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It was business as usual tonight at Bali Hai Casino on the Vegas Strip, which meant that every nut job and wacko who could arrange bail was on the prowl. Crystal Debrowski figured that in her seven years working casino security she’d pretty much heard every come-on line written in the casino crawlers and lounge lizards’ handbook. That was because Crystal was what her friend Abbie Hughes Lang referred to as a man magnet and yeah, Crystal knew what men saw when they looked at her: sex on a stick. Pixie features, spiky red hair, and fairy-green eyes. Showgirl breasts and round hips that swayed to a sultry beat when she walked and drew heartbreakers and bizarros from the four corners of the earth.

In her twenty-seven years, she’d been lied to, cheated on, hit on, and proposed to. Just when she’d thought she’d heard it all, this guy sweetened the pot. Her latest admirer—a Mr. Yao Long, according to the business card sporting an embossed Komodo dragon emblem—had come a long way for a letdown.

Wait until she told Abbie about this joker.

She glanced from Mr. Yao to the man who appeared to be his assistant. “I don’t believe I caught your name.”

“Wong Li.”

Wong, a Jackie Chan look-alike, did most of his boss’s talking for him. Talking that included propositioning Crystal at a one-hundred-dollar-minimum blackjack table where she was filling in for a dealer who’d gone on a quick break. Crystal was about ninety-nine percent certain that the gist of Yao’s offer ran somewhere in the neighborhood of: Him, lord and master. Her, concubine and sex slave.

“Please tell Mr. Yao, thanks, but no thanks,” she told Wong, who hovered at her amorous suitor’s side like a pet gnat.

Because she perpetuated the sex kitten image—a girl had to have some fun, especially if that girl lived in a world where few people took a woman seriously who wore four-inch platforms that topped her out around five-four—Crystal cut Yao a little slack.

That didn’t mean she was going for his insulting proposition. And it didn’t mean she liked it. She’d pretty much had it with the opposite sex. Recently promoted to Gaming Manager at Bali Hai, and with several heartbreaks under her belt, Crystal’s newly adopted motto was: Men. Can’t live with ’em. Can’t tie ’em to a train track and wait for Amtrak to do the deed. Chalk her disenchantment up to a string of bad relationships with men who had basically “gotten into her” because she jiggled when she walked.

Johnny Duane Reed was a recent example. That cowboy had heartbreak written all over him and she’d be damned if she knew why every time he blew into town she ended up naked before he ended up gone. Reed always ended up gone.

The latest case in point, however, stood before her tonight. Mr. Yao Long did not look happy. But then, it was hard to tell for certain. His expression hadn’t altered since he’d appeared thirty minutes ago with Wong.

“Did he understand that my answer is no?” Crystal’s gaze darted from Wong to Yao as she turned the table back over to the dealer. “Because, I’m thinking that if he did, now would be a really good time for him to leave.” To stress her meaning, she made walking motions with her fingers.

Mr. Yao, all five-foot-four inches of salt-and-pepper hair, Armani suit, and Gucci loafers, continued to stare at her through narrow eyes the color of onyx. His expression never wavered.

Was it anger? Disappointment? Gas? she wondered, as a frisson of unease tickled its way down her spine.

“Did you understand that my answer is no?” She averted her gaze from Mr. Personality to Wong, hoping to make it clear that it was time for the two of them to shuffle on back to Laos or Cambodia or Hong Kong—wherever—and out of her face so she could get back to business.

“Mr. Yao understands your response but respectfully rejects your answer.”

She blinked. “He said that?” She hadn’t heard a word.

“Mr. Yao is quite taken with you. He expresses regret that you are reluctant to allow him the opportunity to get to know you better but must insist on your cooperation.”

“No, seriously. Is he like texting you or something because I never saw his lips move.” This was so ludicrous it was almost funny. The next words out of Wong’s mouth, however, sobered her like a judge in night court.

“Miss Debrowski, please understand it would not be wise—”

“Wait.” She cut off Wong with a hand in the air as unease shifted to alarm. She didn’t wear a name tag and as Gaming Manager, practiced anonymity with the fervor of a religious zealot. Yet this man knew who she was. “How do you know my name?”

“Mr. Yao makes it a point to know everything. He is a very important and powerful man in our country.”

“Yeah, well, this is my country,” she informed Wong, searching the sea of gamblers and finally getting the attention of the security muscle on duty this shift. “And in my country it’s neither polite nor acceptable for any man—important or otherwise—to impose his attention where it isn’t wanted.

“Max,” she said when the twenty-something bodybuilder walked to her side, pecs and biceps bulging beneath the navy T-shirt with a Bali Hai Security Force logo printed on the breast pocket. “Please escort these gentlemen out. Their business here is concluded.”

