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Chapter 1

“No one fuckin’ move! You! Get away from the door.”

Skye Hunter snapped her head up from looking inside her purse and gaped at a tall, bald-headed man several yards away. In his tight-fisted hand, he pointed a gun at her chest.

She blinked. For a moment she didn’t understand. Then panic crashed through her body, and her breath hitched painfully inside her throat.

My God. Tyler.

She whipped her gaze across the inside of the convenience store. Aisles of chips, dip, and candy, but no sign of her nine-year-old son.

They’d been separated but minutes. While he’d gone to get a hotdog, she’d run into the restroom. And now this sick nightmare.

The acrid taste of bile bubbled up her throat. Savagely, she swallowed it down. She needed her wits. For Tyler, for herself.

“Didn’cha hear him, bitch!” Another man, short and stocky, stood in front of the counter and several feet to the side of the other robber. Acne scars spattered most of his face, while his eyes, black, small and closely set, regarded her with rage.

“Okay, okay.” She jerked her hands into the air. Her purse, its straps sliding along her arm, swung wildly and banged against her side. “Just don’t shoot.”

Great. They’d fled the violence in Boston only to encounter it here in Las Vegas.

Tension cut into every muscle and tendon across her back and shoulders. Skye stared past both men to the front door and freedom. Seeing no sign of Tyler through the glass panels, she inched away from the counter and register.

Another empty aisle without Tyler.

Where the hell is he?

“Are you an idiot?” the bald thug asked the clerk, a boy not much older than twenty. “Open the damn drawer.”

“No.”

In horror, Skye stared at the redheaded clerk as she eased further from the trio and the front door. The kid was crazy. These men weren’t playing around. Agitation and fury radiated from both. Neither of them wore masks to hide their identities, screaming their recklessness, stupidity or savage intent.

“The cash, asshole. Now,” the acne-faced thief growled, shoving his greasy, black hair from his face.

“I can’t believe this shit.” The kid shook his head. “Second time this week. If you think—”

“Shut up, you fuck!” The bald thug lashed out at a display rack with the flat of his hand, pitching packets of energy pills across the counter and onto the floor. “Give him the money. Now! Before one of us blows your mother-fucking head off!

A new wave of panic rolled through Skye’s body as she edged further away. Tyler had to be somewhere. He’d never run off voluntarily. She glanced past the surveillance camera to the far corner of the store and the convex mirror, which reflected the back section of the room.

There. Partially hidden behind the counter of the store’s coffee bar in the back corner, a figure huddled on the floor. Tyler. Relief turned her limbs unsteady, but that relief mingled with a new fear. If she could see him in the mirror, the robbers could do the same.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

Skye jerked her gaze back to the acne-faced thug now glaring at her. She couldn’t believe she’d dragged Tyler into this mess. “Nowhere.”

“Don’t give me that shit. I saw you.”

“No. You’ve got it wrong.” She lifted her arms higher. “I didn’t—” Horror strangled the rest of the words from her throat. Two brainless thugs weren’t going to end her life and that of her son in some sick parody of random violence. Not when she’d managed to elude far smarter killers.

The thug lifted his gun and aimed at Skye’s head. Her peripheral vision faded as she stared at the gun. It gleamed silver-gray beneath the florescent light. From this angle, she could see the man’s blunt, dirty fingers around the gun’s handle. His index finger rested across the trigger, then flexed.

“Don’t!” She dropped her hands and lurched to the side.

The thug pulled the trigger.

The gun jammed.

The thug tried again.

Again, nothing happened.

“Bitch!” The acne-faced thug hurled the gun at her and charged.

Tensing, Skye glanced at the display case of sunglasses and watched it tilt and crash in front of him. Unable to slow his momentum, he stumbled over the case. Plastic cracked. Metal twisted and bent. Hands outstretched, he fell, slamming his head and stomach into the case. Then he landed on the floor with a groan.

He didn’t get up.

A gun blast ripped through the store. A bag of chips exploded by her head. Skye ducked. These guys weren’t giving up. She scrambled wildly across the floor and glanced over her shoulder. As the bald robber fired at her and missed again, the clerk behind the counter bent down and came back up with a baseball bat.

The clerk swung. The metal bat smacked against the side of the bald robber’s head with a sickening whack. The thug dropped to his knees and dove forward until his face slapped against the floor. He stayed down.

Skye gulped in a lungful of air, peered down the aisle to the security mirror and found Tyler still crouched behind the coffee bar. Thank God, he’d stayed hidden and hadn’t tried to save her or the situation.

The clerk rubbed his palms against his shirt and glanced at the short robber sprawled on the floor by Skye’s feet before meeting her gaze. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Their guns.” Skye nodded in the direction where she’d seen the stocky man toss his. She wasn’t going to put her prints on anything. “You might want to get them before either one comes to.”

Not about to wait around for the police to arrive, Skye hurried to the counter where she’d seen Tyler in the surveillance mirror. With his arms wrapped around his drawn up knees, he huddled there on the floor. He wore a pair of beige shorts and a white t-shirt, neither of which showed signs of blood or tears.

Her baby was going to be okay. They both were.

