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Double-Crossed

Hit woman and thief Reed Gable works for the highest
bidder, no matter where the job takes her. An orphan of
circumstance, Reed knows the streets of Las Vegas better than
anyone. Growing up rough has gotten her to the top of her
profession, and she plans to stay there.

 


Accountant Brinley Myers, a recent hire at the
Moroccan Casino, discovers a money laundering operation
orchestrated by the New York mob and suddenly her life and the
people in it become collateral damage.

 


Reed has Brinley in her sights and is ready to close
the contract when she sees Brinley’s son in the car with her. Even
hard-hearted Reed can’t kill a mother in front of her child. Before
Reed can come up with a plan to finish the job, she’s
double-crossed. It’ll take all her street smarts to keep herself,
and her surprisingly beautiful mark, alive.
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Answering the Call “is a brilliant
cop-and-killer story…The crime story is tight and the love story is
fantastic.”—Best Lesbian Erotica

 


“Is there anything better than a smoking hot butch
woman in uniform?…If you enjoy stories with stakeouts, gun-slinging
butch cops, meddling family members coupled with murder and mayhem
around every corner, then this story is certainly for you.”—The
Lesbian Review

 


 


Lammy Finalist Calling the
Dead

 


“So many writers set stories in New Orleans, but Ali
Vali’s mystery novels have the authenticity that only a real Big
Easy resident could bring. Set six months after Hurricane Katrina
has devastated the city, a lesbian detective is still battling
demons when a body turns up behind one of the city’s famous
eateries. What follows makes for a classic lesbian murder
yarn.”—Curve Magazine

 


“The plot is engrossing and satisfying. A fun aspect
of the book is the images of food it includes. The descriptions of
sex are also delicious.”—Seattle Gay News

 


“In Calling the Dead, Vali has given us
characters that are engaging and a story that keeps us turning page
after page.”—Just About Write

 


 


Beauty and the Boss

 


“The story gripped me from the first page…Vali’s
writing style is lovely—it’s clean, sharp, no wasted words, and it
flows beautifully as a result. Highly recommended!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews

 


“This was a story of love and passion but also of
surprises and secrets. I loved it!”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review
Blog

 


 


The Romance Vote

 


“Won by a Landslide!…[A] sweet and mushy romance with
some humor and spicy, sexy scenes!”—Love Bytes

 


 


Balance of Forces: Toujours Ici

 


“A stunning addition to the vampire legend,
Balance of Forces: Toujour Ici is one that stands apart from
the rest.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog

 


 


Blue Skies

 


“Vali is skilled at building sexual tension, and the
sex in this novel flies as high as Berkley’s jets. Look for this
fast-paced read.”—Just About Write

 


 


Beneath the Waves

 


“The premise…was brilliantly constructed…skillfully
written and the imagination that went into it was fantastic…The
author managed to insert a real fear and menace into the story and
had me totally engrossed…A wonderful passionate love story with a
great mystery.”—Inked Rainbow Reads

 


 


Second Season

 


“Whether Ali Vali is writing about crime figures or
lawyers, her characters are well drawn and extremely likeable.
Indeed, writing so the reader really cares about the main
characters is a trademark of a Vali novel. Second Season is
no exception to the rule…This is a rich, enjoyable read that’s not
to be missed.”—Just About Write

 


“The issues are realistic and center around the
universal factors of love, jealousy, betrayal, and doing the right
thing and are constantly woven into the fabric of the story. We
rated this well written social commentary through the use of
fiction our max five hearts.”—Heartland Reviews

 


 


Carly’s Sound

 


“Vali paints vivid pictures with her words…Carly’s
Sound is a great romance, with some wonderfully hot
sex.”—Midwest Book Review

 


“It’s no surprise that passion is indeed possible a
second time around.”—Q Syndicate

 


“Carly’s Sound is a great romance, with some
wonderfully hot sex, but it is more than that. It is also the tale
of a woman rising from the ashes of grief and finding new love and
a new life. Vali has surrounded Julia and Poppy with a cast of
great supporting characters, making this an extremely satisfying
read.”—Just About Write
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The Devil’s Due

 


“This is an enthralling, nail biting and ultra fast
moving addition to the Devil series…once again Ali Vali has
produced a brilliant story arc, solid character development,
incomparable bad-ass women in traditionally male roles, leading
both the goodies, baddies and cross-breeds.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


“A Night Owl Reviews Top Pick: Cain Casey is the kind
of person you aspire to be even though some consider her a
criminal. She’s loyal, very protective of those she loves,
honorable, big on preserving her family legacy and loves her family
greatly. The Devil’s Due is a book I highly recommend and
well worth the wait we all suffered through. I cannot wait for the
next book in the series to come out.”—Night Owl Reviews
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“Ali Vali excels at creating strong, romantic
characters along with her fast-paced, sophisticated plots. Her
setting, New Orleans, provides just the right blend of immigrants
from Mexico, South America, and Cuba, along with a city steeped in
traditions.”—Just About Write

