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ONE
Perry hated the night shifters. The idea to have a night shift had been a fine one in theory, but all it had done was breed more greed and corruption. And it had interrupted her previously very limited social interactions.
Three years in, she was used to having to battle for space at her favorite café, even at eleven o’clock at night. She was used to standing in line behind bigwigs in suits thinking they owned the world and that she owed them something for being in their space. As if she hadn’t been the original night shifter. As if she hadn’t been one of three late-night regulars keeping this café going when it used to close at 10 pm every night. Back when she and two students who liked to cram over coffee late into the night were the only ones about.
Now, she stood five people back from the counter, bored, caffeine-deprived, and grumpy. She wanted a Vietnamese iced coffee and an egg and cheese croissant, and she did not want to wait for four suits to do their obnoxious ordering first.
It was always obnoxious. They were always obnoxious. 
When the government had first announced that the feedback they were getting was of people wanting a change to the workday, nobody had thought it would actually catch on. At the time it seemed they really were going to shift the day so people could choose the morning shift, the day shift, the evening shift, or the night shift, Perry had known exactly which one she was going to choose and had assumed she’d be followed by similarly minded people. 
Initially, she was. There was a slight uptick in people in cafés and heading to offices at around 8 pm, but overall, it seemed the night shifters were people like her. Relatively quiet, mostly uninterested in being social, and definitely uninterested in all that corporate bonding the morning shifters and day shifters enjoyed. Perry had run into a few more people on her late-night coffee runs, but not so many as to be annoying. 
Then big business and the government had realized what was happening to the economy and the potential of 24/7 commerce. There had been a massive drive to get people into shops and restaurants in the middle of the night, so places did the same level of trade at all hours. And, no matter which shift you had, you got to spend all of that disposable income on a regular basis. 
Perry had hated the groups gathering for a break from shopping and those having midnight book clubs in her favorite spot. Couldn’t they read in their own homes for God’s sake?
The final step had been the worst. The bankers and traders came. Perry hated them the most.
Of course with global markets being so well-developed, and the shift system taking off in numerous countries, the stock markets began trading 24 hours a day. Twenty-four hours of buying and selling and banking and traders… and Perry could not stand it. 
They had shown up in her café, they were in the streets at all hours, they’d cut in front of her yelling about how they were going to make an important deal with London and they didn’t have time to wait. One of them even stole the last mozzarella panini right from under Perry’s nose, and that was the last straw.
Before then, she’d been a criminal, that was true, but she focused on big names, the large corporations who screwed the system over and couldn’t care less. She went after company funds and she did well. There was no reason for her to get into petty theft. Well, as petty as it was going after bankers who made at least six figures. But it was personal. Trusting her gut had never led her wrong before and she wasn’t going to ignore it this time.
She really had wanted that sandwich. The egg mayonnaise one she’d gotten stuck with just had not hit the spot she’d been hoping for.
So now, she stole from big business, from hoarding CEOs, and from people who annoyed her in the street, in the news, wherever. 
Rhodes, her hacker extraordinaire, had jokingly suggested she stop watching the news since it gave them more targets than they had time for, but she couldn’t stop. Perry had gotten into her line of work precisely because of all the conning that happened and she wasn’t about to start ignoring it. The world sucked and targets were ample, but that was just the way it was. She wasn’t going anywhere and neither, it seemed, was big business.
“I just don’t understand what you want me to do,” the woman in front of Perry said. 
If she’d been paying more attention, rather than staring in disdain at the line in general, Perry might have been interested in the woman and her pretty brown bob. She was shorter than Perry, petite, but somehow looked like she could handle herself. Perry liked that. However, she did not like the boyfriend. 
Sizing up his suit, Perry determined that it was designer. She wasn’t great at knowing which designer it was just from a look, that was much more Rhodes’ field, but she’d spent enough time around suits now to spot when they were new to the business and wearing polyester, while praying no one noticed, or when they were established and rolling in it. 
This guy was rolling. His suit was perfectly cut, his shoes pristine—Perry wanted to tread on one and scuff it just a little—and his wristwatch easily cost over a grand.
She looked back at the woman, wondering what on earth she was doing with him.
“Norah, come on,” the suit said. “This is literally what you do. I’m sure you can figure it out. Isn’t this what you do? Your mother said—”
“Yes,” Norah sighed, exasperation evident and Perry gave her some credit for not just being a suit fangirl. Because that was a thing, apparently. “That is what I do, but usually when you have a person to send me after or at least some kind of clue. All of your records seem legit, there’s no evidence of someone hacking your accounts. There’s nothing to go on.”
“But we did not spend those funds or authorize that money.” He sounded like a whiny little child.
“I don’t know what to tell you. You can hire me, but I can’t make any promises with so little to go on.” Norah was talking to him while weighing up the menu. Clearly, she’d never been here before and Perry liked her even more for that. 
“Hire you? What, as in pay you?” The guy turned to face Norah and Perry’s hand itched to punch him. 
She might not know what Norah did for a living, but he could not be serious, standing there in his designer outfit asking for free labor from a woman whose clothes suggested she earned about a fifth of what he did. Perry liked what she was wearing, and she wore it well, but it was not designer. She briefly wondered whether she could get away with leaving her own black trench coat in the woman’s possession. Perry had stolen it from a company whose CEO had thought it was a good idea to give three million dollars to a campaign against marriage equality. It might not have been worth three million dollars, but it was a pricey coat and it would serve Norah well in situations like this.
It would probably drown Norah, though. At five foot eleven and significantly stockier than Norah, it seemed unlikely a coat that fit Perry would also fit Norah. 
Maybe she’d steal another one in Norah’s size? She shook her head. They were never going to see each other again. Why was she suddenly so fixated on giving the woman a new coat?
“Ryan. Tell me why, before I get my drink and throw it over you, you felt it appropriate to hound me for three weeks, present me with a case with no leads, and then think you can get me to work on it for free. Have you worked for free lately?”
Perry smiled as they moved closer to the counter. She liked Norah. And she really liked watching Ryan get put in his place.
“Of course I don’t work for free? Are you kidding?” He laughed. “I’ll make about a mil for the company on this shift alone. I don’t work for free.”
“And I do?”
“Well, I thought you might, you know, for a friend.”
Norah stopped, mid-step, and turned to face Ryan. Perry tried not to think about how cute she looked as she stared at him threateningly. “I’m going to say it again and I’m going to say it slowly. We are not friends. Your parents know my parents. Parents I have very little contact with since I didn’t follow everyone into finance and marketing. Even if I did free work for friends, you would not qualify.”
Perry definitely liked Norah. She was the most interesting person Perry had run into in this place since the student who was researching changes in fungal-bacterial interactions since the shift to 24-hour commerce.
Ryan held his hands up. “Fine. Fine. I’m sorry. Norah, just do this for me. My dad is riding my ass on this one. I have to find out who did it and how and I have to get that thirty-seven million back. I promise we’ll pay you.”
Thirty-seven million? Three weeks of hounding Norah? Money missing without a trace? Perry paid closer attention to the guy. She was fairly certain she was in possession of his company’s thirty-seven million dollars. She was very certain they deserved it. Rhodes needed a raise if they were having this much trouble tracking his movements in the system.
“My going rate,” Norah confirmed. It was not a question, not a negotiation, and one look from her killed Ryan’s work up into his negotiator mood. 
“Fine,” he sighed. He did not look thrilled about having to explain that to daddy.
“And my coffee.”
“Excuse me? You’re the one who wanted to come in here, buy your own coffee.”
“Dude. I took the meeting with you and my phone has been nonstop with your messages for three whole weeks. You owe me a coffee. And I heard they make a fantastic café miel.”
“They do,” Perry said without thinking. “Shit. Sorry.”
Ryan scowled at her, but Norah turned, looking amused. Her hazel eyes mesmerized Perry, pulling her in, and she almost forgot Ryan existed at all.
“Good to know,” Norah said with a smirk before looking back at Ryan. “Café miel, please. Large.”
“Shit, Norah,” he muttered, taking another step towards the counter. 
Norah gave Perry one last smile before she turned around again.
“We’ll discuss this when we’re not being overheard,” Ryan said in the loudest whisper Perry had ever heard. 
She rolled her eyes and decided to test Rhodes’ speed out. 
Quickly, she glanced up to count how many people were still ahead of them before texting Rhodes, asking him to skim Ryan’s credit card. While she couldn’t give more information than an expected number in line and a first name, she trusted that if Rhodes could get into the system in two people, he could also find the right card from just a first name.
Besides, the people waiting to go ahead of Norah and Ryan were two much older guys. The likelihood that either of them would also be called Ryan was pretty slim.
Right as Ryan was ordering his ridiculous extra dark coffee and Norah’s café miel, Perry’s phone rang in her pocket. She fished it out quickly, Rhodes’ name lighting up her screen. 
“Hey, so he’s ordering now, right?” Rhodes whispered down the phone as soon as Perry answered. She smiled a little. It had always amused her how Rhodes whispered the more excited he got when they were in the middle of a heist. 
“Yep,” she replied, cheerfully, watching Ryan slide his card into the machine.
“Got it,” Rhodes said, and Perry knew he was seeing Ryan’s card information flash across the screen back at home. He was good. Which Perry had known, but she knew he loved speed tests. “You want him to pay for your coffee too?”
Perry laughed a little. Rhodes knew that this was one of only a handful of places she never pulled cons. She might pick up a mark here, but she didn’t mess around in the café. The owners and the workers were good people, always had been, and there was a reason she kept coming here even once it had been overrun by night shifters. 
“Nah,” she said. “Not worth the hassle if he notices it and complains.”
“Yeah, fair enough.” He sighed. Rhodes loved conning rich banker types—the only reason Perry would call him for an immediate swipe—even more than she did. It was part of what made their partnership work so well. Aligned goals. “But get me a blueberry muffin while you’re out.”
“You were eating when I left, you’re eating now—I can hear it before you try to argue—and you want a muffin?” 
“Perry, what can I say? I’m a growing boy. I need my calories. It’s not easy going through puberty again at twenty-eight.” He laughed, knowing she wouldn’t argue. But they both knew she’d have gotten him the muffin whether he’d called or not. 
“Fine,” she drew the word out. “But you’re going to end up looking like a blueberry muffin if you’re not careful.”
Perry hung up just as Jenny, the barista, returned from dealing with Ryan’s and Norah’s drinks. She loved Liv and Paul, the owners, but she wished they’d think about hiring more staff for the night shift. Every night, Jenny and Logan were the only two on and they were run off their feet. Logan was currently dashing around, bussing tables, refilling the pastry cabinet once he was done, and poor Jenny was working the till and making drinks until he rejoined her for a while.
Still, the coffee was amazing and Perry was a long-term regular, so she wasn’t about to go somewhere else. This place had been good to her over the years, and it was tough finding places where you had zero desire to con the business. Most of the cafés in the area were massive chains. Perry did not feel the same sense of responsibility to them as she did to this small, independent business. 
She made polite conversation with Jenny—they’d known each other for months now—but while Perry was the original late-night regular, she did not make friends, so she kept conversation to a polite minimum. Things worked better for her when she knew a lot about the people around her and they knew little about her.
For instance, she knew that Jenny was coming from college classes in the afternoon slot and straight into her night shift at Liv’s. She also knew that Jenny had a roommate with a small child. Both of whom made a lot of noise in the morning when Jenny was attempting to sleep.
Jenny knew that Perry worked in some sort of freelance consultant position—not entirely untrue—and that she was a regular who liked to oscillate between about four different drinks depending on her mood. Perry also assumed that Jenny thought she either lived or worked close by. A fair assumption and somewhat accurate. She lived and worked a little further away than would be expected, given that she was a regular at Liv’s, but she preferred it that way.
What Jenny didn’t know was that Perry sent her a little extra money each month. 
Back when Liv had picked Perry up, dusted her off, and given her a place to stay when she’d been kicked out by her parents, Perry had decided she would endeavor to pay Liv back however she could. When she’d found her calling and the money was coming in thick and fast, she’d gone to Liv, very vaguely explained that she was having some financial success, and explained that she wanted to help keep the café in business. 
Now, she sent money to Liv every month and all of her employees got a better salary—one that meant Jenny didn’t have to take a second job while studying and working—and they both acted like it wasn’t a thing. Perry had zero interest in having a say in how the business was running, or what the profit margins were like. All she cared about was that Liv let her know if some months were difficult and Perry would help out a little more in those moments. 
Perry collected her coffee and her croissant, the muffin for Rhodes already in her possession, and wound her way through the tables and their occupants to an open spot in the back corner. 
It was a great seat, giving her a view of the whole place. Including where Norah and Ryan had taken up residence. 
Perry caught Norah’s eye and half-smiled. The grin she got in return sparked in Perry’s stomach in an unexpectedly pleasant way. Norah was definitely her type. And she had great taste. She raised her café miel as if in a toast to Perry before sipping at it again, looking blissful when the rich drink hit her tongue. Perry forced herself not to think about that tongue doing other things.
Ryan noticed Norah’s distraction and turned to frown at Perry. She shot him a huge grin before taking a bite out of her food, secretly loving how he fumed when he turned back around. The fact that Norah just laughed at his frustration meant that Perry couldn’t even regret annoying him for Norah’s sake.
She laughed and pulled her phone out again, immediately sending up thanks to Rhodes for his brilliance. In her inbox, already waiting for her, was a bunch of quickly grabbed information on Ryan. 
Perry settled in to learn about her newest mark, refusing to acknowledge the way her eyes slipped, time and time again, back to Norah.



TWO
“How was the meeting?” a voice called from under a desk when Norah walked back into her cramped office.
She moved around attempting to see Delta but only caught sight of the ends of her tight black curls.
Almost instinctively, she was going to reply that it was good. Then she realized the good part had been the light flirting with the gorgeous and tall brunette who had been behind her in line. She had never been so pleased with someone having poor self-control and eavesdropping. 
As a private investigator, she kind of made a living out of eavesdropping, so she could hardly judge, but it usually led to interactions with shady characters, not cute women in cafés.
“It was… Ryan,” she shrugged, giving up on attempting to categorize the meeting beyond that. Delta would understand.
The head and shoulders of a young Black woman popped up from under the desk in response, assessing Norah’s pale face with narrowed eyes. 
“Tell me he’s at least gonna pay us,” Delta said, resting her elbows on the table as she kneeled behind her desk.
“We don’t work for free,” Norah replied.
“Yes, I know that, but I worry you forget when friends come calling.” 
“Ryan is not my friend,” Norah said, resolutely ignoring the look Delta was giving her. “He’s someone my parents know. Or, not even. He’s someone who knows their friends.”
“Girl. He’s the son of your parents’ best friends and you know they want the two of you together for the whole babies ever after thing.”
“They want a lot of things that never happened. Just continuing to be a perpetual letdown and happy about it.”
“Ain’t that the truth. Their little gay baby over here. Not following in the family business, not getting a husband at the first chance, not marrying their rich best friends’ broker son…” She made a mock-pitying face.
“Firstly, I’m bi, so I could get a husband, but no. It will never be any of their friends’ sons. And it will most definitely not be Ryan.”
Delta laughed. “Yeah, don’t blame you. Dude is a douche. But at least tell me he’s a douche who’s paying us?”
Norah smirked. “He is.”
“Woop.”
“Yep. Full rate and for God knows how long. There is nothing to go on in this case. Yeah, the money is gone from their accounts, but there’s no paper trail, no sign of a hack, no hint of a destination. I honestly don’t know how they did it and I have nowhere near the computer skills to figure it out if the hacker is this good.”
Delta moved back under her desk. “Well, just keep clocking in the hours and billing him. Look for clues as you go. That’s literally all you can do. It’s not like there’s anyone to watch.”
Norah hummed, moving through the small space that separated their desks and avoiding the stacks of boxes with cases in them. She would eventually find someone to watch, she was sure. 
“What are you doing, by the way?” She asked as she sat down and opened her laptop.
“Filing.”
“Under the desk?”
“Yep.”
Glancing at the piles of boxes surrounding both their desks, Norah shrugged. It was only a matter of time until she was under the desk too.
They needed a bigger office, but with rental prices being what they were, there was no way that was happening any time soon. But then, maybe it was a good thing they had so many boxes. Boxes meant cases and cases meant money, which meant eating and paying rent and having enough money to actually do the work they needed to on cases.
Perhaps if she strung out Ryan’s case for long enough she’d have the money to upgrade them to a better storage system at the very least. 
Focusing on her work, she quickly searched for Ryan’s dad, Winston Richmond, and his company. They’d done well in the stock markets long before the move to shifts, but Ryan acted like he’d headlined a windfall when he was made manager of the night shift. Norah experienced the constant struggle of not pointing out that his dad had been rich forever, as had his grandparents, and he’d only gotten that role from nepotism. He’d only gotten his whole job from nepotism. But still, he insisted on judging those who were new to the business or who had less money than the Richmonds. As if he had earned more than them. Most of the people he was judging made as much or more than he did each year. He just also happened to be sitting on a very comfortable little trust fund.
Norah scanned through several news reports on the apparent theft from Richmond’s. Little was known about the event amongst those at the company, even less was known in the press, but a loss of thirty-seven million dollars with no apparent leads would always attract some attention in the right circles. 
Or the wrong circles depending on how you looked at it. 
She was reading an article in Banker’s Circle—one of the most obnoxious publications she knew of—when she came face to face with her parents.
Faith and Lyle Rosenberg were attending some gala alongside the Richmonds and were pictured laughing with Winston and his wife, Victoria. Norah frowned. She knew they did things like that on the regular—it had been one of the things she’d been looking to escape when she all but ran away—but it still confused her to see it in action.
Over the years she’d been forced into more than enough overly formal dresses and dragged to parades of rich people talking about money and marriage. The women enquired about her marital prospects, her education, her housekeeping skills, all while complimenting her dress and her hair and the blush in her cheeks, as if they didn’t know her mother’s very expensive makeup artist had painted it on before Norah was allowed to leave the house.
The men, of course, stood together discussing business. All of the boys, including Ryan, were groomed for a life of trading and wealth and basically being playboys while their wives stayed home and made dinner and watched the kids they didn’t want but were required to have.
It made Norah sick. Once quite literally. She’d been sixteen and the women had discussed an upcoming trader at her father’s company who remained unmarried at nearly thirty. Norah had attempted to point out that she was a child and the man in question was almost twice her age, but they hadn’t cared. They’d been far more concerned with his prospects in business, his earning potential, and the way his and Norah’s genes would combine to make the most adorable children. She had quickly made an escape and barely made it to the bathroom in time as her mother’s scathing voice called after her for being rude.
Thus, when she had finished college and was free of her parents, she moved out and never looked back.
While they’d generally been okay with her choosing her own course of study, they had done so assuming that the trade-off was that, once she graduated, she’d give them what they wanted and settle down with a man of their choosing. They had not been best pleased when she moved out in the middle of the night, leaving them a message that she was bi and going to be a PI—they didn’t appreciate the rhyme—and that she would not be relying on them for money anymore so there was very little they could do to change her mind. 
The move had been something of a scandal in her parents’ circles, but she was unwilling to yield and, once they realized they didn’t have anything they could hold over her anymore, they shifted into the relationship they maintained until this day. One where her mother called her and not-so-subtly implied that she was being ridiculous and a letdown and that if she returned home, her mother would get her a nice husband. The prime candidate for said husband being Ryan. Mostly because her mother wanted some of the Richmond billions. Not because she thought Ryan and Norah were a good match.
Faith Rosenberg had intensely disliked Ryan when he was a teenager. He took longer than most of the boys to learn that they needed to keep their sleeping around and drinking and any other experimentation quiet. She thought Ryan was being uncouth by regularly getting picked up by the police and having more than one pregnancy scare.
It was a wonder that he’d made it to his current age without fathering a child, but even if he had, Norah knew how Winston would deal with those things. The child and mother would be set for life, financially, but the baby would never know their biological father.
As far as Norah could tell, Ryan would have been better served with a lesson in how to use condoms and how not to coerce half-drunk women.
Thus, while Ryan and her parents attempted to regularly drag her back into their world, Norah was happy.
She’d set up her agency—Rosenberg and Mitchell—with her best friend from college, and she and Delta were doing well. They didn’t make the millions her parents had hoped for each year, but they kept busy, they had an excellent reputation if you were in the market for a PI, and they loved working together. Plus, she got to be her unequivocal bisexual self all the time and nobody tried to stop her. Quite to the contrary, Delta was constantly telling her to get out there and get some.
Taking Ryan’s case was going to put Norah back in touch with a lot of people she had grown up around, but she couldn’t not take it. Partly for the money, but also because she actually did want to know how someone stole thirty-seven mil without being caught or leaving even a hint of a trail.
She was an investigator, after all—she loved the puzzle, the mystery. And this was a huge one. 
The pictures of Richmond’s offices online were all very generic and gave away little about the systems the company used, or the security they employed. She wondered whether that meant it was more likely to be an inside job. And, in that case, her first job would be figuring out exactly when the money was gone. 
After flirting a little with the hot woman at Liv’s café, Norah had felt like hitting her head against the wall when Ryan had explained again that he had no idea when exactly the money was taken. Just that, at some point on the day in question, an extra thirty-seven million had disappeared. 
Knowing that she’d end up there eventually, she pulled her office phone towards her and dialed Nguyen’s number. 
“Yeah?” He answered distractedly after the third tone.
“Nguyen, hi,” Norah said. She heard Delta snort from under her desk.
“Norah,” he said, sighing. “What do you want now?”
“I need a favor…”
“You always need a favor. Spit it out.”
“I need to know some stuff about the missing money at Richmond’s.”
He heaved an even heavier sigh than usual. “You know I can’t talk to you about that.”
“Nguyen. Kevin. Please. I’ve got nothing to go on over here. Ryan couldn’t even tell me when exactly the money disappeared.”
There was a pause before she heard him closing a door and sitting down. 
“Ryan hired you?” He asked, sounding confused. 
“Yes… Should he not have?” 
“Well… when Winston had us all back in the building yelling about holes in the security system and breaches and how he was going to fire us all for losing him forty million dollars, Ryan asked about bringing you in. He wasn’t keen. Said you were too—”
“Liberal?”
Nguyen laughed. “That’s a polite way of putting it, sure.”
“Interesting. Maybe that’s part of why he wanted me to work for free.”
“You’re not doing it, are you?” His voice immediately sounded annoyed, but Norah knew it wasn’t about her. 
“No, of course not. Are you kidding?”
“I’m glad because you’re good at your job, Norah, and you deserve to be paid.”
“Thanks, Kevin,” she said, softening. “Plus, they can afford it.”
He laughed. “That they can.”
“So, can you tell me when it went?”
He sighed. “Sure. But you didn’t hear it from me, okay?”
“I know, Nguyen. Don’t worry. I never give up a source.”
“You better not. My family would disown me if they heard I was tattling on Mr. Richmond to a PI.”
“You do realize you’re tattling so I can help him, right?”
“Yes, I know, I know, I know. Just… come back to me when you start feeling familial guilt.”
Norah laughed. “Never gonna happen.”
“Oh. I know.” He cleared his throat. “So, it was all good at midnight when they were doing the count for the day. And gone by the time someone flagged it at seventeen minutes past midnight.”
“Huh. Could someone take it during the count?”
“I don’t see how. Security is high, especially when they’re checking profits for the day. No sign of anyone going in and out. No sign of anyone in the building doing something they shouldn’t. And, honestly, it could have gone unnoticed for much longer. It was only flagged because someone needed to check that the entire balance on a sale had been deposited. Without them going to accounting, it might not have been caught until the next count, if ever.”
“Interesting.” She tapped her pen against her lips. “Okay, well, thanks, Nguyen. Tell your mom I’ll come visit soon.”
“You better. She misses you and worries you aren’t eating properly.”
Norah smiled at Mrs. Nguyen’s concern. She was an incredible woman who had taken it upon herself to fret over Norah in a way her own mother never had. And Norah loved her. “Bye, Kevin.”
She leaned back in her chair, the picture of her parents and the Richmonds still on her computer screen. Nguyen had the best and only lead she’d gotten and it wasn’t really anything, but at least it gave her a starting place.
She sighed unhappily.
“What’s up? Nguyen no help?” Delta called from under her desk. 
“No, he was. It’s just that my starting point is the night shifters. I was really hoping for it to be a shift Ryan wasn’t in charge of.”



THREE
Perry was sitting in her office chair, one leg slung over the arm as she used the other to slowly rock herself from side to side. She stared at the documents in front of her, printouts of the most relevant information Rhodes had collected about Ryan in the time it took her to walk the thirty minutes back from Liv’s café. 
What she’d gleaned from them was that Ryan was every bit as annoying as he’d seemed in their short existence in the same space. Raised to follow Daddy into the family business, attended his father’s and grandfather’s alma mater, messed around more people than he could probably remember, and ran around Richmond’s as though he owned the place. Which, admittedly, he one day would, but not because of any personal or professional merit. Simply because he was the eldest and only male heir of Winston Richmond, and that’s what those old families did.
Rhodes was sitting at the other end of the long conference table that filled one of the larger living spaces they had in the abandoned building Perry had acquired and turned into their base. 
While he’d done a very quick and thorough job getting information on Ryan, Perry hadn’t dared to ask him for information on Norah. She was not a target. Perry did not need information on her. 
She simply wanted it.
And it wouldn’t take Rhodes long to figure out why.
He was certain Perry had a type, and Norah would fit into it completely. Plus, Perry never asked for information on anyone she wasn’t planning to target. She would be hard-pressed to explain away why Norah was so interesting for any reason other than her being Perry’s type.
She frowned at the screens behind Rhodes. Channel after channel of men in polyester suits talking about stock markets and trading. Occasionally interrupted by a general news bulletin. 
He’d never admit it, but Rhodes loved monitoring reporting on their hacks. 
Without a doubt, he was the best in the business and he just loved watching so-called experts attempt to answer questions on how someone could have hacked a system with no idea how he was doing it. Sometimes, usually right after a hack, he’d break into a big system and leave them a message about how easy breaking in had been. 
A month later, once they’d seemingly upgraded their system, he’d break in again. 
Alongside blueberry muffins and speed tests, taunting big business was one of his favorite things to do. And Perry loved it.
She didn’t love a lot of people, they tended to annoy her with their moralistic whining about how hacking and stealing were wrong while they sat around feeding into a system that was bad for everyone and the planet. Rhodes wasn’t like that. 
The kid had landed on her doorstep, assuming it to be the abandoned building it appeared to be and was shocked when Perry opened the door and invited him in. 
Years later, they were an unstoppable team and spent their nights hacking and stealing and confusing the rich. 
Perry might not have been quite the tech genius Rhodes was, but she knew her way around their extensive systems and she’d been doing fine by herself before Rhodes had shown up. He elevated their attacks while Perry kept them ridiculously well-clothed and equipped given her ability to swipe anything from anyone and anywhere. 
“Hey,” Perry said across the massive table and gestured to the screens with a nod of her head. 
Rhodes spun in his chair and immediately grabbed one of the remotes lined up on the table. 
The news reporter was halfway through a sentence about the Richmond heist. She gave very few details other than that it was being reported that thirty-seven million had been taken from them and they were bringing in experts to help track the thieves. 
The report cut to a video of a harassed-looking Korean man outside Richmond headquarters. His name, Kevin Nguyen, and job title lit up the bottom of the screen as he told reporters that he couldn’t say much as the investigation was ongoing, but they were confident they would catch the culprits soon.
Kevin Nguyen was a liar. 
Rhodes laughed. “D’you think they pay him extra to say stuff like that?”
“Absolutely not. I think they just stop paying him if he doesn’t. Says he’s a security expert. Can’t be that much of an expert if getting through their system was that easy.”
“Getting through everyone’s system is easy.”
Perry nodded. When the two of them worked together, everyone’s systems were easy. Much easier than it should have been, and definitely easier than the CEOs liked to think. 
She smirked as she ran down the list of companies they had a constant drain on. Tiny amounts that they managed to siphon off every month. Too small for anyone to ever notice, hidden amongst transactions and listed as processing fees if anyone looked into it, but significant for Perry and Rhodes, and for the people like Liv who they helped out each month.
The report ended and Rhodes immediately swung his chair back around to his laptop, tapping away. Perry had no idea whether it was something to do with the report or not, but she knew he’d bring it up when he was ready. There were few men she’d put up with ignoring her when she spoke, but she knew that when Rhodes was locked in on something like that, it was useless to attempt to talk to him.
Instead, she pulled one of their surveillance laptops towards her and hacked into the city’s CCTV. She was no Rhodes, but it didn’t take her long to scroll back through the footage to watch Ryan and Norah leaving Liv’s. 
If anyone asked, she’d say she was tracking Ryan. If they asked again… she’d figure something out. They definitely would not ask a third time.
“I have an assignment for you,” Rhodes said five minutes later. Five minutes in which Perry had definitely not been watching Norah on CCTV over and over again while resisting the urge to punch Ryan as he repeatedly attempted to put his hand on the small of Norah’s back. 
“Shoot,” Perry said, closing out of the video footage.
“I need you to keep an eye on someone the Richmonds have got looking into the case. You know, see how close they’re getting, attempt interference if they’re getting too close, that kind of thing.”
Such a request was not unusual. The pair were thorough in their crimes, and they always backed each other up. 
Kevin Nguyen’s face flashed before Perry’s eyes. He was the only one she could imagine Rhodes would be sending her after. Although, if Kevin happened to be straight and Rhodes dared to ask Perry to get seductive again, she was going to kill him. 
The last time he told her that was the only way to get to a mark, he’d forced her into a very tight dress—one he’d made her steal because she didn’t own dresses—and then talked her through seducing a man. It was the most uncomfortable thing they’d ever done together. Flirting with Rhodes for practice honestly felt incestuous. Flirting with the mark had been no better.
Perry had finished the night kneeing the guy in the groin when he got too handsy and she was more than willing to threaten Rhodes with the same thing if he tried that again.
“I’m setting you up with press credentials from The Independent Reporter. Now that the story is hitting the news, it seems like the press are going to start sniffing around and you know what reporters from that place are like.”
Perry nodded. She did know. 
They were like the original investigative reporters. In the age of press releases and fast news, they’d almost died out. But, over the last few years, a couple of places had started bringing them back. The places were niche enough that nobody knew all of their reporters, but famous enough that people would recognize the name. Basically, the perfect cover for someone like Perry.
And Kevin Nguyen had not looked super comfortable in front of the cameras. She could easily follow him like a beat reporter for a while.
“Might be a little tricky to get close—I’m sure she’s going to attract a decent amount of attention after solving that missing persons case a few months ago—but I’m sure you can figure it out. Maybe you’ll be up to charming the mark if it’s a woman?” He laughed, but Perry was confused.
“She? She who?” She did not like when information was vague. Even if it was partly her fault for assuming it was Kevin. That was irrelevant.
“Oh. Norah Rosenberg.”
“Norah—” Perry’s stomach dropped.
“She’s a PI the Richmonds are bringing in to investigate. I wouldn’t normally worry about a PI, but she’s pretty good.” He spun his computer to face her. “D’you recognize her from the Carmichel case? It was pretty big news.”
Norah’s face—those pretty, penetrating eyes—stared back at Perry. She tried to remember how to breathe. 
“No,” she said. Her hands dug into the arms of her chair where Rhodes couldn’t see. “Never seen her before in my life. We only watch the stock markets usually, remember?” She stared pointedly over his head. 
“Funny.” He rolled his eyes. “Well, she’s your new best friend until she wraps this case up. Elspeth is already on their way over with your credentials. Oh. And I wasn’t kidding. Get her into bed if you have to, but I want to know what she knows.”
Fuck.
Literally? Apparently.
Perry was going to die. Or kill someone. Or both.