A tide of relief washed over her, and with it, her legs started to shake beneath her weight. She caught the counter with one hand and took in a breath, forcing herself to calm down and focus. She couldn’t afford to react now. Maybe later when she was alone with her son safely asleep for the night.

Fear glittered in his large, brown eyes. “Are they—are they gone?”

She offered her hand and whispered, “They’re unconscious, but we need to get out of here now. They might wake up at any second.”

Tyler jumped up and grabbed her hand. Silently, she guided him along the perimeter of the store and to the front entrance, avoiding both unconscious men.

“This security system’s a piece of crap,” the clerk said into a phone as she and her son reached the door. “I hit the button ages ago and still no cop. I could be dead for all anyone cares.”

While the cashier, his attention focused on the two men sprawled across the floor, had his back to them, Skye eased open the front door with a shoulder and guided her son outside.

A hot July sun burned from above. Used to Boston’s milder weather, Skye found the intense heat of Vegas daunting as she urged Tyler to hurry across the sidewalk.

Skye and her son made it to her truck. Once inside with the doors locked and her son buckled in his seat, Skye backed out and guided the truck onto the street. The air-conditioner blasted cold air against her bare arms as they headed west and away from the robbery, but she didn’t relax. The howl of a siren penetrated the truck’s interior. The sound swelled, then slowly, surely, as Skye continued to put distance between themselves and the store, the siren’s wail dimmed and melded with the other city noises.

She glanced over at Tyler, who wiped a tear from his cheek with a forearm and exhaled in one, loud, ragged breath.

Guilt caught at her heart and twisted as she reached over and squeezed his arm. “We’ll be okay.”

“You always say that.”

“Things will be different. You’ll see.”

She couldn’t blame Tyler for not believing her. Why would he? Nothing had changed these last two years. They were still not okay. Still moving from city to city with no stability or security.

Now this latest trauma.

Somehow Tyler had kept his head and known when to keep quiet. But then, he’d had experience on his side. Few adults—never mind nine-year-old kids—had to deal with what he’d been handed these last couple of years. Thank God they’d gotten out of there alive. She didn’t know what she would have done if Tyler—

No. She couldn’t think that way. Instead, she’d focus on what she needed to do later in the week. Find the nerve to meet David Bishop and make that meeting look like a chance encounter. Thoughts about Bishop didn’t make her feel better. The man was an enigma and could prove more dangerous than the thugs with a gun.

“I’m hungry,” Tyler complained.

“Then how about we get that hotdog I promised you?”

“I don’t want a hotdog anymore.”

Skye nodded in complete understanding. “I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t we get something to eat at the Sphinx? Jamie will probably be working, and we can say ‘hi.’ Sound good?”

“Yeah.”

“We’ll have a hotdog another time.”

But Skye didn’t think they’d want a hotdog any time soon. She’d always known they were unhealthy, but until today, she’d never thought of them as downright lethal.

Twenty-minutes later, Skye turned down Las Vegas Boulevard toward The Pharaoh, one of the larger, more prestigious casinos along the Las Vegas strip. Over a month now, she’d stayed there in a room with Tyler and watched one of the hotel’s star attractions, David Bishop. Not the most ideal living conditions, but it beat the street.

After parking, they entered the casino and headed for the Sphinx on the second floor. They arrived before the dinner rush and the hostess immediately led them to a booth in Jamie’s section. Tyler liked the place because two huge, but fake sarcophaguses stood on either side of the entrance and hieroglyphics filled the metallic gold walls. And of course, Jamie worked there.

“Well, who do we have here?” Jamie, tanned, bleached blonde, sleek and sexy in black pants and a low cut white blouse, grinned down at them. She leaned over and tweaked Tyler’s chin with a knuckle. “Hey, sweet cheeks. I see you’re looking as cute as ever.”

“Hi.” Tyler rolled his eyes and flushed before he ducked behind his menu.

Skye hid a smile. On some things, her son acted very normal.

She opened her menu, looked at the items with little interest, then glanced up at Jamie. “How are your college classes going?”

“So far, so good.”

“Getting all As then?”

Jamie shrugged a shoulder, her gray eyes darkening. “It’s expensive and harder than I thought. Then I made the stupid mistake of taking summer school, which is worse when it comes to cramming in homework, exams...”

Skye gave Jamie’s an encouraging smile. “It’ll get easier. Just give yourself more time, and you’ll see. It’s tough going back to school while raising a boy. I remember. At least for the most part, I wasn’t doing it alone as a single mother.”

“But you are raising a child on your own now.”

“Yes, well, so I am.” Shifting in her seat, Skye cleared her throat and stared at her menu. “I guess we’ll have pizza and ice water. Sound good to you, Ty?”

Above the menu, the top of Tyler’s head nodded.

“Then pizza it is.” Jamie flapped her order pad at them before moving to a couple down the aisle.

After their pizza arrived, Skye took a bite, chewed and forced herself to swallow. Tyler’s appetite looked as dismal as her own, the way he picked the pepperoni off his slice and piled them into a short tower on one side of his plate.

