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MICAH TRENT ROLLED up his shirtsleeves. Halfway down the narrow block, housed in a squat building, their target had darkened windows and a plain wooden door. No sign proclaimed it the Wet Your Whistle, but their intelligence should be good. A trio of rough-hewn workers spilled out, walking wobbly. Drunk from all appearances, and in public. One started singing “Danny Boy” and his companions merely slapped him on the back, sending him stumbling into a streetlamp.

Pulling back around the corner, Micah cocked a brow at Jacob Sterling. “You want to tell me why we’re bothering with a lousy little joint like this?”

“Would if I could, hot shot.”

“I’m serious. We’re after bigger fish. We don’t have time to chase after a guppy like this place. Every minute we waste here is one we could be chasing one of the mob families.”

Jake only shrugged and tucked his thumbs in his suspenders. “You don’t have to tell me twice. We go where we’re ordered. Maybe the owner didn’t pay his protection money.”

“Not funny,” Micah gritted. “But true.”

The real malarkey was, it could be true. Micah glanced at the four uniformed officers who were supposed to be his and Jake’s back up. They stared back with thinly veiled sneers of dislike. Another team waited at the other end of the block, along with Murphy and Edwards, two more Prohibition Bureau Agents. Micah had chosen them because they were a pair of the handful of agents who were neither bribable nor among the bumbling idiots who’d earned their positions by virtue of having a well-placed father or uncle.

The Boston cops didn’t like the Prohibition Agency, didn’t see the point, and especially despised being forced to help out. The same dislike echoed in the faces of local cops in every one of the big cities he and Jake bounced around.

He fixed Sergeant Raels, the leader of the local Boston uniforms, with the no-nonsense gaze that had served him well in situations like these before. “You know what the signal is, right?”

“Sure we know it,” Raels smirked. Left unspoken was the fact that they’d like to ignore it. He fingered a fat brass uniform button. “That red flag of your partner’s there. Though we were thinking maybe it should be white. Seems a bit more fitting.”

“Jake, what did I do to the last local who gave us trouble?” He didn’t take his eyes off the Sergeant.

“Wasn’t pretty. Didn’t the doctors say he’d never have children?” With an instinct born of years of partnership, Jake played along without a bobble.

“Now, now, that’s an exaggeration.” He flashed his biggest, most charming smile, the same one he’d used the night before when he’d tried to talk the head Prohibition Agent for the region out of this raid. Sergeant Raels, however, went gratifyingly pale. “They said he might never have children. Big difference.”

“The difference that kept your job, if I remember right.” Jake leaned his heavy shoulders against a brick wall.

“I find I’ve been getting a little bored lately in this line of work. Might be time for a change.” 

“If you say so.”

“But you won’t force me to make that choice, will you, Sergeant Raels? You’ll be quite observant and see the signal, right?”

“No, sir.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed repeatedly. “That is, yes, sir. We’ll see it.”

With a tip of his chin, Jake signaled to step away, out of earshot, and Micah followed. “You’re not making us any friends,” his partner said. 

“I’m not sure that I care. And at any rate, they’ll get the job done now. We can rely on them.”

“At least until they get away long enough to realize we ain’t got any real authority over them.”

Another uncomfortable truth. Federal Agents were on their own unless a local chief felt like lending support out of the goodness of his heart. Or because the usual bribes had been forgotten. Prohibition Agents enforced the Volstead Act, the federal law that propped up the Eighteenth Amendment. Local chiefs only had to be concerned with state laws, which were sometimes much more lax than the Volstead Act.

“How do I look?” he asked, in an attempt to deflect Jake’s line of conversation. “Will I do?”

The Wet Your Whistle catered to the dockworkers that populated the area, so they both wore work pants with homemade, plain shirts and exposed suspenders. Jake eyed him and gave a snort of disbelief. On the shorter side, and with muscles that came from a hard life, Jake looked right at home in his clothes.

“Be damned if I know how you manage to look like some high flying sheik in a get up like that.” He reached out and roughly tousled Micah’s hair. “I suppose that’ll do. Try not to look so sharp.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll tuck my brain away in my shoe.” 

“Wise ass.”

“You know it.” With one more warning glance at the uniformed officers, Micah and Jacob ambled off down the street and entered the Wet Your Whistle as casually as if they did it every day at quitting time.