It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle the situation—her daddy had been one of Las Vegas Police Department’s finest before he’d retired last year. He’d taught her to handle any situation—but Max’s sheer size was enough to prevent any potential ruckus. She just wanted them gone without incident. Harmless or not, ridiculous or not, the two of them spooked her and Crystal wasn’t easily spooked.

“You will regret this,” Wong said softly.

“Already do,” she muttered under her breath, relieved when they bowed to Max’s muscle and allowed him to walk them across the casino floor toward the exit without a protest.

“Tip, boss,” Sharon Keiler announced, drawing Crystal’s attention back to the table action.

She nodded permission for Sharon to pocket the five-dollar toke, then went on about her business of scanning the action on the casino floor.

Crystal had work to do. Promotion came with a price. Because she was who she was—a very small woman in a man’s world—she’d had to work twice as long and twice as hard to earn her current position. She was two weeks into her Gaming Manager post and still learning the ropes. The last thing she could afford to have happen was to let these jokers distract her from doing her job.

Everyone wanted to score in Vegas. Everyone had an angle. For every hundred no-luck and good-time gamblers, there was at least one among them intent on upping the odds in their favor. It was her job to spot the cheaters—card counters, past-posters, hand-muckers, palmers, and techno wizards—whether they were on the payroll or on a weekend junket from Podunk, Missouri.

A war whoop sounded from a bank of Lucky Seven slots. Someone had hit it big. She ambled over that way, prepared to offer the casino’s congratulations and assistance with the haul when that unsettling curl of awareness skittered down her spine again.

She stopped, spun around, and found herself staring straight into eyes as cold as chipped ice. The man was Asian, midforties, impeccably dressed in a black suit and blue silk tie—almost indistinguishable from Wong Li’s attire. He held her gaze for a long menacing moment, then turned and melted into the crowd.

“Spooky,” she muttered, then resumed walking—and ran headlong into a wall of muscle.

“Excuse me.” She backed up and encountered yet another Asian man. Identical suit. Similar tie. Same hard, intense stare.

This man, too, impaled her with an ominous look before he turned and walked away.

Damn, if her knees weren’t shaking when she forced herself toward the slot that was still dinging and whistling for the crowd that had gathered to see exactly how much money the lucky player had won.

And damn if she’d knuckle under to yet another urge to turn and see if someone else was watching her.

Screw them and the Komodo dragons they slithered in on. No way was she letting them see her sweat, because by this time tomorrow, Mr. Yao Long and his ninja squad—and yeah, she figured those guys were with him—would most likely be sailing on a fast boat to China and her life would be back to normal.

Normal. Right. What was she thinking? This was Las Vegas.

•   •   •

Three weeks later, Crystal knew she was in trouble. There was no question and no doubt that she was in deep, mucky doo-doo and she didn’t have one single clue how it had come to this.

Ten days ago the counterfeit chips had shown up on the floor. Each casino had a unique set of chips, distinguishable from those used at other casinos and backed up with the appropriate amount of cash. The counterfeit chips that had made their way into the inventory had been identical to the Bali Hai chips so no one had spotted them until random UV testing had discovered the fakes, whose appearance had been traced to her section and her shift.

Initially, there was no reason to blame Crystal, but then things started to snowball. Her section came up short for the evening shift’s take. Tens of thousands of dollars short. Then hackers breached computer security codes. Dozens of other little yet vital security glitches—all on her watch—had her pulling her hair out.

So yeah, she became a subject of intense scrutiny. And no, she had no explanation, just a lot of sleepless nights trying to figure out how this was happening on her watch.

She’d since triple-covered all of her security measures and prayed to the gods of roulette that she had a handle on things. That’s when the unthinkable happened. Last night, twelve of the thirteen gaming tables under her direct supervision had been flooded with counterfeit twenty-dollar bills. Whoever distributed them had taken the casino for close to two hundred K.

Now here she was, standing in her boss’s office listening to him tell her that someone had made an unauthorized entry into the vault using her access card.

For the first time since he’d called her in, Crystal breathed a sigh of relief. Cameras monitored the vault twenty-four/seven, three-sixty-five. If someone had used her card, it would be clear that it wasn’t her. “Check the videos.”

“We did.” Mark Gilbert, the director of casino security, looked grim. He was fit, forty, and the model of corporate efficiency. “The digital video surveillance system developed a glitch during the time in question. Nothing was recorded. The computerized archiving just mysteriously came up empty. Convenient, wouldn’t you say?”

Her heart dropped to her knees. There was no way a secure computer system like Bali Hai’s could have been hacked into. Yet, it had happened. “You don’t seriously believe I’m stealing from you?”

