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ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR is a trait of intelligence in a world full conformists... 

Nikola Tesla

My life as an undercover cop, working in one of the most formidable gangs in the country, is already dangerous enough.

But then, I meet her. Arianna. She gets me out of a seriously tight spot, and before I know it, we’re in bed together. I think it’s going to be a one-night thing, but soon, I find out the truth about her - she’s an established con artist, caught up with the same gang I’m trying to infiltrate.

And soon, we’re thrown back together again. How far can I trust her? And more importantly - how long will we last before we fall back into bed together again...?
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ONCE THE SNORING STARTED, I knew I could begin. 

I eased myself off the bed and leaned over to the man beside me. He was sprawled out on the covers of the ridiculously expensive hotel sheets he had already paid for. I lifted my hand, and waved it in front of his eyes – nothing. Snapping my fingers a couple of times, I waited for a response. Still nothing. I nudged him with one fluffy, mule-clad foot, and his leg flopped back. 

He was out for the count.

Which meant I could get down to business. The first few times I did this, I had felt a little guilty for drugging them, watching them knocked out for the count on the bed as I went through their shit, but I had long-since grown out of that. Guilt was a hangover from having a conscience, and I wasn’t sure I could lay claim to mine anymore.

Besides, I reasoned as I went to grab his phone, I had practically done this guy a favor. Jacob – it was Jacob, wasn’t it? - had huge, dark rings under his eyes, and could probably use the ten to fifteen hours of sleep the heavy sedatives I had slipped into his champagne would give him. By the time he woke up, he’d be feeling downright refreshed. Until he checked his wallet, of course.

Over drinks downstairs, I had seen him unlocking his phone with his fingerprint, so when I clicked on the screen, I knew what I needed to do. I took his large hand and guided his index finger towards the button, holding it down for a second until I heard the click that told me I had gotten what I wanted. 

I planted myself on the edge of the bed, not in any kind of rush. In fact, if I rushed this, I was far more likely to leave behind some sort of signature that would tie back to me, and there was no way I would allow something that stupid to happen. Sam Beam, the man who had taught me all of this, had always told me to take my time. Better to have to sweet-talk a cleaning lady you didn’t expect to bump into than accidentally drop some sort of identifying information at the scene, that was for sure. 

I fiddled around on his phone, looking for the banking app. I had seen him paying downstairs at the bar with one earlier, so I knew it was here. And I knew he had plenty of cash in it, too, to be able to so quickly agree to book us the penthouse suite when I had suggested we go somewhere more comfortable. 

And damn, it was a gorgeous suite, too. I wished I could sneak into the bathroom to take a dip in the vintage clawfoot tub before I got out of there, but I knew it would be too much of a risk. Sometimes, they woke up before you expected – I had learned that the hard way – and I didn’t want to chance being around if that happened.

Though, maybe I could go grab a robe or something. I was a little chilly, sitting here in the lingerie I’d slipped into to convince him to let his guard down. It never took long, once I showed them a little flash of stocking and garter and lacy bra. It didn’t take much, especially if I had already been laying it on heavy with the flirting all evening – just a quick flutter of the lashes, and they would be willing to do pretty much anything I wanted them to.

That was the good thing about going into this as a girl. Men were always arrogant enough to think they were the ones in charge, even when that was nowhere near the truth. They never thought someone like me could get the better of them. And they truly believed the reason I was hanging onto their every word and listening to each dull-ass story that came out of their mouths was because I really wanted them, not because I knew I could get what I needed from them.

Aha! Finally, I spotted it, the banking app tucked discreetly away on the last page of his apps. I opened it, grabbed his hand again to unlock it, and let out a low whistle when I saw how much was there. Plenty enough for me to pay for the trip to France when all of this was over. I had been planning it for a while, getting the heck out of dodge before anyone put together all the pieces and worked out I was the one causing trouble for these guys. After I pulled a few scams in a row, I had to put some space between me and my hunting ground, let the heat die down a little. Let the other girls in the gam for themselves, too.

I transferred a good chunk of the money to my small account in the Caymans – I had opened it up on Sam’s suggestion, since he had worked with this particular company for a while now. They rolled the cash through a few different venues and split it across a couple of accounts I had access to, so it was harder to bring it all back to me. 

I made the exchange, and then returned the phone to the spot on the bedside table. Hopefully, it would take him a while to work out what had happened, and he would be a while away before it clicked that his money was missing. He might not even think to connect it back to me; I hoped that, when he woke up, he would think he’d just had a little too much to drink and I’d left after he’d passed out.  

