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People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.

—GEORGE ORWELL (attributed)
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Las Rosas, Honduras

A gecko, low slung, forked feet flying, skittered across the sill of an open window, hauling ass as if it actually had somewhere to go.

Lucky little bastard.

Sam Lang watched him through world-weary eyes—jealous of a damn lizard because at the moment, Sam had exactly nowhere to go. And nothing to do.

Nothing but sit here, slouched at a crude wooden table in a shadowed corner of a crumbling adobe cantina, like he’d sat here for the past three days. Nothing but amuse himself watching insect-eating egg-laying reptiles and wishing he were anywhere but Las Rosas, Honduras, on yet one more wild-goose chase.

No, he was not having fun yet.

While the action in the cantina was stagnant and slow, years of caution and force of habit had Sam sitting with his back to the wall. Thirst and boredom had his fingers wrapped around a lukewarm can of Polar. He wiped his cuff over the lip of the can, then tilted it to his mouth as the gecko shot away again.

Fast little sucker. Speed-of-sound fast compared to the rest of the populace in this dusty and rodent-infested hamlet where time crawled, stalled, and stopped dead in the noon heat of the Central American sun. The gecko obviously knew something Sam and the handful of patrons of this squalid, sweltering cantina didn’t because, hell, even the flies didn’t bother to buzz over pools of stale, spilled beer. Nope. Not a lot of action—with the notable exception of the gecko and the X-rated show taking place in the middle of what could loosely be called a dance floor, where a man and a woman performed what could loosely be called a dance.

Sam had known better. He should have dragged his partner, Johnny Duane Reed, out of this dive three hours ago when they’d officially decided their guy wasn’t going to show. So far, the “tip” that they might get the goods on Fredrick Nader hadn’t panned out. With each tick of a very slow-moving clock, it became more apparent that they’d run up against one more dead end.

Big surprise. Sam had been tracking the elusive German for months. He’d set trap after trap, harassed the hell out of Nader, whose “legitimate” international enterprises were merely fronts for every type of terrorist activity known to man. Drugs, weapons, bioterrorism—you name it, Nader was in it ass deep. Yet his blue-blooded lineage and the bottomless cache of payola that came with it kept every international agency off his back.

That’s where Sam and Black Ops, Inc. came in. Nader was an off-the-books operation. Sam had finally found the man’s Achilles’ heel. The pompous bastard had a penchant for sparkly things—Nader craved stolen gems—which Sam was counting on to be Nader’s downfall.

Last week in El Salvador, Nader had gotten a little sloppy and Sam had come within minutes of nailing him—only to lose him one more time. Just like this last attempt had turned out to be one more lost cause.

“We’ve been here for three frickin’ days,” Reed complained earlier when Sam had decided to give up the ghost and get the hell out of Dodge. “Another hour or two isn’t going to change the course of the world. Besides, we deserve some R and R.”

Deserve, in this case, was Johnny Duane Reed–speak for “I’ve been eating dust and drinking mud-thick coffee for three days and I’m ready for a beer—or ten.”

Three hours ago, Sam had been hard-pressed to argue with Reed’s stand, but that had been three long hours ago. Now he realized the error in that line of thinking.

He glanced toward the dance floor again. Shook his head. Reed was a pretty boy, but Sam knew from experience that there was strength in those broad shoulders, speed in those lean legs. He’d relied on the former marine despite his smart mouth, Rambo strut, and weakness for the ladies in more than one dicey situation. The kid had never let him down and he delivered few surprises. That’s why it came as no shock that nothing good would come out of a situation when Johnny Duane Reed had time on his hands and a yen for alcohol and a woman.

A scratchy merengue played from a dusty jukebox as Sam watched Reed through dim light and a haze of sweet-smelling smoke. Both the smoke and the scent hung in the air like fog. No one mistook the scent for anything but what it was: prime Colombian weed. Just as no one mistook the woman with the swaying hips, barely haltered breasts, and sex-and-whiskey laugh for anything but what she was: a past-her-prime Honduras whore.

No one but Reed, who’d been without the company of a woman way longer than the cowboy liked. Give a fisherman a hook and he’ll catch dinner. Give Reed a beer and he’ll catch a hooker.

Kee-rist.

Reed was in lust. He was also bolo—drunk off his ass. It made for a perfect combination. Or a perfect storm.

If Sam didn’t break the lip-lock the hooker had planted on the tall blond cowboy, whose hands were now kneading the hell out of her ass, dawn would find Reed rolled, robbed, and in need of a good delousing.

He heaved a weary breath, then couldn’t help but grin at the cowboy’s sloppy attempt at a salsa move. Sam tried to remember the exact point in time when he’d been appointed Reed’s keeper. Somalia? Beirut? Sierra Leone? Hell. Could have been any one of a hundred third world hellholes. Years ago, as team members on Uncle’s top secret Task Force Mercy, they’d saved each other’s lives more times than Sam could count. More times than he wanted to.

