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      Security Chief Meiling Trudeau thought she was finished with conman Duncan McClane two years ago when he got tossed off FarMore Space Station for good. But he’s back, now one of the richest men in the galaxy, and looking to rekindle their relationship. Despite claiming he’s gone straight, Meiling knows from experience that con-artists never change. Unfortunately, the chemistry between them is as hot as ever and resisting him is almost impossible.

      

      Duncan knew the minute he saw Meiling she was the love of his life. But convincing her he’s gone straight for her proves harder than cheating at a cheat-proof holo-card table. Stumbling across a huge vein of the rarest mineral in the galaxy has made Duncan a rich man, though, and that wealth gives him the resources he needs to prove to Meiling that she can depend on him to have her back. If he can earn her trust, he might just regain her love.

      

      With chaos brewing in FarMore’s biggest resort casino, Meiling will have to decide if she can rely on Duncan—with her space station as well as her heart.
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        To my beloved family, as always, and because…
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      The minute Lieutenant Brand stepped into her office, Security Chief Meiling Trudeau knew she was about to receive news she didn’t want to hear.

      She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Please tell me it’s not the Binneans?”

      They had two clans on FarMore Station at the same time, which was a recipe for disaster. Different clan members couldn’t be anywhere near each other without trying to tear each other—and any poor bastard in the vicinity—to pieces. It was biology. It was also incredibly dangerous on a space station.

      But since FarMore was an “open and neutral” station, mecca to both pleasure seekers and business people alike, Meiling was forced to contend with all kinds of potentially disastrous combinations of occupants on a regular basis. She worked hard to foresee the disasters and head them off.

      She was successful more often than not.

      “The Binneans are staying in their respective quadrants.” Lieutenant Brand shifted from one foot to the other, not quite meeting Meiling’s eyes.

      That was so unusual it only deepened the level of dread tightening her stomach. “I know for a fact the Leeches aren’t causing trouble.” She hated having the mutants on station. She’d rather the entire Binnean populous descended on FarMore and held their impending war here than have to deal with Leeches. So she ensured they were watched closely.

      “Correct, Chief.”

      Meiling waited a beat. When her lieutenant still didn’t explain her presence, she said, “Brand, you need to spit it out, or I’m going to get very annoyed.”

      The lieutenant made a face, half cringe, half resignation. She held her hands out at her sides and said, “It’s McClane.”

      Meiling scrubbed her hands over her face and tried hard not to groan. She’d warned Captain Varty not to let Duncan McClane back on station. He was a crook and a conman who couldn’t resist pushing his luck and station law. As a result, he was one of the few people ever banned from FarMore. It didn’t matter how rich he was now, how often he swore he’d gone straight, con-artists didn’t change.

      Meiling should know. She’d grown up surrounded by them.

      She dropped her hands and stared at Brand. The recycled station air swirled around her, pleasantly scented and cool. It did nothing to stave off the heat of anxiety clawing at her muscles. “What’s he done?”

      “Cheated at the casino tables. Again. Not subtly this time, either.”

      Which meant he wanted Meiling to know. She’d been avoiding him since he’d returned to FarMore. The sonofabitch knew this would force her hand.

      “Which casino?” Please not Paradise. Please not Paradise.

      “Paradise.”

      “Of course.” She pressed her fingers into her temples to stave off a building headache.

      Paradise was only the largest resort, with the most powerful owner, on FarMore. Ky Greven was the man responsible for having Duncan banned two years ago. The fact that Duncan was cheating him again could only mean impending disaster.

      “Greven sent word that if you don’t take care of McClane, he’s gonna have his legs broken,” Brand said.

      Meiling was a little too tempted to let that happen. It went against everything she was supposed to be doing on this station, everything she’d made of her life here, but it would serve Duncan right for forcing her into this meeting.

      “That’s very restrained for Greven,” she said. “Last time he nearly threw Duncan out an airlock.”

      Brand shrugged. “McClane’s rich now and can actually repay debts. Greven can’t get his money back from a corpse.”

      “True.” Still…

      How the hell was she going to face Duncan after all this time? She’d barely been able to resist him last time he was on station. Despite her best efforts, she had a weakness for sexy, clever conmen. Even after he’d betrayed her trust, Meiling had had trouble watching him leave, knowing he wouldn’t be allowed back.