Most of the time, they were too embarrassed to report what had happened, certain they’d be laughed out of the cop shop for trying to tell them a girl had robbed them blind. Another upside to working this industry as a woman; even when the marks did work out you were the reason for all their troubles, they rarely bothered to follow up on it. No guy wanted to admit he’d been stupid enough to fall for a scam as old as the books themselves, and they all really thought they stood a chance with me.

I almost smirked at the thought. Sure, I’d led him on, but did he really imagine I was just falling over myself to get him into bed? Didn’t he question why I was out alone at a bar, anyway? All the signs were there, but as soon as I laid eyes on him, I’d known there was no way he was going to spot even one red flag. I had my little bag with me and spun this sob story about how I’d been kicked out of my hotel after my card had bounced and was looking for a place to stay, threw in some detail about my boyfriend dumping me when we were meant to be on a trip together. I hoped it would explain the inordinate amount of lingerie I had in my bag. 

And he bought it, and now, I was several tens of thousands of dollars richer. And I was sure I could find a little more in the way of cash in this room before I left, too. I had spotted him drop his wallet near the door, and it was a pretty damn fat one too. I made my way over to it, popped it open, and grinned. I was right – there was at least another thousand in here. I pulled it out, leaving ten dollars so he could at least get himself a taxi to the airport, and then tucked it into my money belt. I had left my bag by the door in case the pills I crushed into his drink didn’t work and I needed to make a quick getaway, but I had been lucky this time around. 

He was still snoring on the bed as I made my way around the room, seeing if there was anything else I could grab to make this little excursion more worth my while. I could have snatched some of the fancy art or something from the walls, but I wanted to give myself as much time as possible to get out of there when this was over and if I drew attention to myself like that, it would cause trouble. The hotel was more likely to come after me than the idiot on the bed was, and I had no intention of inviting that kind of trouble onto my head. 

Besides, by this time tomorrow, I would be in France. It was a well-deserved break, if I said so myself, as I had been working hard the last couple of months. Some people would have balked at calling it work, but they had no clue. Keeping my game face on while I listened to boring old guys drone on about their work or their wives or their families was work, and I was the best in the business.

Sometimes, I wondered if I should feel bad about what I was doing to them. But I would always push that thought down and ignore it. Most, if not all, of them had made their money through some nefarious means, and there was no way I was going to sit around and feel sorry for taking a little of it for myself. Some people would have called me heartless, but at least I was only heartless for the few hours it took to pull something like this. Those guys, who made this kind of money, they had to be all kinds of heartless to keep it trickling in, and they would go right back to it once they’d noticed I cleaned them out. 

I was providing them with some form of therapy, too, at least before they noticed all the cash missing from their accounts. They would tell me things they would never have come out with in real life, and I was doing them a favor listening to it all. I had no doubt their wives were already bored of hearing their stories, if they even bothered to listen in the first place, and the amount I was taking from them just paid their therapy bills. My rates were high.

Finding nothing else in the suite worth stealing, I went to my bag and grabbed some of my outside clothes to get dressed. This lingerie was scratching at my skin, the cheap lace nipping into my thighs and my breasts. I had picked out this cheap stuff way back when I first started out, and I hadn’t replaced it since – no need, since it wasn’t like any of them got their hands on me in it, anyway. 

I caught sight of myself in the mirror opposite the bathroom as I went to get dressed. Sometimes, it took me a moment to recognize myself when I was in full flow. My hair, dark and curled carefully over my shoulders, tumbled down to my breasts, my lips glossed with a deep red, my eyes made up with a dramatic smokey look and false lashes that nearly touched my perfectly-preened eyebrows. I always spent a good amount of time before I launched on a set of these scams to make sure I looked expensive; if I came across like I didn’t need the money, none of them would guess I was there to steal it from them.

And it had worked again perfectly tonight. This was the last one of the month, and I was off out of the country to relax for a few weeks. Hell, I could hardly wait. I pulled on a pair of boxers and a sports bra, tossed a set of jeans and a light tee over them, and grinned at myself in the mirror. It wasn’t long until I could leave this girl behind for a while, and pick her up again when I needed her. 

I made my way downstairs, walking with purpose and keeping my eyes forward. Nobody was going to stop me if I looked like I belonged, even though it was the middle of the night. Jacob, for his part, would wake up in a few hours with a pounding headache and a whole lot less money in his account, but I would be long gone by the time he worked it out.