Gilbert sat behind his massive mahogany desk and stared past her rather than at her. “I don’t want to, no. But given the circumstances, Miss Debrowski, we have no choice but to place you on leave without pay.”

She swallowed back anger and frustration and tears. Gathered herself. “I understand.” Actually, she didn’t, but given the fact that the only case she had to plead was ignorance, what else could she say? As Gaming Manager, Crystal was the last line of resistance. The security breakdowns had occurred on her watch. That not only made her negligent, it made her suspect.

Gilbert pressed the intercom button on his phone. “Send them in.”

The door opened. Crystal looked over her shoulder and saw two uniformed LVPD officers walking in.

The blood drained from her head, swamping her with dizziness. Oh God. She’d been waiting for the other shoe to fall. It hadn’t just fallen, it had stomped, then ground into her with attitude.

She turned back to Gilbert, her heart pounding. “You’re having me arrested?”

Her boss had the decency to look remorseful. “I’m sorry.”

He was sorry and Crystal was scared to death as the officers Mirandized her and charged her with suspicion of grand larceny and embezzlement before they handcuffed her and led her out the door.

•   •   •

“And here I thought I was the only one who got to use handcuffs on you.”

Crystal looked up from the corner of the white cement-block jail cell four hours later to see Johnny Duane Reed grinning at her from the other side of the bars.

Perfect.

Grinning and gorgeous, Reed was the last person she wanted to see specifically because until today he had been the only one who had ever gotten to use handcuffs on her.

A vivid memory of her naked and cuffed to her own bed while Reed had introduced her to a new way to enjoy Ben & Jerry’s Jamaican Me Crazy Sorbet was not the diversion she needed at this point in time.

“Abbie called you,” she concluded.

Abbie Hughes—now Abbie Hughes Lang—was Crystal’s best friend. More than friend, actually. They were as close to family as it was possible to be without benefit of blood ties. Crystal and Abbie had been through it all together. All, possibly, except imprisonment.

“I was visiting the ranch,” Reed said. “I was there when she got your call.”

It figured that Reed would be back in Vegas and not bother to come and see her. Not that she wanted him to. Not that she cared.

“I need a lawyer, not a …” She paused, groping for the word that best described him.

“Lover?” he suggested with that cocky grin.

“Not the word I was searching for,” she grumbled, but let it go at that because Reed would take further protests as encouragement.

“If you don’t want him, sugar, I’ll be happy as hell to take him.”

Her cell mate, Jasmine, shot Reed her best come-hither hooker smile. Reed, of course, couldn’t help himself. He winked at the ebony-skinned working girl, flirting outrageously.

Jesus, would you look at him. Hair too long and too blond. Eyes too sexy and too blue. Body too buff, ego in danger of liftoff. Standing there in his tight faded jeans, painted-on T-shirt, and snakeskin boots, he looked like God’s guilty gift. Trouble was, he knew it.

So did Jasmine. So did Crystal. What she didn’t know was why she was so glad to see a man who played at life, played at love, and played at caring about her. That was the sum total of Reed’s commitment quotient. He played at everything.

“How you holdin’ up, Tinkerbell?” he asked gently.

Oh God. He actually sounded like he cared.

“Careful, Reed. You might get me thinking you give a rip.”

He had the gall to look wounded. “Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings.”

“Just get me out of here,” she said, rising and meeting him at the heavy barred door.

“Working on it,” he said. “Abbie and Sam are right behind me. They’ll arrange bail as soon as they can.”

“Bail’s already made.”

The jailer approached them with a set of keys and a sympathetic look. Crystal had gotten a lot of those looks during processing. It hadn’t taken long for word to spread that she was Phil Debrowski’s daughter. Thank God her mom and dad were on a three-week tour of Italy and weren’t here to witness this.

Crystal backed away from the bars when the barrel-chested and balding deputy slipped the lock and slid open the door with a hollow, heavy clunk. “Hey Jake. Someone made my bail? Who?”

The deputy, who was clearly uncomfortable with the situation, shook his head. “You’ll have to ask at processing, Crystal. They don’t tell me that stuff down here.”

“I’ve always had this prison chick fantasy,” Reed said confidentially as Crystal slipped out of the cell. “You know—sex starved, man hungry.”

“Stow it.” Crystal marched past him, ignoring his warped sense of humor. She was tired and terrified and doing her damnedest not to let either show.

“Hey, hey,” he said gently and caught her by the arm. “Looks like someone could use a hug.”

Yeah. She could use a hug. She could use a hundred hugs but now was not the time, this was not the place, and he was not the man she wanted to show the slightest bit of weakness to. “What I need is fresh air.”

