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CHAPTER	ONE

ate	Bertram	was	an	addict.

At	least	he’d	told	the	room	as	much	twenty	minutes	ago.	His

sponsor,	Nia,	had	nudged	him	for	the	tenth	time	in	an	hour.	She

was	always	encouraging	him	to	“share”	and	“be	vulnerable”	and	a

bunch	of	other	 things	he	didn’t	particularly	care	about.	Because,

as	much	as	he	had	no	problem	saying	it	to	appease	Nia	or	his	dad,

Tate	was	not	an	addict.

Over	the	last	few	months,	he’d	heard	everyone	in	the	room	go

on	and	on	about	chasing	that	high,	about	what	had	happened	the

last	time	they	felt	the	grooves	of	a	chip	beneath	their	thumbnail	or

how	 they’d	 lost	 everything	 the	 last	 time	 they’d	 walked	 into	 a

casino.	Tate	wasn’t	 like	 them.	He	wasn’t	 filled	with	 these	pitiful

regrets,	because	he	wasn’t	an	addict.

But	if	he	was,	this	whole	meeting	would	be	one	big,	fat	trigger.

He	put	a	hand	 in	 the	pocket	of	his	charcoal	pea	coat,	pushing

past	 the	 thirty-day	 chip	Nia	 had	 given	 him	 earlier	 to	 get	 to	 the

small	deck	of	cards	he	always	kept	with	him.	The	 feeling	of	 the

cards—worn	 well	 beyond	 any	 practical	 use—calmed	 him.	 He

purposefully	 avoided	 looking	 at	Nia.	 She	 had	 a	 shrewdness	 that

came	not	only	from	her	extensive	gambling	history	but	also	from

her	being	a	detective	with	Chicago’s	Bureau	of	Organized	Crime.

If	anyone	could	pick	up	on	his	tells,	she	was	the	one.

Fortunately,	her	phone	vibrated	before	that	could	happen.	She

quickly	silenced	it,	but	Tate	knew	something	must	be	going	on	for

her	to	have	her	phone	on	at	all.	That	was	a	major	faux	pas	at	GA,

and	Nia	was	nothing	if	not	dedicated	to	the	program.



He	 watched	 her	 face	 out	 of	 the	 corner	 of	 his	 eye.	 It	 was	 so

slight,	her	reaction	to	whatever	had	appeared	on	her	screen.	Most

people	would	altogether	miss	the	slight	tensing	around	her	brown

eyes	 when	 she	 blinked.	 If	 she’d	 been	 on	 her	 guard,	 she	 never

would	have	let	that	slip.	But,	then,	she’d	been	out	of	the	game	for

too	long.

“Something	 wrong,	 Detective	 Tafolo?”	 Tate	 muttered	 to	 her

while	 a	 sketchy	 old	 guy	 with	 more	 ear	 hair	 than	 head	 hair

rambled	on	about	dog	racing	at	the	front	of	the	room.

Nia	 snapped	 to	 attention,	 her	 poker	 face	 in	 perfect	 form.

“Nothing.	Why	do	you	ask?”

“Your	 phone	 is	 on,	which	was	my	 first	 clue—and	 it	was	 your

work	phone,	which	already	makes	it	painfully	dull.	But	my	second

clue	was	that	you	did	the	thing	with	your	eyes,	you	know,	where

you	blink	a	bit	too	hard?	Gives	you	away	every	time.”

She	didn’t	do	the	thing	with	her	eyes	now.	“Tate,”	she	said,	her

voice	 low,	 “one	 of	 these	 days,	 you’ll	 realize	 that	 you	 can’t	 get

better	 until	 you	 stop	 treating	 every	 interaction	 like	 it’s	 a	 play	 in

some	long	con—”

“I’m	not	a	grifter.”

“And	I’m	not	your	mark.	I’m	your	sponsor.”

“Yeah,	 yeah.	 And	 you’re	 a	 great	 sponsor.	 Dogged.	 Relentless.

Determined.	Synonyms.”	He	stretched	his	arms	out,	then	clasped

his	 hands	 behind	 his	 head	 with	 a	 rakish	 grin.	 “But	 that	 doesn’t

mean	I’m	wrong.”

He	 got	 no	 response,	 which	 was	 all	 the	 response	 he	 needed.

When	Nia	slipped	out	of	the	room	a	few	minutes	later,	he	wasn’t



surprised.	 After	 another	 ten	 minutes	 of	 studiously	 not	 paying

attention	to	the	meeting,	though,	Tate	felt	listless.	Nia	still	wasn’t

back,	 and	 keeping	 her	 on	 her	 toes	 was	 the	 only	 real	 point	 in

coming.	Without	her	 there,	monitoring	his	every	move?	Bo-ring.

He	 didn’t	 think	 he	 could	 take	 another	 minute	 of	 people

bemoaning	 their	 addiction,	 whining	 about	 how	 gambling	 had

ruined	them	when	they	so	obviously—so	desperately—missed	it.

