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            Wheels, Luke, Jake, and Jimmy (my guys in the garage): you’re all hilarious. The way you act around cars, motorcycles, and grease is entertaining and a bit obsessive. Thanks for letting me invade your space. Totally badass, dudes.
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            Chapter One

         

         In an abandoned warehouse on Merchant Avenue, the warm stench of fear tickled Rocki’s nose. Her stomach rolled, and she clamped her teeth to keep from gagging. She’d witnessed enough questionable dealings in the last four months of working undercover, trying to get the goods on Darrell Archer, but nothing had prepared her to watch a senseless beating.
         

         Despite her revulsion of how business in the underground took place, hope soared inside her. Finally, Darrell trusted her enough to let her hang around while he took care of business. This was exactly what she needed because so far, she had nothing concrete to bring Darrell down and put him in prison for life.

         Darrell’s team, composed of four men, bigger and more evil than she could’ve ever imagined, dragged an unconscious man she only knew as Joe toward the exit. Joe, who hadn’t paid his debt, foolishly thought he could outrun the underground drug lord.

         “Come, Camilla.” Darrell crooked his finger and walked past her toward the front of the building.

         Going by her fake name, she followed him out of the building. She’d learned that jumping when he asked her to do something went easier on her and allowed her to stick beside him in her attempt to gather evidence. She wanted him locked in prison for a long, long, long time. The problem was the information she’d collected to date wasn’t enough to take him down, and she couldn’t escape and go back to her normal job of working cases until he went away for good.

         In the backseat of Darrell’s black Lexus, she buckled her seat belt, crossed her legs, and stared straight ahead. As his personal assistant, there were certain things he required of her.

         Companionship, she could do. A specific job, she might not mind, depending on whether or not blood was involved. Today proved she wasn’t up to witnessing a few hard punches to someone’s face. The seriousness of the situation made it hard to keep believing poor Joe only suffered from a broken nose. She had no idea what would happen to him out of her line of sight.

         Sex she definitely wouldn’t do. Darrell had no reason to know that yet. He seemed to enjoy touching her hands and her arms, and giving her an occasional pat on the ass to get her moving out of the room when business was going down. She’d played it cool, and so far, he retreated when she became uncomfortable. Whether he understood her reluctance and disgust or he simply wasn’t interested was anyone’s guess.

         Darrell, even at fifty-three years old, kept a steady stream of women coming and going in his life. Not all of them ran errands for him, unless you counted running to his bed whenever he snapped his fingers a chore. She suspected any woman who displeased him ended up on a ship out of the country and sold into the sex-slave business, but she hadn’t gathered any proof. She just had a bad feeling.

         Most of the women she’d seen were more than happy to hang around him. The black hair with a sprinkle of silver—not gray—peppered his temples, and the controlling attitude was a total turn-on to some women. Not her, though.

         She’d give up the job, go into hiding, and start over somewhere else before she allowed herself to go there with him. However, she wasn’t blind. There was something mysteriously charismatic about Darrell, and something equally dangerous. Those qualities made him unpredictable.

         Darrell eyed her in the rearview mirror. “I have an assignment for you. In a few minutes, I’ll be dropping you off near the corner of Main and Elm Street. There will be a red convertible Porsche with keys under the mat.”

         She blinked, keeping quiet. He’d tell her more or not, depending on how much he wanted her to know. The last time she interrupted, he’d locked her in the house for two days and forbid her to join him on business.

         “The GPS is programmed. Follow the directions straight to your destination. A bar called Corner Pocket. When you’re there, you’ll take possession of the third pool table in the back. I want you to stay at the table all evening.” He turned onto a side road. “You’ll pay attention to the men, who will challenge you to a game. Drink, get loose, and I expect you to report to me tomorrow at noon.”

         “Noon?” She clamped her lips together, shocked she’d lost her cool.

         That meant she’d have to find lodgings and enough time to call her mom without worry of someone overhearing or her fear of using a bugged phone. She gazed out the window to appear aloft to the plans. Four months, and Darrell hadn’t trusted her away from his side. She slept in a spare bedroom, and when she wasn’t with him, he kept her locked in the house under surveillance.

