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Chapter One
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Curley threw the keys to the valet and started laughing. He should have taken a minute to get Betsy washed. He looked down at his clothes and realized he needed a bath as badly as she did. A few hundred miles of road dust will do that to you. He slung his duffle over his shoulder and bumped into a woman. Bad hair, mouth-watering figure, and the deepest, darkest brown eyes he had ever seen. He started to smile and then he felt the tug. Thank God he had reflexes like a cat. He snatched her wrist and held up her hand with his wallet in it.

"Aw, sweetheart, didn't anybody ever tell you to kiss a man before reaching into his pants?" Those warm eyes went round with fear.

"I...Oh, God! Please...just let me go. I won't do it again. I..."

His breath caught in his chest. She was no pro at this. She was scared and desperate enough to resort to trying to pickpocket him. Everything about her said she was running from something but she was no kid—so what was it?

"'Fraid I can't do that, doll." He hung on to her wrist and dragged her with him to the hotel desk.

"May I help you, sir?"

"Howdy. Curley Jackson. I booked a room."

"Yes, Mr. Jackson. You have been upgraded to a suite, compliments of the house. I'll need some ID, please." He held up her hand and plucked the wallet out of it with his other.

"Thanks, hon."

Her lips formed an O but nothing came out. Her mouth looked like it was made for kissing. He gave himself a mental shake. Nuh-uh, not going there. He needed to find out what she was running from and then figure out whether he could help. Nothing about her set off his "crazy" alarm like his sister had. This one was just scared and he probably shouldn't care but those eyes looked so sweet and sexy. He shook himself again. He needed to help her if he could and move on. He fished in his wallet, pulled out his driver's license and gave it to the guy behind the counter.

"Thank you. One key or two?"

"Let's get two. Right, hon?"

She just glared at him this time. Those eyes went from warm pools of chocolate to coal. He hoped it was just her mad as hell at him and not her being afraid of him.

"Here are your two keys. I'll need you to sign for the wire transfer, also." He signed the slips put in front of him. When he turned to the woman he still held on to, she started trying to pull out of his grip.

"What's a matter, darlin'? Don't wanna hold hands anymore? Rather get carried?" Before she could respond, he flipped her over his shoulder like a sack of feed. She wasn't a tiny girl but she wasn't heavy either. He smiled to himself; she was so surprised, she didn't even struggle till he had her good and secure. He grabbed the keys and his bag with his other hand. When the hotel clerk gave him a questioning look, Curley just shrugged and said, "Newlyweds."

The clerk beamed at him and said, "Well, then I know you'll enjoy your stay. Good luck in the tournament."

"Thanks."

She came to her senses and started struggling. "Hang on, girl; we'll get to the room soon enough." He chuckled when she reared up as if she was going to put up a fight, maybe even scream. All that came out was a squeak before she dropped back down and hid against his back. He was confused till she started shaking. He whipped around to see what had frightened her but all he saw were two goons a ways off who looked oddly out of place, which was saying something in Vegas. Guess he'd found who she was running from. Now he wanted to know why.

She didn't say much in the elevator. She asked to be put down and he told her no. He didn’t want her running off as soon as the doors opened. She sounded so defeated now, not scared like before but as if whatever bad thing she was running from was inevitable. He knew he had a soft spot for the damsel in distress but this one was seriously tugging at his heart. The fact that she looked a little like a young Sophia Loren—well, except the hair—didn't hurt one bit, either.

When he got in the room, he threw his stuff on the table and bolted the door before he put her down. She just stood there, mute.

"I'm not gonna hurt you, little lady." She snorted at him. She looked dirty and disheveled but not as if she were homeless—more like someone on the run. "Who are you running from?"

She popped her hands on her hips and glared back at him. "What makes you think I'm running from anyone?"

"For starters, you are a lousy pickpocket. You haven't had a bath, a decent meal or any sleep in days, and just when I thought for sure my little fun and games were over, you took one look at Frick and Frack in the lobby and damn near tried to bury yourself in my spine. So if I'm wrong and you don't need help, then by all means, you can leave." His speech seemed to take all the wind out of her sails.

"Fine. Can I use your bathroom?"

"Sure. Then I want the whole story." He expected her to stay in there a while so he was surprised when she came right back out with a wet facecloth. She scrubbed it over her face and then hung it on the back of her neck. She was dressed in a plain blouse and black pants with some flat black shoes. If she wanted to be completely anonymous, that was the outfit. Unfortunately, the bright orange hair made her stand out—and not in a good way. "So..."

"You seem like a nice enough guy but you don’t want to get involved in this. Yes, Frick and Frack, as you called them, are after me. I took their money and they want it back. I just need to avoid them long enough to win some money at the poker championship and then I can pay them back. If I do, maybe they won’t kill me."

"How much money?"

"Forty thousand."

He whistled low. She sure as hell hadn't spent it on herself, so where was the money now?