Lot of years ago when they’d been lean and green and full of God and country. Hoo-rah!

Years ago, when they’d been soldiers.

He drew deep on his beer. At least Sam had been a soldier. He’d been Delta Force, U.S. Army. Reed was Marine, Force Recon and in or out of uniform, he’d be a marine—not a soldier, he was quick to point out—until the day he died.

Sam squinted through the smoke. They’d all paid a price through the years. Which was why, from time to time, they needed to let off a little steam. Case in point was stumbling around on the dance floor, probably not as drunk as he wanted everyone to think he was.

“You want to party, too, gringo? Maybe a private dance? Vaya pues? Okay?”

A pouty brunette had sidled up next to Sam and wrapped herself around him like a faded ribbon on a Maypole. Once upon a time he might have taken the ladina woman up on her offer. Once upon a time when she’d been young and pretty and he’d been young and stupid. A time when better judgment and discerning taste had been no match for randy youth, raging hormones, and the superior intellect that could be found in a bottle of tequila. Before control had become the name of Sam’s game and the mantra that he lived by.

Sam wanted to ignore her, but his mother had taught him better manners. “Not tonight, darlin’.”

While he’d thought he’d been gentle, he could see by the look in her eyes and the way she’d skittered away that he’d done it again. Scared the shit out of her with one hard look. Apparently it was the same look that Reed was always telling him was more intimidating than an M-16.

Whatever.

He headed for Reed. The cowboy may have tipped a few but that didn’t negate the fact that Reed was still six lean feet of solid muscle and sinew. Thirty-plus years of stubborn warrior blood pumped through his veins. And he was horny.

This wasn’t going to be fun.

And it wasn’t going to be pretty.

But it was going to get done.

Sam tapped Reed on the shoulder. “Yo. God’s gift. Time to roll.”

“Fuck off.”

Reed’s response was typical and expected. It was also remarkably articulate given the fact that his tongue was buried halfway down his lady love’s throat. “Get your own woman, Sammy. This one’s mine.”

“I said, let’s go.” Sam stood, hands on hips, waiting for it to seep into Reed’s alcohol-soaked brain that he’d just been issued an order.

“Aw, come on,” Reed actually whined when Sam didn’t buckle.

Lolita, or Rosalita, or whatever the hell her name was, spewed a string of Spanish curses in Sam’s direction when she realized her customer was slipping away.

“Yeah. Things are tough all over,” he agreed and pried her arms from around Reed’s neck.

“But our guy didn’t show,” Reed pointed out, hopeful it would buy him a little more time.

“It’s not happening. Let’s go.”

As sure as two plus two equaled four, Reed drunk plus horny equaled belligerent. Lang had no expectations that either his math or his take on Reed were anything but dead-on right.

The cowboy didn’t disappoint. “Fifteen minutes. That’s all I need.”

“No.”

As only a drunk can, Reed squared off in front of Sam, bleary eyes narrowed. “You ain’t the boss of me.”

Sam couldn’t help it. He grinned. “That’s the best you can do?”

Reed sniffed. Cocked his chin. Shot for a glare. “I don’t want to have to drop you, Sam.”

This time Sam actually laughed. It was as much bluff as amusement because even drunk, Reed was one of the toughest, meanest, dirtiest fighters Sam had ever seen in action.

Sam pulled the older, meaner, wiser, bigger card out of the deck. “Yeah, that’s gonna hap—”

He never finished his sentence.

A car roared to a screeching stop outside the cantina and grabbed his full attention, jarring him straight to red alert.

He was already diving for the dirt floor, dragging Reed down with him when the swinging cantina doors burst open to a hail of AK-47 fire. Together they rolled, overturning tables as they went, scrambling to reach their go bags, where Sam had stashed an H&K MP-5K and Reed had packed a mini Uzi.

Wasn’t gonna happen. The gunmen’s fire steered them in the opposite direction, where they finally found cover behind a thick wooden support post and a half-baked adobe wall near the bar. They bellied down on the floor behind it as the deafening burst of automatic-weapon fire sprayed through the cantina. The women screamed and everyone ducked out of the line of fire.

Beside him, Reed was all business now as he unholstered his gun. “What the fuck!”

Nothing like an AK to snap a man out of a drunken stupor.

Sam peered around the wall for a quick look-see, then ducked back behind it when another round of fire slaughtered the bottles lined up behind the bar, shattering them into oblivion along with the cloudy mirror. Gunpowder and guaro—rotgut whiskey—stank up the air as Lang cut a glance to Reed. Like Sam, Reed had flipped to his back with his pistol in a two-handed grip, waiting for a break in the action.

It came as fast as the barrage of gunfire.

Silence—acute and potentially deadly.

Unexpected silence, except for the ringing in their ears and the creaking swing of the cantina doors.

Car doors slammed, an engine roared, and a vehicle sped away.

Sam glanced at Reed. Nodded.