“I know how frightened you must have been at the store.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fine.” But Skye remembered other moments in their past when she hadn’t been able to stop him from talking. My God, those days seemed more of a figment of someone else’s life.

Several minutes later, Jamie came over and placed the bill on the table by Skye. “I see the pizza wasn’t much of a hit. Want me to box it up?”

Skye thought of the small refrigerator in their hotel room, but then she eyed the pizza’s congealed cheese. “Maybe next time.”

“Can I pay the bill?”

Skye met Tyler’s eager brown eyes, and then glanced around the restaurant with its open floor plan. The cash register, visible from their table, rested to the left of the restrooms, while the diners, tourists and little else, populated only a few tables. At least no one looked like some crazed wacko out to get them.

“Sure.” Amazing how confident she sounded. “Just don’t wander off.”

Tyler rolled his eyes and scrambled from the table.

With a crease between her finely drawn brows, Jamie slipped into his vacant seat. “Hey, are you okay? I wanted to ask earlier, but Tyler was around.”

“I’m fine.” Skye didn’t want to get into any detailed explanations. Yeah, she might look like the Grim Reaper from ducking a couple of bullets, but no one else needed to know it. She wanted her life to stay private—one of the reasons why she’d slipped from the store before the police arrived.

“Well, you don’t look good. You couldn’t get much whiter when you first walked in, and right now your color isn’t much better.” Jamie tapped a manicured nail against the table. “You know, if you’re worried about being low on cash, that offer still stands. With your looks, Roger’ll hire you on the spot. You could bring in some decent money. The tips are really good here, even better when the customers have had a couple of drinks.”

“No thanks. I’m fine right now.”

“Hey, if I could make a living off gambling, I’d be doing the same. I’ve met a few pros in my time, but they always seemed to have a cigar in one hand and a drink in the other.”

“I’ve never liked cigars.”

Jamie winked. “Oh, it depends on where you put them.”

Skye lifted a brow.

Jamie laughed, a loud, full-bodied sound Skye suspected turned many a male head if her figure and face didn’t do it on the first look.

When Jamie started to rise, Skye said, “Oh, while I’ve got you here, I wanted to ask you for a favor.”

Jamie sank back down. “Shoot.”

Skye tensed. ‘Shoot’ wasn’t exactly a word she appreciated at the moment. “Can you watch Tyler later this week? I forget which night you’re off.”

“Crap, I have a hard enough time remembering myself with the way Roger changes the schedule all over the place. But if my mind hasn’t completely gone down the toilet, I’ve got Thursday off.” She stood and brushed the creases from her pants. “You know, I’m always happy to have Tyler come over. He’s like my very own babysitter. With him around, I don’t have to constantly entertain Houston and keep him away from the video games.”

“Thanks. It means a lot.” Far more than Skye was willing to admit aloud. When it came to having her son in a safe, secure environment, she’d lucked out at finding Jamie, a woman who dripped ‘normal’ in every aspect of her life—something Skye envied, craved and hoped to somehow achieve.

“You betcha,” Jamie said and walked away to take care of a customer.

Skye sighed. Thursday might turn out to be the night she finally faced David Bishop—something she dreaded, yet desperately needed. The evening would also bring in some cash—just in time to pay for their room and keep Tyler and herself off the street for another month.

But she was too exhausted to think about that now, and because Tyler was equally exhausted, they went up to their room on the eighth floor and stayed there for the remainder of the evening. After she finished taking a quick shower, she stepped from the bathroom and into the adjoining room to find Tyler on her bed in a position much like a mummy inside one of the sarcophaguses he found so fascinating. The blue-white tint of the television cast an eerie glow across the room and Tyler’s inscrutable features.

She frowned. “Is everything okay?”

“Can I sleep with you, tonight?”

She glanced at the two queen-sized beds. Merely feet separated the two. Then memories, violent and vivid, flooded Skye’s mind. The gunshots, the anger, and rage from both robbers, the possibility of dying—all traumatic for an adult, never mind a nine-year-old boy.

“Of course.”

“And can we keep the TV on?”

“I don’t have a problem with that.” She put her dirty clothes in a bag inside the hotel’s bureau. “I wanted to tell you how proud I was of you and how you reacted.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“I know, but you were—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Skye nodded abruptly, unable to shake off the savage prongs of guilt. Too many times she’d thrust Tyler into situations he had no business being a participant in, no matter how coincidental. “But you do know I’m here if—”

“I said—”

“Okay. Okay. I’ll drop the subject.” But one of these days, she wasn’t going to be dismissed.

Skye slipped under the covers beside Tyler. With tentative fingers, she clasped his hand. Suddenly, he rolled toward her and wrapped his arms around her in a fierce hug. Skye cupped his head against her shoulder and held on. Beneath the television’s blue-white glow, she lay silent, still, too afraid to move for fear he would turn away.

Skye’s throat thickened and a band of emotion tightened around her chest as she inhaled his distinct scent of soap and vanilla. The baby powder days were long gone. Even the hugs and kisses seemed to be fading.

