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      Murder. Lies. Betrayal.

      

      I deal with those things every day. My name is Jason Avery, one of the best undercover agents in the country. I have yet to fail on a mission, which is why I’ve been sent to Vegas. Countless women have been abducted, tortured, only to show up dead in the middle of the night. It’s my job to find out which sick f*** is responsible. Unfortunately, every lead sends me to a dead end; at least, until Aylee McFadden shows up at my door.

      

      Aylee is a stubborn, headstrong FBI agent and also one of the sexiest women I’ve ever seen with a gun. In joining me, it gives us the leverage we need to get on the inside. She fights me at every turn, but soon realizes there’s more to me than tattoos and a dirty mouth. I can’t get enough of her. Now that we’re in the game, we’re one step closer to solving the crime. However, gambling with money isn’t what the big boys want. They want the one thing I’m not willing to give. 

      

      It’s a no limit game, and if I back down I lose everything. I will lose her.
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            Prologue

          

          Jason

        

      

    

    
      “You found me.”

      If there was ever a moment when I needed to keep my wits about me, it was now. But how could I do that when I wanted nothing more than to snap the man’s neck in front of me; to make him bleed like he did the families he murdered.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?” I spat through clenched teeth. His file flashed through my mind, the pictures of the carnage he left behind . . . those children. My blood boiled.

      He was poised, ready to fight to the death by the look in his eyes. “I guess it was only a matter of time.”

      His name was Michael Bruxton, a computer analyst with skills matching my own. But he had a sick hobby that cost the lives of three families over the past two weeks. I spent day and night searching for him, and now I found the bastard.

      We circled each other in the rundown, abandoned warehouse he’d holed up in while on the run. On the floor were tokens he stole from his victims. The baby doll with a bright pink dress caught my attention first. My whole body shook with rage. “How could you do it, you sick fuck?”

      His eyes sparkled. “It’s like putting paint to canvas.” He looked down at the things he collected and smiled. “Their pleas for help were music to my ears.”

      Flashes of the children laying in their own blood, their lives taken from them at such a young age plagued my mind. They were innocent, along with their parents who only wanted to protect them. A man like him deserved to die a slow, painful death . . . and I was going to make sure that happened.

      Lunging for him, we went down to the dirty floor, his head slamming against the concrete. He tried to punch me and missed. I couldn’t hear anything other than the blood rushing through my veins. Pinning him with my weight, I punched him over and over, the feel of his bones crunching beneath my fist. I didn’t know the families who were killed, but I fought for them, bringing their murderer to justice.

      The sick fuck spit to clear his throat, blood dribbling down his cheek, and laughed. “I love it when they fight back.” He pushed his arousal into me and groaned.

      Jesus Christ. Grabbing his neck, I squeezed and snuffed his next words out. “You get off on pain you perverted son of a bitch?” I picked up a brick from nearby and raised it high. “Let’s see how you like this.” As hard as I could, I slammed it down on his face. “You said screams were music to your ears,” I yelled into the silence. “Where are the screams now, you bitch?” I slammed the brick back down on his mutilated face over and over again, trying to unsee the pictures of the flayed bodies he’d left behind.

      Throwing the brick across the floor, I got up and surveyed the scene, breathing hard. “Now you can’t hurt anyone ever again.”

      [image: ]

      “Got anything new comin’ up?” Blake asked, leaning against the doorframe.

      Strapping on my holster, I shook my head. After everything that happened with Bruxton, I needed a break. “I hope not. You?”

      Jaw tight, he trudged into my office, gray eyes full of turmoil. “Actually, I’m headin’ out for good. I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? Are you skipping town or quitting the team?”

      Blake Evans and the rest of the guys on our team were the best undercover agents in the country. We’d already lost a couple people, including my sister who decided to move away to California to settle down. We couldn’t afford to lose another skilled agent.

      A small smile splayed across his face as he sat down. “I’m still going to be a part of the team. This is my life. I’ll just be living it somewhere else.”

      “Where to?”

      “Wyoming. My grandfather passed away and left me his ranch. I figured I’d go since nothing’s really keeping me here. I’m single, and we’re always traveling with the job. I’m never in Charlotte that much anyway.”

      “No shit. I think this is the first week in months I’ve been able to sit back and relax.” I stared at him and chuckled. “Blake Evans turned cowboy. I never would’ve thought it.”

      He got to his feet. “Me neither, but it’ll sure be interesting. How about we get one last drink together at Second Street before I go?”

      “Sounds good, bro. I was just about to head out.” We got halfway to the door when my cell phone rang. I looked down at my phone and walked back to my desk. “It’s the Chief of Police from Vegas.” So much for the break I wanted. Leaning against my desk, I answered the call. “Ryan Griffin, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “No pleasure in this call, son. Are you still at the station?”

      “I was just getting ready to leave. What do you need?”

      Sounding tired, he sighed. “I sent you some files. Take a look at them for me.”

      Blake took a seat while I sat back down behind my computer. It didn’t take long for it to boot back up and when it did, I found the files. “All right, I have the files opened up.” The first one was a woman who was found dead two months prior, followed by two other murder victims and one who was missing. “What the fuck is this?”

      “Whoever this fucker is, he’s cutting them, strangling them, and then leaving them on the side of the road.”

      I waved Blake over. “Take a look at this,” I whispered, holding the phone away. While he sat down, I moved back. “Did it all start two months ago with this first woman, or have you had similar cases?”

      “Nope, all new. We’ve had eyewitnesses give us descriptions of the people these women were last seen with—all high rollers of Sin City. No one wants to talk. All we’re getting are dead ends. I need someone on the inside who doesn’t look like a cop. My people can’t get close enough.”

      Blake moved out of the way and I glanced at the pictures one last time before closing them out. “I’ll be there soon,” I said, hanging up.

      “That’s some really nasty shit going on out there,” Blake stated.

      Anger boiled in my veins. The pictures of those women were going to forever be ingrained in my mind. “Yes, it is, and I’m going to make sure I find the fucker responsible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Jason (Three Months Later)

        

      

    

    
      “Going out again?” Ryan grumbled through the phone.

      “That’s the plan. I can’t exactly do much sitting on my ass.”

      “One would think that’s what you’ve been doing since you haven’t figured out shit. Please tell me you have something . . . anything other than the thousands you’ve won.”

      Clenching my teeth, I took a deep breath. “I’ve given you more than what you were able to come up with on your own. For three months now, I’ve kicked ass at each casino and learned every single game. I have a name out there, but nothing’s going to make these guys seek me out. I’m nothing to them.”

      Unfortunately, two more girls had shown up dead. Both were professional escorts from the same agency, which happened to be run by Ronnie Chatfield, a female pimp. I had yet to speak to her, but was determined to seek her out. The woman was invisible. On her website, it said the ranch was temporarily closed for business, yet more of their girls were disappearing.

      The women were beautiful, some fuller than others, and way more expensive than the drugged out prostitutes you’d see on the street. These women were for the elite. Other than that, I did know what my suspects looked like, what their names were, where they worked, who their families were . . . basically, it was tracking them that was a complete bitch.

      “But at least you’re enjoying the money in the meantime, right?” he scoffed.

      “Kiss my fucking ass. I’m here to help you out. I don’t have to be here. If anyone wants to get this case solved quickly, it’s me. I’m ready to get the hell away from this place.”

      Ryan huffed and the line grew silent. I had made a shit ton of money, but that was because I was good at the games. To get in with the high rollers, I had no choice but to learn. As a reward, the casinos offered me free rooms and other amenities. I was living like a king. There was no denying I enjoyed it, but my full focus was on the case, nothing else.

      “Look, I hate to be a dick, but the FBI is breathing down my neck. If you don’t figure something out soon, they’re going to intervene.”

      I snorted. “I’d like to see them get as far as I have.”

      “Either way, they will show up. I just want you to be prepared. I’ve worked with some of those douchebags before.”

      “As long as they stay out of my way, I’m fine.”

      “I can already tell you now . . . they won’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Jason (One Week Later)

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. Avery, would you like another gin and tonic?”

      I looked up and smiled. “That’d be great.” The night was young and I already had over two hundred grand in chips. Ryan’s words about the FBI butting in had been nagging on me all week.

      “Is there anything else I can get you?” the sultry waitress asked, biting her lower lip. She stuck her tits out, showing me the hardened nipples through her white shirt. Her hand slid up my thigh and my dick twitched.

      Groaning, I pushed her hand away. I almost wanted to take what she was offering, slide away to a back room and fuck her senseless. She wasn’t exactly the type of woman I’d go for, but a dark room could do wonders. It’d been an eternity since I’d had a good fuck. “Sorry, sweetheart. I don’t have time to play tonight.”

      “Maybe next time?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

      I kissed her hand and winked. “We’ll see.”

      Tossing back the gin and tonic, I grabbed my chips and started for the floor. I had played every single game so much it bored me. The stakes were all the same, there was no competition. Going through the motions, I spent the next three hours going from table to table. It wasn’t until the brush of a hand on my shoulder pulled me out of my monotony. I thought it was the waitress trying her luck again, but it wasn’t.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” Her hair was a deep red and in soft curls past her shoulders, and her eyes were the clearest blue I’d ever seen.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, staring at her tight black dress.

      She took a seat beside me, grinning wide. “Ariel, and yours?”

      By the look in her seductive blue eyes I knew she was lying. I held out my hand. “I’m Eric. Want to board my ship?”

      Catching the reference, she shook my hand. “Well played. But I’d be more than happy to ride on your ship.”

      “Normally I’d say all aboard, but now is not a good time,” I said, getting to my feet.

      Smirking, she got up and let go of my hand. “Pity. I was hoping to have some fun tonight.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there are plenty of gentlemen here who could use your services.”

      “Am I that obvious?” she challenged, regarding me with narrowed eyes.

      “It’s of no concern to me either way.” But before I could turn away, an idea sparked. Looking at the red haired vixen, she was exactly the type of person I needed. Unfortunately, the men I was searching for weren’t there. “Actually, I may have a proposition for you.”

      “What kind of proposition?”

      I pulled out one of my cards and wrote my number on it. “It might be dangerous, so I understand if you don’t want to. But you look like the kind of girl who’d be up for a challenge.”

      She took my card and smiled, her eyes lit with humor. “You have no idea.”

      “All you have to do is give me a call tomorrow morning.”

      “What kind of money you talking?”

      I tapped her chin and winked. “Don’t worry, you’ll be well compensated.” Making my way out of the casino, I glanced over my shoulder; she was gone. Ryan might not like the ideas going through my mind, but it was the perfect solution. The only problem now would be putting my trust in a prostitute.

      Back at the hotel, I turned on my phone and set it on the bed, ignoring its incessant beeping. It’d been a week since I’d talked to Ryan and the last thing I wanted was to hear him bitch. He was just going to have to go another day without talking to me. Running a hand through my hair, I looked out the window at the city lights. I prayed I could figure out the case before another woman went missing.

      Over at the bar, a bottle of whiskey called my name. I was about to pour a tumbler full when a loud knock sounded on the door. Who the fuck is that?

      As soon as I opened the door, the red-haired vixen strolled in, carrying a bag in her hands. “You decided to follow me? You should know I’m not into stalkers.”