         “I imagine at least one of the men will spend the evening vying for your attention. You’ll be receptive to his advances as he’ll want to get to know you better, and you will do whatever it takes to go home with him. If he wants sex, you will give him your best performance. You’re to keep your ears open and bring back all information you learn, no matter how mundane you believe it is.” Darrell pulled to the curb and left the engine idling. “I don’t have to remind you not to mention your association with me or your true identity. You’re a stranger traveling through town. I’ll contact you tomorrow.”

         “Of course,” she murmured, holding his gaze in the mirror.

         “The car is across the road and down one block. Remember, you are disposable to me. Don’t disappoint me…”

         She nodded and opened the door. She knew her job, and hell to the no, she didn’t want to end up like poor Joe back at the warehouse, who was probably resting in peace with the fish in the Pacific Ocean by now.

         Darrell took off the moment the door shut. She stood on the sidewalk, getting her bearings. The area was familiar.

         Bay City, Oregon, a half hour away from the police academy and the city of Cannon, where she worked on the police force and taught classes to those still in the academy while working her way up the ladder in the detective division. The youngest and only female on the squad, she expected the Archer case to take her to top detective when her supervisor, Detective Gino Marcelli, retired. Unless the special undercover job took longer and she failed in bringing in Darrell. Or Darrell killed her…God, she hoped not.

         The streetlights flickered on, and she realized how long they’d dealt with business at the warehouse. They’d left Darrell’s house before lunch. She crossed the two-lane street, anxious to start playing her role for the night. A public place would have enough people milling around that she could lift someone’s phone and make a call home. She missed her mom terribly.

         Her mother, the one constant person in her life, was the only parent she had after her dad left when Rocki was a baby. She gave credit to her mom for teaching her how to rely on herself and never depend on anyone.

         Except lately, Rocki wondered if she went overboard on never admitting she needed someone else. Past boyfriends complained she lacked the gene to allow anyone into her life when really she was used to doing everything herself. That control was hard to give up in her personal and professional life.

         She pushed her thoughts aside and hurried to the Porsche, which sat unlocked, top down, and looking sweeter than any ride she’d ever driven. She trailed her finger along the sleek side of the car, stopping at the door handle. Sliding into the tan leather driver’s seat, she exhaled on a sigh. This sure beat her two-thousand-dollar used Honda Accord sitting idly in her garage.

         Her chest tightened as she found the key, started the car, and put her seat belt on. She blinked away the pang of loneliness threatening to overcome her. For the first time since becoming Camilla Darrow, she wanted to leave the dirtiness behind and be herself.

         Rocki Bangli.

         Tonight, she’d go only by Rocki and enjoy answering to her own name. No one needed to know anything else. She couldn’t take the chance of someone recognizing the odd-sounding last name, and asking around about her.

         Five minutes later, she strolled into Corner Pocket, a quaint bar on the edge of town, half sports bar and half hangout, displaying the cheesiest neon-lighted sign behind the bar with a sexily clad mannequin straddling the letter C. She grinned and relaxed. The place was tacky and homey enough. She loved the bar instantly.
         

         Whether it was the adrenaline of having time to herself away from Darrell or the scent of greasy fries and cold beer that brought out the fact she hadn’t eaten since morning, she looked forward to tonight. She walked to the counter and slid onto a stool.

         An older woman, hair teased out at least six inches on all sides, wearing a vibrant purple spandex yoga jacket lined with faux diamonds down the sleeve and making a wide swoop across the front, displaying a lot of cleavage, approached her. “I’m Charlene, hon. What can I get you?”

         Unprepared for the night, she looked inside her purse and blew out her breath at seeing what Darrell had left her. Somehow, he’d loaded her with money, so she’d be able to eat and put a few dollars down on a game of pool if necessary. “A burger, everything but onions, fries, and a beer…lite.”

         The booming laughter coming from a woman who was no bigger than five feet five inches surprised her. She glanced behind her own shoulder, looking around the bar. She wasn’t here to make friends, and the less she talked with the friendly woman, the better.

         She found pool table three vacant, and turned back around. “Are there any rules on reserving one of the pool tables?”