Sam rolled left, Reed rolled right, flat on their bellies, Sam’s Kimber Tactical Pro 1911 A1 and Reed’s Sig Sauer 9mm aimed at the door—where they met nothing.

No one.

There was nothing in the cantina but residual smoke, broken glass, spilled booze, and quietly weeping women.

A single mason jar sat in the threshold beneath the cantina doors.

“Party’s over?” Reed croaked, carefully assessing the bar for any remaining threats, his Sig still in a two-handed grip, muzzle pointed down and at the ready.

Sam stood slowly, did the same with his Kimber. “Seems so.”

He glanced around the room. “Anyone hurt?”

One by one, figures emerged in the gloomy and hazy light. Except for a glass cut on the bartender’s face there appeared to be no casualties. The conclusion was clear. With that much firepower, they should have all been dead, which meant the bad guys hadn’t been aiming to kill.

They wanted someone’s attention.

Reed nodded toward the dirty jar. “I’m gonna take a wild guess and figure that’s for you.”

Sam grunted, his footsteps crunching on broken glass as he walked across the room. He chanced a careful peek over the top of the chest-high doors. The walk-way outside was littered with spent cartridges. Other than a boiling dust trail, the street was empty.

He stared down at the jar.

It was exactly what it looked like. An old, scarred, and well-used mason jar. He slipped his Kimber into his waistband, squatted down, got a better look.

“There’s a note inside.”

“There always is,” Reed said, rubbing at bloodshot eyes.

Sam picked up the jar, cautiously fished out the sheet of paper and unfolded it.

All the blood drained from his face when he read it.

Jesus. Jesus.

Eyes wild, he sprinted for his go bag, unaware of the gecko scrambling for his life to get out of the way.

“What?” Reed pushed aside an overturned table, racing to catch up with him.

Sam shoved the note in the general direction of Reed’s chest. “I need the SAT phone.”

“Christ, Sam.” Reed’s eyes were watery with shock and disbelief when he finished reading.

Sam dug into his bag, shoved the H&K, ammo, and a dozen other pieces of equipment aside until he finally found the satellite phone. His fingers shook as he dialed the number, heart thudding, breath choppy.

“Dad.” He forced himself to calm down when his father finally picked up. “Dad… it’s Sam.”

The moment of silence before his father spoke told the unthinkable truth.

“Sam…” His father’s voice was weak. Shaken. Sam’s chest tightened into a mass of white-hot lead. “I… I’ve been trying to… to get a hold of you, son.” Then he dissolved into desolate weeping.

Sam gripped the phone tighter. Waited, eyes burning, while his father composed himself and confirmed what Sam feared.

Wild with rage and grief and guilt, he disconnected, then burst through the cantina doors, staggered outside.

So he could breathe.

So he could think.

Only when Reed touched his shoulder did Sam realize the younger man had followed him.

A dust devil spun down the debris-strewn street, scattering powdery grit in his eyes, burning until tears ran down his face.

“Come on, Sam.” Reed’s voice, painfully gentle and rock solid sober, made Sam’s chest ache.

“Come on,” Reed repeated and urged Sam toward their car. “We need to get you home.

•   •   •

Sam knew he was dreaming, did his damnedest to wake up. But he was mired in images and sensations that sucked him deeper into the nightmare.

He felt like he was swimming through mud. Slogging through quicksand. Watching a movie in slow motion through a distorted wall of glass. Behind the glass, traffic shot by on the bustling Las Vegas Strip. A blur of color and motion.

On the other side of the glass wall, he saw his sister, Terri. She was walking toward her car. Laughing at something his brother-in-law, B.J., had said. Love in her eyes. Fun in her heart. Completely unaware of the danger.

He had to get to them. But he couldn’t get through the mud and the quicksand and stop them before it was too late.

“Terri!” Through an echo chamber he heard his sister’s name.

A man’s voice shouting. His voice. Begging.

Then roaring. “Stop… stop… for God’s sake, stop!!!”

But she kept going. Straight for the car.

He could still stop this. Maybe he could still stop this.

“Terri!!!!!”

Frantic to get to them, he pushed through air as thick as foam and finally reached the distorted glass wall. Behind it four lanes of city traffic crawled in an eerie, choreographed dance. Cars sped then slowed, transformed to jeweled and painted carousel horses that danced and spun in a kaleidoscope of dazzling prisms, brass rings, and gilded manes.

Rhythm and light, glowing and golden—perfection out of place with the horror that was about to happen.

“Terri!”

He rammed the wall. Slammed hard with his shoulder… again, again, again… until finally, glass shattered and parted, flew around him in glittering, knifelike shards.

He sprinted past it. Sank into more quicksand. More mud, as Terri opened the passenger door and B.J. slipped behind the wheel.

Oblivious to his shouts.

Sweet and pristine and good with the sun on her face, the breeze in her hair, and the heat of the Las Vegas morning baking down.

“Terri! Terri!!!!”