FOUR 
Norah smiled politely at the woman in front of her. 
Since she and Delta had made it into the office building with its glass walls and executive offices, neither of them had been surprised by what they found. Delta, having not grown up around this world as Norah had, had been a little more expressive with her initial assessment of the building and its occupants, but the conversations they were having were exactly the types they’d planned for in the ‘most-likely-but-we-hope-not’ scenario. 
The woman in front of Norah had a severe blonde bob and a crisp gray suit and she was looking at Norah as if Norah were the dirt on the bottom of her Jimmy Choo heels. 
Norah knew her type. She was likely friends with Norah’s parents or friends with people who knew Norah’s parents. 
Delta wasn’t faring any better across the hall, either. Norah recognized the smile on Delta’s face as the one she wore when she was ready to stab herself in the eye to escape a situation. Norah didn’t blame her. The guy she was interviewing was sitting with his legs so wide you’d think he was packing horse testicles in his pants. 
Julia, the woman Norah was interviewing, wrapped up the retelling of her movements during the shift in question and looked back at Norah. Disdain dripped from every inch of her as if she couldn’t believe Norah had made her do this. She’d insisted she’d been doing her regular job, just as she would every other day, when the money was stolen and that it was an unconscionable amount of audacity on Norah’s part to want to interview her. She’d even dropped her last name as the secret get out of jail free card.
Norah had simply sighed. She knew full well that it functioned that way a lot of the time. She’d watched her parents use their name and the Richmond name on more than enough occasions to know just how names functioned as currency in this world. Time was money, money was power, names were power and money. It was a lot.
Delta would have recommended Norah dropping her last name to put Julia back in her place, but that wasn’t Norah’s style. She’d kept her name only to shut her mother up after she’d announced she was thinking about changing it. Since she was stuck with it, she would use it very occasionally, but she liked to pick her moment. 
Her moment with Julia was going to be right at the end of the interview in which Julia had treated her like an irritating bug. That way, Julia could spend some time wondering whether Norah was a Rosenberg like those Rosenbergs and whether she’d just ruined her standing in her social circles. 
Norah would never actually tell her parents stories like that. Aside from the fact that she was a grown-up and running to Mommy and Daddy felt ridiculous and spoiled, she doubted they’d give a shit. As far as they were concerned, she’d made her bed outside of civil society and was left to deal with the so-called consequences. She never mentioned that freedom and space and her own dress style had been the poorest types of consequences if they were looking for her to be punished. While she might not be wearing Jimmy Choo heels, she was wearing a delightful pair of smoking loafers and she would not trade them for the world.
“Do you have access to the accounts without the need for approval?” Norah asked.
“No,” Julia scoffed. “I’m not in accounting. Just because I work in finance doesn’t mean I work in accounting.”
Norah had worked hard to be civil throughout, but Julia was the latest in a long line of interviews that had gone the same way and there was something about the snark in Julia’s voice that irritated her. She smiled serenely. “Oh, sorry, you misunderstand. I’m trying to work out if you’re important enough to the company to have unrestricted access to the accounts.”
Julia twitched as though her brain had gone offline. “I’m important here. My job is vital.”
“Okay. But not so important that you don’t need a supervisor’s permission to access the accounts?”
“I’m in line to marry Ryan Richmond. Do you know who he is? I’m going to marry well, continue rising through the ranks, and run this place one day.”
She wouldn’t. Even if Ryan did manage to get married, there was no way old Winston would sign any kind of control or power over to the wife. All she’d be expected to do would be to get in line and produce heirs. Preferably male ones who could actually take over the business. 
Norah didn’t particularly like Julia, but she hoped the woman would figure all of that out before she ended up shackled to a man she didn’t really want. Julia was ambitious and a little ignorant in her expectations, but she was obviously smart and worked hard. Even if she hadn’t yet figured out that Norah didn’t need to be her enemy, Norah wouldn’t wish a life she didn’t want on her. 
That still wasn’t going to stop Norah from dropping her last name, though. She had some sympathy for Julia, but she still needed a little jolt to the system.
“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Norah said, carefully. “I’m pretty sure the woman who marries Ryan Richmond is expected to be a stay-at-home mom, mostly.”
“What would you know about it? You’re just some nosy PI.” She began examining her own perfectly manicured nails.
Norah sighed. She hated these conversations. 
There was a knock on the glass wall of the office. Too upbeat for this soul-sucking place. Though the reason became apparent when Norah turned to see who it was. 
Ryan was standing outside looking far too pleased with himself. Norah wasn’t sure he had a lot of looks besides that one while in the office. From what she’d gathered, he ran around looking smug and taking credit for the money all his father’s employees were making.
She glanced at Julia who looked delighted. Evidently, she thought Ryan was there to see her. Her whole face had transformed and she looked as young as she probably was. Much younger than the severe outfit and pinched expression made her out to be. 
This was going to be interesting. Norah almost felt bad.
She gestured for Ryan to come in and saw the moment the spark in Julia’s eyes died when he fixated on Norah. 
She wanted to demand to know what Ryan was doing to this poor woman. She also wanted to scream at Julia that she could do so much better than Ryan Richmond.
“Nore,” Ryan half whined, sitting on the table next to Norah’s elbow. She hated when he called her that.
“What do you want, Ryan?” She asked, coolly, moving her arm away from his backside.
“Wait,” Julia interrupted. “You two know each other?”
Ryan barely looked at her. 
Norah rolled her eyes thinking about how someone needed to smack some sense into him.
“Oh, yeah,” he said dismissively, his eyes focusing back on Norah. “The Rosenbergs have been close with my family forever.”
“The Rosenbergs?” Julia looked between them as if she couldn’t understand the language they were speaking. “What do the Rosenbergs have to do with this?”
Norah was right. Julia did know her parents.
Well. This was going to be less fun than she’d anticipated. 
“Sorry, I only introduced myself with my first name,” Norah said, and she genuinely did feel a little bad now. “I’m Norah Rosenberg.”
The color drained from Julia’s face as if in slow motion before being sped back up again as she flushed a bright red. Her whole demeanor changed, and Norah wondered what on earth she’d heard about The Norah Rosenberg as Julia looked between her and Ryan, a devastated expression on her face.
If her mother had been telling people her daughter was going to marry the Richmond heir again, especially while she was failing to mention Norah’s job, Norah was going to have some very stern words.
“Are we done here?” Julia asked, looking down. 
Norah’s heart ached for her. She wanted her to stay, to explain. But she could see on Julia’s face that was not what the woman needed right now.
“Yes. Thank you for your help,” Norah said, smiling a little even though Julia wouldn’t see it. 
The woman bolted from the room and Norah rounded on Ryan as he sat swinging his legs like a child. Norah might do the same thing if she were sitting on a desk, but it was hardly appropriate behavior when he was in charge, they were in his workplace, and it definitely sent the vibe that he was flirting with Norah. How many times did she have to tell him she wasn’t interested?
“What have you done to Julia?” She asked.
He looked genuinely lost. “Nothing. What do you mean?”
“You sleep with her? Ask her out? Promise things you never follow through with?”
“What? No. Norah. Also, my sex life is none of your business.”
Ugh. He only used that line when he’d slept with someone. 
Norah hated that she knew that. Hated that they’d known each other long enough and well enough for her to know that.
“Stop sleeping with people who think you’re after something more than a one-night stand. Especially when you work together.”
“It’s not a one-night stand.” This was worse. “We just fuck sometimes. You know, after office parties or if we’ve all gone for drinks after a shift.” 
“Ryan. If you’re not interested in a relationship with her, leave her alone and let her know.” 
Ordinarily, Norah wasn’t one for getting involved in the relationships of other people, especially strangers, but Julia would be so much happier not sitting around waiting for Ryan sodding Richmond. 
“Aww, Nore. Are you jealous?”
She almost threw up in her mouth.
Jumping out of her seat immediately, she began packing her things away. She’d technically planned to do one more interview today but, between Ryan and Julia and the number of repetitive conversations and judgments, she figured she could postpone them until tomorrow.
“Delta and I will be back tomorrow. 10 pm.” Nobody ever talked about how it was technically today when you were a night shifter and were wrapping up at four in the morning. “We’ll finish the interviews then. And yes, you do have to do your interview. If you’re here to attempt to get out of it, then get lost.”
“But Noooooorrrrr—” 
She really hated that. “No. No ifs, ands, or buts. You work the night shift. We are interviewing everyone. Night, Ryan.” She moved towards the door and watched Delta throw all of her things in her bag, just as eager to escape the chrome-plated tower. “And stop banging your employees.”
Delta gave her a wide-eyed stare that absolutely communicated get me out of here and Norah could not agree more. This place was stifling. Although the press that had started gathering outside when they’d been arriving had probably increased in number and they’d be just as stifling, if in a slightly different way.
Norah was so glad she’d solved the Carmichel missing persons case, but she was not a fan of the increased interest in her cases since then. It did not help her do her job. But, when you go looking for one missing person and uncover a whole racket of people trafficking, it kind of came with the territory she supposed. She could only hope it would die down so she could do her job in peace again.
“Ugh,” Delta groaned as the elevator deposited them on the ground floor and they spotted the gathered reporters outside. “As if those interviews weren’t already painful enough, now I’ve got to deal with this lot jabbing microphones in our faces?”
Norah huffed beside her. She’d love to have protected Delta from the press, but their business was a partnership and, while the Carmichel case had not been Delta’s case, they seldom solved a case alone, often teaming up whenever the other needed a hand, so Delta had been of almost as much interest as Norah. 
They stepped outside, heads bowed, to an onslaught of questions and camera flashes. 
“Ladies, can you comment on the case?”
“How did the thieves do it?”
“Do you think it’s an inside job?”
“Any suspects yet?”
The only reply either of them gave was “No comment,” as they fought their way through the crowd. 
The money the Richmonds were paying them was great, but Norah didn’t love being involved in another high-profile case this soon. 
She’d almost made it through the crowd when she glanced up and felt the bottom drop out of her stomach.
Stood before her, dictaphone in hand, was the gorgeous woman from the café. 
She was a journalist?
Maybe that explained the natural propensity for eavesdropping, but giving herself away as she had would be bad form for a journalist attempting to get a secret scoop.
Norah spotted the lanyard hanging around her neck. The Independent Reporter. Well, it could be worse. At least she was doing reporting with integrity.
It was obvious too. 
The woman wasn’t nearly as vicious as the rest of the reporters. She had her mic out, but she stood a little further back, gave Norah and Delta space to get through, and was not throwing questions at them. It was an interesting approach, but Norah kind of liked it.
Getting any kind of involved with a journalist was a terrible idea, but, when the woman smiled at her—more genuine than the flirtatious smirk she’d worn in the café, Norah couldn’t help smiling back.
Delta and Norah made their way out of the hordes and into the waiting car Ryan had insisted on providing, because God forbid they arrive on public transport, and Norah found herself thinking that maybe the press attention wasn’t going to be so bad after all. 
Well, so long as it was those gorgeous blue eyes on her, at least.



FIVE
Perry was dying. Figuratively. 
It had been four days that she’d spent her nights hanging out on the sidewalk outside of the glass-and-chrome nightmare that was Richmond’s. Had she wanted a job surrounded by douches, she’d have gotten a job surrounded by douches. Instead, she’d made the very smart decision to go into a life of responsible crime and had surrounded herself with a small but reliable group of fellow queer folk. 
While hanging around for hours on end, waiting for Norah and Delta to leave the trading behemoth, she’d quickly learned which groups of journalists to avoid. In the simplest of terms, the ones to avoid were those who addressed Norah and Delta as “ladies” and refused to acknowledge how much Delta’s eye twitched every time they did.
Perry mostly hung near the back with the less vulture-y reporters, made polite conversation with them sometimes, and thanked Rhodes for messing with The Independent Reporter’s system so they didn’t send an actual journalist down to cover the story.
Honestly, after four nights, she was bored enough that she was starting to consider writing an actual article for them. 
She sat on the floor, her back against a post, sipping her coffee from Liv’s. This might have been an important assignment, but she wasn’t missing out on her evening coffee fix. Another blueberry muffin for Rhodes was stashed in her pocket, and she was entertaining herself with the thought of how annoyed the coat’s former owner would be if he knew she was sitting on the floor with a muffin in the pocket.
Her phone buzzed and she rolled her eyes, already knowing exactly who it was going to be and what he wanted.
Rhodes had been pushing her to get to know Norah. He had taken to texting her ways to introduce herself as Norah left the building. As if they’d never met before.
Perry still hadn’t worked up the courage to tell him she actually had a very easy way to introduce herself to Norah. Or reintroduce herself. It wouldn’t help—he would simply become more adamant about Perry pursuing Norah into her bed. And it wasn’t as though Perry didn’t want that. She absolutely did want Norah in bed—Perry’s bed, Norah’s bed, a hotel bed, whichever—but she didn’t want her there just to get information for Rhodes. 
Perhaps that was why, after four nights, she had still exchanged zero words with Norah. 
They made coy and sometimes flirty eye contact as Norah walked between the building and the car the Richmonds were providing her and Delta with, but they didn’t speak. Norah had taken to mouthing see you tomorrow at Perry as she climbed into the car and that was the only tip Perry had about the fact that Norah would be back again tomorrow.
Well, until she got back home and Rhodes showed her Norah and Delta’s schedules for the next day. She didn’t let on that she already knew she’d be spending another night sitting on the cold concrete. 
Beyond that, nothing was happening. Perry couldn’t approach Norah while she was in a sea of reporters and Norah couldn’t approach her. It was a shit dance to be doing. All it got Perry was another night of scowling at her fellow journalists and the three most exciting minutes of her day.
What she needed was the day when Norah and Delta would not be coming into Richmond’s. It would be much easier to wrangle a conversation with Norah when she wasn't surrounded by hordes of journalists.
More than once, Perry had thought about simply jumping into Norah’s car, but that would invite other journalists to press even more into her personal space and life than they already did, and Perry wasn’t trying to put her in danger.
Somewhere far off, a clock struck five and Perry dragged herself up from the ground. The end of the night shift meant Norah would be leaving soon and Perry would not miss that by sitting on the floor. 
She clocked Norah’s brown waves and tan coat the minute she and Delta were crossing the lobby inside Richmond’s. The way she held herself with such poise and confidence amid the barrage of questions from the gathered reporters made Perry’s stomach swoop in a very pleasant way. An effect only amplified when Norah’s eyes slid to Perry’s and that secret smile threatened to overtake her face.
A guy knocked into Norah’s side and Perry fought the urge to act like a bodyguard and pull him off her, but she barely acknowledged his existence, merely telling him she had no comment to give before continuing through the crowd.
It was fairly routine. Or, as routine as something could become in just four days. What was not routine was the more intense look Norah gave her when she reached the car and, instead of mouthing about tomorrow, she mouthed Liv’s?
Perry almost died in a completely different way. It was no longer the boredom killing her, it was her ridiculous gay heart. She was never telling anyone about this because she had spent years rolling her eyes at people who said their crushes were killing them. 
But here she was. A grown-ass woman with a crush and a pounding heart and the sense that she was about to melt through the floor.
Realizing she was gawking, she rearranged her expression, ignored Norah's obvious amusement, and subtly nodded. 
Norah and Delta’s car drove them off in the opposite direction, seemingly back to their office, but Perry knew that could simply be a distraction technique. If the car had one day decided to go in a different direction, the hounds gathered here and wanting blood would undoubtedly think they knew something and might follow them to hunt a story. 
As the car disappeared behind one of the other skyscrapers in the area, the assembled masses refocused on attempting to question staff leaving the building. 
Perry rolled her eyes. They weren’t going to get anything. They never did. The Richmonds had sent out an unequivocal directive that staff were not to speak to reporters and had scared them all silent. At least outside the building. Rhodes—and Perry when she was not sitting outside the place—had been spending time assessing which of the employees seemed, on paper, the most likely to talk. Rhodes had a whole board set up of potential targets and their likelihood to give up insider information. 
Initially, his number one target had been a guy who was engaging in insider trading, and not hiding it very well at all, but in recent days, a woman named Julia had been giving him a run for his money. According to Rhodes, and his ability to hack into technology in the building to monitor conversations, several people had commented that Julia was being odd over the last couple of days. She also glared at Norah like she wanted to stab her.
Perry had not disclosed to Rhodes that such a move had put Julia at the top of her own list. It was not a list of people most likely to give her information. But it was a list. And Julia was most definitely at the top of it.
Their third target was Kevin Nguyen from the news. He was the only one who said anything broadcastable and always seemed very slightly on edge. Perry couldn’t decide if it was guilt, anxiety, or simply the pressure of having Winston Richmond on his back that got to him, but he had a slightly flighty energy that might have come in handy to them. 
Kevin was working at least double shifts and he was here when Norah was, but Perry doubted he would be leaving any time soon. Thus, rather than wait to see if he exited the building, and eager to get to Liv’s, Perry set off down the street, dropping her now-empty coffee cup into the trash as she passed. 
When she arrived at Liv's, Jenny and Logan were just on their way out, Liv having taken over cash register duty. 
It was pretty quiet, but Perry knew it had likely been a busy last hour as all those on the morning shift dropped in to get the caffeine they needed to get through the day.
Perry wasn’t sure whether they needed it or wanted it. They technically chose to work that shift, so she assumed they weren’t afraid of an early morning, and they were all far too cheerful for her tastes, but it didn’t matter that she couldn’t understand them. The system worked because there were people who preferred different times of day, and if she wanted to start questioning it, she’d start with why there were so many people in her café late at night.
She made it to the counter and Liv raised an eyebrow.
“The Independent Reporter,” she asked, half amused. “Do I want to know?”
“Probably not,” Perry replied with a shrug.
“Paul always did say you were trouble,” she laughed.
“Oh, please. Paul loves me almost as much as you do. I brightened his life up no end and he knows it.”
“Of course. Regular ray of sunshine you are.” She set about making Perry’s drink without Perry even needing to order. It only ever took Liv two minutes to assess which of her four go-to drinks Perry would be in the mood for.
“Excuse me. Are you saying that I’m not a ray of sunshine?” She laughed.
Liv simply sent her a look that displayed exactly what she thought and that she would not be responding to that question. “Tell me, what are you doing here at this time in the morning? I know you’re not just here to see me.”
“Meeting someone.”
“Like a date?” Liv almost dropped Perry’s cup with the way she whipped her head to stare back towards the counter.
“What? No. Of course not. Just…” She had no way to describe who she was meeting or what Norah was to her. “Someone.”
Liv walked back over to her, placing Perry’s cup on the counter beside where she leaned. “Thank you for that very illuminating explanation.” She laughed. “And is this someone a petite brunette with waves?”
“Liv, I’ll let you get away with guessing my coffee order because I’m predictable here, but you’re going to have to explain to me how you could possibly know that.”
She leaned her elbows on the counter to be within whispering distance of Perry. “Because they came in just a minute ago and have been standing at the door, checking your backside out the whole time. So, tell me again it isn’t a date.”
Perry straightened and spun around. Sure enough, there was Norah, standing just inside the door, watching Perry and looking every bit as perfect as she had the last time Perry had seen her here. 
Why on earth did her target have to be so gorgeous? Perry wanted her in ways that absolutely were not about needing information for Rhodes.
“Hi,” Norah said, not at all embarrassed to seemingly have been caught checking Perry out.
“Hi,” Perry replied, clearing her throat when her voice came out a little too high, and mentally cursing Liv for laughing behind her. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were here yet. Coffee?”
“That’s usually my question,” Liv cut in, and Perry turned to glare at her. She just looked even more amused. 
Norah ordered another café miel and Perry tried not to throttle Liv for her invasive questions and for repeatedly suggesting they were on a date. Especially the ninth time when Norah simply laughed and replied, “Nah, we’re just colleagues, kind of.”
Perry was fairly certain Liv couldn’t hear the lie in Norah’s statement. She wouldn’t have been able to hear it herself if she didn’t know that wasn’t true. But, she figured Norah was a PI, there was probably almost as much lying in that job as there was in Perry’s.
Norah was still smiling as they left Liv at the counter and she seemed perfectly at ease as she sat down opposite Perry at a tiny table by the window. Perry could see how she’d be good at blending into the many locations her job likely sent her to. She was just comfortable and at ease.
“So,” Perry said, distinctly less comfortable. “This is different.”
Norah smiled and sipped her coffee. “In comparison to two minutes of mouthed messages each day and you telling me they make a great café miel here? Yeah, I guess so.”
Perry attempted not to get too distracted by that musical laughter, but her gay heart seemed to be getting in the way. “Yeah, I mean. Yes. That is all we’ve done. So this is different.”
She shook her head. While she wasn’t the most social person in the world, she was pretty sure she had known how to hold a conversation five minutes ago. And she’d met lots of pretty women in her time, she had no idea why this one was suddenly making her brain break, but she needed to get over it.
Her phone vibrated again and she jumped. She was going to murder Rhodes. He was probably the problem. Somewhere around the time he’d told her, in far too much detail, how to get Norah into bed was messing with Perry. He was gay, for God’s sake. What did he even know about getting women into bed?
“What are you drinking?” Norah asked, apparently deciding that an easier topic of conversation was needed. 
“Oh. Uh.” Perry tried not to blush. She absolutely was not a person who blushed at pretty women. And she was probably straight. Rhodes had advice on getting her into bed, but they didn’t know that Norah would be interested. “Café miel.”
Norah laughed. “Well, you were very clear that they make a good one here.”
“They really do.”
She hummed in agreement as she took another sip of her drink and Perry tried not to watch her lick her lips afterward. The woman was trying to torture her.
“So, um… Any particular reason for this little rendezvous?” Perry asked and then nearly face-planted into the table. Why did she have to speak French? Meeting. It was a meeting.
Norah grinned and Perry did not like the mischievous glint in her eye.
“Why?” She asked. “You don’t like it when women ask you out on coffee dates?”
It wasn’t a date, Perry repeated to herself. She’s just teasing.
Norah sipped her coffee again and watched Perry over the rim of the cup with those dangerous hazel eyes.
“Well.” Perry cleared her throat. “When I go on dates with women, they’re usually queer women and I know it’s a date.”
She laughed again, putting her coffee down on the dark wood table. “This might not be a date, but I’m definitely not straight.”
Perry choked and wanted the ground to swallow her whole. Her phone buzzed again in her pocket. If that was another message on how to get a definitely-not-straight Norah Rosenberg into bed, Perry was smashing her phone and throwing it away.



SIX
Perry—Norah had learned her name from the side of her cup—was so much more adorable than Norah had expected. Except for the fumbling reply about whether the café miel at Liv’s was good, Norah had thought her cool, calm, and collected. Indeed, all of their intense eye contact over the past four days had painted that picture, but Perry was choking on her coffee again as Norah confirmed she was bisexual and that she was glad Perry was not into the gold star thing.
The whole cool image certainly wasn’t harmed by the fact that she was fairly sure Perry’s coat was designer—odd given that Perry was a journalist at The Independent Reporter. They didn’t pay anywhere near enough to buy sleek, black, designer trench coats, but she was glad that it had come to be in Perry’s possession because she looked gorgeous in it.
When Perry stopped choking, Norah figured it was time to answer Perry’s question and stop winding her up. Though she would happily do that all day long. There was something so satisfying and, honestly, sexy, about flustering someone who appeared so cool and unflusterable most of the time.
“So,” she started, and Perry looked at her with those bright blue eyes. “Delta—that’s my business partner who you’ve seen me with—and I won’t be going into Richmond’s tonight, so I thought, if I wanted to see you, we should do it socially.”
“You wanted to see me?”
She was far too hot to be so confused about that. It almost made Norah laugh in surprise.
“Well, yes. I mean, we’ve been making eyes at each other for four days now, I thought we might try progressing to actual conversation. You know, see how it goes.”
“Yes. Yeah. Uh. Yes.” Perry looked frustrated with her inability to form coherent sentences, but Norah thought it was adorable.
“But, we might need some ground rules.”
She’d thought that statement might prompt some disagreement, but it seemed to help get Perry’s brain back online.
“Ground rules. Absolutely,” she said, nodding and waiting for Norah to continue.
“Well, obviously, things are complicated because I’m a PI and you’re a journalist who is reporting on my case.” She took a deep breath. “You know I can’t tell you things about the investigation, right?”
There were people who had attempted to pursue Norah in the middle of a case. They were always looking for insider information. Since Perry hadn’t once tried that, Norah was hoping she wasn’t one of those people. And she simply couldn’t ignore her attraction to Perry. The coffee date was the test of whether they could maybe try something around both of their jobs.
Norah had discussed it with Delta over and over in the last few days. Her reluctance to get involved with a journalist was always a thing. One reporting on a case she was working should be an instant no. It usually was an instant no. Any reporter other than Perry would be an instant no. But Perry…
Delta had pointed out that since Perry hadn’t tried anything, and they’d sort of met before the case, it would probably be okay. Norah could choose the parameters and the limits and protect herself.
Which was fine, in theory. And a little harder with Perry sat in front of her being adorable and flustered and the most gorgeous person Norah had ever seen.
Perry nodded. She didn’t look at all perturbed by the point. “Of course. I wouldn’t expect you to tell me anything.”
Well. That was refreshing.
“You’re sure? Even non-reporters tend to ask a lot of questions when they find out I’m a PI. And, I mean, I get it, of course. But—”
“Norah.” Perry appeared to have regained her composure as she reached across the table to still Norah’s fidgeting hands. “It’s really okay. Anything that I find out in the course of my work is fair game, but I won’t ask you about your investigation, I won’t expect you to tell me anything about it, and I won’t snoop around your office.”
“Really? It’s okay?” Norah couldn’t control the spark growing inside her. The hope that they might be able to do this.
“Yeah, of course. It’s not like I’d be able to reveal sources to you in any reports I had going on.”
“Journalists’ code really is a thing, huh?”
Perry laughed a little. “Yeah. I believe you’re supposed to go so far as going to jail before giving up a source if that’s the agreement, honestly.”
Norah felt a flirtatious smile taking over her face again and she enjoyed the way it made Perry blush, even as she seemed in control again. “Well, looks like we’re in a good starting position then. You know, if you’d be interested in spending some time together? Getting to know each other a bit? Seeing what happens?”
“Yeah, I’d like that.” She shook her head. “Sorry, I’m still wrapping my head around the fact that’s what you were doing with this. The first time I saw you in here, I thought Ryan was your boyfriend.”
Norah laughed. “You’re a journalist. You don’t think you’d know if Ryan Richmond was dating a PI who’s had the kind of notoriety I’ve had lately?”
Perry looked down but quickly covered the move. “I work for The Independent Reporter, the gossip pages aren’t really something I keep up with. Totally fine if that’s your thing, no judgment, but I don’t read them, sorry.”
A smile spread across Norah’s face as she realized Perry was embarrassed for not being up on society gossip. Something about Perry made her feel comfortable, as if they’d known each other for years, but there was still so much of her for Perry to learn about. And vice versa.
“I think,” Norah mused, slowly lifting her coffee and teasing Perry by drawing it out, “that I like it this way.”
Perry exhaled and relaxed, smiling as she took a sip of her own coffee.
Norah was sure the person at the counter was watching them and she wondered how Perry knew her. For it was obvious that they did know each other. Maybe Perry was just a very frequent regular around here. It was the first place they’d met, after all, and she had known about their menu. It was one of the things Norah had to learn about Perry.
Another one, perhaps less personal, was about that coat...
“So,” Norah started, running her fingers over Perry’s hand, “are you going to tell me where you got that gorgeous coat? Designer, right?”
Perry looked wide-eyed for half a second at the abrupt change of subject, but then she laughed. “It was… a gift, I suppose. Someone had some serious making up to do.”
An irrational rush of jealousy shot through Norah, but she tamped it down. “Partner?”
Perry laughed even harder and Norah relaxed.
“Not at all,” Perry said. “No, no. The thing they were apologizing for was homophobia.”
“Ah, I see. Interesting choice to wear it then.” Norah didn’t know if she’d be able to forgive and forget something homophobic enough to require a designer coat in apology.
“Well. They aren’t forgiven, but I don’t like to waste things and I mostly wear it like a trophy, a reminder of what they did and how much I cost them in response.”
“Ah, you have a sneaky streak.”
“I have something, that’s for sure.”
They laughed together and sipped their drinks.
Norah liked this. It was familiar and fun and Perry was every bit as intriguing in person as she had been in their brief interactions thus far.
Never one to have had a thing about blue eyes before, Norah enjoyed the ways Perry’s sparkled like the ocean. And she definitely enjoyed the way that, no matter how long they sat there, Norah still seemed to have the ability to fluster her.
By the time they were done with their coffees and getting up to leave, Norah was certain Perry’s face hadn’t once returned to its natural color. In a way, it seemed fitting. The first time they’d met Perry had been blushing over interrupting a conversation she was not a part of, and it seemed every conversation they had was going to make her blush. If she ever got over the blushing, Norah was sure she’d miss it.
Perry scowled at the barista on their way out the door. It only took Norah one glance to understand why. She was leaning against the counter, eyebrows dancing suggestively, and Perry was once again bright red.
Part of Norah wanted to tease Perry about it, but as Perry let out a deep sigh once they were outside, Norah decided to let it go. She would have plenty of opportunities to tease Perry—hopefully in all kinds of ways.
The pair walked towards Norah’s office and Norah was comfortable enough with the unspoken arrangement that she didn’t ask whether Perry was purposely walking her home or simply needed to walk in the same direction. With how embarrassed the woman had been, Norah didn’t want to scare her off and lose time with her.
She wondered whether Delta would still be there when she got back. Technically, they were both off the clock, but neither of them had the easiest time clocking off at reasonable hours. Indeed, going to meet Perry had been the only reason Norah didn’t immediately go back to the office and start trawling all of their interview notes.
Neither she nor Delta could believe it had taken two days longer to complete the interviews than planned. They shouldn’t have been surprised, really, but they had been optimistic going in. Ryan never had been the most reliable person.
By the second day, it had become apparent that the interview schedule he’d given them had started with those lowest down in the company and worked its way up to him. Of course, the higher they got, the more they had to wait around for people who were convinced the business would fall apart without them. Or that they simply had much more important things to do than talk to some private investigators.
You could easily tell who earned the most money and who came from big money. Those who raked in the cash each year didn’t seem nearly as concerned about thirty-seven million dollars going missing as, say, those who had secretarial roles.
Norah had laid into Ryan about what the company was paying its secretaries after she’d had her fourth conversation where one said they would be lucky to see anywhere close to that amount in their whole lives.
Ryan, of course, had attempted to be charming and laugh it off and assure her it was just how business worked and that everyone knew that.
He had not looked so smug when he left the room twenty minutes later, face ashen, after Norah had given him a quick lesson on capitalism and how, no, it was not simply a matter of going to business school and getting a “better degree” if the secretaries wanted more money.
It had set them back in their interview schedule—Delta, too, because she’d come into the room with a bag of cheddar popcorn, pulled up a seat, and watched the tirade like it was TV—but it had been worth it. Even more so when Ryan avoided Norah for the rest of the day. He had unfortunately switched back to normal the next time Norah and Delta were in the building, but they both enjoyed the momentary respite.
Norah was happy when she and Perry reached her office building with plenty to talk about, but not once had Perry asked about the case, or even really her job at all. She knew it would come up, as jobs naturally did when you were dating, but she was happy to be shown again that Perry was not in this just to grill her on PI work with the morbid fascination she’d found in others.
“So, I… uh. Huh. This was… great,” Perry managed to get out as they stood in front of the door. “I would love to—I mean, if you’d be interested. You know? Maybe we could…”
Norah laughed and put her out of her misery. “Perry. I had a wonderful time and I would love to see you again.”
“Great. Great. Yeah, that’s…”
“Great?”
Perry’s blush intensified impossibly as she nodded and mumbled in agreement, and Norah tried not to melt at how adorable the woman was. It also didn’t help that they were standing closer together than they ever had and there was something very sexy about the way Perry towered over her. Especially when she was a blushing mess.
“We should probably swap numbers,” Norah said, excited about being able to text Perry whenever she wanted.
“Huh. Yes. Definitely.” She fished her phone out of her pocket and looked like her soul had left her body when she looked at the screen.
“You okay?” Norah asked.
“Yeah, yes, yes. Absolutely.” She said, hurriedly. She swiped at her phone screen and Norah was about to ask again when an explanation was volunteered. “Just one of my friends thinks he’s funny. He, uh… thinks he has helpful advice on how to… woo you?”
Norah laughed and loved the way Perry fidgeted in embarrassment.
“Well,” she said when she finished laughing, “you can tell your friend that you’re doing a very fine job in that respect all by yourself, but that I enjoyed your reaction to his enthusiastic support.”
Honestly, it made her feel warm inside that Perry had talked to her friends about Norah. And that they were so enthusiastic in their support of Perry’s love life. If she hadn’t specified that it was a man, Norah might have been tempted to believe that it was the barista from Liv’s, but it seemed that Perry simply collected friends who liked to interfere with her love life. Norah thought about Delta, likely sitting upstairs, and realized that they both had enthusiastic friends who were eager to see them getting laid.
Norah breathed out a laugh. She was excited about potentially having sex with Perry, but she was also really excited about getting to know her. It wasn’t often she felt this at home around someone and she was more than a little excited to see what would come of it.
She saved Perry’s number into her phone and they both stood looking at each other for a second. A huge grin overtook her face and was matched by Perry’s. It made her heart feel warmer than she could ever remember it being.
“So, I’ll—you know—text you,” Perry said, looking adorably awkward.
Norah smiled sweetly, already excited about the next time she would see Perry. “Yes, please do. I look forward to it.”
Perry blushed intensely again but smiled. “Okay. I’ll see you later then.”
“Bye, Perry,” Norah half-breathed as Perry turned to walk away and she pushed into the building.
She knew she looked like she was floating on air, but the fact was only driven home when she walked into the office to find Delta still there and grinning ridiculously at her.
“Sooooo,” Delta said in a sing-song voice, “I take it things went well?”
Norah sighed and felt like a schoolgirl. “It did. She’s really adorable. Just could not stop blushing the whole time.”
“And the job thing isn’t an issue?”
“Not at all. We agreed that we would both have things we couldn’t talk about with work and that’s fine. She didn’t ask one thing about the case.”
Delta smiled, more genuinely this time. “I’m so glad for you, Norah. You deserve something good in your love life.”
“Thank you.”
“Just… try not to investigate this one, yeah?”
Norah’s blissful mood slipped slightly. “Yeah…”
She knew she shouldn’t run background checks on everyone she met, and she was pretty sure she could trust Perry. And she did want to learn about Perry’s life from her, not from investigating her.
It was just… something she did. An urge she felt. And she had all of her resources and databases available to her.
It would be a terrible way to start a relationship, though. It was one thing running checks on people who asked to do work shadowing programs with the agency. Investigating the woman you were dating was a different thing entirely.