         “Nope.” Charlene stuck the pen she’d used for writing the order in her hair. “If you play the game, you’re responsible for the results.”

         “Ah, gotcha,” she said. “I’ll grab a table in the back.”

         “I’ll bring your order out when it’s up.” Charlene paused. “Are you here alone, hon?”

         She nodded. “Yes, I’m just passing through on my way down the coastline to California.”

         Charlene grinned, shaking her head in amusement. “I’ll bet ten dollars that you won’t be alone for long. You girls nowadays, I don’t know why you force yourselves to be so independent. A good man by your side is a life perk.”

         She slid off the stool and watched Charlene walk away. Any other day, when she wasn’t working for a notorious drug lord, she would’ve loved to sit down and strike up a conversation with the flashy woman. She bet Charlene was a kick, just her type of friend.

         Remembering what she came for, she pivoted and headed toward the rear of the room. The third pool table remained empty, and she wondered how Darrell had known she’d be able to claim the table. Knowing him, he’d paid to have the area cleared and waiting for her.

         Granted it was a Thursday evening, and in her experience most bars only brought in the crowds on Friday and Saturday. She moved one of the stray balls and sent it rolling to the other side. If there were more people in the bar, it’d be easier to find an abandoned phone lying around.

         With no idea who the men were who would show up, or if they’d approach her, she picked out a cue stick from the stand on the wall. She’d played pool exactly twice before.

         One time at her friend Gigi’s house when she was a sophomore in high school, she learned a few things about the game of pool. She totally sucked, but had fun. Then she played it again at Cale Brown’s retirement party from the sheriff’s department. She sucked then too.

         She rounded up all the balls and set them at the end of the table. She knew the basic rules. You hit the white ball into other balls, not letting it go in a hole. You called solids or stripes, and tried to beat your opponent by sinking all your balls in the corner and side pockets. On the player’s last turn, you hit the black ball, winning the game.

         She knew enough about pool to bluff her way through a game or two. Her stomach flip-flopped. She ignored the fact that the men she’d spend time with tonight were somehow connected to Darrell. She hoped they were innocent hits and her safety wasn’t at risk. If they were business associates, she could be in more danger than if she was with Darrell back at the Crystal Palace.

         A shrill scream penetrated the bar. She whirled, afraid a fight broke out. Away from Darrell, she’d have to rely on herself for protection. Anyone witnessing the precise movements of the way she fought would know she’d spent months training in physical combat.

         Instead of danger, she watched a group of men stroll into the bar. Charlene hurried around the counter, heading straight toward them. Rocki leaned her hip against the table, struck by the jaw-dropping beautiful scene. The men were hot.
         

         Three males, all different in looks but gorgeous just the same. The one leading the pack, dressed all in black with the coolest goatee trimmed close to the skin, yet dark and prominent, smiled. Her brows rose before she could stop herself. He knew the effect he had on women, she was sure of it.

         The next guy to approach Charlene had warm brown hair, almost ginger in color, but not quite. He held his arms out wide and laughed heartily when Charlene smacked him on the chest and pushed him out of the way. She peered closer, wondering what had grabbed Charlene’s attention, and spotted a woman tucked against the side of one of the men. Of course, she couldn’t see the woman’s face, but she had to-die-for waves in her blonde hair that Rocki would give anything to have in her straight black hair.

         Dressed in jeans, suede boots, and a purple T-shirt with the words Get Jacked on the front, the woman left the man’s side to allow Charlene to wrap her in a hug. The two women’s mutual delight in seeing one another spoke of a close relationship, and their reactions fascinated her. She scraped her teeth over her bottom lip. She wouldn’t call herself jealous.
         

         She didn’t know these people. Yet she envied what they appeared to have: a normalcy in their lives, a connection with others. Four long months of working undercover, without any contact with the real world, was apparently getting to her. She’d give anything to have five minutes on the phone with her mom to bolster her confidence. Even last week, she realized how much the guys at work helped her keep her head when working on a case, and that fact surprised her. She gazed away to check out the others.

         Another man, more sexy than the others, with badass attitude, swaggered through the door and stopped behind the group. His expression warmed as he surveyed the people in front of him. He slapped the woman’s gorgeous man on the shoulder, spoke to him, and then headed across the room. Aware of her staring, Rocki turned around and fiddled with the racked balls on the table. The last thing she needed to do was become distracted by a handsome face.