His	hand	 found	 its	way	back	 to	his	pocket,	his	 thumb	 running

over	the	tattered	cards.

Screw	this.

He	 stood	 and	 looked	 around	 the	 room.	 Faces	 turned	 to	 his

expectantly,	 and	 Tate	 realized	 there	 was	 a	 break	 in	 speakers.

They	 thought	 he	 was	 going	 back	 up,	 didn’t	 they?	 They	 wanted

more	from	the	guy	who’d	been	impaled	on	a	curtain	rod	trying	to

escape	 a	 debt	 (details	Nia	 had	 as	much	 as	 blackmailed	 him	 into

sharing).	 Hell,	 maybe	 he	 should	 show	 them	 the	 scar	 that	 had

turned	his	six-pack	into	seven.

Now	that	would	be	fun.	And	because	this	was	an	open	meeting,

Nia	wasn’t	 the	only	girl	here	tonight.	 In	fact,	 there	was	one	with

smoky	eyes	he	definitely	wouldn’t	mind	comparing	 scars	with	 if

he	could	make	it	till	the	end	of	the	meeting.

But	then	he’d	have	to	stay	till	the	end	of	the	meeting	…

Nah.

“Well,”	he	said	to	everyone	and	no	one,	“this	was	real.”

He	walked	out	of	the	room.

Whispers	and	a	 few	grumbles	scored	his	departure.	He	smiled,

even	as	he	realized	he	wasn’t	getting	that	girl’s	number	now.	You



win	some,	you	lose	some,	he	thought	as	he	waited	for	the	elevator.

He	took	it	to	the	ground	floor,	ignoring	the	vast	and	disapproving

sanctuary	on	his	way	out	of	the	famed	Chicago	Temple	building.

In	the	bustling,	brisk	evening	air,	he	breathed	a	little	easier.	He

ran	a	hand	 through	his	blond	hair	 and	buttoned	up	his	pea	coat

while	 he	 walked.	 The	 smell	 of	 exhaust	 and	 humanity	 filled	 his

lungs.	 People	 crowded	 the	 downtown	 streets,	 heading	 to	 and

from	restaurants	and	shops	and	plays.	Skyscrapers	 towered	over

him.	Theater	lights	winked	at	him.	Beautiful	girls	smiled	at	him.

This	was	more	like	it.

On	 his	 way	 to	 the	 subway	 station,	 a	 flashing	 sign	 in	 a

convenience	store	window	caught	his	eye.	The	Powerball	was	up

to	 $564	million,	 and	 the	meeting	 had	 left	 him	 impulsive,	 itching

for	 something.	 He	 hadn’t	 played	 poker	 for	 thirty	 days	 …	 thirty

painfully	 dull	 days.	 But	 did	 Nia	 believe	 that	 he	 didn’t	 have	 a

problem?	Of	course	not.	And	that	was	nothing	compared	with	his

family.	 He	 could	 go	 a	 lifetime	 without	 even	 saying	 the	 word

“poker”	and	his	family	wouldn’t	believe	him.

He	needed	a	scratch-off.

A	 bell	 announced	 his	 entry	 into	 the	 store.	 He	 never	 got	 the

lottery	 tickets	 right	 away—it	 felt	 obsessive	 to	 care	 that	 much

about	something	as	stupid	as	scratching	silver	flecks	off	a	piece	of

paper.	 Instead,	 he	 wandered	 the	 few	 small	 aisles,	 walking	 past

pockets	 of	 teenagers	 and	 the	 odd	 patron	 until	 he	 reached	 the

drink	machines.	As	he	poured	himself	a	Slurpee,	he	looked	up	in

time	 to	 see	 a	 sloppy,	 box-faced	man	 in	 a	winter	 hat	 eyeing	 the

vodka	in	the	refrigerator	from	beneath	his	heavy	brow.	The	man



looked	left	and	right,	then	slid	a	bottle	into	an	inner	pocket	of	his

oversized	jacket.

He	looked	familiar.	The	old	dog-racing-obsessed	guy	from	GA,

maybe?	 No,	 even	 hunched	 down,	 this	 guy	 was	 bigger	 than	 the

bald,	squirrely	dude	from	the	meeting.	Besides,	the	man	in	front	of

him	 was	 also	 already	 drunk,	 something	 no	 one	 from	 GA	 could

have	managed	in	the	five	minutes	since	Tate	had	left	the	meeting.

Not	 that	 he	 cared.	 He	 jammed	 a	 straw	 in	 his	 drink	 and	went

over	to	the	counter,	where	he	dropped	a	ten-dollar	bill	to	pay.

“Will	that	be	all?”	the	clerk	asked.