"Why can't you just give them back the money you took?"

"I gave it to the church."

"You what? You're telling me that you took forty grand from, I'm assuming the mob, and gave it to the church? Why?"

"Because I'm not really a thief! Because I was pissed off and tired of being a mouse and..." She sat down hard on the couch and started crying. Dammit, a crying woman always twisted his guts in knots. She had buried her face in her hands and was shaking, she was crying so hard. He didn't know what else to do so he sat next to her and pulled her into his arms and held her while she sobbed. When she had cried herself out, she put her head up and pulled out of his arms. "Sorry. It's been a long couple of weeks."

"How long have you been on the run?"

"Only about a week...er, nine days now. My dad died about six weeks ago. My parents had a mom and pop pizza place in Providence. I knew there were guys that came in I wasn't ever allowed to serve. Dad always took care of them. Long story short, they were mob. He was paying protection and when he couldn't anymore, they threatened him and suddenly I had to quit school and go work as a bookkeeper for a front company. I didn't know any of that, though. Dad just said he couldn't afford for me to go to school anymore and a friend of his had a job for me. Dad confessed everything on his deathbed." She jumped up and started pacing.

"I was just so angry! Those assholes completely determined my life. I worked eighty hours a week in a basement with one little window. The only guys I met were losers who worked for the company; so they were either lowlifes or too wimpy to stand up for themselves. I...I decided I was going to get even with them. I did the books for the local parish in my spare time so it was easy to make the withdrawal out of one account and deposit it to the other."

"You didn't think they'd notice?"

"I did it and planned to disappear. I didn't care if they noticed but I must have messed up because I hadn't even gotten out of town yet and they were banging on my door."

"So why Vegas?"

She started laughing. "Partly because I'm so tired of being a mouse. All my life I was the good girl, the one the teachers asked who did what when their back was turned. I was the one working the hours so other people could go have fun. I wanted to be part of the crowd having fun for a change. There is also the poker championship. I started playing online and actually earned a qualifying spot."

"So why were you trying to steal from me?" She looked like a lost puppy; she wasn't wearing any makeup so nothing was smeared—just those sad, deep brown eyes looked back at him.

"I ran out of money for food and I wanted a place to stay. I'll just go. I'm sorry to have bothered you..."

He held his hand out to her. It seemed kind of silly considering he been holding her while she sobbed just a minute ago. "Curley, Curley Jackson. And you are?"

"Gianna Berri. Thanks for letting me cry on your shoulder. I'll just go." She got up and headed to the door.

"Wait! Ugh, how are you gonna avoid those guys when you are in the game?"

She stopped and turned around. "I hadn't really thought about it. If you haven't noticed, I didn't really have a plan in any of this."

"I'd noticed." He took a deep breath. "Look, I ended up with a suite so if you want, you can take the couch and from the looks of you, I can't imagine you eat much, so..." She had tears in her eyes again. "Oh, hell woman, don't you dare start crying again!" He was smiling when he said it so she smiled back. She had the prettiest darn smile.

"Thank you."

"Okay, we need to get you out of those clothes."

"Dammit! I knew there had to be a catch!" She made a beeline for the door but he beat her to it.

"Calm the hell down! I wasn't talking about that. I just meant that you've been living in those clothes for days, and well, no offense but, they look it." She turned bright red. "I was going to suggest you go take a shower and I give you some of my clothes you can throw on till we get your bag."

"There is the problem. I don't have any bags. You're looking at everything I've got. I don't even have a toothbrush." The last sentence came out teary and Curley just looked at her.

"We can get you a toothbrush. And some food. Hell, I haven't eaten in way too long—you must be starved." He opened his duffle and pulled out a neatly folded shirt, tank undershirt, and a pair of jeans. "The jeans will be too long—just roll them up. While you’re showering, I'll call downstairs and get you a toothbrush. Anything else you need?" She shook her head no and took the clothes into the bathroom.

A shower had never felt so good. She itched from head to toe and wanted to burn the clothes she had worn for the last week. When she got out, she wrapped herself in the thick hotel robe and looked in the mirror. Neon carrot orange hair stared back at her. Trying to bleach her hair in the truck stop bathroom had to be one of her lamer ideas in all of this. Well, after the big one that started it all, of course.

She still couldn't figure out what was going on with the hottie cowboy. He was older than her but damn he had the cutest ass she'd seen up close and personal—and hanging over his shoulder, it was damn close and personal. She'd never admit it but having him throw her over his shoulder almost qualified as the best sex of her life, which said more about the losers she had slept with than anything. His demeanor was very reassuring, which was good because the wavy blonde hair, the twinkly blue eyes, and the dimples... Damn, she was such a sucker for dimples. She shook her head. The whole package really did a number on her insides. But she knew what she was and guys like him, nice as he was, did not want mousy little bookkeepers—especially ones on the run from the mob. She heard a knock.

"They brought up a toothbrush and some other stuff you might need."