 


 


Deal with the Devil

 


“Ali Vali has given her fans another thick, rich
thriller…Deal With the Devil has wonderful love stories,
great sex, and an ample supply of humor. It is an exciting,
page-turning read that leaves her readers eagerly awaiting the next
book in the series.”—Just About Write

 


 


The Devil Unleashed

 


 “Fast-paced action scenes, intriguing character
revelations, and a refreshing approach to the romance thriller
genre all make for an enjoyable reading experience in the Big
Easy…The Devil Unleashed is an engrossing reading
experience.”—Midwest Book Review

 


 


The Devil Inside

 


“Not only is The Devil Inside a ripping
mystery, it’s also an intimate character study.”—L-Word
Literature

 


“The Devil Inside is the first of what
promises to be a very exciting series…While telling an exciting
story that grips the reader, Vali has also fully fleshed out her
heroes and villains. The Devil Inside is that rarity: a
fascinating crime novel which includes a tender love story and
leaves the reader with a cliffhanger ending.”—MegaScene

 


“The Devil Inside by Ali Vali is an unusual,
unpredictable, and thought-provoking love story that will have the
reader questioning the definition of right and wrong long after she
finishes the book…first time novelist Vali does not leave the
reader hanging for too long, but spins a complex plot of love,
conspiracy, and loss.”—Just About Write

 


“[T]his isn’t your typical ‘Godfather-esque’ novel,
oh no. The head of this crime family is not only a lesbian, but a
mother to boot. Vali’s fluid writing style quickly puts the reader
at ease, which makes the story and its characters equally easy to
get to know and care about. When you find yourself talking out loud
to the characters in a book, you know the work is polished and
professional, as well as entertaining. Ever just wanted to grab a
crime boss by the lapels, get in their face, and tell them to open
their eyes and see what’s right in front of their eyes? If not, you
will once you start turning the pages of The Devil
Inside.”—Family and Friends Magazine
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Chapter One

“Are you fucking listening to what I’m saying? I
don’t give a good goddamn how much it costs. Get it done, and
don’t make it look like I have anything to do with it.”
Sofia Madison’s disembodied voice sounded as if she was trying to
downplay her anger, but she was failing miserably.

What Sofia was asking for was something Reed Gable
totally understood. She wasn’t the first woman to request the exact
same thing once the reality dawned that her marriage was a total
sham. Some people made mistakes, but Sofia’s husband had more women
than an old sultan with a harem. A feat he seemed pretty pleased
about, from what Reed could tell. “It’s ten percent of the total.
Are you sure about that?”

“He’s probably going to offer me less than a percent
of the fucking total in a divorce,” Sofia said, going from angry to
exasperated. “You think ten percent is going to bother me?”

“I need a few days to figure out a timeline, and
I’ll get back to you.” Reed stood in the den of her home in
Henderson, Nevada, and gazed out at the empty golf course beyond
the pool. It was incredibly early, so the hardcore golfers weren’t
out yet. The house had plenty of space between the two neighboring
properties and was exactly like all the other houses on her private
street. That was the main thing she loved about the place. It
didn’t stand out. Homogenous wasn’t a dirty word in her world.

“I want to meet.” Sofia tried again. Like a
forgetful old codger, she’d asked for this every time they’d
spoken.

“It’s your right to insist, but if you can’t proceed
without that, you need to find someone else.” She hung up and
tapped the burner phone against her chin. There was another
contract offer she was considering, but she’d put them off because
Sofia’s job was more of a challenge. It might be time to give them
a callback.

“Fuck it. Not my problem, and hopefully she’ll be
okay with getting screwed in the divorce.” The phone rang before
she could remove the SIM card and destroy it, so she took a moment
before answering to watch the first golfers of the morning playing
by the fourteenth hole. She found the sport boring, and it seemed
aggravating, if all the cursing she heard was any indication.

“How do I know you’re not a cop?” Sofia asked
without preamble.

“You don’t, and you can choose not to believe me,
but I’m not. I’m willing to help you, but meeting people isn’t my
thing. What you’re asking for is something you might not be able to
do without laying eyes on me, and I understand that. If you decide
this isn’t something you can stomach, this conversation will never
come back to haunt you. On that you have my word.”

The problem with most people was that they were too
emotionally invested even when they declared loudly and repeatedly
that they weren’t. Emotions, or more precisely an overabundance of
them, weren’t Reed’s problem. She patiently waited for Sofia to
either talk herself in, or out, of what she was asking—that wasn’t
Reed’s job.