Tate	spotted	the	drunk	trying—and	failing—to	make	his	way	to

the	door	inconspicuously.	Dude.	Something	like	pity	rooted	in	his

chest.	Gesturing	 to	 the	clerk	 to	keep	 the	change,	Tate	 took	 two

steps	toward	the	door	and	pushed	it	open.	When	the	bell	dinged,

he	kept	 the	door	 cracked	open	with	his	 foot.	Then	he	 swiveled

his	 head	 back	 to	 the	 clerk,	 and	 told	 her,	 “Actually,	 I’ll	 take	 a

Powerball	ticket,	too—quick	pick.	And	a	couple	of	Triple	Plays.”

The	clerk	didn’t	bother	asking	for	I.D.,	sparing	Tate	the	trouble

of	pulling	 it	out	of	his	pocket.	He	had	only	his	 fake	 I.D.	on	him,

but	even	without	it,	he	was	almost	twenty,	which	was	old	enough

to	buy	a	 lottery	 ticket.	And	he’d	 lived	enough	 to	make	him	 look

older,	anyway.	The	clerk	turned	her	back	to	Tate,	who	caught	the

drunk	guy’s	attention	and	nodded	toward	the	door.	Tate	opened

the	 door	wider	 to	 let	 the	middle-aged	man	 duck	 under	 his	 arm

unnoticed.	When	 the	 clerk	 faced	Tate,	 she	was	 none	 the	wiser.

Tate	took	his	foot	from	the	doorjamb	and	grabbed	the	tickets	and

his	 change.	Then	he	 headed	out	 into	 the	 night	with	 his	 Slurpee

and	lottery	tickets.



Where	he	promptly	bumped	in	to	Finley	Price.

“Fin?”	he	asked	at	the	same	time	that	she	said,	“Tate?”

He	slipped	the	tickets	into	his	back	pocket	while	the	girl’s	deep

brown	eyes	crossed	to	 look	at	a	spot	of	Mountain	Dew	slush	on

her	nose.	“Did	you	just	spill	Slurpee	on	my	face?”

“It’s	 your	 fault	 for	 being	 so	 short,”	 he	 said,	 chuckling	 as	 she

swiped	a	finger	across	her	nose	and	sniffed	at	it.

“Oh	hush,	 you	 giant	Ken	Doll.”	 She	 took	 the	Slurpee	 from	his

hand	and	took	a	long	drink.	“You’re	lucky	it’s	Mountain	Dew.”

He	grinned	at	her.	It	had	been	months	since	he’d	seen	Fin,	and

she	was	prettier	than	ever.	“Lucky?	What	were	you	going	to	do	if

it	was	fruit	punch?”

She	cocked	her	head	at	him,	her	 long	black	waves	tumbling	to

the	side	of	her	face.	“Duh.	I’d	give	you	the	beats.”

“Very	threatening,”	he	assured	her,	taking	back	his	Slurpee.	“So

what	are	you	doing	 in	Downtown	on	a	Thursday	night,	anyway?

Don’t	you	have	school	tomorrow?”

She	pointed	at	a	group	of	high	schoolers	inside	the	convenience

store.	The	two	girls	from	her	group	giggled	when	Tate	looked	at

them.	“Theater	outing	 for	extra	credit,	but	 tomorrow	 is	 the	start

of	spring	break.”

“You	running	the	theater	department	yet?”

A	flush	rose	to	her	naturally	tan	cheeks.	Her	theater	talent	was

as	 much	 nurture	 as	 nature.	 She	 was	 the	 daughter	 of	 a	 famous

actor	and	had	been	practically	 raised	on	a	 soundstage.	After	her

dad	died	and	her	mom	went	off	the	deep	end	a	few	years	ago,	Fin

and	her	brother	had	moved	in	with	Tate’s	family.	In	the	last	year,



she’d	 come	 into	 her	 own.	 Found	 herself.	 And	 now	 she	 was	 a

director	with	Chicago’s	most	prestigious	youth	theater	company.

“I’m	not	running	anything,”	she	said.

“That’s	not	what	my	mom	says.”

She	lifted	her	eyes	to	his.	“You’ve	been	talking	to	your	mom?”

He	swept	a	lock	of	hair	from	her	face,	tucking	it	behind	her	ear.

His	fingers	warmed	where	they	touched	her	cheek,	and	he	let	his

hand	linger	there.	“Of	course	I’m	talking	to	her.	I’m	not	a	monster;

I’m	in	college.”

He	 could	 see	 Finley’s	 B.S.	 meter	 flashing.	 “Yeah,	 so	 is	 your

brother,	but	that	doesn’t	keep	him	from	coming	home.”

Tate	 dropped	 his	 hand,	 balling	 it	 into	 a	 fist	 against	 his	 leg.

“Oliver	is	a	freshman—”

“Cut	 the	 crap,	 Tate.	 You	 haven’t	 been	 home	 since	 Christmas,

and	I	know	you	haven’t	spoken	to	your	dad	or	Ollie	in	that	entire

time.”