“Sure. But first, do a guy a favor.” He leaned down close and whispered in her ear. “Make my fantasy complete. Tell me that you and the sister there had a hair-pulling, nail-scratching catfight and I’ll die a happy man.”

“Screw you, Reed.”

He dropped a hand on her shoulder, squeezed, and poured on his Texas drawl. “Now you’re talkin’.”
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More shaken than she’d ever let on to her friends, Crystal sat in the corner of a plush leather sofa in Abbie and Sam Lang’s family room. Her feet were curled up under her hips and a glass of wine sat on the end table by her elbow. Across the richly paneled room Reed flirted outrageously with Sam’s six-year-old niece, Tina.

No woman, it seemed, grown-up or otherwise, was immune to Reed’s charm. He was really quite wonderful with her, Crystal acknowledged grudgingly. Grudgingly, because she didn’t want to see Reed in any light that wasn’t a self-serving spotlight shining on his poster-boy persona.

Tina didn’t care that the tall Texan was a playboy. She only cared that at the moment, he was sitting patiently, faking the right amount of pain, making the right noises as Tina wound yards of gauze around Reed’s “broken” leg as she played out her Florence Nightingale fantasy. Only in Tina’s current scenario, Florence was a veterinarian, not a nurse, and Reed was a horse, not a human. And yes, it really was very sweet.

Tina needed sweet. Only months ago the poor baby had lost her mother and father in a car bombing meant as a warning for Sam. Crystal’s heart broke for the little girl, who was coping amazingly well thanks to Abbie and Sam and yes, even Johnny Duane Reed’s patient and loving attention.

“How you doing, toots?”

Crystal glanced up as Abbie joined her on the sofa with a glass of sparkling grape juice in her hand.

No wine for the momma-to-be.

It was still hard to fathom. Crystal and Abbie had been buddies since forever. They’d grown up together, helped each other through heartbreak, cheered each other through triumphs. A couple of months ago, Crystal had crawled out on a very shaky limb for Abbie and hidden a stolen, priceless necklace while Abbie and Sam had raced across the slippery slopes of Honduras on a mission to rescue Abbie’s brother from the same man who had killed Sam’s sister.

Now here Abbie was, married to Sam-the-mystery-man Lang with a baby on the way. Life was full of surprises. Some of them not so good. Crystal’s losing her job and getting arrested led the not-so-good list.

“Crystal?”

The concern in Abbie’s voice had Crystal reaching for her wine. But it wasn’t until she caught sight of the ink stain on her fingers from her booking down at the police station, that tears gathered. She stubbornly blinked them back. “I’m okay. Frustrated. Royally ticked off. But okay.” So she lied—compared to the laundry list of criminal charges filed against her, a little white lie to protect her friend hardly merited a mention.

“We’ll figure this out,” Abbie assured her. “Sam’s working on it.”

If Sam Lang was working on something, Crystal had every reason to believe that he would figure it out. Crystal didn’t know exactly who Sam worked for when he wasn’t running the ranch here with his father. She did know that the operation was based out of Argentina, that Reed, along with several other buff paramilitary types, still spent the bulk of their time south of the border in Evita Perón territory, and that none of them were men whose bad side you’d want to be on.

They had certain … skills. Skills that involved weapons and advanced communication devices and covert operations and a tight-lipped brotherhood that would rival any secret order’s code of silence.

Watching Reed now with Tina, remembering him naked and needing her in bed, it was hard to reconcile what he did for a living with the way he lived his life off the clock. Maybe that’s why she’d let herself become so intrigued by him. And yes, dammit, she was intrigued.

It didn’t mean anything would come of it, though. Actions spoke louder than any words and Reed’s actions made it clear that he was as commitment phobic as she was. Thanks to her track record with men, Crystal had a problem with trust. Reed had a problem with intimacy. Ask him a personal question, and you got a change of subject or a joke for a response. Figure him for a sleepover, wake up to cold sheets and no word for over a month.

Nope. No future. Not with Reed in it.

No future at all without prison in the offing if she didn’t get to the bottom of what was going on with the casino. She suppressed another shiver.

“Let’s not call the folks, okay?” Crystal met Abbie’s eyes. “I don’t want them to know about this. They’ve been saving for this trip all their lives and I don’t want to ruin it for them.”

Crystal’s parents and Sam’s parents, who had become fast friends over the past few months, had boarded a plane for Italy only four days ago.

“Agreed,” Abbie said. “We’ll just see how this plays out first.”

Sam limped into the room, his foot bound up in a walking cast. He was a big man. Like Reed, an inordinately handsome man, but in a competent, confident, yet humble way that spoke volumes about the depth of his character. Oh, and those surprises life was full of seemed to extend to Sam as well. Two weeks ago he’d rescued Tina’s kitten from a tree and ended up with a broken foot when the ladder slipped and he’d made a twelve-foot drop to the ground.