Sweat trickled down his back, ran into his eyes as he dodged a minivan, then rolled over the hood of a fast and flashy red sports car.

Fast like life. His sister’s life.

Red like blood. His sister’s blood.

His sister, who he could see reaching for her seat belt as B.J. shoved the key into the ignition.

“Terri!!!!!!!!!!”

He ran faster, shouting her name, praying he’d still make it in time…

Then time stopped. Life stopped.

The car exploded in a blast of fire and smoke and a breath-stealing concussion that blew him off his feet…

•   •   •

Sam shot awake like a bullet. Heart hammering. Drenched in sweat. Aware of someone talking.

Talking to him, he realized after several moments.

He blinked. Blinked again, focused on the FASTEN SEAT BELT sign lit in red on the bulkhead in front of him. Heard the clunk and shift of landing gears.

“I’m sorry to wake you, sir.”

A sense of time and place finally assembled. He was on a plane. On a flight from Tegucigalpa, Honduras, to Vegas.

“We’ll be landing in a few minutes. Please return your seat to the upright position.”

He dragged an unsteady hand over his jaw, nodded absently to the cabin attendant, did as she asked.

“Someone special?”

He glanced up at her. Barely noticed nice blue eyes, a cover-girl complexion. Her name tag identified her as Dana. She was smiling at him. Expectant. Flirtatious.

“I’m sorry?”

“Terri? You were calling her name. While you were sleeping. Is she someone special?”

He felt himself go cold beneath the clammy layer of perspiration dampening his back.

Dana must have taken his silence for affirmation. And a rebuff. “Well… hope she knows how lucky she is.”

With a wistful, regretful smile, she headed down the aisle.

. . . how lucky she is.

Sam stared at the seat back directly in front of him. He fought the burn of tears that had been pushing since he’d talked to his father yesterday.

. . . how lucky she is.

Yeah. Terri was lucky.

Lucky enough to be dead along with her husband.

Lucky enough to be buried in two days.

Lucky enough to have been killed by a bomb delivered as a message for Sam to back off.

He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt. Unfolded the dog-eared scrap of paper delivered with the help of AK-47 fire and a fucking mason jar.

He reread the words that still made his heart lurch, his breath catch, his hatred coil like a snake in his belly.

“Better call home. Boom, boom. She’s dead.”

Guilt washed through him. Weighty. Desolate. Acute.

His sister was dead. Because Sam had pissed off the wrong person.

Fredrick Nader.

There was no question in Sam’s mind that Nader was behind Terri’s and B.J.’s deaths. Nader’s signature was all over the hit.

Nader wanted Sam to back off. When he wouldn’t, and because Nader couldn’t get to Sam, he’d found a way to hit Sam where it hurt the most.

The bastard murdered Sam’s kid sister with a fucking car bomb.

As a warning.

As a means to ensure that Sam understood: Back off or Nader’s organization could get to any of his family members anytime he wanted and Sam couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

Not one thing but bury his kid sister.
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Las Vegas
Three months later

“What about yours?”

Abbie Hughes glanced up from her chocolate malt and pressed at the sharp pain in her temple where the ice cream had shot her into a temporary brain freeze. “What about my what?”

“What about your qualifications for the ultimate male?” Crystal Debrowski reminded Abbie of their current topic of conversation. “I told you mine, now you tell me yours.”

Abbie fiddled absently with a French fry. Outside the window, neon flashed, sirens screamed, and people of every age and ethnic heritage ambled along the street, laughing and talking, limping and exhausted. It didn’t matter that it was nearly 1:00 a.m. It was bright as noon twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five, on the Vegas Strip.

Crystal glared impatiently at her friend. “You may think you’ve gotten good at practicing avoidance, but, my dear, it doesn’t work with me.”

Abbie grinned at Crystal. Well, she’d tried. With Crystal for a friend, Abbie practiced avoidance a lot. Not that practice made perfect—and not that Crystal ever let her get away with it.

Abbie dragged her gaze back to Crystal. “Why is it that every time we get together the conversation eventually drifts to men?”

“Because,” Crystal said with the patience generally reserved for the mentally challenged, “conversations about men always lead to conversations about sex—and sex is my all-time favorite subject.”

Abbie lifted a brow. “I have no idea why that logic escaped me.”

Crystal snorted. “Yeah, well, I do. It’s because you’re too busy to think about sex, let alone participate in it. The way I see it, I’m your best chance to live vicariously since you obviously have your priorities all screwed up.”

Priorities. Well, there were those, Abbie thought, and tried not to worry about her kid brother, Cory, who should have returned home last night. Not only was Cory a no-show, Abbie hadn’t heard word one from him about where he was or why he’d been delayed.

It wasn’t that Cory hadn’t pulled something like this before. Before and often. Cory wasn’t exactly known for his reliability and good judgment. She just kept hoping that he had finally found a little stability in his life.

So much for what she’d hoped.