         But she couldn’t help it. The guy had it all.

         Longish blond hair of multiple shades and tanned skin, as if he spent a lot of time outside. The size of his body gave him a toughness that belied his golden good looks. She couldn’t help noticing the tight fit of his leather jacket, black Metallica T-shirt stretched across a broad chest, and jeans that—if she guessed right—had rubbed up against a few car engines in their lifetime. She’d always had a weakness for men who worked with their hands and weren’t afraid to get dirty.

         She lifted the triangle thingy, eyed the balls, and deemed the set up perfect. She stepped away from the table to set the racker back on the hanger and bumped into the man who’d grabbed her attention. The blond one. The tough one. The one who appeared a lot scarier up close than she would’ve suspected. Moreover, the intense way he looked at her didn’t help set her at ease.

         “Sorry,” she mumbled, backing away.

         His eyes softened. “You set the balls wrong.”

         “Excuse me?” she said.

         “You need to rack them so the solids and stripes are beside each other, and put them behind this line.” He slipped the triangle out of her hand. “Let me show you.”

         “Uh…okay.” She gripped the pool stick with both hands and held on for dear life.

         She had to get rid of him. At any moment she expected her targets to show up and challenge her to a game of pool. She glanced down at the man’s boots and held her breath. Men who Darrell dealt with didn’t look like caramel that’d melt in her mouth. Not this guy, who had too much sexy going on.

         “Jumping the gun, bro,” a male voice spoke behind her.

         She looked over her shoulder and stepped a few feet away.

         The other three men who’d come in, and the woman with them, stood nearby taking an interest in table three. Her gaze returned to the blond guy. No way. No fricking way.
         

         “Just setting the table for the lady. It looks like we’re out of luck tonight. She has dibs on the table.” The man winked at her. “Name’s Tony Weston. Yours?”

         “Rocki Ba…just Rocki.” She shuffled closer, shocked to discover these were the men Darrell wanted her to investigate, and fearful she wasn’t up to the job. “You all can play, if you want. I don’t mind.”

         “Right,” he murmured. “We could make this interesting in exchange for sharing the table.”

         “Oh yeah?” She inhaled swiftly, wondering if he was in on the meeting and testing her. “What do you have in mind?”

         Tony’s grin turned into a genuine smile, and the effect wasn’t lost on her. She felt the warmth all over, and she meant every little out-of-the-way, hidden spot on her body went suddenly hot. “One game. Winner calls.”

         “Calls anything?” She gulped.

         He leaned in closer and whispered, “Anything.”

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Tony stood beside Rocki at the pool table, and informed her how the guys from Beaumont Body Shop—a place where they apparently restored classic cars and ran a private investigation firm—always came to Corner Pocket and played pool on Thursdays. She swallowed her questions and smiled. Multidimensional men, every single one of them.
         

         “The woman tagging along with us is Janie.” Tony’s smile softened and he lowered his voice. “Once she lets go of Kage and notices you, I’m sure she’ll say hello.”

         For some reason it bothered her that another woman was around tonight. Dealing with these men alone was easier, faster, and more beneficial to her. She had experience with the opposite sex. Men composed ninety-five percent of the police force. She’d talked, listened, and used her female persuasion to her advantage on more than a few occasions. Women were sly, secretive, and a heck of a lot smarter. Janie would see right through her lies.

         She had to wonder what Darrell wanted from them all. They were PIs. Not exactly men Darrell would do business with or hire. Unless he suspected they were casing him and wanted to learn more to keep the advantage on them.

         “That’s Lance McCray.” Tony pointed.

         She gave him a quick wave and grin. “Hey.”

         Lance’s nearly black goatee wasn’t the only impressive thing on the man. He had a sweet smile with full lips that she figured many women also noticed. She had to look away to keep from staring as he murmured a greeting. Nothing about him suggested he was anything but an upstanding citizen.

         Tony leaned against the table, crossed his ankles, and said, “The guy beside Lance is Garrett Beaumont. Janie—who’s lip-locked with Kage still—is his little sister.”

