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For everyone who has asked for more Norry over the last year.
Thank you for all of your support and for clearly knowing something I hadn’t seen coming.
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One
 
Perry frowned as a screech came from upstairs. She hit the call button for the elevator while wondering whether she was about to walk in on Rhodes and Kevin doing things she absolutely did not want to see in the middle of their desk again. If it was that, she might actually string them both up from the ceiling until they learned to stop having sex in her space. Rhodes’ room was fair game, even if they were still learning to close the door like civilized adults, but the desk was off limits.
She stepped out into the familiar office-cum-home they’d built on the upper floors of the derelict factory Perry had taken up residence in when she’d struck out on her own, a criminal in the making. Her expression relaxed as she took in the large oval desk surrounded by monitors and its absence of people having sex on it.
Kevin and Rhodes stood just to the side, Rhodes wrapped up in Kevin’s arms. Their height difference was similar to hers and Norah’s. Every time she noticed it, she secretly thrilled at how adorable she and Norah must look together. Well, adorable until it was Norah wearing those impossibly sexy heels she wore sometimes, then she was nothing but absolute sexiness.
“Do I want to know why you’re up here screeching?” she asked, approaching the desk, the paper bag of baked goods from Liv’s Café she was carrying swinging at her side.
Rhodes pulled back from Kevin, pouting slightly. “T shot was being needlessly difficult this week.”
“Ah.” Perry winced and frowned. She’d been around a couple of times when things were being tricky. Usually, it was plain sailing, and, after all this time, Rhodes was used to it and something of an expert at injecting himself. However, occasionally, the testosterone decided it knew better and hurt more than usual. Today was clearly one of those days. “Sorry it was a rough one. The good news is that I come bearing blueberry muffins.”
Rhodes’ expression cracked into a grin. “Exactly what I need right now.”
Kevin laughed and nudged him. “Is there ever a time you don’t want a blueberry muffin?”
“There is not,” he replied, moving to meet Perry at the table and immediately tearing the bag open.
“I got you one of those orange scones you’ve been into,” she told Kevin as Rhodes took his blueberry muffin back to his seat, looking at it as though it were the sun around which his whole life revolved. Perry wasn’t entirely sure how Kevin put up with it. If she regularly had to watch Norah salivating over a muffin, she was certain she’d begin to question her position in the relationship. Feeling inferior to a muffin was not a space she wanted to be in.
“You’re the best, Perry,” Kevin said, smiling.
“I’ll be sure to tell Norah you said so.”
“Don’t,” he replied with a sweet smile that was at odds with the sentiment.
Perry smiled, pulling a croissant from the bag for herself. She’d come to enjoy Kevin as a friend and colleague, but she was under no illusions that he was still Norah’s friend first. They had been through a lot together, after all. He’d long been Norah’s in on information he shouldn’t have been giving out from Richmond’s—the bank Perry and Rhodes had stolen thirty-seven million dollars from that brought the four of them together. When Perry thought about it, it was no wonder the two of them had ended up wrapped up in Perry and Rhodes’ world of crime. A little more complicated for Norah, who’d kept her job as a PI, than it was for Kevin who’d joined up full time, but not particularly surprising. Both Perry and Norah were desperately working for better in a system that failed all the people who needed help and elevated the ones who didn’t. Norah had just taken the more legal route.
Well, seemingly legal. She’d done her fair share of illegal things long before she’d met Perry.
Rhodes polished off his muffin and looked up at Perry where she sat at the other end of the table. “So, would you like to know what Norah’s parents are up to today?”
Perry frowned. “I don’t know, would I?”
“I’m guessing you would.”
Perry chewed a bite of her croissant carefully. Now that he’d mentioned it, she definitely wanted to know, but until this very moment, she hadn’t known they were monitoring Norah’s parents. Well, she knew in the sense that the Rosenbergs were big names in big money, but they weren’t active marks.
“Norah asked me to watch them if that’s what you’re worried about,” Rhodes said, failing to hide his smirk.
Kevin sat beside him, eating his scone while his gaze bounced between Rhodes, Perry, and the monitors around them. He’d relaxed a lot over the months since he’d become a permanent fixture on the team, and Perry had been right, he was a definite asset. He pushed Rhodes to be somehow even better than he already was and offered insights they’d once had to work three times as hard for. Particularly useful if Norah had them watching her parents. Perry knew her well enough to know she wasn’t watching for the good of their health.
“Okay,” she said eventually. “Hit me.”
Rhodes positively lit up. “They had dinner with Laird Hill at Cyrus at about six in the morning.”
Perry’s mind whirled. Norah’s parents didn’t usually follow a schedule that put dinner time in the morning, but that was nothing compared to who they were having dinner with. “Her parents had dinner with Laird?”
“They did indeed.”
Perry stared at him. “Norah’s parents had dinner with her brother? Today?”
“Yep.”
“Her mom went?”
“She did, indeed.”
“Why would she not?” Kevin asked, shooting Perry a puzzled look.
Perry looked back at him. “She hates the guy.”
“She hates her own son?”
Perry hadn’t realized he didn’t know the intricacies of it. Norah was pretty open about it. She’d told Rhodes all of the details without hesitation. “It’s not her son. Laird is Norah’s half-brother.”
“Oh. I knew that.” Kevin scratched his head. “I just assumed it was through her mother and Laird had his dad’s last name.”
Perry laughed bitterly. “Oh, he does. It’s just that his father doesn’t have his own last name these days.”
Kevin’s gaze bounced from Perry to an amused Rhodes and back again. “What?”
“Laird is Lyle’s son from before he met Faith. Hence the first name—their family has this whole thing about the guys all having Scottish first names, as if their history is full of Scottish guys. From what Norah said, there’s like one of them, generations ago, but you know—family tradition. Though, Laird Hill is a name and a half, tradition or not.”
“So, Lyle, Laird, her grandfather is called Hamish… You get it,” Rhodes said, in between bites of another blueberry muffin.
Kevin nodded slowly. “Okay, I get that. But where did Rosenberg come from?”
Rhodes laughed while Perry rolled her eyes.
“Her mom likes roses and a sense of grandeur,” Perry told him.
“Come again?”
Perry breathed an almost laugh. “One of her mother’s conditions for marrying Lyle was that he change his last name because Hill wasn’t grand enough.”
“Oh, so Rosenberg was her maiden name?”
“Nope.” Perry shrugged. “She wanted a new name but it needed to have stately vibes. Hill wasn’t cutting it, but she likes English roses. Rose as a name wasn’t long enough, apparently, so after some workshopping, Rosenberg was born. It was either that or Windsor.”
“Like the British royal family,” Rhodes said. His expression suggested he was having the time of his life getting to watch Kevin learn the story behind Norah’s family. “As if Faith and Lyle are not the most basic, white bread Americans to ever exist.”
“Norah thinks there was also something in there about the fact that Faith hated Lyle already having a son and not wanting to share a last name with him too,” Perry said. She didn’t doubt it. Up until today, Faith hadn’t been in the same room as Laird for a very long time.
“Wow,” Kevin breathed. “Norah’s family is worse than a soap opera for drama.”
“Yep,” Perry and Rhodes said at the same time.
“Norah’s mom is always on her about keeping her name, though.” Kevin frowned. “Kind of hypocritical.”
“Massively so,” Perry agreed. “We think it’s part of her whole thing about building their empire and having the perfect life and perfect family. She thinks she can erase everything that came before if they can just be the Rosenbergs and everything she wants that to mean.”
“That’s ridiculous. No wonder Norah wants to change her name.” His eyes were wide.
“Well,” Rhodes said with a smirk, “at least we know who is taking whose name when you two get married.”
Perry hadn’t been expecting that and felt herself blush. It wasn’t as though that hadn’t been a conversation she and Norah had had. Even without the familial nonsense, Perry’s name was already ridiculous enough, Peregrine Falcon Rosenberg would be on a whole other level.
“Jones and Mitchell. Mitchell and Jones. It totally works.” Kevin giggled as he tested out the name of Norah’s PI business with her best friend.
Perry cleared her throat. “Anyway. So, what do we think they were doing having dinner with Laird? Seems suspect if Faith is making nice.”
Rhodes’ expression was somewhere between knowing Perry was sidestepping the conversation about her and Norah marrying and eagerness at spilling the rest of what he’d found. “Well, there was a surprisingly large deposit into Laird Hill’s bank account at 4:42 am.”
“Okay… I mean, he’s pretty rich and in some kind of business, right? That’s not that surprising, is it? I’ve seen his accounts in the past. There are always large deposits. Large outgoings too.”
Given her mother’s distaste for Laird, Norah hadn’t grown up with him being around in the way most siblings were. However, they were still siblings so she knew him well enough to know generally what he was up to. He was very like her parents in some ways. In business like Lyle, into status like Faith, and ridiculously money-hungry. Much like most people in her parents’ circles. Much like her parents and their friends, Perry kept an eye on what he was doing sometimes. And much like with her parents and their friends, Norah generally kept her distance.
The benefit of being or dating a hacker—and a good one, even if she wasn’t Rhodes by a long stretch—was that when you were curious about someone, checking them out was alarmingly easy. In her years of hacking, Perry had learned that information in the digital age wasn’t nearly as hidden or secure as people liked to believe it was.
“There are,” Rhodes agreed as Kevin shrugged and nodded, “but this is different. One billion dollars different.”
Perry froze, her hand hovering over the final piece of her croissant. “A billion? Just… in his account? Right before he had dinner with Faith and Lyle?”
“Yep,” Kevin and Rhodes said at the same time and grinned at each other. They were sickeningly adorable. Perry just didn’t need to tell them that.
“Who from?”
“We don’t know yet,” Rhodes replied, pulling up the records on the screens behind him for Perry to see. “But we’re digging.”
The giant screens behind him lit up with Laird Hill’s account. One billion and fifty-five million dollars. He didn’t have as much as Norah’s parents, at least before the one billion, but of all the things Perry knew about him, she knew he desperately wanted to be a billionaire. He always wanted to prove he could be as successful in business as all of the people in the Rosenbergs’ circle.
Rhodes scrolled down and there it was, the one billion dollar drop from a few hours ago.
“Huh.” Perry was confused. No name, no tag for the transaction, nothing to tell them what it was for or who it was from. She watched Rhodes chasing the money as far as he could but none of it led to anything identifiable. None of it told them where it originated.
Laird Hill, who’d been desperately attempting to hit billionaire status longer than Norah could remember, had finally done it. And it had gotten him dinner with the Rosenbergs.
Something was off about it.
After they’d gotten away with stealing thirty-seven million dollars from the Richmonds and the heist had brought Norah to her, Perry had learned all about how Norah’s parents had been desperately attempting to marry her off to Ryan Richmond. Her mother didn’t even like Ryan, they just wanted access to the Richmond billions. They wanted a marriage and a baby to guarantee their status in the billionaire club, rather than the millionaire club that, apparently, wasn’t exclusive enough for their tastes.
Norah didn’t even think it would have worked like that. The Richmonds became billionaires by keeping a tight hold on their money, it seemed unlikely they’d be giving any significant assets to their daughter-in-law’s family. Perry was inclined to agree. Having been in the Richmond systems, their company, and their lives, she seriously doubted marrying off their daughter to the sketchy Richmond heir would have gotten the Rosenbergs anything they wanted other than a slight boost in social capital. Not enough to truly do anything substantial.
But now, they magically had a billionaire in the family. And not by marrying Norah off.
“Does Norah know?” Perry asked, looking back at Rhodes and Kevin.
Kevin shook his head. “Not yet. It’s better not to tell her stuff like this in the middle of her cases. She needs to be able to focus and you know that the minute she hears about this, she’s going to want to start investigating her brother. Exactly as you do right now.”
Perry scowled at him. Maybe she liked him better when he was new and nervous. She wasn’t sure she needed his insightful cheek.
Rhodes laughed at the two of them. “That’s not all, though.”
Perry shook her head at an amused Kevin to look at Rhodes again. It wasn’t like Kevin was wrong, she was immediately drawing up plans on how to go after Laird Hill—how to figure out what he was into, where a sudden billion dollars had come from, and the fascinating fact that it had gotten him dinner with Faith Rosenberg for probably the first time in his adult life, but she wasn’t about to do anything without Norah’s say so. And Norah needed to know.
Rhodes pulled another bank account up on the screen—the Hill corporation one. It was a fairly small company that did something in business management or some such. They had a small portfolio of clients, made decent money, and kept Laird in good with a lot of the social groups he’d grown up around. What the Hill corporation did not do was billion-dollar deals. And yet, there was an almost identical deposit. 4:43 am. No identifying details. One billion dollars.
“Laird Hill managed to get two billion dollars in two minutes after years of attempting to become a billionaire?” Perry asked, frowning. She’d been a hacker dealing with big money for far too long to be ignorant of how suspicious this was.
“Laird Hill technically became a multi-billionaire in two minutes,” Kevin said, raising his eyebrows in suspicion.
Before joining them, Kevin had—alongside being Norah’s frequent inside-man—been the Richmonds’ cybersecurity guy. He knew how these companies worked, how these people worked, and if this seemed odd to him, Rhodes, and Perry, she knew something was off.
She tapped her phone to check the time. Norah would be home soon. Well, home-ish. Technically, Norah still lived in her cute little apartment—she did need a legitimate address she could use and be a resident at. She might be dating a hacker who lived off the grid, but, as a very high-profile private investigator, she couldn’t start going off the grid herself. Despite the difficulties with maintaining their carefully balanced lives, though, she and Norah essentially lived together. Sometimes, they stayed at Norah’s, hanging out with Benjamina the ficus, other times, they stayed at Perry’s and hung out with Kevin and Rhodes. It worked for them, even if it made zero sense on paper.
As if summoned, Perry heard the heavy metal door downstairs open and close. She tapped at her own laptop, pulling up the CCTV for the outside of the building. Ever careful of their privacy, she and Rhodes had set it up long ago to monitor what was happening and alert them to people attempting to gain entry or coming a little too close, but, since Norah had been added to their tiny list of people who were given the ever-changing code to get into the building, Rhodes had stopped the system flagging her as someone too close to the building. These days, Perry simply liked to check that when Norah entered the building nobody was around to see or put her in danger in any way.
The street outside was clear but Perry’s heart rate still spiked. She was familiar enough with the sensation at this point that she knew it was less about the danger that could lie outside the building and more to do with the things Norah did to her, even months into their relationship.
The elevator stopped on their floor and Perry felt herself stop breathing in the moment before the doors opened and revealed Norah.
Her eyes immediately found Perry, and that familiar feeling of flight took off in Perry’s chest.
Norah might have been coming from a day of surveillance for her latest case but she looked gorgeous. Unlike when she’d been working for the Richmonds and investigating Perry, this case required a more casual dress code. Rather than the tailored-looking items she often wore for work, she was sporting a pair of tightly fitted black jeans, a dark shirt, and a black biker jacket. If it weren’t for the height difference that made Perry’s clothes swamp Norah, it might seem like she’d raided Perry’s closet.
It wasn’t lost on Perry that they were wearing hers and hers black ensembles.
Perry rose and began walking to meet Norah in the middle of the cavernous room. She very nearly made it to her without incident but, about four steps away, Norah looked her up and down and it was so achingly obvious that she was imagining stripping Perry and taking her right there that Perry felt herself blush and stumble over the perfectly flat ground.
Norah smirked. “Hello, gorgeous.”
Perry closed her eyes and shook her head, pushing away the embarrassment and the slightly desperate edge of wanting Norah that was taking over her brain. “Hi.”
She leaned down, meeting Norah in a kiss and trying desperately not to think about how sexy she looked in those heavy black boots.
When they pulled apart, Norah looked at her, her eyes narrowing slightly. Perry watched her, waiting for the question.
She looked past Perry, taking in Rhodes and Kevin and whatever was on the screens. “What have you got?” she asked Perry, taking her hand and leading her back towards the table.
Perry wasn’t about to steal Rhodes’ moment. She perched on the edge of the table, pulling Norah in between her legs, and gestured towards him and Kevin.
Norah looked from Perry to the other two, her body taut with anticipation.
Rhodes looked at her seriously. “Your brother is finally a billionaire. Two billion dollars. Two separate accounts. 4:42 in the morning.”



Two
 
Norah walked into the office no less conflicted and confused than she was when she’d gotten back to Perry’s after a long night shift of monitoring for her latest client, a man she was referring to as Mr. C. The job was pro bono, but, with Perry’s help on tech and the publicity around Rosenberg and Mitchell’s bigger cases, she and Delta were doing pretty well. Well enough, in fact, that they’d managed to move into a bigger set of offices in the same building they’d always been in. They loved the building, their clients knew where to find them—the only problem had been the lack of space. The move had been the best of both worlds.
Of course, if Norah had been interested, Perry would have been willing to get her enough money to move into any office in the city she wanted. However, while she was willing to date a hacker, Norah was very clear that any financial goings on with her company needed to be above board and far removed from any of Perry’s more criminal activities. Her moral compass let her help out with Perry’s activities secretly attacking and stealing from the worst, most greedy sections of society and redistributing the wealth, but it stopped at endangering her business and her business partner.
Apparently, her brother didn’t feel the same way.
For as long as Norah could remember, Laird had always been desperate to make it to billionaire status. While her mother had been willing to try selling off her only daughter for the prestige, Laird had been willing to sell off whatever he could, make any deal that came his way if he thought it would put him on the map amongst their father’s friends. They hadn’t spoken in a while since Norah was not one for keeping in touch with her family, but she doubted much had changed, and that worried her.
She had only been walking around the office, turning on lights and making coffee, for a few minutes when Delta walked in looking tired but satisfied.
“Hey,” Norah said, turning towards her and taking in her new box braids. “Ooh, your hair looks great.”
Delta laughed. “It better had. I sacrificed my sleep shift to get an appointment with the best hairdresser in the city.”
“You haven’t slept?” Norah took out the extra strong coffee. It wasn’t the first time either of them had missed sleeping. Between having known each other as students and their work, it was often required, but they weren’t as young as they once were, and staying up all day and working nights, as they did, took its toll.
“Eh. I slept a little in the chair, but I’m fine.”
Norah looked her over as the coffee brewed. “Do you want to go home? Or sleep here?” They’d long since installed the ability to sleep in the office. In their previous one, it was roll out mattresses. In their new, larger office, they had a ridiculously comfortable couch.
“Maybe later. Luckily, tonight is mostly paperwork.”
Norah and Delta were both fans of the night shift—being their own bosses meant they got even more flexibility in choosing their shifts than most people did—but even as a lover of the night, if you were exhausted, staying awake and working while it was pitch black outside and your body just knew it was night was still tough.
“What are you working on?” Norah asked, bringing a cup of black coffee over to Delta’s desk, grateful for the chance to be thinking about anything other than her brother.
“Billing and report writing for Hafizi, Rhimes, and Anderson, and preliminary work for that industrial espionage case I picked up last week.”
Norah nodded. All of those were paying cases, Norah had two paying cases on the go, too. Even with her pro bono work for Mr. C, they were doing well.
“What have you got on?” Delta asked, sipping the coffee like it was ambrosia. Norah realized she should have stopped at Liv’s on the way in, that way she could have provided Delta with coffee that basically was ambrosia.
“Some digging for the Mr. C case. I was watching the apartment building all night yesterday and caught a lot of people coming and going but nothing incriminating, so I’ve got to run them all through the system and check them out.” She hesitated. “Also, maybe looking into my brother.”
“Your brother?” Delta frowned, looking at Norah. “It’s been a while since you mentioned him. What’s the not-so-secret offshoot of Lyle Rosenberg been doing that’s got his sister investigating him?”
Norah sighed. It had been forever since she’d mentioned him in conversation. They simply lived completely different lives. “He just… managed to come into two billion dollars.”
Delta choked slightly on her coffee. “Two billion? How the hell did he do that? Has he taken up playing the lottery?”
Norah shrugged. “I’m pretty sure the lottery isn’t even up to one billion, let alone two.”
“So what’s the deal?”
“That’s what I don’t know. Just this morning, one billion in his personal account, one billion in his company account.”
“So, after years and years of trying desperately to outdo your mother, running in billionaire circles, and almost begging to be one, he became a personal billionaire and a business one at the exact same moment? Out of nowhere?”
“Almost the exact same moment. He became a private billionaire at 4:42 am and a business one at 4:43 am.”
“Two separate transfers? Just straight cash? Not the business just taking off in the stock market or something?”
“Nope. Just untraceable cash dropped straight into his accounts.” Relatively untraceable. With Perry, Nguyen, and Rhodes on the case with her, it was unlikely to remain that way for long—they were a formidable team—but that was something she kept at least somewhat private.
Delta chewed on her lip, thinking. “And do I even need to ask where you got this information? I’m guessing brother dearest didn’t call to chat.”
Norah laughed once. “He did not.” Though he apparently did call their dad and landed dinner with her mother and that was almost more interesting than the money. Though she’d always imagined her mother would sell out her morals once a billion dollars entered the conversation, so perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising.
“The journalist girlfriend, I’m assuming?”
Since Norah had spoken about Perry back when she was undercover as a journalist, keeping tabs on Norah’s investigation into the thirty-seven million dollars Perry and Rhodes had stolen from the Richmonds, and explaining would be complicated and potentially implicate Delta, Norah and Perry had decided to keep up the pretense that Perry was an investigative journalist. It also happened to be a handy cover for information like this.
“Yep. You know how she is, keeping tabs on the rich and ridiculous.”
“Too right. They need someone like Perry on their asses. God knows we’ve lived too long in a system where they go unchecked and, if journalists are the last line of defense and exposure, that’s cool with me. At least someone—besides us—is doing it.”
Norah smiled slightly. Despite their reasons for keeping Delta out of the truth, she often wondered about telling her. In many ways she was aligned with Perry—often in all of the ways Norah was too—and she’d probably get a huge kick out of the fact that Perry stole from the absurdly rich to give to those who needed it more. Hell, she’d probably be right there besides Rhodes and Nguyen with a whole list of people she wanted them to hack.
“So, what do you think he’s gotten into?” Delta asked as they both started up their computers.
Norah huffed out a breath. “I have no idea, but you better believe we’re going to find out because, if Laird’s suddenly getting everything he’s wanted his whole life, and it’s untraceable, you know it’s not going to be pretty.”
Delta nodded. “And you’re ready to take down your brother publicly if it comes to that?”
If anyone had asked either of them, a week ago, whether Norah would hypothetically be willing to publicly expose her brother—and by extension, her parents—they’d both have said yes. What they’d learned in their years as PIs, however, was that people could be unpredictable when emotions and family came into it. People made bad decisions—weird decisions that nobody else could understand—all because they’d suddenly realized that the implications of going against the people you knew were much more far-reaching than they’d expected when they were caught up in the initial thrill of the chase.
But that wasn’t Norah.
Norah had spent years around her family, years picking up every dirty little trick, every questionable little deal, years of her mother trying to use her to advance her own position, forcing her father to change his name, refusing to see Laird because he was part of a life she wished Lyle didn’t have. And years of all of them being obsessed with billionaire status when nobody needed that much money. They were all very comfortable millionaires and she couldn’t understand why that couldn’t be enough when that was already silly levels of money.
Exposing them would be nothing more than the final snip of any cord remaining between them—a frosty acquaintance of necessity at best. While her mother had refused to see Laird, her father had spent time with Norah and Laird together. Those times had been filled with her father talking about how great Laird was, how he was a credit to the family name—one Lyle didn’t even use anymore—and how Norah should try harder to be more like him. What he meant was that she should be aspiring to be a billionaire and doing whatever it took to get there, too. Laird had spent all of their time together putting Norah down, cutting her off whenever she spoke, and trying almost as hard as her mother to set her up with his buddies who were far too old for her but who believed she’d make a good little wife.
So a catalyst wasn’t really necessary for Norah. She answered her mother’s calls because it was easier than not doing and being left hours of voicemails from a frustrated Faith Rosenberg berating her for being a terrible daughter, for choosing a ‘low class’ career, for having the audacity to be bisexual—she really would get along with Laird if she gave it a try. Which she was now doing. At least if Norah answered the first call, they’d get it over with.
And, if Norah found out Laird was into something sketchy and exposed him and her mother blamed her for implicating them, perhaps the calls would stop for good. That would be a nice change.
Norah nodded firmly and began uploading the pictures from last night onto her computer. “Yes. Definitely,” she told Delta, who smiled in response.
“All the power to you, then.” She took another sip of coffee before leaning across her desk toward Norah. “But be sure to keep me posted on what you find. If you’re taking down the Rosenberg dynasty—or the Hill one, I guess—I’m right there at your side.”
Norah smiled at Delta. She’d known for years she was lucky to have her, but knowing Delta would be at her side during something that would be as high-profile and volatile as Norah going after her own family was something she’d never have asked for but was eternally grateful to have.
She had barely finished uploading the pictures and opening all of the programs she wanted to run them through when a new email arrived from Mr. C. She clicked on it, instantly worried about his safety. When she was on-site, she worried about him—he was old and frail and had been abandoned by those who were supposed to protect him—but, if anything happened, she knew she was there to help. When she wasn’t there, she worried about what would happen to him.
Her eyes skimmed over the email, taking in everything she could.
He was safe but the person harassing him had been back. Almost from the moment she’d left.
Norah wasn’t a big believer in coincidences.
She picked up the phone and called Mr. C. He answered after barely a ring.
“Hi,” he breathed into the phone.
“Are you okay?” Norah asked, alarmed but attempting to remain calm. Apparently, she couldn’t hide her concern from Delta, who looked up from her own computer to watch Norah.
“I’m good, yes. Thank you, Norah.” He was still speaking too quietly to be okay. “I just thought you ought to know.”
“You could have called me when it was happening. You know that, right? The minute they show up, you can call. I’ll come.”
“I know, thank you. But you can’t live here, Norah. You need to sleep and live your life and you have other cases. I can’t even pay you.”
Norah’s heart broke. She’d only ended up on the case because this very sweet old man had sent her an email asking if she could point him in the direction of some safety resources. He hadn’t even asked for her help. But, after reading his email, Norah was compelled to meet him. After learning that he was being harassed in his home, more and more of his neighbors were being scared out of the building, and finding out that the police had stopped coming when they called—writing them all off as senile and not worth the effort—Norah had been absolutely on the case.
“It doesn’t matter that I’m doing this pro bono,” she told Mr. C. “What matters is that we’re going to catch them and I’m not going to desert you. You can always call me when it starts.”
“Thank you. You’re a good one, Norah.”
“So are you, Mr. C.” She smiled a sad smile. “Are they still there now?”
“No, they seem to have gone a few hours ago. I just wanted to give you time to get into work and be settled before I emailed.”
Norah hummed to herself. That was interesting. She wondered whether that meant the person worked the night shift or used the night shift to sleep.
She’d pulled a double surveilling Mr. C’s building and only went home to sleep and see Perry, which meant she was missing from the day shift, a time they were there and harassing Mr. C. If they harassed Mr. C when she was gone, she didn’t feel confident that she’d have caught them on her surveillance. Statistically speaking, they’d be working or sleeping during the times she was there.
Still, she was determined to check. She hit a few buttons on her keyboard, sending her hundreds of photos through all of the databases she and Delta had access to—some legally, some a little less legally, but she definitely had something that could identify everyone being run through there.
“And it started as soon as I left?” she asked him.
“Almost exactly,” he confirmed. “I got your message that you were clocking off for the day to go home, and not five minutes later, there was banging on the door, aggressive music, someone outside my apartment.”
“You kept the doors locked and bolted, right?” After taking the case, she’d gone back to Perry for advice on the sturdiest, most secure locks she could put on Mr. C’s house. Rhodes might be the hacker extraordinaire, but if you wanted to break into a physical place or steal a physical item from someone, Perry was your woman.
“Yes,” Mr. C replied emphatically. “Exactly as we discussed. And I stayed away from the windows and doors, just in case.”
“Great work, Mr. C. You’re doing everything exactly correctly.”
Norah drummed her fingers on her desk. None of this made any sense. What was the use in harassing an old man? What was the use in harassing a building full of elderly people and trying to get them out? It wasn’t as though the building was particularly valuable. It was a 1960s prefab that was long past its better days.
“I just want them to leave me alone,” he said, a heartbreaking mixture of sadness, exhaustion, and confusion in his voice. “Or at least explain why they’re doing this.”
Norah wanted that too. “We’re going to find them, I promise. And we’re going to find out what this is all about. And then you’re going to be safe in your home again, Mr. C.”
She stared at the computer screen as it whizzed, too quickly to make out individual pages, through all of her pictures, collecting information on all of the people she’d seen at Mr. C’s building—too many for the now-half-empty retirement building. Norah had offered to help relocate him, even temporarily, but he didn’t want to move, and nor should he have to. That apartment was the place he had lived with his late wife, it had been his home for decades, and it was the only place he could afford to live whilst staying in the area.
People like her family basked in the money of the city. The government and their 24-hour commerce plan raked in money constantly, but the people like Mr. C saw none of it. They lived in increasingly rundown buildings, often in rundown neighborhoods the government neglected, and now they weren’t even safe there. Norah was livid.
The computer stopped. A text box appeared over the photo of a man with somehow the lightest and darkest eyes she’d ever seen. Bright blue but so deep-set and angry that the overall impression was that of darkness and danger.
It couldn’t find anything on him. No information in any of her databases.
In this day and age, being unidentifiable was almost a no-go zone. You basically had to be Perry or Rhodes, or have the government and the police very much in your pocket. Norah had seen how hard Rhodes worked to keep himself invisible, to keep Perry invisible, to hide things about her and Nguyen to keep their connections to him and Perry a secret, but even they came up if Norah ran them through the system. Hiding in plain sight, as Rhodes put it. It was much more suspicious to come up empty when people run you, and, with the constant surveillance, there was always someone running you.
And he was right. If the system had thrown up an identity for this guy, Norah wouldn’t have paid nearly as much attention as she currently was. Now, he was top of her list of suspects.
She wondered if he’d known she was there. There was little chance someone who didn’t exist in the system just happened to be around Mr. C’s building and they weren’t the one harassing him, but he hadn’t done anything while Norah was there, despite being in the area. It was possible he’d simply waited for her to leave before he started.
She pulled up the metadata for the photo that had caught him. Sure enough, it had only been ninety minutes before she’d left and he’d started banging on Mr. C’s door. It seemed like he knew she was watching for him and had waited her out.
This was definitely her guy.
“Hey, Mr. C,” she said, hearing the man’s breathing getting heavier down the line. She knew he was exhausted.
“Yes, dear?” he replied, his voice still barely above a whisper, even in sleep.
“I think you should get some rest while you can and I have a couple of leads I’m going to check out, okay?”
“Okay. Thank you, dear. Goodnight.”
He didn’t even wait for a reply, just hung up and, Norah hoped, fell straight into slumber.
Norah, however, was wide awake, even Delta seemed to have perked up, fueled by the coffee and Norah’s tone.
She pulled all of the photos she had of the guy, went to the private email server Rhodes had set up for her, and dropped them into an email to Perry. If she was going to find out who this guy was, she was going to need more firepower than she had available to her at work.
She needed a team who could track a ghost.



