go to jail, clog the system, right?”

“Ricky, hey. Hey, hey. You’re choking him, man.”

It was true. Bobby D’s face was turning even more red than usual.

And Martell was right behind him. “Ric, come on, brother. This isn’t you. Let him go.”

Ric exhaled hard. And stepped back.

Donofrio sucked in a breath and then shoved him hard, pushing him into the lunch table, knocking over chairs. “I’ll kill you, you fuck!”

Ow. Ric felt his stitches rip as he rolled away, avoiding a full body slam from big boy Bob.

Johnny had run to get the lieutenant, and she exploded into the room, clapping her hands together as if they were misbehaving lapdogs. “Stop this. Right this minute!”

“He fucking jumped me,” Bobby D shouted, letting Johnny help him up and hold him back, “out of the fucking blue!”

“Lieutenant,” Martell said smoothly as Ric pulled himself to his feet. “Ric shouldn’t even be here. He’s on pain meds and his judgment is a little—”

“I’m not on pain meds,” Ric said.

Martell shot him an exasperated look. “So much for our defense strategy.”

“I’m not going to lie,” Ric told his friend.

“I would never ask you to lie.” Martell was offended. “Although, I suspect that if you took a blood test, we’d find—”

Donofrio chimed in again: “The cholo fucking jumped me!”

Martell got big. “Oh, that’s nice! You gonna nigger me now, dude?”

“You!” The lieutenant pointed at Ric and Martell. “Out in the hall. You, Donofrio. Do yourself a huge favor and be silent!”

Martell pulled Ric out of the coffee room. “Ah, man—you’re bleeding.”

“Yeah, my stitches were…whoa.” The entire side of his T-shirt was soaked with blood. That wasn’t good. Still it was going to have to wait. He had to talk to the lieutenant. “I’m done here,” Ric told his friend.

“I’ll say.” Martell was looking for something to wipe his hands on, so Ric offered him the clean side of his shirt. “We need to get you back to the hospital and—”

“No, Martell, I’m done here. Like, done forever.”

“You know, it’s possible we can argue extenuating circumstances. How long have I known you? Ten years? And how many times have I ever seen you lose it like that? I can probably count ’em on my thumbs, so—”

“No,” Ric interrupted again. “I mean I’m done. I’m done.” Claim the kill… Jesus God.

Martell finally got it. “Wow. This is…new.”

Ric shook his head. “No, actually, it’s not. It’s been coming for a while.”

Martell laughed his exasperation. “Did you, like, tell me and I missed it? Studying for the bar exam—I know I was pretty self-absorbed, but…”

“No,” Ric said. “I didn’t tell you. I didn’t tell anyone. It’s just…” He shook his head. How do you bring up a topic like that? Hey, man. Wanna beer? Your softball team’s looking good this year. And oh, by the way, I’m feeling more and more dissatisfied with my life and I don’t know why. On the surface, everything looks perfect, but I’m thinking about shaking things up. Quitting the job that I supposedly love…

The lieutenant emerged from the coffee room, closing the door tightly behind her, looking none too pleased. “Alvarado, what is wrong with you? Get out of here. I don’t want to see you for a full week. And when you do come back, you better be ready to apologize to Bob. That’s the only way you’ll be able to…What’s this?”

Ric held out his sidearm and badge.

She took it. Shook her head. “I’m not suspending you.”

“He’s done,” Martell told her, and took Ric back to the hospital.



CHAPTER
 ONE

A YEAR LATER

“I’m going in.”

Ric laughed out loud, which was probably not the best thing to do, given the circumstances. “No, you’re not.”

But Annie only narrowed her eyes at his amusement instead of delivering a smack to the side of his head.

Which, he realized, was something she hadn’t done to him since she was thirteen. Still, he could tell that she was tempted.

“Look,” he tried reason. “I said you could ride along. There’s an unspoken understanding there that you’ll stay in the car.” Of course, they were both already out of the car, standing in this suckhole of a parking lot on the crap side of Sarasota.

At least they were standing in the shade.

Annie, too, tried reason. But hers was laced with attitude. “You can’t go in. And unless Hutch is on his way over…”

Damn, but he hated when she called him Starsky, even by omission like that. But this time he clenched his teeth and kept his mouth shut. This was definitely not the time or place to get into The Argument, which went something like: “Oh, that’s right, Ric, you don’t have a Hutch. You don’t want one, don’t need one, even though I’m standing right here, volunteering for the job. No, you prefer to believe—despite years of police work that proved otherwise—that you don’t need any backup whatsoever. You’d prefer to end up lying in an alley again, with the shit kicked out of you. You’d prefer to pee blood. Again.”

Annie’s second day of work as his new office assistant at Alvarado Private Investigations hadn’t been a particularly good day for Ric.

Her third day, however, had included his successful apprehension and delivery to the FBI of the shitkicker’s brother, who was wanted in four states for a variety of violent crimes. Ric had received a twenty-thousand-dollar reward for his diligent, but not particularly brilliant detective work. Twenty thousand. After adding up the time he’d put in, plus expenses, it worked out to just over four hundred dollars an hour, which was sweet. Well, sweet, with the exception of those particularly nasty twenty minutes during which he’d allowed himself to get stomped in order to gain possession of the kicker’s cell phone—which subsequently revealed the location of his even nastier older brother’s girlfriend. And again, it wasn’t Ric’s skill as a detective, but rather the fact that Nasty the elder had just broken the woman’s nose, that had worked to Ric’s advantage. For a slim five percent share of the reward, plus a truckload of revenge, she’d eagerly divulged the wanted man’s whereabouts.