      Throwing her bag on the floor, she turned to me, her smile gone. “It’s a good thing I’m not stalking you then. My name’s Aylee McFadden. I’m with the FBI.” She lifted her leg on the couch and retrieved something strapped to her thigh, throwing it at me.

      Eyes wide, I stared down at her badge. “Holy fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Aylee

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you were going to get a civilian to help you with the case, least of all a fucking prostitute,” I scolded. Instead of answering, he clenched his jaw and tossed me my badge. “I’ll give you credit though, at least you didn’t try to fuck me.”

      He stepped forward, sliding his shirt sleeves up, showing off the tattoos tracing down his right arm; green eyes blazing. “My mind is always on the case. So what exactly does the FBI hope to accomplish by sending you?”

      Reaching into my bag, I pulled out my detail assignment which now included him. “First off, I want you to stop talking to me like I’m the enemy.” He scoffed, pissing me off more. “And second,” I added, throwing the file at him, “it was my idea to risk my life to help you.”

      Hearing what was being done to the victims brought back horrible memories. I was sick for a week after looking at the pictures. I wasn’t a weak woman, but there was only so much you could take before the past came back to haunt you. My eyes started to burn.

      “So what, I’m supposed to take orders from you now?” he asked, breaking into my thoughts.

      Rolling my eyes, I crossed my arms. “Is this really how you’re going to be?”

      He tossed the file on the couch. “I can do whatever the fuck I want. This is my case and I’m going to solve it. I don’t need you or the bureau fucking everything up.”

      Barreling toward the door, I didn’t even try to stop him. “Whiny bitch it is then,” I muttered. Pulling out my phone, I dialed Ryan’s number. He’d warned me about Jason’s reaction.

      “Let me guess, he told you to fuck off,” he said, answering the phone.

      “Not in those exact words, but I got the gist.”

      “He may be an arrogant jackass, but he’s one of the best. I’ve been giving him hell the past month. It’s never taken him this long to solve a case.”

      Sitting on the couch, I put the file on my lap and opened it. “That’s because he can’t do this one alone. He needs me, whether he likes it or not.”

      “Good luck with that. Make sure to keep me posted, he’s been ignoring my calls.”

      “I will. All I have to do is get his considerable thick skull out of his ass.”

      [image: ]

      Jason had been gone for hours and I wasn’t about to wait up, so I went to bed. It was now morning and the bed was so warm, I didn’t want to leave. It was almost as if the sheets were heated. Snuggling into them, I felt a puff of warm breath on my ear.

      “What the flying fuck?” I screeched, elbowing the arrogant jackass behind me. I tried to get up, but Jason laughed, tightening his grip around my stomach. It wasn’t the damn sheets keeping me warm, it was him.

      “I think I like you better sleeping,” he teased.

      “Shut the hell up and let me go. What on God’s green earth do you think you’re doing?”

      “We’re lovers, sweetheart. Or at least that’s what the file said. I was just getting into character.”

      I snorted and elbowed him again. “In public, asswipe. Behind closed doors, I want you to keep your grubby little carny hands off me.”

      Chuckling, he let me go and I rolled out of bed. Leaning on his elbow, he looked at me with a devilish smirk. “What happened there?” He pointed to my neck.

      I quickly put my hand over the scar. “Mind your own business. If you’re trying to run me off by being a dick, it’s not going to work. I know who you are and what you’re like, Mr. Avery. You like to work alone, I get that, but being an arrogant fool isn’t going to help us solve the case. You need to work with me on this one.”

      “I am, or at least I’m trying to. We’re supposed to be lovers. I don’t see how that’s going to work, considering you hate my guts.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If you read the complete file you’d see I’m actually going to be your companion. I fooled you earlier didn’t I?”

      He pursed his lips. “Don’t you know how dangerous this is going to be? When we get on the inside, you’ll be the target.”

      I shrugged. “That’s the plan. I’m willing to put myself on the line for this.”

      “Why, because it’s your job?” His piercing stare bore into mine.

      “I have my reasons. Now can we get to work? We have a lot of ground to cover.”

      Throwing the covers off, he got out of bed stark ass naked. “Sure, but I should probably get dressed first.”

      Holy shit. Mouth gaping, I watched him walk out of the room. What had I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Aylee

        

      

    

    
      “Ariel, let’s go,” he called.

      I finished the last touches of my makeup that ended up being about an inch thick and stuck my head out the bathroom door. “Are you seriously going to call me that?” When I got a good look at him, my breath caught. He was dressed in a suit with a pair of aviators hanging out the breast pocket. Why are all the hot guys such douchebags?

      “If you don’t like it you know where the door is.” He smiled wide, daring me to leave.

      “Nah, it’s cool. I’ll just call you Lester.” I stepped back into the bathroom. “I’m not going anywhere, so you can stop trying to push me away.”

      “We’ll see about that,” he murmured low, probably thinking I couldn’t hear him.

      Sighing, I glanced at myself in the mirror. My hair was perfectly coifed and my black dress hugged my curves. Going undercover as a prostitute wasn’t what I would’ve chosen on this case, but it was the only card I had to play. “Here goes nothing,” I mumbled.

      When I walked out, Jason’s jaw clenched and instead of acknowledging me, he went straight for the door, opening it wide. He had both of our bags draped across his shoulder, and when I tried to grab mine, he gripped it tighter. Rolling my eyes, I strolled past him toward the elevator and pressed the button.

      “Are you ready for this?” he asked.

      I snorted. “I’m always ready. You?”

      The elevator door opened and he followed me in, dropping our bags to the floor. Snaking his arm around my waist, he pulled me in close. I tried to stop from shivering and failed. He chuckled and slid his hand lower, but I knew what he was up to. Instead of removing his hand, I stood there, smirking.

      “Very good, firecracker. I guess you are ready. Now what are you going to do if I do this?” He caged me in and backed me up against the wall, pressing his body into mine. His lips were so close I could feel his breath on my neck.

      “I told you I’m fully dedicated to this case. I knew what I was going to have to do with you. It’s a small price to pay.”

      “And with the men we investigate . . . are you prepared to fuck them too?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I have my own agenda for them. And let’s get this straight, I have no plans on fucking anyone while I’m here.”

      “Why not, you married?”

      “No.”

      “Boyfriend?” he asked.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t want him trying to kick my ass after he finds out what we’ve done together.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      He smacked my ass and winked. “You’ll see.” The elevator doors opened and we stepped out into the lobby, his arm securely around my waist, with our bags hanging on his shoulder. A black limousine waited for us outside. Jason guided me toward the door as the driver opened it. “In you go.” I slid in and he joined me, his thigh brushing mine. “Caesar’s Palace,” he commanded to the driver.

      Jason pressed a button to lift the privacy window. “All right, let’s quickly go over everything. Whatever you do, do not go anywhere out of my sight. I want to keep my eyes on you the entire time.”

      “Same goes for you. No horny waitresses, no corner prostitutes, no escorts. I need to make sure you don’t get distracted.”

      He chuckled. “Baby, I don’t have to pay for sex. But now that I have you helping out, I might be able to squeeze in some fun time.”

      “By all means. Just make sure you go somewhere else and not in our room.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to get us a suite with two rooms. That way we don’t bother each other.”

      “As long as they have noise deadening walls, I’m good to go.”

      “So you’re a screamer then?”

      “What? I was talking about—” I shook my head. “Never mind.”

      His laugh made my teeth clench. “Looks like I made someone blush. I think it’s kind of sexy.”

      I huffed. “All you’ve done is made my trigger finger twitchy. Keep it up and I’ll be working this case alone.”

      The driver dropped us off at Caesar’s Palace and before checking out the casino, Jason reserved us the penthouse suite. It was huge with two bedrooms, the epitome of luxury and elegance.

      “You must’ve earned some serious money while you’ve been out here.”

      He chuckled. “You have no idea. Pick which room you want and I’ll take the other. I made sure they were on opposite ends so you couldn’t hear the screams of pleasure about to ensue. Wouldn’t want you to get jealous.”

      “Jackass,” I mumbled under my breath. “Doesn’t matter much to me.”

      “And then once you’re settled we’ll have to work out a system.”

      “For what?”

      “Like hanging a sock on the door knob when you’re horny and looking for a little of this.” He gestured down his body.

      “Oh, good grief. That will never happen. Ever.”

      “Just remember . . . if you ask me to, I’m willing.” He turned and walked away, shaking his butt before disappearing into the second bedroom.

      As good looking as Jason was, I would never look at him that way. When working on a mission, it wasn’t a good idea to get physically involved with a partner. That led to certain emotions and those types of feelings weren’t good in life or death situations.

      I walked into the first bedroom and set my bag down. I wasn’t there to enjoy the scenery. Taking a deep breath, I walked out of the bedroom and straight to the bar. There was an assortment of liquors so I poured myself a vodka shot and downed it.

      “Take it easy, killer. I don’t want you getting too comfortable with the fellas tonight.”

      I snorted. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ve seen pictures of the men we’re investigating. The liquor is to help me see them in a new light.”

      “You did pretty well with me earlier,” he noted. He stood in front of me as I poured another shot.

      “It’s all part of the job. Besides, I knew you.”

      “I see. So you think you know me, huh?”

      “Well, maybe not really know you, but everyone in the field has heard your name. You have a reputation.”

      Pouring himself a shot of whiskey, he held the glass to his lips. “And what’s said about me?” he asked, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

      I tossed my shot back and cringed when it went down. “Stuff I’m sure you already know. You’re a smooth talker, like breaking the rules, and a master manipulator. Not to mention you’re a complete pain in the ass. I’ve also noticed you get angry when you don’t get what you want. Some would call that temper tantrums.”

      “It looks like you have me all figured out. It’s a shame I don’t know much about you.”

      “Like you care anyway. I seem to recall you trying to get rid of me.”

      He winked. “I still am. You ready to go?”

      I set my glass down and waved toward the door. “After you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Jason

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to be a dick, but dammit to hell, I was pissed. Even with all the work I’d done on the case, I knew without a doubt the FBI would take all the credit for solving it. The file was what really got me going. I didn’t like people telling me what to do. It was my idea to hire Aylee in the first place, not knowing she was a fucking FBI agent. That was all me.

      Seeing the way she handled my bullshit, there was no way I was going to be able to get rid of her. It was fun trying, even though I felt like a douche putting the moves on her when I knew she was only letting me touch her to prove a point. I couldn’t deny the attraction I felt. Not only was she sexy as fuck, but she was strong and totally not interested. I had yet to meet anyone like her.

      “Where do you want to start?” she asked, gazing around the casino.

      Her body fit perfectly into my side as I held her close. “Have you ever been in a casino before?”

      She shook her head. “I’m from Maine. The only casinos we have are in Oxford and Bangor. It’s not exactly my cup of tea.”

      “I didn’t know you were from Maine.”

      “That’s because you’ve been too busy messing with me to ask. Have you ever been there?”

      “No, but I’ve always wanted to visit the state. Unfortunately, nothing ever happens up there that needs my attention.”

      “Why do you think I live there? Okay, where do you want to start?” She glanced up at me, all business.

      “Why don’t you play tonight?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Me? Are you insane? I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

      Grabbing her hand, I pulled her with me and bought her a thousand dollars in chips. “It’s easy. I’ll show you what to do.”

      “I can’t spend this,” she gasped, refusing to take them. “I’ll get my own.”