Three
 
Perry was standing four people back from the counter at Liv’s—four annoying, puffed-up, preening suits back from the counter. And they were all ordering extra dark coffee. Why? Liv’s made so many good coffees and had so many great roasts. Why did the obnoxious suits always get the extra dark? Didn’t they know that was essentially just burned coffee?
Perry was all about the medium roasts. She was all about the café miel—hers and Norah’s drink. And she was all about not having her favorite café in the world invaded by annoying banker types.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she pulled it out ready to tell Rhodes that she knew he wanted an extra blueberry scone. Extra, as in, in addition to the two he’d already requested for the night, as if they hadn’t already feasted on the incredible food sent over by Mrs. Nguyen, Kevin’s delightful mother who definitely thought she was feeding an office full of security experts or investment bankers. Which, Perry thought, they kind of were, if you really thought about it, which she doubted Mrs. Nguyen did, thankfully.
When Perry shuffled forward with the line and actually looked at her phone, however, she found it was not Rhodes looking for extra muffins. It was Norah. Perry felt a smile break out across her face. Ordinarily, in public, she liked to keep her emotions on lockdown. However, one message, sighting, or interaction of any kind with Norah, and her whole cool, collected persona crumbled into a blushing, grinning, lovestruck fool. Over the months, she’d gotten used to it and found she didn’t even mind that it happened while she was glowering at suits these days.
“Tell Norah I send my love,” Liv said, her voice a little too sing-songy as she passed by Perry on her way to bus tables. Perry scowled after her. She hadn’t even realized Liv was in tonight. Of course Liv was using the surprise to tease her.
Perry’s expression became a deep frown as she read the email Norah had sent her.
When Perry had been following Norah’s investigation into the money she and Rhodes had stolen from Richmond’s, Rhodes had been inside Norah’s office system. As a result, Perry knew the kind of databases she and Delta had access to. It was basically unheard of for someone not to show up in any of them. Even she and Rhodes showed up. No ID in any of the databases meant you’d never even existed in the city, never been caught on CCTV, never paid for anything, never used public transport, never existed.
Or that you had and someone was wiping you from the system. Every system. And that meant big money and influence. It didn’t make sense that someone tied to the harassment of an elderly man’s residence would be this highly connected. At least, not unless something bigger was going on.
Perry forwarded the email to Rhodes with the message, Start digging?
Calling Norah now for more info.
As she shuffled forward again, now next in line at the counter, she hit dial on Norah’s familiar number. Perry didn’t remember a lot of phone numbers by heart, she had no need to, but she did remember Rhodes and Norah. Rhodes for security, Norah… just because.
“Hey, Nguyen,” Norah said when she picked up, no trace at all in her voice that the person at the other end of the line was not actually Kevin.
It was their code to let Perry know Delta was in the office. Delta knew that Perry—in her cover journalist role—provided Norah with information sometimes, but while a journalist could dig up information, anything technical was outside of the role’s purview. Kevin had been Norah’s tech insider for so long that it was easier for the whole team to just be ‘Nguyen’ when they called Norah at work.
“Hello, gorgeous,” Perry said, smiling widely. “Kevin better not greet you like that when it’s really him calling.”
Norah stifled a laugh. “I can assure you that is not the case.”
“I’m very glad.” Perry enjoyed the coached way Norah spoke when they were playing this game. She didn’t like deceiving Delta, but there was something sexy and spy-like about having secret conversations with her girlfriend. Plus, she was a sucker for Norah in control, and hearing the way her mind worked to respond to Perry flawlessly, while hiding the actual conversation, was always a thrill.
The suit in front of Perry finally stepped away and Perry reached the counter, grinning at Jenny the barista. “Café miel and two blueberry scones, please.”
Norah hummed down the phone and Perry knew that, were they alone, Norah would be lamenting the fact that she was without one of Liv’s café miels.
Perry turned, looking out of the wide window at the dark street beyond. The night was lit with the city lights—the signs of never-ending commerce. “Want me to drop by with one?”
“Would you?”
Even if Perry hadn’t meant it when she offered—which she had—the excitement that broke through Norah’s carefully constructed facade was adorable enough that she’d have stopped everything she was doing to run out and get her a café miel.
“Of course,” she laughed. “Anything for Delta?”
Norah hesitated. “Probably.”
“Oh, right, you can’t tell me if I’m going to show up because I’m not me. I’m Kevin.”
Norah laughed. “Something like that. I think.”
“Iced latte?” Perry suggested. She’d learned Delta didn’t care to be controlled by the seasons or the weather. She drank cold drinks on cold days and hot drinks on hot days. She drank whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. It was a philosophy Perry could easily get onboard with.
“No, I don’t think so.’
“Hot latte?”
“Not quite.”
“Okay, but hot, yes?” Perry watched Jenny making her coffee, feeling a little bad she was about to send her back there for more drinks. She didn’t care about the suit behind her huffing and puffing about being busy.
“Exactly.”
“Okay. Hot coffee. Lots of cases on for you both at the minute. Delta had that hair appointment that probably lasted a while… Double espresso?”
“That would be great,” Norah replied and Perry could hear her grin. “And do I want to know how you knew about that?”
“The coffee?” Perry asked cheekily, knowing exactly what they were talking about.
“Not that.”
Perry laughed. “I’m sure I don’t need to explain, beautiful.”
“Hm. I’m sure you don’t either. Still.”
Perry grinned, watching Jenny walk back over. “So sorry, Jenny. Any chance I can get another café miel and a double espresso?”
“Of course,” Jenny said, smiling back at Perry.
“I swear you have everyone in that place wrapped around your little finger,” Norah muttered. Perry wondered whether that was a comment she’d need to explain to Delta later.
“Don’t worry, love, you know you’re my one and only.”
“I know.” Her voice was so full of love and amazement when she said that, that it warmed Perry’s heart. Sometimes she forgot that she was magically able to amaze Norah in all the same ways Norah amazed her.
“So, what do we think then?” Perry said after a moment of basking. “Pretty weird that there’s just nothing, right?”
Norah cleared her throat, clearly also remembering where they each were and what they were supposed to be discussing. “Yeah, I don’t know what to think. We’re talking high up if there’s just nothing to be found.”
“Or very talented. Or both,” Perry said, paying for her order as Jenny worked on her drinks. “Obviously, we could start really high up and start poking around but we probably don’t want to.”
“Right. It invites too many questions and too much attention.”
“Exactly.” Perry picked up her tray of cups and the bag of muffins, thanked Jenny, and stepped out of the line, heading for the door and the walk to Norah’s office.
Most people who worked the night shift were already in their places of work but the streets around her teemed with those who were off shift and looking for food or drinks or shopping. She stepped around them, winding her way through the streets, thinking about how many cameras were picking her up as she went.
“Even if we figure out whether it’s the official connections route or someone with some wicked hacking skills, that doesn’t necessarily tell us why they’re going after Mr. C,” Norah said, frustration lacing her tone.
“Perhaps not, but it gets us closer to an answer,” Perry replied. At least narrowing down one of the people involved would be something. “I’ve already got Rhodes and Kevin on it, so you know the guy isn’t going to stay hidden for long. And, once we know something about who is going after Mr. C, that’s a better position than we’re currently in.”
“Yeah, maybe.” There was a loaded pause and Perry knew Norah well enough to wait for her to figure out her thoughts. It didn’t take long before she was saying, “You don’t think this is connected to my brother, do you?”
Perry wished she could say no, but the thought had occurred to her too. If it had only occurred to one of them, they could write it off as just them, but if they were both thinking along those lines, it became a more serious consideration.
“I’m not sure,” she said eventually. “I want to say no, to say there’s no way that a case you’re happening to work for some random guy could be connected to Laird randomly becoming a billionaire, but—”
“But the truth is that these are two weird things happening at the same time, connected to me, and that likely include big money. Clearly, whatever Laird’s into has got some wealthy backers. And we can imagine a world where there’s a lone random hacker that good—”
“—aside from Rhodes—”
“—but the truth is, it seems unlikely. For someone to just not exist in the system… It’s probably big money and power involved. And it seems incredibly unlikely that there’s a ghost hanging around Mr. C’s apartment while all this is going on who isn’t connected, right?”
“Exactly.” Perry didn’t know what was going on, or how the two things were connected, but she couldn’t deny that it felt like they were. And if Norah was feeling that too, she knew that meant something. They just needed Rhodes—the only hacker they knew with the skills to actually erase someone and keep them safe and gone—to tell them who the hell this guy was.



Four
 
Norah walked back into the now-familiar building Perry had set up home in and collapsed into the seat next to her. It was only halfway through the night shift and she was already exhausted. The coffees Perry had dropped off earlier had only kept her and Delta going for so long. Delta had gotten through a bunch of her paperwork and fallen asleep at her desk. And, with her mind distracted by Ghost Guy and her brother, Norah’s efforts to get through her own had been a slog. So, when Perry had texted asking if she wanted a food break and to look for Ghost Guy with them, Norah had gladly departed the office.
Rhodes and Nguyen were at the other end of the table, tapping away on the computers before them. Perry, however, had pushed her laptop a little away from herself in order to run her hand down Norah’s back while pulling over some of the baked ziti that sat in the middle of the table.
Despite the heavy metal shutters on the windows, protecting them from being spotted, Norah knew the night was heavy outside, but here, inside their secret base, the computers lit the darkness. It was a little like being at the cinema and that didn’t help Norah feel awake. Though perhaps, that was more to do with the fact that coming here was now one of the places she came home to, and being beside Perry was where she was safe no matter what was happening in her cases. Add to that the fact that she knew their cozy bedroom, with its soft golden lights, was only a few feet away from her and she wanted nothing more than to drag Perry off to cuddle up together for a long night of sleep.
So far, Mr. C hadn’t called back so Norah assumed he was still sleeping soundly, but the threat that hung over him weighed on her. She could handle someone coming after her, but coming after him was unacceptable.
“Norah,” Rhodes called down the table as she picked up her fork. “Just to be sure, you don’t recognize the guy, right?”
“Not at all. As far as I know, I’ve never seen him before,” she replied, shrugging apologetically. She knew how much easier all of this would be if she did recognize him.
Rhodes nodded, shared a look with Nguyen that seemed uncomfortably loaded, and went back to tapping. Norah was ready for whatever this case brought, but something about the look unsettled something inside of her. From the way Perry hesitated and pursed her lips, she was thinking the same thing. She left the hand on Norah’s back in place but pulled her laptop towards herself.
As Norah dug into her ziti, she watched as Perry one-handedly flicked through code and images and maps. She wasn’t sure what exactly Perry was looking at or for but it was clearly something specific.
“Any chance you think your parents would send him after you?” Nguyen asked, looking up hesitantly.
Norah raised her eyebrows and laughed bitterly. “We all know how they feel about their daughter being a bi PI.”
Perry snorted adorably. “Yeah, they were, unfortunately, hoping for you to be a straight magnate.”
Norah turned to face Perry, watching her with a deadpan expression. Rhodes and Nguyen, however, laughed raucously.
“Just be thankful you’re not a lesbian like Perry,” Rhodes said. “Then you’d have to be a thespian, and that doesn’t seem like your vibe at all.”
Norah shot him the same look. How had she ended up with this group of goofs being her best friends and chosen family?
She looked at Nguyen who was focusing on something the others couldn’t see.
“Pansexual…” he muttered mostly to himself and absolutely giving away the joke he was workshopping. “What rhymes with ‘exual’? Good job you’re not pan so you don’t have to be a van?”
Rhodes laughed and leaned over to plant a kiss on Nguyen’s cheek.
Norah looked at Nguyen, initially in confusion but, slowly, a smile overtook her face. She had always enjoyed her friendship with him and was so glad she got to see much more of the real him now that he was here and relaxing. “We can all be very glad I’m not pan then, since I think I’d make a terrible van, and I don’t know what on earth my parents would even do with a van.”
“Kidnap you?” Nguyen suggested seriously.
The laughter around the table stopped abruptly.
“For what purpose?” Norah asked. It wasn’t that she thought her parents were incapable of coming after her, but it would take something big. They were public figures and she was too well-known to disappear without causing a stir.
Nguyen shrugged. “I’m not sure, honestly. But it’s… I’m just thinking…”
“It’s okay,” Rhodes said, reaching over to squeeze his hand reassuringly.
Even with how Nguyen was struggling to tell her what he was thinking, Norah wasn’t too worried. He liked to try to protect her from things, and avoid distracting her when things might put her in danger. She wasn’t sure where he got the idea he needed to do that, or that she ever let her guard down enough to be distracted and in danger, but it didn’t bother her. She knew it came from a place of love. It had frustrated Perry once or twice but she’d calmed down when Norah had explained, as best she could, that Nguyen was naturally quite a cautious person and went to great efforts to keep the people around him safe. Perry and Rhodes had already been in this life when he’d met them, he worried, but he knew they chose this. Norah was a little different. He’d already worried about her job as a PI, add to that all of the things being with Perry brought into her life and it made him extra nervous.
Perry had reflected on her conversation with him when he was still at Richmond’s and she was debating recruiting him. She’d remembered the fear, the worry for his family, the need to do the right thing even in the face of that fear, and she’d walked away with a better understanding of Nguyen. Norah had been happy to help.
“Well, your dad has always been pretty close with your brother, right? That’s what Perry was saying. But now, your mother is meeting with him, and we know how much they both wanted the whole billionaire, happy family thing. If your mom is coming around on Laird, I’m wondering if they’re coming after you too. Trying to like… bring you home,” Nguyen went on, still looking apprehensive.
“Okay…” Norah didn’t like it but she understood the logic.
“And we’ve been trying to trace the money your brother got.”
“Any luck?” Norah asked, watching him eagerly.
“Not yet, but we did find one of the banks the money traveled through.”
“One of the banks?”
He nodded. “It looks like the money went through quite a few different hands on the way to Laird. Makes things harder to trace. Most of the places it’s gone either have high security, so we suspect it was there but we haven’t gotten in for confirmation yet—don’t worry, it’s not super high, we only just started working on that—but one of them was some little bank with pretty low security. The transaction was ridiculously easy to trace through there. The sending and receiving accounts are still protected on either side of that, but it’s the in we needed to fully track the money.”
You could take the man out of cybersecurity, but you couldn’t take cybersecurity out of the man. He was ridiculously excited and lit up talking about following the money through the banking system.
“Okay,” Norah said slowly. “But how does that connect my brother to Ghost Guy?”
“Well, because he’s been really, really well hidden, so Rhodes has been hacking every CCTV camera he can find—”
“Rhodes hacking every CCTV camera he can find is hardly new,” Perry said, rolling her eyes.
Nguyen laughed while Rhodes stuck his tongue out at Perry.
“As if you don’t want me to,” Rhodes said, shaking his head.
“Oh, I definitely do,” Perry affirmed. “I’m just pointing out that having you in CCTV is not a new thing.”
“Fine. I’m always plugged into every CCTV system in the city. Shall we let Kevin get to the point?”
Perry smirked and nodded. Norah loved seeing cheeky Perry. Luckily, it was a fairly regular thing.
Nguyen cleared his throat. “So, yeah, Rhodes has been watching all of the CCTV in the city to find the guy because, even if you’re wiped from every tracking system, every record of you gone, you can’t disappear while something is live, and the guy has to move through the city.”
“So, you can find him when he’s on the move?”
“Yes.”
“But,” Rhodes said, pausing dramatically.
“But what?” Norah insisted.
“But, whoever is hiding him is fast.” Rhodes clicked at his computer, throwing up a three-second video clip on the screens behind him. The light in the room morphed to match the clip as it split across the screens. It was exactly like a movie theater. “This is a clip I caught live. I always record when I’m looking for someone because things do tend to happen to files. We got these three seconds, and then about ten seconds later, it was gone.”
“What?” Norah looked from Rhodes to the screen, to Perry, to Nguyen.
Perry stood up slowly, watching the clip on replay. “Someone else is following him around the city and deleting him from the footage.”
“That’s a thing people can do?”
“It’s a thing I do,” Rhodes said, matter-of-factly. “When you come here, I go in and immediately delete you from the CCTV so nobody else can track you here.”
Norah shook her head, watching Perry walk closer to the screens her gaze singularly focused on Ghost Guy. “So, ten seconds later, the clip was just deleted? Blank? Gone?”
“No. The clip’s still there, the guy is gone.”
“They can make it look like there’s nothing wrong with the clip but that he was never there?”
“Yes.”
“And that’s what you do with me?” Norah asked, looking intently at Rhodes. She knew he messed with CCTV, but she’d always assumed he was just deleting clips.
“Exactly.” He grinned. “It’s really not that difficult. Anyone with basic video editing skills can do it, it’s just tedious to follow someone around and delete them in real-time.”
Norah looked back at the video, the one Perry was still studying. “So, this doesn’t give us much to go on then. If anyone can do it.”
“Yes, and no,” Rhodes said, smiling when Norah shot him a questioning look. “Editing someone out of the video isn’t difficult, but some of the systems they’re getting into are. Not the city CCTV. If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times—city CCTV is ridiculously easy to hack. It’s child’s play. But some private companies have tighter systems. Some databases where there would be info about him are harder to get into. Plus, to be doing this all the time, you’d need a decent tech setup and probably multiple people. One person is unlikely to be doing all of this.”
“Okay, so money, staff, time, space, tech… That’s good, but it still doesn’t give us anything real.” Norah always found this part in investigations the most frustrating and the most exciting—the precipice between knowing and having evidence. And she still didn’t know how this connected anything to Laird. Perry did, though.
She tapped the edge of one of the screens she was still watching. “This is Four Sisters Bank.”
Rhodes grinned and spun around in his chair.
“That is Four Sisters Bank,” Nguyen confirmed.
Norah had heard of it—named after the confluence of four rivers that ran near the city—but didn’t know anyone who banked there. It was a small bank… with bad security and an even worse reputation. “This is the place the money went through,” she said, suddenly understanding.
“That it is,” Nguyen said, shooting her an excited look while she felt a similar eruption of excitement in her stomach. They had their first piece of the puzzle. It wasn’t much, but it was something. “And Ghost Guy has been there.”