Still, four hundred dollars an hour, however he’d earned it, wasn’t something to sneeze at. And the fact that he’d finally worked a lucrative case that didn’t involve bored, wealthy suburbanites cheating on each other was another reason to cheer.

Yet it was the getting-beaten-up-and-peeing-blood part that Annie brought up over and over again.

Along with the fact that she had been sorely misled by her own asshole-of-a-brother-Bruce—her name for him, not his—to believe that Ric needed an assistant rather than a receptionist. Annie had taken this position, she’d told him, not merely because she needed a job where she could bring along her separation-anxiety-suffering little rat-dog, but because she didn’t want to sit behind a desk all day. Yet all Ric wanted her to do was sit in his office behind a desk, take phone calls, and create—again, her words—stupid office forms.

Of course, the most recent stupid office form Annie had created—in under ten minutes—was an exceptionally well-organized client interview sheet. It was precisely what he’d needed—possibly with the exception of those two little boxes, one that said yes, one that said no, next to the words This client wants to do me.

He’d used her interview sheet with his current client, an extremely well-put-together older woman named Lillian Lavelle, who’d come to his office just this morning.

As Ric now watched, Annie got ready to go inside of Screech’s, the so-called gentleman’s club where a young dancer named Brenda Quinn had last been employed. They had been hired—he had been hired—to find Brenda, who was Ms. Lavelle’s recently deceased daughter’s former roommate. Ms. Lavelle apparently had a photo album that she wanted to give to the young woman.

The entire case was proving to be slightly more difficult than he’d first imagined. He’d taken it just this morning, expecting to be filing it in the “case closed” drawer long before noon.

It was now sunset, pink and orange clouds streaking the western sky, as a cooling breeze blew in off the Gulf of Mexico.

As Ric watched, Annie took off her jacket, tossed it in the back of her car, and ran her fingers through her light brown curls.

“Maybe he won’t recognize me,” Ric said as she fished in her shoulder bag for something.

He deserved the look of scorn that she shot him, because it was a stupid thing to say. There was zero chance in hell that Screech’s bouncer, Tommy Fista, wouldn’t recognize him. Seven years ago, almost to this very day, Ric had jammed his knee into the middle of Tommy’s gargantuan back as he’d cuffed him and read him his Miranda rights. Fista had gone to Raiford Maximum Security for five to seven for assault and battery with a dangerous weapon.

Ric tried again. “I heard he found God in jail.”

As he watched, Annie glanced around the corner at the bouncer. Clearly Fista hadn’t found Jenny Craig in the lockup. The huge man was standing at the door to Screech’s, which was a fairly new establishment, having opened since Ric had left the police department last year.

Still, it hadn’t taken Ric much effort to learn that it was owned and operated by Vitardo Co. Strip clubs in this part of Florida were usually owned either by local scumbag Gordon Burns or his main rival, Miami-based Bernie Vitardo.

“So what’s the best-case scenario?” Annie asked as she applied lip gloss with one finger, leaning down to see herself in her little car’s side mirror. “Tony-the-bouncer takes you by the hand, leads you inside for a joyful hymn and prayer session before sharing—willingly—everything he knows about Brenda Quinn?” She straightened up, smacking her lips together as she put the container back in her bag.

“It’s Tommy the bouncer,” Ric corrected her. This was possibly the first time he’d ever seen Annie with makeup on, and he searched his memory, trying to prove himself wrong. But no. Aside from Halloween back when she was little, he couldn’t think of a single time that she’d gotten dressed up. She hadn’t gone to her school prom. And she’d worn one of Bruce’s suits and ties to her high school graduation. Although, as far as makeup went, what she had on now wasn’t much. It just made her full lips look shiny. More moist.

If that was possible.

Annie Dugan wasn’t traditionally pretty, at least not in a helpless-and-fragile delicate female sense. She did, however, have the fresh-faced, Irish American peasant-girl thing down pat, with big gray eyes and freckles, naturally curly hair, and a wide smile that could, at times, be incredibly sweet.

Her attitude, however, was pure twenty-first-century kick-ass dominatrix.

With the exception, perhaps, of her attachment to her ridiculous little dog, Pierre. Ric would’ve expected a woman like Annie to have a golden Lab. Something large and outdoorsy, capable of playing ultimate Frisbee in the park. Something that galloped. Something friendly named Pal or Lucky.

Not this glorified fuzzball of a quivering rodent named Pierre, that she now hugged and kissed and gave a doggy treat to, all while reassuring it that she’d be right back.

“So what’s the worst-case scenario here?” she asked, plopping the rat-thing back onto the front seat of her car, making sure his travel bowl of water was full before turning her attention back to Ric. “A trip to the dentist with your two front teeth on ice in a Ziploc baggie? Or maybe another few days of pink urine? Gee, that’s always so much fun. Setting my watch alarm to go off every ten minutes so I can check to make sure you haven’t gone into shock from excessive hemorrhaging…?”

Yeah, telling her about the internal-injury thing had definitely been a mistake. At the time Ric had thought it would invoke a little sympathy, maybe make her extend the two-week notice that she’d given him back when she’d quit—on day one of her employment—when she found out she’d be sitting behind a desk.