I followed the path out to the shuttles that would take me to the airport. I had the flight to France booked already, and I could almost taste the fancy bottle of wine I was going to treat myself to as soon as I landed. Hmm, and maybe some pastries too. Well, I would work it out when I got there, and either way, it would all be on Jacob’s dime. I would raise a glass to him while I was out there, along with the rest of the guys I had conned out of their cash.
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I GRIPPED THE WHEEL of the car, staring out at the sidewalk in front of me. It was quiet out there. Too quiet. And I didn’t like it. 

Ian was in there right now, and I had no idea how much longer I should wait before I went in after him. I was meant to be a driver, a little back-up if things went south, but he hadn’t called me in yet. Had something happened to him? There was no way I was going to blow this. I had just gotten into the inner circle, and I needed to stay there. No matter what.

Eight months. That was how long I had been living as Dean Madrigal, gangster. One of Terence Schwindel’s men. When I was first put on the case, nearly a year ago, I had been chomping at the bit to get out there and join them – there was something about him I knew I could get close to, something about his front that I saw beneath. I had been trying to get my boss to put me on the case in person for months before he finally decided I was ready, and I had thrown myself in at the deep end.

It started out in Chicago, where Terence had been head of the drug trade for at least ten years. They’d pretty much eliminated the competition in the city and had routes running all over the Midwest, but that wasn’t enough for him – no, he had decided he wanted New York too, and he soon started heading out East to take control of as much as he could down here as well.

I had started out as not much more than a bit of muscle to back up his usual squads, but with some string-pulling and good luck, I had managed to meet with him a few times. He was a suspicious man, naturally cautious, but he seemed to let his guard down around me and filled me in on some of his plans. I kept them to myself, sure they were nothing more than a test to make certain I wasn’t going to share the future of the syndicate with anyone else. 

It was the strangest thing, being cut off from the rest of the men I had worked with most of my policing career. I had joined the academy when I was barely twenty, working my way up from the bottom, and it hadn’t taken long until they singled me out as a good fit for undercover work. 

Rafael Gallarga, the head of undercover operations in our unit, was the one who had first picked me as a decent option to send out for a smaller mission in rural Kentucky, helping bring down a small drug ring that had started to try to expand. Coming from the South myself, I fit in pretty easily, and it didn’t take long for me to worm enough information out of the men at the top to undercut their sense of safety and send them sprawling.

From then on, I had become addicted to this side of the game. It fit me perfectly. I didn’t need to be myself, I could slide into the role of someone else, invent a whole new person, and spend my time crafting and perfecting them until I was in the inner circle of some notorious criminal gang. Yes, it was high-stakes, but it was the highest kind of reward as well, a chance to make a real difference, feeding information back to the people who needed it and the ones who could pull the trigger on the serious, city-wide justice we needed. 

This had been by far the hardest case. I had expected it to be, of course, what with how suspicious Terrence was, but damn, when I started to inch closer to him, it was like being on some sort of high. I knew he would never have suspected we’d send someone in, risk the life of one of our men by getting close to him, and if he worked out who I was, I would have been dead as a doornail. But for now, I held all the cards, gathering all the information I could to get where I needed to go. 

And, as I sat in that car, I knew I was closer than ever to getting where I needed to be. Terrence had handpicked me for this mission, the first time I had been his prime selection to go out and negotiate with some of his new potential dealers. We were at the hideout of Los Vogons, a multi-ethnic New York group who had ties to Chicago, a good opening point for Terrence to get into New York, and by the time Ian came back from this meeting, I would have enough to pass onto the bureau to shut down their ops before they got started.

I had wanted to attend this meeting with Ian, but the Vogons waiting outside had made it clear they weren’t going to let more than one of us in at a time. I had watched from the car as Ian was patted down for weapons, and wondered if I should have pushed to go with him. It would have given him an extra layer of safety, but they didn’t know much about me and might have held back vital information I needed to take them and Terrence down. A new base of operations was a good place for us to start our attack on their strength, as it would be weaker and less established than everywhere else they had already laid claim to. This was our best bet to unseat him, and it might be our only chance, too. If he was successful in expanding his business to New York, he might be too big for us to stop, and I refused to let that happen.

It had been a long time since I was in NYC, and the bustle of the city was making me a little uncomfortable. There was something about being far from my base that made me feel as though I was unseated, as though something might happen at any moment. I wanted to be able to tap into my contacts any time I needed them, but I was out here on my own and I didn’t care for that feeling at all. 