SEVEN
“You made contact,” Rhodes exclaimed the minute Perry stepped out of the elevator. 
Sometimes Rhodes had the oddest greetings. 
She walked closer to the conference table and flung his blueberry muffin at him.
“Like, with aliens?” She asked, gesturing with her hands for him to explain and, hopefully, make sense.
“No. You know that’s not what I mean.” He shook his head as if Perry was the one being ridiculous. “With Norah Rosenberg.”
Perry stopped dead in her tracks on the way to her seat. “How could you possibly know that? You know we have rules about not stalking each other.”
“I know that and I would never. I enjoy not being followed by you on CCTV when I go out, thank you very much.”
“As if I’d be interested in anything you’re doing out there, you dork.”
“You’d be lucky to know what I’m up to, but that’s not the point. You befriended Norah Rosenberg.”
“Can you stop using her whole name like that? It’s weird. But yeah, I guess I did.”
They weren’t exactly friends, but what difference did it make to Rhodes, really? It was semantics from his point of view. 
Besides, he wanted his privacy outside the house, Perry got hers too.
“About time, seriously. Any longer and I’d have had to go in and give it a go.”
“You’re gay. How exactly are you planning on seducing a woman?” 
“Whoa. Hello? You’re gay and you seduce marks who are guys sometimes.”
Perry hung her coat over the back of her chair. “Yes, after a crash course from you that I’d rather we never revisit, and assisted by the fact that the guys in question belong to that category of dude who thinks every woman is just falling at their feet, no matter her sexuality. The more pertinent question is how you thought you’d seduce a woman if you’re both gay and convinced I have no game to teach you.”
Rhodes dropped his head to the side, glaring at her. “Perry. I love you, but you have zero game. When was the last time you had a girlfriend?”
“My lack of girlfriends doesn’t mean I have a lack of game. It means I’m selective and not really looking for anything right now.” She did not mention that Norah had changed all of that. Or that Norah seemed to think she had game. Or, at least, she must. Perry had secured a second date.
“Oh, please. You have zero game. It’s lucky you’re not interested in a relationship with anyone because you’d have absolutely no idea how to get them. Even with being gay, I’d have had a much better chance of landing Norah than you.”
Perry fought a wince. She really didn’t like talking about Norah like this. 
“It’s a moot point,” she said, feigning a shrug. “As you pointed out, I made contact. And I’m still waiting to hear how you know.”
“Oh. She’s looking you up.” He brushed his hair off his forehead as Perry stared at him.
“She’s looking me up? On what?”
“Whatever databases she has at her disposal, it looks like. She’s not bad at finding her way around things.”
Perry felt like the bottom of her stomach had fallen out. She knew she should have considered it, but it hadn’t once occurred to her that Norah would look her up. Nor had she thought about what Norah might find out by doing so.
Rhodes leaned his elbow on the arm of his chair, resting his chin atop his hand, and examined Perry. “You can relax, you know? She’s a PI. Of course she was going to look you up. I’m on top of it. Like, she’s good, but she’s not good enough to notice that I’ve hacked her office systems and am rerouting her to the sites I want her to land on.”
Perry was glad she was sitting down because it felt like she was spinning. 
Of course Rhodes had done the work to back up her fake identity, and of course he was inside Norah’s systems, and of course Norah was looking her up.
“I haven’t even told her my full name,” Perry said, looking back up at Rhodes. He looked deeply confused by Perry’s reaction.
“You don’t need to,” he said, gesturing to the lanyard she was still wearing. “You’re wearing it around your neck every time you see her.”
She looked down. He was right, of course. The ID attached to The Independent Reporter lanyard she wore did indeed have a full name on it. It wasn’t Perry’s full name. But it had a full name. Which meant Norah was looking up this person and that would trigger Rhodes’ systems and send her to every page that made up the fake person Perry was supposed to be. 
Rhodes let her keep her first name since it made sense. She wouldn’t respond as naturally and automatically to other names. But her middle and last names changed. 
It wasn’t a massive loss. Her parents had thought themselves amusing when they’d named her Peregrine Falcon Jones, but she wasn’t sold on it. 
The reporter version of her got Elizabeth as a middle name and she thought she’d have preferred that when she was growing up. More than once, adults had seen her name and proceeded to berate her for mocking them. She’d always ended up in trouble for arguing back when she tried to explain that her name, in fact, was Peregrine Falcon. Even when her parents had been called in and confirmed her name, she still ended up being the one in trouble. Her parents would be told they needed to punish her and teach her to respect authority. It was around that time that Perry had given up on the concept of respecting authority entirely. And when she’d decided she wanted to fight for the little man. 
Her parents had never once pushed back to support Perry. They’d landed her with this name that got her in trouble and their response to her getting in trouble was to agree with the people punishing her for using her name. 
It had been just one rung on the dissolution of her relationship with her parents and she wasn’t mad about it. She liked Perry as a name and she used it gladly. In many ways, it was like the coat she’d told Norah about. Her name was like a trophy she’d taken from them, and she used it her way and made it her own. But she had no interest in reconciling with them. Plus, getting away from them had brought her to Liv and Paul and she wouldn’t change that for the world. 
“She’s not going to find anything about the real me, right?” She asked Rhodes, who had gone back to tapping away at his computer. Perry was sure he was currently practicing breaking through security programs in preparation for their next hack. 
“Of course not. Even if she had your actual name, you do such a thorough job keeping yourself off the grid, that I doubt she’d find much. As it is, she’s landing on TIR’s page, a bunch of fake byline reports I put together for you, and two social media pages. One you use currently, but only really for work, and one from years ago, which has not been updated since 2017 and just lives out there in the ether.”
“I would never leave a random social media page just out in the ether.”
“Is that something you’ve told her?”
“What? No. Of course not.”
“Then act surprised if she brings it up. You can sell younger you as a foolish child who forgot all about it.”
“I wasn’t a child in 2017.”
He rolled his eyes before focusing back on his computer screen. “You know what I mean.”
Perry did know what he meant, but she wasn’t about to give up being difficult. And she knew he loved their dynamic as much as she did.
With Rhodes occupied by his computer, Perry wondered whether she could get away with looking Norah up again. It felt like maybe that was a boundary she should draw since the whole thing was already very messy, but she was tempted and she did want to see Norah again. 
On the other hand, she had Norah’s number now. She could just text her. Although it might be too soon and it might be very weird to do it when she knew Norah was looking her up. And she could also be overthinking it. Maybe Rhodes was correct. Maybe she had no game.
Before she could make a decision, Kevin Nguyen’s face flashed up on the screen and the volume immediately turned up. Perry had never figured out the system Rhodes used to get the volume to turn on for things he wanted to listen to, but it was handy. He whipped around to face the wall of screens immediately.
“D’you think he’s cute?” Rhodes asked, staring up at Kevin’s face.
Perry frowned. It seemed she wasn’t the only one developing feelings for someone involved in their most recent hack. It was a new experience for them. 
“I mean, he’s attractive, sure. But he’s not my type,” she said, looking at the screen. He was a handsome man, objectively, even if he did nothing for Perry. “In case you haven’t heard, I’m gay. Like, super gay.”
“Yep. Hopeless lesbian through and through.”
Perry would have objected, but Kevin was talking again and they both listened. It was nothing new. 
Reporters pushed for information on Norah’s case, for more information on how someone had gotten into the system, and what they were doing to ensure security moving forward. Most of Kevin’s answers were the typical PR approach where he said a lot of words but told you almost nothing. But he did answer genuinely when someone asked whether the average person needed to worry about their investments and the safety of their money.
It was then that Perry realized why he usually looked nervous. He didn’t like the PR pitching. He was uncomfortable with the rehearsed, non-answers. When he was assuring people they were safe, he was warm, genuine, confident. And Perry respected that. 
He was also correct. Regular people were safe. She and Rhodes had no interest in stealing from regular people.
They had always been very clear that their brand of thievery centered on taking from those who had too much and hoarded such resources. Neither of them had any desire to become millionaires who sat around on their mountains of cash and lived the jet-set lifestyle. 
Yes, some of the money they stole paid for their expenses, and they had done a wonderful job setting up the upper floors of their building to make it liveable and comfortable and set for their purposes. But they also helped people like Liv; small businesses that needed a hand. And Rhodes was in the midst of developing a stealthy fishnet-type program that he’d be able to send out across all of the financial organizations in the city and catch who was struggling, who was being conned by big business, and who he and Perry would be able to help out.
Perry wasn’t a bleeding heart, but she wanted to steal from those unfairly in power and who abused that position. She had no interest in becoming one of them. 
The people she stole from did not need another forty million dollar home or fifteen cars. Redistributing the wealth to keep people in need housed, clothed, and fed was a much better use of it.
Even in her lifetime alone, she’d seen the wealth gap grow. She’d seen how regular people were left behind and given advice on how to make more money from out-of-touch billionaires who thought they could justify the system they existed in and controlled. And every time she saw something like that, she wanted to rage about how all they would need to do to fix the problems would be to support social systems or, you know, pay their fucking taxes. 
The inevitable way to resolve her feelings was to take it from them. And the Richmonds were just the latest in a long line of people who needed some assistance to pay their taxes.
Luckily, Perry and Rhodes were more than happy to help. 
“Do you think he’d be interested?” Rhodes asked, breaking her thoughts as she stared unseeingly at the screen.
“What?”
“Kevin,” he said, half turning to look back at her. “Do you think we could recruit him to the cause?”
Perry sighed. “I have no idea, but I’m not going to start recruiting someone who heads security for the Richmonds simply on the basis that you want to get into his pants.”
“Hey! That’s not why I want to recruit him. He’s good at his job, he might be helpful.”
Perry raised an eyebrow. “You broke through his system like it was a house of cards and you were a light breeze, tell me exactly what he’s bringing to the table that you don't, other than a pretty face and a cute butt.”
Rhodes screwed up a piece of paper and threw it down the table at Perry. “Firstly, I bring more than enough pretty face and cute butt to the table. Secondly, zero chance you’ve been checking his—or any man’s—ass out, so you’re hardly a judge. And thirdly, it might be fun to have someone who can give me a bit of a run for my money.”
“Given the ridiculously elevated skills you have, I highly doubt that going against his programming feels any more difficult for you than mine does. With the obvious exception that it would then be foreplay, which I definitely am not interested in.”
“I can flirt outside technology, you know?”
“I’m sure you can, but I’m sure that if you and Kevin got together, you’d become some insufferably adorable couple who wrote sexy code for one another.”
“If you don’t think code is sexy, you don’t know code.”
Perry laughed. “Not really the point. We have our people, they’ve been here for years and we trust them. We’re not going after Kevin simply because you can’t keep it in your pants.”
Rhodes groaned, but he muted the TV now that Kevin’s segment was over and turned back to face his laptop. “Fine. But if, in the duration of this case, he happens to show an interest in joining…?”
Perry rolled her eyes. “Sure. If the Richmond security guy suddenly demonstrates an interest in the rebellion, we’ll bring him on board.”
And that seemed about as likely as Norah suddenly deciding to up and become a criminal.



EIGHT
Norah stared at the ceiling. She was no stranger to sleeping at whatever hour of the day she needed to. Her preferred shift might be the night shift, but she and Delta worked whenever they needed to based on the cases crossing their desks, sometimes not seeing each other for weeks at a time when they were on opposite schedules.
It was, therefore, not the fact that it was daylight outside keeping her awake.
She told herself it was the case. And part of it was; there was just no evidence trail at all, and that worried Norah. But being in her line of work for as long as she had been, a case like this was easy to switch off when she needed to.
What was keeping her awake was Perry.
Perry. With her tall frame and her gorgeous eyes and her hair pulled back into a bun and that oddly perfect digital signature.
Norah wasn’t a technology whiz by any stretch of the imagination. She knew what she needed to, which was perhaps slightly above the average person, but she wasn’t the one you’d usually think of calling with a case involving hacking.
She wasn’t sure there was a PI in the area who specialized in tech, so it made some sense for reasons outside of Ryan Richmond being typical Ryan Richmond for her to have been hired, but still.
Nguyen was where she got all of her tech information, usually. He’d been freelancing for her for some time now, under the table. He’d be fired and unable to work again if it got out that he was working for a PI and neither of them had any interest in tanking his career.
Of course, Norah would hire him in a second if that happened, but she and Delta would not be paying the big bucks the Richmonds paid for his services.
But what she’d learned from Nguyen was that there tended to be a certain type of trail for people.
She and Delta had set themselves up with the ability to run people’s licenses, get a basic history on them, and, of course, check what was available about them online.
Thus, over the years, they’d learned what information they were likely to be able to pull about a person—it was much more than the average person would expect. She’d found former high schools and ex-partners and most frequented websites about former clients and targets. She knew people tended to fit into two buckets, cautious or reckless, when it came to their digital footprint.
Unless someone lived entirely off the grid, there were always going to be official records of their bank accounts, driver’s license, addresses. And she had found all that on Perry. She’d easily come by the information that Perry lived in one of the massive apartment complexes about twenty minutes from Norah’s office. Which, honestly, felt a little far out for someone who visited Liv’s so often, but she had clearly known the staff well, so perhaps it wasn’t so odd that she made the trek there. And The Independent Reporter’s offices were a little closer, so it wasn’t massively out of the way, Norah supposed.
Their website had all of the expected information for Perry that it would for any of its other reporters—bylines, short bio, a professional headshot, and company email. But, when Norah looked up Perry’s university class, she hadn’t been able to find Perry in any photos online. Of course, Perry could have looked different back then, she might have avoided a lot of the social gatherings that the pictures came from, and not everyone stayed in touch with the people they went to college with, so it wasn’t a major flag, but something about it didn’t sit quite right.
Perry followed her alma mater online, was in their alumni group, but she was only friends with one other person from her class.
Norah thought back to her excessive blushing and nervousness. Perhaps Perry just really struggled with making and maintaining friendships. Norah had never seen her chatting with other reporters outside Richmond’s. Maybe she’d just had a very different upbringing where she made one or two friends and stuck with them.
It didn’t sound like too terrible an idea to Norah.
She had Delta, who was her best friend and business partner, but, if she suddenly lost contact with the rest of the people from college or with whom her parents had attempted to make her friends over the years, she might be happier.
What bothered Norah the most was that Perry was neither cautious nor reckless online. And it was the people who didn’t fit cleanly into one of those categories that tended to give her the most trouble.
The ability to find Perry’s address online was limited, searching her name threw up The Independent Reporter and a small, local newspaper she appeared to have worked at for a year before joining TIR. It provided a currently active social media page where Perry posted frequently about work, but never anything personal.
And an old social media account.
The last one did not fit. Not with Perry’s online footprint or with the Perry she had met in person or with the Perry who potentially had problems maintaining friendships.
Perry was friendly and generally seemed interested in opening up with Norah, but she wasn’t about deep diving into her past in their first meeting. She had a small, tight-knit group of friends as far as Norah could tell, and she curated the information one could find about her. It was professional and distant.
So why on earth had she left that other page up?
The Perry she thought she was getting to know would never leave personal information from years ago just lying out for everyone to see.
She must search her own name periodically to ensure she was not showing up in any of those data mining websites. But, if she did that, she would see the result. How had she not removed it?
And how did that site seem to paint a picture of Perry with a large group of people around her all the time? Drinks with friends, out partying, school pride from years ago. She wasn’t at any of the school events Norah had so far trawled through, but her personal pictures suggested she was.
Norah buried her head deeper into her pillow. People changed and evolved. She was definitely reading too much into it.
Perry had gone to a huge school. Of course every student didn’t appear in every picture available online. And maybe she’d just forgotten the password to her former social media account and was thus unable to delete it.
Norah cut her mind off as it began thinking about the logistics of that and how it didn’t seem to suit Perry. She wasn’t about to forget passwords and, if she did, she’d find a way to remember them. As an investigative journalist, she was probably almost as good at digging as Norah was, and definitely just as security conscious.
She groaned and dragged her quilt over her head. It had been hours since she climbed into bed, feeling bone-deep exhaustion, and hopeful that she’d fall asleep quickly. And it lasted for all of one hour. As if her mind got a quick power nap and then tapped her awake to dwell on every little thing that had bothered her when she’d looked Perry up.
The worst part was that she shouldn’t have even done it. She knew that, but she hadn’t been able to resist, and this was her punishment: deep confusion and a general sense of unease that she prayed would disappear soon.
Perry was good, Norah felt comfortable with her. There was no reason to be so irritated by something as random as not fitting neatly into an online footprint box. She didn’t want Perry to fit neatly into boxes.
Giving up on sleep, she dragged herself out of bed and wandered her little apartment, her mind racing with a million questions she didn’t want to think about and a dozen different memories of Perry’s mesmerizing smile.
She curled up in the corner of her couch and dragged a blanket over her knees, her phone staring at her from where it lay. She looked over at her ficus, Benjamina, who she knew would be the voice of reason she needed.
“What do you think?” she asked the plant. “Am I just being paranoid? Too many years in this job? Too many times being burned from things that felt good?”
Benjamina stood stoically, and Norah knew the ficus was judging her. And it had every right to. She’d had Benjamina as long as she and Delta had been in business together. If anyone knew how Norah tended to distrust the people who tried to get close to her, it would be Benjamina, a plant who also knew how long it had been since Norah had been properly interested in someone, had wanted to bring them back to this apartment.
And that’s when she knew what she was doing.
Perry was so good and so good for Norah and she was scared and sabotaging before Perry had a chance to hurt her like the others had tried to.
But Perry wasn’t like that. Perry wasn’t interested in getting close to her because of some morbid fascination with her job, or to get an inside track on her investigation. Perry was interested in her for the same reasons Norah was interested in Perry: they connected, they got along, and things felt right.
The only way to allay her fears would be to face them head-on, to show her brain unequivocally that this thing with Perry was exactly what she needed and it was just her bruised and battered mind that was trying to make mountains out of molehills.
She pulled her phone out and opened up a new conversation. She absolutely did not overthink the fact that this was the beginning of their electronic correspondence, that this text would go down in their personal history as the first one either of them sent to each other. Nor did she spend five minutes debating over which greeting to open the text with, or whether she should phrase the text as a possible suggestion or as a more direct ‘Dinner tomorrow?’
After three different attempts at crafting the perfect text message, she was very close to calling Delta and begging for her help, even if Delta would hate being woken up for this.
And then it didn’t even matter. Because Perry beat her to it.
Perry. Beat. Her. To. It.
The absolute audacity of the woman.
Norah would have been angrier were she not sinking further down into her sofa and smiling that Perry texted her first and that her adorably flustered energy managed to translate into text. And, even if she had stolen the historic first text, Norah’s earlier sense of dread and feeling that something wasn’t right dissipated.
On a whim, instead of texting back, she hit the call button, hoping that Perry hadn’t simply typed out a quick text in the only free minute she had.
Perry answered quickly and the call was filled with the sounds of someone tripping over and scrambling around before a breathless voice sounded down the line.
Norah laughed. “Bad time?”
“Not—not at all,” Perry said, still sounding as though she was on the move, albeit in a more upright and traditional fashion. “Just trying to get away from one of my colleagues.”
“Oh. Are you still at work? Tell me you’ve had some sleep?”
“A couple of hours earlier, an hour or two just recently. I have a weird sleep schedule, but it’s fine.”
“Honestly, same. With cases, I’m always on everyone else’s schedules. I assume journalism is much the same.”
“Yeah, exactly. But it’s fine. My system functions well enough. Have you slept?”
Norah wasn’t sure how to answer. She could tell the truth, but the whole truth would require giving away more than she was willing to about her activities stalking Perry.
“Not really,” she finally settled on. “I tried, but I couldn’t sleep.”
Perry was quiet for a second. “Is there… uh… anything I could do to help?”
Norah smiled. This was who Perry was. “You’re already doing it. Thank you.”
And she really was. Norah had sunk so low on her sofa that she was now lying down, a cushion under her head and the blanket pulled over her. It was mildly ridiculous that Perry already felt this safe and comforting, but Norah loved it. She couldn’t wait to see how cozy it would feel to have Perry curled up here with her. She wasn’t going to rush things, though. They had time to get to know one another, to work up to spending their nights cuddled on Norah’s couch.
She still couldn’t stop her brain from wondering about Perry’s furniture, though, whether her couch would be comfortable like this. It was probably bigger, partly because Perry herself was much taller than Norah, but also because Norah’s place was tiny. The perils of living close to the financial district when you weren’t a banker.
“What’s your bed like?” She asked Perry without really thinking the question through. Her eyes were closed and she was finally feeling the weight of all that tossing and turning.
“My bed? Oh, uh. It’s fine. You know. Rectangular?”
Norah laughed. “You’re so silly. I mean, is it big? Is it soft? Is it comfortable?”
“Oh.” Perry paused adorably to consider, causing Norah to smile without opening her eyes. “It’s… yeah.”
“Yeah?” 
How was Perry this adorable and speechless when she wrote such beautiful articles? Norah kind of loved it.
“Yeah. It’s, you know, big, and comfortable. It’s not officially a soft mattress, I like a bit of support, but it’s nice to sleep in.”
Norah hummed contentedly. “That sounds lovely. I look forward to sleeping in it with you sometime.”
She might have been more than half-asleep, but she did not miss the banging on the other end of the phone. She opened her eyes, looking at Benjamina, and waited.
“Sorry,” Perry said, quiet and awkward.
“Everything okay?”
“Yeah. I, uh, dropped my phone when you, you know. Said… that.”
Norah closed her eyes, snuggled deeper into her blanket, and sighed. “You are adorable. Are you saying you don’t want me in your bed?” She was teasing. She knew that was not the reaction Perry would have had if she didn’t want that.
“What? No. No. That’s not what I’m saying at all. I just. I was surprised is all. But I’m not against it. At all. I think I’d be… uh. Quite the fan, actually.”
“Good. We should do that then.” Norah suddenly remembered why she’d been wanting to text Perry in the first place. “And we should go for dinner tonight. You know, if you want?”
“Yeah, I mean, I’d love to. Are you sure?”
“Of course. I was actually about to text you to ask when you texted me. As in, I was literally typing the message when yours arrived. You stole the first-ever text.”
“Oh. God. I’m sorry. Do you want me to delete it and you can do it?”
Perry was adorable and sweet and everything Norah wanted. Who asked if someone wanted another go at their first text? Norah loved it.
She laughed. “No, no. It’s good like this.”
“But I didn’t even say anything profound,” Perry complained.
“Perry, I was going to ask you out to dinner tonight, I’m not sure that counts as profound.”
“If it’s you asking, I’m sure it would be.”
“Flatterer.”
“Not at all. But I would love to go to dinner. Are we talking before the night shift?”
“Yeah, seven, if that works for you? I’ll get some sleep since that doesn’t seem to be as much of a battle now that you’re here with me, and then we can go to that Italian place down the road from Liv’s?”
“Sounds good. Norah.”
Norah’s heart glowed at the sound of her name in Perry’s mouth. She’d always liked it, but there was something magical about hearing Perry say it. Especially in her mostly asleep state. “Good. See you at seven then.”
“Absolutely. Sleep well, Norah.”
She was pretty sure she was asleep before Perry hung up the call.



NINE
Perry was doing her best to blend in within the confines of Richmond’s offices even though she stuck out like a sore thumb. The rest of the other potential temps all looked so alike that Perry wondered whether there had been a supplemental memo to the one Rhodes had found requesting temps that specified what the staff members should look like. She was pretty sure that was still illegal, but she wouldn’t put it past the Richmonds to try to get around it.
She only had two hours until her date with Norah, so she was dressed up, but apparently, she was the wrong kind of dressed up for Richmond’s. 
It didn’t matter to her that she didn’t blend seamlessly with the other candidates—she didn’t want the job—but she would have enjoyed a little more cover given that she’d been hanging around outside their offices all week as a journalist.
So long as she didn’t run into Norah or Ryan, she’d be fine. Hopefully. 
Maybe even Ryan would be fine. Perry doubted he’d remember her from their encounter at Liv’s, but she wasn’t about to take the risk. Had the appointment been during the night shift, she and Rhodes might have worked harder to make her look different, but, given how close it was to her dinner date with Norah, Perry had decided to come in her date night outfit and assumed that would be enough. Ryan didn’t work this shift.
And it mostly was. But, if she ever had to come in here again, she might switch to heels. They were impractical in her line of work, but she’d caught too many stares at her footwear for her not to be aware that it would be a sticking point if she were looking to be hired. Apparently, Richmond’s type was women in skirts and heels. 
Perry briefly wondered whether Ryan disliked that Norah’s job caused her to favor flats. She smirked, hoping he did. Norah looked amazing in those smoking loafers and he probably couldn’t see that.
The person showing them around the building was wittering on a mile a minute and Perry was barely listening. She kept an ear out for anything she and Rhodes could use, but she wasn’t here to learn about being a temporary secretary at Richmond’s. 
She was here to flirt with Kevin Nguyen.
Ridiculous.
Perry wasn’t into Kevin and Kevin wouldn’t be into her, she was sure, but Rhodes had insisted and he hadn’t backed down even when Perry had pointed out that he was just trying to get her to wrangle him a meeting with Kevin-with-the-cute-butt. He’d insisted it was to monitor what Kevin knew about the hack and to figure out whether Kevin would be able to detect it if Rhodes kept a permanent door open into the Richmonds’ finances. 
Regardless of Kevin’s answer, they were going to do it. They had Ryan’s credit card information from Liv’s and enough of a distaste for the Richmonds that they’d keep skimming money from them. It was simply a question of whether they take it from the company accounts or their personal ones. 
Ryan was a reckless spender with more money than anyone needed and not enough sense to check every purchase closely. That meant Rhodes was already having a grand old time taking a little extra every time Ryan bought something over a certain price. Even he would notice if he started getting charged fifty bucks for a cup of coffee.
They were currently four floors up on the tour and Perry had seen neither hide nor hair of Kevin. She wondered whether she’d missed him. If he happened to be there, he’d have been in the building for almost 24 hours. She hoped both that he was and that he’d had some time to go home in the interim. If he wasn’t in the building, she was going to actually have to try to get the job and she was pretty sure that ship had sailed. She also categorically did not want the job and had a date she very much wanted to get to.
Five floors later, Perry was beginning to lose her patience. There was no need to take prospective temporary employees on a tour of every floor of the building. And it didn’t make sense from a security perspective. Sure, they weren’t seeing much or getting too close to anything, but it was still a poor decision.
“Can you tell me what the purpose of having us visit every floor is?” She asked, voice cold, when the tour guide stopped speaking to take a breath.
They looked at her like she’d asked something they’d never even thought about before. Perry assumed that was how a lot of working here operated—do the things they tell you to, don’t think too hard about it.
“Mr. Richmond likes all staff to be well-versed in the company and its layout,” they said. “Especially since you will be required to coordinate messages between departments if you get the job.”
“Does email not exist here?” She asked looking pointedly around at all of the electronics.
“What? Of course it does.”
“Well, it seems like I probably wouldn’t need this tour of all the floors then, just the email addresses of the right people.”
They scowled at Perry. She knew she was being difficult but she didn’t care. This whole company was ridiculous. She just wanted to take their money and run, not get caught trying to ensnare a date for Rhodes.
After a full thirty seconds of just staring at her, the tour guide decided to simply ignore her. They turned on their heel and marched away, continuing the tour as if Perry didn’t exist.
She snorted quietly to herself. It was probably for the best, this way she could sneak off without them noticing her absence because they were purposely ignoring her. And they’d likely assume she’d simply left because she was so ill-suited to the job.
“You don’t need to be a jerk, you know,” the woman next to Perry muttered as they all continued walking. “This would be a killer way to get your foot in here.”
“Pretty sure I won’t be getting my foot anywhere here,” Perry replied, not mentioning that, given her choice, she wouldn’t have even stepped into the building. “I don’t think I’m their type.”
The woman was young, probably about nineteen. She looked Perry up and down and then said, “What, because you’re gay?”
Perry’s eyebrows shot up. “Who said I was gay?”
The woman turned bright red. “Well. It’s just obvious from looking at you, isn’t it?” She sounded like she very much hoped Perry was gay.
“Huh. We’re coming out with rainbow skin these days, are we?” She looked herself over pointedly.
“You don’t have to be so rude,” the woman said, still beet red and clearly embarrassed, but not overly concerned about making assumptions, it seemed.
“I really do,” Perry muttered to her before falling to the back of the group. She was honestly ready to leave. She was sure she could find another way to Kevin. This whole place was annoying her to no end. 
They went another flight up and Perry was about to jump in the down elevator when she spotted Kevin. He was standing talking to someone at their desk. They seemed friendly, but they kept their chatter low. Perry wondered if the only conversations you were allowed to have out loud here were about the amount of money you’d made, because, wow, had she heard a lot of those over the last ten floors.
She broke easily from the group and wandered towards Kevin while trying to blend in. Someone had left their laptop open and logged in on their desk, chair empty—rookie mistake—so Perry swung by and swiped it without anyone seeing. She could probably have been a lot less subtle about it and they still wouldn’t have noticed. Everyone was so locked into their work.
Tapping at the keyboard, Perry corrupted a few files, giving her a reason to approach Kevin. She’d have found something either way, but this was easy at least. Now, she just had to worry that Kevin wouldn’t recognize her as a journalist. She supposed she could fake a twin if he did.
As Kevin bid his friend farewell, Perry moved to get into his path.
“Hey, Kevin, right?” She smiled apologetically. 
“Yeah, that’s me. Everything okay?” Again, this was relaxed Kevin, not the PR mode one. 
Part of her wondered why he even worked for the Richmonds, but the dude had to pay the bills, so Perry got it. She’d rather some of the Richmond money went to Kevin than all of it going to Ryan.
“I’m so sorry, there are a few files on my computer that don’t seem to be opening and I know you work in tech, so I was hoping you could help?” She smiled sweetly and felt it roil in her stomach. Sweet was not her go-to. Her face felt like it was struggling to even figure out how to smile that way.
Kevin laughed gently. “I mean, I work in computer security, but I’m sure I can help, yeah. This way.” He led Perry into a small meeting room that appeared to have been turned into his office. She didn’t miss the backpack and sleeping bag tucked neatly in the corner of the room. It was as good an in as any.
“I guess they don’t let you leave a lot when there’s been a big hack, huh?”
He followed her gaze and chuckled, looking down. “Not really. I wouldn’t mind if it were thirty billion, but this seems like a lot for something that’s small change for the Richmonds.”
Honestly, Perry and Rhodes had been thinking the same. Thirty-seven million had been their test amount, drawn out of a hat of smaller amounts to see if they could take money without being noticed. It hadn’t been the lowest amount in the hat, but it hadn’t been the highest either.
She looked Kevin over. He looked drained and exhausted. His hair showed signs of having had his hand run through it too many times. The poor guy needed a rest and a decent meal. Suddenly she was imagining him in bed with Rhodes, though in a slightly different way than Rhodes intended. 
“Yeah, I mean, they make billions every year. I can’t believe they even noticed it was gone, and so soon,” she said.
“They wouldn’t have if Ryan’s PA wasn’t checking on payments to his flings. You know, hush money.”
Perry stood in silence for one second. She hadn’t known that’s how they were discovered. And it felt ridiculous. 
Ryan Richmond. The douchecanoe who was after Norah had so many women paid off that his assistant was monitoring them and caught Rhodes and Perry? She disliked him even more than ever.
Her silence must have made Kevin reassess his words because his head shot up from where it had been resting on his hand, eyes drooping. “Oh, god. Please don’t repeat that. Forget I said anything. God, I need to sleep. I’ll get myself fired blurting out stuff like that.”
Revealing to anyone else that the Richmonds were using company money to pay off Ryan’s flings might have gotten Kevin fired, but Perry didn’t work here and didn’t care to get him fired. He was the only one around here she liked. And, honestly, that was simply more justification to take whatever she and Rhodes could from the Richmonds.
“It’s okay. I’m not going to tell anyone.” She gestured around the office to indicate that she meant here. Of course she’d tell Rhodes, but Kevin didn’t need to know that, nor did he need to know she was working on a technicality. All he needed was to know his job was secure, and it was. At least, it wasn’t under threat from Perry.
He shot her a puzzled expression. “You aren’t going to start revealing that?”
“Of course not. I don’t agree with it, but I’d never put your job at risk like that. There’s got to be a limited number of people who know that, so it wouldn’t be hard to figure out who spilled.”
Kevin sagged, relieved and exhausted. “Yeah. Can’t even tell the PI on the case that’s how they caught the missing money.”
“I would assume not.”
He shot her that questioning look again. 
Perry’s actual reasoning was because there was zero chance Ryan would want Norah knowing that. However, that was not an answer she could give Kevin. “Well, it’s illegal to use company funds that way. I’m guessing it would be a whole mess of complications to tell a PI.” 
She wondered whether Norah would care. Not from a personal interest in Ryan Richmond way, that was for sure, but from a legal perspective. Perry wondered how flexible her morals were. Of course, that was more about Perry’s line of work and wanting Norah, but that wasn’t relevant to the conversation at hand.
Kevin laughed. “You’re not wrong there.” 
He really did seem half asleep as he tapped at Perry’s stolen laptop. She’d stolen computers before, but this was the easiest swipe she’d ever pulled off. She wondered if she could walk out of the building with it. No doubt Rhodes would love to get his hands on it. 
Pulling her phone out, she typed a quick message to Rhodes to tell him she had commandeered a laptop and wanted to know if there was security footage of her taking it or whether it would be safe to leave with it in her possession.
“It’s kind of nonsensical not to tell her, though,” Kevin continued, mostly mumbling to himself. “There’s still no evidence of who got into the system, how they did it, or any trace of where the money has gone.”
“None at all?” This was the info Perry wanted. She wanted Kevin to rest, but she was kind of grateful his exhausted mind was chatty.
“Nah. Nothing. Best hack I’ve ever seen. Super clean, nothing left behind. If they figure out who did it, I’d love to meet them. My systems are supposed to be unhackable, so this person is good. Really good. I’d admit to being impressed if wasn’t supposed to be angry.”
Perry laughed. “If it helps, I’m impressed.” She wasn’t lying. The way Rhodes cut through systems and setups constantly amazed her. However, she did not mention that she could get Kevin an introduction with the hacker, or that said hacker would love that more than anything right now. 
“Thanks,” Kevin laughed, wrapping things up with the stolen laptop. “You’re very kind. And I appreciate you keeping this conversation to yourself. They’re really on me to stay constantly on-message about this whole thing.”
“It’s fine. We all need someone to tell the truth to. Happy to be that random stranger for you. And, honestly, I’m not massively into that whole cultish, everyone thinks the same thing idea. Feels a bit stifling to me.”
He laughed but looked at her seriously. “I really would not recommend telling anyone else here that. Not if you’re planning to keep your job.”
“Noted. Thanks for the help.” She waved the laptop in the air after he handed it back to her. “See you around.”
“Yeah, see you around.”
“Go get some sleep,” she added as she got to the door and realized that she would have to come back in here to chat with Kevin again. 
She pulled out her phone to a message from Rhodes assuring her he’d messed with the CCTV footage so she could leave with the laptop and bring him the goodies. She ignored the crude reference to Kevin being the goodies too as she stashed the laptop in her bag and left to head to her date with Norah, now in possession of more information about Norah’s case than Norah was herself.