Time was running out. He had only a few days left to replace her or convince her to stay.

And it was there that she had the unfair advantage.

He wanted her to stay. Rather badly.

“It wasn’t days, it was day,” he pointed out now.

“I’m going in to find Brenda Quinn’s last known address,” Annie told him with that hint of bitch-queen, do-not-cross-me, I-am-determined, you-are-toast that he’d first heard in her voice back when he’d met her, when she was eleven and he was fifteen. Almost twenty years ago. Damn, had they really been friends for nearly two decades? Although he hadn’t seen very much of her in the last ten years…

Still, it occurred to him that now, just as when she was little, the best way to deal with her might be simply to let her try. Just hang close to pick her up and dust her off in case she failed miserably.

It wasn’t as if there were any real danger hiding in that strip club.

It was, however, filled with relentless apathy, seedy despair, and unending depression. Spending some time in Screech’s might well make Annie decide against a career path as a private investigator.

“Okay,” Ric said.

She looked up at him with a mix of wariness and disbelief.

Ric nodded. “Go for it. Go find Brenda.”

“You don’t think I can do this,” she accused him.

“What does it matter what I think?” he countered. “It only matters what you do. Or don’t do.” Which was more likely going to be the case. But she’d find that out soon enough.

“Thank you, Yoda.” She gave a tug on the bottom of her T-shirt, as if that would somehow provide the illusion that she had real breasts.

And thank you, Mary Mother of God, for keeping him from saying that aloud, because he definitely hadn’t meant to be insulting, just realistic. Not that her breasts weren’t real. They just weren’t stripper-sized.

They were extremely nice, actually. And now that he was thinking about it, it was really her waist that wasn’t stripper size, which was good, because women who had that creepy, tiny-waisted wasp thing going on just didn’t do it for him. No, Annie was curvy and soft in a way that Ric truly appreciated. She was no skinny twig who might snap if you held her too tightly and he was so screwed because he was standing here, staring at her body, thinking about sex.

And that was a serious violation of rules one through about two thousand and twenty-seven in the male employer/female employee relationship handbook. It came right before rule number two thousand and twenty-eight: Never, never, never employ family or friends—because how the hell do you go from twenty years of friendship to employment without completely screwing things up?

Cursing Annie’s brother, Bruce, and his brilliant ideas—Bruce who was going to be mad as hell when he found out that Ric had actually let Annie go into that strip club, so he better never find out—Ric looked slightly more northward, and found himself meeting Annie’s gray gaze.

Her very cool gray gaze.

It was disconcerting as hell. If she wore heels, she’d be at least as tall as he was, and he was not a short man.

“You’re such a jerk,” she said, clearly able to read his mind all the way back to his real-breasts thought. “What, do you think I’m going to pretend I’m here to apply for a job as an exotic dancer?”

Well, yeah, that was what he’d thought. But sometimes it was best to keep one’s mouth firmly shut.

“I’m not stupid, Alvarado,” Annie continued. “Nor am I deluded. I know what I look like.” She laughed her disbelief. “Who’d pay to see me strip?”

With that, she turned and walked away, across the parking lot, around the edge of the building that kept Ric out of Tommy’s line of sight, toward Screech’s front entrance.

Pierre stood up in the front seat of Annie’s car, paws on the steering wheel so that he could watch her go.

Ric watched her, too—watched her T-shirt stretching across her back as she moved. Bruce had told him that one of her last jobs, after she quit the accounting firm, was assisting a woman who built stone walls. She was clearly strong and very…healthy. Very. With those long denim-clad legs leading up to a posterior that was…definitely healthy.

And in a flash, he could picture her, in motorcycle leather, sexy as hell, with seven-inch platform heels that would turn her into a total Amazon, strutting the stage with a whip, hooking her leg around a pole as she writhed to the pulsating music.

God save him.

She was out of sight now, and he peeked around the corner, far less patient than Pierre, who’d settled in for a nap as he waited for Annie’s promised return.

Across the parking lot, she’d stopped to speak to Tommy Fista, who not only let her pass, but actually held the door for her. When Tommy’s head was turned, she sent a quick grin and a thumbs-up in Ric’s direction, before vanishing into the club.

         

Max Bhagat, the head of the FBI’s most elite counterterrorist division, had a huge stain on his tie.

He was standing in the waiting area just outside of the Oval Office, and as Jules Cassidy approached this man who was both his boss and his friend, he saw that it was Emma-goo that marred the fine blue silk. It looked as if it might be oatmeal, with traces of Max’s one-year-old daughter’s favorite, mashed sweet potatoes.

“Here’s the file, sir.” Jules handed the sealed envelope over. “The news is bad.” He couldn’t say more than that out here, but he didn’t need to.

Max knew what they were dealing with. This was just confirmation. “Thanks,” he said, sticking the envelope into his briefcase.

The man had also missed a spot while shaving—a small patch near his left ear. No one else would notice it—at least those who didn’t know Max as the meticulously, obsessively well-groomed person that he was.

To Jules, who’d worked with him for years, he looked practically slovenly.

And yet his hands were steady, his eyes clear. He no longer seemed as if his head were on the verge of exploding, despite the gravity of the news he was here to share with the President.

“President Bryant will see you now, Mr. Bhagat.”