Reminding herself that it was his life, not hers, and that she had to literally stop trying to be her brother’s keeper, she tuned back into what Crystal was saying.

“. . . later?”

Abbie grinned sheepishly. “I’m sorry. Later what?”

Crystal slumped back in the booth, expelled an elaborate sigh. With her pixie features, spiky red hair, and fairy-green eyes, Crystal had to work hard to look stern, but somehow she managed it. “I said, do you want to go casino crawling later?”

“I don’t know how to break this to you, Tinkerbell, but one, it is later. Two, I just came off a double shift, which means that I just crawled out of a casino. And three, I can’t think of a single incentive strong enough to compel me to crawl back into one.”

Chin in her palm, Crystal swished her straw around in her glass. “How do you ever expect to meet men if you don’t go out and party with them?” She looked and sounded put out.

“I’ve met plenty of men. You may recall I was even foolish enough to have married one.”

Not that Don was the yardstick by which Abbie now measured all others, but once had been enough, thank you very much. She’d given it two good years. The problem was, Don had only given it one. By the time Abbie found out he was sleeping around, it was all over but the shouting anyway.

Yeah, Abbie had regrets. She’d loved Don. She’d planned on making a life with him. She hadn’t suspected that he’d had the fidelity of a tomcat and the integrity of a Kleenex. And she hadn’t banked on being such a poor judge of character. That was probably what upset her the most out of the whole deal.

Her confidence in herself had been badly shaken. Confidence in her judgment, in her self-worth. In monogamy in general. True, she’d been only twenty-three when she’d married Don. Twenty-three was young. She recognized that now, yet two years after the divorce, she still didn’t feel that she had fine-tuned or adequately honed the skills required to fight the good fight again.

“You probably haven’t even noticed the hunk in the booth across the aisle from us,” Crystal said in a low whisper and with a little head hitch to the right. “He’s been checking you out ever since he got here.”

Abbie glanced across the aisle. She’d noticed the guy all right. It was hard not to. Hair too long and too blond, eyes too blue, body too buff, jeans too tight. Oh, yeah, let’s not forget the heavy five o’clock shadow and snakeskin boots. She knew the type. Don had been just like him. Pretty and petty, with an ego the size of Lake Mead.

“Do not—I repeat,” she uttered under her breath with an I-mean-business glare at Crystal, “do not make eye contact. Do not encourage him. Do not even think about playing dating service.”

She glanced involuntarily at Mr. Blond and Blue, ignored his “I like what I see and I’m interested” grin and fired Crystal another warning glare.

“You are sooo not fun,” Crystal muttered with a roll of her eyes.

“You like him? You go after him.”

“Why bother?” Crystal sighed. “He’s probably gay anyway.” Another sigh. “Or a cowboy. Or a cop. One’s as bad as the other.”

Abbie pushed out a sympathetic laugh. With anyone but Crystal, it would have been a difficult leap of logic to follow. But, since Crystal had fallen for all three types and had gotten her heart broken each time, Abbie understood. She also understood that Crystal talked big about sex but the truth was, she was monogamous in her relationships. That’s not to say she didn’t take very seriously the old axiom of love the one you’re with and practice it with enthusiasm.

“I suppose you have class tomorrow,” Crystal muttered, looking and sounding as disgusted as if she’d just said, “I suppose you have foot rot.”

“I suppose I do.” Between Abbie’s job at the casino and her accounting classes at UNLV, her free time was short. So was her sleep time. “Which is all the more reason for me to head home and get to bed.”

Abbie slid out of the booth to Crystal’s mumbled, “And we all know what that means for you.”

“Yeah. Sleep. I need it.”

As they walked to the register to pay for their burgers and fries, Abbie was aware of the sidelong looks they got, not only from the cute, blond, gay, cowboy cop who was still sitting in the booth watching them with his bedroom-blue eyes, but from the other patrons of the little diner. They’d been getting those looks for years. Individually, the two of them were each capable of turning a head or two. Together, they never failed.

It wasn’t that either of them was a raving beauty, although one of the most common lines Abbie heard as she dealt at her blackjack table five nights a week was that she was striking. The same could be said about Crystal. As a pair, though, they presented ample cause for curious stares.

While Crystal was green-eyed and tiny—in her four-inch platforms she had to stretch to make five foot five—Abbie’s eyes were so brown they were almost black. And she was tall. Put her in a pair of four-inch platforms—and Lord knows, Crystal had tried—and Abbie pushed six feet. In addition, while Crystal’s fair skin would fry to a crisp under the Nevada sun and she wore her fiery red hair short and spiky, Abbie had been blessed with a Mediterranean complexion.

Her olive skin loved the sun. She wore a perpetual honey-colored tan that complemented the hair she’d inherited from her mother. Sable brown, thick and lush, she wore it in a simple cut, the same length all over. When she wore it down, it hit just between her shoulder blades; when she wore it up, which she had tonight, it added another couple of inches to her height.