The man dodged bullets for a living and a little calico kitten with blue eyes and a soft purr had taken him down. Reed had been having a field day with that one.

“Took a while but I got a name,” Sam said.

“You found out who put up my bail?” Crystal uncurled her legs. Her bare feet hit the floor as she sat up straight. She could have called her dad and asked him to check with his pals on the force to get the information but the longer she kept her arrest from him, the better. It would devastate him and her mom. Just like it had devastated her dad when she’d failed the LVPD physical five years ago.

It had destroyed her, too. She didn’t remember a time when she hadn’t wanted to be a cop. It seemed like she’d been in preparation for the job all of her life, only to have a series of ear infections leave her with a hearing loss in her left ear that had taken her out of the running. She’d passed every test but that one.

But she’d moved on, put it behind her until this had stirred up all the old disappointments again.

“Crystal?”

Sam’s voice jarred her out of her thoughts.

“Yeah. Sorry. You’ve got a name?”

“Yao Long. Mean anything to you?”

Crystal felt her heart stop as images of a night around three weeks ago flashed through her memory. Little Yao Long in his Armani suit. Wong Li at his side. Shadow ninjas materializing left and right. “Shit,” she muttered.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Sam said with a sharp look toward his wife.

“Shit,” Crystal repeated and lifted her wine with a shaking hand. “Guess Yao and his ninja squad missed the boat back to China.”

Reed was on his feet now, exchanging a hard glance with Sam. “Sounds like you’d better tell us what you know about this guy.”

“Other than the fact that he thought I’d make a good mistress?” Crystal glanced from one man to the other. “Not a damn thing.”

Then she downed her wine in one huge swallow.

•   •   •

Sam had long ago put Tina to bed and returned to his office to do some more digging on Yao. Abbie had fallen asleep on the sofa. Preggers people—even those who were barely showing—needed their rest. Crystal needed to sleep, too, but she was too wired, despite several nights when she’d lain awake trying to figure out what was happening to her life.

She prowled restlessly around the dark, quiet house and for more than one reason, wished she’d gone home to her apartment in town instead of bowing to Abbie’s insistence that she stay with them tonight.

Reason number one, Johnny Reed dogged her step for step, like he was afraid to leave her alone because she might do something stupid. The closest she came to stupid, however, was when she let him get the drop on her and pull her into his arms.

“What are you doing?” she sputtered as he backed her up against the fridge and pinned her there with his big, hard body.

He nuzzled her neck, nipped her lightly. “I must be slippin’ if you haven’t figured that out.”

“Reed …” She flattened her palms against his chest. Trouble was, what he was doing felt so good that she ended up gripping his shirt in tight fists and put more muscle into keeping him exactly where he was instead of pushing him away.

“At your service, darlin’.” He knew exactly the effect he was having on her. Her groan of pleasure as he pressed his hips against hers and rocked, might have tipped him off. And when he lowered his head and kissed her, fool that she was, she let him.

Lord, the man could kiss, she thought, melting into him as his tongue slid past her lips, bold and wet and hot, and he made that deep humming groan low in his throat that told her he was as turned on as she was and thoroughly dedicated to taking things to the next level.

Only with Reed, there was no next level beyond sex, fantastic, blow-the-top-of-your-head-off sex, granted, but that’s where it ended. For reasons she had yet to figure out, Crystal needed more from him. More, however, just wasn’t in the cards. Not from this blue-eyed boy. That certainty finally gave her the presence of mind to put on the skids just about the same time Reed reached his big, busy hand between them and flicked open the snap on her jeans.

“This isn’t happening,” she told him, marshaling a shallow breath, cursing her stupid libido that had risen to the occasion the same way the bulge in Reed’s pants had risen against her belly.

“Come on, Tink.” His breath fanned against her cheek, his clever fingers working their way into her jeans. “It’ll relax you.”

“I don’t want to relax,” she grumbled, finally managing to push him away. “I like hovering on the edge of manic depression. Keeps me sharp.”

He chuckled, of course, because he didn’t buy it any more than she did, but she’d be damned if she was going to let Reed seduce her while she waited out the biggest trouble she’d ever been in in her life.

“I know this will shock you, but sex isn’t the answer to everything,” she added for good measure and headed back to the family room.

“But you have to admit, it is a good answer,” Reed argued, following her.

Not tonight it wasn’t. If she had the sense God gave a neon light, not any night with Reed ever again. She glanced at the mantel clock when she walked back into the family room. Almost midnight. It had been one long ugly day.

When Sam joined her and Reed in the room, it got a whole lot longer.