“Sir.” Jules had his own tie off and held out to Max before noting that it was, because of its pattern of teensy, barely recognizable SpongeBobs, perhaps even more inappropriate for a meeting with the U.S. President than that tie stained from Emma’s epicurean euphoria.

And sure enough, Max waved him off. “Put it back on. You’re coming in with me.”

“Excuse me?” His voice actually cracked.

But Max had already disappeared into the Oval Office, leaving Jules standing there under the impatient and somewhat disdainful gaze of the President’s secretary.

So he put his tie back on, straightened his collar, brushed the invisible dust from his jacket, and walked…onto the set of The West Wing. Except this was the real thing.

And the bald-headed man with his shirtsleeves rolled up and tie loosened was the real U.S. President.

Who probably wouldn’t even remember that phone call Jules had made to him on his private line—the number somewhat illegaly obtained—during an international crisis a few years back.

There was a meeting already in progress—several members of the President’s staff were sitting in a circular grouping of couches and chairs.

“How’re Gina and the baby?” Alan Bryant was asking as he shook Max’s hand. “Emma, right?”

“Thank you, sir,” Max said. “They’re both doing well.”

“Mr. Cassidy, how’s the leg?” Bryant shook Jules’s hand just as warmly. “Sit, please sit.”

So much for his not remembering. “Fully healed, sir,” Jules reported as he and Max both sat down. “I’m back to speed.”

“Nice tie,” the President said, squinting at it more closely. “I’ve got a granddaughter who adores that show. I’ve watched it with her—funny stuff.”

“Yes, it is.” Was he really discussing SpongeBob with the leader of the free world?

“I’ve gotta get me a tie like that. Where’d you get yours?” the President asked.

Jules glanced at Max, who was busy opening the sealed file—no help was coming from him.

So okay. His President had asked him a question, he was just going to have to answer it truthfully. “I was on vacation in Provincetown,” Jules admitted. “In Massachusetts. Cape Cod. There’re stores there with…campy stuff.” To hell with that. If he was really out, then he was out in the Oval Office, too. He explained. “Gay-friendly stores.”

Max glanced up at that, but Jules didn’t look at him. It was entirely possible that, after this meeting ended, Max would inform him that he’d just exploded his career.

If so, so be it. Jules was who he was.

But Bryant was smiling. “Oh yeah,” he said as he reached down and opened one of the drawers of a nearby cabinet. “I’m familiar with Provincetown. My favorite nephew and his partner—spouse now—have a summer place there.” He took out a mahogany tray that turned out to be filled with a colorful array of new ties, and held it out to Max, as if he were offering hors d’oeuvres. “I’ve got a pack of granddaughters. One’s about the same age as your Emma. Her aim, too, is unerring.”

“Thank you, sir.” Max took a tie and put it on, slipping his soiled one into his pocket.

Jules took one, too, replacing it with his. “I’m happy to donate SpongeBob to a good cause,” he told the President.

“Unnecessary, but sincerely appreciated,” Bryant told him with a smile, but then morphed into the man Jules had seen on TV—gravely serious. “You’ve got bad news for me, I gather.”

“I’m afraid so,” Max said, handing him the contents of that file.

“Let’s have Mr. Cassidy give the report,” Bryant said, “since you’re obviously grooming him as your replacement.”

What the…? Was Max really?

Jesus yikes.

Again, no eye contact from his boss, the bastard, who told the President, “Cassidy’ll also be in charge of this investigation.”

Another piece of breaking news that left Jules speechless.

Of course, now Max did look at him, but only because he was passing him the proverbial microphone.

Not that this wasn’t completely typical behavior from his legendary boss—surprise the leaping bejeezus out of him, then make him give an impromptu presentation—his first in front of the U.S. President and his staff.

Jules cleared his throat. “The photo you’ve been given, sir, is that of Yazid al-Rashid al-Hasan. Our code name for him is Tango Two, due to the amount of time he’d spent as Osama bin Laden’s right-hand man back in the late 1990s. We believe he’s heading to the United States, with the intention of carrying out a major attack on an East Coast city, probably New York, possibly Atlanta.

“We believe his point of entry will be the Gulf coast of Florida via South America. We’ve been watching a mob boss named Gordon Burns, who’s based in Sarasota—we believe his organization may have been responsible for smuggling another al Qaeda operative into the country, although we’ve uncovered no hard evidence to date. We’re working to find out the logistics—where, when, how.

“We have an agent inside,” Jules continued. “Peggy Ryan has been working as a live-in housekeeper at the Burns estate for the past two months.” And wasn’t she going to love it when she found out that Jules had just been assigned agent-in-charge of an investigation she was working, when just last year he’d been working for her? Especially when she’d transferred down to Florida to get away from him. “As of yet, she’s found nothing, but she’s one of our best and—”

“Cassidy doesn’t know this yet, but I was notified about an hour ago”—Max interrupted him—“that Agent Ryan missed her last check-in.”

And that was not good news. Peggy may have been homophobic, but she was a good agent—always meticulous with safety procedures such as check-ins. Although, good agents missed check-ins all the time, for a variety of reasons. Support staff generally waited to panic until an agent failed to file two consecutive reports.

“Under other circumstances,” Max continued, “we’d obtain the necessary warrants and shut Burns’s operation down. But apprehending Tango Two is a higher priority.” He was still addressing the President, but his message was also aimed at Jules. “As much as we would like to provide assistance to our missing agent, we can’t risk doing so at this time.”