         Garrett, who had the same coloring and hair as his sister Janie, seemed to be the boss, yet none of the men were afraid of one-upping him or giving him a bad time about a woman named Sabrina. She peered around the group. There were no other woman on this side of bar, so Sabrina must be MIA.

         “The guy next to Janie is Kage Archer,” Tony said.

         Her heart raced and a flush heated her cheeks when Tony mentioned the man’s last name. She barely heard the introductions through the roar of her pulse pounding in her head. The picture of two months ago clicked into place.

         The connection of why Darrell would want her to come to Corner Pocket, tonight, at table three, and meet these guys all made sense now. The uncle and nephew were estranged. She’d gathered that much from the paperwork and studying her subject before going undercover.

         How could she not have recognized them when they came inside the bar? She’d delivered a cat to Darrell Archer’s nephew’s girlfriend—who she now knew as Janie—a few months ago. Back then, she’d thought they were a nameless, beautiful couple. Today, they were more. They were here, and being introduced to her. Their link with each other showed in every movement.

         Kage, almost a spitting image of his uncle, with his dark hair, emotionless eyes, and disconnected personality, stared through her, but she knew he was taking every detail of her in, and not in a good way. She shivered, clasping her elbows in her hands.

         Janie’s shoulders rose and her chin came up. Kage’s hand tightened around Janie’s wrist, and an even scarier vibe rolled off him. He didn’t so much as move a muscle or give away his thoughts in his expression, but she could feel the shield that came up in front of him, warning her to back off. Darrell was dangerous, but Kage freaked her way out. There was no doubt in her mind that if she moved too fast or said the wrong thing, he’d do anything to protect his girlfriend.

         Unable to meet Janie’s eyes, she continued watching Kage and murmured, “It’s nice to meet you both.”

         “It’s not the first time we’ve stood in front of each other.” Janie planted her hands on her hips. “Unless you’re pretending you don’t work for Darrell Archer.”

         She glanced at Kage and moistened her lips, stalling. Darrell’s nephew gave nothing away. He wore a mask of indifference, unlike his girlfriend, who was ready to take her down. “I…Not anymore. That was a mistake. I had no idea who he was at the time, and thought I was only hired to pet sit. How’s your cat?”

         “Bluff is none of your business.” Janie’s gaze narrowed. “Usually, I wouldn’t ask what someone is doing here. It’s really none of my business, but seeing as how I don’t trust you and it looks like you came alone, it might be best if you leave before I tell Charlene who you work for and she throws you out of here. This is a clean establishment.”

         Rocki stiffened. “I—”

         “It’s okay, Rocki. You don’t have to leave. Everyone is welcome at Corner Pocket.” Tony moved in closer to her and directed his attention to Janie. “I think Kage wants to talk with you. Now.”

         “But she works for Darrell.” Janie’s brows came down and she widened her stance. “I won’t have someone like her around Kage or—”

         “Enough, Janie.” Tony lifted his chin and looked at Kage. “Nothing’s going on. We’re here to play pool.”

         “Come on, baby, you’re up first. Let’s grab table two.” Kage hooked the back of Janie’s jeans and pulled her away.

         Rocki watched them both walk a few feet away, wondering what they were thinking about her. She pressed her lips together and inhaled through her nose. She hated the charade. People were supposed to like her, trust her, and the absolute disgust coming from Janie hurt her more than she’d admit.

         Usually she was someone other people came to for help. She dropped her gaze to the floor. She felt dirty and skanky being linked to Darrell.

         Tony returned to her side, bumped her shoulder, and smiled at her. “Janie’s a little temperamental. There’s no problem with you hanging out here and shooting a game of pool.”

         She nodded, unsure if she believed him. “Just so you know…I don’t work for Darrell. I did one job for him when he asked me to take care of a cat. I-I’m studying to be a vet’s assistant, and when I was offered the job it was natural for me to babysit. I do it all the time for strays and pets going up for adoption.”

         “Okay.” He studied her for a beat, and then motioned to the pool table. “Ladies first.”

         Unsure if she could pull off the gig Darrell sent her on, she hid her discomfort in the only way she knew how. She put a little extra wiggle in her step and tossed her hair over her shoulder.