All conversation dribbled to a halt like the last dregs from a keg of beer, as the pair stood in the doorway and looked around. The bar was a small, square room jam packed with dark wood tables and chairs. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration, just a few fading pictures of prizefighters and the tricolor flag of Ireland tacked up behind the bar, which covered the left wall. Most of the tables were filled with workers, except for one conveniently by the front door. They’d pretend to move to sit there, while really making an exit. Gin joint owners tended to get unreasonably anxious if a man bought a pint and then headed immediately for the door. Micah made a tiny gesture toward it and was comforted to know Jake would understand him implicitly. One of the benefits of working together for five years.

As they made their way to the bar, men watched with distrust in their eyes, their hands wrapped around earthenware mugs. The air wound thick with the dual tangs of hard-working men and beer. After years in his job, Micah could pick out the specific smell of alcohol no matter what it was mixed with.

Behind the bar were two people, a man and a woman. The man eyed them with the same straight-faced distrust as the rest of the patrons, while the woman wore an open smile. Probably an easier mark, she sat on a stool, knitting a cream-colored bit of fluff.

Micah sidled up to the bar in front of the man. “Set us up, will ya, mate?”

The man stretched his lips into what was supposed to be a smile and ran a hand over his pale, thinning hair. “Would that be tea or coffee?”

“Ah now, you know we need something stronger than that after a long day.”

“Then it’ll be coffee.”

“Bobby MacAfee said this was the place to come to.” Bobby was the snitch who sang on the Wet Your Whistle after being taken up on hijacking charges, but this pair wouldn’t know that. Micah winked at the lady, who flushed red and dropped a stitch. “Good drink and even better company.”

“Coffee or tea?”

“Relax, Willie,” said the woman. “They seem like a good sort to me.” 

“Margie, I don’t know them from Adam,” replied Willie, in a cranky grumble.

“We’ll never be building this place up if you don’t relax.”

A heavy stone lodged in Micah’s gut. These two were the ones who seemed like a good sort. He sure didn’t feel like a good anything, unless it was a goodly asshole. Micah thrived on the prospect of going after the big-time bootleggers and the mobs that used alcohol to fuel their larger criminal ventures. Taking out the mom-and-pop establishments made him feel about an inch tall. He ought to be talking a mile a minute, convincing Willie to sell him some booze. It was his job, his responsibility in their partnership, while Jake made sure no one snuck up behind them.

He couldn’t force out a single word.

Instead, Willie caved under his wife’s raised eyebrows and gentle smile. Grumbling under his breath, he fumbled around under the bar and produced two mugs. He set them down hard on the counter and they sloshed, spilling amber beer on the nicked and scarred surface. Micah wanted to sigh. Instead, he forced a congenial smile.

“Thanks, bub.” Jake picked up a mug, and then made his way to the empty table they’d spotted. But instead of sitting to enjoy his drink, Jake yanked a weighted scarf from his back pocket, opened the door and tossed it out. It arched slowly over the dimmed street then fluttered to the ground. Willie, Margie, and the patrons all watched it, dumbfounded.

“What the hell?” Willie muttered.

“Sorry my good man.” Micah vaulted the bar, even as he yanked his badge out of a back pocket. “This is a raid.”

Willie tried to run, making for the end of the bar and Margie, but Micah hooked a foot around the man’s ankle and slung an arm around his shoulders. At the same time, he pinned Willie’s wrist to his back and lowered the man as gently as he could. Still, he went down like a felled oak, slamming against the plain wood floor with a resounding thunk.

The stupefaction snapped and chaos reigned. Men made for the back exits, yelling and pushing as they tried to escape. Chairs and tables crashed to the floor and earthenware shattered. Margie screamed and cringed on her stool, clapping her hands to her ears as agents and officers poured through the front door.

“Lemme go, mister. I wasn’t bothering no one. I run a quiet place,” Willie moaned, his voice smothered in the floor.

“You’ll be charged with illegally selling alcohol in violation of the Volstead Act.”

“They’d have all found another place to drink. I was just trying to make a good life for Margie and me. I don’t sell nothing but beer and a little watered rum.”

Micah sighed and slapped a pair of cuffs on Willie. Above their heads, the police sounded like they were cracking skulls. No punishment could be applied to the drinkers, but at raids, they ran like rats from a sinking ship and got rowdy while they were at it. “It’s still against the law.”

Edwards appeared at the open end of the bar. Tall and skinny, with sallow skin, the man had on his customary unpleasant expression. “Not much here. A few barrels of beer, a couple cases of liquor in a storeroom.”

Micah did a quick appraisal of the shelf to his right as he rose to his feet.

He levered Willie up to a standing position. “Even less up here.” 