Those words weren’t easy for Max to say. Jules knew that. Although he and Peggy had never gotten along, she and Max were friends.

“If we merely shut down Burns’s operation,” Jules added, “it’s likely that Tango Two will find a different route into the country—a route we may not know about.”

“Can’t we just continue to track him?” the President’s chief of staff asked.

“Well, we could, sir,” Jules said, “provided we knew where he was. Last report had him heading for Spain.”

Due to its proximity to Algeria, Spain had been, in the past, one of the jumping-off points for terrorists heading into the United States—a fact that the President and his staff knew well.

Jules stood. “If there are no other questions, please excuse me. I need to get to work, locating my missing agent.”

         

As Annie went into the dank darkness of Screech’s, she said a silent prayer of thanks to the unlikeliest pair of patron saints—Tommy Fista and, yes, Lillian Lavelle.

Alvarado Private Investigations’ newest client had swayed into the outer office early this morning, like some kind of stereotypical private-eye film noir fantasy.

Auburn hair surrounded a heart-shaped face with full lips. Predatory heat simmered in cat-green eyes. Painted nails, do-me shoes, and matching condom-size handbag—she had all her accessories in order. As for that skintight dress from Cleavage “R” Us…It was almost too funny for words.

Almost.

Ric, the big dick, didn’t exactly laugh as Annie showed Lillian—if that was really her name—into his office. In fact, his eyes appeared to have glazed over.

And Lillian, upon first sight of Ric rising to his feet to greet her, had actually gasped.

And okay. Yeah. With his tie loosened and the top button of his white shirt undone, long sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms, Annie’s new boss—and her brother’s best friend from their high school days—was scary handsome. With his thick dark hair, deep brown eyes, and that face like a movie star, he was TDH to the max. But he was also about twenty years too young for someone as overripe as Lillian Lavelle.

Ric offered the woman his hand, they shook, and of course she held on way too long. Not that he particularly seemed to mind. Annie settled in, leaning against the filing cabinet in the corner, ready to take notes, but Lillian aimed her artfully made up eyes in her direction.

“This problem I’ve come to discuss—it’s a very delicate matter,” she told Ric in her hint-of-Southern-honey voice, focusing now on her hands, clasped demurely in her lap. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer at least the illusion of privacy.”

And instead of giving the woman his usual speech about how Annie was an essential part of his team, how she’d be taking the notes that she’d type up for him later, Ric gave Annie a dismissing nod.

So Annie had left.

Twenty-seven and a half minutes later—not that she’d been counting seconds—he’d buzzed her back into his office.

Where Lillian was using a rhinestone-studded compact mirror to reapply her bloodred lipstick.

She smacked her perfect lips together, murmuring “I can’t thank you enough.” She leaned forward in her copious sincerity, which gave her captive audience—Ric, seated behind his desk—a perfect view of that world-class cleavage.

The woman’s lack of subtlety was audacious, and again Annie almost laughed out loud.

She coughed instead, covering her mouth with her fist.

Ric shot her a glance—amazing that he could drag his gaze away from the hypnotic feast of plenty in front of him. He politely rose as Lillian, too, ascended from her seat.

Her every movement was graceful, fluid, hinting of perfectly choreographed sex.

“We’ve already discussed payment,” Ric told Annie as he handed her a file marked Lavelle in his ridiculously messy handwriting. “And I’ve taken her contact information.”

She bet he had.

There was nothing to do then but show the woman to the door.

But Lillian Lavelle was not to be hurried. Annie felt like a Mack truck next to her as she swayed her way out of Ric’s office.

Always observant, Ric was paying close attention—no doubt in an attempt to solve the mystery of exactly how Ms. Lavelle could be forty-something years old, yet still have such a freakishly perfect ass.

As Annie watched, the older woman turned to give Ric one last smile before she left his line of sight.

She then sped up, thank God, leaving only a trace of her perfume in the outer office as the front door closed behind her. Pierre had lifted his head as she’d passed his dog bed, and he now watched Annie, his brown eyes anxious.

“It’s all right, puppy boy,” she told him. “The mean lady is gone.”

With a sigh, he settled back down. All was right in his world.

Annie lowered the temperature on the window air conditioner, making it kick on, getting the air moving as she took the file to the receptionist’s desk.

“She was…rather dramatic,” Ric said, and she glanced up to see him in his favorite position—leaning against the door frame, thumbs in the front pockets of his faded jeans, left foot crossed over his right.

“Was she?” Annie asked, forcing herself to look down at the file folder, scanning the ridiculously sparse notes he’d taken during their twenty-seven-minute interview.

The case was a relatively easy one. A simple locate-the-whereabouts of Lillian’s deceased daughter’s former roommate, Brenda Quinn. Brenda most likely wasn’t trying to stay hidden. She’d merely dropped out of Lillian’s life, leaving no forwarding address, when Lillian’s daughter, Marcy, had died. According to Ric’s chicken-scratches, the client had made several cursory searches via the Internet, and come up cold.

She’d given them a photo of two young women on what looked to be the local public beach, out on Siesta Key. They were both in their early twenties, dressed in bathing-suit tops and shorts, hair pulled back into ponytails. Both were pretty—one dark, one fair. They were mugging for the camera, looking over their shoulders, showing off what looked to be matching tattoos—some mystical-looking Chinese characters that probably said kick me—on the small of their backs.