“Ah,	Oliver.	How	is	my	insufferable	little	brother,	anyway?	Still

saving	the	world,	whether	it	wants	it	or	not?”

Her	 gaze	 flitted	 past	 him.	 “He’s	 good,	 just	 really	 busy.	 He’s

taking	 a	 ton	 of	 credits	 and	 heading	 up	 a	 volunteer	 group	 on

campus	 and	 planning	 another	 trip	 to	Guatemala	 this	 summer	 to

build	an	orphanage,	so	…”

He	studied	her	face.	“So	all	that	time	being	a	do-gooder	means

he	doesn’t	have	much	time	for	you	anymore.”

She	swatted	his	chest	a	bit	too	hard	to	be	playful.	“Stop	trying	to

read	me.	You	know	I’ll	tell	you	anything	you	want	to	know.”



“But	where’s	the	fun	in	that?”

“Tate—”

“Okay.	Why	 are	 you	 still	 dating	 him	when	 he	 puts	 everything

else	in	his	life	ahead	of	you?”

She	 drew	 a	 big	 breath	 and	 exhaled.	 Tate	 hadn’t	 realized	 how

cold	 it	was	until	he	 saw	a	hint	of	purple	 in	her	pursed	 lips.	 “I’m

not.”

With	that,	she	took	three	steps	to	the	door	of	the	convenience

store,	 opened	 it,	 and	 said	 something	 to	 the	 group	 inside.	 Her

friends	waved	at	her,	and	Tate	noticed	one	of	the	guys	frown.	He

bit	back	a	grin.

“What’s	the	deal?”	Tate	asked	Finley.

“You’re	taking	me	home.”

Suck	it,	Oliver.

Finley	linked	her	arm	in	his,	as	she’d	done	countless	times	in	the

years	since	she’d	lived	with	his	family.	She	was	two	years	younger

than	him	and	had,	up	until	last	year,	been	painfully	shy	and	walled

off,	 a	 consequence	of	 living	with	 an	 alcoholic	mother.	Tate	had

never	 let	 Finley’s	 walls	 get	 in	 the	 way,	 though.	 He’d	 flirted,

flattered,	 and	 teased	 her	 to	 such	 an	 absurd	 degree	 she	 couldn’t

take	 him	 seriously.	 Which	 meant	 in	 a	 world	 where	 everything

scared	her,	he	never	had.	If	they	weren’t	best	friends	like	she	and

Oliver	were,	it	was	still	something.	It	still	mattered.

One	 night	 last	 year,	 though,	 something	 had	 changed—she’d

changed—and	they’d	shared	a	moment.	He	wondered	if	she	was

thinking	about	it	right	now.

As	 they	 approached	 a	 construction	 project	 up	 ahead,	 they



walked	beneath	a	 temporary	 sidewalk	parapet.	On	 the	 ground	a

few	yards	away,	Tate	spotted	 the	same	man	from	a	 few	minutes

ago:	 he	 was	 slumped	 against	 the	 wall	 of	 a	 building,	 his	 bottle

already	 half	 empty.	 The	 sight	made	 the	 tickets	 in	Tate’s	 pocket

feel	 like	lead.	He	didn’t	care	that	he’d	helped	the	man	shoplift—

he	 didn’t	 even	 care	 that	 the	 guy	was	 a	 good	 four	 sheets	 to	 the

wind—but	with	Finley	on	his	arm,	he	hated	that	he’d	bought	those

stupid	scratch-offs.

“Hold	up,”	he	told	Fin,	putting	a	hand	in	his	back	pocket.	He’d

stashed	the	tickets	there	with	a	twenty	he	kept	on	hand	for	cabs.

He	pulled	the	stack	out,	deftly	slipping	the	tickets	into	the	middle

of	the	twenty,	and	dropped	it	in	the	man’s	lap.

The	man	opened	the	bill	and	glanced	up.	The	scaffolding	above

them	obscured	his	 features,	but	 the	ambient	 light	was	enough	to

reflect	his	eyes	when	they	met	Tate’s.	The	man	visibly	started.	So,

Tate	wasn’t	imagining	it—the	man	recognized	him,	too,	though	it

didn’t	matter.	They	weren’t	exactly	in	a	place	to	debate	whether

they	knew	each	other	 from	 the	 rehab	or	 the	not-so-anonymous

meetings	their	families	forced	them	to	attend.

“Good	luck,	buddy,”	Tate	said,	and	kept	walking.

“That	was	nice	of	you,”	Finley	said.	“Was	it	for	my	benefit?”

He	chuckled.	“Wow,	getting	a	 little	 full	of	yourself,	aren’t	you?

First,	you	have	decidedly	not	been	pining	for	me,	what	with	you

being	 hotter	 than	 ever.	 And	 now,	 to	 accuse	 me	 of	 trying	 to

impress	you?	Can’t	a	guy	just	do	something	nice	for	someone?”

“A	guy	can	…”

“You	wound	me,”	he	said,	putting	his	hand	strategically	over	his

right	side.