Where Crystal bounced when she walked—all round jiggling breasts and saucily swinging hips—Abbie had been told that she glided, her figure lean and fine-tuned from the five miles she ran every morning.

“See you, toots,” Abbie said as they walked out the diner door. “And be careful out there,” she added in her best warning-cop voice.

“Wish I had a reason to offer you the same advice.” Crystal fluttered a wave over her shoulder.

Abbie just smiled, headed for her car, and drove straight home, enjoying the new-car smell, the luxurious leather, the quiet purr of the smooth-running engine. Lord, she loved this car. Her very first new car.

Once home, she engaged her security system, double-checked the locks, and before she went to bed, spent too much time worrying about her brother and wondering about the boxes that arrived a couple of times a week from Honduras.

“Relax,” Cory had said the last time he’d called and she’d asked what was in them. “It’s nothing illegal. You think I’d stick you in the middle of something like that? Give me a little credit.”

Abbie had been giving Cory credit for most of her life. Most of her life, though, he’d disappointed her. Yet she chose to believe him because she loved him and because of all they’d been through together. If she didn’t believe in him, no one else would.

“Check ’em out if you want to,” he’d said, sounding wounded. “All you’re going to find are trinkets. Native craft items I picked up for a song in Honduras. You know. Drums. Baskets. Knockoff Mayan figurines. As soon as I find the right wholesaler, I’m going to make a small fortune off that stuff.”

Cory was always going to make a small fortune off something. Of course, Abbie hadn’t checked the boxes she had stored in her garage. Cory needed that from her. Needed to know she trusted him.

She hoped it had been the right choice.

She checked her e-mail before she went to bed, just in case. Nothing from Cory. Before she finally fell asleep, she was still thinking about him, worrying about where he was and how he was. And yeah, she spent a little time wondering about the blond Adonis who had all but followed them out the door. Cowboy? Gay? Cop?

Cop, she decided finally. Despite the obvious invitation in his eyes, he had an edge to him. What didn’t make sense, though, was why he’d seemed so interested in her, and that had her wondering about Cory’s boxes and fretting again about where he was as she drifted off.

San Pedro Sula, Honduras

Cory Hughes sat behind the wheel of the rented Jeep, tapping his fingers restlessly on the steering wheel.

“Sit and wait. Sit and wait,” he muttered. He spent half of his life on the sit and wait.

It would be different if he could afford to. As it was, he was living on borrowed time.

He felt it. Just like he sensed the clock ticking. Just like he knew that if he didn’t get out of this cloak-and-dagger crap he was going to end up sliced and diced into little pieces and scattered like chum bait from the Gulf of Honduras to Cuba.

Exhaust fumes and jet fuel clogged the sweltering air as he sat and waited for Derek Styles outside the San Pedro Sula airport, trying to figure out how he’d come to this. One day he’d been selling his knockoff Honduran artifacts on a Vegas street corner. The next thing he knew he’d agreed to do a favor for a friend in exchange for a free ticket to Honduras, where he could select his inventory firsthand instead of relying on long-distance contacts. All he’d had to do to earn the ticket was bring a package back with him to Vegas.

How could he say no? All his life he’d been scrambling to make a dime. The job market was slim to none for a high school dropout. He’d needed rent money. He’d needed to eat. And he’d promised himself he wouldn’t hit up his sister for cash again. So he’d made the delivery. End of story—or so he’d thought.

God, he’d been stupid. He should have known there was something illegal going on. Turned out the package had contained drugs—something he’d fought all his life to stay clear of. It also turned out that his so-called friend had been an enforcer for an international criminal and warned Cory that if he didn’t continue to play along and deliver the occasional package, bad things would happen to him.

He didn’t want bad things to happen, so now he was in the stew up to his neck and barely managing to stay afloat. He knew without a doubt that if he crossed these guys, he’d end up dead.

That fact became crystal clear six months ago, when he’d been taken to meet Mr. Big in Puerto Cortez. Fredrick Nader had asked to see him. To be introduced to the “promising young protégé,” as he’d put it.

Cory had never been anyone’s promising young anything. Knew he wasn’t now, even when a limo had picked him up and driven him to the docks, where a cigarette boat right out of Miami Vice had run him out to Nader’s yacht.

And Nader—he acted like royalty or something. Looked like it, too. The dude was old—fifty-, sixty-something. Thin and fit. Hair as white as his pants. Cory had never seen pants so white. Shoes so shiny. Nader had been getting a manicure when Cory had been introduced to him while a crew of servants had stepped and fetched him pricey wine in a glass so fine and thin he was afraid it would break in his hand.

Then things had gotten real. Cory had been shown what happened to someone who “opted out” of Nader’s employ. The man—what was left of him—had fallen out of favor with Nader and under the blade of Nader’s muscleman, Rutger Smith, a guy with a real skill with a knife.

Cory had been scared straight ever since that night. Just like he’d been looking for an out ever since.

“Hey, man.”