      When he’d boarded the station two standard weeks ago, now one of the richest men in the galaxy, one look had been all it took to confirm she was still vulnerable to him. Which was why she’d assigned other people to deal with him. Why she’d been refusing his requests to meet.

      Cowardly, but she saw it as self-preservation. Now Duncan had pushed the issue, and the only outcome would be more heartbreak.

      She settled her hands on her desk and pushed to her feet, slowly, like a much older woman, body aching from the effort. She didn’t want to do this. She didn’t trust herself around him.

      Though whether she was more afraid she’d take him to bed or kill him was a tossup.

      “Come on, Lieutenant.” She motioned to Brand. “I might need you to hold my blaster.”

      She ignored Brand’s slight smirk as they left the office, heading down to Paradise—and Meiling’s version of hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Duncan watched the casino entrance closely, even as he won another hand. Cheating at cards was so second nature, he’d fallen back into it easily despite a year and a half away from the gaming tables. He pressed a space on the green felt in front of him to move the holo-chips from the center of the table to his stack, then tapped the table edge for another game. The dealer cast a nervous glance to the huge human bouncer standing behind and to the left of Duncan. A moment later, another series of translucent cards flickered into an arch in front of him.

      He smiled, only a little surprised they were still letting him play. Greven hadn’t agreed to lose this much money on this ploy. Duncan had a feeling the casino owner had the table monitored, trying to figure out how Duncan could cheat when it should have been impossible. No one could count a holo-card deck—supposedly—and there were scanners on the tables to ensure no devices got added to enable cheating.

      None of that had ever mattered to Duncan. He could always find a way. Seeking out the holes in security, finding the patterns in seemingly random arrays. It all came so naturally to him he rarely even thought about what he was doing.

      Unfortunately, it was that unthinking propensity to cheat that had lost him the only woman in the universe he’d ever loved.

      The universe had gifted him with a second chance, though, and he intended to take that chance. He just had to get Meiling to talk to him.

      He spotted her the minute she stepped through the casino’s entrance, flanked by one of her security people. She stared across the casino floor for a moment, as if letting her eyes adjust to the dim interior. Casino lighting was specifically designed to keep the people inside from noticing time—the rest of the station conformed to a standard day, with lights rising and falling to give the illusion of days and nights. The casinos wanted occupants to forget time was passing, to lose track of how long they’d been in the pit. They played longer if they didn’t realize they’d been losing money for hours.

      Duncan watched Meiling study her surroundings, assessing and scrutinizing without revealing her inner thoughts. She scanned the pit, her dark gaze taking in every detail before she turned, unerringly, to stare at him.

      She didn’t look happy.

      He smiled anyway. Gods it was good to see her.

      The crowds of revelers and gamblers cleared a path for her as she strode toward him. His heart thumped harder. She was tall, very tall—just shy of his 6’3”—and curved in all the right places. Her uniform, which was supposed to be relatively neutral with its gray and green color scheme and casual, almost plane-clothes lines, wasn’t enough to disguise her lush shape. On duty, she had her long, straight black hair knotted in a severe bun at the base of her skull. The style highlighted the sexy tilt of her brown eyes and drew attention to the smoothness of her skin.

      As she drew near, she set a hand to the blaster in her hip holster. The gesture sent a few slow-to-move tourists scattering out of her way. Duncan’s smile widened, knowing that hand to her weapon was meant as a threat for him. Oh, he could see in her face she wanted to stun him. He also knew that reaction was because she cared more than she wanted to admit.

      At least, he hoped she still did.

      He tapped the table, sending two cards back while two fresh ones were dealt. He glanced down briefly before making his bet.

      “All in,” he said just as Meiling stopped next to him. He met and held her gaze as the dealer took his cards and called the game in Duncan’s favor.

      Meiling looked at the pile of credit chips he’d just won and closed her eyes. “Greven is going to shoot you out an airlock for sure this time,” she muttered. When she looked up, her expression was neutral. “McClane,” she said. “You promised the captain you wouldn’t do this again.”
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