Finley	 placed	 a	 gentle	 hand	 over	 his.	 She	 remembered	where

his	scar	was.	“How	…	how	are	you?	Have	you	had	any	problems

since—”

The	concern	in	her	voice	struck	something	deep	inside	of	him.

“None	at	all,	Fin.	I’m	fine.”

She	 was	 still	 looking	 at	 his	 side,	 concern	 tightening	 her	 eyes.

She	had	 sacrificed	 to	 take	care	of	him,	 spent	 long	hours	waiting

on	 him	 and	 doting	 on	 him	 and	 teasing	 him	 exactly	 when	 he’d

needed	it	most.	He	didn’t	take	that	lightly.

Of	course,	once	he’d	started	recuperating,	Oliver	had	scheduled

his	 intervention.	 Finley	 had	 sat	 by	 Tate	 for	 hours,	 holding	 his

hand,	while	his	family	…	intervened.

So	even	though	it	pained	him	to	say	it,	he	did	for	her:	“I’m	sorry

about	you	and	Oliver.”

“Thanks,”	 she	 said,	 her	 voice	 not	 shaking	 as	 he’d	 thought	 it

would.	 “He’s	 still	 my	 best	 friend,	 and	 we’ve	 agreed	 to	 a

completely	drama-free	breakup,	for	your	parents’	sake	as	much	as

our	own.	“

Finley	was	shivering	when	they	reached	the	station,	so	Tate	had

her	huddle	close	while	they	waited	for	the	Red	Line.

“It’s	friggin’	April.	Why	is	it	still	so	cold?”

“Come	here,	you	little	baby,”	he	said,	wrapping	his	coat	around

her	and	resting	his	chin	on	her	head.	“When	did	you	get	so	soft?”

She	pinched	his	abs.	“When	did	you,	Stay	Puft?”

He	squeezed	her	side,	and	she	squealed.	“Do	you	really	want	to

do	this	right	now?”	He	tickled	her	again.	“I	own	you,	munchkin.”



“Stop!”	Her	already	high	voice	was	practically	squeaking.	“Tate,

I	will	murder	you	in	your	own	bed!”

A	dozen	horrified	faces	glared	at	them.	Tate	stopped	tickling	but

didn’t	drop	his	hands	from	her	waist.

“How	 dare	 you	make	 a	 joke	 like	 that,”	 an	 older	 woman	 said,

eyeing	Finley’s	dark	features	suspiciously.

Finley’s	cheeks	burned,	but	that	didn’t	stop	her	from	scowling	at

Tate	and	muttering,	“It	wasn’t	a	joke.	It	was	a	promise.”

“It’s	 true,”	Tate	 told	 the	woman	with	a	wink.	 “She’s	 a	killer	 in

the	sack.”

Finley	gasped,	and	Tate	wrapped	her	more	tightly	in	his	jacket.

She	buried	her	face	in	his	chest,	laughing	uncontrollably	while	the

woman	grumbled.

When	 they	 boarded,	 the	woman	was	 nowhere	 to	 be	 seen,	 no

doubt	 having	 chosen	 a	 car	 devoid	 of	 teenage	 hooligans.	 They

dropped	to	a	bench,	and	Finley’s	chuckle	faded	into	a	sigh.

“You	 thinking	 about	 that	 woman	 racially	 profiling	 you?”	 he

asked.	“Half	Brazilian,	half	Irish,	all	trouble?”

Her	eyebrows	raised,	as	if	she	was	surprised	by	his	observation.

“Uh,	no,	actually.	This	isn’t	my	first	rodeo.”

“Wait,	there’s	a	rodeo?”

She	elbowed	his	side.	“I’ve	missed	you,	Tate.	I	wish	you’d	come

home.”

He	 took	 her	 hands	 and	warmed	 them	 between	 his.	 “Maybe	 I

will.”



I
CHAPTER	TWO

t	was	barely	 10:30	p.m.	when	 they	 reached	Mansfield	Square.

Tate	and	Fin	walked	the	quiet	sidewalk,	and	everything	looked

so	peaceful,	particularly	compared	with	the	action	he’d	find	when

he	got	 to	Zach’s	 apartment.	Running	 an	 illegal	 card	 room	out	of

his	 friend’s	 place	 may	 not	 have	 been	 Tate’s	 most	 relaxing	 idea

ever,	but	it	paid	the	bills.	Besides,	he	liked	watching	rich	kids	do

stupid	things	with	their	money.

Well,	other	rich	kids	…

He	made	a	mental	note	 to	 text	Karla.	She	could	handle	 things

without	him,	but	she	was	also	pretty	sure	that	one	of	their	dealers

was	 skimming.	 He’d	 promised	 to	 keep	 an	 extra	 eye	 on	 things

tonight,	so	he	had	to	get	back	soon.

But	not	before	saying	goodnight.