“Not worth our time,” Edwards complained.

“Orders are orders,” he said as he led Willie around the counter and through the room. “You know what to do.”

Margie was already outside, sitting on the curb, and Micah gestured for Willie to sit next to her. “You’re both under arrest and this place is gonna be padlocked.”

“I just wanted a good life for us.” Willie hunched over his sobbing wife as she nestled into his shoulder. “Weren’t no one hurt.”

“You broke the law,” Micah said, but he found he couldn’t look directly at the couple.

Instead, he watched Edwards direct the uniforms in the alcohol disposal. Two officers hatched open the barrels of beer, which foamed and spewed their contents into the street. Edwards cracked bottles of rum into the gutter, and they broke in a crystalline chorus singing about the uselessness of it all.

A raid on one of the big mobs was something he could get behind. Mob bosses were prime example of ruthless lawlessness, ordering killings the same way some men ordered a steak for dinner.

But neither Micah nor Jake had been able to find an edge in on one of the carefully guarded men in months, not since their last big sting operation in St. Louis. Instead they were forced into these pointless, small-time raids that barely made a dent in the flow of alcohol through America’s streets.

“Hey, wait!” Willie called, as Micah started to walk away. “What if I had some information?”

Micah pivoted on his heel and stalked back to the watery-eyed couple. “About who?”

“Johnny Vittorelli. Down in New York. Poppa Paulo’s son.” Willie sang like a canary, but it didn’t look comfortable on him. His mouth screwed up into a flat line and his eyes darted every which way.

Johnny Vittorelli wouldn’t be much of a prize on his own. But if they could use him to get to his big-time mobster father, that was a whole new ballgame. “Start talking. We’ll see what kind of a deal your information’s worth.”
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​Chapter Two
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“PATRICK! PATRICK, ARE you coming downstairs tonight?” Kate Kirkland knocked briskly on her brother’s bedroom door, but got no answer. She muttered under her breath the kind of foul curse that would have gotten her knuckles slapped back when she went to parochial school. Saul Rubio was due downstairs in only fifteen minutes, which didn’t leave her long to update her brother on the latest business about their speakeasy, The Kirk.

“Come on,” she said as she gave another quick pound to the solid oak. Eventually she had to give up. She smoothed down her chin-length bob and gave a short tug to her waistline to straighten the skirt of her dress. The four- inch fringe of beads chattered lightly as she moved down the stairs. Appearances mattered when you were a club owner fighting for position in the halfway world of New York speakeasies and gin joints.

The Kirk was doing well, drawing a steady stream of clientele based on a solid reputation of serving good hooch in an up-and-coming atmosphere. Mostly they had to rely on word of mouth and circuitous reviews that could only hint around the truth, since the Federal Prohibition laws made the club illegal. Still, Kate was luckier than most of the bar owners throughout the country, since New York authorities had repealed the state laws that had once enforced the Eighteenth Amendment.

“Well you look berries tonight, sister.”

Kate gasped and clapped a hand to her chest. “Patrick!”

Through the open sitting room door, she saw him lounging across the horsehair sofa, a thick book open across his legs. His complexion was paler than usual, and his hair was in disarray, the dark strands fanning over his forehead, but otherwise he looked better than he had in a while.

“What do you mean?” she asked, glancing down at her dress, which happened to be one of her favorites. With gathered shoulders, it didn’t display much of her non-existant cleavage, but the rear more than made up for it. It plunged halfway down her back, showing off sleek lines she was rather proud of. Thank God she didn’t have to wear the waist-pinching corsets of her mother’s generation. “I always dress to go down to The Kirk.”

“I know. I was paying you a compliment.”

“Oh. Thanks.” She’d not recognized it since Patrick hadn’t been aware of much outside himself in a long while. “Will you be coming down tonight? You can come meet Saul with me.”

“Meet with our bootlegger? Why should I?” He thumbed a page with indolent slowness. “You have everything under control. You always do.”

“It might be worth your interest. Saul’s retiring. Tonight I’m meeting the men he’s handing over his operation to.”

“I assume you had them investigated?” Without even looking up from the book, Patrick reached for a glass she hadn’t noticed sitting on the end table. It was filled nearly to the brim with amber liquid. Whiskey, knowing Patrick. She was fairly astounded she hadn’t noticed when she’d first walked in. Normally, when she saw her brother, she looked immediately for the nearby liquor. He took a long swallow without even flinching.