         It was one thing to work strangers. These people were friends with each other. Hell, one of them was Darrell’s nephew. She’d have to put everything she had into her job and remain undercover, out of cover, and not blow her double covers.

         Darrell must know Kage had hooked up with Janie, yet she assumed he’d sent her here to sleep with Kage. Kage was not the cheating kind. She’d stake her job on that fact, because the man couldn’t take his eyes off his girlfriend. He barely glanced at her when Tony introduced her; he was that tuned into his girlfriend, who was willing to kick her out of the bar without any excuse.

         She lined the cue ball to the corner of the table, shot, and broke the triangle of balls. The pockets around the table remained empty.

         Tony chalked the end of his pool stick. “What brought you here tonight?”

         “Dinner and a beer.” She leaned against a nearby table. His question wasn’t thrown at her for easy conversation. He investigated people like her for a living.

         “Good place to come to relax. The atmosphere’s the best in town.” He tilted his head. “Usually, people come with a friend.”

         “Maybe my boyfriend is in the john, and I’m waiting for him to come back to play pool.” She raised her brows, expectantly.

         “There’s no boyfriend,” Tony said, sweeping his gaze down her body, his smile growing more confident.

         She laughed. He seemed mighty pleased with his assessment. “Why didn’t you let your friend Janie go after me with all the questions? She would’ve demanded answers and you could’ve found out more about me.”

         Okay, now she was being a bitch. She had to tamp down her act before she got herself caught. A fun game of friendly fire, trading insults, wasn’t the best choice when she’d gone months without a relaxing conversation with a friend. But Tony wasn’t a friend. He was her target.

         She needed to keep his attention, because Darrell told her to go home with the man who paid her attention. She liked his attention. Even though she had a feeling it was scary Kage who Darrell meant for her to go home with tonight.

         “Never had any use for being a gentleman, though.” He grinned, leaned into the shot, and watched two of his balls sink into the side holes. “Solids.” He glanced at her. “Working for Darrell and now eating dinner and playing pool with me. You’ve come a long way.”

         Tony continued to sink one ball in after another. She waited to reply. Not because she was feeling especially kind and letting him concentrate on his shots, but because she was using the time to come up with a plausible reason why she’d be here on this particular night.

         When Darrell prepared her earlier, she assumed no one would know her. Learning the connection between Darrell and his nephew and the investigators of Beaumont Body Shop put her in danger. Not for the first time in her career, she wondered if she was in over her head and should walk before she got herself into precarious trouble.

         Tony missed the next shot after sinking four balls. He walked toward her, stopped, and without looking directly at her, said, “Are you in trouble?”

         Damnit. She shook her head, probably too fast instead of playing it cool. His nearness frazzled her, and her stupid girly hormones smacked down all the training she’d put herself through to be the best detective she could be.
         

         “You realize there are four people here who can protect you,” he said. “If you’re in trouble or need someone to help you get away from Darrell, we can help. We’ve done it before.”

         He saw too much. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to blow her job. Therefore, she did the first thing that popped into her head.

         She leaned in and put her hand on his forearm. “I’m only a girl who wanted to let loose for a change, play some pool, and have a couple of beers.”

         His brows lifted. “Yeah?”

         She sucked in her bottom lip and dropped her gaze to his chest. “Yeah,” she said on an exhale.

         “Lucky for you, I’d like to see you get loose and play some pool, and I don’t mind paying for a couple of beers either, so it looks like we’ve got a date, sweetheart.” He turned and finally faced her. His mouth softened and the tension in his eyes eased away.

         She melted, deciding she rather liked him looking at her. “Is that so?”

         “Yeah.” He inhaled deeply and appreciatively.

         Hypnotized by the deep seductiveness of his voice, she looked at her hand touching his forearm. Her thumb caressed a tattoo of a full-length woman, naked except for a sash around her hips, inked in green. She wondered how and why he’d want what was commonly known to the PD as a prison tattoo, instead of the colorful ink tats popular with the legit.

         Before she could ask him, Charlene’s laughter broke them apart as she placed food on the table. Tony moved over and laid a big wet kiss on Charlene’s cheek, leaving her giggling. He received a pinch on his ass in return.