“Which one is Brenda?” Annie asked.

“On the left,” Ric told her. “The blonde.”

Annie looked at the photo more closely, trying to see any trace of Lillian in her dark-haired daughter’s face. Maybe a little around the mouth and chin…

As for the blonde, she had another tattoo on her right arm—three intricately drawn, intertwined calligraphy-style letters—a G, a B, and a J.

According to Ric’s notes, Marcy had died just about eighteen months ago. And okay, the final comment he’d scribbled was daughter dead from drug overdose. That had to suck.

But then Annie spotted the rate of pay for which Ric had agreed to take this case. “A hundred dollars a day? Are you out of your mind?”

He turned and went back into his office, obviously unable to meet her accusing stare. “Her daughter’s dead, she’s on a limited budget, it’s going to take me fifteen minutes on the Internet to find Brenda…”

Annie followed him. She’d spent some time over the past week that she’d been here trying to talk him into taking her on as a partner—paying her with a percentage of the money that she helped him bring in. Currently, she was on salary, and aside from that reward he’d gotten along with the excess blood in his urine, he hadn’t earned nearly a quarter as much as he’d paid her last week.

“I’m not sure this is going to work,” she told him now. “This partnership thing. But you probably have more experience than I do. So maybe you can tell me, how exactly would you give me a percentage of a blow job?”

Ric looked up from straightening the papers and files on his desk and laughed. And then he stopped laughing. “You don’t really think…?”

“Twenty-seven minutes for a basic locate-the-whereabouts interview…?”

It was possible that she’d rendered him speechless.

“It complicates things,” Annie told him, perching on the edge of his desk. “I mean, if we’re partners and you get a blow job, what do I get?”

“I didn’t get a…She didn’t…I wouldn’t…” Ric was actually flustered, but then he laughed his exasperation as he shooed her off his desk and sat down in his chair. He adjusted his computer monitor and pulled his keyboard drawer out. “What kind of scumbag do you think I am?”

“The male kind?” Annie countered, sinking into the seat that Lillian Lavelle had recently occupied.

“And, by the way, this partnership,” Ric pointed out, literally, with a finger in her direction. “You’re right. It’s not going to work. Because it’s not going to happen.”

“Well, duh,” Annie said. “Because the blow-job thing’s a deal breaker. I mean, unless you can guarantee that every time you get one, I get one, too…Although I’m not sure exactly how to work that into the contract. If the party of the first part receives fellatio, then the party of the second part—”

“Not funny.”

“Yeah, actually it is,” she countered. “You’re laughing.”

He tried to stop. “No, I’m not.”

“Yeah, you are.”

“I’m laughing,” he practically shouted at her, “because I can’t believe we’re having a conversation about…this.”

“I can’t help but notice,” she said, keeping her voice a normal volume, “that you haven’t actually denied it. There’s been a lot of blustering and outrage, but—”

“I assure you that I have never had sex of any kind as payment offered for services rendered. Not with Lillian Lavelle or with anyone else.” There was a dangerously hot glint in his eyes as he looked at her. “Although if you really do want me to pay you that way…”

The Annie she’d been ten years ago would have flushed with embarrassment at that heat, even though she was well aware it was meaningless. Ric looked at all women like that. With genuine appreciation. Regardless of the woman’s shape or size or age.

Yeah, Ric Alvarado didn’t just look at women. He smoldered at them.

The Annie of ten years ago would’ve rolled her own eyes and backed away. Even the Annie of last year would have mumbled that he was a jerk, before slinking to her desk.

But the Annie that she was today was braver. Bolder. She’d stared down death, so she could certainly hold this mere mortal’s gaze.

And, in fact, he looked away first, closing his eyes and rubbing his forehead, muttering something in Spanish. “I shouldn’t have said that,” he told her, back to English as he glanced at her through his fingers. “I’m sorry. It was improper. Look, it’s going to take both of us some time. To establish an appropriate employer/employee relationship.”

“But see, we wouldn’t have to,” Annie pointed out, “if we were partners—”

“Stop.”

And there they sat, on opposite sides of his big wooden desk. Staring at each other. Ric was studying her face, as if trying to read her mind. He finally spoke. “You really thought that I would…do that with a client, with you in the outer office, on the other side of that door?”

It was entirely possible that she’d not only offended him, but also hurt his feelings. Except this was Ric Alvarado, Annie reminded herself. Unless he’d radically changed since he was in high school…“It’s been years since we’ve spent time together,” she told him. “I don’t really know you, you know, as an adult, any more than you know me.”

“I haven’t changed that much,” Ric protested.

Yeah, that was what she was afraid of. “I’ve changed a lot,” she countered.

He nodded. “I kind of noticed.” He pulled his computer keyboard even closer to him. “I should get to work.”

“May I ask one more question?”

“Yeah,” he said, even though his body language screamed no.

“Why did Lillian—who’s basically robbing you by getting you to agree to take her case for a hundred dollars a day. A woman with shoes like those is not on a limited budget, by the way—”

“One more question?” he reminded her.

“Why do you suppose this client wanted me to think that she’d paid the other part of her bill with her mouth?” Annie flipped through the file to the final page—a photocopy of both Lillian’s driver’s license and her credit card. Her date of birth was…“Her elderly mouth.”