Five
 
Since they knew they had to catch Ghost Guy live, the whole team sat around the table frantically scanning CCTV. They’d split the city into quadrants, each taking one, in their quest to find him.
Perry scoured the videos before her, her eyes flitting between the cameras she’d set up across three laptops before her. She was going to find this guy and figure out what the hell he was doing. It was bad enough when he was terrorizing innocent people in their homes, but, if he was going after Norah, Perry was going to skin him alive. Nobody put her in danger and got away with it.
Her parents were next in line, too.
Nobody used Four Sisters Bank for anything good. She knew a couple of people involved in some… less legal things that passed money through there. They called it The Laundrette, which was hilarious because passing anything through there made it more suspicious, not less. Nobody doing anything legitimate went through there.
And it was far too much of a coincidence that money in Laird’s account had passed through the exact place Ghost Guy had been.
“Got him,” Rhodes said, excitedly. Perry looked up but her blood ran cold as all of the color drained from his face. “Shit. Norah!”
Perry’s heart felt like it dropped out of her body. Rationally, she knew Norah was beside her, but her only thought was that something was hurting her, and that was a visceral, painful, destructive feeling.
Norah reached for Perry just as Perry reached for her, a terrified look in her eyes as she stared at Rhodes.
“Call Delta,” Rhodes said.
Norah didn’t need telling twice. She grabbed her phone and was ramming it up against her ear in almost the same second.
“Rhodes, tell us what’s going on,” Perry said, determined to stay focused on what mattered.
He threw the footage he was watching up on the screens and the three of them twisted in sync to watch Ghost Guy heading towards Norah’s office.
Perry’s shuddered thinking of Delta in there alone. There was no way for them to make it in time. Their only hope was Delta picking up her phone, which was taking far too long for comfort.
Kevin watched the screen for a moment longer before pulling a laptop towards himself and tapping away furiously. Perry knew without asking that he was pulling up the footage in Norah’s building in an attempt to trace who else was in there, who was editing the video. Even if they hadn’t known somebody was following Ghost Guy constantly, it would have been a safe bet that someone was while he was heading into Norah’s office. Leaving footage of breaking into a PI’s office was not something anyone wanted to do. At least, not unless they were planning to get caught.
“Delta, oh my god,” Norah cried down the phone at last. “Where are you?”
Perry watched the screen with rapt attention while Delta answered.
“Get out of there. Now.” Norah’s breathing was heavy as she stared at the screen and listened to whatever Delta was saying. “Someone is coming to the office. They’re in the building already. The only choice is up, but you cannot let him see you.”
Norah switched the phone to speaker and placed it on the heavy wooden table.
Delta’s breathing was heavy, panicked. It made sense. As far as Perry knew, she’d been resting from having been up all night, and her best friend and business partner had woken her up and frantically told her to escape their office.
“Shall I lock the door?” Delta whispered down the line.
“Only if you’ve got time,” Perry said without considering whether it was a good idea for Delta to know she was in on this.
Delta mumbled something distressed as they heard her moving around.
“You’re doing great,” Perry said, reassuring both Delta and Norah.
“The hall is clear,” Rhodes said. “And if you go now, you’ll make it to the stairwell and up the stairs before he has a chance to catch you. But you need to go now.”
The sounds of Delta running down the hall and up the stairs as quietly as she could whilst moving with urgency filled the room punctuated only by Rhodes’ and Kevin’s keyboards clacking.
“Two floors up, Delta,” Rhodes instructed. “There’s an empty office at the end of the hall. It’s got a keypad but I’m going to open it for you.”
“Uh-huh,” Delta managed to reply as she kept moving.
Perry watched as Ghost Guy started up the stairs to the Rosenberg and Mitchell offices. Whoever had sent him hadn’t told him which floor they were on, which gave Delta enough time to get off the stairs before he started up them, and Perry was thankful for the hold-up, even as it made her more curious who was sending him. It wasn’t difficult to find out which floor they were on. It was the kind of information she would never send someone into the field without knowing.
“I’m here,” Delta whispered, the sounds of her movement slowing down.
“The door is open,” Rhodes assured her.
They heard the opening and closing of it behind her. Rhodes took his cue to lock it again.
“You’re going to have to keep the lights off,” Perry told her.
“I know,” Delta whispered. “Enough time spent secretly watching targets in the dark. It’s fine.”
Perry wrapped an arm around Norah in support, taking on most of her weight as she sagged into Perry. Seeing her like this was heartbreaking. Norah could handle anything that was coming after her, but the people she loved being at risk when she was powerless to do anything was not something she knew how to cope with. Perry understood. She’d be the same. She frequently was.
Ghost Guy moved through the building with ease. There were plenty of places he’d have stuck out, but none of the businesses in the building required particularly formal dress—unlike some of the other offices in the city—so even the pulled-up hoodie didn’t make him stand out. All kinds of people came to see PIs, and all kinds of people worked to keep their identities hidden when they did. Nobody from any of the other offices even passed by him.
Perry was adding every tiny detail she could to her mental list for him—dark clothes, six foot, slim… None of it was as stand out as the bright blue eyes, but it was still important to know.
“Where is he?” Delta whispered.
“Just heading to our office now,” Norah whispered back, seemingly automatically.
“Who is he? Why is this happening?”
“I’m not sure,” Norah replied and Perry could feel the guilt in her tone and in the way she squeezed Perry tighter.
“Rhodes,” Perry said urgently. “In the room, there’s no—”
“I know,” Rhodes replied. “Already on it.”
Almost immediately, the screens behind him split. Half of them were still showing the hallway and the building, showing Ghost Guy as he picked the lock. The other half showed Norah’s office through her computer webcam. Perry knew the angle, she’d seen it before.
It was good to have eyes inside the room but it wasn’t nearly enough, half of the room was missing. They might miss what he was there for if they didn’t get more cameras.
It made complete sense why Norah and Delta subscribed to the Liv’s Café way of thinking and refused to have cameras inside their office—it made even more sense for PIs than for a café owner who just didn’t like surveillance—but, while someone was breaking in there, Perry couldn’t help but be a little frustrated.
“Delta,” Rhodes said softly, “is your laptop open?”
“I don’t have it with me,” she replied, panicked.
“Oh, no, I know. That’s okay. You don’t need it. But is it open in your office?” He shot Perry a worried look at having scared Delta. Perry nodded reassuringly in response. He was doing the best he could to keep her safe. He was also much more familiar with having Perry on the other end of calls like this.
“Oh, yes. I think so. I fell asleep, but I don’t remember closing it.”
“Great,” Rhodes replied, immediately tapping away again and, a moment later, the feed from Delta’s laptop joined the one from Norah’s.
It was blurry.
Perry breathed a laugh—Delta used washi tape to block her camera but she had either chosen a particularly thin one or it was old and worn out. It was better than nothing.
A further moment later and they had another angle, this time from the bookshelf beside the sofa they had in the office. Norah momentarily stiffened before, Perry assumed, she remembered the conversation she and Delta had once had about putting a nanny cam in there, just in case. It seemed Delta had done so without mentioning it and, somehow, Rhodes knew about it, but that was a conversation for another time. For now, it could not be more helpful.
As Perry and Norah stood with bated breath, and Rhodes and Kevin continued tapping away at their various computers, Delta’s breathing leveled out slightly, still too fast, but better. She was not unfamiliar with this type of situation and now that she had help and a safe place to hide, she seemed to be doing better. Perry was glad of it. This was an odd way to be flung into the situation, but she had a lot of respect for Delta and how she handled things.
It took several attempts for Ghost Guy to make it through the locks on the office door. For one wild moment, Perry had hoped he might give up in frustration or because the longer he stayed there, the more likely it was he would get caught. However, on what appeared to be his seventh or eighth attempt, the locks gave way and he was able to push the door open and slip inside.
Perry concentrated on her breathing, keeping it as even and steady as she could to help Norah who was still leaning against her as she watched the screen without blinking.
Rhodes tapped at his computer furiously, while Kevin paused, his eyes scanning whatever his efforts were providing.
“Okay,” Rhodes whispered, perhaps because Delta and Norah had been whispering, perhaps because that was how he spoke when he was in action, “I’ve managed to take control of Delta’s laptop and done my best to protect it. Hopefully, if this guy tries to get in, the password protections I’ve just installed will keep him out. If not, I’ve set up a fake desktop that should throw him off.”
“You set up a whole desktop in a couple of minutes?” Delta asked, her investigative brain kicking in now that she was calming down.
Rhodes shot Perry and Norah a look. Norah shrugged and glanced briefly up at Perry, letting her choose what to tell Delta.
Even if Perry hadn’t already been wondering about whether they should be bringing Delta a little more into the fold, she was in it now. She’d heard names and actions, she needed them to get her out of this without a run-in with Ghost Guy—and Perry respected her too much to lie to her.
She nodded at Rhodes, giving him the go-ahead to answer.
“Not exactly,” he edged, glancing from his own computers to the ones Kevin was working on. “We’ve had it set up for a while now.”
While Perry and Norah generally kept some clear lines for Perry’s engagement with Rosenberg and Mitchell, they did have certain safety procedures set up. They both hoped they wouldn’t need them, but neither was foolish enough to think they never would. One of them had been Perry building an entirely fake desktop based on what you’d expect to find on a PI’s laptop without actually endangering any of their real files.
Rhodes had built himself a backdoor into Norah’s laptop long ago and had plenty of ways to trigger the alternate desktop. Given that Delta wasn’t in the know, and thus, unable to give permission, they hadn’t kept the same level of access to her devices. Nor had Perry built a desktop based on her actual computer, but they had set up one that would work. It was a little more generic than Norah’s but it would still do the job.
“Of course you have that,” Delta said, exasperation coloring her tone, after listening to Rhodes’ explanation.
Perry didn’t understand her acceptance or resignation, but it wasn’t the time to get into that. Questions—and many of them—would come later, when they weren’t being attacked from within.
Ghost Guy gave up attempting to get into the filing cabinets around the room—another of Perry’s additions, and a smart choice on his part since there was no way for him to get into them without making a substantial amount of noise and setting off an alarm—and moved to Norah’s desk. He kept his face hidden beneath his hood and some kind of scarf pulled up over most of his face, but he constantly looked around for cameras. Perry assumed whoever was helping him disappear from CCTV had mentioned they couldn’t find the cameras in the Rosenberg and Mitchell offices. His assumption wouldn’t be that there wasn’t CCTV, it would be that it was hidden. For a guy who lived this much in the shadows, Perry understood how being caught on a camera you couldn’t access would be terrifying. She’d lived enough time in the shadows herself to know how that worked. Even his pay was probably contingent upon him not being caught on camera.
What he didn’t realize, however, was that they’d already caught him on more than enough cameras. They knew how to track him now. His anonymity was running out fast.
“Let him in,” Norah said, standing up straighter again as they watched him work on her computer.
Kevin looked up from his computers. “Norah, what? You can’t just let him into all of your files and cases, all of your life.”
“Not that,” she replied, shaking her head and taking a step towards the table. “Let him into the fake. If he thinks he’s in, he’ll start looking for whatever he’s after. Then we’ll at least know what it is.”
“It’s not a bad idea,” Delta whispered. “But can the fake hold?”
“Of course,” Rhodes said, slightly indignant.
Perry laughed quickly. “We have a better chance of that one holding up than Delta’s since I built it around Norah’s actual desktop. If he gets his initial recon done on Norah’s computer, he might spend less time on Delta’s.” She said it like a fact, like she knew that was exactly what he’d do. In reality, she wasn’t sure. She’d seen enough people behave like that, but she wouldn’t. She’d go over both computers with a fine-tooth comb. There was no telling which kind of hacker Ghost Guy was. With the power behind him, Perry might lean more like her. But he wasn’t the one doing all of the hacking to keep himself hidden. He was just the muscle out front, potentially less careful, less thorough, and more expendable.
Rhodes let him attempt to break into Norah’s laptop twice more before granting him access to the fake desktop. Once he was in, Rhodes put the feed up on the screens.
Perry watched, fascinated. The guy was not a hacker. He could hack, sort of, but he wasn’t a hacker.
Clearly, someone had taught him how to break into a basic laptop but, watching the way he floundered around Norah’s fake files—no class, no precision, no direction—it was clear to Perry that he wouldn't have gotten in without Rhodes letting him. He was looking for something specific but there was no logic to his work. Perry already didn’t like him, but the lack of finesse, the failure to understand the beauty of breaking into a system and taking what you wanted from it, his absolute recklessness and poor understanding of his target all made her dislike him more.
If you were going to break into someone’s laptop, you got to know the target, you learned who they were and how they organized things. Or, at the very least, you used general computing logic to look for what you wanted. None of that was there. This was a rookie. And that made the whole thing even more bizarre and interesting.
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Norah watched in confusion as Ghost Guy seemed to struggle to find what he was looking for. She’d watched Rhodes, Nguyen, and Perry hack into a whole host of systems, computers, and files and it always looked smooth, almost like poetry in motion. They slipped and slid through firewalls and security, they danced through people’s computers with ease and grace. She loved watching Perry hack things, just as she loved watching Perry move through spaces with people she was stealing from. She knew she shouldn’t, but there was something so beautiful about the way Perry moved—her confidence, her smooth maneuvers, the way she brushed against items or people, taking things without anyone noticing. Of course, it helped that she only did that to people who deserved it, but Norah had also asked Perry numerous times to hack her just so she could watch it. Such activities also served to expose weaknesses in her system that they needed to patch. If Perry couldn’t get in, basically nobody could. Any hackers coming after her would need Rhodes.
But this guy… He had none of their skill, no grace, no logic. Norah thought even she could do a better job of hacking than this guy was doing, possibly even before she’d started hanging out with Perry and Rhodes. It made no sense.
“What’s happening?” Delta whispered down the phone.
“He’s into my computer,” Norah said, “but doesn’t seem to have a clue what he’s doing.”
Delta hesitated. “The guy who just broke into our office, who you’ve got me hiding in an office the size of a closet for, doesn’t know how to find files in a computer?”
Norah was just as bewildered. “Apparently not.”
“Who is this guy?”
“Not sure yet,” Nguyen replied. “But I’m getting closer to finding out.”
Excitement spiked in Norah’s system. The way Perry jolted next to her told her she was feeling the exact same way. And that was one of the reasons Norah would never have walked away from her. On paper, they might seem like night and day. In reality, they were incredibly similar. They both thrived on the investigation, on getting the answers, on doing the things others weren’t willing to do to get what they needed.
She shared a smile with Perry and knew Perry was thinking the same thing. Delta would probably kill her if she knew.
“Ah, here we go,” Rhodes said, oddly triumphant for the situation. “He’s found what he’s looking for.”
“What’s he after?” Perry said, squinting at the screens.
“Case files. Possibly trying to track what you’re doing, find out how you work.”
They all watched as he fiddled with an external hard drive and plugged it into Norah’s computer, copying over the files.
Whoever had set him up with the skills or incentive to get this far hadn’t taught him enough, though.
The minute the thing was plugged in, Rhodes was raiding it. There wasn’t anything there, but as Norah knew from her years as a PI and from dating Perry, you never took information that could be taken from you into anything like this.
“Which case do you think he’s after?” Delta asked.
“I don’t know,” Norah said, honestly. “I don’t even know if he knows. He’s just taking the whole folder.”
“Do you think someone we’ve investigated sent him?”
“Possibly.” Norah shrugged. It was as good a theory as any. The two of them did go after some pretty big fish, people who had the power and money to erase a guy from existence.
“He’s installing something,” Perry said, gesturing to the screens with her head. “Keylogger.”
“A keylogger?” Nguyen repeated, looking up at the screens. “Weird choice. Those can be detected by even basic antivirus programs. Removing it isn’t going to be hard.”
“He’s not even hiding it particularly well.”
“Should I be offended that they think so little of me that I wouldn’t notice obvious tracking software?” Norah said, only further confused by who this guy was and what this was about.
“I don’t think it’s you, gorgeous,” Perry said, leaning in to kiss the top of her head. “I think he just wouldn’t notice if we did that to him.”
“I might be able to soon, too,” Nguyen said. “Following a lead to the person erasing him. Hard to get a latch on, and they’re bouncing me around the world right now, but we’ll get there.”
“So at least they know what they’re doing,” Delta said, more sarcastically than Norah would have expected given that she was the least in the know about the situation.
Ghost Guy unplugged the hard drive and got up from Norah’s laptop. He looked for drawers in her desk but there were none. When they’d moved to the new office, they’d upgraded all of their security and easy to break into desk drawers were out.
He moved over to Delta’s desk, flipping through the notebook she had out there. If she’d had more time, she wouldn’t have left it out. Norah wasn’t too worried though. Delta wrote shorthand in it. The number of people who could read it was incredibly small and, while Ghost Guy was good at intimidating old people in their homes and reasonable at breaking into PI’s offices, Norah didn’t imagine shorthand was a skill he needed or possessed.
Indeed, as he flicked through the pages, he seemed to take it for doodles, not even taking pictures of it. He spotted the half-full cup of coffee—the final one Norah had made before Delta had fallen asleep—and looked around urgently as if he thought Delta would jump out from behind the bookshelf at him.
An alarm sounded outside and he spooked further. He glanced at the laptop before deciding it wasn’t worth it and hightailing it for the door.
“Interesting,” Rhodes said.
Perry shot him a look. “You set the alarm off.”
He shrugged, shooting her a cheeky grin. “Naturally. I was curious about what he’d do.”
Norah watched the screens as he made it out of their office, down the hallway, and practically bolted down the stairs and out onto the street.
Rhodes began talking to Nguyen in hurried tones, the two of them teaming up to track Ghost Guy across the city while Nguyen was still working on pinpointing the people hiding him. The screens lighting up the room raced through the streets as Ghost Guy ran away from their building.
“Delta?” Perry said, leaning towards the phone.
“Yes, Reporter Perry?” Delta’s tone caused Perry to look at Norah in concern but Norah had known it was coming. Delta knew things weren’t as they seemed and an explanation was going to have to be forthcoming. Now that the immediate danger was done, Delta was simply reminding them of that.
“He’s gone, but there’s no guarantee he won’t come back. We’re going to send a friend to come get you, okay?”
“Okay. Is it safe to go back to the office?” Delta asked, something reserved in her tone.
“It is while we’re watching, we’re going to keep whoever is helping Ghost Guy from seeing you moving around the building so they’re not tempted to send him back, okay?”
“Fine. But then you’re going to explain what the hell is going on, right?”
“We don’t know much, but yeah, we’ll explain,” Perry said. It sounded genuine, but Norah knew it was coached, cautious, covering her bases.
Perry nodded at her and Norah picked up the phone, taking it off speaker and pressing it to her ear. “Are you okay?”
Delta scoffed. “Norah, I love you and we’ve been through a lot together, but the next time I know you’re lying about something like what your girlfriend does, I’m locking you in the office until you tell me what’s going on.”
“You knew.” It wasn’t a question. Of course she knew. They’d worked together for a long time, known each other for a long time, and they were both damn good investigators.
“Of course I did.” Norah could practically hear her rolling her eyes. “I’ve worked with enough investigative journalists over the years to know none of them know Perry, she doesn’t have journalist vibes, and she gives you far too much information and tech support for a journalist.”
“Hey,” Norah argued, “Nguyen is my tech guy.”
“Sometimes Nguyen’s your tech guy. But there’s a difference between when you’re on the phone with him and when you’re on the phone with Perry pretending it’s him. I’d like to think you think higher of me than assuming I wouldn’t notice that. You do know what we do for a living, right?”
Norah sighed. “Yeah. I know. I’m sorry. I just couldn’t—”
“It’s okay,” Delta said, the sound of a smile in her voice. “I’m sure it’s something super juicy and exciting and you had good reasons not to tell me. Plus, you all potentially just saved my life and saved our business, so I’m not upset about it. I’m just looking forward to not having to pretend anymore.”
Norah looked around the room, chewing her lip in consideration. “It might be a little…” What was the word to convey what this was?
“Illegal?”
“No,” Norah insisted instinctively. “Well, yeah, maybe.”
“Again, Norah. I’m a PI. I figured that out when you all were hacking stuff and keeping me safe from a random dude who is apparently being erased from existence.”
“Yeah, okay, I guess that was fairly obvious.”
“For sure.” She paused. “Plus, Perry always had sleek hacker vibes. It just fits.”
Norah laughed. “You’re taking this remarkably well.”
“Norah, please. It’s me. We’ve worked with sketchier people than Perry. And, if she’s got you and Nguyen on side, I’m guessing it’s not all bad.”
“Yeah… I’ve honestly been thinking about telling you and how that would go. I’m honestly a little interested to see how you take it all.”
“Oh, I’m already making my list of all the people I want you to hack for me.” She laughed. “Remember that woman I dated a few months ago? The one who couldn’t handle that I was bi and poly but said she could just so she could convert me? Any chance they could hack into her computer and expose her for the bigot she is?”
This was exactly what Norah had been expecting. She laughed again. “You’d have to ask them. It’s not quite what they usually do, but it’s honestly not a million miles away, so you might be in luck. Remind me to tell you the story behind Perry’s trench coat.”
“You mean that black one she’s always wearing that you’ve got some weird kink about?”
“It’s not a kink—”
“Sure it is.” Delta laughed hard, sounding like she hadn’t just been hidden away while someone broke into their office and put her in danger. Norah would have been more surprised or concerned if they hadn’t known each other for so long. Delta was not an easy woman to faze. She’d been through too much, professionally and personally, for that.
“Norah,” Perry called from behind her. “Our guy can be there in four minutes if Delta’s ready?”
“Four minutes to go,” Norah said down the phone, watching as Perry opened her mouth to speak again but beating her to it. “Can you run by the office and bring my laptop with you? Put it in the sleeve to block any signals?”
Perry smiled at her and, even in the midst of everything, Norah melted just a little. She loved when they were on the same page. She loved how much Perry loved when they were on the same page. Even in the low light as the screens were taken over by the dark streets Rhodes and Nguyen were still following Ghost Guy down, she could see Perry’s blush and she loved it.
“You got it,” Delta said, heading out of the room Rhodes had unlocked again for her. “I guess I’ll see you at spy HQ soon.”
Norah laughed. She really hoped nobody overheard that, but she doubted anyone would think it were real even if they did.
“Oh, and Norah?” Delta said as she made it back into the stairwell. “You owe me Liv’s coffee for a month after this.”
“You got it,” Norah repeated back to her, more than happy to have Delta in her life and to get her all of the coffee she wanted.
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Perry watched in amusement as Delta took in their space. After introducing Norah and Kevin to it, Perry had come to quite enjoy the way newcomers looked at it. It wasn’t like she didn’t understand. Outside, it was a dilapidated building. Inside, it was the hacking base of her dreams, complete with all of the technology of Rhodes’. She’d had tech before he showed up, but it was at a whole other level now. Then, Kevin had shown up and brought a few things of his own too. It was a veritable paradise for hackers now.
But Delta wasn’t a hacker. She was a PI and, from Perry’s experience with Norah, it was their dream too.
Norah shot her a look somewhere between confusion and amusement as Delta spun around, taking it all in.
She paused, looking towards one of the bedrooms before looking at Perry with a puzzled expression. “You live here?”
Perry glanced past her at Rhodes’ room. “Yeah. I mean, I had already taken over all of this space, it didn’t make sense to let it go to waste.”
Delta narrowed her eyes. “You could just pay for an apartment like the rest of us.”
Perry laughed. “I could. But I don’t.”
Delta bit her lip and Perry could tell she was attempting to reconcile her personal morals with this new reality. She looked back at Norah as though Norah had become an entirely different person. “Are you a squatter too?”
“No,” she replied, a smirk on her face. “You’ve been to my apartment.”
“Yeah, I’ve also met your journalist girlfriend, so you never know.”
“Come on,” Norah said, leading her off to the sofa.
Perry watched them go. She didn’t envy the conversation Norah was about to go through. She’d had a hard enough time having it with Norah and they were mostly strangers working on a case their views aligned on. Delta’s friendship with Norah was the thing on the line now. Perry was certain it was solid enough to withstand this, but she wouldn’t have blamed Delta if she decided it was too much.
Delta sat with Norah, looking back at where Rhodes and Kevin were still working. There was that look in her eyes, the one that said she was already on the team, already fascinated by what happened here, she just needed reassurances and the illusion of being persuaded that this was all okay, which was fair.
Norah had good taste in people. Perry was a good judge of who was safe to let into the inner sanctum.
“Perry,” Rhodes called. “We think we’ve got something.”
That feeling in Perry’s stomach when things were going her way swooped through her. She pulled up a seat and settled between the two of them. “What’ve you got?”
“Well, it took a while and a lot of effort,” Kevin said, gesturing to his screen, “but I tracked the signal to where it died.”
“For the people following Ghost Guy?” Perry looked at his screen, scanning the information there. “A library?”
“Yep. Which is an interesting choice. Not the safest for something like this, but honestly not the worst.”
As he ran through all of the pluses and negatives of basing yourself in a library—the anonymity, the transitory nature of visiting a library, the library’s security system, the fact that anyone could be behind you and see what you were doing—Perry looked through his work, through the lengths it had taken to get there. The signal was being bounced all over the world. There were too many precautions being taken and too much firepower needed for this to be the only place Ghost Guy was being supported from. They were either hiding the real location or they had multiple people working from different public locations to make them hard to track.
Their quiet concentration was broken by Delta yelling, “That was them?” from behind them, and Perry felt herself blushing from the surprised-but-impressed tone in her voice, and from the fact that Norah was telling her all about Perry’s successes.
She was such a sucker for Norah Rosenberg.
She didn’t mind it.
Rhodes laughed as Delta’s volume returned to normal. “Bets on which case she’s so excited about?”
“Richmond’s?” Perry hedged. “It’s the only one she’s been particularly in the know about, right?”
He laughed. “Thirteen blueberry muffins that it’s actually the campaign funds heist from that jerk, Mayfield.”
“Weird choice, but you’re on. Also, when I win, I don’t want thirteen blueberry muffins. You’ll just eat them all.”
“Fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “What do you want?”
“For you two to stop having sex on this table.”
Kevin giggled, blushing, while Rhodes looked far too impressed with himself. “Okay. Thirteen days of us not having sex on this desk.”
“Thirteen—” Perry shook her head. It was the best she was going to get. “Fine. Deal.”
“I don’t know how I’ll resist taking you on the table for thirteen whole days, babe,” Rhodes told Kevin, looking him up and down in a way Perry absolutely did not want to be in the middle of.
“Hi. I’m still here,” she said, gesturing to herself.
“So you are,” Rhodes said, winking at her.
She shook her head, immediately wiping that whole thing from her memory. “Why don’t you just tell me what you’ve got?”
He laughed. “Ghost Guy ran five blocks from the Rosenberg and Mitchell offices, walked twelve more, and finally got on the subway.”
“He waited seventeen blocks to get on the subway?”
“He did indeed.”
“Why?”
“This is only speculation, of course,” Kevin said, switching to a different laptop and pulling up a subway map, “but, the security in the others could have been too high for them to hack the footage. Unlikely, but you never know. Or, there weren’t the right amount of people for cover—I assume he’s looking either for enough to blend in and not get noticed, or so few that it’s easy for whoever is hiding him to pull him out of the footage. It would be a disaster if they didn’t have the skills to erase a whole man from a crowd and the video had a pair of legs walking around alone. Alternatively, they have a permanent link to that station.”
“It’s not about the line he needed?” Perry’s eyes scanned the footage of him from the train’s camera. It wasn’t clear which line he was on.
“No,” Rhodes said. “He passed several stations where he could have gotten on this train.”
“Okay, so we need to pull the footage from the stations he passed, check the crowds and security, and check whether there’s a permanent link to the… which station?”
“43rd Street.”
“Okay, cool. Want me to get on that?”
However, before she could do anything other than stand up to head to her computer, Norah and Delta approached her. Despite the fact that Delta was still looking a little apprehensive, Norah was smiling happily.
“So,” Delta said with a heavy sigh. “You really are like big-time hackers.”
Perry raised an eyebrow. “That’s not how we refer to it, but basically, yeah. Is that okay?”
She nodded slowly, still looking a little stunned. “Can you…” Her mouth twisted as she thought through the question and whether she was going to ask it. “Can you hack my ex? She was the worst.”
Perry laughed, stepped around them—her hand sliding over Norah’s back and eliciting a delicious shudder from her as she went—and walked to a cabinet in the corner. She pulled out a file, turning back to find Delta watching her curiously and Norah rolling her eyes with a knowing smile.
As Perry walked back over, Norah breathed, “Of course,” at her, causing Perry to shrug in agreement. Of course.
“What’s this?” Delta asked as Perry handed her the file.
“Well,” Perry grinned, feeling herself blushing a little again, “since I started dating Norah, I assumed this moment would come. Plus, I heard a little about your ex and she sounded awful, so, I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty.”
Delta looked from Perry to the file and back again. “You hacked her?”
“I looked into her, yeah.”
“Oh my god. Are you serious?” She flicked the file open, looking through the information inside, laughing as she did so.
“I’m sure Norah told you the kind of thing we usually do,” Perry said, pausing for Delta to nod, “and there wasn’t too much we could take and redistribute, sorry. But, she is still objectively awful, so…”
“So…?” Delta looked more excited and eager than Perry had ever seen her. Perry knew she and Norah were both working on suppressing their laughter and relief at Delta’s acceptance and expression.
“So,” Perry shrugged, “I’ve been running into her and stealing her gym membership cards.”
Norah barked a laugh while Delta looked stunned. It took her a moment, but she finally managed to get out a choked, “What?”
“She loves the gym, she signed up when they had an offer on, so she was getting a pretty cheap membership. I stole her card and canceled the account to annoy her. She was annoyed, but she ended up joining another gym because the first one wouldn’t honor the previous price anymore and she got a deal somewhere else. So I did the same thing again. She’s running out of gyms to join now.”
Norah was watching Perry with that affectionate look she got when Perry was in control. It made Perry weak but she concentrated on remaining still and steady. Becoming a clumsy fool in front of Norah was one thing, doing it in front of everyone else and having to explain it was not something she was looking to do.
Delta laughed. “I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure if I feel bad. It’s not horrible, but it’s so petty and annoying. Am I a terrible person for being happy about it?”
“Not at all. And you don’t need to worry, you didn’t ask me to do it. She’s just someone that annoys me, so I decided to annoy her in the best way I know how.”
“That’s kind of how a lot of things go around here,” Rhodes said, smirking but not looking up from the computer.
“Oh, which reminds me,” Perry said, eager to have thirteen days of Rhodes and Kevin not having sex on her table. “Which hack were you shocked about earlier?”
“Oh,” Delta said, looking down as Perry and Norah smiled widely and Kevin and Rhodes looked up. “The Richmond one. I can’t stand those people and, like, it makes sense now that it was you, but for a minute… yeah…”
Perry laughed. “Knew it.” She turned to Rhodes and Kevin. “Thirteen days of you two not having sex here. You hear me?”
“Thirteen days…?” Norah looked at Perry, her brow furrowed in confusion.
“A little bet that I am delighted to have won.”
“How delighted?” Rhodes asked. “Delighted enough that you’ll still get me thirteen blueberry muffins?”
“Ah, I see,” Norah said.
Perry looked at him. “Yeah. You’ll get your muffins.” Anything for thirteen days of peace. “But maybe do your job first?”
“Sure…” Rhodes trailed off, blinking fast. “He’s gone.”
Kevin and Perry froze, Norah and Delta looking between the three of them.
“What?” Perry asked, moving to see Rhodes’ screen again. Sure enough, Ghost Guy was gone from the carriage.
“How can he be gone?” Kevin asked, also staring at the screen and the lack of Ghost Guy.
“There’s no way they know we’re in the system,” Rhodes said, still setting about checking his own actions and exposure.
“We’ve probably got our answer to why 43rd,” Perry said, watching Rhodes work and confirming that he was indeed invisible in the system. “It’s likely he’s getting off soon. They probably needed the time between 43rd and wherever they are now to make him disappear live. I’d wager they have a permanent connection to stations on this line between 43rd and where they are, or where he usually gets off. We’re probably in his neighborhood.”
Sure enough, the train stopped and the doors opened. Nobody appeared to get off, but the three people waiting to get on paused before entering the train, exactly as they would if someone got off.
Perry pointed at the screen. “Which station is this?”
“56th,” Rhodes said as he switched to station cameras, attempting to catch any movements or behaviors that suggested there was a person somewhere they couldn’t see.
Kevin went back to his computer, pulling up a map. “It’s the same area.”
“What is?” Perry said, looking between their two computers.
“The library. 56th Street Station and the Merryan Library. They’re like three streets apart.”
“The Merryan?” Norah said, frowning hard, and walking over to join them. Delta followed her cue, the file Perry had given her still clutched in her hand.
Perry watched Norah, concerned. “It’s where the person following Ghost Guy seems to be based.”
“They’re gone now, as far as I can tell,” Kevin said. “But that’s where all of the signals I could find led back to.”
Norah narrowed her eyes. Perry knew that expression—she was putting things together.
“What is it?” she asked Norah, walking over to her and running her hands down Norah’s arms.
“The Merryan was my local library when I was growing up. My parents have a house there. The one I spent most of my time at. Laird owns a house down the street. It was part of his whole being just like our father thing.”
Perry’s mind whirled. This was too much of a coincidence. This wasn’t a coincidence. Ghost Guy, the person covering his tracks, and Norah’s family all within blocks of each other? It certainly seemed like they had found the epicenter of things and there was no way they weren’t about to head out there to figure out what was going on.