After a while, his hold slackened and his breathing slowed. When she feathered his bangs from his brow, his nose twitched and he snuggled deeper against her side. Knowing this closeness would disappear with tomorrow’s dawn, she cherished the touch of his breath on her neck, the weight and warmth of his head against the crook of her shoulder. As her limbs grew languid with exhaustion, Skye realized what life was all about.

Love.

But at twenty-nine, she’d also learned love came with a price.


Chapter 2

Placing the file folder on the floor of the office, Peter Weaver crouched and opened the cabinet’s bottom drawer and breathed a sigh of relief at finding such an archaic storage system. It made his task much easier. He gripped the penlight between his teeth. It illuminated three rows of cassette recordings in their plastic cases. Names inked in black ran across each spine. He skimmed a gloved finger along the second row and pulled out three cassettes.

Unexpected light appeared through the frosted glass window to the right of the office door and cast fresh shadows over the desk and chairs.

For one pulse beat, Peter froze. Quickly, he turned off his penlight and gripped the cassettes in a tight-fisted hand. He rose to his full six-foot height and heard footsteps echo against the tiled hallway. He hadn’t expected any interruptions after ten tonight. This added a different spin on things. He didn’t like complications.

The orders had been to get in, retrieve all available information on his mark, and get out undetected. Only when everything was evaluated would the decision be made on whether or not to kill the woman. But if a sudden obstacle developed, then Peter had been given the go-ahead to eliminate it.

He’d memorized the building from every angle. The two-story, simple rectangular structure on the outskirts of Boston consisted of offices of varying medical and dental practices. The elevators were on one side, and the stairwell rested at the other. This office stood on the top floor and in the middle of the building. The person walking this way sounded as if he or she were coming from the elevator.

The alarm system had been easy to breach, and the offices themselves were pathetic when it came to added security. After entering the building, he’d reactivated the alarm system and locked the office door behind him. That gave the person in the hall the misguided belief of being alone.

A shadow appeared behind the thick, opaque window. Peter moved around the desk, over to the wall and set the cassettes on the floor by his feet. He stood left of the door and flexed his gloved fingers.

The scrape of a key against metal and the whisper of the lock being eased back broke the silence. The door opened inward and shielded him from view. Someone flicked on the light switch. Peter didn’t move as the door sighed shut, revealing a woman in beige slacks, a sleeveless brown shirt, and shoulder-length, straight brown hair. She turned toward the desk, which gave him her profile, and confirmed her identity as the woman in the photo he’d been given.

She hadn’t noticed him against the wall. She turned again, this time exposing her back to him as she bent over her desk.

Perfect.

The carpet covered the sound of his step as he eased up behind her. Then he struck, whipping his forearm across her throat and under her chin. She jerked back against him. Her hand caught at a stack of files. Papers swept off the desk and into the air. He drove his other forearm into the back of her neck in a chokehold, while crushing her windpipe and rupturing her larynx with his other arm. He stepped back, throwing her off her feet and giving him added leverage.

She never had a chance to fight back or cry out. Her hands fluttered midair, then dropped. Peter snapped her neck. He felt her body give, the energy within evaporating, leaving a husk of bone and muscle.

It took all of three seconds to complete the kill.

Peter dropped the woman to the carpeted floor in frustration. Now he had to dispose of a body. He’d killed a few people over the years, and they’d stayed buried, but only because he’d taken the time to do it right. As for evidence of foul play, he’d eliminate all signs of a struggle and dispose of the body in his favorite dumping ground. That’s why he liked using his hands. They didn’t leave a mess like a gun or a knife.

He stepped over the woman’s body, cleaned the room of evidence, and pocketed the cassettes.

~~*~~

Thursday at the Pharaoh, Skye stood by the roulette wheel and watched the ball jump and kick over the numbers, pause, dive, then land on 15.

“We have a winner!”

The croupier slid the chips over the baize, and Skye added them to her growing stack. Several more people joined the table to watch. Even though it was inevitable, she didn’t like it. A crowd drew more attention to her and interfered with her concentration. Skye took a deep, calming breath. She needed to slow down, lose once or twice, and focus on the end result.

Skye needed this money tonight. Her funds were running dangerously low. She didn’t have a job, hadn’t had one in six months. Being on the run kind of did that to a person. So she played craps and roulette, an easy way for her to make money—far more cash than she’d ever seen when she’d been a staff accountant.

A man moved up to her right. The heat of his body, the breadth of his shoulders and his six-foot-plus frame crowded into her space. Skye didn’t glance over to acknowledge his presence or confirm his identity. She didn’t need to. She already knew the man at her side. She’d studied him off and on all evening.

David Bishop.

Weeks before she’d done a thorough search on the internet and learned Bishop was a twenty-nine-year-old, single, white male, with no prior record. As a member of The Society of American Magicians, Bishop’s career as an illusionist included numerous awards and referrals. Considered by many as one of the top illusionists during this decade, he’d performed at several Las Vegas casinos and national theme parks. He’d even performed on a prime-time television show. Her research showed an impressive career, but it didn’t tell her a thing about the man.