      I pushed them toward her and chuckled. “Tonight’s on me. Let’s just say it’s an apology for being a dick.”

      “What if you’re a dick tomorrow? Does that mean you’ll give me two grand?”

      I winked. “Only if you promise to win it back.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      I leaned down and whispered in her ear, placing my hands on her bare shoulders. “Then you’ll owe me.”

      “Or,” she murmured low, tilting her head to the side. “I can just kick your ass. What happens if I earn your money back and then some?”

      “Then I’ll stop fucking with you. But you’re more than welcome to try and kick my ass. You’ll have to do it in that dress though.”

      Snickering, she started toward the Blackjack table. “You are so gonna regret saying that.”

      “Oh yeah? How come?”

      Looking back at me, she grinned wide. “You’ll see.”

      Taking a seat at the table, she was up against two other men who couldn’t stop making side glances at her. I wasn’t the only one enamored. The best part was she didn’t even notice the attention. She put her chips on the table and waited for the first card; it was a four of spades. I waited on her to ask me for guidance, but she didn’t. She tapped the table for another card, and then another, smirking at me over her shoulder.

      Kneeling down, I put my arm around her chair. “You dirty little liar. You know exactly what you’re doing, don’t you?” She won the match and pocketed an extra two hundred dollars.

      “Of course, I do. I’d have been stupid not to. So stand back and watch how it’s done. After tonight, you’re going to get over yourself and work with me. Deal?”

      She held out her hand. The girl was sly, I had to give her that. Her trick reminded me of something I’d do. Taking her hand, I pulled her to me. “Deal. But sooner or later you’re going to play against me. Let’s see how you do then.”
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      For the rest of the night, Jason watched me go from table to table, winning some and losing some. Luckily, I was able to earn over a thousand dollars. The only downside was that none of the men we’d been searching for visited the casino.

      “Where do you think they are?” I asked, getting into the elevator. “These men are well-known. Surely, someone at these casinos knows them.”

      “I have no doubt, but we can’t go around asking questions. We don’t want anyone getting suspicious. It’s not something we can risk right now.”

      “What about tailing them?”

      The elevator door opened. “Tried that, didn’t work. I’ve even ridden by the ranch where the girls live. It’s like the playboy mansion on steroids. I’m sure any woman would sell her body to live there. The only way you get in, is if you pay. And I’m not talking just a hundred dollars.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      We got to our suite and walked in. “Five grand. You also get a sample of the product. I think I had a choice between a hand job or getting my dick sucked.”

      I scoffed. “Are you serious? How do you know this?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I called and asked.” Then he winked. “But don’t worry, I have no desire to be with a woman who’s had her mouth on ten thousand dicks.”

      I snorted. “A little hypocritical aren’t we? I’m sure you’ve had your cock in a fair share of women.”

      Loosening his tie, he sat down on the couch, smirking. “You’re right, I have, but a guy has to have some sort of standards. Besides, I think I’m starting to prefer the unattainable. I don’t like having things handed to me.” He gazed at me like I was an obstacle that needed to be conquered, but I didn’t back down.

      “Neither do I, but if you’re referring to me you might as well get your jollies at the whorehouse, because you will never get any of this.” I pointed to myself.

      “Then I guess it’s a shame the ranch isn’t open for business.”

      “Thank God for that,” I mumbled.

      Turning on the television, Jason sat there with a smile on his face. I hated that he enjoyed tormenting me. What I really wanted to do was beat the shit out of him, but the last thing I needed was for him to know he could get under my skin. Instead of continuing the conversation, I started for my bedroom and slammed the door shut. I kicked off my high heels and peeled off the skin tight dress. I hated wearing dresses and I abhorred wearing a lot of makeup. Give me a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and I’d be happy.

      After scrubbing the shit off my face, I hopped in the shower and sighed. My muscles were tense and loosened once the hot water ran over my skin. I don’t know how long I stayed in there, but my fingers were shriveled prunes by the time I got out. There was no sound coming from the living room, so I dressed in a pair of pajama pants and a T-shirt before quietly opening my bedroom door. Once I saw the room was dark, I tiptoed to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

      “You look different.”

      Gasping, I grabbed my chest and turned around. Jason flipped on the lights and grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl. “You scared the shit out of me,” I hissed, reaching for a bottle of water and slamming the refrigerator closed.

      “Sorry, I heard your footsteps.”

      “No, you didn’t. You were being a creeper. There’s no way in hell you heard me.”

      Chuckling, he sat down and patted the stool beside his. “You’re right, I didn’t. I couldn’t sleep.”

      Now that my heart stopped racing, I sat down and watched him take a bite of his apple. “So I look different, huh? Good or bad?”

      He chewed his apple, smiling wide. “Good. You’re much prettier without all that shit on your face.” Lifting his finger, he traced it over my cheeks. “Your freckles are cute.”

      “Cute?” I scoffed, slapping his hand away. “Do you have any idea how many times I hear that crap? It’s annoying and makes me feel like a child.”

      “Believe me, you don’t look like one. I wouldn’t be wasting my time on you if you did.”

      “You’re already wasting your time. The only action you’re getting from me is a job well done. That’s it.”

      He took another bite of his apple, smiling. “I’ll take any job you’re willing to give me. It’s better than nothing.”

      The man was insufferable. “I take it you don’t have a girlfriend waiting on you back home.”

      Tossing the rest of his apple into the trash, he wiped his hands on his shorts. “Nope. I’m too busy to date.”

      I understood that all too well. “Tell me about it. When I’m not away on missions, I help my uncle and his partner with their bed and breakfast. It’s nice to get that time away with the stuff we do.”

      “Escape from what?” he asked, moving to the couch.

      I followed him into the living room and sat in the chair across from him. “Do you even care to know?”

      His smile faded. “You won the deal and I promised I’d get off your case about leaving. I never said I’d stop fucking with you. It’s who I am and what I do. You just have to get over it. On the other hand, you’re basically my partner. Your wellbeing depends on me and vice versa. I think it’s time we establish some trust. I may joke about your hot pussy, but that doesn’t mean I’m trying to get in it.”

      I blushed at the ease in which he said the word pussy. “Easier said than done. I’ve put my trust in other agents before and suffered the consequences. I know not to make that same mistake again.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s not really something that’s easy for me to talk about.” I leaned over on my elbows and yawned.

      He mimicked my movement and stared at me. “I get it. In a way, I think we’ve all been fucked over one way or another.”

      “What’s your story?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.”

      “Maybe someday. Right now, I’m going to bed.” Standing, I started for my room and then turned, his eyes following me. “And there’s not going to be a sock on my door so don’t even bother waiting for it.”

      He chuckled and got to his feet. “Sweet dreams, firecracker.”
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      The next morning, I woke up earlier than Jason and ordered breakfast. I didn’t want to wake him so I ate and studied the suspects’ files. All of the men were wealthy business owners of sorts; powerful men. One of them was obviously paying off the media. After eating breakfast, I slipped on my bikini and slid my clothes over it. If Jason was going to sleep all day, I wanted to at least enjoy the free time to clear my mind. I could always think better outside. Grabbing the sunglasses out of my bag, I slid them on top of my head and wrote Jason a note saying I was at the pool.

      By the time I got down there, it was still early enough to where there weren’t that many people. I grabbed a water from the bar, took off my shirt and shorts, and laid out by the pool.

      “Would you like a cocktail?”

      I looked up at the waiter and smiled. “Oh dear God, no. It’s too early for me to drink.”

      With a devilish grin, his white teeth stood out from his tanned skin. “It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”

      “True, but I’ll pass. Maybe in a couple of hours.”

      “I’ll be back later then. Enjoy your morning.” He strolled off and started flirting with a couple of older women who just ate him up like a doughnut.

      Sitting back in my chair I watched as gradually more people congregated around the pool. I loved to read, but people watching was always better. One thing the bureau loved about me was that I didn’t look the part. I may be a red-haired and pale-skinned Irish girl, but I could kick some serious ass. Many people have gone up against me and failed miserably.

      After a couple of hours of keeping to myself underneath the large umbrella, I spotted a group of young men with their plaid shorts and boat shoes. Frat boys by the looks of them. They sat across the pool from me, but I could see them staring. It wasn’t long before one of them got up and walked over.

      “Excuse me,” he said.

      I slid my glasses on top of my head. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, um, I have a question.”

      I had a feeling it was going to be one I didn’t want to answer. “Okay, shoot.”

      He licked his lips and looked back at his friends who all waited on the edge of their seats. “My friends want to know if your hair is as red down there as it is on top of your head.” The poor boy looked uncomfortable as hell and I was about to make it worse.

      “Down where? I don’t understand,” I said, acting innocent.

      Hesitating, I could see the sweat beading on his brow. It took all I had not to laugh and punch him at the same time. Moving a step closer, he sat down on the edge of the seat, turning his back to his friends. “Please just smack me and get it over with. It’s part of my initiation.”

      “You are a frat boy. So tell me, what happens if I don’t smack you?”

      “I lose points.”

      “And you honestly think saying shit like this to women is worth it? What if I was your mother someone was doing this to?”

      “Hey, honey,” a voice called from behind me.

      I turned around as Jason planted his lips on mine. He nipped my bottom lip, and I gasped. Pulling away, I saw he was dressed in a white T-shirt and khaki shorts, his tattoos showing through the fabric. The frat guy’s face turned pale and he started to leave, but Jason grabbed him by the neck.

      “Not so fast, shithead. What’s this I hear about finding out the color to what?”

      “It was just a joke,” the guy whimpered.

      “Just a joke my ass. Which one of your fucktard friends put you up to this?”

      “Th—the one in the pink and gray striped shorts.”

      Jason glared over at the guys and they all froze. It took all I had not to laugh. “What is it with you pansies wearing pink?”

      I thought Jason would let him go, but instead, he tossed him into the pool and stalked straight over to the guys who tried to get away. They weren’t fast enough. Jason grabbed the guy in the pink shorts – wedgie style – and lifted him in the air. The guy cried out while his friends stood there and laughed. Jason threw him as hard as he could into the pool and he belly flopped into the water.

      Crossing my arms, I watched as Jason strolled back over to me with a million watt smile on his face. “That felt so damn good.”

      “I could’ve taken care of it myself.”

      Leaning down, he grabbed my water and handed it to me. “I have no doubt, but I came down here to get you. We have to go.”

      “Well, damn. I thought you were coming to hang out and get some sun.”

      He looked around at all the people at the pool. “I’d prefer not having people stare at me.”

      “Conceited much?” I mentioned, getting to my feet.

      His smile faded. “If only it were that simple. Actually, Ryan called. Another girl’s gone missing. He wants us at the station.”

      Nodding quickly, I threw on my T-shirt and shorts and was ready to go.
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      “This one’s different,” I stated, looking down at the picture. It’s a woman in her early-thirties who was celebrating a weekend with her girlfriends.

      Ryan nodded. “Since she isn’t a hooker, I don’t know if we’re looking for the same suspect or not. All her friends said she was meeting someone at the Bellagio. They don’t know who or what he looks like. Phone calls aren’t going through and until she’s gone for a full twenty-four hours, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “Do you want to go to the Bellagio tonight and take a look around?” Jason asked.

      I nodded. “Maybe we’ll finally have some luck tonight.”