Eight
 
Something didn’t feel right. Norah couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but she knew something was wrong from the minute she and Perry set out for the Merryan.
It had taken all of three minutes for them to know Perry and Norah were going to be heading out to the library. It had taken less time for Nguyen and Rhodes to set up their feeds for the entire journey there.
Norah had argued for going alone. Perry worked hard to keep her identity a secret and, while whoever was behind all of this knew about her, it seemed unlikely that they knew anything much about Perry. Walking into the lion’s den could only cause trouble.
But she and Perry were the same. Norah wouldn’t have stayed at home either.
Delta was the one who had snorted, cut them both off, and said they might as well stop wasting time figuring out who was going. It was obvious they both were. She didn’t want to get involved any further—Norah was glad she wasn’t putting herself in the firing line for this too. She had left with her ex’s file in hand and the threat that if any of them ever got caught and mentioned knowing her, she’d have their guts for garters. Nguyen had paled at the idea, but Perry and Rhodes had both grinned and promised to keep her out of things.
Norah stepped onto the subway train, keeping her head down, and taking a seat in the relatively empty carriage. Perry was getting on at 43rd Street, a small tactic meant to throw off whoever was watching while also getting them a look at 43rd Street. They would act like they didn’t know each other and, whoever was watching, hopefully, wouldn’t suspect anything.
Years of practice had Norah able to hide her feelings outwardly, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Yes, there had been effort involved in following Ghost Guy, in tracking the signal to the library, but it wasn’t enough in Norah’s mind. In a case where two billion dollars had changed hands and her brother was connected to some guy who was terrorizing the elderly and breaking into her office, this all seemed a bit too easy.
Or maybe everything just felt easier when she had a team of Perry, Nguyen, and Rhodes behind her, and she was still getting accustomed to not having to do everything alone. She’d had Delta, of course, but neither of them were hackers. Information just came easier when you teamed up with some of the best hackers in the country.
As the train pulled into 43rd, Norah’s heart picked up. She tried to keep her head down, to not search for Perry’s face, but she had to know she was there. When the doors opened, she allowed herself one moment of pretending she was a regular commuter, checking which stop they were at.
Perry’s familiar black trench coat flared around her as she strode purposefully onto the train and dropped into a seat. The sight was like a soothing balm, a blanket wrapping around Norah. She wasn’t close, but just having her there was enough.
The train sped away from 43rd Street and Norah went through the plan for when they made it to Merryan. It was too risky to assume the surrounding area and the library itself wouldn’t be monitored. She and Perry couldn’t speak to each other, couldn’t get too close. They couldn’t both leave the train and head directly to the library. Knowing the area as she did, Norah had planned out an indirect route for Perry from the station to the library, something that made her look like she was just wandering through the area, happened to spot the library, and decided on a whim to go in. Norah was going directly.
The people who sent Ghost Guy were obviously following her, following her actions, they’d assume she would go to the library at some point, she was sure. There was no way anyone would expect a PI to stay away from a place that connected her family, the guy who broke into her office, and the suspect in her latest case.
She just had to hope that having Perry on her side would work in her favor, an ace up her sleeve.
Her throat felt tight when they pulled into 56th Street. She stood up, moving towards the door. Perry kept her head down but her eyes flicked up to meet Norah’s for just a moment. A million things passed between them in that way they only could when you knew someone intimately.
And Norah couldn’t shake the feeling that being here was a bad idea.
But she was a PI. Her sense of fear kept her alive, but that didn’t mean she ran away when something felt wrong. It usually meant she was getting close to the information she needed. She just needed to be light on her feet and have an escape.
Perry was good at escapes. She tried to avoid going into places without having multiple escape routes mapped out. But this was a new place, a million unknown things, and Norah wasn’t keen on being the reason her girlfriend was in danger.
Perry’s coat disappeared around a corner in the opposite direction from Norah as they left the station. After their first time in Central Station, when Norah had eaten Perry out as she sat atop that coat, there was always something a little bit distracting about Perry in it, especially in train stations, but this time, all Norah felt was the urge to chase after her, to grab the edges of that coat and send her home.
She shook the feeling off, heading up to street level and striding quickly towards the library. She was being watched. She hoped Perry wasn’t.
The good news was that the enemies weren’t the only ones watching her. Nguyen and Rhodes were there too. She clicked her earpiece on, more than familiar with having them in her head now.
“You’re doing great,” Nguyen said, and she fought the urge to tell him this wasn’t her first rodeo. Speaking to him wasn’t helpful right now, it would clue whoever was watching her into the fact that she wasn’t alone and they’d track down Perry.
Walking through the familiar streets felt oddly like being at school after dark. Everything was the same and yet somehow entirely different. She came out here so rarely now, only at her mother’s request when she had already declined too many times to do so again. She’d never set foot in Laird’s house. She knew where it was, but she didn’t come out here to see him. If anything, she mostly tried to avoid him when she was here. However, if he was connected to what was happening to Mr. C and Ghost Guy breaking into her office, she was definitely more than willing to show up on his doorstep.
The day was breaking and she should be clocking off and going home. Instead, she was in her family’s territory, potentially putting the love of her life in danger.
She rounded the corner and the library came into view. It was exactly as she remembered, like a stately home from a British novel. Very much her mother’s taste.
A group of students streamed out of the front doors as she climbed the stairs to enter. She was about seven minutes ahead of Perry getting there, assuming Perry was meandering as they had agreed. But, knowing Perry, it seemed unlikely. Norah wouldn’t be surprised if she was only a couple of minutes behind.
The interior of the library had changed since the last time she’d been here. The building itself was still intact, still old and grand, but the shelves, the desks, and the whole setup were modern, sleek, juxtaposed, and jarring, but it had charm. Norah preferred it this way. It allowed her to forget the time her father had brought her and Laird here and Laird, despite being twelve years her senior, had cornered her, away from everyone else, and verbally laid into her about how she was a waste of their father’s genetics, how she looked too much like “that old shrew,” her mother, and how he was always better than her, no matter what her mother thought. He was the one carrying their real last name.
There was something horrific about a twenty-year-old man bullying an eight-year-old girl that had always been bad but only got worse the older Norah got.
Norah walked around the shelves, looking at every desk for anyone who could be working with Ghost Guy. Nobody stood out. There was a college nearby and several of the patrons appeared to be students but none of them seemed inauthentic. When Norah got closer to their computers, they were all working on essays.
A swirl of black trench coat caught her eye and she looked up at the mezzanine. Just as she’d suspected, Perry was already there. Now, she was meandering. A pile of books in her hand provided a reasonable cover and she did a good job appearing to be interested in them while scanning the space.
She locked eyes with Norah, winking and smirking discreetly. Norah fought the urge to roll her eyes.
“Doesn’t look like anyone here is connected,” Rhodes said, frustration coloring his tone. “And none of these spots would provide particularly good cover for someone doing anything illegal or secretive.”
Perry hummed in agreement, a sound Norah assumed she could get away with since it seemed like interest in one of the books she was looking at.
Norah walked to the main desk. She put on a friendly smile. “Hi,” she said to the librarian, who smiled widely back at her. “I’m just wondering if you have any private reading rooms or workspaces for patrons?”
Their face fell and they fidgeted with the edge of their band t-shirt. “Oh, I’m so sorry, no. There used to be some, but they got knocked through to create an open working space.”
Norah knew exactly the spot they were talking about, she’d simply been hoping they’d moved them to another spot.
When she didn’t speak, the librarian shuffled awkwardly. “It’s just the staff break room and office left now.” They gestured behind themself to where a door separated a room from the rest of the library.
In her earpiece, Norah heard Rhodes describing what he and Nguyen were seeing of the room to Perry. Even in her silence, Norah could hear that Perry was frustrated with the lack of leads here.
Norah smiled at the librarian. “Thank you anyway.”
They nodded, seemingly relieved. She wondered how many people the poor librarian had to put up with being upset about the lack of private space.
“Uh, Norah,” Nguyen said in her ear as she turned away from the desk to take another look around the space. “You might want to get to the back left corner.”
Not being able to ask what was going on was frustrating, but she followed the instruction anyway. As her heart started racing, wondering what Perry had found, Rhodes began a conversation out loud that helped clue her in.
“This place isn’t on the most recent building plans,” he said.
“I thought they must have filled it in after flooding or something,” Nguyen replied. “It hasn’t been on the plans since 1997.”
“Apparently it’s still there. Are you seeing this, babe?” He paused and Norah assumed Perry had turned on her lapel camera so they could see whatever she’d found.
“Looks kind of grimy,” Nguyen said.
“At least until you make it down here,” Perry whispered and Norah was desperate to see what she had found.
She made it to the back corner and Nguyen gave her directions to locate an old door with ‘RESTRICTED’ written across it. Following Perry, she moved to push it open. It was heavy, creaky with disuse, and dragged slightly over the floor, but it opened and led her into a dark, narrow passage.
From somewhere down below her, she could hear Perry’s footfalls on the concrete floor, reverberating up the dingy stairs.
If she had to guess, she’d assume the room Perry had found would look like the stairwell she was in, but when she followed the sound to Perry, she found herself walking out into a cavernous room that was clean, bright, and set up with rows of modern desks.
“This is weird,” she whispered, sharing a look with Perry, who nodded in agreement.
“Anything useful there?” Rhodes asked, eagerly, his voice also a hushed breath.
Norah walked around looking for anything they could use. She guessed they’d found the base of whoever was tracking Ghost Guy, but they seemed to be long gone at this point. There were power points around the room, ethernet cables plugged into internet sources, but they sat abandoned on the desks.
“Oh, I’ve got something,” Perry said as she reached the back of the room.
Norah ran towards her. Lying atop the very last desk was a Manila folder with a Post-it on top.
Perry looked at her. “Hill?”
“I assume that means Laird?” Norah said, running a finger over the Post-it with his last name on it.
She flipped it open.
Inside, there were printouts of the bank transfers Nguyen and Rhodes had been tracking, the two billion dollar deposits into her brother’s accounts. “I guess that answers that question.”
Perry was looking over her shoulder. “Something doesn’t feel right,” she said, echoing Norah’s sentiments.
All of this was too easy. The room had been cleared out, everything wiped from it, but a file pointing to Laird? Nguyen had told them that money had been bounced around from bank to bank, hidden away in high-security accounts—with the exception of Four Sisters—so why would they print out information that proved it had happened, keep it in a folder, and leave that as the only thing forgotten there?
She looked around the room, her head whipping around painfully fast. There was only one window in the whole room, a tiny, rectangular one, up near the ceiling. They were underground and the only way out was the way they’d come in.
Ghost Guy and the team following him had gone, but they’d lured Norah here, and, by extension, Perry. They’d left a file for her, incriminating her brother. They were playing with her.
It was a trap.
“Fuck,” Rhodes said, more panicked than Norah had ever heard him, at the exact moment Norah realized they’d been trapped down here. “You need to get out of there now.”
Perry looked up, looked straight towards the stairs. Something about her expression told Norah she already knew they were in trouble and out of options. “Who is it?” she asked Rhodes.
“The police. They’re heading straight for you. A whole SWAT team.”
Perry whirled, taking in the room again. She never came into rooms like this without a way out.
But here they were.
The tables and the chairs were bolted to the ground. They didn’t have the time to move them even if they had the tools to do so.
The sounds of a whole team of police getting closer echoed from the floor above.
“Come on,” Perry said, grabbing Norah’s hand and pulling her to the wall with the window. She thrust the file into Norah’s coat, round her back, and into the waistband of her pants, before lacing her fingers together and crouching slightly, holding her hands out for Norah to step on. “Go.”
Norah felt sick. “No. Perry, you need to go.”
“We don’t have time for this—”
“They’re at the door,” Nguyen said, sounding sick with fear.
“Perry, you need to get out of here. I’m a PI.” Norah rushed to get her words out. “I have more of an excuse to be here, and I exist in their system. You can’t get caught.”
“This was a trap,” Perry barked. “A trap for you for sure, for me, maybe, but definitely for you. And that means they want you taking in and I’m not allowing that to happen.”
“Perry—”
“We don’t have time for this,” Rhodes yelled. “It’s either one of you or both of you getting taken in.”
“Both of us,” Norah said, her heart breaking at the look on Perry’s face, the determined resignation there.
“No.” She moved to place Norah’s foot in her hand. “It’s easier to get one of us out of trouble. And you being linked to me is not helpful. Get out, figure out what’s going on, get these bastards.”
Norah wanted to argue, but the door was opening, the police were coming, and she doubted she would be able to boost Perry to the widow with the ease Perry could. She swallowed around the panic flooding through her, kissed Perry quickly, and whispered, “I love you,” before bouncing on the foot not in Perry’s hand and allowing Perry to lift her to the window.
It opened with surprising ease and she wriggled out onto the grass outside.
“Come out with your hands up,” she heard a man yelling inside as tears ran down her face.
“I’ll get you out,” Rhodes was telling Perry. “I’ll get you out. Don’t say anything. I’ll get you out.”
But Perry didn’t hear the final reassurance. A wallet, her earpiece, and her lapel camera flew out of the window at Norah, followed by her shouting, “Don’t shoot.”
Norah’s stomach felt like it had dropped out of her body. She scooped up Perry’s belongings, looking around. She was at the back of the library. She could go back in, save her…
“Norah, you need to get out of there,” Nguyen cried into her ear. “Norah. Now. You have to leave.”
“Norah, you can’t help her now, not like this,” Rhodes said, and all Norah could hear in his voice was her own panic and pain reflected back at her. “We’ll get her out, but we can’t lose you too. You need to move. Down the street behind the library. There are cops out front.”
She felt frozen. The only thing keeping her alive was the lack of gunshots. Perry was still alive so long as there were no gunshots. She could save Perry.
“Now. Norah,” Rhodes barked again. “If you go back in now, they’re going to shoot you both. Move.”



Nine
 
Perry’s insides were crawling. She felt like a caged animal, ready to fight for its survival. But if she fought, things got worse.
It had been a long time since she’d been picked up by the cops. She hadn’t missed it. Her teenage self had the right idea when she resolved not to get arrested again. But she hadn’t had a choice. Any time things came down to her or Norah, she was always, always going to do everything in her power to save Norah. And she was always, always going to follow Norah into any place that got her the answers she needed. Even if she was the one who went in first. Even if she did so without her usual escape plans.
She looked around the room. No windows. One door. Two-way mirror.
And her.
Chained to the table.
This wasn’t good, but at least Norah was safe.
Rhodes and Kevin wouldn’t have let her stick around. They’d have gotten her out of there, back to safety. And that was all that mattered.
Well, she also hoped Rhodes was doing his best to get into the police’s system and at least make it look like Perry was a legitimate and unsuspicious member of society.
The door opened. A guy who looked like a detective strolled in, thumbing through a Manila file.
Perry liked her private detective better. She also knew Norah was twice the investigator this guy was.
He sat down in the chair across from her.
Instinctively, her fingers coiled around the metal chain holding her in place as if she could somehow use it as a weapon if they came to blows.
“Ready to tell us your name?” he asked. He was smiling, pleasant, in good cop mode, possibly going for mildly amused. Not the kind of amused that was genuine, the kind that cops like him pretended to be to create the illusion that the two of you were in on some big joke together.
Perry just blinked at him. She wasn’t speaking, wasn’t doing anything that would give them more information on her than she could avoid giving. They’d already taken her fingerprints when they brought her in. At that point, she’d still been in shock at being arrested and grateful to not have been shot dead at the library. Now, with black ink still staining her fingers, it occurred to her that taking someone’s fingerprints with ink was an odd choice these days. They had the ability to run them electronically, the pad had been right next to her when they’d been pressing her fingers into the ink pad. She wondered why they didn’t use that.
When she didn’t answer, the detective’s smile grew and he huffed a laugh. “Peregrine, you know this will all go a lot smoother if you cooperate with me.”
She looked up at him darkly, without lifting her head. Of course, it was just a game for him—the cops were worse than the obnoxious suits filling up Liv’s. However, that didn’t explain how they’d managed to find her in the system. She was pretty sure she’d wiped herself from the records the minute she’d learned to hack.
Plus, if he was looking for her cooperation, calling her Peregrine was not the way to go about it.
“Quite a name you’ve got there, Peregrine Falcon Jones,” he went on, undeterred. “Your parents had interesting tastes, didn’t they? Big bird watchers, were they?”
They weren’t, actually, Perry thought, they just thought themselves amusing. But she wasn’t about to tell him that. She wasn’t telling him anything.
“I’m Lieutenant Lewis,” he told her, leaning slightly across the table. “And I’m here to help you, Peregrine, but I can’t do that unless you work with me.”
He wasn’t here to help her. He was here for himself and, possibly, for anything else they’d managed to find out about her. She worried about that. There was no way a simple breaking and entry charge for a restricted area of the library would land her in an interview with a lieutenant. Nor was there any chance he’d do that ridiculous leaning-in thing if he didn’t think he could get something good from her. That was a tactic people used to help you relax, to feel like they were invested and interested in you. Lean in physically so you can lean in emotionally. Perry ought to know, she’d used it more than enough times on her marks.
They sat in silence for several minutes before he sighed. “I need you to work with me here, Peregrine. Between the way you don’t seem to exist in most of the systems we expect people to, and that laptop we found you with, things aren’t looking good for you. The things we’ll be able to tie you to…”
Perry worked to keep her expression clear but she couldn’t help furrowing her brow slightly at his comments. She wasn’t found with a laptop. She’d thrown the only things she had on her other than clothes out of the ridiculously small, high window after Norah, and the only other things in the room had been the tables and chairs bolted to the ground. If they brought her in with a laptop, it wasn’t one that had been in the room with her when they burst in, and that meant someone on Lewis’ own team was part of the setup. She wondered idly how good a detective he was, whether he knew what his team was up to. He dressed like he was still an active detective, but if he was a lieutenant, how much time did he spend actually detecting these days?
She also wondered what her team was up to and whether they’d figure out a way to get her out of here soon. Whether they’d find the laptop and figure out where it had come from, who had planted it.
“A lot of incriminating evidence on that laptop,” he said when she refused to respond again.
Perry was beginning to think he enjoyed the sound of his own voice. Of course, it worked in her favor. He was making that rookie mistake of giving everything away simply to fill the silence. Perry didn’t mind silence. She could sit here listening until he ran out of things to say.
“We take things like stealing a billion dollars very seriously,” he said, looking solemnly at her. “And you didn’t try very hard to hide it, did you? Smart enough to steal the cash, not smart enough to keep it hidden?”
She’d stolen a lot more than a billion in her time, but she hoped he wasn’t about to figure that out. It was ironic, really, that she was getting arrested for the billion she didn’t steal, rather than the billions she did. She wasn’t sure she was a fan of irony right now. However, she was very interested in what the setup was and how they knew Laird had two billion but only one was apparently stolen.
It had to be the money he’d recently received—mostly likely that in his personal account, since the billion in his business account was probably part of a legitimate deal it would be hard to make look like theft—but, if she was planted with the evidence of that money, were the people behind all of this setting up Norah too? Was she supposed to go down for taking the money and putting it into her brother’s account? Were Norah and Laird the fall guys? Were her parents the ones behind it all? And, if so, what was their game? What was their move? It didn’t make sense.
What did make sense was that she might have underestimated Ghost Guy and the team helping him. And now, she had to hope it didn’t lead to her downfall and that Rhodes had a way to get her out of here.
~
Rhodes groaned again. “I can’t get in. This is useless.”
Norah’s stomach ached as she paced back and forth behind the chair Perry usually occupied. Up until she’d made it back from the Merryan Library, sans Perry, she’d thought there would never be a system Rhodes and Nguyen couldn’t hack. But, the minute she’d made it upstairs and they weren’t into the police system at the station Perry had been taken to, she knew it was bad.
“They’re probably air gapping,” Nguyen said. “And well. We’re not going to get in from outside, and we don’t know anyone on the inside.”
Norah hadn’t cultivated relationships with law enforcement officers. Doing so had never been particularly relevant to her work. She’d been on cases the police were investigating and she could cooperate when she needed to, to get access where she required, but she wasn’t friendly with them. She hadn’t even known the station they took Perry to existed.
Neither had Nguyen or Rhodes, and that was saying something.
Perry didn’t have police contacts because it wasn’t safe or wise. Nguyen knew people who worked on the software stations used, but nothing that was going to get them in. Or get Perry out.
Rhodes raked his hand through his hair. He looked as untethered as Norah felt.
He and Perry had safety protocols in place, things they’d do if one of them got caught, ways to get one or both of them out. Perry had told Norah about it one morning when they’d been curled up together on Norah’s couch, watching the sunrise before heading off to bed. It had seemed smart but theoretical at the time. Now, Norah wasn’t sure what they were supposed to be doing, and Rhodes seemed too lost to figure it out alone.
She took a steadying breath, her hands resting on the back of Perry’s chair.
Perry was smart. She knew what to say and what not to say. She knew what she was doing.
But she wasn’t usually in handcuffs at a secret police station…
Norah closed her eyes. The memory of Perry on their first date filled her mind. She’d been in a more dressy version of her usual all-black uniform, but her shoes… She’d been wearing those amazing dress shoes with the pink trim, and she’d blushed. Oh, how she’d blushed. Not quite the same color as the trim on her shoes, but approaching it… That was Perry. Her Perry.
Whatever she was feeling, she knew it was a fraction of what Perry would be feeling at the same moment. Yes, Perry was smart and knew how to get herself out of sticky situations, but this was the stickiest situation, and Perry hadn’t been arrested since she was a teenager. She was out of practice and in danger. She was relying on them to get her out.
Norah walked around the table, stopping in front of Rhodes and gripping his shoulders. Nguyen looked up at her, his expression hopeless and frustrated, much as she imagined hers had been while she paced.
“Okay,” she said, her voice heavy but focused. “We aren’t getting into their system, that much is clear, so we need to figure out what they’re going to find on her, how to limit the damage, whether we’re safe staying here, and how we’re going to get her out.”
Rhodes swallowed convulsively. It wasn’t like Norah didn’t understand, he hadn’t been without Perry since the day he landed on her doorstep and she’d taken him in. He was barely more than a kid—kicked out, alone, abandoned, and thinking he’d found a building just like him. Perry had spotted him and invited him in. She might be a criminal but her heart was so big she was never going to leave him alone.
They could have all of the plans in the world for what would happen if Perry got caught, but living the reality, facing the prospect of being unable to save the one person who had always been there for you… Well, Norah understood how that could destroy you.
But she and Perry needed Rhodes right now.
Nguyen reached out a hand to take one of Rhodes’, it seemed to give him strength. Norah ached to have Perry in her arms again.
Rhodes took a slow breath. “Okay. We have fake lives set up, existing in the world all the time, just in case anything like this ever happens, so it’s always just there, we don’t need someone to activate it. It was Perry’s idea.” His voice caught on her name but he soldiered on. “In case we ever got run by anyone before the other knew.”
Norah nodded. She knew about that, too. She knew they’d been planning to have Nguyen look at it, to check if it stood up to what security experts would look for. She had no idea if they’d gotten around to it, but it was too late for that now. “So who do they think Perry is right now then?”
“Well, Perry. We keep our first names the same, but they think she’s a barista, that she lives in a tiny apartment on Debose, that her last name is Watson. Oh, shit, Liv.”
Norah, already in a state of panic, stiffened as he dove around her for his phone. It took her the time until his phone began ringing for her to put together that if Perry was supposed to be a barista, they’d pretend it was at Liv’s.
“Hello?” Liv said, answering the call and filling the room with her voice.
“Liv. Hi. It’s Rhodes. Perry…”
Liv hummed. “Yes, I have heard.”
Norah wondered how many times it could feel like your insides were falling out in one day. If Liv already knew, that meant they’d already been there, checking on Perry. Did Liv know she was Perry’s cover? Had she inadvertently blown it all?
“Fuck. Liv,” Rhodes breathed. “Have they already been by?”
“Yep. Absolutely,” she replied, her voice forcefully cheerful.
“They’re still there,” Norah said.
“Just about,” Liv replied. “How are you doing, dear? I can’t imagine this is easy.”
Norah blew out a breath, looking at Rhodes and Nguyen, at a loss. “We’re… as well as we can be.”
“I can imagine.” She hesitated for a moment. “Okay. They’re gone.”
“Liv, we’re so sorry,” Rhodes said in a rush. “We always meant to tell you, to explain. Especially if something happened.”
“You mean before three cops were barging into my business and asking about a Peregrine Watson, my supposed barista?”
Rhodes winced. “Yeah. Before that. Sorry.”
“Do I want to know what happened?” If Norah weren’t so tense, she’d be amused by how much of a disappointed parent Liv sounded.
“Uh…” Rhodes shared a look with Nguyen, clearly debating what to say.
“That’s a no,” Liv said quickly. “But you all owe me an explanation once you get her out.”
The confidence in Liv’s voice, the certainty that they were on it and would have Perry out soon lanced through Norah. She wished it could be that much of a done deal, but they didn’t have a way in or a way out for Perry, and three cops were already checking Perry’s identity.
Three cops, in person, at Liv’s. It seemed excessive and that didn’t feel safe.
“What did you tell them?” Rhodes whispered, clearly terrified of the answer, worried that he’d blown everything for Perry by forgetting the need to warn Liv.
Liv huffed. “That she was late for her shift and I wanted to know what was going on because I couldn’t be running the day shift without my best worker.”
Norah and Rhodes looked at each other, eyes wide.
“You covered for her,” Rhodes said, flabbergasted.
“Of course I did.” She sounded like there had never been any space for the alternative. “That girl has been family for so long, she helps keep this place afloat, and makes sure all of my employees get better than a living wage. After all of that, if you think it’s only going to take three cops and the wrong last name for me to throw her to the wolves, I’m going to stop sending you so many free blueberry muffins.”
It was only a little thing but Norah could have cried in relief. She settled for a startled laugh. “Thank you, Liv. We all owe you so much.”
“You owe me nothing. This is what families do. Now, go get our girl back.”
Rhodes was still thanking Liv when Norah’s phone started ringing. She pulled it out urgently. Seeing Delta’s name rather than Perry’s was an irrational disappointment but she was past making sense.
“Norah, what’s going on?” Delta said the minute she connected the call.
Confused by her alarm, Norah couldn’t think of anything to say, only getting out a jumble of questioning sounds.
“I heard a woman got arrested at Merryan Library. What did you do?”
“It was a setup,” Norah said, remembering the moment it had all come crashing down around her. She should have known better. She did know better, and so did Perry. Perry never went into rooms with no escape, but she’d done it for Norah. And now they were here. “They got Perry.”
“Okay,” Delta said after a moment of shocked silence. “How are you getting her out?”
“We don’t know. Nguyen can’t get through their security setup, Rhodes can’t hack his way in, they’ve got her at some random station we didn’t even know existed, and they’re already checking out the validity of her cover identity. This isn’t good, Delta. This isn’t just getting caught trespassing. Whatever the setup was, it’s getting Perry for more.”
“Which secret station is she at?” Delta asked, suddenly all business and like the idea of secret police stations throughout the city was old news to her.
“One on 57th.”
Delta paused. “I know a guy.”
Norah’s head whirled again. She would never have asked Delta to involve herself in this. They already knew Delta didn’t want to be involved in any of this. “You know a guy? What kind of guy?”
“The kind of guy that can get you information. Hold on.” There was the sound of Delta moving around slightly, a thud like she had placed the phone on a table.
After a moment, Norah could hear her speaking in hushed tones to someone else. She presumed it was another phone call since she was fairly certain Delta was alone. It would be the kind of coincidence Norah didn’t believe in, especially around this case, if the guy Delta knew just happened to be with her.
Norah’s heart pounded painfully in her chest while she waited, but that was nothing compared to what it did when Delta picked their call up again and said, “Norah, it’s not good. They know who she actually is.”