But she did learn one important fact—every now and then Bishop liked to walk the floor and play a couple of games of poker or roulette after his evening show. She’d decided to try a ‘chance’ meeting with him on the floor, instead of the nearly impossible task of slipping past the casino’s security to face him backstage or in his dressing room. Even if she did manage the confrontational approach, she was liable to look like some deranged or paranoid stalker.

Thank goodness, tonight seemed to be the night. Less than two hours ago, she’d spotted Bishop on the floor. Ever since, she’d had a devil of a time concentrating on the roulette wheel, knowing he walked, stood, breathed somewhere near. She’d watched his every visible move with a mixture of fascination and fear.

She wiped a hand against the silk of her dress. Talk about luck. She hadn’t even had to work hard at her ‘chance’ meeting.

Skye glanced at his profile. Dressed in a long-sleeved black shirt and slacks that matched the color of his severely cropped hair, Bishop radiated energy and raw masculinity.

The man probably encountered any number of groupies because of his career. Throwing herself at him wouldn’t hold his attention but a day or two, and even if it did, she didn’t think she had the nerve to climb on a strange man for sex. Plus, putting herself out there like that dramatically increased her chance of rejection—something she’d never handled well. She’d had more than most in this life, thank-you-very-much. Being somewhat aloof and hard to get—now that sounded more her style.

But when it came down to it, she’d do almost anything to uncover the dark secrets behind his public persona.

Unexpectedly, he turned and looked over at her as he sat in the chair beside her. Skye met his eyes and swallowed. Her heartbeat stumbled, then fluttered violently.

With only feet separating them now, Skye realized how much she’d underestimated his appeal. Thick brows slashed over deep-set, smiling brown eyes. A straight, high-bridged nose, prominent cheekbones, and angular jaw added to a face filled with raw masculinity. Yet any woman would envy his tanned, unblemished complexion and thick lashes.

On stage, he possessed an undeniable magnetism, even a dangerous sexuality, but she’d assumed the show’s music, lights and other stage elements enhanced his persona.

Talk about being dead wrong. On stage he was dangerous, but off it, he was absolutely lethal—especially when he smiled at her with that lop-sided grin of his, which crinkled the corners of his eyes and revealed straight, white teeth.

This wasn’t good. Not good at all. She’d never expected to be this darn attracted to the man. Two minutes within arm’s reach, and she was thinking things she didn’t have any business thinking.

When he lifted a brow, Skye realized she’d been staring. At least she didn’t have her mouth hanging open, but her face did grow hot with embarrassment. What a great first impression, Skye thought in disgust. Then she realized she needed to say something and quickly before she looked like a complete idiot.

“I saw your show earlier tonight. The way you work with candles is very romantic,” she said with honesty. “And your two golden retrievers—the levitation is amazing.”

His smile deepened, further blasting Skye’s determination to remain detached. “It helps when I’ve got two partners who only bark back. They’re also pretty agreeable to having their paws in the air.”

“Have you had them long?” she asked, surprised at his sense of humor when he had such smoldering, serious features.

“Since they were pups.”

Skye nodded. He had this deep, scratchy baritone voice that made her think of moonless nights and sweaty limbs. Not a good image right now.

Swallowing, she forced herself to focus, shut up, turn back to the table and place another bet. She didn’t dare start asking questions too soon, because she feared once she started, she’d never stop. And if that happened, she’d scare off Bishop. Not something she wanted when he might be instrumental in keeping her alive.

~~*~~

David Bishop watched the woman circle the rim of her chips with a thumb. Her fingers, long, elegant but without polish or a wedding band, deftly moved a stack across the felt to the line dividing four and five.

He’d noticed her almost immediately after the show. Not because of her beauty. God knows, he’d associated with many a beautiful woman, but because of the way she moved, sat, held herself. Fluid yet controlled, sleek and sensual, and her legs... Wow. Completely illegal. Toned, slender, like cool marble. Her black, impossibly high-heeled sandals only emphasized their incredible length.

He’d also noticed she didn’t have a companion of either sex with her. So far, it seemed like she wanted to keep it solo by the way she’d brushed off the last couple of men. Granted, they hadn’t been much to look at. He at least had a full head of hair and didn’t show signs of being in a nursing home anytime soon.

After the dealer swept this plays chips off the layout, she leaned forward to place a corner bet, which gave him a great view. Her sleek body, encased in a tight, little, black dress, elevated his interest—among other things. She brushed a thick strand of chestnut hair over a bare shoulder. He eyed the strapless bodice that clung to perfectly shaped breasts and wondered if the whisper of freckles dusting her pale peach shoulders and nose covered every part of her body.

She turned and caught him staring at her breasts. She lifted a brow and eyed him with a cool smile. “Like what you see?”

David didn’t blush. He hadn’t in over a decade, and he wasn’t going to start now.

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah.”

The room’s lighting caressed her chestnut hair, which flowed past her shoulder in gentle curls, and turned several strands into dark copper. He wondered if her hair felt as silken as it looked and decided he wanted to find out.

When she met his gaze, the heat flaring in her hazel eyes caught him unaware, hitting him in the gut and momentarily cutting off his breath. David couldn’t remember a time when a look twisted him in knots, and he didn’t know if he liked it.