TEN
Perry was gorgeous. She always was, but she was an absolute vision walking towards Norah in her all-black ensemble, her hair uncharacteristically down and flowing around her shoulders with a level of volume Norah had to work hard to achieve. The very cute and quirky pink trim on the dress shoes pleasantly surprised her.
The look on Perry’s face when Norah stood up, revealing her low-cut blouse, pencil skirt, and heels, told Norah Perry was having the exact same reaction she was. The pink tint across her cheeks darkened at the sight of Norah and she stumbled slightly on the perfectly flat ground. 
Norah smiled but stifled her giggle. Clumsy Perry was ridiculously adorable.
“Hi,” Perry breathed as she reached the table and leaned in to kiss Norah on the cheek.
She usually managed to keep her cool around Perry, but that move had a full body flush coming over her.
They sat back down as Perry said she hoped Norah hadn’t been waiting long. She had only arrived about three minutes before Perry, so they were well-matched and she was glad to see that Perry had a healthy respect for timekeeping. The last person she’d dated would regularly keep her waiting upwards of half an hour for them to arrive at dates. Norah had gotten good at knowing which places would seat her while she waited and which ones would leave her sitting in the lobby until the full party was present.
She understood the restaurant policy. She did not understand the partner's policy of constantly leaving her waiting. It had been just one of many signs on the way to an eventual relationship death.
But here was Perry. Only three minutes after Norah and still six minutes earlier than their agreed time. It soothed something inside of her.
“Good evening,” their waiter cut in as they gazed at one another. “Can I get you started with some wine?”
Norah looked back at Perry. She’d been meaning to have this conversation without their waiter as an audience. “I don’t drink,” she said in an apologetic almost-whisper.
Perry smiled. “Cool. Me neither.” She looked at the waiter. “Which of the non-alcoholic offerings would you recommend?”
Norah very nearly swooned. She was glad she wasn’t standing.
Her peace of mind was not helped by the fact that cool, calm, collected Perry was back as she discussed drink pairings with the waiter, who also appeared to be a champion sommelier. Every few sentences, Perry would look back at Norah and blush a little more as she asked Norah about her favorite flavors and the types of dishes she’d be most likely to eat tonight.
It became evident around the third non-alcoholic wine option that Perry was a vegetarian and Norah almost died on the spot. How was this woman so perfect? And so perfect for Norah?
Absolutely, it was too fast, but Norah was about to drag Perry out of the restaurant and wife her up.
She didn’t. Of course. She needed to control herself, but, oh, did she like Perry.
Perry described the fifth wine to her and Norah thought it sounded perfect. Since they were in agreement, they asked the waiter for a bottle of it and set about looking at their menus.
Norah knew she should have been deciding what she wanted, but she was busy attempting to guess what Perry might order. Usually sensible, she might go for soup for starters. Norah wondered whether she could get away with ordering arancini followed by pasta if Perry stuck to something light like soup or salad. She was absolutely delighted when Perry looked at her and said, “I kind of love to just go wild on carbs in places like this.”
“Me too. I was just wondering about the arancini for starters.”
Perry’s grin lit up her face, her cheeks still pink. “Sounds perfect to me.”
And they were.
By the time they’d polished off the plate of arancini and they were sharing and ordered their pasta-based main courses, Norah was feeling soft and warm and undeniably smitten. Perry was kind and funny and still adorable when Norah tripped her up by being a little forward or flirtatious. They’d covered their complicated family relationships, their friends, and Norah’s time in college.
It was the best date Norah had ever been on.
But, as she twirled a piece of tagliatelle around her plate, her online stalking of Perry was itching in the back of her mind. She knew she shouldn’t bring it up, but she needed her fears laid to rest.
“So,” she started, watching Perry spear her ravioli. “What were you like in college?”
Perry’s eyes narrowed very slightly as she watched Norah while eating the ravioli in question. She looked almost amused, as if she’d been expecting this. It confused Norah more than a little.
“Kind of foolish,” she replied once she’d swallowed. “Different, I think. Louder, a little more sociable. You know?”
“Yeah. I guess that makes sense.” Norah couldn’t really see it, but people changed all the time.
“Did you Google me?” She asked straight out.
Norah thought about denying it, but what would be the point? Perry would find out sooner or later and what she’d found was public information. Besides, it was clear Perry knew the answer. There was no point in lying.
“I… might have.” Now Norah was blushing and Perry looked smug, despite still being slightly flushed herself.
“It’s fine. I figured you would. You’re a PI. It’s kind of what you do.”
Norah leaned her head to the side. Most people hated when she did that. Yet here was Perry, entirely unfazed by the situation.
That’s when Norah realized that what Perry did for a living was not so different.
“You looked me up too,” she accused, laughing.
“I… might have,” Perry parroted back at her and they both laughed. “The random profile I’m sure you’re wondering about?” The question caused Norah to nod eagerly. “I should delete it, but I like to keep it. You know, in honor of the foolish teen I was, long before I’d figured out internet security and become much more cynical. Back when I fought my mom on hair length and clothing and I thought I’d take over the world. It’s funny to look back sometimes.”
Now that Norah could see.
She could imagine a teenaged and rebellious Perry doing whatever she wanted before she found her actual place in the world, where she felt comfortable with herself and had gotten sick of things like forced socializing. She’d become a little angrier at the world, a little more concerned with how it operated, but who amongst them hadn’t? She and Delta weren’t exactly the same, wide-eyed, naive girls they’d been in college.
The conversation finally put to bed the questions that had been swirling inside Norah’s mind about that odd stand-out factor and she relaxed back into her seat and ate her food, admiring Perry in the candlelight of the restaurant.
It really was the best date Norah had ever been on. She was comfortable and happy, and Perry was the most interesting, beautiful person. Norah wasn’t one to rush things, and she didn’t want to, but she knew she was falling for Perry. She was actively fighting the urge to run her fingers up Perry’s arm, into her hair, and pull her in to kiss…
Half of her was angry that she’d asked Perry to dinner before they both had to go to work. The other half of her thought it was a good thing they had work to prevent her from dragging Perry back to her house and having her on the sofa, Benjamina’s watching plant eyes be damned.
Perry lifted her gaze to Norah’s and whatever she was about to ask died on her lips at the look on Norah’s face.
Norah could imagine what she must look like, how all the ways she wanted Perry must be written across her face. With anyone else, she’d have been embarrassed, but with Perry, she wasn’t even close to it. She wanted Perry and she wanted her to know it. And, on the plus side, she was pretty sure Perry wanted her too. Especially with the way Perry’s cheeks heated and her gaze became sultry, sexy, and hungry.
They were supposed to leave in about half an hour to make it to work on time. There really wasn’t time to go back to Norah’s place, but oh, how she wanted to. How she wanted Perry laid out for her.
She consoled herself with the fact that not having the time to do that meant that the first time she got to have Perry, there would be no rush. Although, she wasn’t sure how long she could wait for that moment.
Perry gulped and Norah was sure they were thinking very similar things.
Deciding there was no point in subtlety, Norah leaned forward, close to Perry across their very intimate table. “I want you,” she said, her voice husky. “I want to take you home and have you for hours.”
Both of their heads whipped up, their smoldering eye contact broken, when someone to the side of their table muttered a hurried, “I’ll come back.”
They both saw their waiter hightailing it away from their table and laughed, the intensity of the moment broken. It wouldn’t take much for Norah to get back into that space, but it was probably better saved for another time.
Perry shook her head, cheeks bright red. “I, uhhh… I want you, too. A lot.”
She could barely meet Norah’s eye as she said it and Norah loved every single thing about it. She loved Perry wanting her, she loved Perry admitting it and blushing while she did so, and she loved the idea of how much Perry would blush as Norah pinned her to the bed and set to work on getting her off.
“I’m glad,” Norah positively purred. “What are you doing after work?”
Perry dropped her fork but seemed to miss the light clatter it made. “After work? Uhhh. Nothing. I mean. Nothing. Just, more work, probably. I—I mean—I could… Umm. I could be available. You know?”
Norah smirked slightly predatorily. She loved taking cool and collected Perry apart like this. “Good. Come by my office once you're done? We can go back to my place. Have breakfast, you know?”
“Um. Yes. Yes. Yes.” Perry looked like her soul was leaving her body in the most incredible way. “Yes. That sounds… Yes.”
“Great.” Norah smiled. “Now, you should finish your food.” She nodded at Perry’s plate.
“Oh, right.”
Evidently, Perry had forgotten she had food, had possibly forgotten food even existed. But she obediently picked up her fork and mechanically ate, her mind otherwise occupied and operating on autopilot. Norah would feel bad that Perry was unlikely to get anything productive done all night, but she was in the same boat and, while she’d be looking into the Richmond case, her mind would be in bed, slowly stripping Perry.
She couldn’t wait to do just that in the morning.
“Do you have a lot to do tonight?” Norah asked after a moment in electrified silence.
“Uhhhh…” Perry frowned, concentrating hard on the question before giving up. “I honestly can’t remember. Sorry.”
Norah laughed. “That’s okay. Even if you get nothing done all night, you’ll get plenty done in the morning.”
“Oh my god.” She took a sip of her drink but seemed to forget how to swallow halfway through and almost choked.
“You okay?” Norah asked, genuinely worried. She loved teasing Perry but she didn’t want her to get injured.
“I’m fine.” She didn’t sound it. “I just. Wow. Okay. Yes. Hi.”
“Hi,” Norah smirked.
“Yes. Hi. I’m good. I’m great. You’re just—wow.”
Norah laughed. “I assume that’s a good thing?”
“Very.” She laughed. “Sorry, I’m usually better with words than this.”
“I guess I just do something to you.”
Perry raised an eyebrow. “You do plenty to me, but it’s probably best not to get into that right now.”
“Okay. But I look forward to getting into it in excruciating detail over breakfast.”
“Norah,” Perry whined.
“Yes, Perry?”
“Can you not? I’m trying not to go to work looking like I’m ready to drag someone to bed.”
Norah laughed. “And I assume I shouldn’t ask who you want to drag to bed?”
“Well, okay. Maybe, uh. Maybe… I’m the one who wants dragging to bed, but uh, yeah, you know. You can ask or not ask. You already know who it is.”
Norah looked her up and down. “I’m flattered, Perry. And I’ll definitely drag you to bed later.”
“Oh my god,” Perry whined again and Norah giggled.
Breakfast was going to be marvelous.



ELEVEN
Perry couldn’t remember the last time she’d been as flustered as she had over dinner with Norah. There was just something about the woman that made her insides feel like they were upside down and attempting to escape. Like nothing in the world mattered or made sense other than Norah. And not one part of being with her felt like it was a job.
She didn’t want Norah to be a job. All Perry wanted was to be with her, for her to know Perry entirely.
And yes, to have the seemingly incredible sex Norah had suggested they would have over dinner.
Long after Norah had disappeared from view, Perry had stared after her. She was unused to feeling this way and she was angry at Rhodes for sending her after Norah. Well, no, she was angry at herself for falling for a PI, and maybe at Norah for having such a ridiculous job. But not, because Norah was good at her job and she helped people and it made her happy.
Perry groaned. She wasn’t really angry at anyone. She just wanted Norah and she wanted to exist in a world where she could have her.
She knew she’d have to explain at some point, and she hoped without reason that she and Norah would find a way to make it work. For now, though, she had to carry on the way they were going, and she was going to bask in every single second with Norah.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket and it was as good a distraction as any from the brooding, so she pulled it out, only to groan again when she saw that the latest message was from the woman in question telling her that she was already looking forward to later. The cheeky emojis after the message did not help Perry’s peace of mind.
There was no way she could just go home and spend all night thinking about Norah and how badly she wanted her. Rhodes would want to see the laptop, but even that wouldn’t be enough to keep her distracted. Plus, he would notice something was off and he’d want details.
Perry could not handle that. However, she did still have the access card Rhodes had given her for Richmond’s.
Instead of texting back to his excited ramblings about what he might find on the laptop, she hit the call button and waited for him to answer. As usual, he was fast.
“Hey, what’s up? You on your way back? Can’t wait to see what’s on that thing. Did you see my messages? The person you swiped it from, are they important by any chance? The higher they are, the more useful it will be.”
“Rhodes. Breathe.” Perry leaned against the hood of a parked car and listened to him taking a deep breath. “You good?”
“Yes, sorry. What’s up?” He was back to his regular talking speed.
“I think I’m going to go back in.”
“In? In where? Richmond’s? Why?”
“Well,” Perry aimed for sounding like she’d thought this through at length, rather than it being an impulse based on her having a crush on Norah. It actually could be helpful. “I still have a working access card without you having to whip up another on some other day. Plus, I might be able to swipe some tech from someone higher up. I’m not sure this laptop is the goldmine you’re hoping for.”
He hummed and considered her request. She knew he wouldn’t tell her not to do something she was clearly going to do, but he could turn into a snarky little bastard if she needed help on a job he didn’t like.
“And,” she continued, knowing this would get him hook, line, and sinker, “Kevin was there and pretty tired. He was talking about wanting to meet the hacker. If he’s still there, I could get more info from him.”
Rhodes gasped. Actually gasped.
Perry tried to suppress her laughter.
“He wants to meet me?” Rhodes asked, his voice suddenly a hoarse whisper. He was almost as bad as Perry was with Norah.
“He does, but he will not be doing so,” she cautioned.
“Why not?”
She folded one leg over the other where she sat against the random car and suppressed a sigh. “Because, dude, he is the oversight committee for the system we broke into and stole thirty-seven million dollars from. I know we’ve made some ridiculous decisions over the years, but serving ourselves up on a platter to Richmond’s head of cybersecurity seems like a particularly foolhardy thing to do.”
“Okay, I hear that.” Perry could hear him shuffling around in the background and she knew he was pulling his knees up to his chest and stuffing himself sideways into his chair. It was what he did when he was making suggestions based on emotions, rather than logic. It didn’t happen a lot, but it wasn’t rare enough for Perry not to know his M.O. “But. I’ve been looking into his finances and I think he might already do some kind of moonlighting.”
Perry had not been expecting that. “What?”
“He gets his paycheck every month, as expected, from Richmond’s. Also, they should pay him more for how good his system was, but I bet they’re pissed that someone got through it with how much they do pay him.” He laughed. “But, anyway. Yes. He gets his paycheck and then he also has this mysterious regular income. He puts it into the bank himself, always cash, always around fifteen hundred dollars, and always within the first week of the month.”
“Okay.” She drew the word out, thinking. “Yeah, that does seem like it could be something. But you sure it’s not… I don’t know, he’s not a landlord or anything? Could be paid rent in cash?”
“He doesn’t even own the apartment he lives in. No property in his name at all. And, before you ask, yes, I checked property his family owns, nothing to suggest he’s being paid rent on any properties.”
Perry pushed herself off the car and started meandering her way back towards Richmond’s. Her mind scrambled for a reasonable explanation for the money, but she could think of none except that Kevin got cash in hand for something. For such a genteel guy, it was a risky decision.
“Okay,” she eventually conceded, “he’s probably moonlighting. That’s ridiculously risky in his position, so what’s the motive? He in need of cash?”
“Nope. Not at all. Well, not unless he’s planning something big. His salary from Richmond’s far exceeds his outgoings and he seems incredibly financially secure. Doesn’t play the markets, banks smart, no financial component to the decision as far as I can see.”
“So he’s doing it to help someone.”
It was the only option. Perry and Rhodes had been in this business long enough to spot what motivated people to break laws or contracts. She was pretty sure Kevin was a good guy and she was very sure that his contract would be zipped tight with anti-compete clauses and NDAs. The only reason he’d be risking getting fired and in some serious legal trouble would be to help someone important to him.
“Seems like it,” Rhodes said, obviously having come to the same conclusion long before he’d called Perry. “But I can’t figure out who. Whatever it is he does and who he does it for, they’re both smart about it. Nothing on his phone to indicate what’s going on, no emails, no paper trail at all.”
“Not that surprising,” Perry said as she crossed the road. “You might be having an easy time hacking his stuff, but he’s the best in the business otherwise. He’ll know better than to leave any kind of evidence if he’s not looking to get caught.”
“Think you can just get him to tell you?”
Perry snorted. “Yes, Rhodes. I am certain that the security expert who protects his out-of-work activities to the degree that even you can’t find them is going to be more than willing to spill his guts to a random Richmond’s employee he’s spoken to all of once.”
“Okay, sarcasm. A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed.”
“Would it? With you asking questions like that? I don’t think so.”
“Rude.” He laughed. “But you should try anyway. You know, if you’re going back in, what’s the harm? Maybe you’ll catch him so sleepy that he does say something. Or maybe you could just invite him to meet me and I’ll take it from there.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’d love to take him, but we are not going anywhere close to that option. Just because he likely does something a little untoward on the side does not mean he’s going to be down for hanging out with the people who hacked his company and made his life hell.”
“I’m sure he’d love it. I can teach him how to block the hack I did to get in.”
Perry rolled her eyes. “I thought we were trying to keep a constant drain open there?”
“Oh, please. I figured out five different ways in before we hacked them and now I’m inside I’ve added seven others. I’ll teach him how to plug the hole I used, but I’m not doing his job for him. He wants to keep up with me, he’s going to have to learn. Fast.”
Perry scrunched her nose up. “Why are you saying that to me like it’s foreplay? Whatever you do in your own time is your business, but don’t channel all of your sexual frustration at Kevin Nguyen into using that voice with me. I am happy to live my life never knowing what you sound like in the bedroom.”
“You’d be so lucky.”
“I really, really wouldn’t. We’re both gay. Very gay.”
“True. But then you can use that as motivation to recruit Kevin so I can fuck him and stop talking to you about it.”
“As if you’d stop talking about it if you got him.”
“Fine. I’d fuck him all the time and never shut up about it. So sue me.”
Richmond’s came into view as Perry shook her head. “Well, you can shut up about it for now because I’m hanging up. And no, not to recruit Kevin. Just to sniff around the office a bit.”
As she pulled the phone away from her ear, she could hear Rhodes chanting “Recruit Kevin” in the background. She rolled her eyes as she ended the call and shoved her phone back into her pocket.
Outside of Richmond’s, there was still a sizable crowd of journalists gathered, hoping for any kind of news on the robbery. Since Perry had spent days sitting amongst them, she knew she needed not to be spotted and identified. Luckily, a group of five or six employees was heading into the building at the same time Perry arrived and she managed to use them as a shield to hide from those who might recognize her, keeping her head down in case any of the photographers were snapping pictures of all the people coming and going from the building. The last thing she needed was to be splashed all over the paper.
The key card Rhodes had given her swiped her into the building without issue, of course. He might be insufferable when he wanted to get laid, but he was incredible at his job and he was her best friend. He would never send her into a place with equipment that might fail her.
She kept her head down as she headed back up towards Kevin’s makeshift office/bedroom, keen to avoid anyone paying too much attention to her, and thankful that Richmond’s had so many employees that it seemed regular to run into people in the elevator you didn’t know. None of those who came and went as she rode higher even looked at her twice.
When she reached her floor, she stepped out and noticed the subtle change in the atmosphere for the night shift. Warm, ambient lighting lit the space and seemed at odds with the chaotic energy from the traders, but those who sat at their desks were quieter than those who were here in the daytime.
The desk she’d swiped the laptop from earlier had been vacated for the day, but a new laptop sat atop it. Perry shook her head at how disposable equipment seemed to be when you had as much money as the Richmonds. If they’d replaced the laptop in the few hours she’d been gone, she wondered if they even cared what had happened to it. Despite them recently having lost a significant chunk of money, she still got the sense that nobody here would imagine an outsider could break in and steal their things.
Perry walked past it and continued towards Kevin’s conference room. His form was lit by one dimmed lamp that sat beside him on the table. He was half hunched over his computer and looked a second away from sleep.
She pressed the door gently open and stepped inside. She’d made it to the table and pulled out a chair for herself before he jerked awake enough to acknowledge her presence.
“Sorry. Sorry. I’m just… Oh, it’s you again,” he said, smiling an exhausted grin as he relaxed.
“It is. And you absolutely should not be here,” she said, gently.
Kevin scrubbed at his face with his hands. “I know, I know. I haven’t had a proper sleep in days, but they want this solved, they want the press off their backs, and, even if I go home, they call me to ask questions. Better to just stay here.”
“Better for them, maybe, but you can’t keep going like this. Have you even eaten?” Perry wasn’t usually one for mothering those around her, but there was something about Kevin’s demeanor that scared her. The Richmonds were going to kill him if they kept going like this.
“Oh. Uh.” He paused to think for far too long than the question should require. “No. I haven’t. There’s food in the fridge from my mom, I just haven’t gotten to it.”
Perry smiled a little. It was sweet that he had someone trying to look after him at least.
“Why don’t you let me grab that for you? And you can just rest for a minute.” She reached across the table and pulled his laptop back a few inches to show that resting did not include work.
Kevin attempted to reach for his computer and half an argument made it out of his mouth before his whole body gave up and collapsed back into the seat. It was painfully obvious that he had not slept in days.
Perry took the Tupperware of food to the microwave he’d set up in the corner—it really was like he lived here—and heated it for him. In her peripheral vision, she could see him slumped in his chair. This place was so unhealthy for him, but she was glad to see that his food at least seemed hearty and healthy and well-rounded. 
As if he could read her mind, Kevin sighed. “Is it pathetic that the only reason I’m eating real food is that my mom makes it and packs it for me?”
She turned to look at him. “No. It’s pathetic of the Richmonds to have you basically living here and to put all of the weight of solving this hack on you.”
He laughed and it sounded a little bitter. “I mean, that is kind of my job. Even if I suck at it when I’m this exhausted. But you know you should be careful saying stuff like that around the office.”
Perry frowned. “How do you mean?”
“Well…” He yawned and slid further down in his seat. “You know the Richmonds don’t like it when it seems like someone is criticizing or dissenting. Calling them pathetic wouldn’t go down very well, I don’t think.”
The microwave dinged and Perry carefully removed the container, placing it on the table before Kevin. Next to the microwave, there was a cup of utensils. Not wanting to presume which ones he’d prefer, she picked the whole thing up and placed it next to him.
She sat across from him again and thought about her reply. He probably was exhausted enough to give her real answers if she asked the right kinds of questions.
“I’m glad your mom packs you food,” she finally said. “And, I’m not being funny, but if the only thing keeping you going is her food and you’ve been forced not to sleep properly in days, I think it’s probably okay to criticize the situation.”
He shook his head as he slowly ate his food. “You know they wouldn’t see it that way.”
Perry didn’t need to work here to know that. She tried not to think too hard about the Richmonds happily going home on time to proper meals and comfortable beds while Kevin got whatever few minutes of sleep he could between his desk chair and a sleeping bag on the floor. They were exploiting him and there was no other way to see it.
She was happy they’d stolen from the Richmonds, and that they would continue to do so, but it burned bitterly in her stomach that Kevin was being so affected by the theft.
“You need to sleep,” she said. That was just a fact. “You’ll never solve anything without being well-rested.”
“I know. But they’re always coming in here to check how I’m doing, to see what updates I have, and what we can release to the press.”
The way he spoke told Perry both that he was minutes from falling asleep and that he was criticizing the Richmonds internally, even if he wasn’t ready to do so out loud.
“Okay,” she said, rising and moving to the glass walls of the office. “I’m going to close these blinds, stick a message on the door that we’re testing a theory and shouldn’t be interrupted, and then you’re going to get some sleep and I’m going to sit here as if we are testing something.”
Kevin was quiet for a minute, but Perry could feel him watching her. “Why are you helping me? We barely know each other.”
“Well.” She drew the word out as she shut each of the blinds until the only part you could see into the office through was the door. “You helped me earlier. Plus, we don’t have to know each other for me to see that the Richmonds are going to kill you if they make you keep this up. You’re too good at your job and, you know, you’re a human being, you deserve not to be run into the ground by their greed.”
Kevin didn’t resist and she gently ushered him up from his chair and towards his sleeping bag. As he slipped his shoes off and climbed inside, Perry grabbed a scrap of paper and wrote her note to tape to the door.
“They pay me pretty well, you know?” Kevin said as he settled into position on the ground.
“Nobody pays you well enough to be entitled to kill you.”
“Oh. Well, no, I guess not.” He hesitated for a moment. “But this job keeps my family safe and fed and alive.”
That made sense. Perry had deduced that his mom must either live with him or be very close by and it fit with what she’d learned about Kevin, that he would put up with all of this mistreatment to protect the people he loved and respected.
“And, if you plan on keeping them that way, you’re going to need to be alive to do so,” she told him, stern but gentle. It was obvious he needed permission and a valid reason to take a break. “So sleep, and then you can get back to it with a refreshed mind and an alert system.”
He hummed and she knew he was already half gone. His mumbled thanks were mostly lost to sleep, but Perry smiled slightly as she set herself up at the table with her pilfered laptop to have a scout around it herself.
As it launched, she watched Kevin’s sleeping form. His motivator for all of this was his family. He definitely disliked the Richmonds and, probably, this job a lot of the time, but he was good at it and it kept his family safe. She wondered whether his side hustle was also motivated by his family. Or if it was with a family member. She’d have to get Rhodes to check out the Nguyens a little closer.
She pulled out her phone to text him and saw that she already had a message from him, telling her, again, to recruit Kevin and bring him to meet Rhodes.
Even though she rolled her eyes and shot back an unequivocal rejection, she eyed Kevin again. If she told Rhodes she was thinking about it, he’d want her to bring Kevin home and then he’d be working on getting into Kevin’s pants. They didn’t have time for that right now because this needed to be done the right way. But she thought she could do it. Kevin was careful, but he wasn’t loyal to the Richmonds. He was loyal to his family. A family that needed him alive.
Plus, she couldn’t deny that Kevin would be a great asset to the team. He and Rhodes would be unstoppable together. And Perry could give Kevin and his family financial stability at a much lower cost than the Richmonds were giving it to him.
She just had to figure out the best way to gently test Kevin’s willingness to break the rules when he wasn’t half-asleep.