She stared at the guy whacking away in the sand trap
and figured his time would be better spent gardening. At least at
the end he’d have something to show for it. By the time the ball
had rolled into the tall grass, Sofia seemed to have come up with
more to say, and she kept on rambling. Reed sighed away from the
phone; this was by far the most aggravating part of the job, and
she rolled her shoulders to try and relax. Long, unproductive
conversations had a way of tensing her up more than the actual
job.

“I gave Victor my word, as well as everything
else, including our children. He turned them against me first. My
sons want nothing to do with me because their father has told them
repeatedly I’m a bitch who’s fucking crazy.” Sofia stopped and took
a deep breath. “All I wanted was a faithful husband, but when I
complained too much when he slept with half the women in this town,
he started stripping away the life I’ve enjoyed and the things I
love about it.” Sofia’s voice finally softened and she sounded like
a woman set adrift in a sea of uncertainty.

“Has he contacted an attorney that you know of?” An
impending divorce was the fastest way to an impending police
investigation, and that’s not what her client needed. She promised
quick and easy closure, and that’s what she’d deliver.

“Unless he went behind my back, no.” Sofia sounded
sure, but she’d droned on at first about how solid her marriage
was, saying she just wanted to make totally sure. But that had been
a month ago.

The fantasy world Sofia had existed in for so long
was destroyed after Reed had followed Victor for two days. All
Sofia had wanted at first was to convince herself the rumors about
Victor weren’t true. That simple plan had turned on the proverbial
dime when the truth was staring at her in nice glossy pictures.

“Do you want me to find out?”

Reed wondered if the golfer trying to put his little
ball in the hole knew his pants had torn down the seam, showing his
dingy tighty-whities. The lesson from this little story was: become
a better golfer and avoid sand traps if your pants are at least a
size too small.

“All I need you to do is tell Victor and your kids
you’re going to New York to spend time with your family. Once
you’re out of town, turn your phone off and relax. Don’t complain
about Victor or your sons to anyone, but answer the inevitable
questions of why you’re there with you needed a break before you
came back to work on your marriage. Do not raise any questions with
Victor or anyone else about divorce. You don’t want that in
someone’s memory when the cops start asking questions.”

“You know who my father is, right? He’ll never
believe that I’m in New York for a break, and I don’t want him
blamed.”

“Your family has its favorite personnel for jobs
like this, and none of them are in Vegas. Forget about me and
everything we’ve talked about. That is, if you’re sure. Once this
call is over, there’s no going back. This number won’t be
available, and I’ll be in touch like before.” Once the job was
done, Sofia would use the burner phone she’d have delivered by
courier and they’d finalize things.

There was only a moment of hesitation. “Promise me
you’ll humiliate him as much as he has me.”

“I’ll do my best. You have fun in the city, and once
things are done, answer the phone you’ll get as a gift. Destroy the
one you’re using now somewhere not near your home or the airport.
If you decide to keep it and you get caught, you’re on your
own.”

“When do you want me to leave?” Sofia asked, not
sounding as upset.

“Today,” she said. A little space from his wife
would deny Victor the chance to do something not in his usual
routine she couldn’t overcome. She’d been following him for a month
and he was a shit bag, but a fairly consistent shit bag. “Depending
on what’s going on, I might be done in the next couple of weeks, so
try to be on the next plane to solidify your alibi.”

Reed hung up, trashed her phone, and grabbed her
overnight bag. It was still early, but she needed to make a trip to
one of the buildings she owned. The money she’d made was mostly
invested in ways that would take time and effort to trace back to
her, and she’d made enough of it to retire and not have to deal
with the Sofias of the world.

Anonymity from her clients and the world was
something she’d learned coming up the ranks, and it was a solid way
to keep her freedom. Retirement, though, wouldn’t come until the
game lost its allure, so she’d keep at it and continue to diversify
her investments.

A big portion of her real estate portfolio was made
up of strip malls and warehouses, which weren’t huge moneymakers,
but like everything she did outside of work, they were safe bets.
The small place on the way to Red Rock Canyon was being rented by a
lawn maintenance company, and one of the only ones she’d had built.
The young guy who leased from her had no idea what was right under
his feet.

The ministorage next door was another spot she’d
constructed, and the car in the middle unit had Georgia plates from
her last job, so she switched them for Oregon ones and placed the
proper paperwork in the glove compartment on the off chance she got
stopped. She then went through the opening in the false back wall
of the unit and took the steps to the tunnel that led next door. It
was the only way into the basement of the warehouse.

It took an hour in her little studio, but when Reed
was done, her dark hair, blue eyes, and slim waist were gone. The
image in the mirror was a blond scruffy-faced man with a prominent
paunch—totally believable as an accountant from a small town in
Oregon.

“Hopefully you were serious, Sofia.” She put on the
glasses and combed her hair to the side. “Victor’s about to lose
big.”

 


* * *

 


“Would you have a problem working after-hours every
so often?” Dean Jasper, the accounting manager at the Moroccan
Casino, asked Brinley Myers.