But then she blinked, and her expression turned unreadable, which made him doubt if he’d seen the hot emotion in her eyes as she swept her gaze over his body.

“Do I pass?” he asked.

“I’m sure some women find you easy on the eye.”

“I’ve never had any complaints. At least not to my face,” he replied, somewhat taken aback at her unenthusiastic appraisal. He usually didn’t get a hands-off reaction from a woman. The opposite, in fact. There’d been a couple of times where he’d had to forcibly remove a hand or two from his body.

Oh, well. She might be worth the work, David decided as he leaned closer and smiled. “But I’m not interested in any woman’s opinion. I’m interested in yours.”

“Then if you must know—I’d say you pass. I don’t find you ugly.”

“Why...” What an ego deflator. “...thanks.”

She smiled.

Finally a positive response.

“You’re drop-dead gorgeous,” she admitted, a distinct twinkle now brightening her hazel eyes, “and the problem is that you know it.”

“And here I thought you were going to take pity on me and be nice.”

“Nice? I have an idea your definition of nice doesn’t compare to mine.” Her smile turned sheepish as the roulette wheel stopped and the ball landed on black eight. “And as for pity, I might be the one who needs it soon.”

David glanced over to where the croupier raked in her chips. “That didn’t go well.”

“I expect to lose every now and then. After all, when it comes to roulette, the odds are against me.”

She shrugged, obviously not upset at dropping a couple hundred. In his opinion, the woman was far too detached and in control of her every movement and expression to be anything but a pro, but she wasn’t a regular. He’d been performing at this casino for the last two months, and he’d have noticed her by now.

When he watched her lose two more times, David inwardly winced. Over a thousand in less than fifteen minutes and not one bead of sweat on her brow.

David wondered if she handled sex with the same cool, controlled way she gambled. Did that façade hide a wild side? Did a touch, a word, send her over the edge? Or did it take more?

She lost yet again. By God, if his dad had been watching, the man would have had a coronary.

She glanced his way. “Relax.”

David hadn’t realized he’d protested aloud. “I guess my background’s showing. Can’t seem to get rid of memories of being dirt poor as a kid.”

She wrinkled her nose, drawing attention to her freckles. He really did like those freckles. Or maybe he just liked them on this particular woman.

“You don’t have to worry,” she assured. “I’m not throwing my savings away or stealing from my son’s piggy bank.”

“You have a son?” he asked in surprise.

“Yes.”

The expression on her face didn’t change, but David sensed an immediate tension and wariness radiating from her. Despite his curiosity, he decided to respect her privacy and veer off the subject of her son.

“You might not be throwing away your savings, but you’re tossing enough around that if you keep it up, management’s going to love you.”

Hey, if she wanted to waste her money, that was her business. He wasn’t interested in her bank account, but her body on the other hand...

She glanced up at him. This time he hadn’t been ogling her breasts, but his thoughts hadn’t been any better. Twice now she’d caught him. The woman must have a sixth sense when his mind hit the gutter.

“Possibly. But the evening’s not over. I could go all night. It depends.”

At the double-entendre, his gaze sharpened, but her angelic expression gave nothing away. Maybe he’d twisted her words into something he wanted to hear. Then again, her mind might have dove into the gutter alongside his. Wishful thinking perhaps...

“What’s your favorite number?”

At her abrupt question, he frowned. “Seven.”

“Then seven it is.”

She placed her remaining chips on his lucky number.

David stiffened. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

“Don’t worry. If I lose, I won’t come after you.”

David swallowed. Another innuendo. This one worse than the last. If he kept this up—

Jesus. There he went again—

“Watch,” she urged in a whisper.

David did. The ball tumbled and clattered around the roulette wheel. As the wheel slowed, the ball landed on seven and quivered as if struggling against some invisible force. The wheel whispered to a stop and the ball stilled and remained on...seven.

Just like that. She’d recovered her losses and added a couple of thousand to her pot.

“That’s amazing!” he exclaimed. And strange. The odds of something like that occurring were astronomical. “By God. Talk about luck!”

“You think it’s luck?” She searched his face, her expression growing serious.

“What else could it be?”

“I thought you might know.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

At the sudden, unnerving intensity of her gaze, David tensed, feeling strangely vulnerable.

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” She shook her head and looked disappointed as she collected her chips. “I’ll see you around.”

She planned on cashing in, and David hadn’t even gotten her name. “Hey, don’t go yet. How about a drink?”

“Not tonight.”

She turned and didn’t give him another glance.

“Hey, tell me your name,” he called after her as he stood, acting completely out of character. He didn’t chase after women. And he sure the hell didn’t yell after them either.

She paused and glanced over her shoulder. Their gazes caught.

“It’s Skye Hunter.”

Her name hit David as if someone slammed a fist into his face. He stood unmoving, unable to catch his breath, think or respond as he watched her turn back around and walk away. Sudden sweat filmed across his brow and sent a chill racing across his flesh. For a wild second, he thought he was going to pass out. He shivered and frantically searched his pockets. He pulled out a roll of antacid tablets and stuffed two down his throat.

Skye Hunter.