“She’s not that old.”

“Born in ’60. That makes her…forty-seven.”

“Fifty’s the new thirty,” he pointed out. “And she was…extremely well maintained. Prototypical MILF.” At her blank look, he added, “Like Stiffler’s mom? From American Pie. You know, a mother I’d love to…” He left the F to Annie’s imagination.

“Ew.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t make up the acronym.”

“But you used it.” She caught herself. “Sorry. She just…creeped me out. Everything she did seemed…calculated.”

“Yeah,” Ric agreed. “And I think you’re right. After you came back into the room, she turned her volume up to about thirteen. I noticed it, too.”

“It feels to me as if she enjoys screwing with people,” Annie said. “And call me crazy, but it seems to be pretty rudimentary deductive reasoning that if she’s screwing with me, she’s probably screwing with you, too. Although, with you, she might give literally a try, along with the figurative stuff.”

“I’ll consider myself warned,” he told her, trying not to smile but failing.

And yeah, it was a stupid thing to have said—warning him that Lillian wanted to jump his bones, like that was something out of the ordinary. It was probably rare for Ric to meet a female client who didn’t want to get naked with him.

“If I come off sounding judgmental,” Annie tried to apologize, “I don’t mean to. If you really want to let Lillian use you shamelessly, it’s not my place to criticize or disapprove.”

Ric laughed. “Yeah, that didn’t sound judgmental at all.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, rolling her eyes. “If you want to be a dog, you go be a dog, Ick-Ray. I don’t want my presence here to cramp your style.”

“For your information,” he told her quietly, “I don’t have sex—of any kind—with women I’ve only known for twenty-seven minutes. I prefer more meaningful relationships.”

And okay. This time, she looked away first. This time, she couldn’t speak past the sudden dryness in her throat.

He wasn’t done. “But it’s not my intention to cramp your style, either. I’m, um, aware of, um…Well, I’m just…glad you came home to Sarasota even though your mom and Bruce aren’t here anymore and…My year wasn’t half as rough as yours, but…I’m glad you’re here.”

Annie couldn’t keep tears from flooding her eyes. “I’m glad I’m here, too,” she said, forcing them back. “I just wish…Well, you know what I wish.”

Ric nodded. “You’ve communicated that effectively over the past week.”

She actually managed a smile. Stood up. “I’ll let you get to it. Finding Brenda Quinn.” She pulled the door shut behind her, but then stopped. Looked back at him. “How long will it take? You said…fifteen minutes?”

“Give or take a few.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“It will. Believe me. This is not going to be a difficult one.”

Annie nodded. “But if it does turn out to be difficult…Will you let me ride along when you go out to look for her?”

Ric sat there, behind his desk, his face expressionless. “If I let you ride along,” he finally said, “will you promise never to discuss blow jobs with me again?”

Annie laughed. “I promise.” She shut his door behind her.

It was just shy of two hours after that, after finding nothing on Brenda Quinn except cold information—the most recent dated eighteen months ago—that Ric had actually let Annie drive. He didn’t want to get dog hair in his car. Not that Pierre shedded. His poodle genes were dominant.

The more traditional, feet-on-the-street, Q&A method of sleuthing had finally brought them to Screech’s, where Brenda had worked as an exotic dancer as recently as one month ago.

And so it was thus, with the help of Saint Lillian of the Over-Endowed sparking that remarkable conversation in which Ric had confessed he was glad she was here, Annie was in Screech’s right now, showing him that she was capable of being more than a mere office assistant.

True, she hadn’t worked as a police officer, or even a security guard. Her total law enforcement background was limited to the shelves of books she’d recently read, and to a handful of courses she’d taken in college. But she’d always been a detail person, noticing things, remembering what she’d seen or heard or read. She was smart and a quick learner.

She wanted—badly—to work not for this man, but with him. Although, truth be told, as the clock ticked closer to the end of her two weeks of notice, Annie found herself coming up with excuses to stay—even if he didn’t immediately see the light.

Because as much as she bitched about sitting behind a desk, she actually liked spending time in Ric’s little office, provided Ric was there, too. She particularly liked the way he smelled, but okay, he was Ric, for the love of God. She was the kid sister he’d never had. Plus, he had a girlfriend.

Some blonde who lived in Ohio, and came into town twice a year on vacation.

Funny, though, how her name hadn’t come up during their blow-job conversation. As in, Gee, Annie, I would never cheat on my perfect blond girlfriend from Ohio by messing around with a client.

“Can I help you?” The woman who was approaching Annie from the back of Screech’s was clearly management. A few major clues were that she was in her sixties, and unlike most of the other women in the room, she had all of her clothes on.

What kind of woman would choose to manage a strip club over, say, a Bath & Body Works? Aside from a heavy smoker with perfume allergies?

Maybe a woman who’d started as a dancer herself to feed her kids when her husband bailed—maybe she would go on to manage this type of place. Or a woman who believed fiercely in the importance of her own independence…

Or maybe she was just a woman who didn’t care what happened, as long as she got her share of the pie.

While Annie wouldn’t have chosen to come here for dinner, the food that went past her on heavily laden trays looked and smelled good. And the tables and floors were clean.

Someone in here obviously cared about some things.