I kept my eyes pinned on the door. I needed to be ready to make a break for it, and fast. If something went wrong, Ian was relying on me to get him out of there. We had become decent friends since we started working together, even if the version of me he knew wasn’t entirely honest, and I didn’t want anything to happen to him. I wouldn’t let it. Confidence from a man like him was invaluable and I refused to let it slip through my fingers.

Suddenly, the door burst open, and Ian came rushing out to the street. I flung the car door open for him and he practically fell on to the seat beside me. I looked down to his hand, which was pressed against his side, and saw a dangerous amount of blood leaking through his fingers.

“Get the fuck out of here!” Ian snarled at me, pulling the door closed behind him and squeezing his eyes shut before I slammed my foot on the break and started moving.

In the rearview mirror, I could see men streaming out of the building, ready to give chase. Ian must have moved pretty damn fast to get out of there before he was shot dead – he didn’t look in good shape now, but he was alive, and that was something.

“What the fuck happened in there?” I demanded as I sped through the streets. I didn’t have a clue where I was going, I just knew I needed to put as much distance between us and whatever had happened as possible.

“Go north,” he told me. “Get to the hotel.”

“What hotel?” I demanded. He shook his head. It was clear he was in enough pain it was clouding his ability to think or talk properly, and I couldn’t get much out of him.

“Ian, come on, what hotel?” I demanded again, louder, and he seemed to snap out of it. 

“Grosvenor,” He groaned. “Up north. There’s someone there who can help us.”

I nodded, tapped the name into the GPS, and noticed my hands were shaking as I did so. Shit. I needed to pull myself together. I had known this was a possibility from the moment I was sent on this mission, and I would have been a fool to pretend any different.

I slammed my foot down and started to drive. I could see people drawing in behind us, and I would be damned if I let them get any closer. I was the one in charge here, I was the one holding all the cards, and nothing was going to change that. 

I focused my eyes on the road ahead while Ian panted in the seat beside me. 

“Should we go to a hospital?” I asked.

“Terrence will kill me if this fucking bullet doesn’t,” he replied, through gritted teeth. I didn’t even understand how he was still talking. The amount of blood leaking through his hand, it seemed a miracle he could keep his head up. 

He closed his eyes and I kept driving, heading north until we were a ways out of the city. We were closing in on the Grosvenor, not far now. Who was there who could help us? Certainly nobody I was aware of, but maybe that was on purpose. Ian held his cards close to his chest, and for good reason. And he trusted me enough to show me this one. I felt a stab of guilt, but pushed it down. Now wasn’t the time to start second-guessing what I was doing. I needed to get out of here, and then I could have all the moral crises I wanted. 

Finally, we arrived outside the hotel, and I pulled the car to a sharp halt. I was breathing hard as I tried to gather myself. But before I could so much as pull myself together, Ian glanced around – and his face dropped.

“They’re still after us,” he told me, and he reached over to grab my arm with one bloodied hand. “You need to run.”

“Ian, what the fuck are you—”

“Get out of here. Tell Terrence the Vogons fucked us over.”

“I’m not leaving you here,” I protested, but he shook his head, his face pale. 

“You have to,” he replied. I could see the color draining from his face, and I was sure he was right. He wouldn’t be able to make it far, if there really was someone on our tail, and he didn’t want to let them get away with this. The only chance I had to keep this game up was to run, and leave him here. I didn’t want to, but I needed to be ruthless right now. I needed to get out of here.

I climbed out of the car just as the first bullet shattered the back window, and I ducked down and started to run. I could feel the blood pumping in my veins, and I checked to make sure my gun was still strapped to my hip. I might have to stand and fight, but if I could put enough distance between myself and this mess—

I glanced over my shoulder. A car had drawn to a halt behind us, and at least four Vogons were hanging out the windows and lining up shots with the back of our vehicle. I saw Ian inside, catching his eye one last time, and he nodded at me, as though giving me permission to get out of there.

A gunshot cut through the air, and I was sure I could hear screaming in the distance, but I paid no attention to it. I managed to dip my head down just in time to feel a bullet whipping over the top of my hair. Shit. It was like it was all happening in a dream, to someone else entirely. It had been a long time since I had seen action like this, and the last eight months of playing it slow had me complacent. I needed to be on my game more than ever, or I was going to end up dead – along with all the work I had done to get close to Terrence and his gang.

But before I could think on that any longer, I crashed into someone. Before I knew it, I was on the ground, and my gun had been knocked away.
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