They	reached	the	stairs,	and	he	walked	Fin	up	to	the	front	door.

“Well,	this	is	where	I	stop.”

“Aren’t	you	going	to	come	inside?”	Fin	asked.

“First	date	and	you’re	already	inviting	me	in?	I	like	your	style.”

“You’re	incorrigible.”

He	bumped	her	arm	with	his.	“You	like	it.”

“And	you	still	didn’t	answer	my	question.	Are	you	coming	home

or	not?”

“When	did	you	get	so	tenacious?”

“Can	 you	 stop	messing	 around	 and	 just	 talk	 to	me?”	Her	 dark

eyes	bore	into	him,	reading	him	in	a	way	only	one	other	girl	ever



had.	 He	 wasn’t	 thinking	 about	 her	 tonight,	 though.	 Fin	 was

enough.

Tate	ran	a	hand	through	his	blond	hair	before	returning	it	to	his

pocket.	 “Come	 on,	 Fin.	 Oliver’s	 convinced	 everyone	 I’m	 an

irredeemable	mess.	My	parents	are	disappointed	 in	me,	 to	put	 it

mildly,	and	ever	since	I	got	out	of	rehab,	my	dad	insists	that	I	go	to

Gambler’s	 Anonymous	 meetings,	 which	 sort	 of	 takes	 the

‘anonymous’	 out	 of	 the	 equation.	 You’re	 the	 only	 good	 thing

about	home	these	days.	You’re	one	of	 the	only	points	of	 light	 in

my	otherwise	dreary	world.	Is	that	what	you	want	to	hear?”

She	grabbed	his	coat	pocket,	and	for	a	moment,	he	was	worried

she’d	 reach	 in	 and	 feel	 the	 deck	 of	 cards—two	 worlds	 he

definitely	didn’t	want	colliding.	Instead,	she	tugged	on	the	jacket.

“Enough	of	the	meaningless	flattery,	okay?	I	know	why	you	do	it,

but	I’m	too	old	for	it	now.	It	…	does	things	to	my	head.”

He	raised	an	eyebrow.	“Does	it?”

She	 was	 too	 flushed	 from	 the	 cold	 for	 her	 embarrassment	 to

register,	but	he	could	feel	it	roll	off	her	in	waves.	Adorable	waves.

“Oh,	like	you	didn’t	know.	What	tween	girl	hasn’t	had	a	crush	on

her	best	friend’s	hot	older	brother?”

“Hot?	And	we’ve	escalated	from	head	games	to	a	crush?	Tell	me

more.”

“I	said	‘tween	girl.’	Not	anymore,	obviously.”

“Except	for	the	things	I	do	to	your	head.”	He	grabbed	the	hand

that	 was	 still	 holding	 on	 to	 his	 pocket.	 It	 was	 freezing,	 and	 he

wanted	to	warm	it.	Wanted	to	warm	up	her	nose	and	cheeks	and

—



“Grabbing	my	hand	isn’t	exactly	helping,”	she	said.

He	 threaded	 his	 fingers	 through	 hers.	 “What	 if	 it	 isn’t

meaningless?	The	flattery	and	flirtation?”

She	wrinkled	her	nose.	“Don’t	do	this,	Tate.”

“I	know	you	remember	last	year,”	he	pressed.	“After	the	play.”

Her	 eyes	 narrowed.	Oh,	 yes.	 She	 remembered,	 all	 right.	 “You

were	drunk.”

“You’ve	seen	me	drunk.	I	was	barely	buzzed.”

“I	thought	you	were	joking.”

“You	know	me	better	than	that,	Fin.”

“Why	didn’t	you	ever	mention	it	again?”

“You	were	sixteen,	and	I	was	 in	college.	 I	didn’t	want	 to	make

you	uncomfortable.”

“You’re	still	in	college,	and	I’m	only	seventeen	now.”

“Eighteen	in	June	…”

She	pulled	her	hand	free	and	locked	her	eyes	on	his.	“What	are

you	doing	here?	Are	you	trying	 to	get	back	at	Oliver,	or	are	you

just	 playing	 around	 with	 me?	 Either	 way,	 I	 thought	 I	 mattered

more	to	you	than	that.”

He’d	 begun	 to	 forget	 the	 cold	 entirely,	 but	 now	 it	 swirled

around	 him,	 biting	 his	 skin	 beneath	 his	 clothes.	 What	was	 he

doing?	Was	this	about	Oliver?	Was	it	about	how	antsy	he’d	been

after	the	meeting?

Or	was	 this	 a	 continuation	of	 that	night	 last	 year?	When	 she’d



thought	 he’d	 needed	 her	 and	 had	 come	 running,	 ignoring

everyone	else,	even	Oliver.	When	he’d	whispered	into	her	ear	…

“Last	 year,	 that	 night,	 I	 meant	 every	 word.	 When	 I	 said	 that

you’re	the	type	of	girl	who	could	save	a	guy,	I	was	talking	about

me.”