         “I can always count on you to make sure I eat,” Tony said.

         Charlene patted Tony’s cheek. “I take care of my boys. I don’t want you losing any muscle, because then I’d miss out on all these nice male bodies who strut around my bar every Thursday night. Besides, you’ve ordered the same thing every week for the last ten years or more.”

         “You’re a doll.” Tony tipped Charlene’s chin. “And looking prettier every day.”

         “You’re a sexy player, Tony Weston.” Charlene shook her head as she walked away.

         Tony, still laughing from Charlene’s antics, removed Rocki’s pool stick from her hands and set it on the pool table. “Let’s take a break from the game and eat. Unless you want to forfeit…”

         “Never,” she said, sitting down and picking up her beer.

         She drank a few swallows, set the mug on the table, and lifted it in the air again to drink some more. On the job, she never drank. However, to get through tonight, she’d need enough courage for what she needed to do.

         The academy taught her how to investigate, how to interview, and how to play the calm nonjudgmental observer. They even drilled into her head that while undercover she had to do whatever needed to be done to fit in and save her position. There would be times when her moral beliefs and normal, legal behavior would be compromised in the name of bringing justice and peace to the community. She pressed her thighs together, catching the quiver between her legs. Tony tempted her to break her no-sex-for-sex’s-sake law.

         Casual relationships had no place at the police department, which made dating difficult. With her work schedule it wasn’t easy to find time to indulge in flirting and building a relationship.

         Now Darrell expected her to go home with a man, pretend to be interested in him, and God only knew what else. She swallowed her insecurities. Tonight would test her skills as an undercover detective. She was way out of her comfort zone, letting Tony believe she’d do anything he asked.

         The plan she’d formulated in her head five minutes before walking in the door only worked if she pretended to drink too much. What she lacked was how she was supposed to concentrate on her job, Darrell’s orders, and the sexual attraction she felt toward Tony.

         She had faith that once she left with someone, she could act out enough to claim she’d had too much alcohol and sleep on the couch with her jeans firmly zipped. A solid plan would buy her time to outsmart whichever guy asked her to go home with him, and it looked like Tony was the winner.

         Then she could slip away early in the morning, fulfilling her obligation to Darrell, and still have time to gather herself before she reported in at noon. She lifted her mug again, and Tony’s finger’s circled her wrist.

         “Easy, sweetheart.” His thumb caressed the inside of her arm. “There’s nothing to be nervous about. We’re only shooting pool and getting to know each other better.”

         She let go and picked up her burger, lifting her shoulder and peeking at him while catching her bottom lip between her teeth. He saw everything. She had to stay aware and be prepared for anything.

         “So, you’re a private investigator and you pimp out cars.” She took a bite, chewed, and continued. “How did those two careers happen?”

         Tony continued eating and held up his finger to signal her to wait until he finished chewing. He wiped his mouth. Someone had taught him manners.

         “The interest in working on cars was always there. I grew up with the guys you met. When we were young, we hung out at Garrett’s pop’s garage, learning all we could from him and dreaming about the day we’d work on our own cars. Kept us out of trouble and popular with the girls,” he said.

         “How so?” She popped a French fry in her mouth.

         He flashed a grin. “Nothing makes a teenage boy more attractive to the girls than a muscle car.”

         “Ah.” She leaned forward and tilted her head. “That’s true. I looked at a few nice cars when I was a teenager.”

         He laughed. “I bet you did.”

         “What kind of car do you drive?” She wiped her mouth and leaned forward. “Is it hot?”

         “It’d burn you, sweetheart.” He winked. “A sixty-seven Camaro, midnight blue, twin white stripes on the hood with a three-eighty block and three on the floor.”

         She blinked and found herself panting. The description…meant nothing to her. The radiant way Tony’s face came alive and his voice lowered to vibration levels left her panties damp. She wanted to see his car. She wanted to see him in his car. She wanted to see him doing her in his car.

         She lifted her mug of beer and swallowed hard to get the liquid past the throbbing of her heart. “And the agency?”