      Closing the file, Ryan sat back in his chair. “It looks like you two are getting along better.”

      “Don’t get too carried away. It’s only because he lost a bet and his ego’s sore,” I said.

      Ryan shrugged. “Either way, we need to get this shit figured out soon.”

      Jason regarded him, his expression serious. “We’ll figure it out, Chief. Like you, we don’t want to lose anyone else. It wouldn’t be so bad if we could get close to the cocksuckers.”

      “I understand. But I have faith you will.”

      The way back to the hotel was silent. I could see the wheels in Jason’s head turning. “What are you thinking about?”

      Frustrated, he ran a hand through his hair. “Honestly, I feel like a goddamned failure. It’s never taken me this long to solve a case. The longest has been a couple of weeks, tops.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Not every case can be solved at the drop of a hat.”

      “What about you? What’s your longest?”

      “Three weeks. And it was the worst three weeks of my life.”

      “Why is that?”

      Closing my eyes, the memories flashed, replaying like a vivid dream. “It was personal. The suspects had taken something away from me. And when I found them, I took something away from them.” My eyes burned and I could feel the moisture welling behind my closed lids.

      “What?” he asked.

      Looking over at him, I couldn’t stop the dreaded tear from falling down my cheek. “Their lives.”
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      “I have a good feeling about tonight,” Jason insisted.

      He hadn’t mentioned anything about what we talked about on the ride home, and I was very grateful. I needed to make sure my head was in the game and not in that dark place. “Good. Maybe that means we’ll find the bastards we’re looking for.”

      “We will,” he said, his reflection appearing in the mirror. He looked at me, his lips tilting up into a lazy smile. “You look beautiful.”

      I glanced at myself in the mirror. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Avery.”

      He shrugged. “Just speaking the truth.”

      “No sense on wasting your game when no one here cares for it.”

      “Can you honestly not accept a compliment?”

      “Not from you.”

      “I can’t believe you don’t like my southern charm.” He looked completely bewildered.

      “The ladies love that shit, even if they’re stuck-up Yankees.”

      I let out a dry laugh. “I’ve lived in the south too, numbskull. My father was in the Navy so we traveled a lot.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. I thought I could hear a bit of twang in there. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      Sighing, I took a final look at myself in the mirror and turned around. “No, it was just my mom, dad, and me.” I walked past him to the kitchen and kept my back to him while I poured a shot of his whiskey, tossing it back quickly.

      “Do they live in Maine too?”

      Clenching my teeth, I poured another shot. “What’s with all the questions?” I glanced at him over my shoulder.

      With narrowed eyes, he studied me. “I’m good at reading people, but I can’t seem to figure you out.” Sliding his laptop over, he opened it and typed away. “With just a touch of a few keys, I can find out anything I want about someone. You? I can’t find shit.”

      I turned around, hands on my hips. “So you’ve been investigating me, why?”

      He closed his laptop. “I worked with a guy for years who fucked over my entire team without us knowing. That’s how good he was. He wanted someone on the inside of the government so he could help his brother with all sorts of illegal shit. Not to mention, the fucker almost killed my sister in his quest for revenge. Trust is a big issue with me.”

      “It is with me too. Do you not think I am who I say I am?”

      “I don’t know. All I could find was an article with you and your uncle at his bed and breakfast and that you graduated from George Washington University. It’s like you’re a ghost.”

      “Obviously not everything was taken away if you were able to find that.” I stalked over to him, eyes blazing. “But if you want to know the truth, I’ll tell you. You should be able to recognize if I’ve been lying or not. It’s one of the first things we learned.”

      “You’re right, but the problem is, you haven’t told me a fucking thing about yourself. I have nothing to go on, no base for my trust.”

      “Fine.” I twisted the seat beside him and sat, knees to knees with my hands palms up in his lap. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      The second he touched my wrists, my pulse spiked. “Nervous?”

      I kept my focus on his eyes, knowing I couldn’t lie. “Yes, but only because I’m not used to being touched.”

      “Do you think I’m sexy?” he asked, winking.

      I jerked out of his hold, glaring. “I didn’t offer to do this so you could provoke me. Just ask your questions so we can get to work.”

      He grabbed my wrists and put his thumbs back in place. “Is your name Aylee McFadden?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you really an FBI agent?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why is your profile untraceable?”

      I sighed. “Because I don’t want to be found.”

      “Why?”

      “There was a time many years ago when someone tried to find me to get to my dad. They ended up finding my mother instead.”

      “What happened?” he asked, sounding concerned.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Either you talk about it with me now, or I will find it myself. I don’t think you want me picking apart your life.”

      His threat was not a bluff because I could see it in his eyes. “My father was big into gambling. I didn’t know until later that we moved around a lot because he’d made enemies. One night, he lost big and didn’t have the money to pay. Before he could get us out of town, the men came . . .” My voice cracked and took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly.

      “My father was able to get me out of the house unseen and he told me to run, so I did. They were coming for me as payment. It wasn’t until I was working for the bureau that I saw what they did to them. My uncle lied to me and said they were shot, but that wasn’t the case. They raped my mother in front of my father and then beat her to death. The men left, leaving my father alive, but he ended up taking his own life before the cops arrived.”

      Tears fell down my cheeks and Jason let go of my wrists so he could wipe them off. I flinched at the contact. “I’m sorry, Aylee.”

      “Not many people know. I don’t ever talk about it. At the time, I was living in Florida, but then moved to Maine to be with my uncle and his boyfriend. Now they’re married. When I got older, I went to school and was lucky enough to get where I am today.”

      “Did the police ever catch the men who killed your parents?”

      I shook my head. “I did. I got good at tracking people and I found them.”

      Instead of checking my pulse, he caressed his thumbs soothingly across my wrists. “Then what did you do?”

      “I killed both of them. It took three miserable weeks of being undercover and when one of them attacked me, I put a bullet in his head.”

      “Were you there alone or did you have a partner?”

      My jaw clenched. “I had one. He betrayed me for fifty thousand dollars and told them who I was. Too bad he never got the money. Once they had me in their grasp, they killed him, but not before he was able to wound the other guy. If he hadn’t done that, I don’t know if I’d be here right now.” I lowered my head.

      “I think your trust issues are warranted.”

      I wiped my eyes. “Being untraceable helps me feel safe. That’s why I changed to my mother’s maiden name, McFadden.”

      “Are you Irish?”

      I nodded. “My mother’s side. She was going to take me to Ireland, but never got the chance. I have my uncle though. He’s all the family I ever needed.” Sliding out of the chair, he let me go so I could walk into the living room. “Are we done with the questions?”

      “Not unless you want to ask me some,” he countered.

      I glanced back at him. “I already know everything about you, remember?”

      He chuckled. “Maybe, but I’m sure there’s a lot you don’t.”

      His statement was true, but we didn’t have the time. “You’re right, but it’s getting late. I just hope I’ve earned a little bit of your trust.”

      He put his hand on my shoulder and turned me around. “You have, but I have yet to earn yours.”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I learned to take care of myself a long time ago.” Stalking past him, I picked up my clutch and stood by the door. “Ready?”

      He joined me and slid on his black blazer. “One way or another, I will earn your trust. Even if you don’t believe me, I do take this job seriously. I won’t fail you like your last partner.”

      We’ll see about that.
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      It was Saturday night and the Bellagio was packed. The strip really came alive at night. Vegas was indeed the city that never slept. Putting his hand on my waist and sliding it down, Jason leaned toward my ear. “Do you want to play tonight?” he asked, squeezing one of my butt cheeks in his palm.

      I shook my head and smiled, speaking through clenched teeth. “After I break your hand, I might.”

      Laughing, he moved his hand away. “Just keeping you on your toes, firecracker.”

      “More like setting yourself up for harassment charges. I think I’m just going to follow you around. If we do find who we’re looking for, I need to look like arm candy—not a woman who could obviously dominate you.”

      He held out his arm. “Let’s go then, before you turn me on any further.”

      Rolling my eyes, I took his arm and we set off to get chips. When he asked for ten thousand dollars worth, I almost fell to the floor. “Holy crap,” I whispered, holding his arm tight. “Are you going to spend all of that?”

      Chuckling, he patted my hand. “You’ve got to spend big to win big. But don’t worry, I expect to double up. All we have to do now is get in the door.”

      I looked around the casino and so far no one of importance had popped up. “Where are we going first?”

      “Poker tables, baby. That’s where the money is.”

      We set off toward the tables and he sat down while I stood back, watching. My father had taught me how to play poker, especially Texas Hold’em. It was my favorite game as a kid. A part of me wanted to join in on the fun, but I had a part to play. Jason glanced back at me and I pointed to the tables off to the side; he nodded and winked.

      As soon as I sat down, one of the waitresses came over. She had short black hair and a face for magazines. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “A raspberry martini would be great, please.”

      “Of course. Anything else?”

      “No, that will be all. But say, it seems kind of dead in here. Is it always this slow?”

      She shook her head. “The high rollers usually show up around ten o’clock. I have to be on my game when they do. They tip the best.”

      “I can imagine.” As soon as she sauntered off, I checked the time on my phone. It was nine-thirty. I needed to be on the lookout if what she said was true. The waitress came back with my martini so I sipped on it lightly while I watched Jason’s game from afar.

      It wasn’t long before a man walked in, surrounded by two men and a woman on his arm. I could feel the power rolling off him in waves. He wasn’t one of the suspects on our list, but I had no doubt he could lead us to them. He was middle-aged and so was the woman. From the wedding band on her finger, I assumed she wasn’t a prostitute.

      The next time Jason looked back at me, I nodded toward the group. Keeping my eyes on the target, I watched them as they walked through the casino, speaking to people in passing.

      “What’s going on?” Jason asked, brushing up against me.

      I jumped, not expecting him to be done so fast. “What the . . . why did you leave the table?”

      He shrugged. “This is more important. I only lost two hundred anyway.”

      “Thank goodness it wasn’t the ten grand. You might need it.”

      Jason followed my gaze. “I wonder who that is.”

      “I don’t know, but we need to find out. I say we test the waters a bit.”

      A mischievous gleam twinkled in his eyes. “And it looks like they need more players. Come on,” he said, taking my hand. We walked casually toward the table and there were still two spots left. “Wish me luck.” He placed a kiss on my cheek, his stubble brushing against my skin.

      “Good luck,” I stuttered as he walked off, taking a seat at the table. So far so good.

      “Isn’t he just sex on a stick?” a voice called out from behind.

      More like a pain in the ass. I turned to see the woman who walked in with the men. Her blonde hair was pulled high into an elegant updo and being the age she was, she looked amazingly fit in her tight green dress and tan skin.

      “Are you two married?” she asked, looking down at my hand.

      Putting on a fake smile, I shook my head. “No, we’re not.”

      “Engaged?”

      I chuckled. “No, nothing like that.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh, I think I get it now. I apologize. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. These men are always looking for a good time. You’re not one of Chatfield’s girls are you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m on my own. She doesn’t seem to be taking on any new talent at the moment.”

      She pursed her lips. “I think it’s because some of her girls went missing. I’m not sure what’s going on though because I still see some of them around William’s friends. All I can say is it’s a dangerous job. You never know what kind of bloke you’re going to end up with.”