She	 hugged	 a	 hand	 across	 her	 chest,	 grabbing	 her	 shoulder.

Clutching	her	 scars—both	 the	 literal	 and	 figurative	ones.	 “That’s

not	how	it	works,	Tate.	You	can’t	wait	 for	someone	else	 to	save

you—”

“If	it’s	you,	I	can.”

Her	breath	hitched,	and	his	own	started	coming	more	quickly.

He	put	a	hand	under	her	chin	and	 tilted	her	 face	up	 toward	his.

He	came	closer.	Her	breath	puffed	between	them.

“Don’t	do	this	if	you	don’t	mean	it,”	she	whispered,	even	as	her

eyes	closed.

“I	mean	it.”	He	leaned	down.

The	door	flew	open.

“That’s	long	enough,	you—”	His	dad	stopped,	sputtering.	“Tate?

What	are	you	doing	home?	Finley?”

Finley	 had	 rocked	 backward,	 so	 Tate	 leaned	 close	 again	 and

brushed	a	finger	softly	against	the	corner	of	her	eye.	“There,	got

it,”	he	said,	before	looking	at	his	dad.	“She	had	an	eyelash	in	her

eye.	I	was	getting	it	out.”

She	smiled	coyly	at	him	before	sneaking	beneath	his	dad’s	arm

and	walking	 into	 the	warm	house.	Tate	 stayed	outside,	 jamming

his	 hands	 in	 his	 pockets.	 “Ran	 into	 Fin	 downtown	 after	 my

meeting.	Thought	I’d	bring	her	home.”



His	 dad’s	 brow	 crinkled,	 his	 disapproval	 obvious.	 “Don’t	 you

have	class	tomorrow?	Shouldn’t	you	be	getting	home?”

Tate	gave	him	a	wry	smile.	“I	thought	this	was	home.”

“You	 know	 that’s	 not	 what	 I	 meant,”	 his	 dad	 said,	 running	 a

hand	through	hair	 that	had	grown	more	salt	 than	pepper	of	 late.

“I’m	glad	to	see	you—”

“But	 I	 have	 class	 tomorrow.	 And	 heaven	 forbid	 this	 be	 the

quarter	 that	 I	 finally	 bring	 home	 a	 GPA	 that	 doesn’t	 start	 with

four.”

His	dad	frowned.

Tate	shook	his	head.	“It’s	okay.”	He	 looked	past	his	dad	down

the	 long	 hallway	 to	 the	 kitchen,	 where	 Fin	 was.	 “I	 was	making

sure	Fin	got	home	safely.”

“I	would	 think	her	date	could	have	done	that,	but	 I	appreciate

that	you	were	watching	out	for	her.”

Date?	Finley	had	been	on	a	date?	Oh,	 this	more	 than	made	up

for	the	awkwardness	of	talking	to	his	dad.

He	 squeezed	 his	 dad’s	 shoulder.	 “Well,	 Pops,	 give	my	 best	 to

Finley	and	Mom.	I	need	to	get	back	home	if	I’m	going	to	make	it

to	 Advanced	 Pet	 Costuming	 tomorrow	 morning.	 We’re	 making

curtain	 dresses	 for	 schnauzers.	 As	 if	 they	 have	 the	 waist	 for

them!”

He	was	already	walking	down	 the	 stairs	when	his	dad’s	words

stopped	 him.	 “Why	 don’t	 you	 come	 back	 home	 tomorrow	 after

class?	Your	mother	and	Finley	miss	you.”	He	cleared	his	throat.	“I

miss	you,	son.”

The	words	gripped	his	chest.	He	turned	his	head	back	around.



“Thanks,	Dad.	I’ll	see	if	I	can	make	it.”

♠

In	the	cab	on	the	way	to	his	apartment,	Tate	shot	a	quick	text

off	to	Karla	before	texting	Finley	about	her	date.

I	wasn’t	on	a	date!	There	were	seven	of	us!

It’s	 cool.	 It	 explains	 why	 that	 kid	 in	 7-11	 wanted	 to	 shoot	 me	 with	 mind

bullets.

Laugh	it	up,	pal.

Oh,	I	am.

Are	you	coming	home	this	weekend?

He	smiled.	Only	 if	you	promise	we	can	finish	that	conversation	my	dad	so

rudely	interrupted.

Three	 little	 dots	 appeared	 on	 his	 phone.	 Then	 disappeared.

Then	appeared	again.	Only	if	you	stay	the	weekend.

First	you	invite	me	in,	then	you	ask	me	to	stay	the	weekend?	Sold.

I’m	ignoring	the	first	part	and	only	saying	GOOD	to	the	second	part.	See	you

tomorrow.	:-)

When	the	cab	pulled	up	to	Hyde	Park	Luxury	Apartments,	Tate

handed	 the	 driver	 a	 couple	 of	 bills	 before	 stepping	 out	 into	 the

chilly	air.	A	few	moments	 later,	he	was	passing	through	the	glass

door	and	into	the	building.	The	front	desk	attendant,	a	tall,	skinny

law	student,	greeted	him	with	a	smile.