TWELVE
Delta entered the office lugging at least seven bags with her while Norah was staring at her phone, wondering whether it would be safe to text Perry a very not safe for work text.
She dumped the bags on her desk with a huff and turned to face Norah. “This case is ridiculous. Norman wants me to go through all of these papers for evidence that his receptionist is taking money from him.”
Norah frowned. “He gave you his accounting documents in carrier bags?”
Delta’s face darkened as she slowly nodded her head. “Yep. And there’s no order to them. Half of these are from before the woman even worked there, but he doesn’t know which half it is. It’s a complete shit show.”
Norah winced in sympathy. “I’m sorry. We could quit the job and you can work the Richmond case with me if you want?”
“Oh, no. I’m all set, thanks. I’ve had more than enough of those banker-types thinking they’re better than me and asking how I could possibly imply they might have helped steal from the company because do I have any idea how much money they make and how they absolutely do not need to steal a measly thirty-seven mil?” She moved her hand to her chest in mock horror and Norah laughed.
“Yeah, fair point. They are the worst.”
“And you have a better tolerance for their bullshit built up from growing up around it.” Delta laughed. It amused her endlessly that Norah had been born into that world and fought her way out. “Imagine how hard it is when you didn’t grow up choking on a silver spoon. I’ll take Norman and his crap recordkeeping any day over that.”
Norah giggled. “And every day with the number of cases he keeps coming up with for you.”
“Hey, so long as he’s paying us, I’ll investigate his receptionist, his landlord, hell, even his postal worker if that’s what he wants. Dude’s eccentric, but I’ll take it.”
Norah smiled at her, the phone still in hand. Delta liked to complain—justifiably so—about Norman, but they both knew she had a soft spot for him. This was the fourth job Delta had worked for the quirky old man and, while his organization left much to be desired, he wasn’t a bad client to work for, and he was always so happy once a job concluded that he sent them a huge basket of scones from the bakery next door that kept them going until he showed up with another target for Delta to investigate.
As she moved around her desk and attempted to arrange the bags into some kind of order, Delta looked up at Norah. “You planning on doing something with that phone, or you just staring at it all day? Because you know what they say. A watched pot never boils and all that.”
Norah scowled at her. “Excuse me, you literally put the kettle on and watched it boil to make a point when you were nine years old. You know that’s crap.”
“I do, but that wasn’t the point. Why're you staring so hard at it that it looks like you’re trying to set it on fire?”
Norah sighed. “Perry…”
Delta paused to squint at her. “The girlfriend?”
Norah, who had kept her cool under Perry’s gaze, immediately blushed. “She’s not my girlfriend—”
“Sure she’s not.” Delta rolled her eyes and smirked. “So, what’s up with her?”
“Uh. Nothing.” Norah wasn’t sure when the blush would leave her face, especially when Delta raised an eyebrow at her. “I was just thinking about texting her.”
“Ohhh, I see.” Her eyes lit up. “You’re trying to sext her.”
“What? No. Of course not. Why would you—?”
Delta collapsed into her chair, laughing. “You are so trying to sext her. I guess the date went well, then. Wait. Did you have sex tonight? Girl, deets.”
“Whoa. No. Not at all. We did not. No.”
“Wow. You must be super into her if you’re being this cagey.” She smirked. “Just tell her what you want to do to her the next time you see her. That’s always a hit.”
Norah shook her head and attempted to block out Delta’s laughing as she went back to sorting her bags from Norman. It was true that she and Delta had never been particularly shy with details of their dating lives, but there was something about Perry that made Norah want to keep her to herself. Their budding relationship felt precious and, given how much Perry blushed and fumbled, and how at odds that was with her usual persona, Norah was sure Perry wouldn’t want Delta knowing the details of their almost-sex life.
Despite being embarrassed and somewhat flustered, Norah still couldn’t wait to have Perry after work and she did want to tease her just a little bit.
Ignoring Delta shooting her very unsubtle looks every few seconds, Norah turned her chair and typed out a message to Perry, keeping it light and flirty but with the obvious implication that she was thinking about Perry naked. And she really was. Since she’d met Perry, her brain had not stopped wondering what the woman would look like naked on her soft pink sheets. And she was now down to counting the hours until she found out.
She’d barely turned back to her computer and typed two words before her phone lit up with Perry’s reply. Norah couldn’t help but smile. Evidently, the message had been fully received and, it seemed from the adorably flustered jabbering, very happily so. 
Wondering how much she could get away with, she immediately shot back a message asking what Perry was doing.
While waiting for a reply, she scrolled through her numbers and called Kevin. It was a risky decision. He’d been spending so much time trapped inside the pristine glass tower of Richmond’s that Norah had barely spoken to him. They didn’t usually chat when he was inside the building. Doubletalk to get around people catching on really wasn’t Kevin’s thing, so it was just better to talk when he was ensconced in his apartment. But, since it had been days since he’d slept there, Norah had little choice.
It rang through to voicemail before Norah hung up without leaving a message. She hoped that meant he was at home sleeping, but she wasn’t foolish enough to think Ryan would have let him go without a fight. Poor Kevin was probably in another meeting that should have been an email with Ryan right at that very moment. 
She wasn’t certain she fully understood why Ryan had meetings, honestly. He hated them. Especially ones where other people were required to do all the talking. Norah had experienced firsthand how he tended to zone out on his phone while she spoke and how he used his position to get away with doing the same thing in meetings.
Across from her, Delta was muttering to herself about bad bookkeeping and how the order of the papers in the bags made no sense at all. As she stripped off her blazer, Norah knew she was serious. Delta had a very specific way of divesting herself of clothing as she settled into a task that was going to take a lot of time and energy and would likely frustrate her to no end. Norah wondered whether she should ask Norman for a bonus for making her do this.
Her phone lit up again and she was more than delighted to hear that Perry was sitting at her desk, going over documents. If she’d been out trying to interview people or chase a story, Norah might have felt bad about distracting her, but sitting at her desk was fair game.
Sooo, she sent back, want to talk about where else you’ll be sitting today? 
Jesus Christ. Norah. Perry replied almost immediately. 
Norah smirked at her phone, delighted that Perry was engaging and that she was already having such a positive impact. We should talk about what we want to do now so there’s no wasting time once we’re back at my place, don’t you think?
I guess. Yeah. Sure. Sounds good. Uh. Yes.
Norah loved the effect she had on Perry. And she could not wait to see how that translated to her bed. 
Great, she replied. So, I’m guessing you might be getting this vibe, but I really love topping. I switch, but I really, really want to fuck you today. You know, if you want that?
Giving up on the illusion that she was organizing her notes on the known hackers in the city, Norah simply oscillated between watching her phone for an incoming message from Perry and glancing amusedly at Delta. 
Part of her wanted to offer to help with the papers, but she and Delta knew each other, and Norman, well enough at this point that she didn’t. Delta had her own system and Norah respected the system. 
God. You’re hot. You know we’re at work, right? Came the reply. It was slower this time and Norah inexplicably knew that Perry had taken extra time to type correctly. But, uh, yeah. Yes. I, uh, can switch. Apparently. I mean, I have. You know. In the past. But the energy to do so seems to have escaped me. Sorry.
Norah giggled and pushed her chair back, crossing her ankles on her desk as she thought about her ability to send Perry spiraling into flustered bottom mode. I am aware, but that makes it a little more exciting, don’t you think? I mean, I can leave you alone to work if you’d rather…?
No, no. It’s fine. I mean. I’m fine. This is fine.
Haha. You seem fine. 
Totally am. Totally fine discussing my sudden inability to switch with you. Fine. So fine.
Perry, are you looking forward to me pinning you to my bed and fucking you later? Is that something you’d be interested in? Norah smirked as she hit send. 
Wow. Yes. Interested. For sure. So interested. Wow. Yes. That.
Norah's smile grew and she tingled with anticipation for the time when she’d be back with Perry. Good. Now, be a good girl and get some work done so I can fuck you senseless later.
Fuck, Norah. You expect me to get stuff done with THAT in my head?!
Yes.
Norah laughed as she turned back to her computer, but her heart swelled and her stomach swarmed with butterflies at the thought of Perry being excited at work.
“That smirk tells me sexting went well,” Delta said in a sing-song voice from across the office. She appeared to have decided on a stacking order for Norman’s bags and was beginning to go through the papers inside, arranging them into piles as she went.
Any attempt at a reply from Norah was cut off when her phone rang, and she was glad of the interruption. There would be no point denying it and that conversation was only going places that made Norah blush profusely. And she much preferred making Perry blush than being the one who was a blushing mess.
“Hello?” she said into the line, causing Delta to laugh with the satisfied smirk she sent her way.
“Norah Rosenberg?” asked a distorted voice.
“Yes,” she replied, sitting up straighter. “Who’s this?”
There was a beat too long of silence. “You reached out looking for information from hackers? I’m a hacker.”
Norah quickly grabbed for her notebook and pen. She had been prepared to go looking for them, doubting they’d come to her from the message she’d had Kevin help her put out online, but she was practically bouncing now that one of them was here, calling her.
“Yes. Hi. Thanks for calling,” she said. 
“You, uh. Online you said there was payment for info.”
“There is. It’s not much, but a hundred and fifty. I’m going to assume you probably don’t want to give me your bank details, so I can drop it in cash wherever you want.”
“Locker 752 at Central Station by 3 am?”
She glanced at the time. “Yes. I can do that. One fifty—are small bills okay? Locker 752 by three.”
“Good. Yes.”
“Okay, so, I’m looking for the person who hacked Richmond’s.”
“As in the brokerage?” They had definitely not expected that. Her message had been purposefully vague to encourage people to get in touch, but she knew hackers would speculate. Contacting some random woman wanting information about hackers usually went against the code, so Norah knew that anyone who got in touch would be motivated by the money and would have given themselves some sort of explanation for what she might want.
“Yes, as in whoever it was who managed to pull off a near-perfect hack.”
“Lady, I don’t know. That’s kind of the point. If you pull off something like that, you don’t talk about it in any kind of identifiable way. Especially not when it’s an open investigation.”
Norah sighed. “I don’t expect you to give me a name, I’m just looking for information that can send me in the right direction. Nobody’s been talking about a big job online?”
“Well, they have, but not the Richmond job. More theoretical. You know? Jobs we wish we could pull off.”
“Such as?”
They hesitated, obviously weighing how much the money was worth to them. “You know, government jobs and stuff. People like hacking security systems to see what the government hides from us and to prove they can.”
“Okay,” she doodled on her paper as she thought. “Anyone you've come into contact with got the kind of skill to hack the government?”
They laughed. “Kinda depends what you mean. Pretty much everyone has the skill to hack low-level stuff. Top dogs? A few, maybe. Not enough to be a ghost like the guy you’re looking for.”
Norah paused. “How do you know it’s a guy?”
“I don’t. I just… use it as a term.”
She deflated a little. “Do you know of anyone who’s enough of a ghost to hack a system like Richmond’s?”
They paused again and Norah waited with bated breath. 
“Well,” they finally said. “There’s the possibility it’s an inside job. People at the company, especially those who built the security system, would know how to do it. It’s pretty well known that all the big companies build their own systems.”
Norah scrunched her nose. She’d already tried that avenue. “Let’s say I’ve been down that avenue and it’s a non-starter. Who else could do it?”
The sound of them shifting and barely starting and restarting sentences came over the line. 
Norah wanted to ask questions, but she knew she should be patient and wait for them to speak. Most people would fill the space if you sat in silence, simply because it became too awkward not to. People who were calling to give up information were particularly inclined to do so.
“There’s a guy…” They finally said.
“Okay.”
“Known as the best hacker alive.”
She smiled. That’s exactly who she was looking for. Kevin was certain the person who’d cracked his system was the best. “What’s their name?”
“Ugh. I don’t know. Guys like that don’t have names we all just know.” They huffed. “He goes by Dolos. But that’s a name the community gave him, not his tag or anything. We say ‘he’ because of that.”
“Dolos as in Greek Mythology? Why?”
“Because the guy’s a god.” They sounded exasperated with Norah. She almost laughed. 
Something she’d learned long ago told her it was more than that they were a god in the hacking world. If you wanted to name someone just because they were a god, you’d go with Zeus, maybe Hades. Dolos wasn’t nearly as famous.
Norah tapped at her computer searching for information on Dolos, who, it turned out, was the spirit of trickery and guile. Fitting for a guy nobody could get near and who danced through systems like they were nothing more than air.
“So,” she said. “This Dolos isn’t in any of the forums, doesn’t chat online or anything?”
“Definitely not. You get to that kind of legendary status and you don’t chat about hacks you’d like to do, you’re out there doing the hacks. If anyone did the Richmond job, it’s got to be him.”
The awe and admiration were obvious in their voice. It caused Norah to smile a little. Honestly, if she and Kevin weren’t stuck working on this case, they’d probably be sitting around toasting Dolos themselves. To get in and out of a system that strong, without a trace, and take thirty-seven million undetected was pretty amazing. She could only imagine the other hacks they’d pulled off to earn such status and adoration.
She hung up with the hacker, with the renewed promise that she’d have their money in place before three, and thought about Dolos as she stared at the computer. 
Norah wondered whether they were Greek themselves. That might make it hard to track them if they were still in Greece. Maybe they were Greek and here. Maybe they weren’t Greek at all and she was just clutching at straws. 
Giving up on staring at a screen with no answers, she sighed and got ready to drop the informant’s money, taking Delta with her. They’d done this a million times, but they always went together, just in case. And she knew she’d spend the whole time wondering whether it was just the trickery part that had earned Dolos their name, or whether there was something to the Greek connection after all.



THIRTEEN
Rhodes was lighting up Perry’s phone. He had been for the last hour while she’d sat there, thinking about Norah and working hard on not texting her and begging for sex then and there, and waiting for Kevin to wake up.
His phone had lit up a couple of times, but it seemed to just be family members wanting to get hold of him. Perry couldn’t blame them. The poor guy was being worked to death and clearly wasn’t going home much. 
Rhodes’ messages were much less about concern for Perry and much more about concern for his stomach and his sex life.
He’d tried multiple times to convince Perry to recruit Kevin. She’d shot him down every time, seemingly refusing to entertain the idea that she would ever recruit him, even as she sat there with half-formed plans on how to test Kevin. She really didn’t love keeping things from Rhodes, but he was not thinking logically and, if they were to do this, it had to be done very carefully. For their protection and Kevin’s.
Now, he’d moved on to begging her to go get him a blueberry muffin from Liv’s. This was the third message he’d sent pleading for his hungry stomach.
Go get your own muffin, she shot back, knowing it was unlikely. Rhodes really would have to be starving to go all the way to Liv’s. 
As she put her phone down and shook her head at Rhodes, Kevin started to shift in his sleeping bag. She’d honestly hoped he would be out for longer, but the poor guy had so much on his plate that his system likely couldn’t shut down for that long.
He pulled himself back up to the table and smiled groggily, and a little embarrassedly, at Perry. 
“Sorry,” he croaked before grabbing his bottle of water. “How long was I out?”
“A few hours,” Perry replied. “Not too long. You didn’t miss anything.” Other than me wanting the woman I’m seeing with a burning passion.
He laughed. The sound was still a little bitter. “A few hours is definitely too long for the Richmonds.”
Perry rolled her eyes. “Please. There is no way Ryan Richmond is working on no sleep. And you’re not going to get anything done while you’re this exhausted. Even if you found something in all of the files you’re undoubtedly trawling, your brain will be too exhausted to interpret it as anything helpful.”
“It’s fine. It wasn’t Ryan’s system that failed and I know that thing inside out, even if I’m half-dead, I’ll spot if something’s off.”
There was nothing off that he’d find, Perry knew that. Rhodes was incredibly good at what he did. And he said it was okay because what other choice did he have? He needed this job, needed to stay on their good side, needed to take care of his family. 
Maybe recruiting him wouldn’t be all that hard after all. But she wasn’t going to do it here, that much was clear. 
She stood up and smiled. “Come on,” she said, stowing her computer back in her bag and gesturing for Kevin to do the same.
“What? Why? Where are we going?” He gave her a bewildered look.
“Liv’s.”
“Is that someone’s house? Do they work here? I’ve never met a Liv. Oh god, did I forget a new member of staff?” He pulled at his hair roughly.
“Dude, chill. Liv’s is a café. We’re going to get you some food. Maybe a decaf coffee or a hot chocolate or something.”
“Look, I appreciate the help, but I can’t do that. I already wasted hours sleeping.”
She shot him a deadpan look. “Sleeping when you’re half-dead is not wasted time. And you can bring your computer and you can talk me through your thoughts—sometimes talking things out helps. Actual, freshly cooked food and a change of scenery will help you too.”
Kevin pursed his lips and paused, his hand hovering in midair. He was clearly tempted and Perry hoped that was a good sign. 
He sighed. “I mean, you’re not wrong. Talking things through usually does help me, but I’m not allowed to talk about this. The system, the hack, all of it, it’s top secret. They’d murder me in my non-sleep if I talked about it.”
Perry raised an eyebrow. “You told me about Ryan’s mistress spending and I haven’t told anyone about that. You’re fine. I will listen and forget anything I’m not supposed to know. Plus, in case you haven’t noticed, you’ve told me half a dozen times to control what I say around here. Seems pretty obvious I haven’t been drinking the office Kool-Aid. Your secrets are safe. And, honestly, it seems like you could use a friend, dude. Somehow, I’m the best one available.”
His face ran through a whole host of emotions before his shoulders sagged slightly and Perry knew he was at least on-board with going to get breakfast. Even in just a little way, she’d earned his trust, and that was also him passing her first test. If he’d bought into the world of secrets here, he’d never have agreed.
She smiled. “So, Liv’s?”
“I guess so.” He sighed, but it was accompanied by a smile. “You really can’t tell anyone about this, though.”
“I won’t.” Easy to agree when she knew he meant anyone at the company. “And you’ll love Liv’s. She does the best stacks of pancakes at this time of day.” 
“Oh, well, I should probably just get—”
“If you’re about to say something about just a drink, come off it. You’ve barely eaten and it’s my treat.”
“Fine.” He laughed. “You’re a bit of a pushy friend, you know?”
She wasn’t really, not usually, but she was adaptable and this was clearly what he needed. Plus, she wasn’t about to let him pass out from hunger and a lack of sleep.
She rolled her eyes and led him from the room.
“What if someone asks where we’re going?”
“Well, I’d like to be able to say we’re grabbing breakfast since you should be allowed to eat and, you know, not be a prisoner in the building, but I’m guessing that wouldn’t go down well, so tell them we’re going somewhere to run some tests and I’m your assistant for the day to hold cords and stuff.”
He laughed. “Got it all figured out, huh?”
“Yep.”
“Are you new?”
“To what?” She looked at him as they waited for the elevator. 
“The company. I don’t remember seeing you around before you came to see me with your computer and I don’t remember a Perry working here. Plus, you don’t seem to know what you should and shouldn’t say around here.”
Perry’s eyes tightened infinitesimally. She was prepared for this, but she hadn’t expected Kevin to be the one catching it. Did the man check every employee’s record? 
She realized she could just tell him the truth and see how it went, but it was still a little early in the day for that. 
“Pretty new,” she said. “And Perry isn’t my full name. More a nickname from it.”
Had Kevin asked, she was ready to name a new employee for whom ‘Perry’ could be a nickname, but, after a moment of looking like he was running through employment records in his mind, exhaustion or lack of caring won out and he merely collapsed backward into the rail in the elevator.
Perry watched him for a moment before continuing. “And I know the company policy. I just don’t think a company has a right to control my thoughts or my ability to name things that are categorically wrong.”
He frowned. “We should talk about that when we’re at Liv’s.”
As his eyes shifted subtly around the space, Perry wondered what kind of internal surveillance he was worried about, for it was clear he was worried. Richmond’s had CCTV, of course, Rhodes had it up on one of his computers at all times, but it didn’t pick up sound. She wondered whether she needed to send Rhodes back in to find hidden microphones or if they were running a program that deciphered what people were saying from reading their lips. Either way, they had some way to figure out who was being disloyal and it was enough to make their security expert antsy.
So antsy that the whole of the walk to Liv’s, Kevin would only talk about safe topics like the weather, movies he liked, bits and pieces about his family. The night was still hanging heavy in the sky, but people surrounded them, bustling between shops or bars or cafés. Some were grabbing breakfast, others grabbing beers. 
Perry ached for the time before the night shift. She knew that, were it only herself and Kevin in the street, she’d be able to get more out of him. But she could be patient. They would be settled into Liv’s in no time.
She pointed the place out when it came into view and Kevin started quizzing her about the pancakes. Laughing, she assured him they were fluffy and delicious, and that yes, he could get a side of whatever he wanted with them, including whipped cream and sprinkles if that took his fancy. 
He looked at her questioningly and she laughed before explaining she was a regular and that’s what Liv served her every birthday. The smile on his face in response told her that he realized her relationship with Liv was a little more than owner and patron, but he didn’t ask questions, merely commented that he was thinking more like a side of bacon.
Indeed, when he was sat down with his latte and pancakes, and that side of bacon, he seemed much happier. A weight that Perry had seen him with had temporarily lifted and his smiles came easier and seemed more genuine, and his conversation less stilted by fear of being caught saying something he shouldn’t.
Perry refrained from telling him she’d run into Ryan here. He didn’t need to be looking over his shoulder here, too. Plus, she had a good view on the door, she’d spot him if he came in.
“So,” he said once he was halfway through his breakfast. “Do you like working at Richmond’s?”
She looked at him, keeping her expression neutral rather than betraying that she was examining him in light of his tone. It was calm, casual. Anyone else might have thought it a genuine inquiry, but Perry was pulling the same thing on him. She heard the curiosity, the wonder of whether he might not be the only one unsatisfied and unhappy at Richmond’s.
“No,” she said, truthfully. While she might not have actually worked there, she did not enjoy it when she was working there. There was a cutthroat and jealous undertone that ran through the building that set her stomach on edge. Not to mention the way employees like Kevin were treated. “Do you?”
He looked surprised at her brutal honesty. “Well, I mean, it’s… fine. You know. Pays the bills, lets me save up money to look after my family, especially as my mother gets older, she’ll need more and more support, bills will stack up. My brother will need help when our mother doesn’t have income to help him and his kids. You know. It helps.”
Perry nodded, secretly glad that he was opening up to her and that she’d unwittingly discovered that shocking him with the truth was a great way to get him to share.
“Why do you work there if you don’t like it and you don’t even pretend to?” he asked, looking at her as he took another bite of his breakfast.
“I have a job that I’m doing right now. Once it’s done, I’ll move on. I’m not interested in working for a company as greedy as Richmond’s, nor do I care to seem like I agree with their methods by being silent.” 
“Nobody else would pay me what they do,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. 
Liv’s was reasonably busy for two in the morning, but it hadn’t filled up with too many lively night shifters, so it felt like they were mostly alone and Perry could hear him just fine when he whispered, which she appreciated.
“Would you leave if someone could?” She raised an eyebrow but was certain he wasn’t about to guess the root of her question.
Kevin glanced around the space cautiously, causing Perry to wonder if he’d once been caught saying something he shouldn’t and the experience had made him extra cautious.
“I mean. Maybe,” he eventually said. “I don’t actually like the Richmonds. I really can’t stand Ryan.”
Perry laughed. “Yeah, the guy’s a douche.”
“You’re not wrong, but you should be careful saying things like that. He doesn’t tend to like it when women are immune to his charms.”
Perry almost asked what charms they were supposed to be, but she already knew exactly what kind of man Ryan Richmond was, so she didn’t need Kevin’s answer. “It’s fine. He doesn’t like me.”
Kevin’s eyes went wide. “He won’t keep you around long if he doesn’t like you, you know? What did you do?”
“Oh, I know. Just long enough to do the job and then I’m certain he’ll never see me again. And what a loss that will be.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m a lesbian. I saw him having drinks with a friend who had far more chemistry with me than she’ll ever have with him. He didn’t like that.”
He winced. “Yeah, that’s pretty much the worst thing you can do to him. Right after stealing almost forty mil from him.”
Perry didn’t mention she’d proudly done both, but she did laugh.
“He’s been after one of my friends in the office for years. She hates the endless pursuit, the ridiculous come-ons, and the half-naked selfies he sends in an attempt to seduce her.”
“Ew.”
“Yeah. Oh, she’s also a lesbian, so I don’t know who he thinks he’s tempting, but that’s kind of his thing. If he wants you, he can’t possibly comprehend why you might not be interested. And even if she weren’t a lesbian, I’m pretty sure the gross personality would have scared her away long ago.”
Perry sipped her coffee as she watched him working on his massive pancake stack, looking much more like a human than she had ever seen him—relaxed, happy, still tired, but alive for a change. She had to consider her next move carefully if this was to go the way she hoped.
“So,” she began, “you might say, the person who took his money was doing the world a favor.”
He laughed. “I’d say so. He deserves it and there’s no way whoever it is isn’t putting it to better use than he ever would. I just really wish I could meet them. The way they got through my walls is like poetry in motion. There’s no sign, no hint of them at all. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my entire life.”
She had been hopeful, but she hadn’t been sure until that exact moment. Kevin was going to be recruited and she was going to pay him handsomely. And Rhodes was going to attempt to get into his pants. “So, if the hacker came by and offered you a job, would you take it?”
“A job with them?” His brow was furrowed. “Why would they want to hire me? They’ve already broken through the best system I’ve ever made. They don’t need anything from me.”
“But say they wanted something from you, wanted you on the team. Could you do it?”
“Could I live as a hacker?” He paused. “I don’t see why not. Someone that good could protect me from the law so long as I was smart. And there’s no doubt it would be a million times better than working at Richmond’s. I guess the only potential problem would be the pay.”
“Not the whole betraying the Richmonds thing?” She was on the edge of her seat, but she tried to control herself, to avoid showing it. Usually, she was better at this. But, usually, she wasn’t trying to recruit someone.
He shook his head. “Nah. The way they operate, the way they haven’t let me leave in days, they deserve it, and this was only ever a job for me. I don’t care about the Richmonds or the company enough to feel guilty for walking away if a better opportunity presents itself. If I can take care of my family, screw the Richmonds.”
Perry waited for a long moment, internally bouncing. This was it. The moment she could recruit him. And yes, while Rhodes was the best, he and Kevin would make a killer team. Rhodes could teach him a few extra tricks, Kevin would understand security systems before they even got inside; they’d be in and out faster than ever.
“Kevin,” she said softly, leaning towards him. “I can introduce you to the hacker.”
He dropped his fork and Perry looked at him seriously as his mouth opened and closed like a fish. He didn’t even seem to hear the clatter of the fork or understand that it wasn’t in his hand, which still hovered over his plate. 
She took a slurp of her coffee as she waited for his brain to get back online and form words, before politely glancing around the café when it became apparent that was going to take a few minutes.
“You know the hacker?” he finally said, leaning across the small table towards her. His eyes were wild as he looked at her anew.
Perry narrowed her eyes and nodded. Nothing about his response suggested he was about to turn her in to the cops or to the Richmonds. It was pretty much exactly what she’d expected from him. She always had been good at understanding people.
“What? How? Why?” He shook his head. “When can I meet them?”
Perry smiled at his kid-at-Disneyland excitement. “Well, that kind of depends on whether you mean the tech expert or the whole team.”
As Kevin’s eyes widened impossibly further, someone coming through the door of Liv’s caught her eye. She really hadn’t expected Rhodes to trek this far for a blueberry muffin, but it was one of those days.
Rhodes looked at her and the back of Kevin’s head before his jaw dropped. It would have been comical in any other situation. He moved mechanically towards them.
“Jesus Christ. Or you can just meet everyone right now, apparently,” she muttered, as she held up the to-go bag with the blueberry muffin in. “Hello, Rhodes.”



FOURTEEN
Norah leaned against the lockers in Central Station. Based on the labyrinth they were set up in, it was reasonably easy to drop something off in one locker and then find a fairly concealed spot in which to hide to see who picked the package up. She and Delta had done it many times before. Sometimes looking to follow a target, others just out of interest.
As she glanced at Delta, who was texting from where she stood next to Norah, she wasn’t sure which one it was this time. She could track the hacker she’d spoken to, but what would be the point? They seemed pretty genuine in their limited knowledge of who had hacked Richmond’s. Not to mention the fact that they were trading information for a hundred and fifty bucks. If they had any kind of access to thirty-seven million, she was sure they wouldn’t have called. 
Still, she was curious. 
Hackers had always interested her. When she was younger, she’d once questioned her parents incessantly about a big hacking story in the news. A group of hackers from around the globe had come together to expose someone running for president. It had tanked his campaign, sent the election into turmoil for a few weeks as they scrambled to replace him, and ultimately led to a massive loss for the party in question. Most people had been fixated on the fragility of the country’s political system. Norah had been fascinated by how the hackers had achieved it. And her parents had told her she was being uncouth talking about how impressive the hack was rather than concentrating on the fact that the event cost them the election. 
That might have been the first time she’d fully realized she and her parents were on very different trajectories.
“Bets on how much longer?” Delta asked, looking up from her phone and subtly nodding her head towards the locker they were watching.
Norah shrugged. “Not sure. What time is it now?”
“Just past three.”
“Got to be any minute, then.”
Before leaving, Norah had checked the arrivals and departures for any indication of why three had been the deadline. There was a train coming in from Chicago. Given the importance of that route, it was possible someone was arriving on that train who would pick up the money, but there were no guarantees. The route was busy, the time could just be a way of using the arrival as cover for moving through the station. Or it could be something else entirely, there was no way to tell.
“While we’re waiting, I’m going to call Nguyen,” Norah said and Delta nodded. They both spent enough time stalking people and places that they knew it was often the best use of time to get other stuff done while you were watching a spot. 
Delta kept her phone out but shifted her attention slightly to allow Norah to pay a little less attention to the locker and more to her call. The pair always had been a good team. Norah smiled as her phone dialed Nguyen’s number.
It took a minute, but he picked up before she got redirected to voicemail, and Norah was shocked to hear the sounds of a restaurant in the background.
“Hey, hi, hello,” Nguyen said, sounding a little breathless. Norah wondered if he was just struggling with having broken free from the chains that shackled him to his desk.
“Hello?” she said, her tone inquisitive. 
“Hi. Hello. How are you?”
Norah shook her head. “How am I? That’s your question? How are you? And what’s going on?”
“Nothing’s going on.” He said it too quickly, and it was obviously a lie.
She narrowed her eyes. “It’s not your best move to lie to a detective, Nguyen. Not to mention, it’s me. I’ve known you forever. So, give. What’s going on?”
Norah wasn’t worried something bad was happening, not really, but she was concerned Ryan might have finally broken Nguyen and, if he had, she was going to murder him. Enough years as a PI had taught her how to get away with crimes. She could definitely get away with murdering Ryan sodding Richmond.
“It’s, well. It’s nothing really.” He paused and she thought about laying out for him again exactly why she didn’t believe that, but he continued before she could. “I, uh. I got a… job offer.”
“What? That’s amazing.” Her eyes were wide. Of all the things she’d considered, that had not been one of them. People didn’t usually poach staff from places like Richmond’s and Nguyen knew better than to mess around with their non-compete clauses. “Who? How? What?”
He laughed, but his voice was a little tight. “It’s kind of a long story, but, uh, someone… heard about my work, what with the robbery and all, and yeah, they’re offering me a job.”
“Nguyen. That’s amazing. They’d pay you well and get you out of the Richmond contract? I assume it’s still in IT and security and stuff?”
“Yeah, pretty much.” She tried to ignore the slightly too long it took him to answer. She was not going to start accusing her friend of lying to her. He was probably just having feelings at having a way out of Richmond’s. “Still in IT, no worries with the contract stuff, and the pay is even better than what I get now. I’ll be able to look after my mom without worry, and my brother. This would be a really good thing for me.”
“So what’s your hesitation?” Because it was obvious there was one.
“It’s just a bit of a change, you know?” He was aiming for light, but there was genuine fear laced through his voice if you knew where to find it.
“Kevin. You know you don’t have to take it if you don’t want it or it isn’t right for you, right?”
“Oh, of course, but I think I want to. It’s… different. But I think it would be amazing. And my new boss would be fantastic.” He paused again and Norah sensed that he was smiling at someone.
“Wait,” she said, the obvious hitting her. “Are you with them right now?” 
“Maybe…” 
“Oh my god. Nguyen. Why did you pick up?”
“Well, I’d already missed your calls earlier and she said I could and it’s fine, we’re all just chatting. I didn’t want you to worry that I’d died under a desk at Richmond’s, you know?”
Norah huffed. “I appreciate it, but Jesus, Nguyen, you could have just dropped me a text or something to say you were alive and in a meeting. I’d have understood.”
He laughed and it sounded lighter than she’d heard in months. “Sorry—”
“No worries. Just go enjoy your meeting and I’ll talk to you about the new job later. Congrats. I’m proud of you.”
He thanked her and she ended the call, shaking her head and laughing. It was just like him to take her call in a situation like that. And, while she was glad he was alive and good things were happening to get him out from under Ryan’s thumb, she did hope his willingness to answer the call didn’t put him on a bad footing with his new boss.
“Nguyen got a new job,” she told Delta.
“Think the Richmonds will let the guy quit?” Delta glanced back to look at Norah with raised eyebrows. Everyone did know about those non-compete clauses.
“I don’t know, honestly. He seems to think his new boss has it handled, but I guess we’ll see what happens.”
“Sounds like you’re about to lose a valuable source of information from inside the world of trading security.”
Norah laughed sarcastically. She and Delta both knew that Nguyen would still be able to answer any questions she had, no matter what his new job was. And, while she didn’t like to think about it, she could probably get any Richmond-specific information from Ryan if she really wanted it. 
She shuddered. 
“You thinking about having to get information directly from the Richmond prince himself?” Delta laughed.
“How could you possibly know that?”
“Not many people in the world make you shudder quite like that.”
“Ugh. True. You know it wouldn’t be hard to get information from him, but…”
“But you might have to hit on him and he’ll think he’s finally won you over or worn you down. Honestly not sure which option people like him prefer.”
Norah shot her a look. “The million-dollar question. In his case, I’m tempted to think worn me down.”
“Yeah. Based on my interactions with him, that does seem likely.”
“Still nothing?” Norah checked, nodding past Delta towards the locker. 
“Nah. Nothing yet.” She looked at her watch again, checking how far past three it had gotten. 
The Chicago train had either come and gone much more quietly than Norah expected or it was delayed. Even if none of those arriving came through to the lockers, they were not so far away from the main concourse that they wouldn’t hear the hike in noise from the train’s passenger’s disembarking. 
She quickly swiped her phone open again and typed the train in to check its status. She had barely registered the page reporting that it had just arrived—less than twenty minutes late, so on time as per the official standards—when the sound of people swarming from the train began to reach their ears. 
As shoes clicked across the marble floor and voices chattered, Delta looked at Norah and whispered, “Here we go.”
Norah nodded back, momentarily struck by the fact that it was three in the morning and she was out here doing her job in a train station that sounded like the beginning of rush hour. Not so long ago, such an event would have been unthinkable. Now, here they were, shift workers in transit at all times of the day and night to keep up with the new world.
Most people did not keep lockers at the stations they traveled through—that was not a common thing, especially during the night shift. However, as the bulk of the noise got closer to Norah and Delta, they noticed that far too many people were suddenly stepping into the labyrinth of lockers.
“This seem a bit weird to you?” Delta asked, leaning back so Norah could hear her, without taking her eyes off locker 752.
“Yes. It does,” Norah replied, glancing around at the sheer volume of people passing through. Most of them did not look like businesspeople. Which was fine. There were a million reasons for a hundred different people to be up and traveling in the middle of the night. 
So many of them looked like they were college students that Norah momentarily wondered whether school had just let out, but there was no reason she could fathom for that to be the case. 
Still, nobody had even approached locker 752, so they both kept watching it. 
The chaos swirled around them for several more minutes until people began to clear out and the station began to quiet again. Nobody had approached the locker.
“Something isn’t right,” Delta whispered to Norah when they were almost the last two left in the lockers.
“Agreed,” Norah replied. Something about the situation put her on edge. They had to know if the money was still there. “Let’s check the locker again.”
The pair walked back over to number 752, glancing around as they went. Everything felt quiet now, but with the edge of someone about to jump out at them. Norah had no real reason to think they would, but it wouldn’t be the first time.
Delta pulled open the locker and the pair stood and stared. 
They were facing a hole, cut straight through to the locker that backed into 752, and through which the money had been taken and walked out of the station without Delta or Norah seeing. And with it had walked their one chance to spot the hacker, to see if they had any ability to pull more information from them. 
While Norah hadn’t wanted to follow them, she had wanted to see them. Despite her interests and her job, she’d never actually met a professional hacker before and she wanted to, even if it was for a case, rather than the sheer delight of quizzing someone who was so outside the law and so skilled that they could access any information they wanted in the world. 
Maybe she would have followed them if she’d seen them. 
Delta handed Norah a note from within the locker. “Looks like they had our number.”
Norah looked at the note and scoffed.
Nice try, but you two totally stand out. I didn’t even need to look you up before I came, would have been pretty obvious who you were just from glancing around. Sorry for slipping by undetected, but you couldn’t have thought I’d come without a good escape plan?? Good luck with the search to find Dolos. 
She groaned and Delta shot her a sympathetic look. Realistically, they should have given the hacker more credit. Of course someone who had such a criminal profession wouldn’t just have waltzed up to the locker and taken the money without precautions. Since a hacker wrecked the election, the consequences and punishments for hacking had gone up massively, so, naturally, most stayed very well hidden and only came out when unavoidable. The one who called Norah had needed the money, but they still knew what they were doing.
Delta sighed. “All this time watching criminals, you’d think we’d have known a hacker wouldn’t make it easy.”
“I was just thinking the same thing.”
“Oh well, live and learn, I guess.”
They closed the locker, keeping the note, and Norah wondered how many of the other lockers had the backs cut out for just this type of interaction. It was a great place to pass off items without seeming too suspicious and had multiple exits and coverage, especially during the rush hours. 
At least she’d learned that, if they were ever asked to do a drop here again, they needed to think things through much more thoroughly. Letting a mid-level hacker get away was not the end of the world, but there were plenty of people they absolutely could not let get away.
As they walked out of the station and back into the dark street, the night still clinging heavily despite the artificial lights spilling from the surrounding buildings, Norah sighed and let the disappointment go. This might not have gone the way she’d been hoping, but Nguyen had a new job and she had a date to have sex with Perry in a few hours. Things could be so much worse.



