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PROLOGUE

 


LAS VEGAS. A neon harlot with a greedy
heart.

Myriad colors flashed up and down the strip
in overload. When she’d seen it for the first time, she’d been
overwhelmed, as were the tourists still scavenging the streets in
the middle of the night, searching for the slot machines or the
craps table with the best odds. Now she knew different. Everything
here was an illusion, nothing more than expensive plastic.

And just about everyone had a con in this
town where excess was the norm.

Now she knew you kept paying and paying and
paying, if not in cash, then with your very soul.

The doors behind her swished opened,
allowing the various tones of the myriad slot machines strung
across the casino to drift toward her. Sometimes she heard the
bizarre musical cadence they created in her sleep. Luckily, she
didn’t have to work in the pit or she would lose her mind.

She might lose it, anyway.

What was she going to do?

Not about her car that had just refused to
start, and after she’d had a new battery installed. But about the
other, the thing that was racking her conscience. She was in a
moral dilemma. How could she know and not tell?

She thought to take a taxi home, but she
didn’t live far, barely a mile, and a walk might clear her mind.
Give her time to make a decision. Shouldering her bag that
contained her personal stage make-up and hair-pieces, she set off
south down the strip, already considering her options. She could
keep what she’d learned to herself and stay safe. Or she could talk
and chance the outcome.

How bad could the consequences be? she
wondered. The police would protect her, wouldn’t they?

She automatically turned east when she came
to the construction site. The short-cut would get her home faster.
The old hotel/casino was closed for the season while it got a
face-lift and a new identity. Plenty of that going around in this
town, she thought.

Sweeping along the construction site, she
ventured into deserted territory. The backside of a casino on her
left, chain-link fencing and boarding on her right. A few scattered
work lights lit her way. Beyond the shadowy expanse lay a tract of
low income housing the typical tourist never saw, rows of two story
apartment buildings, many shoddy, home to the behind-the-scene
workers of the glamorous settings. Here the kitchen help and
housekeeping menials found cheap residences within walking distance
of their jobs.

Her job— maybe she should leave it, get
someplace safe, then tell.

But where was safe? Should she really risk
her skin?

Deep in thought, she was unaware of another
presence until a scuffle echoed through the desolate urban canyon.
Heart lurching, she glanced over her shoulder, saw the dark figure
fast descending upon her. A mugger? Or another worker taking the
short-cut home? Not wanting to take any chances, she gauged the
distance between them— she had a head start— and ran for all she
was worth.

Over the drumming in her ears, she heard
leather slap pavement. Though the sound came from behind her, it
quickly drew closer and echoed around her like mocking laughter,
telling her she wasn’t going to get away.

Desperate, she looked for a hiding
place.

The construction site.

Spotting a break in the chain-link fencing,
she squeezed through. Not fast enough. Her body jerked when a hand
grabbed hold of her bag’s strap. She was almost relieved as she
disengaged from the thing, choosing to let the dark-clothed person
have the make-up and hair pieces and the few bucks left in her
wallet till payday.

“Go ahead, take it,” she
said, breath heaving, backing into the secluded construction
area.

“It’s you I
want.”

Recognizing the voice in the dark, she went
cold inside. Her legs suddenly became stiff and awkward. She’d
known. She’d been hoping, but she’d known.

“Don’t do this. You don’t
have to do this,” she insisted, hoping she sounded convincing
enough. Dear Lord, she’d waited too long to make up her mind. Doing
so on the spot, she promised, “I won’t tell.”

“I know you won’t,” came the
taunting reply.

And though she couldn’t see the face, the
knife was hard to miss. Catching the glow of a nearby work light,
the blade gleamed with deadly intensity as it slashed down toward
her...


CHAPTER ONE

 


LAS VEGAS. What a kick!

The first thing Sasha Brozynski noted as she
drove her rental car down Tropicana Avenue from the airport toward
The Strip was an honest-to-God Egyptian pyramid fronted by a sphinx
and obelisk that, in fact, comprised one of Vegas’s splashy hotel
complexes. On opposite corners stood a multi-towered castle and a
giant golden lion, heralding two other mega-hotels.

Like JoJo told her, everything in Las Vegas
was bigger and more outrageous than anywhere else.

Knowing that, as a dyed-in-the-wool,
born-and-bred New Yorker, she shouldn’t be too impressed, Sasha
decided that she didn’t have to share her opinion with anyone. She
could just secretly enjoy.

Her cheerful grin quickly faded, however,
once she turned north onto Las Vegas Boulevard, a sea of cars
stretching before her as far as the eye could see. Traffic was stop
and crawl, and, from the car rental company’s map, she figured she
had about four miles to go.

A glance at the car clock told Sasha she had
less than twenty minutes to get to the wedding chapel where her
best friend and former roommate JoJo Weston was about to be
married. And she was the maid of honor. She hadn’t meant to cut her
arrival this close, but JoJo hadn’t called with the astounding news
until two nights ago. Sasha hadn’t been able to get out of New York
until this morning, and then her flight had been delayed.

“C’mon, move it! Doesn’t
anyone in this town know how to move it? Sunday
drivers!”

She punctuated her frustration with a blow
to her horn.

Other horns blared back.

“All right, already,” she
muttered, slinking down into her seat. “I get the
message.”

The message being she was going to be late
and JoJo would kill her, just as she’d threatened to do on myriad
other occasions over the dozen years they’d known each other.
Somehow, Sasha’s time clock habitually managed to be off a bit,
perhaps her unconscious effort to counter the daily stresses she
had to contend with living in New York City and working as a
Broadway gypsy.