“Mr.	Bertram.	Good	to	see	you.”

“You	too,	Johnny.”



“Big	study	group	tonight,”	Johnny	said	as	Tate	put	an	elbow	on

the	spacious	desk.

“The	bigger	the	better.	Did	anyone	look	lost?”

“Nah.	A	couple	kids	looked	like	freshmen	who’d	wandered	into

advanced	physics	by	mistake,	though.”

Tate	grimaced.	“I’ll	have	to	loosen	them	up.	Freshmen	are	only

okay	if	they’re	hungry	to	prove	they’re	smarter	than	everyone.”

Johnny	snorted.	“Good	luck	with	that.”

Tate	and	Johnny	slapped	hands,	and	Johnny	pocketed	the	bills

Tate	had	slipped	him.	“Let	me	know	if	anyone	shows	up	who	isn’t

in	my	class,	will	you?”

“Always,”	Johnny	said.	“Have	a	good	night,	Mr.	Bertram.”

Tate	took	the	elevator	 to	the	sixth	floor	and	headed	down	the

hallway	 to	 his	 friend’s	 apartment.	 He	 looked	 up	 at	 the	 small

camera	he’d	installed	months	earlier.	A	moment	later,	his	security

guy,	whom	Tate	called	Danno,	was	opening	the	door.	He	was	still

wearing	 his	 campus	 security	 uniform,	 something	 Tate	 had

repeatedly	 told	 him	 he	 didn’t	 need	 to	 do.	 But	 the	 burly	 kid

insisted	it	made	him	look	more	official.	Who	was	Tate	to	argue?

The	 sound	 of	 someone	 playing	 with	 chips	 was	 the	 first	 thing

Tate	 heard	 as	 he	 hung	 up	 his	 jacket	 in	 the	 entry	 closet.	 He

breathed	 in	 deeply,	 as	 if	 he	 could	 absorb	 that	 sound.	 He	 was

smiling	 as	 he	 walked	 into	 the	 living	 room,	 where	 two	 tables	 of

eight	were	playing	poker.	TVs	were	set	up	in	opposite	corners	of

the	 large	 room,	 a	 baseball	 game	on	one	 screen	 and	 a	 basketball

game	on	 the	 other.	There	was	 little	 conversation—the	 sound	of



someone	 calling,	 one	 of	 the	 players	 flirting	 with	 the	 dealer	 on

break,	the	hum	of	a	game—but	it	was	music	to	his	ears.

He’d	promised	Nia	and	his	parents	that	he’d	stop	playing	poker,

and	 he	 had.	 He’d	 promised	 his	 dad	 that	 he’d	 pay	 him	 back	 for

taking	care	of	his	 gambling	debt	 last	year,	 and	he	had.	That	was

why	he’d	started	the	card	room	in	the	first	place.	He	kept	it	going

now	because	 it	was	a	way	 to	make	money.	A	 job,	 something	his

dad	had	always	said	he	needed.	And	if	being	here	was	a	little	like

a	contact	high,	even	better.	 Instead	of	making	him	 itch	with	 the

desire	 to	 play,	 it	 soothed	him,	 at	 least	 partly	 because	he	was	 so

much	 better	 than	 the	 competition.	 He	 liked	 to	 win,	 not	 to

embarrass	fools.

Karla	was	running	chips.	She’d	been	his	brush	for	two	months,

and	 she’d	 taken	 to	 the	 job	well.	 She	 had	 a	 knack	 for	 appeasing

players	 and	 balancing	 tables,	 not	 to	mention	 her	 exactness	with

the	money.	When	she	and	Tate	made	eye	contact,	she	flicked	her

hazel	 eyes	 toward	 the	 dealer	 she	 thought	 was	 skimming.	 Tate

nodded	and	walked	over	to	the	table.

The	dealer,	Cat,	had	been	working	there	for	only	a	few	weeks.

She	 was	 beautiful,	 like	 his	 other	 dealers,	 if	 too	 blonde	 for	 his

tastes.	He	studied	her	table.	Three	players	were	still	in	the	game—

Charlie	 Brown,	 Smokey	 the	 Bear,	 and	 Miami	 Jill.	 Aliases	 were

mandatory,	 even	 though	 every	 player	 had	 to	 be	 vouched	 for

personally	by	a	dealer,	Karla,	or	Tate.	A	lot	of	players	knew	each

other	from	campus,	but	while	they	were	here,	they	stuck	to	their

nicknames.	 Extra	 security	 in	 case	 someone	managed	 to	 sneak	 a

recording	device	past	the	security	guard.

Poker	was	a	simple	game:	to	win,	a	player	needed	to	make	the

best	five-card	hand	possible	using	a	combination	of	the	two	hole
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