FIFTEEN
Perry had given herself three separate pep talks on the way to Norah’s office. She didn’t date much, for obvious reasons, but she could not remember ever being so stressed before a date, or before sex, which actually might be a better descriptor.
When she arrived outside the old building with its heavy wooden door, she leaned against the wall in an effort to appear relaxed and took steadying breaths. 
How was it that a pretty girl was making her so very nervous?
Well, Norah was more than just a pretty girl and that was likely the problem. She was smart and quick and funny and dedicated and interesting and, yes, gorgeous. Basically, the whole package. And Perry was lying to her. Risking the best thing she’d ever gotten this close to.
She sighed and bumped her head back into the wall. Every single part of her ached for Norah not to be a job Rhodes had sent her on, for her to tell Norah the truth, for it not to matter that she was a hacker and a thief, technically, and Norah was a detective. 
It was too soon to be thinking of wanting a life with Norah, but Perry knew she wanted to try this out, to see if it could go somewhere. She wanted to date Norah as herself and for all of that to be okay because she just knew that they could have something special. And the real kicker was that she was pretty sure Norah felt the same way. Just without all of the pertinent facts.
She groaned and squeezed her eyes tightly closed.
“We don’t have to do this if it makes you feel like that, you know?” Norah’s voice said from beside Perry, startling her in such a way that, as she threw her eyes open, she somehow lost her balance and slid sideways down the wall until she was lying on the floor.
Perry blinked from where she was in contact with the cold concrete, the barely rising sun just beginning to peek through the spaces between buildings to illuminate her humiliation. Norah stared down at her, eyes wide and confused about what on earth was happening, and Perry wished she had an explanation.
“Oh my god, no,” Perry cried, putting her hands over her face and pressing harder into the ground as if she could melt into it.
“Are you okay?” Norah asked, crouching beside her.
“Fine. Totally fine. Just a massive fool. But what else is new?” A fool in front of Norah. A fool for Norah. What difference did it make, really?
“Here,” Norah said, her voice gentle, controlled. “Let’s get you up.”
Perry removed her hands from her face and latched onto Norah’s proffered arm as she moved to stand upright again, praying that her body had remembered how to function. “Thanks. And sorry.”
Norah shook her head. “It’s really okay. Are you injured? Should we get you an ice pack? Bandages?”
Perry laughed, the sound a little embarrassed. “I’m completely fine. The only thing bruised is my ego. I do not know how that happened, sorry.” What she meant was that there was no way she could explain why that happened, but she was also confused about the physics of the situation, so it wasn’t an entire lie. She stifled a wince. “Hi. How are you?”
Norah stared at her with wide eyes for a moment. “Are you just going with the whole ‘pretend that never happened’ approach?”
“Yep.”
She nodded, but Perry could see how hard she was working to stifle her grin. “And how’s that working for you?”
“Kind of depends on how willing you are to go along with it.”
“And you’d prefer very willing?”
“Yep.”
Norah laughed. “Okay. Hi. I’m great. How are you this evening, Perry?”
Perry shivered involuntarily at the things Norah saying her name did to her. She didn’t even have any mental energy left to worry about whether the movement would be noticed. “Great. Good. So great.”
“You sure you still want to do this?” The amusement clung to her voice in a way that warmed Perry’s insides, even despite her embarrassment. 
And that was the question, wasn’t it? Could Perry do this? Could she go have sex with Norah and act like that was fine given that she’d omitted a very important fact in their relationship?
But this would be the only way she could ever have Norah.
She nodded, resolved. “Absolutely. Your place?”
Norah smiled and her cheeks took on the softest hint of pink. It was the most beautiful thing Perry had ever seen. “Absolutely,” she said, her eyes narrowing in a ridiculously seductive way.
Perry attempted to tamp down the intense need she felt to take Norah right then and there, and then continued to do so the entire way to Norah’s small but adorable apartment. 
It was a million miles from the Richmond offices Perry had watched Kevin sleep in and another million miles from the abandoned building she and Rhodes had commandeered and turned into their home and office. But it was perfect. And it was so very Norah that Perry thought she had walked straight into the woman’s soul.
Sleek, modern kitchen cabinets set against cozy fabrics and a building that had been standing long before the Richmonds and the night shifters, and before either Perry or Norah had existed, somehow suited Norah perfectly—the way she presented herself, cool and calm and collected, but she was also so soft and caring underneath. Perry had seen it in the way Norah looked at her sometimes, in the way she talked about her business partner and best friend, Delta. And in the very healthy but absolutely too big for the space ficus that stood in the living room. And then that streak of mischief she got when she enjoyed shutting Perry’s brain down. All of it was somehow represented in this room.
Never before had Perry believed a room could so reflect a person. Now, she found herself wondering what exactly her home would give away about her. Other than the fact that she was a hacker, which should have been reasonably obvious.
“That’s Benjamina,” Norah said from behind her as she moved through the tiny kitchen, making coffee. 
Perry looked around for a cat or a dog or a fish, maybe a hamster. Norah didn’t seem like the hamster type, but you never knew. “Where am I looking?” she asked when she saw no signs of a pet.
Norah laughed. “Right in front of you. Massive and green and taking up most of the living room.”
“Ohhh,” Perry laughed, moving towards the plant. “Nice to meet you, Benjamina.”
“One day, I’m hoping to have a garden or at least a balcony, so she can get some time outside, but she’s doing fine hanging inside with me.”
Perry smiled without turning around. She didn’t want Norah to notice how soft she was for her. “How long have you had her?”
“About seven years.”
“Wow. Don’t think I’ve ever kept anything alive that long. I shifted to fake plants a while ago.” Technically true. There were two fake plants in the bathroom. Though she hadn’t tried to keep anything alive since she’d been supposed to grow a sunflower in middle school and the thing had never made it past the sprouting stage. 
“Don’t worry,” Norah replied, moving towards the very comfortable-looking couch with two coffees. “I can show you how to take care of Benjamina.”
Perry’s heart spluttered at the implicit suggestion that she’d be around long enough to learn things like that, to look after Benjamina, and to be trusted to do so without killing Norah’s seven-year-old plant baby.
She moved to sit close beside Norah on the couch, attempting to push the thoughts out. It might have been a mistake to come here, to be in Norah's inner sanctum when all Perry really wanted was to live here. To live in a world where she got to come here always and be with Norah over and over again. 
At this rate, she wasn’t even going to get it once. How could she sleep with Norah after being trusted to come here? How could she see Benjamina and the soft blanket draped over the sofa and the way Norah looked at her like the rising sun was emitting from within her and then sleep with her while lying to her? Norah deserved better. Perry wanted her, but Norah deserved more.
She sipped the coffee as her emotions waged a war inside of her and wondered how to proceed and whether to leave. Half of her wanted to text Rhodes and tell him to call her with an emergency immediately. The other half of her couldn’t stand the thought of leaving. 
“Are you okay?” Norah asked, eyeing Perry over her coffee cup.
“Yeah, sorry. Just thinking about how perfect this place is. And how perfectly you.”
Norah’s eyes lit up further as she smiled and glanced around. “I know it’s a bit small—”
“It’s perfect.”
“I’m glad you think so.” Her blush was back: beautiful and devastating and doing an absolute number on Perry’s insides. 
“I really do.”
They both sipped their coffees in silence, but their eye contact held. It was intense and incredible and it caused Perry’s heart to pound painfully in her chest, her body aching for the irresistible woman before her. Perry didn’t think she’d ever had an experience more erotic, and it was just eye contact. She could only imagine how mind-blowing the sex would be, but the longer she thought that, the more she knew she couldn’t do that to Norah. The betrayal Norah would feel when Perry blurted out the truth—as she undoubtedly would at some point—would burn hotter and harder than anything Perry was already feeling. And she would lose any chance she’d ever had with Norah.
What she needed was more time. A way to figure out how to be with Norah properly. 
However, all thoughts of any kind quickly dropped out of Perry’s head when Norah moved towards her, their legs pressed together and her hand on Perry’s thigh.
“I really want to kiss you now, if that’s okay?” Norah asked, that impossibly seductive voice making a reappearance. 
Perry swallowed audibly and nodded, causing Norah to smirk. She was the sexiest thing Perry had ever seen.
Norah brought her lips to within an inch of Perry’s, the whole time staring down at Perry’s mouth until she paused and her eyes flicked up to meet Perry’s. The spark in them matched the explosion Perry could feel happening inside of her. Every atom in her body craved Norah’s touch, needed her, wanted her. Without even considering, she leaned forward to close the gap between them, sighing in relief when their lips met. 
This was where she was supposed to be. This was what she should always be doing. Nothing in the world should ever pull her away from kissing Norah. She wasn’t even sure the rest of the world existed anymore. And she would like for it not to.
Her hands ran up Norah’s thighs towards her hips. Never before had she felt such perfect hips—soft and sexy and begging to be kissed and licked, even through her pants. 
She pulled Norah into her, desperate for them to be as close together as possible, and Norah climbed willingly into her lap. For a moment she thought she might come just from having Norah on top of her, kissing her, her hips gyrating under Perry’s hands in a desperate attempt to seek friction.
Perry had never been so turned on in her life.
Norah’s hands moved to Perry’s shirt, unbuttoning it slowly as she deepened the kiss, and caused Perry to gasp as her lip was caught between Norah’s teeth with the lightest and most delectable pressure. Sex had never been like this before. Kissing had never been like this before. 
Perry had never been like this before.
Her hands explored Norah’s sides and back before settling on her butt, and it was the best butt Perry had ever touched. She squeezed, loving the moans it elicited, as her shirt came apart under Norah’s ministrations.
As Norah attempted to divest her of the garment, it caught on Perry’s shoulder, and, caught up in the kiss, Norah grasped her arm tightly. And Perry yelped.
“Oh, god. Are you okay? What happened? I’m sorry,” Norah said, frantic, as she pulled back and looked at Perry’s pained face.
“Nothing. It’s nothing. I’m fine.” Perry knew her expression would give her away, but she didn’t want to stop what was happening or where it was going.
“Perry, people who are fine don’t yell like that. What’s wrong?” She was clearly attempting to scold Perry, but her tone was far too worried to pull it off. Nevertheless, Perry relented.
“It’s just my shoulder. Arm, too, I guess. It’s a bit tender.” A massive understatement. It had been throbbing since Perry hit the floor, and a little worse when Norah had helped pull her upright again, but she’d been prepared for it and ready to quash her response. Then she’d been distracted by Norah and a much more pleasant throbbing and it hadn’t seemed important. Unfortunately, she had not been prepared for Norah to grab her injury.
“Let me see?”
“It’s really okay,” Perry said, attempting to right her shirt. It was a foolish move. She had been enthusiastically engaged in Norah removing it moments ago.
Norah paused, assessing her. “You never have to show me anything you don’t want to. We really should check it and ice it or something though. That didn’t sound good.”
Perry hadn’t been much aware of the sound she made, her mind preoccupied with the sudden sharp pain, but Norah’s expression told her it must have been bad.
She sighed. “It’s okay. You can look. I just don’t want you to worry or feel like you have to take care of it.”
“Perry.” Norah tilted her head. “I want to help you. That’s what people do when they’re…”
They both politely ignored Norah trailing off without finishing that sentence, neither of them had any real clue of what they were. Perry moved to gently pull her shirt down and Norah moved from her lap to sit beside her for a better look.
Perry knew it was bad from the gasp Norah let out as her shoulder was revealed. 
“Jesus, Perry.” Norah carefully traced the fingers of one hand around the edges of the injury. Her other hand came up towards her mouth, almost distracting Perry with thoughts of how she’d been the one touching that mouth just moments ago. However, with the distraction, reality came crashing back down around her.
She wanted Norah. Badly. But she didn’t want her like this. She wanted her when Norah could truly consent, and suddenly she was glad of the fall to the ground and the massive bruise forming on her arm. 
“Is it bad, doc?” She joked, attempting to be cavalier about the whole thing, despite beating herself up internally for having gotten carried away kissing Norah and the genuine discomfort in her arm now that they were focusing on it.
Norah scowled slightly but moved towards the freezer as she said, “We need to get some ice on it. At least attempt to prevent some of that nasty bruising that’s coming in.” She returned with a bag of banged-up peas and a towel. “Why didn’t you say something?”
Perry eyed the bag and raised an eyebrow at Norah. “Any reason you keep a bag of ten-year-old-looking peas in your freezer?”
“They’re not that old, I just keep them for injuries.” She carefully wrapped them before holding them against Perry’s arm.
“Fuck. That’s cold.” Perry jumped at the shock but settled quickly, knowing the chill would help her arm.
Norah looked up into her eyes. She was so close, they’d be kissing again if they both leaned in slightly. 
“Perry,” she said, voice barely more than a whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt?”
There was something in her voice, a bigger question that made Perry reluctant to play the injury off again. If she was trying to win Norah over and be worthy of her, she knew she needed to tell the truth.
She sighed, feeling the blush rise in her cheeks and once again cursing how easily her body responded to Norah. She loved it, but it was deeply inconvenient to keep blushing. “I, uh, got distracted. By your lips.”
Norah laughed and the momentary tension was broken. “You fell outside my office and we just started kissing here. You’re telling me you were distracted by them that whole time?”
Perry looked down at the place Norah held the peas against her. “Excuse me, but have you seen your lips? Have you seen your… everything?” She gestured to Norah’s whole body with her hand. “You’re very distracting.”
Norah giggled and Perry couldn’t help watching the way her nose crinkled and how her cheeks became rosy again. “Well, so are you. Although, I think we should probably give the more vigorous activities we had in mind this morning a raincheck.”
It was the right decision, the safe decision. It was exactly what Perry needed, but she was still disappointed and for half a second wondered if she’d somehow blown it by getting injured, but then Norah smiled at her and the whole world seemed right again. 
“For today, we can snuggle—very gently—and ice your shoulder. But don’t worry, I look forward to fucking you once you’re all better.”
Perry groaned and flopped her head back onto the couch. “Jesus, Norah.”
Norah laughed. “That’s becoming your catchphrase, you know?”
“Yes, well, you keep saying things like that. How do you expect me to react?”
“Oh, I’m hoping you react like that forever. I just love teasing you.”
Perry groaned. She had never wanted anyone like she wanted Norah and she knew she had to find a way to tell her the truth and somehow still be worthy of her. 
This morning was not at all as she had planned or hoped, but she was still so happy to be spending time with Norah, and the prospect of sleeping with her, even in the literal sense, was still more exciting than any of Perry’s past sexual encounters. 
Although, if she got home and Rhodes had already managed to get Kevin into bed, she might scream about having to sit through a play-by-play of gay sex she wasn’t having.



SIXTEEN
Norah knew she needed to wake Perry and get them both on their way to work, but she couldn’t stop staring at her. Dark hair spilled out around Perry’s head in a haphazard fashion that was somehow adorable. Her features were softened and relaxed, hair flowing around her, and she gripped Norah tighter than she would have ever predicted while they slept, making her feel safe and secure. It was a new sensation for Norah and she was trying hard not to think too closely about what it meant, even as she watched Perry sleep.
She glanced at the clock again and groaned quietly. It was ridiculous how quickly the whole day could fly by when it consisted only of slumbering with a hot woman, eating together, icing her arm, and talking. So much talking.
Other than Delta, Norah had never met someone she liked talking to this much. And even she and Delta had their limits, but with Perry, it seemed they could keep chatting forever, getting deeper into their pasts, their upbringings, their likes, and dislikes. All of it had been perfect. 
Norah muffled a giggle at the memory of Perry’s irrational hatred of the board game Operation. She had looked like a disgruntled child as she’d described the game’s apparent vendetta against her, and how the buzzer went off without her even touching the sides. Norah had simply nodded solemnly, working hard to prevent her laughter from escaping. 
When she thought about it, she realized Perry had looked adorable then, too. 
Perhaps Perry was adorable when you got to know her. Or, perhaps she was just adorable to Norah.
Norah sighed and ran her hand down Perry’s stomach. They might not have had sex as planned, but Norah had still gotten to see most of Perry’s beautiful body when they’d stripped to their underwear for bed and stayed that way since. 
Perry mumbled and began to shift as she woke. She was the best thing Norah had ever had in her bed. 
“Mmmm,” Perry sighed, rolling onto her uninjured side and smiling sleepily at Norah. “Morning, beautiful.”
Norah caught the dreamy exhale before it escaped her mouth and caused her to melt back into the mattress. “Evening,” she said, smiling.
Perry laughed. “You know what I mean.”
Like most night shifters, Norah had incredibly sturdy blackout curtains in her bedroom, so it was difficult to tell the time when you were in the room, but they both knew that outside the window, the sun would have set and the world would be readying itself for another shift switch.
Norah looked down at Perry again, already desperate to have her back in these pink sheets and her arms again. Their day together had been the most and best rest Norah had had in some time and she suspected Perry felt the same. 
Plus, she was excited to have Perry in her bed for a whole host of other reasons once her shoulder was healed.
Another ice treatment was due, but neither of them seemed to want to leave the bed, knowing when they did that this time they wouldn’t be able to return immediately. However, Norah traced her fingers lightly around the bruise that had been getting darker all day and now looked particularly angry and painful. 
“I’m fine, don’t worry,” Perry said, even as she scooted a little closer to Norah. 
“You’re very fine,” Norah said with a smirk.
Perry rolled her eyes. “Hilarious.”
Norah laughed and jumped up out of bed, not missing Perry’s very unsubtle staring. “Come on. Time to ice that injury and then work calls.”
“Can it call back later?” Perry asked, ambling out to the living room. “Maybe tomorrow?”
“Alas not. I think people might start to get worried if the PI investigating the Richmond robbery and a journalist investigating said PI both go missing for twenty-four hours.”
“People need to mind their own business and learn to entertain the possibility that maybe they’re just having sex.” She winced as the banged-up peas were once again pressed into her shoulder.
Norah was certain she wanted to try arguing, again, that they were making no difference, that the bruise had set in long before they started icing it, but they’d been over the benefits of the practice multiple times, so one look from Norah killed the sentiment. She smirked victoriously.
“Yeah, yeah, smirk all you want,” Perry said, sulking slightly as she leaned into the couch. “It’s not like I’ll be able to keep this up all night at work.”
“Oh. Do you think I should call your bosses and tell them it’s on doctor’s orders?” She smiled angelically.
“Don’t you dare. The minute you start calling my bosses is the minute all of this goes away.” She gestured to her still mostly naked body.
Norah leaned against the kitchen counter, brow furrowed. “Is that supposed to tempt me?”
Perry shot her a look. “Don’t pretend you’re not into it. I saw you checking me out repeatedly. And you invited me here for sex. We both know you want me.”
Norah debated whipping out the seductive look and voice that caused Perry’s brain to shut down, but they didn’t have the time for that and where it might lead. Invigorated from her time with Perry, Norah was desperate to solve this case and had even texted Nguyen to drop by so she could pick his brain. And give him a celebratory cupcake for his new job.
“Can you blame me?” she asked Perry. “I assume you own a mirror, so you know what you look like. Super hot. But let’s not pretend I didn’t see how you want me, either.”
Perry blushed, even without Norah’s seductive voice and look. “Fine. Fair. You win.”
“Knew it.” She laughed as she rounded the counter, moving to kiss Perry quickly. However, as soon as their lips touched, they both moved to deepen it and lost ten minutes to making out on the couch again.
~
Norah was sitting on the floor of her office, papers spread out around her in a pattern that likely made no sense to anyone but her when there was a knock on the door.
“Come in,” she yelled, unable and unwilling to escape her paper maze of ‘how to hack’ guides.
Delta had managed to break free just in time, heading out to watch a target in her latest case before the floor had completely disappeared. As she’d been leaving, they’d both added ‘more floor space’ to the list of requirements if they ever managed to switch offices.
Nguyen appeared before Norah, standing as close to her as was possible given her current state.
“Everything okay?” he asked, eyebrows raised, hands gesturing to the floor.
“Just great,” Norah smiled. “I’m learning how to hack.”
He frowned. “Most people learn that on a computer. You’re… hacking a book?”
She was glad he resisted the obvious comment about hacking up a book. Though one look at him told her he was still exhausted, so perhaps they only had his lack of sleep to thank for that omission.
“Well, I don’t want to actually hack places, I just want to know how it’s done. That way, I can figure out how someone got into Richmond’s and trace them from there.”
“You don’t think—”
“Ooh. Cake.”
“What?”
“In the fridge.” She gestured to the tiny refrigerator in the corner of the room. “Grab it and come sit with me. You can help me. But you should have your celebration cake while you help.”
“Oh. You didn’t need to do that.”
“You’re finally getting out from under the Richmonds. I absolutely did.”
He retrieved the cupcake and gave her a genuine but exhausted smile. “Thanks, Norah.”
As he sat as close to her as the ring of papers would allow, eating his cake gratefully, she handed him a stack of printouts. Nguyen didn’t need to learn the basics of hacking, but she could use his help laying out all of the information so she could learn.
“So,” she mused as he concentrated on his cake. “You can either figure out the passwords or build a backdoor in?”
“Those are two of the ways, yeah.”
“Right. There’s the whole thing with people using viruses that used to be in the news a lot.”
He hummed distractedly and Norah wondered whether he might fall asleep on her office floor as soon as he was done with the cake. 
“There was no evidence of anyone opening an infected link at Richmond’s?”
“Nope. Nothing.” He put the small paper carton on the edge of Norah’s desk and slumped against the side of it, his eyes drooping. 
Norah frowned. She knew she had no chance of getting him to go home and sleep. Plus, at this rate he’d get lost and pass out on the street, so she wondered whether she could talk softly and long enough to get him to fall asleep on her floor, even if the position sucked.
“Okay, so, what’s your best guess on how they got in?” she asked, quieting her voice.
He sighed, his eyes already closed, and there was a half-second of hesitation before he answered, “Backdoor.” 
Norah wondered whether she should ask about the hesitation or put it down to exhaustion. There was no way Nguyen had figured it out or he’d tell her, she was sure.
“Why a backdoor?”
“The job’s too clean to be anything else.”
She hummed and looked for her pile on building a backdoor. “But you couldn’t find a backdoor in the system when you checked?”
“Of course not. He’s too good.” 
Norah’s head snapped up to look at Nguyen, who was half asleep against her desk. He? As in the same ‘he’ the hacker had been talking about? “Who is ‘he’? Who’s too good?”
“Guy who got in.”
“You know he’s a guy?” Her heart pounded in her chest and she almost felt bad for quizzing Nguyen when he was mostly out of it, but she needed to know what he knew and it was clear he knew something.
He hummed an affirmation, his head lolling backward against her desk.
Half of her wanted to shake him awake and demand answers, but she held her ground, looking for information that she could have him confirm when he awoke. Her years as a PI had told her not to make foolish mistakes in an interrogation.
Part of her wondered whether she was a bad person for suddenly thinking of this as an interrogation. Nguyen was her friend, but they’d never kept stuff like this from each other before. This was her case and his livelihood. They should have been solving this one together.
“Nguyen,” she whispered as he slipped further towards sleep. “How do you know he’s a guy?”
“Perry told me,” he murmured, and Norah's stomach dropped out. “Took me to meet him.”
“Perry. Perry who?”
“Perry. She’s my new boss. Recruited me to work with him. Pay’s good. Better than Richmond’s.” He slid down the desk, his legs stretching across her piles of documents, but she barely noticed.
“What does she look like?” She whispered again. This time from fear rather than from wanting him to sleep.
As he described her Perry, Norah felt like she was going to be sick. Bile burned in her throat and the room felt like it had shrunk to the size of a pinhead upon which she and Nguyen rested and nothing else existed.
Her Perry was a journalist. Her Perry blushed and fell down at the sight of her. And her Perry knew the hacker and was introducing Nguyen to him and offering Nguyen a job—to do what?—and keeping Norah in the dark. 
Her Perry was a liar.
“Perry wants you to work with the person who hacked Richmond’s?” she asked when Nguyen stopped talking.
“Yeah. It’s what she does. Hacks stuff. They’re good. No trace. Norah will never find the hacker from within Richmond’s.” He was barely comprehensible, but she realized he didn’t know he was talking to her. “I should tell her. She’s my friend. But Perry says we can’t. She wants to do it when the time is right.”
Norah had moved up onto her knees as he spoke and she dropped back to the floor. Her whole body felt carved out. 
Perry had planned to tell her? But not yet. And, in the meantime, was playing her with the reporter spiel and dating her and lying about everything she knew about the hacker, and was a single moment they’d spent together real?
Was their first meeting even real?
Norah thought back to seeing Perry for the first time. Her expression when she realized she’d spoken out loud in response to Norah’s question. It was too real. Right? She didn’t think Perry was that good an actor, but she hadn’t suspected anything other than Perry being a reporter who was into her and that was clearly not true.
She pulled her phone out and searched for The Independent Reporter and Perry’s name. 
The website loaded a staff bio and a link to bylines. 
Norah’s eyes ran down the page and finally spotted the inconsistency she should have seen long ago. The phone number was different. It didn’t follow the same format as every other phone number in that office. She’d phoned enough of their reporters over the years to know they had a pattern to them. And Perry’s didn’t match. It was being routed somewhere else. To someone else who could pretend Perry worked at TIR.
She pulled up their main office number and hit call.
“The Independent Reporter. Frank here. How can I help?” A deep voice said after three rings.
“Hi, Frank.” Norah cleared her throat, attempting to rid her voice of the panic and betrayal she could hear in it. “I’m just looking to speak to Perry. She’s covering a case I’m working on.”
Frank paused. “There is a guy who goes by Perry here, but he’s a man. Arnold Perry. That who you’re looking for, friend?”
Norah’s head pounded. She pressed her eyes together, attempting to will this into being a bad dream. “Sorry. Must have the wrong name. I’ll call you back.”
She didn’t wait to hear his reply and just hung up. The room felt like it was spinning around her as her mind attempted to piece together all of this new information.
Perry was the hacker. Or working with the hacker. The whole time, she’d known what was going on and had pretended to be a reporter to… what? Get close to Norah because she liked her, or because she wanted news on the investigation? 
Norah wanted to ask her outright, but she had no idea how she’d ever trust a word Perry said. She looked back at Nguyen. Him, she might be able to trust. And then she’d yell and scream and cry at Perry. Or just about her, if she couldn’t bear to see her again.
She took a deep, steadying breath, willing the room to reform correctly in her vision, before she tapped Nguyen’s foot with her shoe, standing over him intimidatingly. “Kevin. Wake up. We need to talk.”