She felt strange, opening the door in just a robe, but if she were going to be dead soon—and she was pretty sure Frick and Frack, as he called them, were going to kill her—she was going to have to quit being a mouse and steal some courage. She flung the door open, kind of surprising him and then held her hand out for the stuff. She almost laughed. He barely looked at her before dumping the stuff in her hands. Yep, he wasn’t exactly dying to sneak a peek.

She looked at the bra and panties she left on the floor. If she had to put them on, she'd retch. To hell with it. She'd wash them in the sink and leave them to dry in the shower. It's not like anyone would guess she was braless. She wasn't flat but there wasn't anything to write home about there, anyway. Between the tank and the shirt, if she tied it tightly under her bust she could get away with it. Going commando in his jeans she felt a little bad about but she'd have to scout out a laundry tomorrow for her stuff anyway. Making the jeans fit was another thing entirely.

She hadn't been able to wear straight-hipped anything since eighth grade when she "blossomed", as her mother called it. All the other girls had gotten bigger boobs—she got Italian hips. Her father told her one day some man was going to fall in love with those hips. She was still waiting. The fact that she had a small waist just made them look bigger and meant she couldn't show off her tiny waist for fear of looking as if she had to walk through the door sideways. She was at least able to get his jeans up over her hips, sort of. They just got stuck there and didn't leave a lot to the imagination. Thank God he had given her the tank, too! A couple of inches of skin showed that she didn't usually show off but there wasn't anything she could do about it now. She wanted to hide her hair, though it probably didn't matter. It wasn't like this was a date or anything.

When she walked out, he was getting off the phone and he started talking before he even turned around.

"I don't want to hear any crap but if you are going to be staying here I am paying to fix that awful..." He had turned around and was just staring at her.

"What?"

"What?" he parroted back to her.

Oh, good, he was struck dumb by her hideousness. "Fix the awful what?"

"Oh, your hair. I made an appointment for tomorrow. Fix your hair." He dropped his gaze to stare at his boots.

"I...I shouldn't but at this point I...I've never felt so ugly in my life."

"You're not ugly."

"Thanks, I guess. What I need is a hat, at least for now." He reached past her to scoop up his Stetson and plunked it on her head. He stared some more. "I couldn't..." She wasn’t sure if she was stammering because of his closeness or her nerves.

"Just till you get your hair fixed. Frankly, I feel a little naked without it." She blushed crimson thinking about him naked. She hoped he couldn't tell as he'd ducked his head and looked away from her. She tucked most of her hair under the hat and readjusted it on her head. She looked a little silly but it was still better than that orange mess. He cleared his throat. "We should get down to the buffet. I'm starved."
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Chapter Two
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Gianna went up for seconds and he just stared at her walking away. He was in so much trouble here. She had exactly the kind of body he liked. He may have been a New Mexico ranch hand, born and bred, but as a kid he had loved the old movies they’d play on television on Sunday afternoons. He had outgrown the karate flicks with the bad overdub but the screwball comedies with the pretty Italian starlets had let him know early on exactly his type of woman. Give him pasta hips and a tiny little waist any day. She wasn’t stacked but he’d caught glimpses of her nipples pressed against his shirt and hoped he didn’t trip over his tongue. He could only assume that she’d been a brunette before whatever the hell she did to her hair.

She looked darn cute in his clothes, too. The little slice of skin peeking out at her waist was tormenting him. He would have liked to run his tongue along the dip at her spine and watch her shiver. Shit! He needed to stop thinking like this pronto or he was gonna be nothing but frustrated. She was jumpy as hell, for good reason, even if he wasn’t the one making her feel that way. Besides, she was a bunch younger than him and once her hair was fixed, probably way out of his league. She wasn’t gonna want some old man chasing her around the room—not that he would but damn, if the situation was different...She smiled at him as she sat. She was definitely relaxing now that she had something to eat.

“You look like you’re starting to feel better.”

“I am. Thanks for this. I...I’m not usually such a disaster. Actually, I’m not usually a disaster at all. In real life, I’m just the mousy bookkeeper.”

“You don’t look all that mousy to me.”

She blushed pink and ducked her head. “So did your parents have a strange sense of humor?” She peeked up at him through her lashes.

“Come again?”

“Well, I mean to name you Curley. The only other Curley I’ve ever heard of was the bald guy on the Three Stooges.”

“It’s a nickname. My real name is Current.”

“Like electric...” Her voice was getting breathy.

“Mmmhmm.” It was darn warm in here all of a sudden.

“Current Jackson.”

Damn, now it was getting hard to breathe. His name in her mouth made him think things he shouldn’t, like how it would sound if she were moaning it.

“I like it. It suits you: substantial, reliable, masculine.” Now she turned bright pink as if she’d said the stuff in her head without meaning to.

Ah, hell. One of them needed to remember that they were gonna have to share the suite for the next week. And he was not gonna be peeling her out of her
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