“Of course,” she answered, a leaden weight taking up residence in her throat. He must have gotten a late start on his night. He seemed almost sober, still. Certainly she’d been fooled. “They’re out of Boston. Up and comers, but supposedly they know their business. And Saul says he’s turning everything over to them, including his contacts.”

“No reason to get all balled up then. You go, take care of it.” A ghost of his old smile graced his gaunt face when he looked up at her. “I’ve got a big night planned.”

“Do you?”

“Hm. Me and Tolstoy. We’re going to be miserable together.” He lifted the big book. His words were light, and he still smiled, but something dark lived behind his eyes.

“Sure,” she said, because really, what else was there? She and Patrick had said it all before, a hundred different ways. She didn’t think their life was that bad. He did. End of story.

“Hey, sis.”

Kate paused with one foot over the threshold into the foyer and looked back over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“How are we sitting lately?”

“Fine, I guess. Business is good. Been picking up ever since we got that write up in New York Magazine.” When Sally Short had come in the first time, Kate had been as nervous as if the blonde had an entourage of Prohibition Agents with her. But when the review finally appeared, it said only good things about the “social” club on Fifty-Fourth Street, and absolutely raved about Susie Nichols, The Kirk’s resident songstress.

“Do you think...” Patrick picked up his glass from the table beside him and took a bracing swallow. “I was thinking we could open a second bar.”

“Is that right?” She watched dully as he set the glass down again.

“Yeah. A smaller, quieter place.” He looked at his book, his glass. The narrow windows looking out on the busy New York street. Anywhere but at her. “Where...I don’t know, maybe where a more refined crowd could gather.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the crowds The Kirk draws.” She bristled automatically. “Average citizens with a little ready cash. That’s a good thing, for us.”

“No, I didn’t mean that.” He ran a slender finger around the cut crystal edge of his glass, then picked it up for another drink. “I mean a place where people can discuss literature. Quieter.”

“Oh. Well. I’m not sure.” She didn’t want to crush the first flash of interest he’d shown in years, but she wasn’t sure it was possible to open a second club at this point. Business had been picking up steadily as the buzz about The Kirk and Susie grew, but their cash flow couldn’t handle it. “How about you come down with me for this meeting and we’ll go over the books afterwards?”

“Maybe another time.” He took another drink of his whiskey. “It was a silly idea, anyhow.”

“No, it’s a good idea. I’m just not sure how we’d swing it.”

“It’s okay. You go on now.” He shot her a sardonic smirk. “Wouldn’t want to be late, would you?”

He’d obviously dismissed her, returning his interest to his book. She stood for a moment, wanting desperately to say something else. It was hard to know which way to step. With Patrick, the wrong word could easily cause a firestorm of either rage or despair. “I’ll keep an eye out for you anyhow,” she finally said, before letting herself out the front door.

Slowly, she went down the stoop, then made an immediate right through the waist-high gate in the wrought iron fence. At the bottom of another short flight of stairs stood the plain brown door of The Kirk, brass street numbers the only identifying marks. She knocked briskly, and the narrow peep hole slid open as Lucas Petry, one of her two bouncers, identified her. Naturally he unlocked and opened the door promptly, but if she’d been a regular customer it might have taken longer as he evaluated her. Anyone who didn’t set off Lucas’s excellent nose for coppers or who was lucky enough to carry The Kirk’s calling card would be permitted entry.

A phalanx of men wearing the black wool uniforms of the New York Police would cause Lucas to jump for the warning signal, which would flash lights over the bar so Hank Levi could trigger the shelves to dump. The small portion of their inventory kept behind the bar would crash through drains into the sewer but it would be worth it to hold off a padlocking, the usual punishment for a place caught selling hooch.

“Hey, Lucas, how’s it going so far?”

“Pretty quiet.” His thick shoulders shrugged. “It’s early though.” 

“Saul here yet?”

“Naw, ain’t seen him.”

“Good.” She flashed him a quick smile. Lucas had been around as long as she could remember, working for her father at The Kirk’s original location. “He should be here any minute.”

“I’ll send him right in.”

“Attaboy.” She crossed the few steps to the interior door, which Nick had opened as soon as the street door had been closed and locked. The two doors were never open at the same time. Hopefully any Prohibition Agents could be delayed in the entryway before gaining access to the main bar. “Evening, Nick.”

“Evening, Kate.”

She patted him on the shoulder as she crossed the threshold and took a deep breath. The sweet smell of cologne and perfume blended with an underlying tang of alcohol and cigarette smoke. The Kirk. Her baby. Well, it was probably her father’s baby in all honesty, but she’d adopted it as her own after he was gone.