SEVENTEEN
Kevin burst into the room and ran to the long conference table Perry and Rhodes were sitting at. He ignored Rhodes, who was deep in conversation with Elspeth about some fake IDs he needed them to create for the next job he had in mind, and stared at Perry, his mouth opening and closing but nothing coming out.
“Dude, are you okay?” Perry asked, causing Rhodes to look up in concern from his conversation. He and Kevin had not yet had sex, but he had spent an hour regaling Perry with far too much information on the way Kevin’s face lit up when he spoke or listened to Rhodes talk about hacking—and particularly the way he’d positively drooled when Rhodes had given him a basic rundown on how he’d gotten into Richmond’s without a trace.
Kevin shook his head, his eyes wide, and Perry half stood, beginning to get genuinely concerned. 
Before either of them could do or say anything else, Perry’s phone chimed where it sat behind her, charging. She rolled her eyes. She only ever had the sound on when it sat away from her, and now really was not the time for interruptions.
However, Kevin looked at it with such fixation and terror that she was compelled to check it. Whatever was causing him so much trouble, the currently unidentified message was connected.
He squeaked when she reached the phone and Perry heard Rhodes tell Elspeth he’d call them back, now far too interested and concerned with whatever was going on with Kevin.
Perry saw Norah’s name and relaxed. Whatever Kevin was expecting and struggling to vocalize, this was unrelated. 
“It’s just a friend,” she said to Kevin, waving her phone casually to the side. 
He shook his head and took a half step backward. 
“Kevin,” Rhodes said gently, coming up behind him and taking hold of him. It still caused Kevin to jump on initial contact but he allowed Rhodes to maneuver him into a seat at the table. “What’s wrong? What’s going on? I promise you’re safe here.”
Kevin gulped several times before he reached out and took hold of Rhodes’ hand. Perry was sure that under different circumstances Rhodes would be delighted. Now, however, he sat beside Kevin, watching him fearfully and protectively.
Without considering, Perry unplugged her phone and brought it back to the table with her as she moved to join them. She didn’t miss the way Kevin stared at it, as if afraid it would start screaming at any second.
“Perry,” he choked out eventually. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to. I—”
She was instantly prepared to go into damage control mode, but she knew she had to sort Kevin out first. They needed all the facts on the table before she could decide what to do next. “Whatever happened, it’s fine. I just need you to tell me exactly what you did.”
Kevin looked at Rhodes, who nodded and squeezed his hand. “Rhodes told me you know I moonlight.”
Perry’s mind spun from the unexpected turn in events, but she nodded. “Yeah, regular income, no traceable source.”
He shifted, his body seeming stiff and uncomfortable. “A friend. She sometimes wants information. We help each other out. I help her with tech stuff, information sometimes, she tells me stuff and pays me. The money… I have to support my family.”
“Dude, I know, don’t worry.” Perry smiled as softly as she could. “You told me a lot of that yourself, we looked you up, it’s all fine.”
He shook his head frantically. “It’s not. She knows.”
Perry's ribcage felt like it had constricted and, from the looks of things, Rhodes was experiencing the same reaction.
“Knows what, exactly?” Rhodes asked, attempting to regulate his voice.
Perry knew that if they’d recruited Kevin and a day later he’d sold them out and gotten them arrested, Rhodes would never forgive himself. She would reassure him that they both made the decision to pursue Kevin, but he would blame his crush and the persistent pestering of Perry to recruit him. 
She hoped it wasn’t that.
“Everything.” Kevin looked like he was about to pass out.
Perry worked to contain her anger and fear and paranoia that the police could be busting in at any minute. “I’m going to need a bit more information than just that.”
Any other person, in any other situation, and she’d likely be wanting to pin them against the wall and scream in their face, but she knew that would get them nowhere. 
She also knew that Kevin was still exhausted and she hadn’t had the most difficult time getting information out of him while he was sleeping. Someone he was friends with would have an even easier time getting him to relax and talk. They should have made him stay in for some decent rest before he ran around town outing them as hackers.
Kevin shook as he took the pair of them through going to his friend’s office, eating cake, falling asleep against her desk, and all of the things he’d inadvertently revealed. Then he’d winced heavily upon recounting how she’d woken him up and interrogated him over everything he’d revealed, holding telling his family over his head so he’d give up the information she wanted.
Perry was once again struck by how different her life was without her parents and family to threaten her with. She thought it was a fairly callous move and was, honestly, a little impressed by them, though she did not say that out loud.
“Kevin,” she said, soft but firm, once he stopped talking. “Who is your friend? What does she do? How much danger are we in?” He’d somehow gotten through the entire tale without once mentioning a name or job title.
“A lot.” He gulped and Perry and Rhodes both held their breath. “Private Investigator. Norah Rosenberg.”
“Fuck.” Perry’s lungs deflated painfully. 
Without even being aware of the added complications, Rhodes also looked alarmed, so Perry knew this was bad news even if she hadn’t spent the night sleeping in Norah’s arms.
She looked at Kevin and pointed at her phone. Two minutes ago it had seemed so innocuous there on the table. Now, it felt like an explosion waiting to happen.
He nodded and Perry expected the worst from the look of abject terror on his face.
She gripped the phone, fighting against the lightheaded feeling. She could handle having to shut this place up and flee to a different city, different identities. Rhodes had been with her more than long enough that she knew they’d be in it together and could easily set up a fake life for themselves somewhere else. It wasn’t what she wanted, but it was an escape strategy.
What she couldn’t handle, and hadn’t expected, was the pain she’d feel at Norah finding out this way. That moment of not knowing what was going to happen next, worse than simply having Norah show up to yell at her. She’d deserve the yelling, or the being chased out of town. She’d deserve whatever Norah threw at her, but the idea of seeing her pain, of being someone who’d hurt Norah… That cut deeper than Perry could ever have anticipated.
And the message was none of the things that had flashed through her mind in the moments before she’d opened it.
It seems you and I have been operating from two very different places. You owe me some honesty, so, Central Station. Locker 143. 7 pm.
Perry debated replying, but what could she possibly say? There were no words that would make this better. Perhaps going to meet her was a foolish decision, especially in that labyrinth of lockers, but she knew she was going. She’d spent all day attempting to figure out a way to tell Norah the truth, a way for them to be together despite their jobs. This had come around quicker than she’d been hoping, and she still didn’t have an answer, but Norah was right. Perry owed her some honesty.
“What did she say?” she asked Kevin. “Is she okay?”
He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ve never seen her look so angry or betrayed.”
Perry winced. That was the last thing she’d wanted. She should never have let Rhodes talk her into trying to track Norah. If she’d been honest with her from the start, they might have had a chance now.
“I’m going to meet her at seven,” she said, directing the news at Rhodes. She had no idea whether Kevin knew what was in the text, but it was Rhodes who needed to get ready to flee if things went badly.
“What?” he spluttered. “You can’t. Perry, it’s not safe. She’s a PI and you have no idea what she’s going to do to you. You’ve been fake seducing her and she’s investigating the massive robbery we pulled off.”
“Rhodes, I hear you, but I owe her this. I’ve lied to her almost the entire time I’ve known her. She deserves to get the answers she wants.”
“So, what? You’re just going to throw away everything we’ve built? You’re going to put yourself in danger to answer some questions for a random PI?” His expression morphed as he watched the comments land, and he hissed. “Perry. Why? Why her?” And Perry knew he knew.
Rhodes had known her long enough to know she didn’t take risks like this. She didn’t put them in danger or expose them, or potentially get arrested. They were careful and they survived. Hell, they even had a folder with four different escape plans all plotted out. So he knew. He knew that if Perry was risking everything for Norah, she was not simply some fake hookup.
“I’m sorry. I met her before you wanted me to get to know her. There was a spark. I couldn’t resist her when I was supposed to get in with her.” Part of her wanted to make a snarky remark about how if Rhodes hadn’t been so interested in getting into Kevin’s pants, they might not even be here right now, but she knew that wouldn’t help. And, if she and Rhodes were finally about to part, she didn’t want it to go down in a ball of flames.
“Why wouldn’t you mention that?”
“I did. Kind of.” She looked away as he narrowed his eyes at her. “The douche in a suit when I was at Liv’s that time? She was with him.”
“You ran into her while she was with Ryan Richmond and you didn’t think to mention that when I told you I wanted you to start dating her? I knew I should have been the one to get close to her.”
“You’re gay.” His comment had startled a small laugh out of Perry and she couldn’t help responding with their usual banter.
Rhodes frowned at her, while Kevin’s head flicked between the two of them. 
“Don’t you dare try to get out of this with that,” he said. 
But she was daring, and it was working.
They had known each other too long and too well to let this destroy them. They had their banter and their jokes. They were family. And, from the minute Perry had opened her home to a destitute kid who landed on her doorstep, they’d both known what their family meant to them. It was not something they abandoned when things got rough or one of them made reckless decisions. Perry would go to the meeting, Rhodes would have her back, and if they had to get out, they’d go together.
Kevin watched them as they shared a look of understanding. An acceptance that Perry was making a bad decision, but they’d be doing it together, the same as always.
“Okay,” Rhodes said, jumping up and moving back to his computers. “Tell me what we need to know.”
Perry pulled her laptop towards her and almost laughed at the look on poor Kevin’s face. The guy had been through a lot lately, and he was reaching his limit. “Kevin, maybe go lie down? Have a nap?”
He looked at her, bewildered, and nodded, but didn’t move. She assumed he would when he was ready and able.
She looked back at Rhodes. “The meeting is at locker 143 in Central Station at 7 pm. I don’t know why that place. It has no special significance to us or that I know of for her.” They’d done this a million times, they both knew the drill.
“Great.” His tone did not agree. “That means she knows it well and wants the upper hand. Not a bad place for that. It’s a maze in there. 143 mean anything to you or just a coincidence?”
Perry’s mind supplied one thing that 143 signified in some mushy, 90s revival circles, but that was not her and Norah, so she wasn’t even going there. She shook her head. 
Rhodes tapped away at his computer and Perry knew he was pulling up the CCTV for the station. He’d be watching it every minute until Perry was safely out of there and back home, tracking anyone who stood out or could be a danger to her. Sure enough, a moment later, the screens behind him flickered and the news was replaced on all but one screen by shots of Central Station.
Perry watched them for a minute, looking for anything suspicious. Looking for Norah going there early.
When she found nothing, she turned back to her laptop and pulled up Norah’s cell carrier. They’d need to check who she contacted after finding out the truth and up until Perry was safely out of their meeting. Perry was no Rhodes, but it only took her a few minutes to breach the system and have a list of Norah’s calls and texts. 
She’d done surprisingly little. A call to The Independent Reporter’s front desk, likely to check Perry’s story, a text to Delta stating when she’d be out of the office that evening, and the text to Perry.
Norah was not the type to immediately call everyone she knew to complain when things went wrong. That fit with what Perry had learned about her so far and she hated the glow she felt in her stomach at knowing Norah. It glowed warmer when she pulled up the office phone records and saw that Norah had not reported her to anyone there, either. She couldn’t hope beyond hope that Norah would give them another chance, but she did wonder whether Norah just wanted answers, and then they’d part, if not amicably, at least with secrets intact.
“No activity on the phones to be concerned about,” she said to Rhodes. Kevin still sat between them, staring, but he appeared to be drooping the longer he sat there. So long as he got some rest, Perry didn’t care where he did it. They could put a blanket on him at the table if he wanted to sleep in his desk chair.
“Station’s looking good, too, so far,” Rhodes told her. He looked up and squinted at Perry. “How deep into this thing is she? Any chance she’s not going to report us?”
Perry sighed. That was the thirty-seven-million-dollar question. “I don’t know. I think she’s been in the same kind of space I have in terms of feeling…” She searched for a word. Rhodes liked to discuss his sexual escapades with Perry, but she wasn’t used to telling him stuff like this. 
He didn’t need her to finish the thought though. “And would you report her?”
“Well, no, but we’re criminals and she’s a PI. It’s probably a little different.”
He frowned. “A PI with at least one illicit connection who gets paid under the counter.” He pointed at Kevin, whose head had lolled into his chest where he slumped in his chair.
The point was a good one. Norah solved important cases. She and Perry might not talk about work, but Perry knew this case was different, and she knew Norah only took it because Ryan Richmond wouldn’t stop hounding her. How much did she care about abiding by every law and how much was it about helping people and doing the right thing?
Perry knew that most people wouldn’t think hacking and stealing money was the right thing, but they took it to do good with, and they never stole from anyone who needed every penny. They went after places like Richmond’s and people like Ryan. Norah was already helping out a friend, under the table and in complete secrecy. She might get it, but Perry wasn’t sure.
She shrugged at Rhodes right as Kevin started softly snoring, most likely because of the position he was now sleeping in. She moved to the couch to grab a blanket and cover him, spotting the way Rhodes looked at him with soft, warm eyes. 
She smiled. “You think you’d be able to look at a woman the way you look at him and make it convincing?”
He snorted and looked back at the computer, tapping away as he searched for any messages passed to the police to arrest Perry in the station. “I don’t look at most men the way I look at him. But I’m a great actor.”
“You’re massively gay, Rhodes. Even with Norah being bi, I don’t see you convincing her you’re interested.”
“Hey. Mean. I could do it.” His eyes lit up. “Especially now I’ve started growing facial hair.” He stroked the sides of his jaw, where he was, indeed, beginning to grow something of a beard.
Perry grinned. “You’re right. The beard is clearly sending the ‘I’m massively straight’ vibes.”
“Whoa. No. Not that.” He glared at her in alarm. “This is a gay beard. Very gay.”
She laughed. “So, you admit it? You’re massively gay and had no chance of seducing Norah?”
“About as much chance as you had of fake seducing her and not wanting to bang her against the nearest wall.”
“Now who’s being mean?” Perry shook her head, unwilling to acknowledge how right he was. “And, actually, she was going to be doing the fucking. Initially.”
Rhodes snorted. “Yes, thank you for that update that surprises no one. Perry’s a switch but loves bottoming hard for pretty girls. Shocker.”
“Hey, if I have to hear you waxing lyrical about your sex life and who you want to fuck and snuggle forever, you can let me have this one.” She nodded subtly in Kevin’s direction, even though he was sleeping soundly.
Rhodes rolled his eyes. “Fine. You’re right, you do listen to that. A lot. And, yes, in some ways, we’re probably both to blame for this situation. But, right now, I need you to focus on making it out of the maze of lockers alive and free, and not on how much you want Norah Rosenberg to play detective with your body.”
Perry pulled a face at him. “That sounds like it’s not my kink, dude.”
“Not the point, Perry. Concentrate on your escape routes. We need clear, well-known routes every way we can find them out of that place.” He paused his tapping and looked at her seriously. “I know we’re going to have to prepare the escape plan where I leave without you, but I really don’t want to use that. We leave together or we stay together. That’s what we’ve always done.”
Perry swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I know, kid,” she said, recalling their very first conversation. “Where I go, you go. We protect each other and we never leave the other behind.”
Rhodes had been a kid in many ways the first time she’d said that to him, but then, so was she. They’d grown so much in their time together and, while they’d had to come up with a plan to keep Rhodes safe if Perry got caught, this was the first time either of them believed they might have to use it. 
She thought again of the Norah she’d woken up next to and hoped that soft, caring, kind, funny woman wasn’t about to turn her straight over to the cops.



EIGHTEEN
Norah didn’t know why she was nervous. She wasn’t supposed to be nervous. She was supposed to be angry and bold and resolved. But… Perry.
In reality, she was angry and hurt, but she was also nervous. She’d liked Perry so much. And she’d had those weird niggling concerns early on, but she’d dismissed them. Perry had responses that laid her fears to rest. Now, she realized that of course she had. She was a professional criminal. Masquerading as a reporter, but actually a hacker and criminal. Most of her life was pretending to be someone she wasn’t, and it clearly hadn’t been that difficult to lie to Norah.
The same niggling feeling that she’d had when she background-checked Perry was turning deep in her stomach. This time, it told her that what was between them was real, even if Perry had lied about who she was. It told her that Perry hadn’t tried to get information about the investigation from her, that Perry had not snooped around her office or her home, that Perry had looked at her in a way she doubted could be faked.
But Perry also hadn’t told her the truth.
She knew Norah was investigating the robbery and she hadn’t said a word. She’d let Norah believe she was a reporter.
Norah shook her head. She didn’t have the space to deal with all of these conflicting feelings. What she needed was answers from Perry and a plan for the future.
She did not need to be nervous about seeing Perry and how that would make her feel.
Delta looked at her from across the office. “Are you sure you’re okay? Want to talk about what’s actually going on later?”
Norah sighed. She’d been sure she wouldn’t cross paths with Delta before meeting Perry, but Delta had returned to the office after several hours of surveillance to get her workday done earlier. Her roommate was having a birthday night out later and she wanted to go.
Ordinarily, she’d tell Delta if a woman had screwed her over, but she couldn’t do it this time. She wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment at being taken for a ride or whether it was something about Perry that made Norah want to protect her, but she couldn’t badmouth her.
“It’s just… I have to meet someone who’s been lying to me and it might be a big break in the case, but honestly…” She trailed off, unsure if she wanted to voice her thoughts on the issue.
Delta nodded, understanding Norah well enough to fill in some of the gaps. “First thing we learned, people sometimes make weird decisions. If the choice was justified, that’s different than doing it for kicks. So, the real question isn’t about whether you’re mad at them—which is totally valid—it’s about whether you can understand and forgive, and move forward.”
Norah nodded. They did know that, and it was one of the things she’d been dwelling on since discovering the truth. Had Perry decided to lie to her and be around her because she wanted Norah, or for her own benefit? They’d had a spark from that very first meeting, and she’d thought their interaction was accidental, but what if it had been orchestrated?
If Perry had purposely planned that encounter, Norah’s feelings were going to be very different than if it was some weird coincidence.
“Secondly,” Delta continued, “ask yourself why you don’t want it to be a break in the case.”
Norah whipped her head up to look at Delta, who stared with penetrating eyes. “Why would you…?”
“Because you look like someone just handed you uncooked liver in your bare hands. Nobody who wants it to be a big break looks like that, and you definitely don’t. I’ve seen you right before a big break in a case and you don’t look like this.”
Norah felt a rush of affection for Delta and their friendship. No matter what, they always had each other. “What if the Richmond robbery was justified?” She whispered barely loud enough for Delta to hear her, voicing the question she’d been asking all along, but which had sat at the forefront of her mind since her conversation with Nguyen.
From what he’d said, Perry and her colleague, the so-called Dolos, took money from those with too much and funneled most of it into better places. They were still criminals, but it felt different. This wasn’t like when Norah hunted killers or kidnappers. This was helpful, justified. Maybe.
And it was the Richmonds. They had so much money they’d never use it in three lifetimes, let alone the one they got. Thirty-seven million was nothing to them, but a lot to Perry and the people she supported. Nguyen had even told her that they’d only noticed the money was missing because someone was trying to pay a bunch of people off for Ryan and his deplorable behavior.
They stood before the camera crews and lamented their loss as if the robbery took things from society, but what did they give to society? Nothing. They hoarded money and resources and kept them in rich circles and their own pockets. And they’d never even have noticed it was missing if Ryan could learn to be less of a douche. It meant nothing to them.
Something inside Norah burned deep in a place that understood why Perry did what she did. But she couldn’t think like that. Perry betrayed her and Norah was an investigator. An investigator attempting to solve the crime Perry committed.
“I think, if I had a way to steal thirty-seven mil from the Richmonds without getting caught, I’d do it,” Delta said. “It takes them so little time to earn that back and is like pocket change for them, but they’re acting like it’s the crime of the century because they don’t want to share the wealth. Plus, they’re all jerks, the lot of them. So, yeah, I think it might be justified unless it was another rich son of a bitch taking it. And am I going to turn in someone who did what we’d all do if we could? No.”
“But it’s my case. I’m literally being paid to solve it.”
“You’re being paid to be around Ryan Richmond, girl. That bastard hounded you into taking this case, your talents are wasted interviewing him and his broker buddies, and all he wants is to have you around and be in charge of you.” She pointed directly at Norah. “And don’t even think about denying it. You know what he’s like, what he’s always been like. You didn’t want this case. You took it to shut him up, and here we are.”
Norah nodded. She knew Delta was right.
Ryan had always been the same. The Richmonds had always been this way. And, when she’d heard what had happened with the robbery, her first reaction had been to think they deserved it.
How had she ended up working to solve a case she didn’t even want to solve? And how had the most important, interesting, and terrifying part of the case become Perry?
She knew the answer lay in flushed cheeks and sweet smiles and hot kisses, and a connection she’d never felt with anyone else. But she still needed answers. She needed to understand why Perry had done things the way she had. And then she had to figure out if she needed to walk away or stay.
Her phone vibrated on the desk and her eyes flew to it immediately. She knew Perry had read her message, but she was disappointed with the lack of response. It left her wondering whether Perry would even show up, despite the fact that she owed Norah this.
It wasn’t Perry, but she did notice that she only had an hour before her proposed meeting time. If she wanted any time alone to clear her head, she’d need to leave now.
Stuffing her phone in her pocket without checking her messages, she stood and told Delta she was heading out to the meeting. To her credit, Delta didn’t question the time. She was so busy applying the best eyeliner wings Norah had ever seen that she might not have even noticed the time.
Norah pulled her coat tight around her in the evening chill and let her feet carry her forward, not comprehending where she was going until she was almost there. Her head had been so wrapped up in thoughts of Perry that it made sense her feet brought her here, back to the place they first met.
She didn’t even question it when she ordered a café miel and a croissant. And, when she realized she’d combined parts of hers and Perry’s orders from the first time they met, she worked very hard on not thinking about it.
Liv, the barista she recognized from her visit here with Perry and Perry's stories, appeared as she was waiting for her coffee. She took one look at Norah and stopped dead in her tracks. “Oh, god. Tell me Perry didn’t do something ridiculous and cause you to dump her.”
Norah laughed, but only to avoid crying. “Does she do that with a lot of women?”
Liv frowned. “No. She doesn’t do much of anything with any women. But she likes you and it seems like there's only one reason you’d be here, looking like that and ordering a café miel,” she said, gesturing to the drink the barista was placing in front of her.
Her words caused Norah’s heart to tug painfully. She wanted, so badly, to believe that Perry had cared about her, that Liv saw the truth of Perry’s feelings, that the time spent snuggling and talking and sleeping together had meant everything to Perry too. But what if Perry was just a really good actor?
“She might have done something a bit ridiculous,” Norah said, hating the way her voice caught. “But the thing itself might be justified. I don’t think I’m all that mad about it. I’m just mad she lied to me.”
Liv nodded and, despite Norah’s croissant still sitting in front of her untouched, pulled out a pain au chocolat. “Girlfriends doing bad things requires chocolate.”
Norah almost choked on fresh air. “We’re not girlfriends. I mean, officially. We never talked about it. We were early days. I don’t think…”
“Okay, pre-girlfriends-who-clearly-want-to-be-girlfriends doing bad things calls for chocolate.”
Norah laughed. “You really don’t have to. But I appreciate it.” 
The pain au chocolat was already heating up. Liv wasn’t about to take it back now, and Norah wouldn’t insist on not eating it.
She nodded. “The thing with our Perry is that her heart’s in the right place, but sometimes the execution leaves a little to be desired.”
And that was it, wasn’t it? When it came down to it, Norah didn’t care that Perry was a hacker if she was stealing from the Richmonds. She cared about the execution of befriending Norah and getting into her bed without telling her who she was going to bed with. And, based on what Kevin had said, Perry’s heart was in the right place.
But they were still a criminal and a PI.
“Do you think two people can make it in a relationship if their jobs make a terrible match on paper?” she asked Liv, who smiled warmly.
“I think Perry was a little rascal who showed up on my doorstep with nothing and now helps me pay my staff well and keep the place running. And I know enough about your track record to be aware that you also know a thing or two about striking out on your own and doing the seemingly impossible.” She tilted her head at Norah. “Together? I think you could do anything you wanted and the rest of the world and their judgment be damned.”
It was a sweet sentiment and a romantic idea, but the reality wasn’t just being judged by the world, the reality was figuring out how to be a relatively high-profile investigator who was dating a hacker. She and Kevin had an interesting enough time learning to balance their friendship and information sharing. God only knew what it would look like if she and Perry tried it. Even if they had done a good job not mixing business with pleasure so far. Not to mention how she was going to resolve the Richmond case when she knew who the hacker was and wasn’t sure she wanted to give them up.
Perhaps she’d figure it out once she saw Perry. And, deep down, all she wanted was to see Perry.
She smiled and thanked Liv before taking her order and the warm pain au chocolat to go.
~
Norah fidgeted with the key for her locker.
With only five minutes to go until her suggested meeting time, she’d put the key for locker 143 in an envelope and taped it to the front with Perry’s name on it. And now she just had to wait until Perry hopefully showed up.
Norah might not have known a lot about Perry’s actual job, but she was certain she’d have hacked the CCTV in the station and possibly even followed Norah here from her office through cameras in the streets. Since she hadn’t specified what type of meeting this was, she would be foolish to assume Perry would come without taking precautions. The woman had survived this long being a high-level hacker, she knew how to protect herself.
The thought that protecting herself might mean Perry wouldn’t show, and Norah would lose her forever, stabbed through Norah’s heart like a branding iron. She’d never felt such a complex mix of desire and need and betrayal. Why couldn’t Perry just have told her from the beginning? Or at least have told her something vague and closer to the truth than pretending to be a reporter.
By five past seven, she was getting antsy. She’d purposefully chosen a time when no major train routes were arriving, so the lockers were likely to be in low demand, but if Perry left it too late, they wouldn’t have such privacy.
She oscillated between checking the clock and fiddling with the locker key until, finally, the locker opposite her opened and revealed Perry’s face.
Norah’s breath caught.
When she’d learned how easy it was to punch through the backs of the lockers to connect two, she’d thought it would be a wonderful idea to keep her from kissing or fighting Perry, but it wasn’t working at all. Perry looked beautiful and devastated and resigned and apprehensive. Somehow not as if she worried about being arrested, but as if she felt like this might be the last time she ever saw Norah’s face. Her eyes ran over it again and again, attempting to drink in every detail. And Norah knew the lockers weren’t enough to control her.
“I’m so sorry,” Perry said, anguish heavy in her voice.
Norah itched to round the lockers and take Perry in her arms, but she needed to know something first. “Why lie?”
Perry’s face went even redder than it had already been, reminding Norah of too many times seeking that blush with flirtatious comments. It was still beautiful, but Norah wished the cause of it could be different.
“I didn’t want to,” Perry said, voice barely audible through the lockers. “I liked you in Liv’s that time. And then my… business partner told me I needed to follow you, follow the story. I couldn’t tell him I liked you and had already met you, and, honestly, I wanted to meet you again. It was such a relief when you said you didn’t want to talk about work. I figured I could be around you, he’d think I was doing my job, I’d get to spend time with you, and I’d work out a way to tell you…”
“That you’re a criminal?” She didn’t say it with any venom, but Perry still flinched, and Norah’s heart ached at the sight.
“Yeah, that.” Perry shook her head. “I wanted to tell you all of it, everything. But you’re a PI and I didn’t know how you’d take it and how that would affect us. And this way was wrong, but at least I got to be with you. I was so glad when I was injured because I wanted to have sex with you, but it didn’t feel right when you didn’t know.”
She was rambling, but it was enough for Norah. At least for the time being.
Norah slammed her locker shut and rounded the other side to find a pained and shocked Perry. Her face ran through a million emotions as Norah approached her.
Perry might have been taller than Norah, but she went willingly when Norah’s hands grasped her hips and pressed her up against the lockers, their mouths crashing together in a frantic, desperate kiss.
Norah had never needed anyone this badly, had never wanted anyone like this. She pressed in close to Perry’s body, grinding their hips together, loving the way Perry relented, the way Perry wanted her too.
“Your business partner,” Norah said against Perry’s lips between kisses. “I assume he’s hacked into the CCTV?”
Perry’s eyes flew open, but she nodded and grunted an affirmative as best she could while pushing to keep herself and Norah close together. “Yeah, the whole place.”
“Great. Call him and tell him we’re going to need a private place with no CCTV—I don’t care if it’s an uncovered spot or if he takes out the cameras. I just need a private location. Now.”
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Perry wasn’t entirely sure what was happening. But she didn’t care when Norah’s lips were on hers and their hips were pressed together.
She pulled her phone out, as instructed, and called Rhodes. While it dialed, she was figuratively dying under Norah’s lips as they worked their way up and down her throat.
“Hello,” Rhodes said, sounding amused in a way that told Perry he knew exactly what she was in the middle of.
“I need a private space with no cameras,” she told him, not caring about how desperate she sounded. All she needed was Norah.
“I’ll bet you do,” Rhodes laughed. “If you’d told me this was just a booty call, I wouldn’t have pulled the footage up for all of us to watch.”
“Not funny, dude. Just tell me where there’s a quiet space.”
“Well,” he teased, “do you want quiet or private, because, if you’re into public sex, but just want the quiet, the locker you’re pressed up against right now is probably the best you’re getting.”
“Rhodes. Private. Now.”
Norah chuckled against Perry’s collarbone before licking her way back up to Perry’s mouth and kissing her deeply. Perry was going to explode if they didn’t get somewhere private in the next five minutes.
Rhodes and Kevin both laughed from the other end of the line, but Perry couldn’t bring herself to care. All she wanted was Norah’s hands all over her naked body.
“Okay,” Rhodes said after a moment of tapping at his computer. “Go to the end of the aisle, take a left and walk until you hit the back wall. Go across until you reach a door. It’s a small office. Nobody is in there right now, and I can cut the CCTV. Unless, of course, you’d like to record it for posterity?”
“If I get back and find out you watched and/or recorded it, I will kill you with my bare hands.”
He barked another laugh. “Perry, Perry, Perry, is that any way to talk to the man who has control of your sex life right now?”
“Men haven’t featured much in my sex life since I was twenty, so you can fuck right off. But thanks for the room, dude.”
As she hung up the call and shoved the phone back into her pocket, she pressed into Norah, walking her backward down the aisle in the direction Rhodes had indicated. Neither was keen on breaking their kiss, so their progress was a bizarre combination of hurried and distracted, but Perry didn’t care so long as they reached that room.
Rhodes was, of course, correct on the location of the door and the fact that it was currently empty. Perry pushed Norah into it, still reveling in the feeling of their lips pressing together over and over again, her hands itching to touch Norah’s skin. And, apparently, Norah felt the same way. The minute they were inside the room, she removed one of her hands from where it grasped at Perry to slam the door shut and flick the lock so they wouldn’t be interrupted.
In the second Norah looked away, reality crashed in on Perry. She remembered that she’d come here terrified it would be the last time she’d see Norah. Hours of research and monitoring had told Perry and Rhodes that Norah hadn’t contacted anyone about Perry or the hack, but she’d still been convinced that Norah must hate her and was coming here to get her answers and discard Perry forever.
She’d been so nervous that she’d stood in front of locker 143 for fifteen minutes before she had the strength to open the envelope, certain that inside it was an accusation or a goodbye or a million other things Perry didn’t want to hear but knew she deserved. A key was the last thing she’d expected. Norah’s face inside the locker was something she wouldn’t have known to expect, even if she’d been trying.
And now, that perfect, glorious woman was pressing Perry backward toward the lone table in the office. The lack of personal items, or even a chair, suggested it was not a frequently occupied space, but she didn’t care.
“Are you sure?” she asked, pulling back slightly to look at Norah. She had no idea if Norah had come here with this in mind, but she needed to know she was sure she wouldn’t regret it.
Norah hummed. “I know we have things to talk about, but all I want right now is you.”
Perry was going to ask more questions, to offer answers before anything happened, but every thought she’d ever had about anything other than Norah touching her fell right out of her head as Norah unbuttoned her pants and pulled them down teasingly slowly as she moved to her knees in front of Perry.
“Holy fuck, Norah,” Perry groaned as she met Norah’s gaze, the woman’s lips dangerously close to her boxer shorts.
“Yes, Perry?” Norah asked, smirking, moving closer so her lips brushed against Perry through the thin fabric.
“I… you… uh. Wow.”
Norah laughed, the sound sultry, sexy, and absolutely making Perry wetter than she already was. But that was nothing compared to the feeling Perry got when Norah hooked her fingers into the boxers and slid them down her legs before licking her way from Perry’s knee to her center.
Perry collapsed back onto the table, trusting her coat to keep her from making contact with the surface, though she doubted she’d care at that moment if it didn’t. All she could think about was wanting Norah’s mouth on her, her hot, wet tongue running through her folds, circling her clit. And she moaned, her hips bucking when Norah gave her exactly that. An agonizingly slow lick from her entrance to her clit, followed by Norah sucking on it, lapping at it, before running back down again.
“Mmm. You’re so wet for me,” Norah murmured, voice velvety smooth.
Perry knew she was blushing, and more at Norah’s words, but she kind of liked it. However, she still clamped her eyes closed temporarily as she gestured in Norah’s direction and said, “Have you seen yourself? Of course I am.”
Norah breathed out a laugh against Perry’s thigh, raising goosebumps. “I’m glad. Me too, by the way.”
“Jesus, Norah,” Perry whined, her head falling backward.
“No, no, gorgeous. Look at me. Want you to keep your eyes on me as I taste you.”
The noise that left Perry’s mouth was one she’d never made before, but it accurately conveyed her reaction to Norah’s delicious words. She rocked her head forward, looking down, straight into Norah’s gorgeous, hazel eyes, and watched as Norah grinned, stuck her tongue out, and moved back towards Perry.
As soon as Norah began licking at her core, Perry let out a string of disconnected profanities and begging: pleading with Norah to never stop, to keep her mouth there forever, telling her just how hot she was, how much Perry needed this. She didn’t stop until Norah paused, the very tip of her tongue teasing Perry’s entrance with clear intent.
“Oh my god. Please, please, please,” Perry cried, her hips desperately trying to get Norah closer.
“What do you need, gorgeous?” Norah asked, eyes burning as they watched Perry.
Perry whined her name, but when Norah still didn’t give her what she needed, she was forced to admit, “I need your tongue inside me. Please.”
“Good girl.”
The second Norah thrust her tongue inside her, Perry was certain she was going to pass out from how good it felt. She’d never had sex like this and she wanted Norah in every way you could want a person—an entirely new experience for her—but she concentrated on the moment, on the feel of Norah’s talented mouth, and Norah’s hand as it trailed down Perry’s leg and towards her own pants.
Perry knew she was getting even wetter as she watched Norah going down on her and reaching to play with herself. Norah’s position made it difficult for her to get her pants down, but, as she spread her legs wide and her hand started moving inside them, Perry knew exactly what was happening.
The whole thing was too much to bear and Perry knew she was about to be tipped over the edge. Norah was too hot and too perfect and Perry had wanted her for too long. She attempted to get out a warning that she was going to come before she was clamping down on Norah, waves of exquisite pleasure rolling through her. It seemed to last forever and not long enough, and she collapsed backward on the table.
“Wow,” was all she got out before Norah’s tongue was gliding up and down her folds again, lapping at her wetness. Perry lifted her head again to see Norah working herself quickly inside her pants and, despite still floating in post-orgasmic bliss, the sight was a massive turn-on for Perry.
She kept her legs spread wide for Norah, who continued to lick her, despite the sensation being just on the good side of oversensitive. Never before had she come so hard, but she was also aware that if Norah kept going, she’d be ready for a second round in no time.
Norah seemed as turned on as Perry was and was coming, pressing her mouth into Perry’s thigh only minutes later. Her whole body shuddered in the most delicious way before she pulled her hand from her pants and held her fingers out for Perry to lick clean.
The taste of her was delicious and Perry couldn’t help but suck each finger into her mouth, aching for the moment she’d get to taste Norah directly.
When they were clean, Norah climbed up from the floor and sat beside Perry on the table. Perry was surprised that things were somehow not awkward, despite how they’d been before coming into the room.
“So, uh, wow,” she said, looking at Norah from the corner of her eyes.
Norah laughed. “Yeah, that was every bit as hot as I’d imagined.”
Perry winced. “Imagined before or after you found out… you know…?”
“Ah. We’re doing this immediately, then?” Norah straightened her jumper and sat up taller. “Probably for the best.”
Now that she’d started the conversation, Perry wasn’t sure it was for the best. She could have given them a longer blissfully floating period where everything was fine and they’d do this again. But they did have to get this out of the way. Norah was right.
“I’m sorry. I—” Perry had no idea what to say. What could make all of this okay? There was nothing.
“You hacked Richmond’s? Stole all that money?” Norah’s voice was a million miles from where it had been five minutes earlier. It made Perry feel cold.
“Yeah.”
“Why Richmond’s?”
“Because they’re all jerks and have way too much money for themselves and the company and they never do anything good with it. It’s just hoarding and personal extravagance.”
“Right.” Norah nodded slowly and Perry thought this wasn’t the first time she’d had those thoughts. “Like with the fact that it was only caught because someone was trying to pay off some of Ryan’s conquests.”
“Exactly.”
Norah looked at her. “What do you do with the money?”
Perry sighed. Total honesty. That was the only thing that would get them through this. “Pay my staff, the people we work with, support people in the area. We can’t send money too far afield most of the time, because it would get flagged and caught, but locally, we can help.”
“Your staff like Kevin?”
Perry swallowed audibly. “Now, yes. He’ll get more from me than he was getting from the Richmond’s, he’ll have better hours, and someone who actually cares about him.”
“All while risking getting arrested?” Norah’s face wasn’t cruel, it was concerned. Perry understood. The consequences of being caught hacking were heavy.
“We’re good at what we do and we have a lot of protections in place. Plus, you saw Richmond’s. If Kevin hadn’t come over exhausted and spilling his guts, would you ever have figured out anything about the person who got in?”
They were quiet for a moment while Norah thought that through, but Perry knew her answer before it was spoken. Rhodes was the best and, if Kevin couldn’t track him in his own system, there was zero chance Norah could have. That wasn’t the important part. The important part was helping her realize that Kevin wouldn’t be spending every day of his life risking arrest in the way she thought.
“Okay, fair. I wouldn’t,” Norah said eventually. “But Kevin has a lot to take care of.”
“I know. And we’re going to take care of him and his family.” Perry twisted slightly to face Norah. “I don’t take on a lot of people. It’s just been two of us for a long time. We have connections we work with, who we trust, and we’re careful. Usually.”
“You were still pretty careful with me. I looked you up, your cover was good. I found nothing about… wait. Did you say Rhodes? Is that his name? The one you work with?”
Perry raised her eyebrows. “Is that something it’s safe to tell you?”
She rolled her eyes. “I just ate you out until you came on my face. Don’t you think I’d have done something different, like calling the police, if I planned to turn you in?”
“I mean, maybe, but I told you, we’re usually careful. And I haven’t been around you.” Nor had Rhodes been around Kevin, Perry supposed.
“That’s his name. His name is Rhodes.” Norah would not be distracted. “I was right.”
“About what?” None of this evening was going the way Perry had planned.
“The Greek connection.”
Perry looked around holding out her hands to indicate that she was completely lost in what they were talking about. “What Greek connection?”
“Do you know they call Rhodes ‘Dolos’?”
Perry laughed. “Oh, right, that. Yeah, I know. And I see what you mean with the Greek connection. It’s kind of just a coincidence. Nobody outside our inner circle knows Rhodes’ name. But yeah, if you thought there was a Greek connection because of that, you were right, even if it was done by accident.”
Norah paused and took a deep breath. Something in the air had changed slightly and Perry thought they might be okay. Something that was usually kind of a given when you’d just had sex, but it really could have gone either way for them.
“So, if I know his name, does that make me inner circle?” she asked, almost shy.
Perry looked seriously at her. She wanted Norah to be the most inner circle, but she was still a PI and Perry was still a criminal.
She took a deep breath. “How would that work? Have you thought this through? You know what we both do. You’re investigating a massive hack I’m responsible for. I mean, you know I want you, want this, but, seriously, how would that work?”
Norah smiled in a way Perry had never seen before. “Well, I actually have some thoughts on that.”
Perry could not wait to hear them.
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Norah took a deep breath. It was one thing saying she was okay with this, and another thing entirely actually walking into Perry’s home and being at the scene of the crime. But really, what other choice did she have? She’d made her choice. Perry was worth figuring out how to navigate the complexities of their jobs and lives. And pulling one over on Ryan to protect her was definitely a worthy side effect.
She walked down the alleyway to get to the back of what appeared to have once been a small factory and found a heavy metal door.
From the outside, she’d never have guessed that someone lived here. In fact, she’d walked past it before—not often, but she had, and not once had she considered that someone might have been inside. It definitely did not occur to her that two master hackers who stole millions of dollars might have been inside. Even in the dark of the night, there was no evidence of people inside. Norah assumed they must have owned some very thick curtains.
Beside the door was a keypad that looked equally as worn as the door itself, but, based on Perry’s word, Norah knew it worked. She hit the buzzer below the numbers, noting how the code must be frequently changed since all of the buttons showed equal signs of wear. Too many cases Norah and Delta had worked led them to places where it was easy to narrow down the pin code for a building simply because only four buttons showed any sign of use.
Perry had warned her that they’d wired it up so that the person outside couldn’t hear it ring and would assume it was entirely out of use. A moment later, the sound of the heavy locks on the door clicking open confirmed that they could at least hear it ring in the building.
She headed inside and climbed the stairs to the correct floor. She had been told that the elevators worked, but there was something about the way the first few floors had been left to look derelict that made Norah unwilling to jump in an elevator.
As she climbed higher, the signs of someone living there became more and more apparent. Things were tidier and better cared for and, by the time she stepped out onto the floor with Perry, Nguyen, and Rhodes, the place was almost unrecognizable. It was half high-tech control center and half luxury apartments; open plan and stylish and comfortable and very, very well supplied with computer monitors.
The one person Norah didn’t recognize, and therefore took to be Rhodes, groaned and muttered, “Ugh. Fine. You win this one.”
Perry and Nguyen both laughed as he threw his head back dramatically against his chair.
“As you should have known I would,” Perry told him. “You can know someone on paper, but if you haven’t been around them, you don’t know what they’re going to do when faced with a potentially dubious, sealed metal box.”
“It’s more than just on paper,” Rhodes shot back, but it was clear he didn’t disagree with Perry’s statement.
Norah wasn’t sure whether she should point out that it was very obvious that they’d been taking bets on whether she’d use the elevator and that Rhodes had been looking her up online, in databases, and on CCTV, but doing so would achieve very little. From what she’d learned from Perry and Nguyen, it seemed Rhodes made a habit of hacking everything and finding lots of information on the people around them. She didn’t need to know what he knew about her. It was bad enough that he’d watched her pushing Perry up against a locker and making out with her.
Secretly, she was thrilled that Perry had guessed correctly and Rhodes had not. She wasn’t exactly the most secretive person in existence—there was a lot of information out there about her—but even with all of that and how good Rhodes was, Perry still understood her better, understood her in a real way. She smiled in Perry’s direction.
As Perry walked towards her, Norah noticed her black trench coat hanging over the back of the chair she vacated. It immediately flashed her mind back to having Perry spread out on that table in a small office at Central Station. Visiting the place would never be the same again now, and neither would Perry’s coat. She’d loved it on her since the first time they met, but she was especially partial to it after seeing Perry splayed out on top of it while Norah ate her out.
“So. Welcome to our humble abode,” Perry said, gesturing with her arms in a way that told Norah she was a little apprehensive. Not that Norah blamed her. She was still a PI and, while they had come to their agreement on how to move things forward, Norah could understand why welcoming anyone, let alone a detective, into a space like this would be terrifying.
“Humble?” Norah smirked, looking around.
Perry followed her gaze and flushed. “Okay, well. It looks humble from the outside.”
“That’s true,” Norah agreed with an easy laugh as she took in the heavy metal panels that locked onto the windows, blocking in the light. They did also have thick curtains hanging alongside them, but most of them were not closed at present. It seemed the panels did more than enough to make the place seem derelict, even at night with all the lights emitting from the massive volume of screens.
It was then that Norah realized there were only two soft lamps on, the rest of the light in the room was from the tech. And, while it wasn’t illuminated to the level of daylight, the room was more than bright enough for Norah to take it all in with reasonable clarity.
Rhodes stood, momentarily becoming just a silhouette against a wall of screens showing CCTV and news channels, and made his way over to Norah. “You sure you want to do this?”
Norah understood his question and his penetrating expression. His livelihood and life were on the line. Norah held all of the power for keeping them safe, and while Perry might have known her and Rhodes might have looked her up, he didn’t know her to the level of trusting that she was going to keep their secret safe.
She smiled. “Yeah. I assume you know this because you’ve looked me up, but I grew up in the same world as Ryan Richmond. I know what that family is about. I know this isn’t about the money you took, it’s about power. And they already have too much of that.”
“That’s true,” Nguyen said from the seat beside the one Rhodes had vacated. He grinned widely at Norah. “The Richmonds drop more than that each year to keep Ryan’s activities quiet. They’ve even got a handful of former employees who never have to work again because of what he did. The company just pays them every month, they live their lives very comfortably, and nobody finds out that Ryan slept with them, got them pregnant, and abandoned them.”
Norah did a double take. “He did what?”
Nguyen laughed. “Sorry, you learn things when you’re the security system in a place like that.”
“Why would you not tell me that?”
“You know I couldn’t. It wasn’t relevant to any of the things you asked me for and I had to keep a lot of their stuff secret or they’d have had my job. You know how much I needed that thing.”
Norah softened. She was annoyed at everyone around her keeping her in the dark, but she got it. Especially for Nguyen. He was supporting his whole family, and gossiping about Ryan’s secret children was outside their purview. “Wow. The things you learn when someone gives Nguyen an exit strategy, huh?”
He shrugged. “You’re on the team now.”
She supposed she was. It was a complicated team since she wasn’t giving up her job, but she wouldn’t give up Perry either, and this did give her a way to get some petty revenge on Ryan, plus some extra tech resources if she needed them on cases. All below board, of course.
“Who are they replacing you with, by the way?” She asked Nguyen.
“Oh, no idea. I haven’t resigned yet. Ryan's been blowing up my phone for the last couple of days because I’ve been less available and around, but I’ve just been telling him I’m sick.”
It had been a long time since she’d seen Nguyen looking so happy and healthy. It was, perhaps, ironic that a life of crime had to call to him for him to find peace, but here he was, looking rested and content for the first time in years, and Norah loved that.
“We figured it might be best to leave Kevin in place for the time being,” Perry said. “At first it was to give him time to fully digest his choice to join us, and the potential consequences, but when you told me what you want to do, it seemed wise to have someone on the inside for you. You know, just in case.”
Norah nodded. It did make sense. She couldn’t see Ryan being pleased with her demands or with the resolution she was going to offer him, so having another person in the building who was on her side seemed wise.
Of course, if it got ugly, Nguyen probably wasn’t ready to punch his former employer, but Norah could do that herself.
“Okay,” she said. “Show me what we’ve got.” She nodded towards the massive conference table that was littered with computers and wires and the signs that they were all in the middle of a meal.
Rhodes stepped in her path. “Hold up. Don’t you have something for me?”
She laughed, reaching into her bag. Perry had warned her the blueberry muffin was the password to make it into the team as far as Rhodes was concerned.
His eyes lit up as she pulled out a bag from Liv’s containing a single blueberry muffin and handed it to him. And he looked like all his dreams had come true at once when she then pulled a larger container from her bag.
“Liv was delighted to see that Perry seemed to have rectified whatever it was that made me almost break up with her, so she sent a whole host of snacks.” She waved the box and moved to put it on the table, noticing how Rhodes immediately managed to find the additional blueberry muffin Liv had sent. Norah did not mention that she and Liv had been putting bets on how quickly he’d spot it.
When she looked up, Perry was watching her, head tilted.
“Liv thought we’d broken up?” she asked, a slight smirk playing around her lips.
Norah cleared her throat. “Well, I somehow ended up there on my way to meet you at the station, and it was obvious that you’d done something to make me reconsider our position as—as she put it—pre-girlfriends-who-clearly-want-to-be-girlfriends.”
The others all laughed.
“I mean, she wasn’t wrong,” Perry said. “But I can’t believe her.”
“Well, don’t be too mad. She did help get me to a place where I could then push you up against a locker the minute I saw you.” Norah loved the way just the mention of it caused Perry to blush. “She said your heart was in the right place, but your execution often left something to be desired.”
“She did not.” Perry looked exaggeratedly aghast. “She’ll learn something about my execution when I drop her next lot of cash off in a bag of ones. Then let’s see how she feels.”
Norah took her hand and dragged her towards the end of the table where Rhodes sat. “I fear that would be more confirmation than anything else, my dear.”
“Maybe,” Perry grumbled, before grabbing her plate of food and offering it to Norah.
While looking over Rhodes’ shoulder as he tapped away at the computer, Norah took the fork and tasted a mouthful of the dish.
“This is really good,” she said when she’d finished a second forkful.
“Why thank you,” Perry said, taking the fork back temporarily. “Glad to know I can impress you with my skills.”
“You made this?”
“Yeah. It’s amazing the things you pick up over the years.”
Norah resisted making a joke about all of the things Perry had picked up over the years. Not least of which was that coat that continued to distract Norah’s thought processes and brought the pair of them so much joy when they thought about Perry stealing it because the previous owner had been homophobic and they’d had very gay sex on it.
Norah took another bite of food. “Can’t wait to see what else you’ve got in your back pocket.”
Before Perry could reply, Rhodes cut in. “If you two wouldn’t mind saving the flirting for later when I’m not trying to explain the plan and you’re not interrupting my enjoyment of my blueberry muffin?”
“Oh, please,” Perry scoffed. “As if I haven’t been watching you two flirt constantly for the last few days, or listening to you go on and on about how hot and how cute and how—”
“Fine. Stop. I’m sorry,” Rhodes cut her off, looking thoroughly chastised. “Shall we go over the plan?”
Nguyen giggled next to Rhodes and Norah couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard him giggle. It had been far too long. The sound warmed her heart, even as adrenaline spiked through her at the thought that she was about to get a look at the inner workings of a very well-oiled hacking machine.
“Yeah, tell us what you’ve got,” Perry said, handing her fork to Norah again.
“Okay,” Rhodes said, his voice shifting immediately to business mode. “Coming up on the screens behind you, you’ll see from the top left, a summary of money made by Richmond’s since the hack. Money made in the last year. Money reported on taxes and taxes paid. Amounts donated to charity to gain their philanthropic status. Official rules for being designated said status. Yes, you will notice that none of those last pages make any sense. Then, we have my backdoor into the Richmond accounts. Amounts paid to keep people quiet because of Richmond indiscretions; Ryan’s the worst offender, but not the only one. Fake account set up as evidence of where the money went, and where Norah can ask Ryan to transfer the money. CCTV feed for Richmond’s so we can monitor what’s going on. And, finally, Ryan’s personal account. I’ve also looked at his taxes and he’s not paying nearly enough there either.”
Norah stared at the screens in awe. Rhodes danced between programs and firewalls and security systems as if they were nothing. The hacker she spoke to on the phone was wrong in suggesting he was a god. He was a wizard. Nobody was supposed to be able to get around all of these programs like that.
Nguyen caught the look on her face. “Amazing, isn’t he?” he breathed, admiration and infatuation evident.
She nodded. “And here I thought you were good.”
He laughed but Rhodes said, “He is. I’m just better.”
Ordinarily, such a statement might sound rude or arrogant, but it wasn't here. It was deeply apparent that Rhodes respected Nguyen’s skills. And Perry clearly did too, or she wouldn’t have recruited him. It just also happened to be a fact that Rhodes was incredible at what he did. It kind of made Norah want to watch Perry in action, stealing things. Which might have been the incorrect response for a PI to have in the face of the many laws that were being broken in front of her, but she knew Rhodes was a hacking genius and Perry an expert thief and she wanted to see it.
Perry had already pickpocketed her, at Norah’s request, but she wanted to watch her do it, wanted to see her take something from another person, out in the world, and, preferably, something bigger than a wallet. Norah knew it didn’t make much sense to feel that way, but it was surprisingly easy to get on board with Perry’s brand of vigilante justice and fit their lives together.
Rhodes turned his chair around to look at her. “Are you ready to do your part?”
She nodded. “Absolutely.”
There were things she wanted to watch Perry do and those she could never be involved with, but there was no denying that every con she knew about, she agreed with. And this time, they were going after Ryan on Norah’s say-so. She was giving him a chance to be the better person, but she was fully prepared to do things Perry’s way if he refused.
“Okay,” Perry said, smiling at Norah. “We go tomorrow.”
Norah took a deep breath and nodded.