Brinley was still settling into her apartment in Las
Vegas, but the opportunity her neighbor had told her about was too
good to pass up, even if she wasn’t quite ready. That was, if she
could actually get hired. Vegas, she was starting to understand,
was all about the Strip to some people, but there was more to a
casino than the actual gambling. This job was pretty much a
nine-to-five gig with awesome benefits and salary, and she’d
probably never see the gaming floor.

“As long as you give me a heads-up so I can arrange
a sitter,” Brinley said and nodded for more emphasis. This job paid
almost three times the one she’d left in New Orleans, and
considering that had been in her mom’s firm, this was a sweet
deal.

“You have children?”

Dean’s question made her wonder if that was going to
be the thing that sank her chances. “Only one.” She held her finger
up and smiled. Finn was her reason for the move.

A fresh start seemed in order after the biggest
mistake of her life had been convicted of drug trafficking and
would be a guest of the State of Louisiana penitentiary for the
next thirty-eight years. Being incarcerated should have stopped the
loser’s demands about Finn, but no such luck. A collect call seemed
to come every few days, and the more she declined, the more
persistent the idiot got.

“My son Finn—he just turned one.”

“Here.” Dean took a card out of his top drawer.
“This is the day care I use for unexpected work stuff, unless you
have someone set up. They’re really good, and they have those
cameras throughout the place, so you can check in on him if you
want. They’re open twenty-four-seven and will accommodate
last-minute stuff. My kids love it.”

“Thanks.” She placed the card in her wallet and took
it as a good sign. “Do you have any more questions for me?”

“Can you start Monday?” Dean closed the folder in
front of him and held his hand out.

“Thank you, and yes.” She shook his hand and stood.
“I really appreciate the opportunity.”

“I think you’ll be a great fit, so I’ll hand you
over to Naomi Williams. She’ll navigate you through HR, and she’ll
also be your office mate.” Dean picked up his phone, and a few
minutes later a beautiful African American woman with a pencil
stuck behind her ear entered and waved her out.

“Nice to meet you,” Naomi said as they headed for
the elevator, “but please tell me you’re not a Republican religious
nut with a sequined pin of Mitch McConnell hidden away in your
underwear drawer.” Brinley couldn’t be sure, but Naomi sounded
totally serious.

“No way.” The inside of the car was completely
mirrored, like some throwback seventies decorating, and the
lighting made her skin wash out against her blond hair, even with
the red highlights. Her coloring was a combination of her parents’,
and her green eyes were something both her mom and dad had in
common, at least according to her mother. Her father was someone
she didn’t remember, and he’d never been a part of her life. She
didn’t feel the lack of his presence, except for moments when she
saw something in herself she supposedly got from him. “It’s a
George W. Bush pin or nothing.”

“Jesus Christ, I hope you’re joking. Being stuck in
our box of an office with that last woman was like spending my days
trapped with Jerry Falwell. She thought my soul was beyond saving,
but that didn’t stop her from going on and on about it. The old
bitch finally got fired when she hosed me down with holy
water.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“I have a silk blouse with water stains to prove it,
so no, not kidding.”

“I doubt you’re that far gone, and no to the rest of
your list. With a one-year-old, I never have time to watch the
news, much less join a religious cult.” They entered the second
floor where HR and the security center of the casino took up the
entire space. “Wow, that’s a lot of cameras.”

“Don’t believe the commercial, girl. What happens in
Vegas is filmed for eternity, and if you try to pocket a chip that
doesn’t belong to you, one of these goons will break your fingers.”
Naomi stayed with her as she got her paperwork done and they issued
her an ID badge. “Here’s my phone number. Call me if you need
something, and I’ll see you Monday. Maybe your little one will
eventually be interested in a playdate with mine.”

“That’d be great. Do you have a boy or girl?”

“Amelia’s two and a handful.” They shared pictures
as they headed to the employee lot so Brinley would know where it
was. “Your badge will get you in, and all you need to do is pick
the first spot that doesn’t have someone’s name on it.”

“Thanks for all your help,” she said taking Naomi’s
hand. “I have a feeling you’re going to make this fun.”

“Thank the gods Dean wised up this time. The job is
boring—accounting, after all—but the town’s a blast. If our kids
like each other, maybe we can split a sitter and go out some time.”
Naomi gave her a one-armed hug, and it made Brinley feel good about
her decision to interview. “It’ll be nice to have a new friend to
blow off steam with. See you at nine on Monday.”

“I’ll be here.” She walked back toward the entrance
where they’d valeted her car at Dean’s insistence. “Well, Brinley,
this will certainly be different,” she whispered to herself when
she handed her ticket over.

All the mistakes she’d made over the last three
years had played in an unending loop in her mind as she’d driven
west, and she was ready to stop binge-watching. The woman she’d
been totally committed to had broken her heart, but that had been
no reason to completely upend her life with massive changes. Not
that one night of heavy drinking and then sleeping with a loser was
completely upending your life, but the residuals that had come from
that experience had sent her down a different path.