She slipped through the tables with a few easy greetings to some of the patrons, ensuring everything was in order. Most of them were in a mellow mood, enjoying Orinthal’s soft tinkling on the piano. Susie Nichols was nowhere in sight, which meant she was likely in the dressing room preparing to take the stage once the place started to fill up.

Hank caught her eye from behind the long bar and tipped his head toward the entrance. Saul stood there, along with two men. His replacements, she supposed.

One was short, and almost as wide as he was tall. His solid stance said it was probably all muscle. He wore a nice grey suit that was sadly rumpled, and his hair was tousled over a broad forehead that slanted down to a nose that had been broken at least once. Based on the word she’d gotten from the streets, he was Jacob Sterling. The brawn of the duo.

To his right stood the brains. Tall and elegant, Micah Trent’s pose was studiedly casual. She couldn’t quite see the color of his eyes, but he had high, slashing cheekbones and a refined mouth. A stylish pinstriped suit jacket was pushed open by the hands in his pockets, just barely exposing a leather holster and a wooden gun-butt along his left side. A frown puckered her mouth. Guns were necessary in their world. Kate had a couple of her own, placed strategically through The Kirk. That didn’t mean she wanted them paraded unnecessarily before her customers.

Approaching the trio, she held out her hand to Saul first. An older man, with short-cropped salt and pepper curls and a physique just beginning to turn to fat, he took it with a wan smile.

“Hello, Kate,” he greeted. “How’s it going, Saul?”

“As well as can be.” A quick grimace flittered across his round face. “It’s hell, turning everything over.”

“Then why are you?” she gently chided as she clasped his warm, sweaty hand in both of hers.

“Oh, you know.” He glanced over his shoulder at Trent. “The wife’s been after me. She worries.”

“Then it’s good of you to give her a rest.”

“Yeah. Yeah, a rest.” He turned to the pair behind him. “Kate Kirkland, this is Micah Trent and Jake Sterling. Good men.”

“Pleased to meet ya.” Sterling shook her hand with a perfunctory pump, then went back to watching the club. Appraising, Kate thought with a measure of distaste. Well, she was under no obligation to employ these men as The Kirk’s bootleggers, merely give them the benefit of the doubt in respect to Saul’s good service.

“Likewise,” she said.

“Miss Kirkland, I’m quite pleased to make your acquaintance.” Trent had a smile that was a weapon. Sharp-edged enough to get attention, with a wicked glint that made a long-neglected part of her sit up and beg for attention.

“I hope you’re able to say the same after we conclude our negotiations.” She placed her hand in Trent’s and nearly jolted right out of her heels, as she tumbled into a full body awareness of him. Her stomach took a slow summersault, her nipples perked up and it was all she could do not to lean into him. This was inconvenient. Her body hadn’t been this instantly interested in a man in a long time. Coolly suppressing her reaction, she waved toward the back of the narrow bar. “Follow me, please.”

“Gladly,” answered Trent for all three.

Since her office was too small for a party of four, she led the way to a large booth in the back corner. A white tablecloth draped it, sliding across her legs as she slid across the bench seat. Her newfound attraction meant she felt every soft tickle like a lover’s caress. Saul and Sterling slid in across from her, while naturally Trent moved in directly next to her. He sat a respectable distance away, but it wasn’t enough. She felt like her skin was trying to lift off her muscles and get closer to him.

“Saul, I’ll be sorry to see you go,” she said, even as she gestured for Hank to send over a round. “I couldn’t have found a more reliable supplier across the entire eastern seaboard.”

“Not as sorry as I am to be the one going.” A flush of red colored the tips of his ears. Embarrassment, maybe. “But I’m sure you’ll be happy with these two.”

“Will I?” They were interrupted for a moment as Earline appeared and deposited a round of whiskey and water on the table, along with a simper and a flutter nearly in Trent’s lap. Kate would have to have a word with her. For the waitresses to sweeten the customers into a good tip was one thing, but it was another to act like a twit.

Kate hadn’t asked what the men wanted, opting instead to provide what The Kirk was known for—top shelf Irish whiskey. The kind Saul had always acquired for her. She lifted her glass and took a small swallow. The smoky burn washed Trent’s spicy cologne out of her senses. At least for a moment. Ten years ago, she would have been labeled irredeemably fast for drinking hard liquor in mixed company. Now the habit only marked her as an It girl, terribly au courant.