Cory jumped when Derek Styles, another one of Nader’s mules, jerked open the passenger door and threw his duffel into the back. “How’s it shakin’?”

He tried to look cool. “You’re late.”

“Bitch to the airline.”

Derek was tall and scrawny, his hair a shaggy, dirty brown. He smelled like sour sweat and sweet weed as he crawled into the passenger seat and slammed the door behind him. “Home, James.”

Cory grunted, checked the rearview mirror, and pulled away from the terminal and into traffic.

“Big deal going down,” Derek said, tapping his fingers on his thigh.

Yeah, in this business, there was always a big deal going down. “Don’t want to know about it.”

Derek shook his head in disgust as they headed for open highway and the wind dragged his hair back from his ferret face.

“Nader—he’s got more money than God, you know?” Derek said, ignoring Cory. “Me, I’d spend it on women and blow. But Nader has this thing for diamonds.”

Didn’t surprise Cory. Nothing about Nader surprised him anymore. Nader’s main business involved cocaine and heroin, stolen arms, and chemical weapons. That Nader also had a thing for diamonds just stood to reason. Diamonds and stolen art and anything else that was hard to come by and illegal to own fit the MO.

“That’s why I’m back in Honduras,” Derek went on. “To move hot rocks for the Man.”

“Must be some diamonds.” Cory’s curiosity got the best of him when Derek told him how much Nader paid for the diamonds. “How do you know what they cost him?” It wasn’t like Derek was in Nader’s inner circle.

“I overheard Smith make the final transaction on the phone.”

Cory suppressed a shudder when he thought about Rutger Smith. He was one big scary dude. Carried one big scary knife.

“Package arrives tonight. Coming into port at Muchilena.”

Muchilena was a small Gulf of Honduras port less than an hour north of San Pedro Sula. Nader liked to mix up the drop spots. Last pickup had been on the Caribbean side.

“You know, we could get there first. You and me. Beat Smith to the transfer.”

Cory stared at Derek like he was tripping on E when he realized what Derek had in mind. “Are you nuts?”

“Come on, dude. Get a backbone. Don’t you ever get tired of being Nader’s errand boy?” Derek taunted. “Don’t you ever wonder what it would be like to have the lion’s share of the sale instead of groveling for table scraps?”

“Hell, yes, I wonder. But I’m not crossing him. No way.”

“Not even for a cool half of five mil? You really think you’re going to make anything but chump change with those native craft knockoffs you keep sending back to the States?”

Those knockoffs were Cory’s bid for legitimacy. He bought them for a song down here and shipped them back to his sister in Vegas. And, yeah. When he finally figured a way out from under Nader’s iron fist, his little stash of merchandise was going to set him up in business. Rich Americans dug that kind of stuff. He’d get twenty times his cost once he broke into the market. He could finally leave this life behind and get back to being legit.

Not that half of five million dollars wasn’t tempting as hell. But so was living. “A little hard to spend if you’re dead.”

Derek snorted. “With that kind of coin, you can go to ground for a year. Buy yourself a new face. New ID. Nader can’t kill a dead man.”

Cory checked his mirror. Switched lanes. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

So he didn’t. Didn’t say another word as he drove Derek to a cheap motel and dropped him off.

“Don’t do it,” he warned when Derek got out of the Jeep.

“Last chance,” Derek baited him.

Hands raised, Cory shook his head, then drove away. Hoping to hell that if Derek was lame enough to attempt his idiotic plan, Nader wouldn’t come looking in his direction for an accomplice.

He decided right then and there that he had to figure a way out.

2:00 a.m.

Cory shot up in bed, jolted out of a dead sleep. Someone at his door, he realized as a muffled pounding had him scrambling to his feet. He stumbled into a pair of cargo shorts and scrambled across the room.

“Who is it?”

“Le’ me in.”

Derek.

Cory cracked the door to the hostel room he rented by the day. Deadweight pressed against it, then Derek fell into the room. Blood soaked his shirt.

“Jesus. Jesus.” Cory caught him, broke his fall. “What the hell happened?”

He stared into unfocused, feverish eyes. Derek struggled to breathe.

“Damn. You did it, didn’t you? God, Jesus God.” Panic slammed to the beat of his heart as Derek coughed up blood and folded into himself. “You stupid bastard.”

“So s-stupid I’m carrying… m-millions of dollars in… diamonds.”

“And you brought them here? Led Nader to me?”

Derek’s breath rattled. “Lost ’em. Those… fuckers who shot me… lost ’em.”

“Yeah,” Cory wailed. “For now. Fuck. You need a doctor.”

He started to rise. Derek grabbed his arm, stopped him.

“My pocket.” Derek wheezed with the effort to even whisper. “It’s all… there. The goods. The d-deal I set up. Your… d-deal… now.”

Then the bastard died.

Died.

Holy God.

For a moment, all Cory could do was stare. He was frozen with panic, stunned by what had just happened. Derek wasn’t a friend. But he was a human being. And now he was dead.