Ten
 
Perry was tired of Lewis. He talked too much. Pontificated, that was the word. And this was not how Perry had planned to spend her day.
While there were no windows in the interrogation room she was in, she knew it was the middle of the day outside. She should be home, in her bed. Or home in Norah’s bed. Or sitting on her couch eating food with Norah, Rhodes, and Kevin.
Whatever it was, she wasn’t supposed to be here. This was inconvenient and more than a little annoying.
Lewis’ voice continued to wash over her.
Her initial fear and confusion at him knowing who she was had diminished in the time he’d been meandering through a one-sided conversation that went nowhere. He now knew far less about her than she knew about him and the case. And she was pretty sure that wasn’t how this was supposed to go.
“And I’m guessing you know your way around computers, given the laptop, the billion dollars, the fact that you have a fake identity in the system while your real one doesn’t exist digitally,” he went on. Perry wasn’t sure how he’d circled back around to this. He’d been telling her all about what he was expecting his spouse to make him for dinner a few minutes ago. “But, the thing with you hackers is that you forget paper exists. That you can break into every system you want, but there’s no getting rid of paper files unless you burn the place to the ground.”
Burning things to the ground was a little extreme. It had no finesse, no grace. It wasn’t Perry’s approach at all. But maybe that was what had landed her in this situation.
She glanced surreptitiously at the ink on her fingers. The last time she’d been arrested, they took physical prints. Prints she had never gone back to retrieve and destroy. And, despite Lieutenant Lewis’ assertions, there were other ways to destroy physical evidence. Just as she was going to destroy this physical evidence once she was out. But, as a kid, new to crime and failing to understand the steps she needed to take after being physically fingerprinted, she’d missed something important. And it had landed her here. With Detective Dickhead.
“What I’m wondering, though, is how you know Laird Hill.” He looked over at her with genuine curiosity for the first time.
Perry just looked back at him, her face expressionless.
It was an easy thing to wonder since she didn’t know Laird Hill. She knew his sister very well, but that didn’t mean she knew him. Nor did she have any desire to know a guy who had thought it acceptable to bully a child and tell his friends to “have at her.” Just thinking about that had her grinding her teeth.
The good news about Lewis’ curiosity, though, was that it meant they didn’t know about Norah. They might have prints from over a decade ago that told them who Perry was, but she and Rhodes did a good job hiding her relationship with Norah.
One of the knots in Perry’s stomach loosened. Norah was okay, she wasn’t being connected.
But her brother was. And, him, Lewis was interested in.
“You can tell me, Peregrine,” Lewis continued. “It didn’t take our team long to track the financials on your computer. Didn’t take long for us to go through the chain and find Laird Hill at the end. The team is now tracking who he’s paying out to and why.”
And wasn’t that interesting information? There was no way their team was good enough to figure out the trail that quickly. Not when it had taken so much work from Kevin. The whole thing was a setup and Norah’s brother was the fall guy. Perry wasn’t sure why, but she was going to find out.
“You see,” Lewis said, getting up from his seat and pacing the room slowly, looking up at the ceiling as if he were truly put upon and Perry was an uncooperative child, “I don’t think you’re the bad guy in all this.”
Well, he was right about one thing. Perry had a whole list of people who might be the bad guy in this case and she wasn’t on it. Lewis was, though. Right there at the top of the list.
“I think,” he drew the word out so much it sounded like he thought that was the whole sentence. Perry didn’t really care what he thought. “I think you’re just some low-level hacker who was brought in to do a job and you had no idea what you were being dragged into. And I can make a deal with you. I’m not saying you’re not good at your job. Your fake identity was pretty strong, but you’re playing with the big boys now.”
Perry was the big boys. Except, she wasn’t a boy. The boys playing this game were the ones messing it up. And Lewis had no idea how big of a fish he’d caught. All because he was too fixated on the Hill name and the billion dollars.
“You know the city has harsh punishments for hacking. You know I could lock you up and throw away the key. But I think we’d both be better served bringing in the people behind the money. A billion dollars is a lot of money, after all, Peregrine. If you give me Laird Hill, I can let you go.”
And, finally, Perry got it.
He wasn’t wrong, a billion was a lot. Especially in one case, but it hardly deserved the way he was chomping at the bit. She wondered how many connections Ghost Guy’s group had in this place. Planting a laptop was one thing, but making Lewis believe this case was the most important one of his life was another thing entirely. That kind of thing came from the higher-ups.
Perhaps Lewis was looking for a promotion. His next one would be exceedingly high up. He’d need support from the community—the community of rich billionaires and millionaires. And Perry was suddenly certain that someone had promised he’d get that support if he got the two billion back. She wondered whether the same people were the ones setting up Laird. She’d never bothered to ask Norah whether he was popular in the community. He wasn’t popular with Norah and that was all Perry needed to know. Besides, he was a billionaire chaser. That was never a good sign. Nobody with any sense needed anywhere near a billion dollars for themselves.
There was a knock at the door.
Lewis’ nostrils flared in a way that said he didn’t like being interrupted, but there was something more there too. Perry wondered whether this was more than just his in for a promotion. He might be making amends for something. She was going to have to check him out.
A tall guy with a clipboard walked into the room, smiling in a way that told Perry he always smiled.
He paused halfway between the door and the table, positioning himself to face Perry rather than Lewis, to whom he was presumably here to speak.
“What do you want, Suarez?” Lewis growled in a very different tone than when he’d been talking to Perry.
And there he was, giving himself away again. Perry now knew exactly who he was, the game he was playing with her, and just how badly he needed her cooperation. She was starting to wonder how he’d ever made it to lieutenant rank. Just as in poker, she knew you never gave yourself away in a negotiation. Perhaps she’d send him tips later.
“Time’s up,” Suarez said, cheerfully.
Perry looked up. Time wasn’t up at all. She was arrested for breaking and entering and found to be a hacker. There weren’t time limits on how long they could keep or question a hacker. Lewis had been right about that much—there were severe punishments for hackers.
Suarez wasn’t looking at her, but he wiggled his clipboard, drawing her attention.
It was basic hardboard but, on the back, directed straight at Perry, were two symbols drawn in black marker. Two familiar symbols.
Delta.
Perry tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly as she thought the situation through.
Suarez was still looking at Lewis but his smile grew a little.
Lewis did not look happy.
Perry’s breath came a little easier. It didn’t make sense—Delta had threatened to skin her alive if Perry ever got her name tangled up in her dealings—but Perry wasn’t going to start asking questions.
“Suarez, I’m going to need you to get the fuck out of here,” Lewis said. He looked a lot more like a weasel when he dropped the pleasant act he’d been using with Perry. “Time isn’t up and this is my case.”
“No can do, buddy. She’s out. Got to let her go.”
Lewis seethed. “How can she be out? This is my case and I didn’t authorize it.”
Suarez frowned slightly, still looking amused. “Is it?”
Lewis looked like he might explode. Perry thought that that would be fun to watch and Suarez looked like he could handle himself. She figured he’d have no problems handling Lewis.
“This is my interrogation,” Lewis said, quieter but with emphasis on each word. “And I have all the time I want.”
“Sorry, no.” Suarez didn’t seem sorry at all. He yanked a piece of paper from his clipboard and handed it to Lewis.
All of the angry color faded from Lewis’ face and he looked mildly ill. Perry’s heart soared at the sight. She was getting out, and that was all she needed.
Lewis looked from the paper to Perry, then to Suarez, and back at the paper before he stormed out of the room.
As the door slammed behind him. Suarez’s head whipped from it to Perry, his massive, toothy grin back. “Come on. That document gets you out for forty-eight hours but it would not be wise to hang around and let Lewis catch you here.”
“Oh, shame,” Perry said, speaking for the first time in hours, the first time in that room. “I’m going to miss him and his flip switch personality.”
Suarez laughed lightly. He undid Perry’s cuffs and detached her from the table before ushering her through the door.
They walked swiftly through underground hallways lit with aggressive fluorescent strip lights. Perry’s heart was racing. Contrary to when they brought her in through these hallways, though, this was the kind of heart racing that she got when she was going after a mark. On the way in, it had been fear. Now, it was excitement.
She was certain that, had she opened up and mentioned any of that to Lewis, he’d have had her examined, convinced there was something wrong with her just because he needed control and couldn’t stand Perry’s type of adrenaline.
Suarez, however, was the polar opposite of Lewis, and Perry had a million questions about how someone like him worked here, and how he knew Delta.
He stopped at the desk, was handed Perry’s coat in a sealed bag—the only thing she’d had on her that they could take from her upon arrival—and continued down the hall and towards a back staircase.
Perry wondered whether he was bringing her this way to avoid running into Lewis or whether it was quicker.
He pulled a set of car keys from his back pocket as they stepped out onto the smooth, poured concrete of the parking lot, and Perry jumped into the passenger seat of the sleek black sedan they unlocked.
They sped out of the underground parking lot a little quickly, but Perry didn’t mind. She was eager to be away from that place and to be able to get answers.
“Okay,” Suarez said after two minutes of driving through the streets, “we’re good. The car is clean, so we can speak freely.”
Perry looked around. That was also the kind of thing someone would say to get her to incriminate herself.
Suarez grinned again, apparently understanding what she was thinking. “Perry, you’re fine, I promise. I work with Delta. We just got you out.”
“You work with Delta?” Perry said. If she was going to talk, he could at least incriminate himself first. Mutually assured destruction was a helpful tool when Perry had the cops on her back.
“Well, that’s perhaps an overstatement.” He shrugged. “We know each other. Both working for the same cause. We met at an… underground networking event.”
Perry stared at him. “An underground networking event,” she repeated, deadpan.
He laughed. “Yeah, you should try them sometime. You and Norah have your team, and your networks, but Delta’s the one with the connections. You want someone in any place of power round here and Delta’s your best bet.”
Perry didn’t disagree with the essence of what he was saying. Delta was social and connected in a way she and Norah never cared to be. But still, networking events for those looking to make sketchy connections? She was struggling to wrap her head around it.
“I’m really blowing your mind, aren’t I?” he asked, shooting her a quick grin.
“A little.” She didn’t see any point in denying it. “So, you’re not really a cop?”
“No, I am. You have to be in it to get to this level and have actual power. But sometimes, the best way to bring down a rotten system is from the inside. So there are those of us on the inside.”
Had Perry ever cared to get a job for someone else, she imagined she’d be working to bring something down from within. “There’s just a whole team of you doing that?”
“Yeah. Different professions, different roles, different tasks to help out. A whole network of us.”
“And you know Delta.”
“I know Delta.”
“Of course.” Perry shook her head. She’d been worried about implicating Delta in things, getting her too close to illegal activities, and all the while, Delta had been out here with her connections and people and getting too close to messing with those in power all on her own. Of course she had. She was Norah’s partner after all.
He turned the corner and Perry recognized the street they were heading down. He was taking her to Norah’s office. “What I said back there was true. You should know that. We’ve only been able to get you out for forty-eight hours. You’re expected in court on Thursday for the breaking and entering charge. And, if you don’t have something good, Lewis is going to push for the hacking charges too. I don’t think I need to tell you what happens if the judge lets those in?”
Perry shook her head. Forty-eight hours wasn’t very long, but at least it was something. She’d gotten out of worse situations in less time.
“We’ve got you a lawyer, they’ll handle your defense and everything on Thursday.” He smirked seeing the way Perry was looking at him. “Don’t worry. They’re one of us. They’re good.”
She nodded. It wasn’t like she had time to go searching for her own lawyer.
“You just need to make sure you aren’t picked up for anything suspicious in the next two days.” He pulled into a parking spot close to the Rosenberg and Mitchell offices. “I know you’re going to be looking into this and seeing who set you up, but try to avoid getting caught, getting picked up on CCTV anywhere questionable, that sort of thing.”
“Okay.” That was always Perry’s goal so she wasn’t about to change it now.
“Great. Come on.” He released his seatbelt, stepped out of the car, and waited for Perry to join him on the sidewalk.
They jogged up the stairs to Norah’s office and, when Suarez led Perry through the door, shutting it tightly behind them, she was hit by Norah diving out of her chair and throwing herself at Perry.
“Oh my god,” Norah whispered as she buried her face in Perry’s shoulder. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry.”
Perry held her tight, breathing her in, grounding herself in the feeling of being here, of being with Norah again. The reality of the situation, the fact that Lewis could have kept her there indefinitely, locked her up and thrown away the key, started to crash down around her and she felt weak and unsteady in a way she was unfamiliar with.
Norah seemed to sense what was happening and led Perry over to the couch, Delta and Suarez following behind them.
Perry looked up from where she sat, taking in Delta. “Thank you,” she said sincerely. “We didn’t expect you to—”
“I know,” Delta said, smiling. “But you probably saved my life from Ghost Guy, you’re annoying my shitty ex, and this one loves you.” She gestured to Norah with her head. “You’re basically family, you know? Plus, it was a great opportunity to give Daryll here something to do.”
“Hey,” Suarez protested. Perry had not imagined his name being Daryll. He honestly seemed like the kind of person who just had one name. Suarez. Like Madonna. “I do plenty, thank you very much.”
“You say that like you don’t love it when I call.”
He rolled his eyes. “I love it when we get stuff done.” His expression shifted, became darker. “And you’ve now got two days to figure out what’s going on and get Perry off the hook. Lewis needs this case. He’s not going to let it get away if he can. He doesn’t want Perry specifically, but if she’s the only one he can pin this on, that’s what he’ll do.”
“Detective Dickhead,” Perry mumbled, causing Norah to lightly snort beside her.
“Yeah. He’s had a bad record lately and this is big money, big people involved, and big redemption on the line. I don’t know who it is, but I believe someone involved is offering him some pretty big backing if he pins this on someone.”
“Okay,” Delta said. “So, what do we need to know?”
“The laptop they found Perry with doesn’t have her prints on it, but—”
“Laptop?” Norah said, frowning. “We didn’t have a laptop with us.”
Suarez looked from Norah to Perry for confirmation. She nodded. “There was nothing in that room but tables, chairs, and a file of printouts showing the money led to Norah’s brother.”
“We didn’t get a file,” Suarez said.
“Because we took that.” Perry grinned at him. “But there was no laptop. That thing only showed up after I was arrested.”
He nodded, his expression resigned. “So it’s a plant. Kind of ironic they managed to actually snag a hacker with it.”
Perry frowned at Delta. “How much did you tell him?”
She held her hands out. “Hey, I just filled in the gaps that were necessary for his help.”
“Don’t worry,” Suarez laughed, “it doesn’t go any further than me. But, for what it’s worth, you and your team are pretty legendary. We’ve been following your work, as best we can. Never would have guessed you were shacking up with Delta’s partner.”
“Thank you for that,” Norah said, rolling her eyes.
Perry looked at Norah. “They’re setting your brother up. Lewis told me. He wanted to know how I knew Laird, how it was clear to him that I was just a little fish hired to steal a billion dollars, and that he could help me out if I could get him Laird Hill. The computer had evidence of the transactions and it was easy for them to trace it back to Laird. Now, they’re tracking who he’s been paying, so they can get him for some whole thing.”
“They think my brother hired you to steal him a billion dollars and that he’s now paying someone off for something?” Norah said, her brow furrowed, as she put the pieces together.
“From what Lewis said, yeah, I think that’s about it. No word on the other billion we know he’s got.”
“Lewis always was a talker,” Suarez said, shaking his head. “Works in our favor this time, but this is the kind of thing that has gotten him in trouble. You’d think he’d have learned by now.”
Perry nodded. “Why your brother, though?”
Norah sighed. “He’s not very popular in a lot of circles.”
“Too stingy,” Suarez said, clearly in the know. “With billions changing hands, there’s obviously something big on the line. Big, and I’m guessing, illegal, so they’ll need a fall guy. Someone who can reasonably be expected to be involved but who nobody is going to go to bat for to save.”
Perry looked from Suarez to Norah.
Norah huffed, nodding. “He doesn’t pay off enough officials. Too busy chasing his own wealth and status. Most of the people he runs with are billionaires, like Ryan Richmond, with cash to burn. It’s no skin off their noses if they need to pay off an official to keep in good with them. Laird doesn’t do that. He thinks it’s his money and he shouldn’t have to waste it on officials who, he says, ‘knew what they were doing when they chose their jobs.’”
Perry barked a startled laugh. “Bit rich coming from him, isn’t it?”
“Very,” Delta said, shaking her head. “But it makes him an easy target.”
Suarez nodded. “So you need to figure out who is behind this and why they set up Perry to get caught. If you can hand better information over to my boss and the judge, you’ll be good. You’ll be able to go around Lewis. If not, Perry’s going to be the one on the chopping block.”



Eleven
 
Norah couldn’t bear to take her hand off Perry’s back. From the minute they met, there had been something between them. Perry was more than just the person who eavesdropped on her conversation and accidentally confirmed that Liv’s did, in fact, make an incredible café miel. Hundreds of those coffees later, Norah realized she had come to think of Perry as invincible. And she very nearly was. Between Rhodes, Nguyen, and Perry herself, they did an incredible job staying out of trouble. But, Perry put herself into an unanticipated situation for Norah, and hearing her get arrested, hearing her tell them not to shoot, living for hours wondering what they were going to do to her, what they’d already done to her… Norah did not like living through that.
She would need to send Delta and Suarez bouquets of flowers or fruit or whatever the hell they wanted as thanks for their help bringing Perry home. She didn’t understand exactly how their network worked, or who was in it, but they didn’t know exactly who was working with the other side and planting laptops either. Those were questions for another day, a day when Perry was out of danger.
Rhodes had calmed down from getting Perry back and, with her help, he was back in regular Rhodes mode, with just a slightly more frantic edge. The looks he gave Perry to check she was still there were so similar to the ones Norah was giving her, just filled with a different kind of love. Perry was his best friend, his family. And she was Norah’s family too, just in a more romantic way.
A clock in the corner was counting down how much time they had to figure this whole thing out. Norah simultaneously never wanted to take her eyes off it and never see it again in her life. They’d already lost several hours catching up with what had happened to Perry, telling her what they’d found, and generally fussing over her now she was back. And now they were waiting on access to her dad’s bank, which was taking longer than usual.
“Okay,” Nguyen said triumphantly, “I’m in.”
“That wasn’t easy,” Perry observed.
“It wasn’t too hard. I’ve had way worse.”
“Yeah, but that’s you. You’re good at what you do. How would anyone at that police station be figuring this stuff out in a couple of minutes?” Perry had mostly put on a brave face after they returned home, but there was that pucker between her eyebrows that had yet to leave. It only deepened as she thought through the things that didn’t make sense.
“I’m guessing,” Nguyen said, sidestepping the compliments, despite looking delighted at Perry complimenting him, “that the computer they had access to had an easy in. The papers you sent Norah back with were an easy-to-follow map, right to Laird Hill. It stands to reason that they’d be doing the same with the police, leading them to him, almost too easily, but with just enough cover to imply the hacker who did it was new and inexperienced.”
Perry leaned back in her seat. “Hence why Lewis thought I was a little fish.”
Rhodes snorted. That had amused him to no end and still astounded him. Norah was less surprised. This whole thing just felt like a huge distraction from whatever was really happening.
Nguyen tapped at his computer again. He’d hacked the bank as a whole, rather than just Laird’s account. That was easy to get to since they kept an almost constant eye on Norah’s family, at her request. Getting into the bank’s main systems gave them more information, more oversight of where the money was coming and going from.
“Huh,” he said, frowning at his computer.
“What is it?” Rhodes said, leaning over to look at Nguyen’s computer and dropping blueberry muffin crumbs on him in the process.
“Laird isn’t sending any money out that would attract the police’s attention.”
“Really?” Perry and Norah said at the same time. They grinned at each other before looking up at the screens behind Nguyen to see what he was seeing.
“Yep. He has two accounts with them. His personal one and his business one. I assumed, since we hadn’t seen anything in his accounts, he must have a third one that the police had been tipped off about, but no. Laird Hill isn’t paying for anything that seems even remotely suspicious, outside of his generally just being a rich white guy.”
“Lewis was certain though,” Perry said, staring at the screen.
“Yeah, and Suarez seemed to think it was true, too,” Norah agreed. “So, what are we missing?”
“There isn’t a way for transactions to be hidden under all of this, is there?” Perry asked Nguyen.
He shook his head. “No, we’re in the bank’s system. If there was anything at all, we’d be able to access it.”
Norah looked back at the timer in the corner. They didn’t have time to not have leads.
As she thought about the time, it occurred to her that she hadn’t heard from Mr. C in a minute. She pulled out her phone and dialed his number, a pit of fear taking root in her stomach right until he answered the call.
“Oh,” Norah breathed. “Mr. C, it’s Norah. Are you okay?”
“Ah, hello, dear. Yes, I’m fine, thank you. It’s been a quiet day so far.”
Norah’s relief that he was okay was short-lived. Why, after weeks of hounding the residents of Mr. C’s building, was it suddenly quiet? Ghost Guy couldn’t possibly have been a plant to get Norah’s attention and, now that they’d gotten it, they’d taken him away, right?
She cast around, thinking things through. Was it possible this whole thing wasn’t a setup just for her brother but for their whole family? Despite her mother’s insistence that they change their last name, to be removed from Hill and all associations with it, that had never really happened. Her father wasn’t unknown before marrying her mother, the Hill name didn’t just disappear—Laird’s existence would have been enough to see to that, even without all of the trouble he went to in order to keep himself relevant and in the ‘right’ circles. However, even if she shared one of her family names and everyone knew she was technically a Hill, she didn’t share much with her biological family anymore, so she wasn’t sure what the point of such a play would be. But here they were. Norah had been set up in the library for sure, a setup that pointed directly to her brother, someone she was tied to even if she didn’t want to be. An outsider might reasonably expect her to be emotionally invested in a setup featuring Laird. Maybe she was, but not in the same ways they might have expected. But the fact was that she was curious, she was involved, she was investigating…
And now, Ghost Guy was missing.
Did the people behind it think she was the one in custody? Did they take Ghost Guy out of the field because he’d done his job?
Who were these people? What did they want?
“Okay,” she said to Mr. C, keeping her voice upbeat. “Well, keep me posted if he comes back, yeah?”
“I will do, dear. Have a great day. Try to get some rest.”
There wasn’t much hope of that, but Norah wasn’t going to tell him that.
She hung up the phone and sighed heavily. They didn’t have much time. Perry’s freedom was on the line. They’d already spent hours catching up and hacking a bank that didn’t have any relevant information. But there was a quicker way to get answers.
“I know how we can get some information,” she told the group.
Perry frowned, squeezing Norah’s hand tightly. “How?”
“By going to the source.”
“Your brother?” Nguyen asked, his voice doubtful.
“Do you think he’ll talk to you?” Perry asked.
Norah shrugged. “Talk, sure. He’s all about appearances and refusing to see me could create something of a scandal. He wouldn’t risk it.”
“He’s already in the middle of a scandal,” Rhodes muttered through another bite of blueberry muffin. It was no secret he liked them, but he’d stress-eaten six of them in the time that she and Perry had been back. Norah hoped he’d be okay.
“And there’s only one way to find out whether he knows he’s in the middle of it.”
“He could lie, though,” Perry said. “This is kind of a big deal if he’s involved in something sketchy.”
“He’s always involved in something sketchy,” Norah said. “It’s just usually the kind of sketchy that people like him are allowed to get away with. If he’s into something different and knows he’s in trouble, he might be willing to chat.”
Perry nodded while Nguyen bit his lip and shrugged, saying, “No harm in asking, I suppose.”
“What kind of security system does he have?” Rhodes asked her.
She grinned. She spent a lot of time watching them hack things. “Oh, I can get you into that.”
Perry followed her as Norah walked around to Rhodes’ laptop. Norah could feel her eyes on her like a brand.
Norah pulled up a website she’d learned by heart a long time ago, back when she’d realized she was constantly being monitored and she wanted a little privacy sometimes. Raiding it then had taught her their father had set Laird up with the same system and watched him, too. She doubted much would have changed there. Even with their distaste for Norah’s path in life, when she’d moved into her own place, her father had tried to set her up with the system too. She had ardently refused.
“You’re hot when you hack,” Perry said, her voice low and deep.
“You’re always hot,” Norah replied, shooting Perry a look over her shoulder. She loved the adorable blush that filled Perry’s face.
They didn’t have time for flirting, but, with everything going on, they didn’t have time not to.
Rhodes rolled his eyes before Perry could reply—as if he and Kevin weren’t every bit as bad. At least she and Perry didn’t get caught having sex on the shared desk. Multiple times.
“Shall we concentrate?” he asked. “I know you two love to get it on in the middle of high-intensity cases, but we are kind of on a time limit.”
They laughed as Norah got them into her family’s security system. A horribly familiar home filled the screen before her. A different camera in every room, like tiny little windows into a world that looked uncomfortably like her parents’ home. She wasn’t sure Laird had even been there. Perhaps her father brought him around without her mother knowing, but, whether the similarities were planned or coincidental, it was still weird.
Laird had been wronged by her mother for sure, and their father. He had every right to be hurt and angry at the neglect he’d suffered. Recreating their father’s life, his home, following in the footsteps of most of the kids Norah had grown up around… all of it made her wonder at the cause. Was it a bid for acceptance? Or were things different from Norah’s beliefs?
Norah’s eyes caught on the kitchen. Her mother was there, making tea.
Her mother, who never went over to Laird’s, who never even stepped voluntarily into the same space as him, was just… at his house, seemingly at home. Even her parents’ housekeeper, Mary, was there. She wondered whether her mother simply brought her along because Laird didn’t have a housekeeper up to her standards or whether she’d sent Mary there as some kind of gift. As if you could gift a person.
Faith Rosenberg was one of the most despicable people Norah had ever met.
Laird wasn’t anywhere to be found on the cameras. Norah wondered whether perhaps that was a good thing. She’d be able to get in and possibly sniff around his office a little before he came home. Hopefully, he wouldn’t keep her waiting long. She didn’t have long.
“Huh,” Nguyen said, mostly to himself, it seemed.
“What’s up, babe?” Rhodes said, running a hand through his hair. “Shocked about Norah suddenly becoming the hacker of the team?”
Nguyen laughed. “Not at all. No. Ghost Guy is back at Four Sisters Bank.” He titled his screen so they could all see.
Indeed, there he was, heading into the bank.
Perry looked torn. “We need to see what’s going on down there, maybe manage to corner him.” She hesitated, looking at Norah. “I don’t want to send you to Laird’s without me, but we don’t have much time.”
Norah frowned. She hadn’t been planning to take Perry with her. Suarez had been very clear that Perry could not be caught anywhere suspicious, and hanging around the house of the guy she’d allegedly stolen two billion dollars for was definitely suspicious.
But so was Four Sisters Bank. Even on a good day.
“You can’t go there,” Norah insisted. “You heard what Suarez said. If you get picked up there, you’re done for. It’s connected. You absolutely cannot be there.”
“Well, one of us needs to be, and you can’t go. I don’t think your brother would respond quite the same way to seeing me as he would you.”
“Hilarious,” Norah said, shooting her a look she knew Perry understood.
“I’m serious. You need to go to Laird’s, and someone needs to go to the bank, that means—”
“I’ll do it,” Nguyen said.
Norah and Perry both froze before twisting to look at him.
“You want to do it?” Perry said.
He nodded. “I do know how to go to the bank.”
Perry rolled her eyes. “Yes, thank you, I’m aware of that. It’s the part where this is Four Sisters and Ghost Guy that’s throwing me.”
“Nguyen,” Norah said softly, “you’re incredible at your job but this could be really dangerous.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” he shrugged. “I know banks. I know what I’m looking for. I’m sure I can get information from them without cluing Ghost Guy in on who I am. It’s not like he’d know to expect me, is it?”
Norah looked at Perry, knowing they were thinking the same thing. This was ridiculous but he wasn’t wrong. Perry couldn’t be there and they knew who Norah was. Nguyen was a wild card.
Rhodes grinned. “I’ll be in his ear the whole time, checking CCTV, helping him stay hidden, making him disappear if needed.”
Perry sighed, shooting Norah a questioning look.
Norah pursed her lips but shrugged. What other choice did they have?
“Fine,” Perry sighed. “But the first sign of trouble and you get the hell out of there, you hear me?”
Nguyen looked at her sincerely. “I can promise you that I absolutely will.”
Perry looked satisfied before she turned back to Norah. “So, I guess I’m coming with you.”
Norah gently took Perry’s face in her hands. “I love you, but you can’t. We can’t risk you getting caught.”
“I’m not going to get caught.”
“Perry,” Rhodes said, more matter-of-fact than Norah, “we all know they’re going to be watching the Hill place like hawks. If you show up there, that’s going to be their in to arrest you, Laird, and possibly Norah. And I know you don’t want that.”
“I don’t care whether they arrest Laird,” Perry said, the barest hint of a pout in her features.
Norah smiled. “But you care about whether you get arrested. And you definitely care about me getting arrested.”
Perry softened, leaning into Norah. “Of course I do. I love you. I want to keep you safe. And I want to keep Detective Dickhead as far away from you as possible.”
Norah moved up onto her tiptoes to kiss Perry. “Then you have to stay here. You’ll be in my ear, watching, listening, being right there with me, but we’ll all be safer this way.”
“You say that as if she doesn’t spend every minute you’re apart watching for you on CCTV,” Rhodes said, laughing as he moved some laptops about.
“Rhodes,” Perry barked, her face bright red.
There was no point in her denying it. Norah knew she did that. Not as consistently as Rhodes made out, but it wasn’t something she’d never done.
“You can’t hide from the truth, Perry. You’re a little sap when it comes to Norah and we all know it.”
Perry was still bright red but her eyes darkened. “You do realize that in a few minutes it will just be me and you here, yes?”
He looked up, smiling sweetly. “Yes,” he drew the word out.
“If the others get back and you’ve been murdered, I’m pleading the fifth.”
Rhodes laughed. “You’d be lost without me.”
Perry grumbled, turning back to Norah. “You’ll be careful, right?”
“Of course,” she said, running her hand soothingly up and down Perry’s back. “And you’ll be right there with me. Plus, it’s just my brother. I promise I’ll be fine.”
The look on Perry’s face told Norah she wasn’t sure that Laird being her brother inherently meant she would be safe. Based on their history, Norah was inclined to agree. Based on the fact that Laird was being set up in a very complicated little scheme, she honestly wasn’t sure what to expect.