Her ex had taught her that a woman could be a bitch.
The kind of bitch who would not only sleep with a couple of your
friends but mention a few things she didn’t like about your body on
the way out the door with your luggage because the bitch
didn’t own any.

That delightful rundown of all her shortcomings,
combined with way too much alcohol and betrayal, had made her think
jumping the fence back to men was a genius idea, and she’d ended up
in bed with the tweaker Jarrell. But—and there was a big-ass but in
this story—there were mistakes like putting the Hubble telescope
into space with the lens in backward, and then there was Jarrell.
Granted, she had Finn, and she wouldn’t trade him for anything, but
Jarrell had latched on after he found out she was pregnant and
convinced himself it was his.

Finn was hers, and she put father
unknown on his birth certificate, not wanting Jarrell anywhere
near either her or her son, but that’d been wishful thinking. That
hadn’t stopped the unending calls, and she’d had enough. One night
of bad sex shouldn’t have been an invitation to have to deal with
Jarrell and his family for the rest of her life.

“This isn’t exactly the quiet town I was going for,
but it’s a great place to get lost in.”


Chapter Two

Robert Wallace reclined in his office chair and
loosened his tie. He’d been up for most of the night, a
responsibility he’d thought he’d put behind him when he took over
at the Moroccan, but it was a big night and he stayed to make sure
everything went off with no hiccups. The Moroccan had been a pit
when he got in the top spot, but now the local paper reported they
were the it spot for boutique casinos. Never mind he’d paid
the reporter to write the article, but it would generate business
eventually.

They were sandwiched between the Bellagio and the
Cosmopolitan, and their room census was full for the next four
months. The only kitschy thing about them was the tiki bar at the
center of the casino floor. There were no fountains, pirate shows,
or volcanoes up front, but his tables were full because of
excellent service and the perks they offered that had nothing to do
with free rooms and buffet dinners.

“You going home soon?” his assistant, Alex Bell,
asked.

Alex was the only one aside from him who knew all
the secrets the Moroccan held, and he trusted him enough to let him
live with those secrets.

“I’ve got a meeting, then I’m heading out.” He
really wanted to drink, but he needed to be clearheaded for the
next hour. “You got that bitch out of my house?”

“We put her in one of the premier rooms next door.
Victor said he’d take care of getting her on the plane when she
realizes there’s no going back.” Alex poured him a cup of coffee
and dumped three teaspoons of sugar in it. The drink probably
wasn’t manly, but it was how Robert’s father always fixed it for
him after his mother died.

“Still too close for me, but Victor probably thinks
he’s got a chance now that she’s vulnerable. She’s good in bed, but
the bitch is crazy.”

“Victor’s a great swordsman in his own mind, fucking
all these young airheads who fall for his hype. But he’s fucking
with fire playing this game.” Alex fixed another cup and sat across
from him. The extremely handsome young man did more than help him
run the casino—he was his personal fixer. “You don’t drop Diego
Moretti’s daughter and try to leave her penniless without
blowback.”

“Diego’s family has no muscle in Vegas, so I get how
Victor thinks he can chance it.” He closed his eyes and savored the
hot coffee as it went down. “Sofia’s become a broken record about
the things she wants, and it’s not his hype, Alex, it’s his
wallet. Fat old fuckers are gorgeous only when they have money.
Remember that.” September in Vegas was always stifling but the
casinos were always kept a cool sixty-eight. That and the constant
flow of pure oxygen kept the money flowing.

“Don’t count out the Morettis so fast, Bobby,” Lucan
Terzo said, coming in without knocking.

The young arrogant asshole was the son of Francesco
Terzo, and Francesco’s money was what had turned the Moroccan
around. That was the only reason he tolerated these damn meetings
and Lucan’s use of the nickname Bobby. He hated it and had
given enough beatdowns in his life to have earned being addressed
as Robert. Putting a hand on Lucan or anyone in the Terzo
organization was the fastest way to be shown the dumping grounds in
the desert he was sure the Terzos used to rid themselves of
problems.

“I never discount anyone, Lucan, but Sofia Madison
is Victor’s problem.” He stood and opened his arms for an embrace
he disliked as much as his nickname. He waited for Lucan to sit
before retaking his seat.

“Diego and me are second cousins, so thanks for the
heads-up. A problem keeping marriage vows sometimes becomes a
problem keeping any vow.” Lucan laughed and patted himself on the
crotch. “Thinking with your dick never did anyone any good, my
father always says. There’s a time and place for that, and it’s not
ever while you’re doing business.”

“That’s why I’m not married,” Robert said,
smiling.