      “Trust me, I’ve met my fair share of interesting men.” Jason, of course, was one of them. Clearing my throat, I pointed to the table. “I assume you’re married to one of them over there?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Going on thirty years now. He’s the one with the white hair, wearing the blue shirt,” she said, pointing at the man I hoped Jason could get close to. The other two were younger and more military looking. “No matter how many whores, excuse the word, sweetheart, try to get close to him, he’s never let me down. His friends, on the other hand, I can’t say much for.”

      “I would hope he’d stay faithful to you. You’re stunning,” I admired, glancing up and down her body. “Not many women can maintain that kind of look.”

      Her smile widened and she held out her hand. “I think I’m going to like you. My name’s Diane Randall.”

      I took her hand. “Aylee McFadden.”

      “Well, Aylee, I think we need to get a round of drinks.”
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      The pot was five thousand dollars and six of the men had already abandoned the game. It was now between me and the three men Aylee and I were watching. The time had come for the river card which happened to be the last round of dealing. With the cards on the table and the two I had in my hand, I had a full house. The only plays that could beat me would be a four of a kind, straight flush, or a royal flush. The chances of the latter two were slim.

      “Check,” the older man with the white hair said. He stared at me with a hint of arrogance but also curiosity. The man had to be pushing sixty years old. The other men followed suit and checked. Now it was up to me. If I checked, that meant no one had to pay money for that round. But if I put money in, they had to in order to stay in the game.

      It just so happened I was in the mood to take chances. “All in,” I announced, sliding eight grand into the middle of the table.

      “Fold,” the big, burly guy said. From the looks of him, I’d say he was security detail. He had that air about him with his oversized muscles and shaved head, most likely ex-military. The other guy looked the same way. It only peaked my interest in finding out who the man in the blue shirt was. Once the other big guy folded, it was down to me and Mr. Blue.

      Smiling wide, he pushed his chips into the pot. “Call.” He turned over his cards and showed the table his flush of hearts. The men with him grinned and waited for me.

      “Good hand, but not good enough.” I flopped my cards down and smiled wide.

      The man in the blue shirt bellowed out a laugh and clapped his hands. “Fantastic! What’s your name, my boy?”

      We stood and I shook his hand. “Jason Avery.”

      “Well, Mr. Avery, I’m Will Randall. And these two,” he said, waving his hand at his mammoth friends, “are my bodyguards, Butch and Tom. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

      Butch and Tom held out their hands so I shook them. “Good to meet you.” Then to Will I said, “No, you most likely haven’t seen me. I moved here about three months ago. So far, I’m enjoying it.”

      He chuckled. “From what I’ve seen, I’d say so. What exactly do you do?”

      I glanced around the casino, grinning. “I left an accounting job in Chicago and came here to try my luck. I was sick of sitting behind a desk. But I have to say Sin City’s been good to me.”

      “It’s been good to me too,” he replied.

      “So what do you do that would require bodyguards? You must be an important man.”

      He chuckled. “I’m the CEO and owner of Randall Industries. I deal with real estate development, entertainment, music, you name it. I wear many hats.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “Oh, it is, or I wouldn’t be doing it.” Glancing over his shoulder, he found Aylee and the other woman sitting on one of the plush sofas, drinking. “Let’s say we join our women for drinks before starting another game? You up for that?”

      “You’re on.”

      He slapped me on the back. “And then tomorrow, you can come back and we’ll do it all over again.”

      “Sounds even better.”
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      “I think the night was very productive,” Aylee claimed. “After talking to Diane, I seriously think we need to find Madame Chatfield and have a chat with her. Do you know where she lives?”

      As a matter of fact, I did. “We can check out her place tomorrow and see if she leaves. The last time I followed her, she ended up going to a fucking toy store. And I’m not talking Toys R Us.”

      Aylee laughed. “I had you pegged wrong, Avery. I thought you’d be into the butt plugs.”

      “Butt plugs, no. But I’m open to almost anything.” I skimmed my finger across her neck. “I bet you have a secret collection of giant cocks stashed away somewhere.”

      “If I don’t have time for the real thing, what makes you think I’d have it for the fake ones?” she grumbled.

      I shrugged. “I’m a guy. It’s fun to imagine.”

      “Okay, moving on. What do you think about Will? His wife was really nice. I didn’t get any bad vibes from her.” Back to business as usual with her stubborn brow.

      “And I didn’t get any from Randall,” I said, agreeing with her. We had hoped Will would elaborate on who his friends were, but he didn’t. “Are you looking up information on him?” I asked, glancing over at her across the room.

      She was sitting in the large, brown leather chair in the corner with her laptop on her thighs. “How did you guess?”

      “Because I’m doing it too. Let me know what you find.” I stared at her profile, enjoying the way she concentrated on the screen, her bottom lip being pulled between her teeth. Once we’d gotten back, she’d changed out of her dress and put on a pair of shorts and tank top with her hair pulled high in a ponytail. She was sexy in her dress, but nothing could beat how fucking hot she was now; it was distracting.

      Her gaze lifted and strayed over my way and I couldn’t help but smile at how I made her shiver. “You’re welcome for tonight,” she stated, jutting her chin in the air.

      “For what?”

      “For being vigilant. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have seen Will or his people.”

      I snorted. “I would’ve seen them eventually. I can’t help it you were drooling over Butch and Tom.”

      “Fuck that,” she exclaimed, throwing a couch pillow at my head. I ducked behind my screen and laughed. “Why can’t you tell me thank you?”

      I reached for the pillow and threw it back at her. “Stop gloating and I will,” I backfired. She made a face, thinking I couldn’t see it. “You sure do have a temper to go with that red hair, don’t you?”

      “Only when I’m around you.”

      Shaking my head, I smiled; I liked her fiery temper. If only I could get her to loosen up a bit. The chances of that were slim to none. From the information on the computer, Will Randall was basically a celebrity in Vegas. “I got a lot coming up on Randall,” I said.

      She got up and sat beside me on the couch. “So have I. I did a search on Google and about a gazillion links popped up. It said his company is one of the biggest in the world.”

      “I see that.” He was probably one of the richest men I’d ever met. “Do me a favor and look up stuff on his wife and family? I’m going to look at his company. He said he dabbled in a lot of things. I wonder if fucking hookers is a part of his daily regimen.”

      Aylee shook her head. “I don’t think so. Diane said his friends frequently partake, but that he doesn’t. She was pretty certain.”

      I snorted. “It’s possible, but it wouldn’t surprise me if a guy like Randall didn’t have him some side-pussy. Men like that cheat, sweetheart.”

      She turned her computer my way. “You don’t know that. He looks happy with his family in these pictures.” I looked over to see him smiling with his wife and two daughters. Anyone could smile for the camera. “His wife also has a charity that helps autistic kids. It’s dedicated to one of their daughters. On the outside, they look like good people.”

      “You and I both know that doesn’t mean shit.”

      She sighed. “I know, and it’s disheartening. Diane and Will actually seem like good people. I enjoyed talking to them tonight.”

      I did too, which was shocking. The more time we spent with him, the more I’d get an idea of his character. Aylee closed her laptop and set it on the coffee table before heading into the kitchen. She shuffled around and then the smell of popcorn wafted through the air.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m hungry. I saw a box of popcorn in here earlier.”

      “You gonna share?” I asked.

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      She didn’t answer, choosing to focus on her task. Once the popcorn was done, she poured it into a bowl and sat down beside me, being a tease. I tried to grab a handful but she smacked my hand. I had a feeling she was waiting to hear something from me first. “Please,” I begged, leaning in to get a better whiff.

      She shook her head and stuffed her mouth full. “Nope.”

      I bit my lip and watched her lick the salt off her fingers. Holy fuck she was killing me. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are?”

      Eyes wide, she choked on her popcorn and coughed, gasping for air.

      I patted her on the back, trying to contain my laugh. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, I just wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

      Keeping my gaze on hers, I grabbed a handful of popcorn. “I’m not always an arrogant jackass, Aylee. With that being said, thank you for being vigilant tonight. I know that’s what you wanted to hear.”

      “Do you mean it?” she asked.

      Smiling wide, I tossed the popcorn in mouth. “We might end up being a good team after all.” The problem was, I was beginning to want more.
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          Aylee

        

      

    

    
      “So far so good,” I said, stretching my calves. Jason’s voice was in my ear as I ran in circles up and down the street in front of Madame Chatfield’s estate. She lived behind a large, wrought iron gate in a mansion three times the size of my uncle’s bed and breakfast.

      “You doing okay? Not tired yet?”

      I knew he could see me, but I couldn’t see him. “I’m fine. Just hoping I’m not running around like this for nothing.”

      “Your effort is not going unnoticed. You should wear those shorts more often.”

      Lifting my hand, I fixed my ponytail and flipped him off.

      He chuckled. “I saw that.”

      “Good. Time for lap four.” Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly and picked up my feet. I was in really good shape, but the Vegas heat was torture. Maine was much more pleasant. Lifting my shirt, I used it to wipe the sweat off my forehead; it was already burning my eyes.

      “Stop, firecracker. The gate just opened. Be ready to get in the car.”

      Leaning over on my knees, I caught my breath. “Ten-four.” It wasn’t long before his silver Nissan GT-R sped around the corner. I hopped in as fast as I could and buckled up. “You haven’t lost her, have you?”

      “Nope, we’ll catch up.” Turning the car around, he sped off in the direction he just came.

      “Are you sure it was her in the car?”

      “Positive. I don’t think any of the escorts have white hair and wrinkles.”

      “Never know. Chatfield might be exploring the possibilities of granny porn.”

      Jason shivered. “Fuck that.”

      We finally caught up to Chatfield and followed her down to the strip. “Where do you think she’s going?”

      “Don’t know, but put this on,” he said, tossing a baseball hat onto my lap. “We don’t want her being able to recognize us.”

      I put it on and tucked my hair underneath, making sure my sunglasses were in place. Once we got to the section of hotels, her car turned into Caesar’s and stopped at the entrance. She got out and headed inside while her car stayed in the front. “What are we going to do?”

      Parking quickly, he grabbed his gun out of the center dash and holstered it under his shirt. “We’re going to take her for a ride.”

      Securing the hat on my head, I turned to him. “Let’s go.”

      Putting on a pair of sunglasses and a hat as well, Jason smiled and got out of the car. Chatfield’s chauffeur sat in the driver’s seat with the window down. He was an elderly man, probably in his mid-sixties. Hopefully, we wouldn’t give him a heart attack.

      “What if she’s a part of what’s going on? This could blow our whole cover,” I said, rushing across the parking lot.

      “It could, but I’m hoping with her being out of business it’s a good sign. We have to take risks. When I get in, hop in the back and be prepared. As soon as she gets in the car, I’ll get us moving.”

      “Got it.”

      We approached the car and the driver looked up. Jason flashed his badge and opened the door. “If you don’t mind, sir, I need you to move over, now.”

      The driver held up his hands and moved over, his voice shaking. “Is something wrong, officer?”

      “I just want to talk to Madame Chatfield.” Nodding at me, I got in and the driver turned a weary brow my way. “Please don’t hurt my lady.” He was genuinely scared.

      “We just want to talk to her,” I assured him.

      “She’s been so upset with everything going on. I don’t want her stressed any more than she already is.”

      Jason snorted. “Take it easy. We’re the good guys here.”