Twelve
 
Perry’s eyes flicked constantly between the screens set up in front of her and Rhodes. Unlike Rhodes, who was more familiar with sitting here, being the eyes and ears of the operation, Perry wasn’t used to being on this side of things. It made her antsy to be stuck inside while Norah and Kevin put themselves at risk. It took her back to their plan to bring down Ryan Richmond but she doubted this time fate would intervene to put her in the middle of things again.
She knew it was the right decision, but logically knowing that and feeling comfortable with it were two entirely different things.
She shifted in her seat again. She’d chosen these chairs because they were comfortable. Now, she couldn’t remember why she’d thought that. They felt like an itchy sweater.
Rhodes breathed a laugh, leaned towards her, and dragged the box of blueberry muffins Liv had sent over across the table. “Here. Eat one. Sit still.”
Perry glowered at him. “I’m fine.”
“Sure you are. But, even if you were, that would still be a good time for a blueberry muffin. Every time is blueberry muffin time.”
“Yes, we’re all aware your one true love is the blueberry muffin.”
He laughed. “What can I say? We’ve got a good thing going on.”
“I don’t know how Kevin puts up with you.”
“Probably the same way Norah puts up with you.”
Perry tore her eyes away from the camera she was watching Norah cross the city on to look at Rhodes. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not the one with inappropriately deep feelings for baked goods.”
He grinned. “It’s not inappropriate. I feel the exact way one is supposed to feel about blueberry muffins.”
“Doesn’t answer my question, dude.”
“Well.” His tone was far too cheerful for Perry’s liking. It told her she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “You two have been together for months now and you still turn into a blushing school kid every time she so much as looks at you.”
“You two do know we can hear you, right?” Norah’s voice said through their earpieces and Perry was ready to die. Or murder Rhodes.
She cleared her throat. “I had actually forgotten that we were active already.”
Rhodes and Norah laughed, Norah as she walked down the street and looked at her phone to create the impression she was laughing at something on it. Kevin, who was still riding a train, was pressing his lips together to avoid laughing.
Perry knew she and Rhodes were like ridiculous siblings sometimes but she also needed to rein it in when others were listening. Especially when the one listening was her beloved girlfriend who made her blush no matter how much she tried to pretend that wasn’t true.
Norah turned onto the street her Laird’s house was on—along with her parents’ home—and Perry returned to scanning the CCTV feeds they had in the area.
There were two guys up a utility pole who didn’t appear to be doing anything other than chatting to each other and looking down at the street. Perry scanned the footage from the last few hours. They had been there the whole time and hadn’t done anything that would imply they were there for the utilities.
“The guys up the pole are watching,” she told Norah, prompting Rhodes to shoot her screens a glance as he scanned the footage around Kevin for other watchers.
Norah put her phone away, not responding to Perry. She knew how she was supposed to act around this place, especially if she was being watched.
Perry wondered how quickly they’d begin running Norah through the system and whether her being here and being Laird’s sister was going to make her a target. Perhaps they should have gone for a more sneaky way to get Norah in. Walking up to the front door was direct, but it put Norah on her mother’s radar and, worse, the radar of everyone who was watching her brother.
Rhodes tapped the table between himself and Perry to indicate that Kevin was arriving at the bank.
Perry glanced over. Just as she remembered, the bank looked as questionable as ever. With everything else the city decided to crack down on, she wondered how the hell this place was still standing and in business. There must be some very powerful people who used it for some very questionable business.
Norah made it to the front door of an ostentatiously grand home and rang the bell. It seemed inconceivable that Norah had grown up in a house just like this, down the street.
How did this produce Norah fucking Rosenberg?
Perry shook her head. It wasn’t the first time she’d wondered that, nor would it be the last, but now wasn’t the time to get distracted by that.
Being a product of an entirely different world, Perry had mistakenly believed Norah’s mother would be the one to answer the door. However, the camera feed Norah had gotten them showed that Faith Rosenberg barely even blinked. It was like she couldn’t hear the doorbell, let alone get up to answer it. Instead, the door swung open to reveal a woman Perry had just seen run up from the basement.
Of course Laird had staff. Of course he did. Just like Norah’s parents. Perry rolled her eyes. Because who would want to answer their own front door or do their own housework?
She hoped he paid the woman well. Perry made a mental note to ask Norah about it and send her a little extra money.
Norah greeted Mary, who seemed delighted to see her. Perry’s heart ached for her. Spending your working days in a way that seemed to sap the life out of you was so much less than she deserved. And there was no question that was happening. The difference between her when she opened the door and when she realized it was Norah was night and day.
As she led Norah into the house, taking her through to the kitchen, Faith still seemed unaware there was anyone new in the home, let alone that it was her only daughter. Faith was not the kind of mother to dote on her child.
Perry had a million questions about the woman. Not least of which was why she was suddenly so at home in the house of a man she’d been pretending didn’t exist for the last thirty or so years. But Perry knew she had about two billion reasons to change her mind on that.
Perry looked at Rhodes. “How’s it going?” She nodded towards the camera feeds that were following Kevin as he set up at one of the benches in the bank.
It was hard to encapsulate, once inside, exactly how the bank maintained its illegal persona. Everything about it was set up like any other bank. If you saw a photo, you’d see all of the things you’d expect from a bank, and, once inside, it didn’t even look very grungy, as it did outside.
But there was something. Some essence that just screamed that illegal things happened there, that nobody would ask too many questions. Which was handy for them because nobody was about to start asking Kevin questions and, possibly, they’d be able to ask a few things without anyone wondering too much why he was asking.
There was also the fact that Kevin still held himself the way he had the first time Perry had seen him on TV, talking about security at Richmond’s and how they were going to figure out who it was that had stolen thirty-seven million dollars from them. He hadn’t been wrong, Perry supposed, he had found her. It just hadn’t gone the way he’d meant it at that point. And the problem with that energy was that it was slightly too proper and nervous for what he was doing and where he was doing it. Perry couldn’t help but hope that didn’t put him in danger. Four Sisters probably got loads of people passing through who were nervous.
They probably weren’t hacking the place, though.
Perry chewed her lip, watching Norah being led through Laird’s house, now with a cup of coffee in hand, and towards his office. From listening to their conversation and Mary’s energy, Perry could tell she was worried about letting Norah in there. Norah just smiled, promised she’d be okay, and told Mary she could leave so as not to get caught there too. She promised not to tell anyone Mary had let her in.
She looked about anxiously before nodding and taking Norah’s free hand. “Good luck, Norah.”
“Thanks, Mary,” Norah replied with a smile in her voice before Mary backed out of the room, closing the door as carefully and quietly as she could.
“Ready for this?” Perry said, grinning. She knew Norah loved this part.
Norah turned to where she knew the camera was watching her. “You know it.”
As she moved to Laird’s desk, trying drawers and rifling through his papers, Kevin had his tablet out and was scrolling through Four Sisters’ systems. Perry wasn’t certain what he was looking for that he couldn’t have gotten from their base, but she trusted that he knew what he was doing better than she did. He had been talking about air gapping earlier. Perry wouldn’t put it past him to be checking whether Four Sisters had something like that going on too.
Perry startled as he coughed loudly down the earpiece. It was a tactic to get their attention, as if they weren’t already glued to what was happening and only mildly concerned that Ghost Guy was now nowhere to be found.
Norah startled too, dropping one of the papers she’d been looking over. “Is Nguyen okay?”
“Yeah,” Rhodes said distractedly as he zoomed in to see what Kevin was trying to show them. “Laird is in the bank?”
Perry scooted over to look at Rhodes’ screens better. She highly doubted Laird Hill would ever show up there. Norah laughed, obviously in the same mind.
But that’s what Kevin’s screen said. An account in Laird Hill’s name was currently being accessed.
“Norah, you need to see if you can find evidence of Laird having an account at Four Sisters because there’s definitely one here,” Perry said urgently. “Kevin, can you narrow down who it is? None of these people we can see are him.”
“He detests that place,” Norah said, continuing to rifle through his documents. “Never even set foot inside it, but he’s got this whole thing about so-called ‘lowlifes’ who use it and how they just need to work harder and all that nonsense.”
“For a guy who is supposed to be reasonably good in business, he really has no idea, does he?”
“Most of them don’t,” Norah said, shrugging as she started on his bookshelves.
“Okay. I think I got them,” Kevin said, getting up and walking through the bank. It was surprisingly large for somewhere so illegal. If they had better security and didn’t screw over the people who used it, Perry might have been tempted to bank there. As it was, she didn’t take kindly to her bank stealing money from the money she stole.
“Babe, be careful, please,” Rhodes said, squeezing the edge of the table as he watched Kevin.
Perry felt more nervous about Kevin getting in trouble than she ever did about herself. His demeanor might be nervous but the guy was bold and brave, and they didn’t need that to lead anywhere dangerous.
He sidled up alongside someone in a navy blue hoodie and sweatpants whose trainers were neon green. Even before he spoke, Perry didn’t need help figuring out this wasn’t Laird Hill.
“Can I help you?” the guy said, looking Kevin up and down.
“It’s some young guy,” Perry told Norah. “Not Ghost Guy. He seems to have gone.”
“Laird, is it?” Kevin said, a smile on his face but his tone mildly condescending. Perry couldn’t fault the tone from her own perspective but, from a keeping Kevin safe and alive perspective, she did wonder if that was the best approach.
The guy paled before his face went red. He looked like a kettle ready to boil and was clearly confused. “What? Who? No. Who are you? Why are you talking to me?”
Kevin smiled serenely and Perry had to wonder about the effect working and living with her, Rhodes, and Norah was having on him. He turned the tablet so the guy could see his screen. “I’m the one who knows you’re hacking into Laird Hill’s account right now.”
“Easy, Nguyen,” Norah muttered. She was still rifling through her brother’s belongings but Perry could tell she was paying far more attention to what was happening with Kevin than to anything in the room with her.
The guy Kevin was talking to faltered, looking around before looking Kevin over again. “You’re not a woman.”
Rhodes snorted. “Oh, well-spotted.”
“I am not,” Kevin confirmed. He waited for the guy to speak, offering nothing else, and Perry continued to be impressed with his approach. He was already a million times better than Detective Dickhead and he’d never even done an interrogation before.
“They said it was going to be a woman,” the guy told Kevin.
“Sorry to disappoint.”
“Are you with them? You must be. You work with her?”
“With who?”
“Hill’s sister.”
Perry growled, Norah sucked in a breath, and Rhodes looked from the monitors to Perry like he was watching a tennis match.
Luckily, Kevin kept it together. “So what if I am?”
The guy weighed him up again. “Then I’ve got a message for you. But I’m not giving it to you until I know you’re with her.”
“Don’t tell him anything,” Perry said immediately.
“Perry,” Norah said, soft but warning. “I don’t like it either but if this is our way to get some information… You know as well as I do that sometimes you have to give up something small to get something big.”
“I am not giving you up. That is not something small.”
Norah sighed, amusement hanging in the sound. “They’re not asking you to give me up. We don’t even know what they want to know. Nguyen, ask him what he wants.”
Perry didn’t like it but she knew Norah was right.
“Tell me what her name is,” the guy told Kevin.
That’s it? Perry didn’t understand why it was so easy. Nothing like this ever came that easily.
“This could not be more of a setup if they brought a giant flashing neon sign,” Rhodes said, rolling his eyes. “Don’t they know they’re making this too easy?”
“You can tell them that,” Norah told Kevin.
“Norah. Her name is Norah Rosenberg.”
The guy raised an eyebrow before he nodded. “Tell her that now we’ve got her little hacker girlfriend out of the way, we’re looking forward to keeping her busy watching her brother go down while we get everything we want.”
Perry’s mind swirled. Nobody was supposed to know about her, let alone about her and Norah. She supposed it was confirmation that the library had been a setup both to expose Laird and trap Perry, but why? What was the end goal of this? What was it that they wanted?
Rhodes pulled another laptop towards himself and immediately began looking for something.
“They don’t know you’re out,” Norah said after a moment.
“They do not,” Perry agreed, considering what that meant.
“Which means they don’t know about Suarez or Delta.”
“Well, they seem to know about us, so I’m guessing they know Delta exists.”
“But they don’t know she knows or is helping us. If we hadn’t had her, you’d still be stuck with Lewis right now.”
“Which also means Lewis hasn’t told whoever the leak in that department is either.” Perry thought about Lewis’ annoyed face when Suarez walked in. It made sense he wasn’t announcing losing Perry too loudly. It also meant he probably wasn’t the leak. Shame, really, Perry would have enjoyed getting to take him down for that.
“What’s the purpose of all this?” Kevin asked the guy.
He smiled widely. His teeth were impossibly white and straight and almost all of them were exposed when he grinned. It was a little unnerving. “Oh, she’ll see in due course. I hope she’s over with her little friend Mr. C right now and that’s why you’re here.”
“Mr. C,” Kevin said, almost dropping the tablet and looking down to tap away at it. Perry and Rhodes began doing the same thing, rushing to pull up CCTV at Mr. C’s apartment block, while Norah fumbled to get her phone out of her pocket.
“Ghost Guy is back there,” Rhodes said at the exact moment he, Perry, and Kevin all got the footage streamed to them. Perry looked up from Kevin and realized that the guy he’d been speaking to was gone, but there, heading into the apartment building was Ghost Guy.
“Mr. C,” Norah breathed down the phone, but before she got anything else out, the door behind her opened and closed.
“What the hell are you doing in here?” Laird Hill paused, looking at his sister and the strewn papers on the floor around her. “Norah? What is the meaning of this?”