“This is a place full of beautiful women, so I
sympathize, but my father also says real men eventually marry and
have families. It’s our responsibility to the future.” Lucan had
two men with him who nodded like idiots at whatever the young
genius had to say, and the sight made him tired. “Enough about
that. You got something for me?”

Robert took a ledger out of his safe and handed it
over. “It’s all distributed like Mr. Francesco wanted.”

“He’ll be back in town later today—he’s swamped, but
he wants to talk to you this week. We need to double what we’re
doing now, and he wants you to handle it. Have a plan in place to
show him when he calls.” Lucan stood and buttoned the jacket of his
linen suit. The cut reminded Robert of the sixties, but it was
stylish enough to make Lucan appear more like a model than a
thug.

“I never want to disappoint, but—”

“Bobby, think before you say anything”—Lucan cocked
his head to the side—“well, disappointing. Have Alex here suck your
dick if that’s what it’ll take to clear your mind, but get your
plan together. Papa isn’t after excuses. He doesn’t tolerate them
well, and you don’t want to see what happens if you disappoint
him.”

“Thanks, I’ll work something up.” He stood as well
and shook Lucan’s hand.

“Sorry about the dick joke, Alex,” Lucan said,
patting Alex on the chest on his way out. “You got a week,
Bobby.”

The door closed and he dropped back down and reached
for the whiskey after dumping his coffee in the trash. “There’s no
fucking way we can double what we’re doing now and get away with
it. We’re at the max. It’s like these fuckers want to get caught,
and if that happens, we’re all going down. I’m not taking the rap
for them and their stupidity no matter what they threaten me
with.”

“You want me to talk to Lucan and see if I can
reason with him?” Alex asked after he called down for Robert’s car.
“If not, we’ll think of something. Like, working our way to double,
but not all at once.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he cautioned. “I make
the deals, not you. Besides, we got other shit to worry about.” He
swallowed the whiskey and moved quickly to Alex, forcing him to his
knees. “Maybe that little shit had a point about reminding you what
your position is.”

“Think before you start something you might not like
the results of,” Alex said, getting back to his feet. “You wouldn’t
want anyone to question your manhood.”

“Get the fuck out of here, and keep your ideas to
yourself.”

 


* * *

 


Reed took her valet ticket and rolled her bag inside
to check in to the cheapest room Bellagio had. The lanyard around
her neck for the accounting convention hosted by the hotel had the
name Bill Smith, and she wasn’t the only one in line wearing
that particular fashion statement. Accountants weren’t exactly
party animals, but Vegas seemed to bring out everyone’s wilder
side. The call girls working the check-in line were subtle but
seemed to be doing okay with the conventioneers. That was probably
the only reason the security team hadn’t cleared them out of the
lobby.

“You want to grab a drink later, honey?” The young
blonde was pretty, but not someone she’d met before. Not that the
girl would recognize her. “I know a great place if you can afford
it.”

“Maybe later.” She stopped the woman’s wandering
hands and smiled. “I just drove twelve hours and I doubt I could
get it up, even for you.” Reed reached in her pocket. “How about a
down payment for later? Here’s my card.” She handed over a card
with her number and six hundred bucks.

“Are you sure? You shouldn’t be so trusting, honey.”
The women pressed the money back into Reed’s palm but kept the
card. “Here’s my number.”

“What’s your name?” She really didn’t have time for
this, but sometimes lost sheep were hard to ignore, and unless her
instincts were way off, this woman was new to the game. It was
obvious from her clumsy flirting and her trying a little too hard.
Too many of the kids she’d grown up with had left the system too
early and ended up where this woman was, or worse. If she was here
at the urging of a bastard boyfriend, maybe she could offer her
peace for at least one night.

“Jayden,” she said, moving along with her in the
line. She toyed with a loose thread on her skirt, as though needing
a way to keep her hands busy.

“Keep it, Jayden, and believe me, I’ll call. It’d be
nice if you weren’t busy later.” She took out another four hundred
and kissed Jayden’s temple. “Go have lunch and wait for me to call
you.”

“This is enough for two days.”

“Lucky me then.” She kissed Jayden when she pressed
her lips to hers and hoped Jayden simply went home. “I’ll call
you.”

“Don’t go throwing all that cash around, or you
won’t live out the week. Sometimes this town isn’t full of nice
people, so don’t follow the lead of your friends and get all crazy.
Crazier, anyway.” Jayden kissed her again and walked out.

It took another twelve minutes before she made it to
the front and handed over a business credit card for the room. The
young woman made small talk as she processed the card, then handed
over a map with the room keys. “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Smith. All the
conference meetings will be held here.” She circled the spot on the
map and smiled. “Please call if you need anything.”

The route to the room was through the casino, and
she ignored the conference goers lured by the slots. She wanted to
get set up to see where Victor Madison’s car was. The tracker she’d
put on it was still there. Sofia’s exit had kept him at home longer
than usual, but the bugs she’d placed in the Madison home had
yielded a simple explanation. Victor was free to entertain his
secretary at home while Sofia was away.