Heart pounding, Cory stood, stared at the body, dragged his hands through his hair. Knew the door was going to burst open any moment and Nader’s thugs would blast him, too.

That’s what he had to think about now. No matter which way he sliced this, Nader was going to kill him. Even if he went to Nader and told him what Derek had done, Nader would figure Cory was in on it but that he’d gotten cold feet. If he ran, Nader would just find him. He always found who he was looking for.

He stared at the blood on his hands. At the body on the floor. Then his survival instincts kicked him in the ass.

His hands shook as he fished around in Derek’s pockets. Finally, he pulled out a blue velvet pouch. He turned it upside down. A necklace of the biggest diamonds he’d ever seen poured out into his hand.

His mouth dropped open.

Shit. Oh, shit. He’d seen this necklace before. On the local news on TV. Big theft from the Honduras National Museum last week. A national treasure. Once belonged to some Honduran priestess or something. He couldn’t remember.

What the hell did it matter anyway? He had the diamonds now. If he turned them in to the government, it was just one more guarantee he’d signed his death warrant. Nader wouldn’t take kindly to having what he, no doubt, considered his stones given back to their rightful owners.

Five million dollars worth of stones.

Five. Million. Dollars.

It didn’t matter that he didn’t want anything to do with them. Like it or not, they were his now. All he had to do was figure out a way to live long enough to reap the profit.

He glanced back down at Derek. He had to have had a buyer set up. Someone who was a guaranteed quick score, because Derek would have needed a quick score to get out of Honduras.

He dropped to his knees again. Frantically searched the rest of Derek’s pockets. He finally came up with a piece of paper with a name and phone number.

It took him a while to puzzle out the letters but he made himself take his time. When he finally pieced the words together, he didn’t want to believe what he saw.

Desmond Fox.

Oh, Christ.

This was where Derek had planned to sell the diamonds? To Desmond Fox?

Cory wanted to fall to the floor and bawl like a baby.

If Nader was a cobra, Fox was a pit viper. The two men were archrivals. There was no love lost or honor held between these two murdering thieves and Cory was now firmly caught between them.

He clawed a hand through his hair again. Finally laughed. Shit. It was either that or curl up in a ball and wait for Smith to come after him with Mr. Knife. Or Fox to come after him with an AK-47.

“Think. Think, dammit!”

He stood, paced the floor, stumbled over Derek’s body. Wondered who would stumble over his when they found him.

“What choice do you have? What choice do you really have?”

He stared at the phone number on the paper, drew a breath, and picked up his cell to make the deal with Fox. His fingers shook as he dialed the number. A voice, heavy with a Spanish accent, answered on the third ring.

“Tupacka.” Cory had labored over the letters, spoke them now, according to the instructions on the paper. As soon as he said it aloud he made the final connection. Tupacka—that was the name of the Honduran priestess. The diamonds had been hers—a wedding gift from some Spanish dude a couple hundred years ago, according to that same TV news report.

“Hold, please,” the contact said after a short silence.

Cory waited. And paced. Bouncing with nervous energy and fear. Until finally, he was given a time and a place for the meet. The connection ended.

His gut knotted with fear. Five days. The meet was set for five long days from now. Swearing, he started throwing his few things into a backpack. He carefully packaged the diamonds, deciding what he had to do to protect them and hopefully protect himself until he made the deal.

He got all the way to the Jeep, had the engine started, hand on the gearshift, and just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave Derek there. Styles was a thief and a druggie but somewhere, someone might care. Just like somewhere, someone cared about what happened to Cory.

Swearing, he sprinted back to his room, wrapped Derek’s body in a blanket, and hauled him out to the rented Jeep. He stopped at the first church that popped up—there were hundreds of them in San Pedro Sula—and pulled up out back where it was dark. Making sure no one was around, he unloaded Derek’s body by the back door.

Then he raced the hell away, ditched the Jeep, and took off on foot. He never looked back. He made himself disappear in this city of close to a million people. Five days from now he’d either be rich or dead. Providing he could stay alive in the meantime.
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Rancho Royale, Las Vegas, Nevada

“I get the picture, okay?” Without turning away from the screen on his laptop, Sam interrupted Reed’s monologue about some woman he’d just met. “She brushed you off like a piece of white dog hair on a black dress.”

“Yeah. She did for a fact.” A big grin spread across Reed’s outrageously handsome face. Somehow, he’d managed to slouch all six feet and one hundred eighty pounds of cover-boy looks into the black leather club chair facing the desk in Sam’s office.

“The woman said no. To me,” Reed continued, oblivious to Sam’s dark scowl. His golden grin flashed a set of perfect white teeth and a pair of dimples that made the old ladies coo and the young ones lie down and smile. “God, what a set of balls.”

“Having a little trouble with that picture,” Sam said drolly as he turned his attention back to the pedigree of the quarter horse stud he was considering buying to improve the line of the breeding program at the ranch.
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