“My sources came through with more information on Yao. It’s not good.”

“Tell me.” Crystal had never been one to want to ease into anything. She liked her Band-Aids ripped off, not slowly peeled away. She dove into cold water, didn’t wade in slowly to gradually absorb the freezing shock.

“Yao is purportedly the head of a crime syndicate based out of Jakarta.”

Rip!

“Crime syndicate?”

“In Indonesia.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know where Jakarta is. I just figured him and his goons for China or Cambodia or something.”

“However you figure him,” Sam said, cupping his nape, “figure him trouble.”

“As in angry, mafia-type, crime syndicate trouble,” Reed said after thinking it through. “Apparently with a real hard case for red hair and big boobs. I’m betting he’s determined to either have you or ruin you—take your pick.”

Under other circumstances, she’d never let the big boobs remark pass. “He bailed me out. That doesn’t say angry to me.”

“It does if Yao was responsible for setting you up.”

“Setting me up? At the casino?” She cut her gaze from one man to the other. “You think he … oh, man. You think he’s behind the counterfeit chips? The fake twenties? Seriously?”

“Unless you know another crime lord who has the hots for you and apparently the network capable of pulling off the crime spree at Bali Hai, yeah,” Reed said, clearly implying she needed to pull her head out of the sand, “we’re damn serious.”

“As a heart attack,” Sam added when she turned to him for confirmation.

“Well.” She dragged a hand through her short, spiky hair. “Well.”

“Deep subject,” Reed said with a grim scowl.

Crystal glared at him. “Old joke.”

He held up his hands. “Hey. I just call ’em like I see ’em.”

She turned back to Sam. “Given that becoming Yao’s mistress, whore, or sex slave is off the table, what do I do now?”

Sam looked at Reed. Reed, for once, didn’t have a joke, which translated loud and clear: she was in a whole lot of trouble.

•   •   •

Prostitution, human trafficking, illegal arms shipments, counterfeiting, corporate espionage. Those were just a few of Yao’s sterling enterprises. Johnny tossed aside the report Sam had shared with him, and pushed away from the fireplace. Then he simply watched Crystal where she’d finally fallen asleep, curled on her side in an oversized leather chair. Tinkerbell was in a world of hurt with this creep, Yao.

She was also tapped out. An unexpected and irrational curl of tenderness wound through him as he watched her. The same tenderness that always blindsided him when he thought of her.

What was it with this chick, he wondered, that kept him coming back for more? It didn’t compute and it frustrated the hell out of him. She was so not his type. He went for long leggy blondes with shy smiles and come-hither looks. Or give him a willowy brunette without too many opinions and even less of an agenda. Crystal was a short, stacked redhead. Sexy as hell, yeah, but she was too smart, too opinionated, and too perceptive to suit him. Give her a little more time and she’d have him figured out, and that was something he just wasn’t prepared for.

Besides, the woman never smiled—at least not at him—plus she wouldn’t know demure if it snuck up and bit her in her cute curvy ass.

So no, he didn’t get it. It was not his MO to return to the scene of a crime or, in Crystal Debrowski’s case, the scene of the good time. Maybe it was because of the size of the heart beating inside the pint-sized little pixie. She had guts and she had grit. Truth was, she reminded him of Jenna. Although, except for the red hair, there was absolutely no physical resemblance between Crystal and Gabe Jones’s wife.

Jenna wasn’t blond or demure but she was absolutely a woman he could get into. There had been a day when he wouldn’t have let a simple thing like friendship stand in his way of making that happen. A day when he’d been young and stupid and selfish and mean, both before and after he’d escaped a stint in juvenile detention by “voluntarily” enlisting in the marines.

Yeah, there had been a time before Force Recon had made him a man and Task Force Mercy had made him a brother to men like Sam and Gabe Jones and a dozen others, when he would have moved in on another man’s woman and congratulated himself for the dirty deed.

Thank God he’d grown past that kind of crap years ago. He still made it a point to be a one-night-wonder kind of man, though, and yeah, a shrink would have a field day with his dodge-and-fade tactics and his no strings, no strain game plan. Monogamy just wasn’t his thing; the idea of commitment made him break out in hives. He wasn’t good at it. Didn’t want to be good at it. He loved women, plural, and there were a whole lotta fish in the shallows that he had every intention of splashing around with.

He glanced at Crystal, her head resting on folded hands, her heavy lashes dusting her cheeks, her round hips emphasizing her tiny waist and thought again, no. He was not a one-woman kind of man. Yet this one woman had been messing with his head since the first time those wild green eyes of hers had sized him up like he was a cut of beef and she found him way short of prime. Talk about an ego hit.