If Sofia knew her scumbag husband was screwing one
of his many mistresses in her bed, she’d probably have shot the
bastard herself, but Reed would save that information for later in
case her client showed any kind of remorse. She hadn’t mentioned
the bugs to Sofia or anyone else. Right now, all that was important
was to keep him out of the office until she was ready for him.

“You’re running late,” Oscar Dawson said as he got
into the elevator with her. “Though, you look hot for a middle-aged
guy with a desk job. How many beers a day do you think it would
take to get that beer belly?”

“Fuck you too, buddy.” She laughed.

They’d been friends since they were nine, when she’d
saved Oscar from a beating. He’d been surrounded by the bullies who
ran the facility they were in. Both of them had grown up under the
state of Nevada’s neglectful eye, orphans of circumstance, as
they’d been told over and over, which translated into unwanted and
useless. Reed had been big for her age and Oscar had exactly the
opposite problem, so he’d stuck with her from that day on.

“And Bellagio doesn’t know Bill Smith, so I had to
wait in that long-ass line. You got what I asked for?”

“Please. When have I ever let you down?”

They walked to the room that was as far from the
entrance as possible and had a view of the parking lot and the tops
of the mountains in the background. She’d manipulated the selection
because of the elevator bank just down the hall. Two floors below
were the executive offices, including Victor’s office with his
perfect view of the Strip and his private gardens. Supposedly, it
was one of the most beautiful spots in the city. The top floors
above them were where the best suites were. One elevator was
electronic-key-access only, and Victor’s most convenient route if
he was entertaining.

“We need to start this afternoon,” she said. “The
first part of this has to be finished before we move to the big
finale.”

“You sure tonight wouldn’t be better? We were on
schedule for two weeks from now, so what’s the rush?” Oscar took
the computers he’d need out of her suitcase and started setting
up.

“I had Sofia scatter some stuff around the house
that should keep him at home looking for clues as to what she’s up
to, so now’s good. Victor’s obviously not expecting this, but then
neither is Sofia, so it’ll help with the surprise response when the
cops call her this quickly.” She took off her suit jacket and
rolled her sleeves up. “All you need to do is monitor security and
give me some warning if anyone comes my way.”

Oscar was strictly a behind-the-scenes kind of guy,
but he was good at getting into places she couldn’t. As far as
hackers went, Oscar was one of the best. “Get going and I’ll be
ready.”

She walked out and headed for the elevators. All but
one opened onto guest rooms and the casino floor. But the sixth
elevator, the keyed access one, had back doors that opened toward
the executive offices. It was used at times by the security chiefs
who had offices on the fourth floor, but it was mostly for Victor’s
convenience, so he could come and go as he pleased, bypassing
anyone he wanted to avoid outside his office.

“Wait for it,” Oscar said into her ear. The middle
car on the right opened and she noticed this one was plusher than
the one they’d ridden up in. “Get in and don’t worry about the
camera. It’s on a loop.”

“Thanks.” She got in and stared at her shoes out of
an overabundance of caution. The camera was never your friend,
whether it was on or not. The elevator opened outside Victor’s
private office and his secretary’s desk was empty. “Are you
ready?”

“You’re invisible until you reach the door. The
inner sanctum is the only spot that’s a camera-free zone. It’s
probably contributed to his marital problems,” Oscar said as she
picked the lock to Victor’s door. “If there’s a couch in there,
don’t go anywhere near it.”

“Trust me, that’s not part of the plan.”

“Shit,” Oscar said as the door gave way.

“Problem?” she asked as she studied the space. “Talk
to me.”

“His assistant must’ve not been in the mood, or
Sofia fucked up her part. His car is headed our way.”

She glanced at her watch and figured she had twenty
minutes tops if she wanted to be cautious. This part of the op had
to be done in less than fifteen if she didn’t want to get stuck in
here.

“Give me updates.” She headed to where Sofia thought
the safe was—bingo. It was larger than the ones in the rooms but
had the same digital readout. She attached the passcode breaker to
it and moved on. Her gut instinct was Victor didn’t keep what she
was looking for in a safe any petty thief or maid could get into.
“And I’m in no way petty,” she said softly as she searched the
space for what she knew in her gut was there. Somewhere…

“Did you say something?”

“Nothing important. Talk to me, Oscar.”

“He’s still en route, so concentrate.”

“Working on it.” The picture in the bathroom of dogs
playing poker made her laugh. Whose bright idea was that in the
decorating department? The trip wire attaching it to the wall,
though, made it the one thing she was looking for. If she’d simply
moved it, severing the wire, security wouldn’t have given her the
time to escape.

It took a few minutes to get past all the security
measures the tacky velvet painting came with, but she smiled when
she saw what it covered. The American Security safe wasn’t the best
on the market, but Victor had obviously factored in the safe’s
location and the security he had. Those two factors alone would
keep anyone from actually getting this close, so he’d saved himself
some money.