      The man still stared wearily at us. Luckily, we didn’t have to wait long for Madame Ronnie Chatfield to waltz out of the hotel. I moved over to the far corner of the limo so she couldn’t see me until after she got in. Before the driver could heed a warning, I jumped up and slammed the door shut, just as Jason took off.

      Gasping, Ronnie clutched her chest, dropping her bag on the floor. “What the hell is the meaning of this? Who are you?” To be the owner of a well-known whorehouse, you wouldn’t suspect it by the way she looked. She was older with long, white hair, dressed in a chic pantsuit, and no doubt the product of extensive plastic surgeries. I guess she could afford it having over a hundred women and men under her belt.

      “We’re just here to ask you a few questions. If there’s nothing to hide, there won’t be a problem. I’m with the FBI.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “How do I know that?”

      I quickly flipped out my badge, putting my thumb over my picture and name. “Believe me now?”

      She sighed and sat back. “What can I do for you? I already told the police everything I know.”

      “Yes, but you failed to give them the names of your johns.”

      Swallowing hard, she choked back a sob. “Believe me, I would if I could. The kind of men I deal with aren’t just your run of the mill crowd. They’re powerful. They would run me into the ground and take everything I have. The deals we make are basically written in blood. I can’t verbally tell you the information.”

      “But someone’s killing your girls. Doesn’t that make you want to do something about it?”

      Her eyes blazed. “I am doing something about it. I shut down my business so none of them could get hurt. No matter what I’ve done, it hasn’t helped. My girls are still disappearing.”

      “Are they accepting contracts without your knowledge?”

      “That’s what I’m assuming. Some of my girls don’t mind the added risk. They want the money. I saw on the news about that young girl from Vermont who was reported missing yesterday. Do you think she’s another victim?”

      “We don’t know,” Jason spoke up. “From her stats, she doesn’t exactly fit the hooker profile. She’s an elementary school teacher here to have some fun with her friends. The killer doesn’t seem to want that type, but I could be wrong. It’d be good to have some names.”

      She huffed. “I told you, I can’t verbally tell you. What part of that do you not understand?”

      I studied her and then caught onto her clue. “Great, then I will just list off the names we have and all you have to do is nod when you hear one who fits the bill.”

      A small smile splayed across her face. “Good catch, detective. Trust me, I want to see my girls safe again. I’ll do anything I can to help, but I have to play by the rules.”

      “You’re killing me, smalls,” Jason grumbled from the front. “I never would’ve thought you’d be smarter than me.”

      Ronnie snorted. “She’s a female. Of course she’s smarter than you.”

      I held back my laugh; especially when Jason cursed to himself.

      “I’m heading back to the hotel. Let’s wrap this up,” he ordered.

      Clearing my throat, I looked straight at Ronnie, even though she couldn’t see my eyes through the sunglasses. “I have a list of men we’re investigating. I’m going to say their names and all you have to do is give me a simple nod. Ready?” She nodded. “Drake Blackwell?” She blinked and reluctantly nodded. “Mark Chamberlain?” Again, she nodded. “Chazz Davies?” Lowering her head, she nodded. “I have one more . . . Will Randall.”

      Chuckling, she leaned her head on the seat. “Oh, dear Lord, no. William isn’t like the scumbags he hires. He’s the last person I’d loan one of my girls out to. Believe me, they’ve asked, but he always refuses. If he didn’t, I’d castrate him.”

      “Why is that?”

      “We’re family. His wife is my sister.”
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      “I didn’t see that coming, did you?” I asked.

      Shaking his head, Jason pressed the button for our floor. We didn’t want Madame Chatfield knowing we were staying at Caesar’s so we’d waited for her to leave before venturing inside. “At least it clarifies that Randall hasn’t been with any of the murdered girls. Unfortunately, he’s still friends with our suspects. That could make him guilty by association. We can’t trust any of these people.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it. Hopefully, some of them will be at the casino tonight. I’m ready to get this shit over with.” I looked at my watch. “What time do you want to head down to the casino to meet Randall?”

      Jason set his phone on the counter when we got inside. “Probably around ten.” Nodding, I started off toward my room. “Hey,” he called.

      Stopping, I slid my hair out of my ponytail and turned around, running my hands through it. “Yeah?”

      His emerald eyes met mine and he had the cutest smirk on his face. “I was thinking, maybe we could get some dinner before work tonight? There’s a restaurant in town and I kind of know the owners, or at least the owner’s husband. I’m sure they’d reserve us a good table.”

      Hands on my hips, I studied him. “I’m not going on a date with you, Avery.”

      He chuckled and lifted his hands in the air. “It’s a good thing it’s not a date then. I thought I’d be polite and ask you to join me. But if you don’t want to go . . .”

      “No, I’ll go,” I blurted, maybe a little too excitedly. I cleared my throat and started again. “It’d be good to get something to eat. I don’t want to go out by myself.”

      “Ah, so you’re going with me because you don’t want to be alone. I can’t believe I finally found a girl who could actually resist me.”

      “Are you trying to tell me you can get any girl you want?” I asked incredulously. By the charming looks and devilish smile, I could believe it. I spent my whole life hating guys like him.

      He shrugged. “Almost ninety-nine percent of the time. Do you think I couldn’t get you if I tried?”

      “Oh, I know you can’t, smart ass.”

      Smiling mischievously, his gaze never wavered from mine. “You’re going to regret saying that, sweetheart. I might just have to prove you wrong.”

      I turned my back on him and walked to my room. “Whatever, Avery. I can’t stop you from trying. I’ll just be the one laughing and pointing when you fail.”
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      Why was it so difficult to read men like Jason? In the line of work he was pleasant and serious, but when it came to women he was arrogant, self-assured, and overly confident. I wanted to smack the smug from his face, or at least take him down a peg or two.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and stepped out. Jason looked over his shoulder and turned around, a glass of wine in his hands. He was dressed in a white collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing his tattoos. “Looking sexy like always,” he murmured, handing me the wine.

      “Thank you. I didn’t know we had wine.”

      He smiled. “I had it brought up.” I took a sip of the cool, crisp Riesling. “You really do look beautiful. I think green’s your color.”

      “You think so?” I spun and stuck out my hip.

      He smirked. “Hell yes. We make a hot pair.”

      I drank the rest of my wine and set it down on the counter. Biting my lip, I walked over to him, bringing my fingers up to his jawline. “We do, don’t we?” I let my hand trail down his chest. “Say, what time is our ride going to be here?”

      Jason’s eyes got dark and he pulled me close. “I’ve got a ride for you right here,” he rolled his hips into mine, “if you want to hop on.”

      “Seriously? Ew!” I smacked his arm and stepped back. “I was just teasing, and you—”

      His laughter cut my words short. I watched as he shook his head and chuckled. “Like I didn’t know what you were doing, sauntering across the room.” He reached for his jacket and slipped it on. “You should have seen your face!”

      “Ha-ha. Really funny, asshole.” I rolled my eyes and huffed.

      “Don’t try to play a player, firecracker. Besides, if I was really trying . . . you’d be so caught up, you wouldn’t even know it was happening.”

      I pouted. I hated being out-maneuvered.

      “By the way, while you were getting dressed, I called and talked to Kacey. She’s the owner of that restaurant I told you about.”

      “Yeah? We get a table reserved?”

      He winked, holding out his arm. “We have a lot more than that. Come on.”

      Taking his arm, he held it tight as we walked out the door to the elevator. My heels were a little taller tonight which made us almost the same height. Hopefully, I didn’t fall flat on my face. The second I got home I was going to throw every single high heel into the garbage. Wearing them was torture, and unfortunately, I was thankful to have Jason to lean on.

      “First day on heels?” he joked as I tried to get in the car.

      “Hey, I can’t help that your car’s so low to the ground. Not to mention, I’m in a short ass dress. I don’t want to show my lady bits to the whole world.”

      He froze as I got in the car. “You’re not wearing any underwear?”

      I winked up at him. “You’ll never know.”

      He groaned. “You’re going to fucking kill me.” Then he shut the door and I laughed.

      Yes, I was wearing underwear; I just liked torturing him. But after his moves back in the hotel room, I should probably have on a metal chastity belt like Marion in Robin Hood: Men in Tights.

      Once on the road, the traffic was bumper to bumper. “It’s just down the street,” he informed me.

      “How do you know the owner?”

      “We’re more like acquaintances really. The owner’s husband is Tyler Rushing, the UFC Heavyweight Champion.” He looked at me and I shook my head. I never kept up with MMA fighting to know who was who. “Anyway, I did some undercover work for a girl who works at his gym not too long ago. It’s like a huge circle of friends.”

      He found a vacant parking spot and helped me out of the car, pulling my arm through his. I was going to tell him he didn’t need to pretend, but I kind of liked being close to him. “I never really had a lot of friends; especially since my family moved around a lot. I guess you could say I’ve been kind of a loner. When I moved to Maine and things became more permanent, I was able to make friends. And by friends, I mean two.”

      “Three,” he added. I lifted my brows and he winked. “Don’t deny it. You’re going to miss me when this case is solved.”

      “That’s what you think,” I countered.

      When we got inside, Jason stood close to me, chills cascading down my skin. The host was a young man, probably in his early twenties. “Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”

      “Yes, sir. It should be under Avery,” Jason replied.

      Nodding, the young man grabbed two fancy menus and led us past the tables to a circular staircase leading to the loft. There was just one table with candles and a bottle of wine. “This is for you,” he said.

      “Wow,” was all I could muster.

      Jason nudged me forward and pulled out my seat. “Aylee?”

      “Oh,” I laughed, snapping to attention. “This is all so . . .” I was thinking romantic but I didn’t want to say it out loud.

      “Mrs. Rushing said it had to be the best for her friends. I’m sure she’ll be up here to greet you soon. Your waitress will be here shortly, would you like me to open the wine while you wait?”

      Jason shook his head and sat down. “Nah, it’s okay. I got it.” Once alone, Jason opened the bottle and poured me a glass.

      Taking the offered glass, I sipped the wine and swished it around my mouth; I was a wine whore. My uncle would always let me sample them when I was younger. When I got older, it was my job to pick out the types of wine we kept stocked for the guests. “I’ve never been out to dinner like this,” I confessed.

      He stared at me in disbelief. “You expect me to believe that?”

      I shrugged. “Why not? It’s the truth.”

      “I guess because someone like you has to have a million guys following you around. Didn’t you date at all? What was your last boyfriend like?”

      My lips turned up in a smile. “He was a good one, but not the kind of guy who was ready for a woman like me.”

      “How so? By the smile on your face, I’d say you still care for him,” he mentioned, regarding me with serious eyes.

      “He was one of my two friends. After we split up, I dated here and there, but nothing ever serious. Then when I got done with FBI training, I went back to Maine and we started a relationship again.”

      “Recent?” he asked.

      “Not really. Things went downhill when I found out the truth about my parents. I was consumed with exacting revenge, while Adrian wanted to settle down with a wife and kids. I just couldn’t commit.”

      “I’m sure you will one day. When that time comes, are you going back to him?”

      Shrugging, I took another sip of wine. “I don’t know. I’m not promised to live through this mission. I can’t have kids and do this job. When I do decide to settle down, I’m not really sure where I want to be.”

      About that time, the waitress came up and I quickly looked through the menu and decided on the filet, Oscar-styled with au gratin potatoes. My stomach growled and Jason chuckled before ordering his food. When she left, his piercing green gaze bore into mine.