“I’m sure of it,” Saul said, resuming their discussion after Earline had moved on.

“Saul’s been kind enough to provide us with introductions to his local sources,” Trent supplied. A graceful hand toyed with his glass, tracing figure eights on the smooth side, though he didn’t drink any. “In addition, we still have plenty of contacts from our time in Boston.”

“What brings you down to New York, Mr. Trent?” 

“Please, call me Micah.”

“Sorry. That’s a privilege I reserve for my intimate friends,” she purred. Tipping her chin down, she looked at him through her mascara-tinted lashes.

“I have something to look forward to, then.” His pupils flared and one side of that sharp smile tilted higher.

“Nope. Sorry,” she said crisply, and straightened from her slouch. “Not going to happen.”

His eyes narrowed and his head leaned toward her, but he said nothing. Bingo. Micah Trent without a practiced mask. It didn’t last long before he slid his careful smile back into place, but it was long enough to take his measure. Mentally agile, quick enough to hold his tongue and a feral gleam of intelligence. What she’d liked best of all, though, was the quick flash of admiration.

“So tell me. Why leave Boston for New York?”

“Bigger market,” he answered quickly. “Second only to Chicago in the amount of booze that moves through.”

“Getting too big for your britches in Beantown?” 

“You could say that.”

“The local mobsters are quite territorial about their division of profits.” She wasn’t quite sure why she felt compelled to warn him. Both Trent and Sterling were big boys and had undoubtedly dealt with plenty of mobsters in Boston.

“Like I said, Kate,” Saul interjected. “I’m handing everything over to them. I made sure to clear it with the local families.”

“Good.” She didn’t like dealing with mobsters, but they were an unfortunate necessity lately, like paying off the local cops. Sometimes she longed for the simple days of running an up and up bar, like when her father had been in control. There was nothing she could do about it now. “And you’ll be able to provide the same quality product? I’ll drop you faster than you can blink if you start bringing me bathtub gin.”

“Can’t have that happen.” The slightest sardonic lilt colored his tone. Better this way. Trent needed to know she meant business. “Same deal as

I had with Saul. Five percent fee based on product.” 

“Of course.”

“Then we’re in business, Trent.”
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​Chapter Three
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A CURIOUS RUSH OF RELIEF swept through Micah. In business. He’d had a series of similar meetings over the past week, all initiated by Saul Rubio. This had been the only one at which he felt a shiver of worry about the outcome. Granted, this was also the one and only of the speakeasies run by a woman. A gorgeous, sexy woman with a mind like a whipsaw.

She’d played him, and he’d fallen for it hook, line and sinker. When she’d aimed those bright baby blues at him, her lush, red-painted mouth ever so slightly open, his mind had gone instantly to sex. To visions of the two of them twined together, to tasting the elegant curve of her neck as he palmed her tight ass.

She looked like she was built for endurance too. Average height, but with long legs that would wrap around a man’s waist and hold on tight. She had a heart-shaped face, with bobbed black hair that angled down to an almost too sharp chin. Straight dark brows winged over eyes that looked right through a man and picked apart his darkest, most erotic thoughts.

Down, boy. Kate Kirkland was a means to an end, that was it. Nothing more, nothing less. Johnny Vittorelli was in the process of setting himself up to be bootlegger to all of lower Manhattan. Thanks to a luckily timed bust of Saul, Micah and Jake would be sitting pretty before Vittorelli even got his operation going.

He could hardly believe he was back here, in New York again. He’d grown up here, in the seedy Bowery, and left as soon as he was able, unwilling to watch criminals and the corrupt leadership of Tammany Hall politicians drag it down even further. Only to have life and work drag him full circle to take down a criminal enterprise.

When it was all over, the Prohibition Bureau would wipe through every club involved in the sting.

Not quite the way a man thanked a woman for a lovely romp in bed, and that wasn’t even touching on how he’d have to lie about himself every moment they were together. It’d be in his best interests to get his brain out of his pants. Pronto.

“It’s a deal, Miss Kirkland,” he finally replied.

“You got a bathroom in this joint?” Jake piped up for the first time since they’d sat down.

“Of course, Mr. Sterling. I’ll show you where it is.” She angled her body to get out of the booth, which left her facing him. “Mr. Trent, if you’d please let me out.”

For a split second, he was tempted to force her to push him out. She’d already put him to the test, so it would only be fair. But he slid out of the way rapidly. He needed to keep in her good graces, not piss her off enough to send her shopping for a new bootlegger.