And talk about trouble. She was in it neck deep. Because she was Abbie’s friend, and because Abbie was Sam’s wife, that meant only one thing. Sam would move heaven and earth to get Crystal out of this fix.

Because Sam was his friend, Johnny was in the thick of it, too. At least he tried to convince himself that was the main reason he was sticking around and relishing the idea of taking a big swing at Yao Long.

“What’s the plan?” he asked when Sam wandered back into the family room after rousing Abbie and coaxing her to go to bed.

Sam glanced at Crystal, shook his head. “Damned if I know.”

“Yeah.” Johnny scratched his head. “I pretty much see it that way, too.”

The pixie was caught between a boulder and a battleship. One was a rock. The other was a very hard place.

“Unless we can come up with concrete evidence to tie Yao to the thefts and counterfeit schemes at the Bali Hai and prove he set her up, she’s a sure guilty verdict,” Sam said, looking grim.

Johnny nodded. “By the time she gets out of prison, she’ll bear more resemblance to a fairy godmother than Tinkerbell.”

Sam cut him a look full of speculation and a healthy dose of “so that’s the way it is.”

“Well, she will,” Johnny said, defensively.

Sam grinned. “I’ll be damned. You’ve got a thing for her.”

“Hell I do,” Johnny said with a snort. “I’m just sayin’.”

“I know what you’re saying. And I’m going to love gloating about it.”

“Whatever,” Johnny said, irritated that Sam had seen through him, pissed that Sam was right. So he had a little thing for her. Didn’t mean he was going to do anything about it.

“What do you figure?” he asked, steering clear of those deep weeds. “Yao’s so ticked that Crystal turned him down that he’ll leave her to rot in jail? Or is he using the threat of jail time for leverage to get her to agree to his proposition?”

Sam yawned, shook his head. “Criminal minds. Who can figure what they’re thinking? Best guess, he set her up then bailed her out figuring he’d convince her she had no future where she was and she’d run away with him.”

“He don’t know her very well, do he?” Johnny’s intentionally garbled grammar made Sam grin around another yawn.

“Look. I’m hitting the sack. Mendoza may have something more for us on Yao by morning. We’ll look at things with fresh eyes then.”

Raphael Mendoza was one of the BOIs—Black Ops, Inc.—team members based out of Buenos Aires. Mendoza, Colter, Savage, Green, and Jones, to name a few, had signed on with their old Task Force Mercy CO, Nathan Black, when they’d parted ways with the military several years ago.

The split from Uncle, however, hadn’t been all that wide. BOI did contract work for the government now. Some would call them mercenaries, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. Mercenaries hired on to the highest bidder because their loyalty was to the almighty buck or Euro or currency with the highest conversion rate. BOI fought exclusively for Uncle Sam. They fought the same kind of bad guys they’d fought in uniform but with a different set of rules and with absolutely no culpability on the part of Uncle Sam. The BOIs were what the spy books referred to as shadow warriors. They operated so black a football field full of floodlights wouldn’t be enough illumination to get a fix on their activities.

Until recently, Sam had been an integral part of the BOI team. Then a rat bastard by the name of Fredrick Nader had killed Sam’s sister—little Tina’s mom—and her husband, as a warning for Sam to get off his back. It had been the last warning Nader had ever issued. Tracking Nader down and helping Abbie rescue her kid brother, whom Nader had abducted, had also been the last official act Sam had completed for BOI.

Time, Johnny hoped, would bridge that gap and Sam would eventually come back on board again. Back with his brothers who tried to make the world a little less cluttered with bad guys.

Yao Long was a very bad guy. And yeah, Johnny figured that by morning, Mendoza might have a lead on how they could take the Indonesian crime boss out of play and get Crystal’s life back on track.
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Crystal liked her bed. She liked the pretty brass headboard. She liked her 800-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets and the nice queen-sized mattress. She liked to sleep on her stomach, her arms spread wide, her legs stretched out.

So when she woke up wedged between leather and rock-hard something, it didn’t take her long to figure out she hadn’t fallen asleep on her own pillow-top mattress.

She opened her eyes slowly. Got a bead on dark paneled walls, a beautifully woven Couristan rug in rich saturated colors, and a scent that could never be mistaken for anything but Johnny Duane Reed. Dark and musky and sexy as sin.

They were on the sofa, she realized. She’d fallen asleep in a chair in Sam and Abbie’s family room. Evidently, sometime during the night, Reed had dragged her to the sofa and joined her there. He was stretched out beneath her—fully clothed, thank God—and she was plastered against the long, hard length of him like butter on a muffin.

Sweet, she thought, and snuggled until she was comfortable against him.

Not sweet, she amended when she felt the length and thickness of his erection rise between them.