      “So, basically what you’re trying to say is that you need adventure, someone who can keep up with you and not put a limit on what you can do.”

      I smiled. “Something like that. Why, you want the job?”

      “I don’t do long-distance, firecracker. Maine’s a little far away from North Carolina.”

      “How will I ever find the strength to go on?” I asked. “Anyway, I bet you have tons of women waiting on you when you get home.”

      “Does that bother you?” he asked in all seriousness.

      “Why would it?”

      He poured himself a glass of wine and held it up. “Here’s to our freedom.” I touched my glass to his and we both took a sip.
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      We got back to Caesar’s Palace around eight o’clock. Randall and his friends hadn’t shown up yet so I decided to play my luck at the tables.

      “Do you want some of my chips?” Jason asked.

      Smiling, I shook my head. “Nope. I got this.”

      I paid for my own and walked to one of the Texas Hold’em tables. It was my favorite style of poker. There were a few men at the table, so I sat down and grinned. They looked at me like I was easy prey. Jason took the last seat.

      “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to play against me,” I whispered low.

      He smirked. “I couldn’t resist. Let’s see what you got.”

      The dealer passed out our cards and I gently lifted the corners to see what I had. Not bad. I had a queen of spades and a six of hearts. Jason winked at me and I rolled my eyes. Two of the men folded, which brought us down to seven players. The dealer laid out the flop which happened to be a two of diamonds, four of clubs, and a six of diamonds. A pair of sixes wasn’t the best hand, but it was still something. Having my queen helped. The bid started out at a hundred dollars and Jason raised to two hundred. Keeping a straight face, I tossed in two hundred.

      Jason’s gaze focused on something across the room and he tensed, knocking my knee with his. “Incoming,” he warned.

      I looked over to see Will walk in with a group of men in tow, which seemed to be made up of the entire pool of suspects we were investigating, minus Drake Blackwell. Will found us and directed his friends to another table before coming to ours.

      “Good evening, Mr. Randall,” the dealer announced.

      “Same to you, my friend.” The energy in the room lifted and the men all sitting at our table sat straighter, puffing out their chests. It was funny how people liked to be intimidating. Will didn’t seem to be effected at all. Instead, he watched the game in amusement.

      After the last card was thrown down by the dealer, everyone checked except Jason, who tossed in three hundred more. Knowing he was either bluffing or just lucky, I called, determined not to back down. Four of the other players folded, leaving one other player in the game. Turning over his cards, he revealed a pair of fours. Judging by the look on his face, he knew he was grasping for straws.

      “What ya got, firecracker?” Jason said, grinning slyly.

      “Together?” When he nodded, we both turned our cards over at the same time. Eyes wide, I glared down at his cards and both Jason and Will bellowed. “You have got to be kidding me. How the hell is that possible?”

      Jason stood triumphantly as the dealer split the pot. We both had a six and a queen, which left us even. “At least you didn’t lose.” Taking my hand, he helped me up and smacked my ass. “You can earn some of that money back tonight.” I gritted my teeth and smiled. Putting his arm around my waist, he handed me my chips and winked.

      “All right, you two, it’s time to play,” Will called, nodding toward his table. His wife wasn’t in sight, which sucked monkey balls because I wanted to talk to her again. I planned to grill her about Madame Chatfield to see if she’d admit they were sisters. For all I knew, she could be embarrassed by her sister’s profession.

      “Surely, you don’t expect me to play,” I commented.

      Will looked back at me and winked. “Why not? You seem to know what you’re doing. It’ll be refreshing to play against a woman.”

      His friends stood when we arrived, along with Will’s two bodyguards. Will placed a hand on Jason’s shoulder and went down the line. “You already met my security, Butch and Tom. This right here,” he said, pointing to the blond-haired, green-eyed pretty boy, “is Chazz Davies. He’s head of the music department at Randall Industries. He finds the talent.”

      Jason and I shook his hand, but his gaze lingered a little too long on my body for my liking. I felt like a piece of meat being waggled in front of a pit bull.

      “And this handsome man,” Will continued, pointing to the serious man with dark hair and brown eyes, “is Mark Chamberlain. He does all of my team scouting. I think I’m up to ten teams already.”

      “Eleven now,” Mark said, smirking.

      “Impressive,” I added.

      Will smiled at me. “I’m glad you think so. Guys, Jason Avery and Aylee McFadden are going to join us tonight. Surely, there are no objections?”

      Chazz held out a chair for me and Jason nudged me toward it, even though I could feel his hand tense on my lower back. I nodded at Chazz with a small smile. “Thank you.”

      He took the seat beside mine. “My pleasure. We don’t get many women who play.”

      Will sat down across the table and snorted. “I’m pretty sure she knows what she’s doing.”

      Jason’s lip tilted up in a smirk. “That she does.” Then he turned to Will. “We going to play with seven?”

      Will nodded. “Drake couldn’t make it tonight, but he’ll be at the party tomorrow. Would you like to join us? I’m sure my wife would love to see the lovely Aylee again. All she could talk about was how gorgeous and sweet she was,” he explained, smiling at me.

      Jason put his hand on my thigh and squeezed. “Then we’d love to come. I’m sure Aylee can deal with me for one more night?”

      I batted my eyes. “I think I can handle it.”

      Will’s eyes brightened. “Great, then it’s settled. Make sure you don’t spend all your money tonight. You’ll need it tomorrow.”
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      By the end of the night, Jason was on edge. The tension was so thick I could cut it with a knife. Honestly, I liked knowing he was protective of me. He wanted to beat the fuck out of Chazz Davies and a part of me wanted to see it. I could still feel the way he pressed against me earlier. My body wanted more, but I had to convince my mind.

      “Jason, you okay?” I asked.

      He opened the door to our suite and held it for me, before storming inside. He threw his jacket on the couch and huffed. “I’m fine, just a little pissed off.” I caught his gaze in the window as he looked out at the city lights. “I know you’re not mine and I know you’re a strong woman, but when the others looked at you tonight, I wanted to tell them to back the fuck up. I want to protect you from them.”

      The air left my lungs and I froze. His words touched me in places I never thought I’d have feeling in again. “I could tell,” I whispered. My heart raced in my chest, especially when I got the courage to touch his shoulder, to make that contact. I wanted to hear more. “Is that the only reason why you’ve been in a mood? Are you mad because you lost a round?”

      He scoffed. “No, that’s not a big deal. I can’t always win.”

      “Then what is it? We’re finally in the game we’ve been waiting on. Granted, we haven’t met Drake yet, but this is a huge step for the case. The party tomorrow will be the perfect chance to get a feel for what they’re really like.”

      Sighing, he turned to face me. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I didn’t like the way Davies looked at you. Just do me a favor and stay away from him tomorrow.”

      “That’s what you’re mad about? Really?”

      Jaw clenched, he stood there, eyes blazing. “It was a stupid idea having you pretend to be a whore. Now those fuckers won’t respect you.”

      “I don’t think they’d respect me either way. They’re douchebags. I could tell before they even opened their mouths. You knew this was going to happen.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think . . .” he stopped, averting his gaze.

      “Didn’t think what?”

      He stared up at me and all I could do was stare back. A woman could get lost in his eyes; they were so green. “I didn’t think I’d feel this protective of you.”

      “Why do you? You don’t even know me.”

      He brushed the hair off my face and stepped closer. “No, but I’m beginning to. And the thought of someone touching you or hurting you drives me goddamned insane. I wanted to break Davies’ hand tonight.”

      I smiled and then bit my lip. “I wanted to break his hands too. I don’t like being touched by strangers.”

      “Then I guess you don’t like this,” he said, slowly sliding his finger down my cheek.

      My eyes closed briefly, but then I backed away, reluctantly withdrawing from his touch. “You’re not a stranger, Jason.”

      “Then why won’t you let me touch you?”

      “We shouldn’t be doing this. It’ll only make things harder.”

      “I like things hard.” Quite literally, his dick twitched against my leg.

      “I can see that,” I murmured.

      “What do you say? We’re here, we’re together for however long . . .”

      “I don’t just sleep with men when I feel the urge, Jason. I’m not the whore I’m pretending to be.” I tried to pull away, but he grabbed me around the waist.

      “I wasn’t insinuating that you were. All I’m saying is that I want you and I don’t know how long I can fight it.”

      My breath caught as he lowered his mouth to mine. Before we could connect, I splayed my hands across his back and he froze. “Jason, what happened?” I tried to lift his shirt, but he grabbed my hand, pulling it away.

      “It’s nothing, just the aftermath of an accident I was in a few years ago.”

      “Aftermath? Had to have been something bad to do that kind of damage.”

      He sighed, the pain clear in his eyes. I wanted to hear his story and he was just about to open up when my phone rang. I stood there, waiting, but he nodded toward my purse. “Don’t you need to answer that?”

      I looked over at my purse and huffed. “Probably, but I want to hear what you have to say.”

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t.” Knowing he wasn’t going to say anything until my phone stopped, I stalked off and fetched it out of my purse. “Who is it?” he asked curiously.

      I cleared my throat. “It’s Adrian.”

      “As in your ex-boyfriend?” I nodded and his jaw clenched. “Don’t let me get in the way then. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Jason, it’s not like that.”

      “No, it’s okay. You said it yourself, if we let things go further it’ll only make things harder.” He stormed off to his bedroom and shut the door.

      I had no clue what the hell I was going to do.
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      The hotel door slammed shut and I regretted ever answering the phone. Jason had been on edge all night and the last thing he needed to do was go out and get into trouble. I feared his trouble would involve stuffing his cock deep inside another female. The thought made me sick, which surprised me. I guess I had some things to reassess.

      “Adrian,” I answered, hoping he couldn’t hear the distress in my tone.

      “Aylee, it’s good to hear your voice. I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too. How’s it going up in Maine?”

      “Good. I visit your uncle regularly. He misses you. I told him I was going to call you and give you the good news.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s going on?”

      “I’m taking a job in New York. One of the hospitals down there needs a thoracic surgeon. The money is good and I’ll be making way more than I am now.”

      “That’s great. I’m so happy for you. I’m sad that I won’t see you when I get home, but I know you’ll love being in a bigger city.” It was going to be lonely back home without him but he deserved the chance to grow.

      “Which is why I’m calling. I know you don’t want to hear this again since our argument before you left, but please just listen. With the money I’ll be making, I can support you without you having to put your life in danger. I can be what you need me to be. If you want me to be adventurous, I’ll climb mountains and go skydiving. I miss you, Aylee. Please think about it; think about coming to New York with me.”

      Sighing, I laid down on my bed, my chest aching. “I don’t know what to say. I would never ask you to change, Adrian. You’re smart, funny, and one of my closest friends. I do what I do because I love helping people, just like you.”

      “Will you at least consider my offer? I’m moving tomorrow. I’m leaving my address and a small present for you at your uncle’s. If you don’t come to New York, at least I know there’ll be something here to take care of you.”

      A tear fell down my cheek onto the pillow. “You’re too good to me,” I cried.

      “It’s because I love you, I always have. No matter what you decide, I’ll always be there for you.”

      “Thanks. I love you too. New York is a big city compared to Augusta, be safe on your move.”

      He laughed. “That’s for damn sure. Be careful out there.”