So Annie took a gamble. She held out her hand. “Hi. My name’s Louellen Jones. I work for a local private investigator. He hired me as his assistant, and I thought he meant assistant assistant, but I’m really just his secretary. This is my big chance to impress him, so I’m hoping you can help me…”

         

Robin’s sister, Jane, always got a little crazy when her husband went, in macho-SEAL-lingo, wheels up. All of SEAL Team Sixteen had gone overseas this time, their destination kept secret even from their long-suffering wives.

Janey was pretty convinced that her husband was heading to Afghanistan, where support from the other branches of the military was not always available, thanks to the unending fiasco in Iraq. She was never a happy camper when Cosmo was gone, but this time she was even less happy.

Robin sat in his sister’s kitchen, watching her go through contortions to find child care for tonight for his nephew, Billy, who sat in his high chair, happily drooling on a tray filled with Cheerios, chewing his own tiny fist.

Jane was a movie producer, and tonight she was being given an award by the director’s guild. It was some kind of Important Women in Hollywood thing that she really couldn’t miss. But Cosmo’s mom, who lived not too far away in Laguna Beach and usually sat for Billy, had tickets to a touring-company production of Aïda.

“I don’t have to go,” Robin told her as she scrolled through the address book on her cell phone. “I can stay with Bill.”

Jane looked surprised. “You were planning to go?” she asked. “I thought you were still doing press junkets for Riptide.”

“No,” he told her. “I’m done. We did the last of this round before noon. I actually have a night off. Tomorrow, I start the film-festival appearances. It’s crazy, but a lot of them picked us for their lineup.”

“That’s because you’re good. Even when you sell out and do a popcorn movie.” She went back to searching through her address book.

“Seriously, Jane,” he said. “I can sit for Billy tonight.” How hard could it be? He smiled at the baby, who was a total clone of his sister. Same dark hair, same green eyes, same Mediterranean complexion. He was going to be a good-looking kid, a drop-dead handsome man.

The baby gave him a very soggy, toothless grin.

Of course, Jane looked nothing like Robin—they’d had different mothers. Their father had liked variety in his women. Jane’s mother was Greek, his own was Irish. Robin had darker hair than Jane, but much paler skin and blue eyes. Black Irish, it was called. Although for Riptide, makeup had once again dyed his hair and eyebrows blond. He’d been blond in four out of the five pictures he’d done. This time, after the film had wrapped, he hadn’t bothered to get his hair dyed back.

“I’m not going to do that to you,” his sister told him. “Not on your one night off.”

“I really don’t mind.”

“Really, Robin, I’ll find someone else.”

And suddenly dawn broke. “You don’t want me to babysit for Billy,” Robin realized.

Jane closed her cell phone. Exhaled. “You’re right, I don’t. We don’t. Cos and me. We’ve talked about it, Robbie and…” She shook her head.

The kitchen tilted. “Are you serious?”

She was. It was obvious that she was. She finally looked at him. “I’m sorry, but…”

Robin stood up. This was surreal. “Wow, so much for the diatribes about tolerance that I’m always hearing when I come over. Gay, straight, or bi, you’re my brother and I love you. But I don’t want you near my kid.”

Janey actually laughed. “This isn’t about your being gay, you idiot.”

“Shhh,” he said. It was an automatic reflex, which was stupid, because there was no one here to overhear them.

“You drink too much,” Janey told him. “Cos and I don’t want you to sit for Billy because you drink too much.”

“Yeah.” He felt sick to his stomach. “Right. Good excuse, Jane.”

“It’s not an excuse.” She was mad now, too. “Don’t be a fool. You were sitting right here when I left a message asking Scotty to sit.”

Scotty, as in their mutual friend Scott, who lived with his longtime companion, Jack…

“Look at you, you’re drunk right now.” Jane’s anger morphed into thorough disgust.

“I am not,” he protested.

“You’re always extra stupid when you drink,” she informed him.

He’d offended her, and he knew he should apologize, but…Robin got mad all over again. Because this was ridiculous. Did she and Cosmo actually think…? “I mean, yeah, I had a few with lunch, to celebrate the end of the press junkets, but I’m not drunk.”

“There’s always something to celebrate, isn’t there?” Jane asked, crossing the kitchen to pick up Billy, who was starting to get freaked by their raised voices.

“Yeah,” Robin agreed. “Yes. There is. Life is good, Janey. This movie’s going to be huge—I’m a star. I’ve finally made it. I’m allowed to celebrate.”

“And I’m allowed to say that I don’t want you celebrating around Billy,” she shot back. “You of all people should understand why.”

What was she saying? “I’m nothing like my mother,” he whispered. He’d spent the first part of his childhood in an ever-widening black hole of neglect. Neglect that Janey had rescued him from. No doubt about it, his ethereally beautiful mother had loved him, her only child, but she’d loved her gin and tonics more.

“Yeah, well. I think you got way more than your blue eyes from her.” Jane had never been one to hold back. She covered Billy’s ears. “I think it’s time you stopped bullshitting yourself, Robin.”

“And maybe you should take your own advice.” He could play this way—unsheathe his claws. “You’re just jealous because I’m the success.”

She laughed in his face, because they both knew the truth. He was the one who was jealous—of her happiness. “Yeah,” she said. “Congratulations. Your agent, your manager, and your accountant all really, really love you. That must make you feel great.”

Robin kept his mouth shut over words he didn’t want to say, words he’d never be able to take back. Instead, he went out the door, slamming it behind him.

Jesus, he needed a drink.
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