Not happening.

She lifted her head and saw that he was still sound asleep with one hand splayed over her hip and the other forked into her hair. Just like a boy scout, he was ready at a moment’s notice, she thought, trying to muster some degree of disgust when in fact, it felt mighty fine to be nestled up against all that hard, male heat.

Mighty fine, but not the time.

On a deep breath, she eased up off him. He mumbled something unintelligible, shifted onto his side, and plunged a little deeper into sleep. Crystal checked the mantel clock. It was almost five a.m. It would be daylight soon. Daylight of the second day of her life as a criminal.

The thought made her weary. Frustrated. And wondering how she’d look in an orange prison jumpsuit. With her red hair? Eeeeeww.

Fully awake now, she glanced around the room, feeling closed in and restless. Her friends were wonderful, protective, supportive, and kind, but she needed a little time alone. Raking her fingers through her hair, she searched for her purse and snagged it on her way to the door. At the last second, she stopped, considered, and gave in to guilt.

“Needed a little space,” she scribbled on the back of a deposit slip from her checkbook and left it on the kitchen counter. “And a change of clothes. Call you later. Thanks for just about everything in the world.”

Thirty minutes later, she hit the outskirts of Vegas.

Ten minutes after that, she let herself in to her apartment.

One second after she closed the door behind her, she felt the presence of another person. It had barely registered that she was not alone when she was grabbed from behind. One hand covered her mouth, another arm hooked around her throat.

Five years of karate training kicked into overdrive. She knew she had to protect her airway. She immediately grabbed on to her attacker’s arm with both hands, shrugged her shoulders, and sank her chin toward the crook of his elbow. Then she sank down, bending her knees, and swung her foot behind her, trapping his right leg behind his calf and pulling him off balance. Turning one-hundred-eighty degrees, she jerked diagonally on his arm, flipping him to his back on the floor.

Then she ran like hell for the door, barely aware of a table lamp crashing to the floor behind her. She’d just reached the knob when she was grabbed from behind again. A second attacker. He was ready for her, countered her moves. She stomped on the top of his foot, heard the crunch of bones, and jabbed her elbow into his solar plexus. His wind rushed out on a hard grunt and she spun, kicked hard at his knee. She heard the pop and he went down with a roar of pain. Before she could move, the other guy was on his feet again. He tackled her. They fell to the sofa and rolled to the floor. She hit hard with him on top of her. The landing knocked the wind out of her and for a frozen, terrified moment, she couldn’t breathe.

She writhed in agony as the two of them pinned her down, flipped her over, and pressed a cloth over her mouth and nose. She bucked and kicked and gulped in air pungent with the scent of ether as her world went hazy, fuzzy, then black.

•   •   •

Johnny woke up to a warm, wiggling female bouncing on his chest. It was not, however, the female he’d gone to sleep with.

“Hey, half-pint.” He tickled Tina’s ribs until she shrieked. “What are we playin’ today?”

“Nothin’,” she said, sounding put out. “I gotta go to school.”

Johnny lifted Tina off his chest, set her down beside him on the sofa, and eased himself upright. “Well, that sucks,” he commiserated, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

Face long, Tina nodded in agreement. He grinned and tugged on her ponytail. “Where’s Crystal?”

Abbie walked into the room carrying a mug of coffee. “She drove into town for a change of clothes.”

He frowned, then thanked her when she handed him the mug. “And Sam let her go?”

“Sam and I were still sleeping. She left sometime before five-thirty.”

Dammit. He’d known that they shouldn’t have let her drive her own car out here. It wasn’t as if there was an immediate threat, but it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on her until they nailed this down.

“What time is it now?” Johnny buried his nose in the amazing aroma of Abbie’s coffee, which she ground fresh every morning.

“Almost seven. I just tried to reach her on her cell. She didn’t answer. Didn’t answer her landline either or the text message I sent her. You think we should be worried about her?”

“Maybe she just wants a little space,” Johnny said reasonably. He didn’t buy it, though, and he could tell by the concern on Abbie’s face that she didn’t either.

“So she said.”

He shook the remaining cobwebs from his head. “Where’s Sam?”

“Finishing up chores.”

He took a careful, savoring sip of the hot coffee. “I’ll go check on her.”

“Thanks.” Abbie forced a tight smile. She was worried.

He didn’t want to be, but he was worried, too.

•   •   •

Forty-five minutes later Johnny knocked on Crystal’s apartment door. It eased open a crack when he did, and he shot past worried to red alert. Experience, training, and instinct had him backing away from the door and up against the wall beside it. If someone were inside, someone who, say, liked playing with guns, too much time spent in the fatal funnel—the frame of the doorway—and he’d be out of commission or dead.
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