Thirteen
 
Norah’s heart was pounding painfully in her chest.
“Is everything okay, dear?” Mr. C asked again down the phone while Laird looked at her, positively murderous after finding her raiding his office and failing to give him the attention he was demanding.
“Are you okay?” she asked Mr. C. Laird could be angry with her, but she could deal with that later. Mr. C couldn’t wait.
“I’m fine, yes.”
“Your door is locked? You’re safe?”
“Yes. Norah, is something wrong?”
“Norah,” Laird chastised, sounding exactly like their father. “Get off the phone and explain what you’re doing here.”
She held up a finger to him, knowing it would irritate him further but still more concerned with Mr. C. “Ghost Guy is on his way back over.”
“Ghost Guy?” Mr. C asked, confused.
Norah realized they hadn’t explained to Mr. C that they were calling him that. Despite everything, Perry breathed a laugh in Norah’s ear over the earpiece. “Sorry. It’s what we’ve been calling the person terrorizing you. He’s on the way right now. Just hang tight until I can get there, yeah?”
There was banging over the line. It sounded close. Ghost Guy was at Mr. C’s apartment.
“He’s here, Norah,” Mr. C whispered.
“I know.” Her heart broke for the fear in his voice. This might be her chance to get Ghost Guy. “Just stay down and hidden. Try to stay safe and I’ll be there as soon as possible.”
“Like hell you will,” Laird said. “You’re staying here until you explain what you’re doing in my office, stealing my things.”
She covered the mouthpiece on her phone. “I wasn’t stealing anything. You don’t have anything I want. I’m trying to help you out, believe it or not.”
“Get off the phone, Norah,” he demanded.
“I can’t right now. A friend is in trouble. I have to go.”
“Norah Rosenberg, if you take one step towards the door, you will regret it.”
She doubted it.
“She’s not going to get out of there or make it across the city in time,” she heard Perry saying to Rhodes.
“Can we call Suarez?” Rhodes asked.
“I don’t have a number for him,” Perry replied. “We could try Delta, but that’s still going to take time and he’s there now. Look at him, he looks like he’s going to break the door down.”
Norah’s stomach dropped. She could hear the banging over the phone but hearing that it looked bad too didn’t help. They needed someone there immediately.
“I’m going,” Perry said.
“You can’t,” Norah replied. “It’s not safe.”
“Norah,” Laird barked. He was long past having any patience for her.
“I’ll be careful. I’ll wear a hood, Rhodes can follow me and cut me from the footage. It’ll be fine.”
“If you get caught…”
“I won’t.”
Norah wanted to argue, to stop Perry from going, but what other choice did they have? They needed someone with Mr. C. They needed someone who could get Ghost Guy for them. The only choice they had was Perry.
She heard movement through her earpiece that told her Perry was already up and moving, leaving the safety of the base, Rhodes yelling instructions and reassurances after her, while Nguyen ran for the subway to get back to help Rhodes.
“Mr. C?” she said into the phone again.
“I’m here,” he whispered, his voice even more terrified than before. Norah hoped with everything she had that Perry would get there before Ghost Guy got to Mr. C. She didn’t even know why they were going after him. He was just a sweet old man trying to live his life in peace.
“We’re on the way—”
The line went dead.
“Shit,” Rhodes said. “Sorry, Norah, the call’s gone. The phone is gone. They must have cut it off.”
“They’re leaving an old man scared and alone. Why?” She needed to know who these people were and what they wanted.
Laird crossed the space between them, wrenched the phone from her hand, not realizing she was no longer talking to anyone on it, put it in his pocket, and glowered at her. “You need to worry less about that and more about explaining what the hell you are doing in my home right now.”
There was a time Norah would have felt upset by being so unwelcome by her family, but that was a different time, and this was barely her family. She and Laird hadn’t known each other for years, if ever. They were people who shared some DNA, and that, a family did not make.
As she looked at her brother, his face red and angry, she heard Perry running, Nguyen and Rhodes chatting quickly to each other, and all she wanted was to be out there helping them, but for right now, there was nothing she could do but try to get answers from Laird. Perhaps that would help them figure out what was going on.
“I suppose congratulations are in order?” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.
Perry laughed. “Straight to the point, love.”
“For what?” Laird asked, scowling. “For finding you in my office, stealing my belongings?”
She rolled her eyes. “For the last time, I’m not stealing from you. Why would I even want to?”
“Perhaps you’ve finally realized all of the things you gave up, all of the things you could have had if you were more like me—”
“I’m perfectly happy with my life, thank you,” she said, acerbic and cutting him off before he got them into a conversation they’d had a million times before. “Which is more than I could say for you until quite recently.”
It took him a moment, but his mouth popped open a little when he realized that she knew. “Is that what you’re here for? Looking for a payout or connections now that I’ve made it? Did your mother tell you to come and make amends?”
“My mother that you’re now very buddy-buddy with?”
He smirked. “Faith and I have an understanding. Our past was never personal.”
Norah frowned. She doubted that very much. Of all the things it had and hadn’t been, it had absolutely been personal.
Laird sighed as if disappointed that she didn’t understand. “Your mother didn’t like me, I didn’t like her, we both agreed to stay away from each other. However, we’ve both always known that we wanted the same thing and, should either of us ever reach it, we’d be willing to help the other with… connections and such.”
Norah’s skin crawled. It wasn’t as though she didn’t expect things like that from her mother, or Laird, but she remembered all of the things Laird had said to her when she was a child, all of the ways he’d insulted her mother, all of the ways she’d felt sorry for him with the way her mother rejected him. “When I was a kid, you always said—”
“Yes,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I said what I wanted. I told you what I wanted you to hear. She and I might have had an understanding in one respect but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to use her to get at you, or that I wasn’t going to mess with her.”
Norah almost couldn’t wrap her head around her family. She was once again reminded why she had gotten out and would never come back. “And yet, even with all of that, now she’s just hanging in your house, having tea, being your new best friend?”
He rolled his eyes. “Ryan is right about you. I don’t know why it bothers him so much that you’re not interested. You just don’t get it, do you? We had everything and you threw it away? For what? A poky PI job? You could have had it all. Your mother understands how things work.”
He sounded just like Ryan when he spoke like that too. It did not warm Norah to him. “I love my job, thank you. And you and I have a very different understanding of what it means to have everything.”
“Of course. You’re still every bit as high and mighty as you’ve always been. Don’t you get bored of it?” He gestured around the room. “Look at me. I’ve made it. And look at you…”
“Have you made it?” She watched him for a moment. He didn’t like to be doubted. “And I’m not here for your money or your connections or whatever the deal you have with my mother is about.”
“What were you looking for, then?” He gestured to the floor that was still littered with the papers she’d dropped in her urgency over Mr. C.
“Evidence of where the money came from and why you’ve got a bank account at Four Sisters Bank.”
He scoffed, looking at her like he was worried about her sanity. “I have no such thing. What possible purpose could I have for a bank that has no use but as a meeting spot for the city’s underbelly?”
Norah hated the derision. The only real difference between him and many of the people using Four Sisters was the fact he had money to begin with. Being rich, and known for it, covered a multitude of sins, apparently. And allowed you to look down on people doing the exact same thing as you just with less power.
She sighed. “But you have an account there.”
“I do not.”
She didn’t have time for this. She held her hand out for her phone. “I can show you,” she said, emphasizing the words in a bid to convey to Nguyen and Rhodes that she needed them to send her evidence.
“On it,” Nguyen said, and she was forever grateful for their friendship and the fact that he understood her.
She was fairly certain he was still on the train back but being in public wasn’t enough to stop him.
“You are not calling someone else,” Laird said before he handed her phone back, treating her like a child who had been throwing their toys away.
She rolled her eyes. There was no use in pointing out that she was trying to help him and had already explained what she was going to show him. “Here,” she said, holding out her phone, and showing him the image Nguyen had sent over.
He blinked at the screen, slowly at first but speeding up the longer he looked, until it was almost comedic. “What is this? Why do you have this? What are you doing?”
“I’m proving that you do have a bank account with Four Sisters,” Norah said, trying to suppress the emotion in her voice as she heard Rhodes telling Perry to hurry because Ghost Guy was managing to splinter Mr. C’s door. She hoped Perry would make it in time and had some way to defend herself if things went badly.
“I managed to get a message to Delta,” Rhodes said, mostly to Perry but Norah was glad to hear it too. “She’s contacting Suarez. He should be able to meet you there.”
“Great,” Perry gasped. “I’m getting close.”
“Did you create this?” Laird asked, snatching her phone away again, this time to look more closely at the image.
She hoped he didn’t scroll. She was fairly certain there was a screenshot of a sexy conversation she was having with Perry not too many swipes away. She should probably delete that later. “No, I did not.”
“I have never been to this bank. I do not have an account with them, nor would I ever.”
“Well, someone has an account with your name there.”
“For what purpose?” he yelled.
“Does he know you’re right in front of him and he doesn’t need to yell?” Rhodes asked sarcastically.
She wished she could respond but she was determined not to clue Laird in on the fact they were being overheard. “I don’t know exactly, but don’t you think it’s a little suspicious that you suddenly get two billion dollars and someone’s got a sketchy account in your name?”
His nostrils flared as he looked up from her phone. “That was a legitimate business deal. Anything that happens at this place is resolutely not.”
“What kind of business deal?”
“You expect me to explain? You lost all right to any family business when you walked out and threw away the perfectly good future our father and Faith had been building for you. Ungrateful child.”
Norah sighed. She was not about to start mourning a life where all she’d been expected to do was marry a likely much older businessman, give him children, entertain his guests, and be the perfect straight wife. She knew she was none of those things. So did her parents and Laird, it just pained them to admit it. “I’m sure my mother would be delighted to hear you so invested in the life she wanted for me.”
“As I have said multiple times, your mother and I understand one another. You threw it all away, but I’m not nearly so ridiculous. She had her reasons for disliking me, wanting a different name, and keeping her distance, just as I did with her, but I always knew that if our father made it to a billion, she would welcome me. Just as I am now that I’ve done it. We are both good at deals.”
Norah watched him, something akin to confusion and pity filling her. He really had no idea. “I am here because, in my professional work, it has come to my attention that you appear to be being set up for quite a serious crime. As an investigator, who does this for a living, it would be helpful for you to explain some things.”
His face scrolled through several emotions before he huffed. “I’m only doing this because I do not want my name associated with such seedy places as Four Sisters.”
Norah’s expression twitched but she held in all of the things she wanted to say to him. Nguyen, however, had no such concerns.
“It wasn’t that bad,” he said. “He’s being kind of judgy.”
“Isn’t he always?” Rhodes replied, taking the words from Norah’s mouth and amusing her. They’d never even met, but Rhodes understood him.
Laird moved to his safe, hid the lock from her as he entered the combination, and removed something from within it.
“As if hiding the code would keep us out if we sent Perry over there,” Rhodes scoffed.
Perry’s response was a barely audible laugh that told Norah she was currently sneaking up on Ghost Guy. Norah’s stomach clenched uncomfortably, hoping for her to be okay, and for Mr. C to be safe too. But the point was a fair one. Perry spent her free time cracking locks for fun. Even with however much money Laird had put into his, Norah had no doubt Perry would be able to get into it.
He turned around. “This stays here, but look. A fair deal.”
Norah stared hard at the document he brandished at her. It was a contract between his company and a real estate management company.
“Norah,” Rhodes said, “can you flip through the pages so we can grab screenshots?”
As smoothly and discreetly as she could, she reached up to turn on her lapel camera before reaching out confidently to take the document. She wondered whether he would refuse to hand it over. He pulled it back marginally but did let her take it when she didn’t recoil.
As she ran through the pages, pausing on each long enough for Rhodes to get a good shot of it, she didn’t take much in other than the fact that the deal seemed only to be for one billion dollars. She came to the end and looked at him. He was attempting to appear imperious but the way he avoided her gaze rather diminished the effect.
“And the deal for the other billion?” she said.
He sucked in a deep breath before pulling out a second contract, this one shorter and one he was more reluctant to hand over.
Norah turned through the pages in the same way but paid more attention to the details.
“At first glance,” Rhodes said, “I’d say this is exceedingly close to being an illegal deal.”
Norah hummed. It definitely was riding the line. She hadn’t checked the laws on companies providing money to grease the wheels on their official deals, especially when what they wanted was help to get tenants out of buildings they were attempting to acquire, but she was pretty sure there was an argument to be made that they and Laird were breaking the law.
As if his weird arrangement with Faith—one Norah still didn’t fully understand, but which failed to shock her—wasn’t bad enough, it turned out Laird Hill really would do anything to become a billionaire. Deals with the devil included.
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Perry desperately wanted to know what Norah, Rhodes, and Kevin were seeing in the documents from Laird. Rhodes’ tone implied it must be something good, not to mention the debate about the legality of one of the contracts, but she was in no position to ask.
She prowled along the balcony, pressed close to the railing, as she watched Ghost Guy attack Mr. C’s door.
The place was eerily quiet other than the banging. Norah had told them that over half of the residents had already moved out thanks to Ghost Guy’s antics and Perry would bet the rest of them were hiding in fear from this latest attack. Terrorizing the innocent was unforgivable in Perry’s book. She might be a criminal, but she at least went after people who deserved it, and, no matter what Ghost Guy’s motives were, scaring elderly people in their homes was never going to be okay.
The floor under Perry’s foot creaked. She paused, watching Ghost Guy.
After a moment, she breathed out. He hadn’t heard or felt it, thankfully. It made sense, given the amount of noise he was making hammering on Mr. C’s door, but she didn’t want to take any chances.
She inched forward again. This time, his head whipped from what he was doing to look at her, his hand frozen in midair.
Shit.
He frowned. “Who are you? What do you want?”
Perry was honestly a little relieved and surprised he didn’t seem to know her. After the day she’d had, she’d been half-expecting to arrive to find Ghost Guy and Detective Dickhead working together.
She gestured to Mr. C’s door with her head. “What are you doing?”
He grinned. Between that and his odd bright blue, deep-set eyes, it was an unnerving sight. “Knocking.”
Perry raised an eyebrow as Rhodes muttered in her ear, “Folks, we have a comedian in our midst.”
“Pretty sure that’s not how most people knock,” Perry said, looking over the damaged door that was, thankfully, still standing.
“Who are you?” Ghost Guy said, eyeing Perry again.
“Oh, I’m just someone here to help out the man you’re terrorizing.”
He frowned. “You’re not who they said would come. They showed me a picture and everything. You’re not her.”
Perry’s heart pounded. “What did the woman in the picture look like?”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. As he unfolded it, Perry’s mind pulled her in a million different directions. The guy at the bank had been expecting Norah, she just knew this guy was too. Which meant that two people in different parts of the city were planning on having Norah’s attention today, while Perry was supposed to be locked up. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Something was happening and it was happening right now.
He held out the paper and, sure enough, it was a printout of Norah, seemingly taken from a CCTV camera.
“Is it weird,” Kevin said, clearer now that he had made it back to their base, “that he and the bank guy were both waiting for Norah?”
“Very,” Rhodes said, taking the word straight from Perry’s mouth.
Ghost Guy reached up to tap his ear. “Yeah, someone’s here, but it’s not her.”
Perry debated whether she should simply run at him, throw him off and disturb whatever communication was about to pass between him and someone who could definitely put Norah in danger.
“I don’t know,” Ghost Guy said, looking Perry up and down as he attempted to describe her to the person on the phone. Thanks to the hoodie, he couldn’t get too much of a description of her face but apparently, it was enough for whoever he was talking to. “Aren’t you supposed to be in jail right now?”
Perry grinned. “I don’t know, am I? Not by my account, but who’s to say what your little buddy’s plan was? I’m happy to discuss it with them if they’d like to trade notes.”
He watched Perry warily as he talked to the person on the line, speaking up when he sought confirmation that Perry was, in fact, Perry. “Were you arrested earlier?”
“Earlier is a rather broad time frame,” Perry said, leaning against the railing beside her. “Assuming that means at any point earlier in my life than this, then yes, I was arrested earlier.”
Norah was still talking to Laird, asking questions about the deal he’d made, what exactly he was supposed to be doing in exchange for the two billion dollars. So far, she’d established only that he was helping to secure a change in ownership of some buildings and was being helpful in doing so. Perry hoped the documents would give them more information because he was possibly the most evasive person Perry had ever heard Norah have a conversation with.
“That’s not a good enough answer,” Ghost Guy said, relaying another message from the phone.
“Is it not?” Perry said, wondering how this ridiculous conversation was somehow less frustrating than the one Norah was having with her brother.
“No, it’s not,” he replied, and Perry wasn’t sure whether he was getting frustrated with her or whether he thought she needed confirmation. “Are you dating the PI?”
“Which PI?”
“Perry,” Rhodes warned in her ear, “do we think antagonizing this guy is the best thing to do? We don’t know if he has a weapon.”
Perry couldn’t answer without giving herself away and she was working very hard to keep Ghost Guy busy and in the dark.
“But then,” Rhodes went on, clearly having the conversation with her entirely by himself. “I suppose this does keep them busy and we don’t know why they wanted Norah distracted or what’s really going on. Plus, he’s clearly just the guy they call in to scare Mr. C and the others, so the call on what to do with you is coming from someone else…”
Perry enjoyed listening to him working things out but it did interrupt her listening in on Laird Hill being increasingly irritated with Norah. Perry liked the man even less than she already had. He was making sketchy deals, Norah knew about said deals and was there to help him when she did not have to, and he still didn’t have the decency to explain what exactly he was doing.
Ghost Guy took a step towards her. “You’re dating this PI.” He brandished the picture of Norah at her again.
“And wouldn’t I be lucky if that were true?” Perry said.
The answer clearly irritated whoever Ghost Guy was talking to as he flinched when they yelled in his ear.
“Enough,” he said, stepping closer to Perry again, his free hand reaching around his back. “You are dating Rosenberg. You’re supposed to be with the police right now. We know you were arrested. So, talk. How are you out and where is Rosenberg?”
Perry wasn’t about to tell him anything, especially since Norah not being where they wanted her to be was potentially messing things up for them, and that was an interesting turn of events. However, the way he was slowly approaching her, still clutching at something behind his back, had her on edge. She had a feeling things were about to get messy.
“Tell me,” he said, still walking closer, “how you managed to get out. We checked that wouldn’t happen. We checked it was a place most people didn’t know about. We told them they needed to be careful with you and that they would be rewarded for their efforts.”
Perry wondered what it was with men just telling her their plans without prompting today, but at least she had confirmation of her theories around Detective Dickhead having a lot of skin in the game.
He paused about ten feet away from her. “So, tell me. How did you get out?”
Perry sighed, smiling slightly. “Oh, I know all kinds of people.” Delta popped into her mind. She wasn’t about to give Delta up, but Perry loved that Delta was an ace up their sleeve none of them had seen coming—not her, not Norah, and definitely not these guys.
Delta was also the kind of ace who sent Suarez, and his timing could not have been better.
He ran out onto the balcony from the stairwell, pausing at the sight of Ghost Guy closing in on Perry.
“Who do you know in the police force?” Ghost Guy repeated from the person yelling down the phone at him. He was now close enough for Perry to hear it directly. “And where is Norah Rosenberg?”
“I don’t know anyone in the police force. And I have no idea where she is. I’m not her keeper.”
The person on the other end of the call began screaming at whoever they were with to find Norah. Without being able to ask him out loud, Perry just had to hope Rhodes had done a good job hiding her tracks and that she’d stay with Laird until Perry was able to warn her. Though, with the planted workers outside her parents’ house, it seemed a stretch.
Ghost Guy stopped directly in front of Perry, boxing her in against the railing. He pulled his arm from behind his back and, along with it, a knife. He held it up towards Perry.
Even with Suarez here and her own ability to get out of a jam, Perry felt adrenaline pulsing through her system, her focus becoming razor sharp on everything she needed to fight her way out of this. There was no way she went down without a fight when someone pulled a knife on her.
“I’m only going to ask you this one more time,” he said, waving the knife at her. “Where is Norah Rosenberg?”
Over his shoulder, Perry could see Suarez working his way towards them. She shrugged. “Wherever she is, she’s not here.”
The person at the end of the line growled loudly before returning to a speaking volume Perry could not hear.
“Will do,” Ghost Guy said before disconnecting the call. He pulled the knife back. “You brought this on yourself.”
Perry braced for the impact, for the pain she knew was coming, and hoped it wouldn’t be a fatal hit so long as she was fighting back. Her focus was solely on the knife and his movements with it.
As she moved to protect and defend herself, he moved towards her but the impact never came.
Suarez collided with him, knocking him off his feet and coming down on top of him. Perry watched as he wrestled Ghost Guy, knocking the knife away, and getting him into handcuffs.
When he had Ghost Guy contained, Suarez looked up at Perry. “I figured I better pick up the pace.”
She smirked. “And I appreciate that.”
“Well, you know, got to do my bit to save someone who absolutely should not be here.” He shot her a look, pulling Ghost Guy up from the floor.
Perry shrugged exaggeratedly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just here to see my… grandfather.”
“Your grandfather.”
“Yep. My grandfather. Mr. C.”
“You call your grandfather ‘Mr. C’ and he just so happens to live in the building you ran into this guy in?”
“Yep.”
Rhodes snorted in her ear before warning Norah to stay put for a few more minutes.
Perry wondered whether that meant Laird was finally giving them answers or whether she had given up attempting to cooperate with him. In all of the chaos of almost getting stabbed, Perry had not been keeping a close ear on the conversation.
Suarez rolled his eyes, smiling. “Sure thing, Ms. Enjoy your visit with your grandfather.” He yanked Ghost Guy forward. “You’re coming with me.”
“Thanks,” Perry called after him, rushing towards Mr. C’s door. They would have to get information on Ghost Guy later, or from Rhodes hacking Suarez’s conversation with him on the way to the station—which was fairly likely. For now, Perry needed to get inside and check on Mr. C before anyone else could come after him, her, or Norah.
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Rhodes had warned Norah to stay put as long as possible, but, when Laird started yelling at her to get out, that she’d insulted him enough in his own home, she decided it was, in fact, time to go.
She stepped out into the street, keeping her head down as she pretended not to clock the planted utility pole workers who were still there and appeared to have done nothing while she’d been inside.
“Keep your head down and head straight for your office,” Rhodes said. “We can’t risk you going anywhere else when we know you’re being watched.”
Norah hummed quietly to acknowledge her agreement. It was far too risky to go anywhere other than places she was supposed to be. Luckily, being a PI meant her schedule was up for negotiation, so she could get away with going to the office without causing too much suspicion no matter what time of day it was.
“Your mom is an interesting woman, isn’t she?” Rhodes continued, mostly to himself as they listened to Perry checking Mr. C’s apartment. “Took her until Laird was screaming to even realize there was someone else in the house and, even then, she didn’t get up to see who it was or what was happening.”
Norah wasn’t surprised. That was her mother all over.
“Okay, all clear here,” Perry said.
It had taken her quite a bit of effort to convince Mr. C of who she was and that it was safe for him to let her in. Norah knew Perry appreciated his caution just as much as she did though. It was always better to be safe than sorry in situations like this one.
“Cool. We’re just waiting on Norah to make it safely to her office and we’ll be able to chat,” Rhodes told her.
“Be safe, love,” Perry said, and Norah felt the tight belt around her chest loosen slightly.
Through Laird’s yelling and illegal dealings, she had caught bits of Perry’s interaction with Ghost Guy. Whoever he was working for was after her and, while she was out in the street, she was at risk, but any concern from that was nothing compared to how she’d felt upon hearing Ghost Guy had pulled a knife on Perry. Her insides had felt as though they were suddenly outside of her and all she’d wanted to do was scream at Laird to shut up and run to protect Perry. Of course, by the time Norah knew what was happening, it would have been too late anyway.
She was going to have to send Delta and Suarez the biggest thank you gifts she could find.
The subway was relatively clear and the ride back was smooth, but there was something about the lack of people in her car that made Norah more anxious than if it had been packed to the rafters. Sure, in a crowd, it would be easy for someone to attack her and disappear, it would be easy to snatch her, but when she was almost alone… Something about that felt more sinister. If someone came for her, there would be nobody to save her, no Suarez to jump out of the shadows and keep her alive.
When she exited onto the familiar streets, steps away from her office, her heart was pounding. People were outside Laird’s house, watching for him, and she had no idea whether they were with the police or whoever was setting him up, but they could be here, waiting for her, too.
Deep down, she knew Nguyen and Rhodes were watching out for her and that they’d catch anyone watching the place, but, with all of the chaos that was today, she still didn’t want to take her chances.
The closer she got to their office door, the more she sped up.
“The office is clear,” Nguyen said, clearly sensing her stress.
She let herself in, found it empty and secure, and locked the door behind her.
“You did great, love,” Perry said, and Norah could hear how much she wanted to be with her, just as Norah wanted to be with Perry.
But they had business to attend to.
“Mr. C is doing okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, he’s doing great,” Perry said, a smile in her voice.
“Tough as old boots, I am,” he called.
Norah smiled. Perry was safe, Mr. C was safe, Rhodes and Nguyen were safe, Delta was likely safe. They were all okay. For now.
“Okay, let’s go over what we’ve got,” Rhodes said.
“Well,” Norah started, “Laird has made a very questionable deal across two separate contracts with Emerald Realty Group.”
“Yeah, looking at these contracts,” Nguyen said, obviously pulling them up again, “it seems as though the first is a relatively standard contract. It’s a bad idea, but it’s at least legal.”
“What is it?” Perry said, sipping a drink Norah just knew Mr. C had made for her.
“An acquisition of a number of buildings in the area around Mr. C’s apartments. There’s a whole host of apartment buildings round there and it looks like Emerald is trying to buy them all up.”
“So they can drive up prices and control real estate in the city,” Perry said. It wasn’t so much a question as an exhausted statement.
“Yeah…” Nguyen sounded equally exhausted.
Norah got it. Perry dedicated her life to supporting people with less in the city. Liv’s did well for itself, but if costs kept getting driven up, there would be no way for her to stay in business without Perry. And Nguyen had a whole family he was helping to support. There was no way his mother would be able to afford rent in a city where Emerald was artificially and unfairly driving up prices. Even Norah and Delta would start to struggle in a city that fell to a realty monopoly.
They all had so much skin in this game and it was an exhausting one to play.
“What’s the second contract?” Perry asked.
Norah sighed. “Some kind of slightly under the table deal. The purchase of the properties costs one billion and Laird gets one billion for himself if he helps get the deals done quickly, gets everything through.”
“That’s kind of a lot of money just for that. Is it even worth the risk?”
Rhodes snorted. “You know how businesses work in this place. They do what they want. And the amount of revenue generated by controlling all that real estate would make one billion to Laird Hill seem like pennies.”
“Fair point.” Perry let out a slow breath. “Plus, it’s not like their lawyers wouldn’t get them off if they got caught out.”
“Exactly. They’d just claim they didn’t want him to do anything illegal to get the deal through, they just meant to smooth the relationship between the business.”
“The question is,” Nguyen said quietly, “what exactly is Laird doing to get that done?”
“Is he the one behind Ghost Guy?” Rhodes said.
“I doubt it,” Norah said, moving over to the couch from her desk chair and collapsing onto it. “That’s kind of messy and involved for his tastes.”
“Okay, so who sent Ghost Guy and why?”
“Well, the why is relatively straightforward.” Norah assumed they’d all know what she was referring to but, when she was met with only confused silence, she went on, “Mr. C lives in a retirement complex. It’s privately owned but it’s still under heavy government regulation in terms of what you can and cannot do with the residents. For instance, you can sell the complex, but every resident contract has to change hands with it. You cannot evict anyone who lives there, basically for any reason. You also can’t increase rent prices from what they were when the person moved in, and even new contracts can’t go that high. There’s a total cap and a cap on yearly increases, so they can’t just pick one year to bump all new contracts up to the total cap and keep them there.”
“So the land is never profitable,” Perry said, that sound in her voice that she got when she was swooning over Norah’s research and expertise.
Norah smiled slightly. “Exactly, because that’s not the point. The point is to house the city’s elderly.”
“But it’s in a prime location and a person wanting to buy up all of the real estate in the area is going to want this place.”
“Of course. It’s a huge spot of land with a lot of apartments.”
“And if all of the residents leave voluntarily,” Nguyen said, “they can do whatever they want with it?”
Norah hummed. “Basically, yeah. If the company can show there’s no demand for a retirement complex there and nobody wants to live in it, they have a much better chance of being able to get the permits for the space changed.” She paused. “Probably the kind of thing Laird could help with, honestly, if they weren’t trying to get rid of him. He’s not the Richmonds or my parents, but he knows a lot of people and probably has enough sway with certain judges. But, the kind of company that can throw away two billion without a second thought is likely to be able to afford the kind of lawyers that can get that pushed through no matter who the judge is.”
“But we still think Laird isn’t the one sending Ghost Guy?” Rhodes hedged. “So what’s that about?”
“Hold on,” Perry said. There was the sound of a chair creaking. “Mr. C, has Laird Hill been to see you?”
“Oh, yeah, a while back. Well, at first, it was just his people.” The way he said that, like it was as ridiculous as it was, amused Norah. “Then, when I wouldn’t go, he came by. Told me all sorts about how this would be better for me, how they’d help me get into a better place, all that stuff. But I wasn’t having any of it.” He laughed. “He gets a very red face when he’s annoyed.”
Norah laughed. Mr. C wasn’t wrong.
“So, then he just went away?” Perry asked Mr. C.
“Sort of, yeah. He told me he’d give me some time to think about it, but he’d be back and every time he came back, the deal would be less favorable, so it was in my interest to agree.”
“Norah, I really don’t like anyone in your family but you,” Perry said, disgust heavy in her voice.
“You and me both,” Norah said, shaking her head.
“Did he come back?”
“Not yet.” Mr. C sighed. “A couple of days after he’d been here, that kid you call Ghost Guy started showing up. It didn’t occur to me that they were connected because, aside from the red face, Hill and his people were quite polite. They never did anything violent. But this guy was a real pain. And it’s not the first time we’ve had stuff like that happen around here. Some kids think it’s funny to wind up old folks.”
“So that’s when you contacted Norah?”
“Yeah. I had looked up Hill after he’d been around. Norah had come up in an article about how he was the least secret "secret" son of any of the big business guys. It mentioned that she’d broken away from the family and become a successful PI. Even suggested that was part of the reason Laird wasn’t as hidden as most of the secret kids are—despite the name change and everything, Lyle Rosenberg still needed a proper
heir.” The distaste in his tone warmed Norah’s heart a little. “So, I looked her up and I couldn’t pay her but I needed some advice and she seemed like a good person to go to.”
Norah was fascinated by the fact that Mr. C had known who her brother was. He’d never mentioned it. It hadn’t come up naturally, either. She’d set about the case the way she always did and there was nothing to link Ghost Guy to Laird at that point. When she’d first taken the case, the attacks hadn’t even been particularly targeted at Mr. C. Ghost Guy was just a man attacking a retirement complex.
She hummed. “After I took the case, the attacks became more targeted at Mr. C.”
“Because he was one of the only ones left?” Nguyen asked.
“Well, that’s what I assumed at the time. I also acknowledged that they could have worked out that I was working with him so were targeting him to get rid of us both. But now…”
“Now, it seems like it was a bigger plan,” Perry said, and she wasn’t wrong. It was a risk—there were other PIs in the city that could have been hired. Or nobody at all. But was this all a plan—send in Laird Hill and assume that one of the people living there would bring his sister into the case? Or was that a weird coincidence that they’d run with once it happened?
“I’m pretty sure it was,” Rhodes said, his voice barely above a whisper in that way that meant he’d found something. “There are clauses in both of these contracts from Laird that state that if he’s found engaging in any kind of illegal behavior he’ll have to sacrifice the deal and return the two billion dollars.”
“Not that unusual a clause given some of the deals he makes,” Norah mused. “But it is interesting in this case. It’s a setup. That’s why they’ve been so ready to give up information on him. He’d sign it, not planning to do anything illegal—well, anything other than the stuff he usually does—and then, after he starts making moves, the people from the company start setting up situations that look like he’s doing something illegal. The questionable bank account, getting Perry arrested, dropping the laptop with her that suggests she stole the money for him, those outgoing payments that I’m guessing come from the fake Four Sisters account and link to Ghost Guy illegally trying to hound people out of their homes… They’re going for anything that will stick that gets them their deal and him arrested so they can get their two billion back.”
“Isn’t it a bit risky to be setting him up before the deal is done?” Nguyen asked.
“Kind of depends how far along it is,” Perry said. “If all of the current owners and such have already agreed to the deals, all that’s really left is the payment. And that’s currently sitting in Laird’s business account.”
“And if the deal is done but he hasn’t paid out, that looks like it’s on him, stealing the money, making bad faith deals, and behaving illegally,” Norah finished Perry’s thought. “So, if they set him up in the middle of it, they still get the property because Laird is the one who has been stealing the money, and they get the extra one billion back from him that they’re suggesting he had Perry hack and steal. Then, they had to keep me busy so all of this wouldn’t be revealed.”
“They didn’t have any problem making the deal because they were always planning on getting it back. The second contract probably disappears and if Laird tries to bring it to light, they claim it’s fake, all part of his scheme, he’s been working with a hacker so probably has a forger, too. And even if the contracts were deemed real, a good lawyer can argue that they didn’t want him to engage in illegal tactics to clear the buildings out, they wanted him to do what he’s actually been doing.”
“And that’s not great, but it’s just legal enough that they’re in the clear, and Laird goes down for it all.”
“So,” Nguyen said slowly, “it didn’t matter that it was Norah who was investigating. It could have been anyone. They just needed to keep her busy enough to not solve what was actually going on.”
Norah thought it through. Take Perry out of the equation so she didn’t have support, not knowing Delta was helping too. If she didn’t have support, she wouldn’t be able to figure things out, at least not as quickly as she’d need to. Keep her busy with distractions at the bank and at Mr. C’s so she couldn’t figure out the whole picture.
The fact that it was Norah just made things a tiny bit more complicated, but it wasn’t a secret that she wasn’t close with her family. As Mr. C had pointed out, it got mentioned in articles about her family all the time. They could safely assume she wouldn’t be checking in with her brother about all of his business dealings. Potentially, all that having her involved achieved was making the distractions more distracting because of the connection to Laird.
She shook her head. To her mind, this was a ridiculous amount of trouble to go to for some land, but that was why she wasn’t in business.
Her phone rang. She pulled it out and, seeing it was Delta, answered the call. “Hey.”
“Hey, where are you?” Her voice was urgent, slightly frantic.
“I’m at the office. Why? What’s up?” Upon hearing the stress saturating her tone, all of the chattering at the end of her earpiece stopped.
Delta sighed. “Well, I have a gift for Rhodes from Suarez, but also, the guy he picked up is telling them your brother is behind everything. Suarez doesn’t believe him but it’s out of his hands. They’re on their way to pick Laird up now.”
Norah stared at the ceiling, momentarily stunned. That did make sense.
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This wasn’t good.
Perry arrived home and immediately collapsed into her chair. She’d met Norah on the way back from Mr. C’s place to pick up the earpiece and data from Ghost Guy’s phone that Suarez had sent over. It was helpful to have and she didn’t underestimate the risks Suarez was taking by giving it to them, but their best bet had been having access to Laird, being able to work with him to bring down whoever was setting him up. Now, he was in custody and they couldn’t reach him. That made their next steps unclear.
Kevin was already working on the data from Ghost Guy’s phone. An old hand with corporate tech, he was their best bet at finding something they could use, but, after all the trouble Emerald had gone through, Perry wasn’t feeling hopeful.
Norah and Delta were still in their office, staying at a safe distance from Perry’s base while trying what they could to get in to see Laird. It wasn’t looking good. Perry would have known that even if she hadn’t recently been detained for the same things.
And they were running out of time.
With Laird taken in, if they got to Perry’s court appointment without a way to get her out, they’d be in serious trouble. Even if the others got the truth out after that, it seemed unlikely they’d be able to use it to get Perry out. She needed something she could use now.
They needed a miracle.
“Hello, Norah,” said a voice in Perry’s earpiece. The voice was unfamiliar to her, but the noise Norah let out told Perry it wasn’t new to her.
“What are you doing here?” Norah asked.
Perry dragged a laptop to herself, pulling up the nanny cam footage for Norah’s office. She frowned at the scene. Was that her mother?
Faith Rosenberg didn’t answer her daughter’s question. She simply looked around the office. “Quaint.”
Perry seethed. That was the kind of compliment rich people gave to be indirectly rude. And it was a bit rich coming from a woman who had made some bizarre deal with her stepson to have nothing to do with each other unless one of them became a billionaire, at which point, they became… friends? Allies? Family? Perry wasn’t sure.
“What do you want, Mother?” Norah said.
Perry watched Delta sitting between where Norah was and where her mother stood by the door. Her expression was horrified, the kind of horrified where you couldn’t look away no matter how uncomfortable you were.
“Obviously,” her mother said, sounding bored and looking at her nails, “I want you to get your brother out of jail. That’s the kind of thing you do here, right?”
Norah didn’t bother asking how her mother knew she was aware Laird had been arrested. “No. Not really. I’m an investigator. It can help get people out of trouble, but I’m not a lawyer. I can’t just waltz into the police station and demand they release him.”
Faith sighed. “Well, I’m sure you know plenty of people who can do that. People who have lots of experience getting others out of jail.”
“Why isn’t she just using their usual lawyers?” Perry muttered. The Rosenbergs, like most rich people, had a whole host of lawyers on their payroll. Coming to her daughter didn’t make any sense.
Norah hummed. “Why aren’t you just using Anthony? Isn’t this the kind of thing you pay him for?”
Perry had heard Norah mention him before. He was the lawyer her parents called when they’d done something illegal. It wasn’t usually being accused of stealing billions of dollars or terrorizing old people out of their protected homes, more like when they’d committed traffic infractions, but still, that was their guy.
Faith shifted awkwardly, clearing her throat. “Anthony is no longer at our disposal.”
Perry had so many words for people who claimed others were at their
disposal. None of them were good.
Norah tilted her head in a way that Perry knew meant she was smirking, even if she couldn’t see it on the footage. “And why is that?”
Faith straightened up even further—a difficult task for someone who looked like they had a rod rammed up their backside from the minute they’d stepped into the office. “Norah,” she sighed as if Norah were the disappointment here.
Perry was adding Faith to her list of people she disliked. Again. Just like Lyle and Laird were on it multiple times.
“Yes, Mother?” Norah said and Perry loved what her overly serene tone did to Delta’s face. She looked like she was watching the world’s most entertaining movie, right as the villain got their comeuppance.
Faith huffed. “I do not need to explain to you why we have… parted ways with our staff.”
“Of course you don’t. You came here to ask for professional help, and you’re welcome to part ways with Rosenberg and Mitchell any time you like.” She gestured to the door behind Faith. “I believe you know the way out.”
“Norah,” Faith snapped, her carefully controlled façade slipping. She took a steadying breath, rearranging her facial features with some effort.
Perry smiled. She loved watching Norah in control—she loved it when Norah lost control too, but that was different. There was something so alluring about the way she was standing up to her mother right now, putting her in her place, naming her terms, and refusing to step down. In her life, Norah had precious few moments around either of her parents where she had any say or any control, and many moments where they’d put her in situations she was uncomfortable with. Perry wasn’t always a vindictive person but, when it was deserved, she loved to see the tables turn.
Norah waited in silence until her mother spoke again. Perry grinned thinking about all of the people rushing to fill the space and giving themselves away versus the power of just waiting for the other person to speak.
“We have,” Faith started as if every syllable pained her, “decided to part ways because of your brother’s recent successes. Anthony felt it was a bad deal, advised Laird against it, advised Lyle and me to keep our distance, and, when we all went ahead and made our own decisions, Anthony didn’t like it. He said we were not to call him when this all blew up.”
Perry was astounded in an entirely unsurprised way at the mental gymnastics this woman was doing. She could just imagine how over it Norah must be. Especially with the way Faith now spoke of Laird, and how, apparently, the distance between the two had been a mutual agreement, Laird’s comments about it meant to control and manipulate young Norah. Even with all of his disgusting actions, there had been a part of Perry—a part of Norah too—that felt bad for Laird, that wondered whether all he needed was some therapy and he’d be able to see his worth, to see that he didn’t need to live his life the way he did.
In the end, none of that was real. He’d had a deal going with Faith longer than Norah had been alive. And the two of them were both playing nonsense games.
“So,” Norah said. There was that dangerous edge in her voice that she got when she was about to cut through all of the bullshit someone was trying to feed her. Perry couldn’t wait. “Laird got offered a terrible and borderline illegal deal. You got involved because he was about to become a billionaire and, apparently, there’s a whole deal around that that you’ve had forever. Your lawyer told him not to take it because it was bad and was going to land him in trouble. Instead of heeding that advice, Laird decided to go ahead and make the deal and you’re all friends now. And, once it’s come back to bite him and because you’ve lost said lawyer, you’ve shown up here to demand I—what, get you a new one?”
“Laird is family. He always has been. The particulars of my relationship with him are not, and have never been, your business. But you will do this.”
Norah walked around to the front of her desk and perched there. “You know, I’m actually impressed. I didn’t think you even knew where my office was.”
“I’m not playing games, Norah. You will find your brother a lawyer who can get him out.”
“Contrary to popular belief, I’m not friends with a bunch of lawyers who work on getting rich assholes out of jail.”
Faith didn’t look surprised at Norah’s words so Perry knew she’d referred to the people around her parents as rich assholes before. Perry loved that about her.
“He is your brother and he is being wrongly accused. You will get him out,” Faith said, seething.
“I might,” Norah said, shrugging. “But not because you asked. We’re working the case because it impacts our actual clients and people we care about. That still doesn’t mean I have a lawyer on standby that I can send you to.”
Faith looked very much like she wanted to give Norah advice on how to better manage her life and her business and insist that she keep lawyers on her books. She took a breath, apparently aware enough of her position to know that such advice would be unwelcome. “Fine. Here.”
Perry watched as Faith walked stiffly towards the desk, pulled a notebook from her bag, and placed it on the table.
“What’s that?” Norah asked.
“That is a list of IP addresses from emails Laird has received from the people he made the deal with, and a list of cell phone numbers they’ve contacted him from and the tower they were connected to when they did so. He had instructions to delete communications and call records, but we’re not ignorant enough to do that without keeping some kind of record.” She adjusted herself, standing up straighter again as she made it back to the door. “I don’t know what to do with them, but I trust that you do.”
“Oh, we definitely do,” Rhodes whispered excitedly.
Norah nodded at her mother. “Thank you for the information.”
Her mother nodded curtly and turned to leave.
When she made it to the door, Norah called after her, “What exactly do you get out of this deal with Laird?”
Her mother paused. “That is between me and Laird. Though, as much as you like to pretend you’re better than us, I’m sure even you can figure out why it would be beneficial to be close to a billionaire.” She carried on moving, calling back, “But just to be clear, I’m not paying you for this.”
Perry rolled her eyes. Faith Rosenberg was proof that someone doing one right thing didn’t make them a good person. Similarly, doing one wrong thing didn’t make you a bad one. The type of person you were was a sum of all of the things you did, all of the choices you made. And Faith Rosenberg chose incorrectly far too frequently to be a good person.
~
Perry stepped out onto the roof of their building. They were, once again, deep into the night shift. They were still running out of time but at least they had some direction now.
At the edge of the spot Perry had marked out as being out of view of any cameras stood Norah. Perry smiled. She was wearing Perry’s coat. The black trench was oversized on her but, whenever Perry saw her in it, she got some insight into how Norah felt seeing Perry in it.
To be fair, Norah liked it because Perry had been wearing it the first time they’d had sex, but still. It was similar.
She had the collar pulled up to protect her neck from the cold breeze that whistled over the building as she watched the city beyond.
As Perry approached her, she didn’t react but Perry knew she was aware of Perry’s presence. She stopped directly behind her, wrapping her arms around her when Norah relaxed back into her chest.
“How’s it going?” Norah asked, gesturing downstairs with her hand.
“It’s going,” Perry sighed. “There’s a lot of data and a lot of points it’s leading us to, but if anyone can solve it, it’s them.”
“Delta’s amazing at triangulating data like that.”
“Oh, she’s leading the charge. She’s commanding those two to do her bidding while she’s running around leading the operation, and doing a damn good job.”
Norah laughed. “That sounds right.”
“Absolutely.” She pulled Norah tighter against her chest, breathing her in.
This high up, the city around them, which was a bustling metropolis even at this hour, seemed peaceful, quieter, more logical. It was soothing to be up here when everything else felt chaotic.
“Are you okay?” she whispered into Norah’s shoulder.
Norah hummed. “I will be. Today has just been a weird day all over.”
Perry nodded, keeping her close. Days where Norah saw her family were always complicated but today was on a completely different level. “I’m sorry about your mother and Laird.”
“It’s okay.” She hesitated. Perry just held her tighter, giving her time until she whispered, “I just wish it wasn’t like that. Like, my mother expects favors that she can demand but she can’t even thank me. She can’t even explain why she and Laird lied for all those years, why they have their deal, or appreciate the things they both put me through. It’s always just their things, on their terms, with no care for anyone else and I can’t stand it.”
Perry kissed her head. “I’m so sorry, love. You deserve so much better.”
“Eh.” She cleared her throat, standing up straight. “I think I’m going to go completely no contact after this. Figure out a way to get the truth out and be done with them.”
Perry ran a hand over Norah’s hair and to her cheek. “I think that’s a good idea. I know it’s going to be hard and complicated at times, but I’m here to support you.”
“Thank you.” Norah smiled and nodded, something resolving in her eyes. “And, you know, from something Suarez said, the fact that I was with Laird and not running around the city following all the distractions earlier might be key to casting doubt on whether he was involved.”
Perry hummed. She had been wondering about that. They’d gone to so much trouble to get Perry out of the picture and keep Norah busy at that point, it couldn’t possibly be for nothing. If they’d been counting on Laird not having an alibi, Delta and Suarez had helped mess that up.
“We’ll have to see if it’s relevant, but you know neither of them will thank me even if it is.” She sighed, shaking her head. “But hey, at least we can move forward without them.”
“Absolutely,” Perry said emphatically. All she wanted to do was keep Norah safe and happy. Keeping the Rosenbergs and the Hills away from her was key to doing that.
“Okay,” Norah said, heaving a heavy sigh that seemed to let go of the things she was carrying. “Let’s go catch these guys and get you out of trouble.”