         “The PI stuff came during college. We all have our own reasons, but mine are purely selfish. The guys are my best friends, and it’s all about keeping us together. I liked the idea of going into business with friends I trusted and knew had my back, no matter what happened, and I enjoy living in Bay City.” He finished his burger. “What about you? Since you don’t spend time doing Darrell’s dirty work, what do you do to stay busy?”

         It was a trap. Think. Think. Think.
         

         “I do nails.” She put her hands in her lap. “Only part-time. Luckily, my mom and I share a town house. It cuts down on expenses, while I go to college, um, part-time. I-I’m studying to be a veterinarian’s assistant.”

         “And, that’s why Darrell hired you? You’re good with animals?” Tony leaned forward.

         She reached for another fry. “Yeah, exactly. Love animals. All kinds, but especially cats.”

         He snagged her hand in midair. “I’m surprised a woman who paints other people’s fingernails doesn’t have time to do her own. Though I like them bare.”

         She ducked her chin. “Today was stressful. Just trying to decide between wearing mother-of-pearl or electric-blue polish seemed too tough of a decision to make after hearing how much it would cost to replace a…a timing belt on my car.”

         “Timing belt?”

         She sat straighter, falling into the story. “Uh-huh. Life is good, but one expense and I feel like I should drop out of school and go to work full-time. I know it doesn’t seem like the kind of pressure you’re used to, chasing bad guys and trailing bond jumpers, but it’s a job that pays the bills.”

         “Doing nails?”

         “Oh no.” She laughed to cover the lie. “Real estate.”

         “You’re a licensed Realtor?”

         “Yeah, well, I was before I started doing nails and going to school. I specialized in commercial properties mostly, but if a friend needs help securing a home in the area, I’ll represent them. It brings in a little extra cash for school.” She gazed down at her plate, shocked she’d eaten all her food while they were talking. “You don’t need a new home, do you?”

         He chuckled. “No. I have one that does the job of keeping the rain off me.”

         “That’s good.” She gazed past him.

         His friends played pool, and seemed to get along while they threw challenges back and forth as if they competed against one another all the time. As Rocki watched, Janie caught her looking and glared. She turned away.

         “Ready to finish the game?” he asked.

         “Sure.” She stood. “It’s probably a good time to let you know, I’ve been going easy on you. You’re ahead of me now, but it’d take nothing for me to clean the table in one turn.”

         He whistled. “Big talker.”

         “Hey, I only say what’s true. I’m not bragging at all.” She sashayed over and picked up both of their pool sticks.

         She was going straight to hell. How many lies could she tell in a twenty-four-hour period and retain her aura of a trained professional? A pillar of society?

         “Let’s say we up the ante. Game?” He leaned against the table.

         “You’ve already said winner gets anything. How much bigger does it get?”

         He gripped the pool stick she held in her hand and pulled her closer. She stared into his eyes. Light blue eyes, so transparent she witnessed his pupils dilate.

         “If I win, I’ll be asking you to come home with me.” He inched closer. His mouth hovered over her lips, not touching, but they shared a breath. “You’ll say yes and get to ride in my car.”

         Holy shit. Darrell had sent her to check out Tony? She blinked. “The Camaro?”

         “Yep,” he murmured. “You in?”

         “Depends.” She inhaled, and held her breath. God, she so wanted in. “Can you deliver on such a big promise?”

         He growled. With the ruckus in the bar, she would’ve missed the low vibration, but she actually felt the sound in the back of her fingers, where her hand pressed against him as she held the stick. The sensations coming from him swept through her body and settled deep in her lower belly.

         “One night. In my bed,” he whispered. “You come home with me, and I’ll make sure I deliver.”

         She bit down on her lip, studying him. Finally, she whispered back, “Okay.”

         He stepped away and grinned. “Your play, sweetheart.”

         She moistened her lips and moved toward the table. Her hands shook, and she braced them against the edge, near the corner pocket. She wrinkled her nose, unable to focus on lining up her shot. She knew what Darrell expected of her, but she was unprepared for how smoothly Tony Weston could wrangle her into going to bed with him.

         Usually, she loved competition. Even though she sucked at pool, she’d give it one hundred percent, because that’s all she knew. As a result, she sent the cue ball straight into the side pocket.
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