      “I will.” We hung up the phone and I sat there, debating on if I should go after Jason.

      Instead, I changed into my pajamas and sat in the dark, drifting in and out of a restless sleep. Whether I dreamt it or not, I don’t know, but there was a time in the dead of night where a set of arms wrapped around my stomach and held me close. Jason’s scent engulfed me and I held onto him, breathing him in. I fell asleep fast and then woke up to the morning sun, alone. It had all been a dream, but I swore I could still smell him.

      [image: ]

      With my back turned, I could hear Jason coming up behind me. “Where did you go last night?” I asked, slicing my apple with a little too much force. We had an hour before it was time to leave for the big party and I had yet to see him all day.

      “I needed to blow off some steam.”

      “I see. You must have been pretty angry for it to take all night.”

      “Trust me, I needed it.”

      Stabbing the knife into one of the apples, I turned and glared at him, his eyes widened. “I bet. Just make sure next time you let me know where you’re going in case I need you. Not that I would want to encroach on your fuckfest, but we do have a job to do here.”

      “Fuckfest? What the hell do you think I did last night?” he asked, returning my glare.

      “Oh, I don’t know, probably screwed the first sea donkey who was willing to ride your cock.”

      “I’ve been out here for months, sacrificing my own pleasures for the sake of the job. I need the release. And what does it matter anyway? You let me go for your ex.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” I exclaimed.

      “Oh yeah? And what was it like? I bet he told you he missed you and that you two should get back together.” My face paled and his eyes narrowed. “Exactly.”

      “So what? What if he did say those things? It doesn’t mean I told him I wanted him back.”

      He stepped closer. “And just because I went out last night doesn’t mean I fucked the first girl who came my way.”

      “The second then,” I countered.

      His jaw clenched, but then he smiled. “I guess you’ll never know.” Winking, he backed up with a smirk on his face. It made me want to smack the shit out of him. “I need to get ready for the evening. I have a date with a whore.”

      Grabbing a slice of my apple, I threw it at his head. “Ah, you’re so goddamned infuriating. I think I’m beginning to hate you.” It was a lie, but it felt good to say. If anything, it made me want him more. Shoving the remaining apple slices in my mouth, I trudged to my bedroom and slammed the door.

      The dress I had picked out was silky and black and fell to the floor. I was tired of showing my legs, but this time it’d be the swell of my breasts and all of my back that would be on display. I hoped Jason choked when he saw me.

      When the time came for us to leave, I emerged from my room with my head held high. Jason’s mouth dropped open as I walked by him. Glancing over my shoulder, I caught him staring at my backside.

      “Holy fuck. Make sure you stay by my side tonight.”

      “I can’t promise that. As you said earlier, I’m a whore, so I guess I need to act like one.”

      He ran his hands over his face and groaned. “Only with me. Why do you have to make things so difficult?”

      “The only person doing that is you. Can we go now?”

      He motioned toward the door. “After you, firecracker.”

      Huffing, I grabbed my purse and marched out the door. Jason caught up to me and grabbed my elbow. I tried to jerk away, but he held tight. “I thought we were getting along there for a while.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, well, you let your dick get in the way.”

      “I like all of this jealousy, it makes your cheeks red.” He pinched my cheek and I smacked his hand away.

      “Oh my God, you’re seriously going to drive me bat shit crazy. And don’t get me started on jealousy. Who was the one who stomped away when I got a phone call? To be one of the best agents in the country, you seriously need to learn more about women.” I slammed my hand on the elevator button.

      When it opened, Jason pushed me inside, guiding me until my back hit the wall. Gasping, I sucked in a breath, only for it to be cut off by Jason’s lips. His body pressed into mine, holding me firm as he kissed me hard. My mind told me not to give in, but my body wanted him to take me. His lips tasted like liquor and mint. I would’ve given anything to get drunk from his kisses, but the elevator door dinged and opened.

      Jason stepped back and rubbed the lipstick off his mouth, smirking. “You’re right, I was jealous and I still am. I want you, but you’re afraid to let me. The longer I’m around you, the harder it is to resist you. What makes it worse is, I know you want this just as bad as I do.” He looked down at my chest. I followed his gaze and saw my hard nipples showing through the silky dress.

      People started getting into the elevator, but we needed to get out. I brought my arms up to cover my chest. “Don’t we need to go?” I whispered.

      He stared down at my mouth and shook his head like he was clearing his thoughts. “Come on.” The tension between us was so high, I could feel it tingling my skin. Jason had my hand in his strong grasp and led me to a parked limousine where the driver waited, wearing a black tux with his dark hair slicked back underneath a cap.

      “Mr. Avery,” he greeted with a nod.

      “Good evening, James. You have the address, correct?”

      He nodded and opened the back door. “We’re all set to go.”

      Jason ushered me in and I scooted all the way to the edge, turning my body away from him as he got in. I was embarrassed with the way I gave into him so easily, but also unsure of what to do. With Adrian, everything was simple and slow; with Jason, it was all heat and moving very fast. I didn’t know if I could keep up.

      “Are you mad at me for kissing you?”

      Not looking at him, I shook my head. “Shocked really. I guess I wasn’t expecting it.”

      “That’s what makes it exciting.”

      I turned to him, my gaze serious. “That’s what scares me. I’ve never felt that excitement before.” Against my better judgment, I glanced down at his lips and the way he pulled the bottom one between his teeth. “And now I don’t know what to do.”

      “I tell you what. Let’s promise that once we get done with tonight, we’ll go back to the hotel and talk. Nothing but honesty.” The devilish gleam in his eye gave me pause.

      “That doesn’t sound so bad, but why do you look like that? You’re up to something.”

      He shrugged. “You’ll see, but I can guarantee you’ll have fun.”

      Pulling up to Randall’s estate, I wasn’t surprised to see that his home was gargantuan, with a million cars in the lawn and driveway.

      “I’m going to drop you two off at the front and hang tight until you’re ready to leave. When you text me, I’ll drive up to get you.”

      Jason handed the driver a wad of bills and patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks, James. I don’t plan on staying here that long.”

      “No worries. I have plenty of things to keep me busy.”

      Opening the car door, Jason helped me out and I straightened my dress. “Let’s go meet Drake Blackwell, and see how much of a douche he is. If I had to take my pick on first impressions alone, I’d say Davies is the fucker we’re looking for.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there. “True, but Mark didn’t really have much to say. You never know with those quiet types. It’s hard to gauge their true nature.”

      Jason nodded. “I’ll try to talk to him tonight, but I want to get a feel for Blackwell. Other than Randall, he’s a powerhouse. Most of the time, these rich bastards think they’re untouchable and they can get away with anything.”

      “True,” I agreed. We got to the door and my heart raced. There was an ogre-sized man, dressed all in black, standing there with a list. He was even bigger than Butch and Tom with spiked black hair and dark skin.

      “Name,” he barked.

      Jason stepped forward, squeezing my hand. “Jason Avery and Aylee McFadden.”

      Flipping through the list, he marked off what I supposed was our names and opened the door. “Enjoy your evening.”

      “Thank you,” I offered as we walked by. When we got inside, my mouth flew open. The entry was huge and opened up to a large great room with hundreds of people milling about in their fancy clothes and jewelry. I didn’t come from money, but I knew how to play the part.

      Jason leaned in close to my ear, his breath tickling my neck. “Stay close to me.”

      “I’ll try, but if we get separated I’ll be okay. Trust me.”

      Straight ahead, I spotted Chazz and a couple other men drinking at the bar. He lifted his drink at us and smiled; Jason growled low in his chest. “It’s not you I don’t trust.”

      “Aylee,” a voice called out to my side. I looked over to find Diane Randall waltzing forward, dressed in a silvery flowing gown, her arms outstretched. “I’m so glad you made it. William told me you were coming.” She grabbed my hands and kissed both my cheeks. “You look beautiful tonight.” Diane seemed genuine in her actions, but it was hard to tell. I knew I needed to stay on my guard.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Randall,” Jason greeted.

      She let go of my hands, but gently kept a hand wrapped around my arm. “Same to you, Mr. Avery. Do you mind if I steal Aylee away for a while? As I’m sure you can guess, I’d rather claw my eyes out than talk to some of the women here, but unfortunately, I have to play nice. It’d be good to have a woman around I know I can get along with.”

      Jason’s jaw muscles ticked, but I glared a warning at him. “Of course,” he replied, keeping his gaze on mine. “I’ll just take a look around.”

      Diane pointed down the large hallway. “If you go down that way, William will be in there with some of his friends. They’re drinking brandy and getting ready for the game tonight. I’m pretty sure they’ll invite you to play.”

      “If he does, can I watch?” I asked excitedly.

      “Of course, my dear. I always watch the games. But I have to warn you, it’s not the same as you’d see in the casinos. They play a little different.”

      Jason snorted. “I’m sure it’s nothing I can’t handle.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Have fun and I’ll see you later.” I nodded in reply and watched him as he took off through the crowd.

      “Are you falling for him?” she asked, her voice amused.

      I turned abruptly and chuckled halfheartedly. “I sure as hell hope not.”

      She smiled wide. “Well, if you aren’t, I can definitely tell he’s harboring feelings for you. He must be a good lover. Most girls in your situation can’t wait to be away from their clients.”

      I shrugged. “I guess I just got lucky.”

      “Not many girls can say that. Hold onto him as long as you can. The majority of women in your business do this in hopes of snagging a rich man. Some achieve it, but a lot don’t. Hopefully, Mr. Avery will offer you a lot more than just his money.”

      “How do you know so much about what I do? Were you one before you met Mr. Randall?”

      She put a hand to her mouth to hold in her laugh. “Oh, darling, no. Believe me, I’ve been accused of being one since I have ties to that industry, but I’ve never dabbled.”

      “Ties?”

      Pulling me over to a secluded corner, she grabbed two glasses of champagne off the waiter’s tray on the way there. “My sister is Ronnie Chatfield,” she confessed, her voice low. “It’s not something we speak about much, especially now that some of her girls have gone missing and turned up dead. That’s why I asked you if you were one of her girls the other day when we met. Anyway, do you see those women over there?” She pointed to a group of three women, all laughing with their fake smiles.

      I nodded. “What about them?”

      “They don’t like it when my sister’s girls come to the parties. I don’t want them knowing you’re a part of that crowd. Heaven knows you don’t look or act like one, so I figured it’d be easy for you to play the part. Can you do that for me?”

      “You mean pretend that I’m not a prostitute?” She bit her lip and nodded. “I’m sure I can handle that. But you don’t take me as the type to care what people think.”

      She snorted and held onto my elbow as we strolled toward the women. “I don’t, but unfortunately, their husbands work for William. I couldn’t get rid of them if I tried.”

      As we approached, all three women eyed me up and down. Two of them were around my age with sleek hair and tight bodies, but the third woman was most likely in her early forties with fake tits and a body that screamed plastic surgery.

      “Ladies,” Diane announced, “this is Aylee McFadden. She’s one of my guests.” I shook their hands and said hello.

      The third woman with chocolate brown hair took a sip of her wine and grinned. “It’s nice to meet you Aylee. I’m Georgia . . . Georgia Blackwell.”

      A small smile splayed across my face. “It’s nice to meet you too.” And now all I needed to do was meet her husband.
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