Just saying the name in his head launched his heart rate into overdrive. The crazy part of the whole thing—he didn’t know why. He’d never heard it until she’d told him seconds before.

So then, why in God’s name did her name bother him so much?


Chapter 3

After she left the main floor of the casino, Skye double-checked to see if Bishop followed before she turned into a marble entryway and slipped into the elevator to her room. All she wanted to do was get out of her clothes before picking Tyler up from Jamie’s place. She was convinced the high heels she’d crammed her feet into hours before were some sick and vindictive torture device invented by the male species.

The elevator door sighed open, and she stepped into the hall and onto the eighth floor. No one followed her into the empty hall. Head bent, exhausted from her encounter with Bishop, she searched inside her purse for her hotel’s card key.

She looked up several feet from her room. On the opposite side of her door, a figure edged out from a deep alcove where she knew a table and plant rested, almost as if he’d been lurking, waiting for her. She froze. Tension cut into her limbs and her heart pounded inside her chest.

Skye didn’t move from her spot in the hall as she slipped her hand from inside her purse and asked, “How did you find me?”

“I do still have a couple of friends on the force. Even so, it took a while to figure out what alias you were going under. Mary Ann Summers from Gilligan’s Island? Hell. I knew you liked the show, even collected some memorabilia. I just didn’t figure out how much.”

She stared at her ex-husband with a jumble of emotions she couldn’t even begin to define.

“What? No smile of greeting?” Jay grinned and stepped closer.

The bastard was just as attractive as ever. If his tall, wiry physique didn’t get a woman, his smile always did. It lit up his blue eyes and brought out his killer dimples. Sad part—he knew exactly how to screw over a woman with that smile and a few glib words.

“Why would I do that?”

“I guess it was worth a shot.”

Her wits or her memory hadn’t dulled since their last meeting. “You haven’t told anyone we’re in Vegas, have you?” She glanced down both ends of the hall. “I hope you didn’t have anyone follow you here.”

Jay frowned. Then a look of disgust washed over his face. “I thought we were through with all that paranoia crap. What with the damn psychiatrist to get your head on straight. You must have pulled one on her if she gave everyone the thumbs up.”

“I’m not paranoid.” Skye hoped she sounded confident as she glanced over at her door. Thank God Tyler was over at Jamie’s apartment.

“Sure. Whatever you say.”

At his condescending tone, Skye’s gaze narrowed. “What’s so important that you left Boston and tracked me here?”

When a couple appeared from an intersecting hallway and moved their way, they both stepped to the side for them to pass.

“Can we talk inside?” When she hesitated, he nodded to the couple further down the hall. “Unless you want anyone walking by to hear our business.”

She forced herself to relax. Jay might have a vicious tongue, but he’d never grown violent. “Sure.”

Skye opened her door and stepped aside, giving Jay enough room to pass without touching her, but not far enough away to miss the smell of stale alcohol. She snapped on the light by the door, and he followed her into the small sitting area where she turned on a floor lamp beside a leather, maroon chair.

The furnishings and non-descript wood coffee and end tables looked clean and adequate, nothing like the luxurious surroundings of some of the other suites in the hotel. She’d never see the interior of those rooms with her income. If not for the gambling, she’d be struggling to find a one-room apartment in a safe neighborhood.

But then, since their last encounter—verbal brawl might be the better term—Jay’s financial situation hadn’t been any better than her own, and like Skye, he’d taken a financial plunge as deep as the Grand Canyon. A vicious divorce tended to do that.

Both lights glared against Jay’s face and amplified the damages of time she’d missed. Deep lines cut along the sides of his mouth, between his eyebrows and by his eyes. Eyes that now regarded her with an indefinable expression. “Where’s Tyler?”

She straightened, her spine crackling from the base to the nape of her neck. “He’s at the babysitter’s.”

“When can I see him?”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Skye fisted her hands at her sides. “You’re not interested in seeing Tyler. The only reason you went after custody in the first place was that you knew how much he meant to me.”

“Save the preaching. You’re not exactly moral yourself.”

“But I wasn’t the one who started it all, making me look like an unfit mother. You threw every imaginable insult until I was forced to retaliate.”

“Is that what you call it? Well, thanks to you, I lost my job, the respect of my co-workers and some of my friends.”

“And I almost lost Tyler!” Skye dug her fingers deeper into her palms.

“It might have been better that way. That way he’d have had a chance at some normal life, because we all know you’re not normal.”

“At least I have a brain. I don’t stick powder up my nose or deal it—” Skye forced herself to calm down, mortified at how the past still managed to shred her self-control, her confidence and her ability to act the mature adult. “Sorry. That was uncalled for. But be honest. You didn’t come to see Tyler. Give me that at least.”

The lines in his face deepened, and his shoulders dipped as if an added weight settled across them. “I need money.”

Just as she suspected. Jay showing up had nothing to do with his son. “I don’t have any to give.”

“You must. Do you know how hard it is to start over again with worse than nothing? I was a cop for God’s sake! Who’s going to touch a cop who was fired for dealing drugs? Can you tell me that?”

“I’m sorry. But you’re the one who made that choice.”