Once again, Kate let them through the small club, this time to a shadowed hallway at the opposite corner. Micah stayed to the rear of the procession, the better to watch her hips sway. Her dress was open nearly to the small of her back, black silk framing creamy, porcelain skin. The soft sweep of her spine curved in exactly at the bottom of the opening, hinting at what was further below.

That whole keeping his mind out of his pants idea wasn’t going so well. “There you go, Mr. Sterling. Second door on the right.”

Jake nodded briefly and moved toward the indicated door. Kate turned to Micah and propped a hand on her hip.

“Were you going with him? Maybe he needs help to shake?”

“You are a spitfire, aren’t you?” He leaned against the turquoise and silver wall.

“Most of us modern girls are.”

“To answer your question, no. Jake’s a big boy. He’s been toilet trained for a good three years now.”

“Then why did you feel obliged to follow?” Her tone was dry, but a smile quirked her cupid’s-bow mouth. “I’d think you’d be enjoying your drink with Saul. Our business is finished for now.”

“We didn’t seal the deal.” He’d followed to ensure Jake would have a private moment to snoop around, but it wouldn’t serve to say so. In his line of work, the truth was seldom the best choice. He and Jake specialized in undercover work. In quickly, get the information, or make the bust and slide out again. No muss, no fuss. Already this was shaping up to be one of the longest operations they’d orchestrated. He couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by the sexy speakeasy owner.

“We agreed. That’s enough for me.”

“Not me.” He caught her hand in his, loosely holding her fingertips. Every cell in his body popped to life, the same as when they’d shaken hands before. “Dance with me.”

“Is dancing often a part of forming new business relations for you?” 

“Nope.”

“Then why make the exception for me?”

“It’s rare I get to do business with such a beautiful woman.” He tugged gently on her fingers, aiming her at the postage-stamped dance floor. She took a small step in that direction. Her mouth was saying all the right things, but she was weakening. “Dance with me.”

“I have work to do. This isn’t necessary.”

“Of course not. That’s why it’ll be fun. Come on, it’s a fast one. We’ll swing around the floor a time or two and I’ll let you get back to work.”

With a short nod, she acquiesced. He lost no time in hauling her out to the floor. The instant they set foot on the parquet, the piano player segued into a slow, smoky number. He couldn’t have planned it better if he’d slipped the man five bucks.

She considered backing out. He could see it in the rigidity of her shoulders and the brief frown that wrinkled her pale brow. Then she took a deep breath that lifted her small but perfectly formed breasts and raised her arms into waltz position. Micah scooped her into his arms and swept her out into the dance before she could have second thoughts.

And then he nearly lost track of the steps in a raging sweep of lust.

Bare skin. The hand on her back rested on bare skin. As smooth as silk, with sleek muscles moving beneath.

Sure, he’d seen her dress. Logically he’d known he’d be touching her skin if they danced. He just hadn’t had a clue what effect it would have on him. Apparently that effect was to stop all semblance of mental processes.

She moved beautifully in his arms. If he even thought about a turn, she was right there with him. She avoided his gaze at first, until he spun them into a swooping series of turns, stopping only when her bright gaze lifted to his, a giddy smile curling her lips.

Involuntarily, his arms tightened, drawing her nearer. The beaded fringe around her skirt brushed his shins and their chests were one deep breath apart. The dance stretched on into the type of extended moment that approached eternity.

But nothing lasted forever, and the piano player finished with a showy flourish. As he deposited her at the edge of the dance floor, he finally thought to look for Jake, to ensure his partner had completed his look-see. Jake stood at the hallway entry, arms crossed over his broad chest as he went nose to nose with a stacked blonde. They didn’t look particularly happy with each other. If Jake had managed to queer the deal already, Micah would be forced to beat him bloody.

He was at their side in a moment, interrupting the little tête-à-tête, Kate right behind him.

“Susie, I see you’ve already met Jacob Sterling. This is Micah Trent. They’re The Kirk’s new suppliers. Mr. Trent, Mr. Sterling, this is Susie Nichols. Our resident blues singer.”

“A blues singer.” Jake’s voice rang with disapproval as they gave the blonde a once over. She was a pretty, curvy thing with doe-brown eyes and round cheeks. Jake had never oozed charm but it wasn’t like him to be instantly hostile to a woman he’d just met. “You cussed me like a sailor. I might’ve guessed.”

Micah opened his mouth, about to use his silver tongue to deflect some of the tension but Susie beat him to it.

“Like you’re mister high and mighty.” She fisted her hands on her hips. “Sneaking around the joint like a second-storey man!”