TWENTY-ONE
Perry paced in front of the counter at Liv’s. She wasn’t used to being on the sidelines and she didn’t like it.
Her brain kept flashing back to earlier in the day when, after they’d spent the night repeatedly running through the plan, arming Norah with all the information she needed and setting up Rhodes’ CCTV coverage exactly the way he required it, she and Norah had closed the door to Perry’s bedroom, shutting out the sounds of Rhodes and Kevin, who apparently did not know how to close a door. They’d known Norah would be staying over, so Perry hadn’t been surprised to see an overnight bag with her. She had been surprised when they reached Perry’s bed and Norah had pulled her strap from within it.
Perry knew her eyes had lit up and her face flushed bright red at the sight, but she didn’t really mind. Norah liked that she was able to fluster Perry, and the incredible way she presented and put the thing on demonstrated that she was very into shutting Perry’s brain down by being the sexiest thing alive.
The remembered view of Norah above her, driving into her, kissing her, touching her, was a great distraction for her mind in some ways, but, in others, just emphasized the danger she feared Norah was in. Norah was bold and brave and cheeky, which they needed for this plan, but there was the chance she could push Ryan too far and Perry didn’t like the idea of that happening. Especially not with her so far away.
“Do you want to get out of the way there?” an irate suit barked at her.
She rolled her eyes and moved to the side. She really did hate the night-shifters. However, she didn’t have the energy to spare on arguing with Liv’s customers right now. They might have been annoying as all hell and ruining her quiet nights, but they kept Liv in business and Perry could live with that.
Through the earpiece she was wearing, she heard Rhodes laugh. “You want to calm down over there? You planning to wear a hole in Liv’s floor?”
She was about to tell him to fuck off before she realized that would mean the suit thinking she was talking to him and she really did not have the time. Instead, she contented herself with rolling her eyes and hoped Rhodes would catch it on the CCTV he was watching her through. It was a long shot, given that the camera was situated outside, but his laugh told her he’d seen it. Liv had never been one to buy into the policy that all businesses should have CCTV inside. In a world where almost every building had it, Liv’s was something of an anomaly. Though most of her patrons wouldn’t know. They were so used to being watched constantly and Liv wasn’t about to invite scrutiny by advertising that she didn’t have cameras.
There was a small clicking over the earpiece and Perry knew it was one of the others activating their device. Logically, she knew it would be Kevin, but for one wild moment, she hoped it would be Norah.
As part of the plan, they’d agreed that Kevin would go in first as if returning to work. Norah would go in later. Both would activate their earpieces once they were in the building.
“Just in my conference room,” Kevin’s voice said, killing the irrational spark of hope Perry had. “No sign of Ryan yet. Which is weird, because you’d think he’d be on me immediately, given I’ve been out.”
“Okay,” Perry said. “Just keep an eye out. You don’t need him catching you speaking to us.”
“Will do.”
The constantly revolving sets of suits who were at the counter paid Perry no mind unless they wanted to look at the pastries. Liv, however, had had enough of her pacing. She came out from behind the counter, leaving Logan taking orders, and gripped Perry by the shoulders.
“Look,” she said, “I have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into right now, but you need to sit down. You’re messing with my custom and stressing me out.”
Perry looked at her, feeling like a little child. “Sorry, Liv. I’ll sit.”
She chose a table in the window as if wishing she could look out of it and see all the way to Richmond’s.
Moments later, Liv sent Logan over with a to-go cup. He didn’t say anything as he set it down but did shoot Perry a smile. She barely acknowledged him as she inspected the cup. A tag identifying chamomile mint tea stuck out from under the lid. A scrawled note on the side said ‘Norah suggested you might need this.’ Perry recognized Liv’s handwriting, but her heart felt warmed by Norah’s gesture and by Liv going along with it.
She also loved that Norah knew her well enough to order chamomile mint, not just chamomile.
As she took the first sip, there was another click in her earpiece and she almost choked from the excitement of finally having Norah there.
There was the sound of an elevator and Norah getting inside before it started moving upwards, dinging at each floor it stopped at. Perry wasn’t sure how many people were in the elevator with Norah, but she knew she wasn’t alone. Even if she had been, speaking would have been inadvisable. Rhodes wasn’t the only one watching the CCTV in that place.
Norah finally got out of the elevator and Perry could hear her shoes walking over the marble floor. Her hand tightened on the edge of the table she sat at, uncomfortable as she listened to Norah get closer and closer to Ryan’s office.
If Rhodes had been paying closer attention to Perry, he’d have made some snarky remark about not snapping the table in half, but she knew he was glued to the cameras inside Richmond’s, ready to send Kevin and Perry to Norah if needed.
Norah stopped, took a deep breath, and knocked. She was at Ryan’s office.
There was a moment of silence where nothing happened and then the sound of Rhodes tapping furiously at his keyboard.
“He’s not there,” Rhodes said.
“What?” Kevin asked. “How? You watched him come in.”
“I did. But he’s gone.”
A very uncomfortably familiar laugh sounded behind Perry. She’d spent so little time around it, she wondered how she could recognize it, but know thy enemy and all that.
“It’s because he’s here,” she told the others, turning in her seat to see Ryan Richmond at the counter, a woman half-draped over him.
“Do I wait?” Norah asked.
Perry thought about it. Had Norah not had a keycard for the purposes of the investigation, she’d have been told he was unavailable at reception and they wouldn’t have had to wait for her to get all the way upstairs. Now, she was there, she could wait. Or, she could come to Perry and have ample backup in the confrontation.
“No,” Perry said. “We don’t have time for this. Come here. Bring Kevin.”
“Perry,” Rhodes warned. “This isn’t a good idea. We don’t have a plan for this.”
“Plans change in the field all the time, Rhodes.”
“Not usually with two rookies involved.”
“Excuse me,” Norah cut in, and Perry almost laughed. She could have predicted Norah wouldn’t like that. “I am not a rookie.”
“Oh, private investigations often involve going after Richmond funds like this, do they?”
“We don’t have time for this,” Perry repeated before they could argue further. “Liv has a backroom we can use. Come here, we’ll get this done. It doesn’t look like he’s planning on going anywhere soon.”
That part wasn’t a lie. Ryan and his fangirl had taken up seats on the sofa along the back wall and looked to be getting very cozy.
“Okay,” Norah agreed. “Nguyen, meet me in the lobby.”
Perry could tell that Rhodes wasn’t thrilled, but he was switching up his camera feeds and calculating alternate escape plans already, just as Perry knew he would, even though she had escape routes from Liv’s covered. She also knew he wouldn’t be happy with the lack of coverage within Liv’s, especially in the backroom Perry was talking about, which was a very basic, windowless room.
“It’s lucky,” she said, “that I brought this little wonder with me.”
“What—?” Rhodes began as Perry hit the 'on' button for the tiny lapel camera she’d set up before leaving, just in case. Because it was a direct feed to whatever was happening to Perry, Rhodes had programmed it to pop up over his screen the instant it was turned on, so she knew he was currently seeing footage of her hand playing with her cup. “You couldn’t have mentioned that earlier?”
“Nah. Would have ruined the fun.”
“Good god, Perry.”
The other two didn’t respond. Norah was likely able to figure it out since she’d helped Perry set it up. Kevin was wise enough not to start talking about the plan out loud.
Perry watched Ryan and his date surreptitiously as she heard Norah and Kevin meet up in the lobby of Richmond’s and run outside to flag down a cab. As their polite conversation with the driver carried over the earpieces, Perry watched Ryan’s interactions get more and more unsuitable for a public café, to the point she worried he was about to father another child right here and now. Part of her wanted to go over and warn the woman. A bigger part of her just hoped they weren’t about to relocate their little party before the others arrived.
From behind the counter, Liv eyed her. There weren’t many people who could spot when Perry was purposefully watching something, but Liv had known her a long time and had seen more of Perry’s expressions than most people had.
She shook her head at Liv’s questioning gaze and glanced over at Ryan once again.
Their request was fairly straightforward, but he was a tricky guy, so there was no way to know how it might go down. Indeed, even for straightforward guys, someone demanding a significant amount of money from you wasn’t going to go down too well.
As they heard Norah and Kevin getting closer, Rhodes texted Perry to make sure they had a good escape route and that she knew what she was doing. She knew he avoided asking over the earpiece because that might alarm the others. The two of them had done a million cons, a million times. He needed to hear from Perry that they were going to be okay when it was just them, not a way to placate the two civilians they’d recruited into this latest endeavor.
Perry knew every way out of this place and knew Liv would have her back if needed. She didn’t want it to come to that, but they were about as safe as they were going to get. Especially with the information they had on Ryan. She told Rhodes as much.
“We’re here,” Norah said in Perry’s ear, causing her to turn to look out the window where a taxi was pulling up.
“Okay,” Rhodes said, that eager anticipation of a job in his voice, despite this one being different. “Perry, keep that camera unobstructed. Everyone, let’s do this.”
Perry rolled her eyes. She’d worn hidden cameras more than enough to know how to work with them, but he always reminded her. A throwback to the first time she'd worn one to test it out and accidentally blocked it with a bouquet of flowers. They weren’t even on a job. She was grocery shopping with it. But still, here they were.
Norah walked in with purpose, a slightly nervous Kevin flanking her, and threw a wink at Perry.
The way she held herself, so unafraid of Ryan, was something Perry honestly found to be kind of a turn-on, but she forced her mind to stay on the task at hand. As Norah and Kevin reached Ryan, Perry walked over to Liv to mention that they were going to borrow the back room for a minute.
She nodded but also gave Perry a look that clearly stated that she didn’t want Perry bringing any trouble to the place.
Perry walked up behind Kevin just as Ryan was giving him a hard time for having gone awol for several days. Kevin looked like he was going to respond, but Norah cut in.
“That’s not important right now, Ryan,” she said. “We need to have a word. Come with me.”
Her tone made it very clear that there was no room for negotiation, and Ryan knew it too. Or at least, Perry assumed he did, since he stood up, held a finger to his date, and promptly followed after Norah.
He shot Perry a glare as he passed her, which amused her, but also helped break her out of her reverie and remind her that she needed to show Norah where they were going. It would really kill her whole dominant vibe if she had to wait for Perry to give directions.
The minute they made it to the room, Perry closed the door behind Kevin and stood guarding it to prevent Ryan from attempting to make a break for it. She also made sure to position herself so Rhodes could see clearly.
“Care to tell me why we’re here?” Ryan droned. “Especially with these two. Usually, when I’m in a place like this, it’s for sex and without my employees and nosy coffee shop women to watch.” He gave them such a look of disdain that Perry genuinely wanted to break the finger he'd held up to his date.
Norah sighed, but it seemed powerful. “You see, Ryan, some things have come to light in the time I’ve been investigating your robbery, and I think it’s time we talked about them.”
He immediately sat up straighter in the chair he’d taken. “Do you know who did it? Are they here?”
Perry almost laughed. Rhodes was equally amused as he snorted in her ear. Norah did know and, in a way, it was why they were here, but absolutely not in the way he meant.
“Not exactly,” Norah said.
She was so attractive when she was in charge. Perry shook herself internally. It really was not the time.
“What then?” Ryan asked, slouching backward again.
“Ryan,” Norah said, leveling her gaze. “I want you to make the investigation disappear. The people who did it need the money more than you do. It’s next to nothing to Richmond’s, but it’s a lot to the people who have it now.”
He looked aghast. “Are you kidding? I can’t make it just go away. It’s thirty-seven million dollars. That’s company money. Money I earned. And people can’t just swan in, steal it, and get away with it.”
“They could if you figured out a way to move things on from it. The company has already made so many times more than that since it happened, you don’t need this money.”
“But I want it. It’s mine. And I hired you to find it. My money.”
Perry thought he looked like he might be foaming at the mouth were he able. It was an amusing sight. Especially since the money was not really his, and his greed wasn’t becoming at all. But she would take amusement wherever she could find it to prevent her from knocking the guy out.
“I have a deal for you,” Norah told him as he eyed her suspiciously. “I want you to drop the investigation. Tell the press it was some kind of error in the system, tell your dad there’s no way to trace the person and you’re trying to save face with that story. And then, I want you to donate an additional five million of your own funds to charities supporting underprivileged kids.”
Ryan snorted. “What on earth could possibly motivate me to donate my money to random kids?”
“Well, you aren’t personally supporting kids you’re related to, so I figured maybe you’d be more interested in random kids.”
Perry wondered whether Norah had to interrogate any of her clients. She knew the way she spoke and held herself would be difficult to refuse. She also knew she kind of wanted Norah to pull this on her. For fun. In private.
She looked back at Ryan and noticed he’d blanched.
“What do you mean, kids I’m related to?” he asked, his voice weaker than Perry had ever heard it.
“Well,” Norah said, drawing the word out. “You seem to have missed the lessons on contraception and taking responsibility for your actions. Instead, you let daddy pay your responsibilities off and act like thirty-seven million is a lot if someone’s taken it from you, but completely fine to be giving away to the poor women you abandoned.”
“Hey, they wanted the kid and I didn’t. I pay them the support money.”
“Well, your company does. You see, I’d have more respect for the situation if you were the one paying child support. But you sleep around, report it to the company, and they spend the rest of time paying for your children. Which is illegal, by the way.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Yes, it is. You can read about it anywhere there’s laws. Both parties are responsible in the case of a child and you cannot use your company to pay them off.”
“Since when?” He seemed more outraged about this than anything else Norah had said and that made Perry wonder about him as a person.
“Interestingly, I’m not here to give you a lesson on things you should already know. I’m here to get us both out of this arrangement and make it so we never have to talk again.”
He laughed. “I’m sure you don’t want that.” His voice was suddenly smooth and sleazy. Perry hated it.
“I really do.”
“But, Nore,” he said, standing up and moving towards her, “think about how much you’ll miss me if we never talk.”
Perry knew what was coming the second he encroached on Norah’s space and moved his hand to her hip. But that didn’t mean she didn’t love watching every single second of Norah pulling her arm back and slapping him straight across the face.
Rhodes cheered down the earpieces as Ryan recoiled, shocked, his hand coming to his face.
“What the fuck, Norah?” He yelled, the smarmy, seductive mask slipping.
“I am here to make a deal and be done with you, Ryan Richmond,” Norah said, enunciating each word. “And, if you’re not amenable, or try anything like that again. I will hit you again. Harder.”
He stepped further away from her. “Fine. Terms.”
“You make the investigation go away. You never investigate it again. You donate five million to children in need. And I don’t out all of your dirty little secrets—that were so very easy to find—to the world.”
He growled, his hand still gripping his face. “I will make the investigation go away. I will never investigate again. In exchange for protecting your new little friends, you don’t air my laundry in public. I am not donating anything.”
Rhodes laughed that he thought that part was negotiable. Clearly, Ryan was scared of Norah but had no idea who he was really dealing with, or any desire to think things through. Did he really think the people who took all that money from his company couldn’t take five million from his personal account?
Norah smirked, knowing the same thing. “Fine. And we never have to speak to each other again. I do not want to see your number on my phone, or your face at my parents’ home when I have to visit. If we see each other in the street, we go in opposite directions with no interaction. And you finally learn that I’ve never once been interested.”
The look on his face suggested he wanted to tell her she was wrong, that he knew better about how she felt, but the stinging red handprint on his cheek seemed to stop him.
“Fine,” he spat.
“Wonderful,” Norah said, with far too much of a grin. It was jarring after the interaction. “I will be seeing you never. And you can leave.”
Perry moved to the side of the door to let him pass.
“And you,” he said, pausing before Kevin, “are fired.”
“Oh,” Kevin smiled. “I already quit. Thanks, though.”
Perry laughed the minute Ryan stormed out, slamming the door behind him.
“Wow, that was hot,” she told Norah, scooping her up into a kiss.
Norah laughed. “Well, you can take me home and I can go all hardass on you, but first, Rhodes?”
“Yes?” He asked, clearly still gleeful from that slap.
“I’d say you can go ahead and take that money. Just enter it as some random payment in his account. He might not even notice it.”
“On it.” There was the immediate sound of tapping down the line.
“Should you be promoting hacking and stealing, Ms. PI?” Perry teased, nuzzling Norah.
Norah giggled. “Probably not, but you and I are doing this thing, so I think there will be a few rules being bent in our future.”
Kevin laughed. “There were already a few rules being bent in your past.”
The others laughed while Norah feigned shock, still holding Perry close.
“Okay,” Rhodes said. “Funds gone and distributed. And, as a reward for that slap, Norah, you should tell Delta that the guy who’s hiring her right now? Nothing is going on with his receptionist.”
“How could you possibly know that?” Norah asked, shaking her head.
“Well, I spent a lot of time looking you and your company up. From there, it only took a minute to check out the receptionist.”
Perry laughed while Norah shook her head. “Rhodes,” she said in explanation.
“Delta already solved it, actually. Norman hires her for stuff every few months, there were just too many coincidences, even if he did help pay the bills. Turns out it was his accountant scamming him.” Norah rolled her eyes.
“You know we could give you money to help. Get a bigger office or whatever?” Perry said, already knowing Norah would decline.
“Nope. You and I are doing this thing, but business finances stay separate. That’s mine and Delta’s baby, sorry.” She laughed, leaning in to kiss Perry.
“Okay, babe,” Kevin said to Rhodes. “These two are making out, so I think it’s time to get out of here.”
Rhodes hummed contentedly. “Yes, come home to me instead.”
Perry and Norah broke apart.
“We’re coming too,” Perry said, and the three of them went to leave the small room.
“You know,” Norah said, holding Perry’s hand and stopping her as they reached the door. “This place is not that dissimilar to that office at Central Station.”
Perry’s eyes lit up. “You thinking round two?”
Norah smirked in that way that turned Perry’s insides into mush. “You know I am.”
“Kevin, Rhodes, we’ll catch you two later,” Perry called, snapping the door closed again and ignoring Kevin’s cackle from the hallway.
She and Norah disabled their earpieces, so the other two couldn’t listen in, and then Norah approached her looking hungry in the best way.
“You like it when I talk to you like this?” She positively purred.
“Oh my god,” Perry replied, her whole face blushing. “Absolutely.”
“Good. Now. On the table for me.”
Perry turned, sitting down on her coat. She was filled with anticipation and a million other wonderful things that she only ever felt with Norah, and she knew, in that moment, the pair of them could make this criminal/PI thing work. And it would be amazing.
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