Jay walked over to the television, drummed his fingers against its top and eyed her purse with suspicion. “I’m just asking for a bit. Enough to get me started in another town.”

“I don’t have it.” She fought back the urge to clutch her purse to her side. Yeah, she could pay him after her winnings tonight, but she had no intention of supplying him with funds, especially when he might be using again.

“But you could get it. All I have to do is look around here and know you’re doing the casinos instead of holding down a real job. You’d be crazy not to. Those slot machines must be like a free teller machine to you.”

“I can’t touch the slots. They have computer chips. Something too sophisticated for me.”

“What about Tyler. He could—”

“No! Absolutely not.”

“Then there’s gotta be other ways. You’re smart enough to figure something out.”

“I can’t help you.”

“You’re such a damned hypocrite.” Jay glared at her.

He wasn’t going to intimidate her. He didn’t have the power or the authority to come after her this time. “I can’t help you. I can barely help myself.”

Another moment of silence. Then he shook his head, strode to the door, but paused. His gaze narrowed and his mouth twisted into a sneer. “You better figure out something, because I need some money.”

He disappeared into the hall, but Skye quickly followed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He didn’t turn around to answer as he passed three women in the hall. Skye bit her lip and thought about following. Then she noticed the curious looks in the women’s eyes. Not wanting to draw attention to herself, and mindful of how frantic she probably looked, she retreated back into her apartment.

After she closed and locked the door, though, she realized the real reason why she hadn’t followed. She’d been too afraid of Jay’s answer.

Fifteen minutes later, changed into a pair of jeans, tank top, and blessed running shoes, she ventured out of her room. After finding Jay nowhere on the floor, she hurried from the hotel and to her truck. For three miles, she glanced in her review mirror for signs of a tail. Seeing none, she backtracked and drove to Jamie’s apartment.

Moments after Skye’s knock, Jamie opened the door, waved her inside and whispered, “I let him fall asleep watching TV, if that’s okay?”

“That’s fine.” She walked into Jamie’s living room. The plants, comforter slung across the back of a chair, and fashion magazines splayed out across a coffee table gave the place the look of a home, unlike Skye’s sterile hotel room. She hated how it magnified her own inadequacies as a mother and inability to give her son the stability only a home could give. “He didn’t give you any trouble, did he?”

“God no. The kid’s perfect. A little too serious, but we did get him laughing. We even got a game of Scrabble going.”

The light from the kitchen illuminated the sofa where Tyler lay curled on his side. Seeing him safe, asleep and untroubled, Skye smiled, and the tension and anxiety eased from her muscles.

“Hey, Ty. It’s time to go home.”

Tyler groaned, stretched and lifted his arms in the air. “I don’t want to get up.”

“I don’t think Miss Jamie wants you sleeping on her sofa when she wakes up tomorrow.”

He groaned some more and lifted his hand. “I can’t move. Help me up.”

“You’re getting a little too heavy to be—”

“So you’re saying you’re a little weakling?” He gave her a sleepy grin and waved his fingers in encouragement.

With a grudging smile, Skye shook her head, grabbed his hand and lifted. “Holy cow, Batman.” She dug her heels into the carpet and pulled. “I lied. You’re not heavy. You’re heavier than heavy.”

Tyler bounced to a stand. “You’re just lucky I did most of the work.”

“Yes, I’m lucky.” She smiled, liking the happy flush to his cheeks and how hanging with Houston always lightened Tyler’s mood.

At the door, Skye paused with her son. “Thanks for everything. Just let me know when I can return the favor.”

“Oh, believe me. You’ll be repaying me and then some. What with midterms and finals coming up.”

“We’ll probably stop by for dinner tomorrow if you’re working.” Skye followed Tyler outside.

“I’m always working,” Jamie called after them. “That, or I’m studying.”

When they exited the gate leading from the apartment complex and reached the parking lot, Tyler turned and started walking backward beside her. “First one to the car gets dibs on the shower.”

“Hey!”

Tyler whipped around and raced down the sidewalk to their truck. Skye leaped into a run after him, gaining on him with each yard. Then suddenly, the distance between them lengthened as Tyler appeared to get a burst of power and Skye’s body acquired an energy leak.

Her son slammed a hand against the hood. “I win!”

Skye stumbled to a halt, placed both palms against her thighs, and gasped for air. She was getting too old for this. “Only because you cheated.”

“I didn’t cheat.”

The parking lot light illuminated Tyler’s offended expression, and Skye couldn’t help but laugh at the comical look. “I know. That’s the sad part. I remember a time when I made a point of losing.”

“You don’t do that now, do you?”

“No, you won that one all on your own,” she assured, wanting to erase Tyler’s frown. “I think you’ll be winning every time from here on out.”

Tyler walked to the passenger side of the truck and said over the hood, “You know, the person who wins the shower also gets dibs on the TV.”

Arching one brow, she shook her head ruefully. “Let me think about that one.”

“It’s only fair.”

After unlocking both doors, she pulled herself up behind the wheel of the truck with a grunt and more of a struggle than she liked to admit. “Okay. You win that too. You’re just lucky I’m so nice.”
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