“Do we have a problem here?” Kate asked.

“I caught him poking his head in your office.” 

“Door was open,” Jake grunted. 

“I was shutting it.” 

“A likely story!”

“Susie, I’ll take care of this.” Kate set a hand on the other woman’s shoulder with a level of friendship that betrayed more than an employer-employee relationship. “You go on up and sing.”

Her nose in the air, Susie flounced off.

Kate waited until she was only a few feet away before she pounced. Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared at Micah and Jake. “Do we have a problem already?”

“No,” Jake said.

What a help he was. Micah whipped out his placating, aw-shucks grin, the one with the innocent head tilt that was accompanied by slinging his thumbs in his pockets. It had worked on Prohibition section chiefs all over the country, getting him and Jake out of several jams involving not following proper procedure. Not Kate. Her expression didn’t lighten in the least. For such a little thing, she was fierce. The mistress of her small empire. And based on Susie’s vehement dressing down of Jake, her subjects were quite loyal.

“Knowing Jake, he was looking for the back exit,” he improvised. “Isn’t that right, partner?”

“’Course.”

“It’s only smart,” Micah continued. “We wouldn’t want to be caught unaware in case of a raid.”

Kate loosened up a little, relaxing her shoulders. The argument was sound. When a person was deep in the world of illegal booze, keeping an eye on the escape hatches was for the best. Micah should know. He’d cut off plenty doing busts.

“Rest assured, I’ll let you know how to get out, if you ever need,” Kate said. “In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you could keep your partner here under wraps. I will not put up with people nosing around my place.”

“Understood.”

“But Trent, I don’t think you have a full grasp on your place in this relationship.”

“What’s that?” Under her, he wished. Buck naked.

“To make things simple, you can consider this a trial run. This is my place. My world, built out of what my father left to my brother and me. Piss me off, and you’re out on your ear.”

“I wouldn’t dream of pissing you off.” Until he had Johnny Vittorelli neatly tied up, and Poppa Paulo along with him.

Micah suspected shutting down The Kirk would piss her off something royal. 
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​Chapter Four
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DARK ENVELOPED THE alley at four in the morning. Humid summer air lay heavy on Kate’s bare arms. Dawn light slipped skinny fingers between the tall buildings. At this ungodly hour, the streets were quiet. Lucas and Nick shuffled and rustled behind her. Even the most determined revelers had stumbled home. Kate had shut down The Kirk an hour ago.

Headlights turned into the narrow alley. Nick shook off his doze and straightened from the brick wall. Lucas and Kate had already been alert. Lucas because he was always studiously observant in dangerous situations. Kate because she could seldom rest. When the Ford truck pulled even with the weathered door, she moved forward. Lucas stood behind her and to the right.

The driver’s door of the battered truck opened and a man slid out. In the dim light, Kate could see only his outline. Tall and lean, he inclined his head to her. Kate’s heartbeat leaped into her throat, the same silly reaction she’d had at every meeting over the last three weeks. She didn’t move.

“Miss Kirkland.” His voice was deep and buttery rich. “Mr. Trent.”

“I wish you would let me call you Kate.”

She ignored the urge to say yes and eyed the man who had climbed out of the passenger side, Trent’s partner. Jacob Sterling was shorter and stockier than Trent and while Trent managed to look elegant in his dark two-piece suit, Sterling only looked messy. “Hello, Mr. Sterling.”

The man nodded, adding no greeting. It was normal for him. The most words she’d heard from him at one time were when he and Susie Nichols, The Kirk’s resident songstress, snipped at each other.

Trent pulled a slim case from his jacket that gleamed silver in a stray beam of light. Behind her, Lucas tensed and lifted a hand to his waistband. Kate waved him off. Much about Trent made her nervous, from his wickedly edged smile to the heat in his gaze when he looked at her. The chance of him opening fire on them was not one. Trent smiled and his even teeth flashed pale white. Naturally he’d seen Lucas flinch, but it didn’t seem to rattle him. Nothing did.

He held out the silver case. “Would you like a cigarette?” She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“Always so unswervingly polite.”

“I’ve found it serves in matters such as this to keep a cool head.”

He slid the case back into his breast pocket. “I’d been under the impression that all you modern women smoked.”

“I can’t abide the taste.” The dawn illuminated her, though it only backlit Trent, so Kate allowed a wicked smile to tip her lips. “From the source or from my men.”

His chuckle was low and genuine. Something low in her belly took a tumble.
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