Seventeen
 
Perry had been right, not that Norah had doubted her. Delta was absolutely doing what she did best. Nguyen and Rhodes knew their way around tech but Delta had an incredible ability to organize people, to understand and connect with them, and that was completely evident when Norah and Perry returned downstairs.
Norah kept Perry’s coat wrapped tight around her. Being disappointed by her family wasn’t a new experience for her, but, when Norah had discovered her found family and become more aware of the impacts the people around her had on her, dealing with her parents had become increasingly fraught. These days, they left her feeling scorched inside—something to do with the fact that it was difficult to cut them off entirely but hating the way they treated her and made her feel. Perry’s coat was a safety blanket from the burn, it was the parachute that was going to give her a safe landing when she did what she needed to do and cut them off.
As soon as they figured out who was behind this whole thing and got Perry off the hook.
Perry walked over to the table, assessing all of the information they had. Norah watched as she frowned before moving to a cupboard Norah had never seen anyone use.
She smiled when Perry pulled out a giant map of the city. Perry was a hacker, sure, not as connected to the tech as Rhodes and Nguyen were, but she knew her way around a computer, and she knew how to use digital maps. But sometimes, Perry liked to do things the analog way. And that was adorable and attractive and it was so very Perry that it was like a balm to Norah’s scorched insides.
Perry pushed a side table out of the way to allow her access to a corkboard. Norah immediately stepped in to help her pin the map up, Delta’s conversation with Nguyen and Rhodes washing over them in the background.
“Can you grab that tablet?” Perry said, shooting Norah a soft smile.
Norah did and found a list of locations coordinating with the information her mother had left.
From what Norah could tell, Rhodes was still grabbing locations while Delta and Nguyen were looking for patterns around the Merryan Library. Norah was sure there was something there, but Perry pulling out a map and beginning to mark little dots on it told her Perry was looking for a pattern that didn’t just include the library.
After several minutes of Norah reading out locations and Perry marking colorful dots, she pulled back with a grin. “Do you see it?”
Norah put the tablet back down and stood beside Perry. At first, it just seemed like a mishmash of points, half of the city covered with them, but, after a moment, she saw it too. “The two clusters.”
“The two clusters,” Perry agreed, smiling. “Hey, folks, we’ve got something.”
Delta, Nguyen, and Rhodes hurried over to stand with them, looking eagerly at the map.
“We have two clusters,” Perry said, sounding very happy with herself. “IP addresses and cell tower pings that contact Laird from lots of different people but two specific areas.”
“Like people at their office,” Rhodes said, shooting Perry a knowing look.
“Exactly,” she said. “And, I haven’t checked yet—we’ll only be able to do it with the phone numbers—but I’m guessing a lot of the other points are those same people either at their homes or at random locations just to throw people off the scent. The same groups pinging other cell towers as they move around the city.”
“That’s why there’s nothing helpful near the library,” Nguyen added, nodding excitedly. “Delta and I were just looking at it and none of it has a pattern. The numbers were there once, maybe twice, like they were visiting or passing by.”
“Just like everything else at the library, it was just a temporary setup, but these…” Perry gestured to the two collections of dots. “These are our actual bases. And they either didn’t expect anyone to give this information up or thought it would be so hidden in all of the other random data that they’d be fine.”
“They were very almost right,” Delta said. “I can’t stand the woman, but without Faith who knows how long we’d have been looking for a lead like this.”
Norah nodded slowly. “So, what now?”
Rhodes grinned, turning to look at her. “Well, most of the numbers are burners so we can’t track people that way, but we can pull all of the videos from around these areas and get a look at who is doing this.”
“Once we have some leads from that,” Nguyen continued the thought seamlessly. “We get what info we can on the people there.”
They both hesitated, looking at each other with puzzled expressions.
“What is it?” Delta asked.
“Well,” Rhodes said with a shrug, “our usual approach would probably be to send Perry in to get information from them, intimidate them into stopping, that kind of thing, you know? But, given the situation…”
“That would be a terrible move,” Perry said, frustration evident in her voice.
Delta laughed. “Of course you lot don’t think of the obvious legal connection.”
They all turned to her expectantly.
She rolled her eyes. “Suarez is on your side. He’s set Perry up with a lawyer who’s on our side.” When nobody said anything, she huffed a laugh. “You ask Suarez to connect you with the lawyer immediately and you take them all of the info you have.”
Norah nodded. “They use the info to make a deal with the police that gets Perry off the hook.”
“Exactly. And, between that and you being his alibi earlier today, it might even get Laird out, but, given that he did make a questionable deal, I’m not sure whether it will get him completely off the hook.” She looked at Perry. “You can also tell your lawyer to ask to deal with Suarez. Obviously, that will be smoother sailing and they don’t need to know you’re all in this together. Just act like you don’t like him much when you’re all together and you’ll be fine.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” Rhodes laughed, “Perry’s got tons of experience not liking people. I’m sure she’ll do an excellent job.”
Perry sent him a dark look before rolling her eyes at him. Norah simply smiled as she watched the expression, the beginnings of relief and hope starting to creep into her.
“I’m sure she has,” Delta said, looking Perry over with slightly narrowed eyes.
Perry barely suppressed a smirk at the accusation. Norah was sure she was taking it as a compliment.
Like a sports team breaking from a huddle, they each turned and immediately got to work on gathering as much evidence as they could on those involved.
The team was larger than Norah would have expected, which she supposed made sense given the scope of this whole saga and all of the things they had control over. She watched as the list of apparent participants grew. People who had no public ties to Emerald Realty Group—and who seemed to have been hired specifically for these types of illegal operations—and those who did, who appeared at the locations rarely but who still seemed connected, collected together into a pile that was going to save Perry’s freedom.
After a few hours, and when time was really starting to run low for Perry, they finally had ample evidence.
~
“Perry?” a voice called from behind her as she stood opposite the weird off-grid police station she’d been taken to after being arrested. It was no wonder they weren’t aware of it. The building was so unassuming above ground. If you didn’t know it was there, Perry doubted you’d ever even notice it.
She turned and found a tall, slim guy in an understated navy blue suit approaching her. She smiled. “Mr. Lawyer, I’m guessing.”
He laughed. “Mr. Czerniawski, actually, but you can call me Dom.”
She looked him over. The name was familiar. She cast her mind back and was almost certain that was Mr. C’s name. He’d insisted Norah call him ‘Mr. C’ but Perry was suddenly sure Czerniawski was his actual name. She wondered whether the two were related. They didn’t look very alike but, sometimes, families didn’t.
“Ready for this?” Dom asked, a gleam in his eyes that told Perry he was.
“Absolutely.”
They had no trouble getting in and being taken to an interview room but it had always struck Perry as odd that the process for making a deal was to go to the police first. She’d read it hadn’t always been that way. As she faced the situation before her, she couldn’t help thinking the old system might have been better.
They took their seats in a small room. It was slightly more comfortable than the one she’d previously been in but the similarities—the lack of windows and the potential for things to go wrong—still made her antsy.
Beside her, Dom set up, pulling out a laptop, a folder containing printouts of all of the evidence Perry had sent him, and opening a secure video call.
Perry watched, frowning.
He smiled. “We’re going to call the judge assigned to you in. With the shifts being what they are, this is the best method of ensuring we get the right judge in a timely manner. If we went to court, we might be stuck waiting until your actual assigned time. This way, we get a deal done on a much more… agreeable timetable.”
Watching him speak, Perry was certain Dom was good at his job. She was very glad he was on her side and, more generally, on the side Suarez, Delta, and the rest of the team were fighting for.
A severe-looking woman answered Dom’s video call. From the background, Perry would guess she was at home. Perry would have felt worse for interrupting her at home if her own freedom weren’t hanging in the balance.
“Mr. Czerniawski, I have received the evidence you sent over. Thank you,” she said before looking from Dom to Perry. “Ms. Jones, I am interested to see how this goes.”
Perry nodded, unsure whether that was a good thing or not but appreciating the judge’s energy.
The door burst open and Detective Dickhead stepped in seemingly against his will. He was attempting to block Suarez from getting into the room but, as Suarez refused to stop, Lewis was led backward into the room. Perry didn’t need to see his face to know it was an angry red color.
“This is my case, Suarez,” Lewis yelled.
Suarez raised his eyebrows before reaching up to wipe his face. Perry’s face puckered in disgust as she realized he was wiping Lewis’ inadvertent spit from his face. “The defendant’s lawyer has requested me, Lewis. Judge Mercer has approved the change for this negotiation. You’re free to go.”
Perry fought a smile. There was something about Suarez dismissing Lewis, his voice still friendly and his semi-permanent smile still in place, that was so much better than if Suarez had simply yelled back.
“No,” Lewis yelled, too loud for the tiny room and definitely too loud for how close he was to Suarez. “This is mine. This is my case, my promotion, mine.”
Clearly having had enough of the tantrum, the judge cleared her throat. “Lieutenant Lewis, if you could stop the hysterics, I’m sure we would all appreciate it.”
Lewis—who Perry had almost forgotten was a lieutenant—twisted, looking like his soul was leaving his body. His eyes landed on the laptop Dom had moved to face the scene in the doorway. “Judge Mercer. I didn’t know you were here. My apologies.”
“Evidently,” she replied. Perry thought even she might wither under such a judgemental tone. Not that Lewis didn’t deserve it.
He cleared his throat. “Your Honor, this is my case. I was the one who interviewed Peregrine when we brought her in. I would like to see it to a close.”
“Ms. Jones,” Judge Mercer said, more a correction than anything else, “is here to potentially provide important information that is pertinent to serious crimes in the city. If she and her lawyer are happier with the conduct of another officer and request to work with him, that is her legal right.”
Lewis looked like he might throw up. “But…”
“But nothing. I have approved this hearing with Detective Suarez and I do not have all day. Please allow us to get on with it. If you must stay, you may listen without interruption.”
Suarez stepped around him, pulled out one of the chairs, and moved it off to the side, gesturing to Lewis. He then moved his own chair into the middle of the space on the other side of the table, blocking Lewis from pulling his chair back up and joining him.
Perry didn’t know if it was protocol or petty. She kind of hoped for petty.
Lewis sulked at the door, his face oscillating between angry and sick.
“Lieutenant,” Judge Mercer barked after a moment, losing patience, “if you could.”
He huffed and Perry wondered whether he might storm out, but fear of missing out clearly won and he slammed the door closed before throwing himself into the chair Suarez had provided, looking like a petulant child.
Dom took a deep breath while Suarez smiled and said, “Okay. Now that we’re all situated, allow us to begin.”



Eighteen
 
It was hours later that Perry finally breathed a sigh of relief. The negotiation had taken longer than she’d thought. It turned out that, when you were making this kind of deal with the police, there were a lot of things to go through, a lot of paperwork and minutiae to figure out before they let you walk away scot-free. And, the whole time, they had you thinking they weren’t going to uphold their end of the deal, they were going to take you into custody anyway, and your girlfriend and your chosen family would never know what happened to you.
But, as Perry walked from the subway stop back home, she felt lighter again, ready to get back to her usual self and her usual work. The deal had been done, the police were going after the members of Emerald Realty Group behind this whole thing, Laird Hill was probably going to be released with some heavy fines, and Perry and Suarez had done a good job pretending not to be on the same team for the whole thing—though Team Piss Detective Dickhead Off was an amazing team to be on.
Her phone vibrated and she pulled it out, smiling as she registered that it was Norah’s number calling her. “Hey, beautiful.”
“God, it’s good to hear you sounding like that again,” Norah said, her voice turning slightly dreamy.
“What? Flirtatious?” Perry laughed.
“No, no. Just… like a weight’s been lifted.”
Perry smiled softly. “I suppose that’s right. Quite the dream team you’ve got around you between Delta, Suarez, Kevin, and Rhodes. They can even get me out of trouble.”
Norah giggled in that way Perry loved, that way she only giggled when it was the two of them, often when it was deep into the afternoon and they were both supposed to be sleeping but they were alone, behind blackout curtains, laughing together, luxuriating in each other and their time together. “You know full well that you’re the only part of this team who is every one of my dreams.”
There was a time Perry wouldn’t have been able to stand being so mushy with someone—there was a time Norah wouldn’t have been able to stand it either—but that was long gone. They were so blissfully happy and in love. Perry felt as though she were standing on top of the world when there was someone there to welcome her home after days like today.
“And you’re mine, my love,” she said, glancing around to check nobody could hear her doting on Norah. “Was this the reason you called?”
“Oh!” The sound of Norah stumbling, clearly being brought back to Earth, was loud over the call. “No. It’s happening.”
“What?” Perry’s heart started racing.
“The police, they’re going after the Emerald lot. Nguyen and Rhodes have about seven different raids happening right now. There are probably more, but those are the ones they’ve found so far. Safe to assume they were gathering info and preparing while you were still in with Suarez and the judge.”
Perry started running. Running was something she was not a fan of but that was occasionally a necessity in her line of work. “I’m almost there.”
It was only minutes later that she was running up the stairs to their main floor to find the screens lit up with the police storming homes and office buildings and one space that looked like some kind of abandoned underground hangar.
She stopped behind Norah, wrapping her arms around her and kissing her cheek as she kept her eyes on the screens, catching up with whatever she could.
Her eyes caught on one that featured Suarez. It was somewhere in a fancy neighborhood, much like where Laird and the Rosenbergs lived. The street was lined with perfectly manicured trees and expensive homes.
With so many cameras running at the same time, any audio they could hack was silenced, but Perry watched as Suarez said something into the radio on his chest and his team started moving towards one of the houses.
Given the area and that Suarez was there, Perry suspected they were going after the mastermind behind the whole thing. She was curious to see who it was. In normal circumstances, they’d have earned a spot at the top of Perry’s list of targets. This time, she wasn’t sure how wise that would be. She would definitely be working on ensuring the police forgot who she was, not on drawing their attention by going after the person who set her up.
“Laird is still in custody?” she asked Norah quietly. She didn’t want to disturb Rhodes and Kevin who were tapping away at their computers excitedly. Their current feeds on the raids were stable but they were scanning for others and for better angles on the ones they were already watching.
“Yeah. He’ll probably stay there at least until they’ve done some interviews with this lot and confirmed that he wasn’t really behind most of this, you know?”
Perry hummed, bending to rest her head on Norah’s shoulder. “I’m sure he’s having a wonderful time.”
“Not as wonderful a time as he’ll be having when he realizes what’s going on out here.”
Perry frowned. “How do you mean?”
“His company’s stocks took a nosedive upon news of his arrest getting out. Between that and the leaked information suggesting he’s been making some very questionable deals, I don’t think—even if he gets away with no legal consequences—he’s going to have the best time in the future.”
“Huh. Wonder who leaked that.”
Norah moved to look over her own shoulder at Perry. “Did our first case together teach you nothing?”
Perry pulled back, looking at her curiously. “About what?”
“About how I am more than happy to work with journalists.”
It took Perry a moment to fully comprehend what Norah was saying. She enjoyed the satisfied expression on Norah’s face when the penny finally dropped and Perry laughed. “I hope you’re not working with them the way you were working with me.”
Norah barked a laugh. “I am not.”
“Suarez’s team is bringing someone out,” Kevin reported, drawing Perry and Norah back into the current situation.
“Oh, it’s him,” Norah said as a guy Perry could only imagine on a poster for The All-American Boy Doll was led out of his home in handcuffs. Perry was certain several of the neighbors must be twitching their curtains to get a look at what was happening.
“You know him?” she asked Norah.
“Mm. He’s in the circles.” That had become Norah’s way of referring to anyone connected to her parents, the Richmonds, and basically anyone Norah had had the misfortune to be around when she was growing up and her mother was trying to make her into Mrs. All-American Wife.
Perry considered the guy on screen. He was so painfully family money and nothing good that she automatically didn’t like him, even putting aside the fact he was probably the mastermind behind a scheme to kick the elderly out of their homes, own the city, and make people pay extortionately to live in it, and to setup this little family that Perry loved so much.
Also, based on his age, she didn’t think he was one of Lyle’s friends. “He knows Ryan Richmond,” she said, certain she was right.
“He does indeed.” Norah shrugged. “I mean, of course he does. Everyone around our age knows each other. That’s how it works in my parents’ circle.”
Perry understood that, logically. She didn’t like the way it worked but she’d seen enough in her time hacking those circles and heard enough from Norah to know that it makes sense. “What’s his name?”
“George Something? James Something?” Norah frowned, concentrating as she tried to remember.
“Ashten—with an e—George,” Rhodes said, clearly having run him through their databases to find him.
“Oh, right,” Norah said, shaking her head. “Never did like him much.”
“Who is he?” Perry asked Rhodes.
One of the screens behind him switched from a CCTV feed to Ashten George.
“Ashten George, second son and third child of Colton George, the owner of Emerald Realty Group. Works at his dad’s company. Looks like his older siblings are both higher up at work than him.”
“So this was his bid to prove himself to his dad and the company and gain leverage over his siblings?” Perry asked, scowling at the image of him up on the screen.
“Probably,” Norah said, sighing heavily. “You saw how it was with Ryan, the things these kids get away with, and how nepotistic business is.”
Perry raised an eyebrow, nodding. They absolutely had seen that. She’d seen it over and over again amongst the people she stole from. The businesses in this city were rotten to the core.
Perry and Norah watched as someone on Suarez’s team led Ashten George to a car and shut him inside.
“I’m into his emails,” Rhodes said after a few minutes. “And, yep, looks like he and his siblings are all involved in some kind of competition to prove to their dad who should take over the company. They had meetings to assess their progress and everything.”
Perry watched Rhodes’ disgusted face, feeling the exact same way. “So their dad knows what he was doing?”
Rhodes pursed his lips as he searched the emails. “I’m not sure. There’s nothing here that suggests he knows exactly what was going on. He knows about the deal with Laird but there’s nothing about Ghost Guy or anything too illegal here.”
“If it existed, I’m sure they would have deleted it immediately,” Norah said. “Just like they told Laird to.”
Without looking up from what he was doing, Kevin hummed. “Possibly. I’d imagine most of it wasn’t done through the work channels. The only parts that would be there would be things that implied they were dealing in good faith, things that would get them their money back when he set up Laird, and anything that keeps Colton George out of trouble. He’s not new enough to risk his own position. The kids will be the ones on the chopping board if it goes badly. Just as Ashten is now. Besides, there was too much quality tech and skill behind what he was doing for him to be a rookie when it comes to hiding stuff like this.”
“Ryan emailed him,” Rhodes said, looking up at Norah.
“Ryan did?” Norah shrugged. “I don’t think I ever once got him to reply to an email, even when I was working his case.”
Rhodes looked at her with an amused expression, something almost bordering on scandalized. “Apparently, getting revenge on you was far more interesting and pressing than having you solve a case for him.”
“Explain,” Perry said, holding Norah a little tighter.
“Well,” Rhodes looked back at the computer, “most of their communication appears to have been through some other medium, but, Ryan was apparently getting impatient because he emailed Ashten at work to say that he’d seen Norah and Perry out together and he wanted to know what—and I quote—“that little bitch” was still doing walking around when he’d given Ashten the information he wanted.”
Perry growled. “You should have let me kill him when we had him in that room at the back of Liv’s.”
Norah patted Perry’s arm. “Now, now, love. I’m completely fine and I know you’ve got a loose relationship with the law but murder isn’t your thing.”
“It could be,” Perry muttered, causing Kevin to laugh. He deserved to laugh, he was the one who’d been stuck working under the Richmonds for so long.
“We should send this over to Suarez,” Rhodes said. “It will likely be helpful to the case and who knows how long it will take for the police to get to all of this? Their earlier computer wizardry seems to have only worked because they were being handed a specific trail to follow.”
Kevin pointed at the screen showing Ashten George’s house. “Yeah, and they’re going to be busy going through all of that tech.”
Sure enough, they were carrying laptops, computers, tablets, and various other items out of the house and loading them up into vans to take with them.
Norah’s phone vibrated between her and Perry where it sat in her back pocket. She fished it out, looked at it for a moment, and barked a bitter laugh before holding it up for Perry.
On the screen was a message from Delta. Recognize anyone? she asked, followed by screenshots from a conversation with Suarez.
Pictures Perry was sure he was taking live at the scene dominated the screenshots. One was a framed photo featuring Ashten, Ryan Richmond, and a bunch of other guys at some formal event.
Delta sent a new set of screenshots as Perry was watching Norah’s phone. They contained photos of printed-out conversations between a number listed as Ryan Richmond and, presumably, Ashten. In the messages, Ryan was relaying information about Norah, but even more about Perry.
She was going to have to be careful and monitor Ryan a little more closely. It seemed that while he was annoyed at Norah, he was positively enraged at Perry. She grinned considering that.
The messages cast a different image on who Ryan might have been referring to as a bitch, as well as whether Norah’s involvement was random after all. Ryan knew Laird and was clearly going after people in Norah’s life. Perhaps Laird hadn’t only been a good target because he didn’t have many people who would fight to protect him, perhaps it was a way to get Norah involved and, by extension, Perry.
Perry supposed it made sense, she was the one who had stolen Ryan’s thirty-seven million dollars, she was the one he was forced to allow to get away with that, and, in his mind, she was the one who had stolen Norah away from him. Not that he’d ever stood a chance with Norah—she couldn’t stand him—but that was not a fact he had ever internalized.
It also made sense that Ashten and his team would have only been able to set her up the way they did if they knew she existed. Even with the skill they had, finding her would have taken a hell of a lot more effort without someone telling them about her. Now that she thought about it, the whole thing did make more sense this way. It had been clear the group was expecting Norah to be free after the library, they were setting up Perry to be caught. Having her arrested helped reduce the people chasing them and in throwing Norah off, but why would they have cared about Perry if someone hadn’t told them she mattered? If it hadn’t been a way to get back at her?
Of course, this was about spoiled little boys and their egos. It was always that.
“I can take the info from Ashten’s emails to Suarez,” Kevin said, pulling Perry out of her reverie.
“What? Why?” She felt like she’d missed something.
Kevin laughed. “Well, because, officially, I’m still a security expert and I work freelance. It would be reasonable for him to bring someone like me on for a case like this.”
Oh, right. They had set that up, specifically for moments like this. A cover for Kevin to keep him safe, but also something that they might be able to work with sometimes, and this was definitely one of those times.
She nodded. “Sure. If that gets this included and gets them checking in on our little friend Ryan, I’m in favor.”
Kevin smiled before getting up to go change. He never dressed nearly as casually as Rhodes did, but, when he was going out to meet people, to publicly be the tech expert he was, he still liked to dress a little more formally. Perry wasn’t judging—in the way her black clothes and trench coat had become her armor in the world, the shirts and ties were Kevin’s.
“So, who do you think is going down for all of this?” Norah said, gesturing to the screens where dozens of people were still being taken in by the police.
Perry snorted. “I have no idea. Ashten’s daddy will likely get him off, make some kind of deal or something, unfortunately. Then, I suppose it depends on how much the people doing all of the hacking and making Ghost Guy disappear, etc, knew. Or how much they can convince the police they didn’t know. If they just thought they were doing a regular job, they might be safe, but I guess it depends on what they find on the computers and what people say.” She shrugged. There was never any way to know in these cases. “I’d wager Ghost Guy is. He’s not high up enough to not be on the frontline and he was the one actually terrorizing Mr. C and the others.”
“Yeah.” Norah sighed. “I doubt Laird is, which is why I might have accidentally shared news of his involvement. He’s done too many terrible things to just keep getting away with them.”
Perry nodded. She had a reasonable idea of the things he’d done and couldn’t agree more. And, if Norah was now cutting her family off and wanted to talk about the things she’d seen or been subjected to around them, Perry was always going to be there for her.
Norah led Perry to their seats at the table to settle in for what was going to be a long night of raids and trickles of information—things they could cobble together, tidbits from Suarez, and whatever Kevin managed to get while he was at the station. There was no way this was going to be over quickly, but they were going to be watching all of it. Every single one of them who didn’t get in trouble for things they knew were wrong was going to be added to her list, and Ryan Richmond was right back at the top of it again.
“Oh, I just remembered I need to ask you something,” Perry said, looking happily at Norah. “What’s Mr. C’s actual name?”
Norah looked at her questioningly. “Like, what’s the ‘C’ for? Czerniawski.”
Perry laughed. “That’s my lawyer’s name too.”
“Are you serious? How common a name is that?”
“Not very, I’m guessing.”
“How old is he?” Norah asked, clearly remembering something relevant.
“Oh, I don’t know, forty-five, maybe? Why?”
Norah grinned. “Because Mr. C once told me he had a brother, who had a kid, but they’d lost contact and he’d always wondered how they were.”
“What were their names?”
“Piotr and…” Norah’s face scrunched up as she thought. “Domhnall, I think.”
Perry laughed, loudly. Norah wasn’t big on coincidences, but maybe this one wasn’t all bad. “Like Dom.”
A smile took over Norah’s face. “A lot of this whole thing has been awful, but inadvertently finding both Mr. C and his long-lost nephew fighting for the same thing might actually make it worth it.”
Perry leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You are not wrong. And you know what else makes it worth it?”
“What?” Norah asked, an eager and excited smile taking over her face.
“Now I have a reason to go after Ryan Richmond again. You get me arrested and you should know I’m coming after your little trust fund.”
Norah laughed. “You’re incorrigible.”
“I am, but you love me like that.”
“I absolutely do.”
“So,” Perry grinned, “do you want to help me hack Ryan Richmond again?”
“I absolutely do.” She gestured to the computer while Rhodes laughed at the pair of them before rolling his eyes and helping himself to a blueberry muffin. “Lead the way, my love.” 
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