“He’s passing the Cosmopolitan,” Oscar said as she
stuck the earpiece in and attached the amplifier to the safe, right
by the dial. She left the Earwig in her other ear so she could
still hear Oscar.

“Give me a few minutes.” She cleared the dial,
stopping on zero after four spins, and blew out a breath.

“That’s about all you have.”

She started turning slowly to the right with her
eyes closed until it clicked on twenty-two, then turned to the
left—longer since it clicked on eighteen, and then back to the
right to twenty. That one she almost missed since it came so
quickly. The safe held stacks of cash, a bag of diamonds, four
ledgers, and six different bankbooks. The stockpile of loot was
tempting but the bankbooks and ledgers were all she was interested
in.

“Reed, he’s in the building, and he’s walking really
fast toward his office.”

Reed could almost hear his heart pounding. His
tendency toward panic was why he was up in the room and not
here.

“Do I have time for the elevator?” she asked as she
rigged the painting back up.

“He’s a hundred feet from the executive offices. Can
you flush yourself down the toilet?”

“I could totally do that, but it’ll mess up my
hair.” The safe in the office was open now and the folder on top
captured her attention. The business card attached to it was from
some law firm that specialized in divorces. That she had to chance
taking, but it added a job for the night.

“He’s at the door,” Oscar said, his voice higher
than a prepubescent boy’s.

She locked the smaller safe again and headed back to
the bathroom with one more glance back to make sure nothing was out
of place. This hadn’t been in her plan, but she was good at improv.
She started formulating a plan as she heard the office door open
and people entered.

“Get my villa ready and take off. You can take the
boys with you,” a voice she recognized as Victor’s said.

“You want me to stay with you tonight?” a woman
asked. “This afternoon wasn’t enough time.”

“I’ve got meetings. Take the night and the morning
off.”

From the way the door slammed, Victor’s assistant
was pissed about something, and it was probably with Victor. Reed
listened as he poured a drink, the ice cubes rattling in the glass.
From the whoosh of air, he must have fallen into his office
chair.

“Let me talk to him,” Victor said, and since there
was no answer, he was clearly on the phone. There was an extension
in the bathroom but she refrained from using it. “Then fucking tell
him there’s no way we’re in on this.” The phone slammed down.

The office door opened and closed again, and Reed
waited to see if she had to take drastic measures. Her pulse was
steady, but she damn well wanted to get out of there.

“Did you talk to Robert?” a man asked, but Reed
didn’t recognize the voice.

“Little Bobby’s got himself in deep, and he’s
drowning in his own shit.” There was movement but they stayed away
from the bathroom door. “No way in hell is he stinking up this
place to save his own ass.”

“You told him that?”

“He’s not answering the phone, but the fucker can’t
hide forever,” Victor said, slamming something down. “Have you
heard from my fucking wife?”

Reed smiled at how articulate this guy was. How in
hell he’d gotten to where he was with Bellagio was a true
mystery.

“Sofia isn’t your problem right now. You have until
tomorrow to clear your head, but then these guys want an answer,
and I would highly suggest it’s not no.” Someone grunted and Reed
figured it was Victor. “Get whatever’s in your head worked out
because this is no fucking joke. Having the big office won’t save
you from these guys.”

“Let’s go have a drink and mingle with all the
beautiful people.” The door opened and slammed shut again.

“Oscar?” she said softly once the office was empty.
“I need to know who that was.” She took a minute to breathe and to
give them time to get to the elevator.

“I’ll tell you later. Get out of there. You’re
clear.”

“Great advice, my friend.”


Chapter Three

“You should call and ask a few questions,” Brinley’s
mom, Wilma, said after congratulating Brinley on her new job. “This
sounds like a great opportunity and you want to show you’re
eager.”

“Disrupting someone’s weekend might be too eager,
Mom.” After the interview and job offer, the rush to finish
unpacking had been Brinley’s main focus.

All the scattered boxes in her apartment were a
visual analogue of her life. There had been a restlessness since
Finn’s birth that made her anxious for the first time in her life.
Sure, she had worries like a normal person, but anxiety and its
multitude of wonderful side effects, like lack of sleep, weren’t
her favorite things in life. Maybe once all this was put away where
it belonged, the shit in her head would do the same thing.

“But don’t worry. I’ll get there extra early on
Monday to show my eager-beaverness.” She wiped down the inside of
the cabinets before putting her dishes in. The sight of Finn’s
Spider-Man plate made her sigh in relief since he’d pointed at his
paper plate during dinner and refused to eat.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come and take
care of Finn for a couple of months while you two adjust to the new
place and job?”

Her mom was the true definition of
persistent—especially now that she was semiretired. “Mom, he has to
get used to day care
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