But this was not her fault. She’d really
meant to be punctual today.

Really!

Sitting at a red light, she checked herself
over in the rear-view mirror. Darn! Though she’d changed into a new
little silk number and had touched up her make-up shortly before
the plane landed, her hair was a mess from the wind and her
lipstick was practically non-existent.

Determined to arrive looking her best, she
filched a wide-toothed comb from her purse and worked on the tangle
of curls until the mass was sculpted around her face and shoulders
rather than looking like something out of the blender. The light
changed to green. Inching the car forward, she fumbled through her
bag for her liner pencil and lipstick, waiting to use them until
she hit the next red light a few moments later.

Then she was moving again, but the car’s
clock glared at her, giving her less than seven minutes to go.

“Oh, Lord, JoJo, I’m
sorry!”

She scanned the street for an address of
some kind, her gaze skipping over the older glitzy hotels lining
The Strip, including The Caribbean where JoJo worked in the
showroom. She caught sight of a wedding chapel. Her spirits soared
until she spotted the sign with the name. Wrong chapel. Las Vegas
was famous for them. Barely a block later, she was disappointed
again.

Four minutes and counting and another wrong
chapel, this one looking more like a funeral home than a place to
get married, Sasha thought with a shiver.

At least traffic was moving. With two
minutes to go, she finally spotted the Gonna Get Married Chapel of
Love, a tiny white building with a slanted roof and steeple.

Heartbeat settling into something near
normal, she pulled into the almost empty parking lot. Triumphant
that she’d made it in the nick of time, she was out of the car and
running. And as she approached the entrance with no minutes to
spare, she calmed herself and glided inside. No one stood in the
small foyer, filled with photos of celebrities who had been married
there, so she entered the chapel itself.

Interior walls, flooring and slanted ceiling
were of raw wood. White satin bows and silk flowers decorated rows
of bench seating. Silk trees decked with Italian lights and white
doves and electric candelabra on floor stands lined the front of
the chapel. To her right was an organ. To her left, a bower of silk
greenery and flowers, obviously meant to be a setting where a
photographer could take formal shots of the bride and groom.

Only there was no photographer... no
organist... no minister.

No bride or groom!

“What’s going
on?”

“Can I help you?” came a
thready voice.

Sasha turned so fast she almost fell off her
platform sandals. Before her stood a sixtyish-looking man with
thinning salt and pepper hair. He was a little shorter than she,
but many men were, even when she wasn’t wearing heels. His slight
frame was encased in a long purple robe, so she assumed he was the
minister.

“I’m here for a wedding.
JoJo Weston. Did I get the day or time wrong?”

“No, but perhaps she did,”
the minister said, censure in his tone. “Miss Weston was to have
been here a half hour ago to prepare herself in our bride’s
room.”

“You mean she’s late for her
own wedding?” Relieved, Sasha laughed. And here she’d been close to
getting an ulcer over being late herself.

“Unfortunately, there will
be no wedding.” The minister started to turn away.

“Excuse me, uh,
Reverend?”

He stopped and answered. “Floyd
Edelman.”

“Reverend Edelman, why no
wedding?”

“Because I have another
couple booked in a half hour. Since your friend is not yet here, I
don’t believe there will be sufficient time to complete the
ceremony.”

Good Lord, what a time for
JoJo to pick up her bad habits. She dug in her bag for her cell phone. “I’ll call
her.”

“I already did so. No
answer.”

“Then she’s on her way,”
Sasha insisted. “She’ll be here, and surely you can make
time.”

“Only if she shows up very
soon.”

“What about calling the
groom?”

Reverend Edelman looked away.
“Unfortunately, I don’t have any information about him.”

“He’s probably listed.
What’s his name?”

“I couldn’t tell you.” His
thready voice became strident.

“Wait a cotton-pickin’
minute. You don’t know who you’re supposed to be
marrying?”

Not that she had reason to
criticize. JoJo had gotten off the phone so fast the other night,
that Sasha hadn’t had a chance to ask for little details like the
name of the prospective groom. JoJo had merely referred to the love
of her life as The
Hunkman.

“This whole affair has been
slightly unusual,” the minister was saying tersely. “I only met
with Miss Weston two nights ago. She was very secretive.” He
fidgeted, twitched and looked downright disturbed. “She said she
would arrange for the license. She booked the space, my services
and that of the organist and photographer. They’re in the lounge,
unpaid for their time, as am I.”

Now he was looking at her as if she might
help correct that situation. A minister he might be, but he was
also a businessman, and Sasha had been around too long to believe
that Reverend Floyd Edelman would have booked the chapel and
related services without a deposit.

“JoJo’s probably caught in
the darn traffic on The Strip. You don’t mind if I wait here, do
you?” she asked.

“Suit yourself.”

His barely gracious words were backed by the
sound of a car arriving.

Sasha took a relieved breath. “There she is
now!”

But the arrival turned out to be the bride
of the next wedding. As Reverend Edelman ushered the flustered
young woman and her two companions toward the back to the bride’s
room, Sasha sank into a funk.

Where in the world were JoJo and her mystery
man?

She perched against the back of the rear
bench to wait.

A few minutes later, another car arrived. A
groom and his companions. JoJo’s groom? Sasha was about to dash
forward when the minister intervened, escorting the young men to
the lounge.

More cars. Guests for the
next wedding, all costumed to look like famous movie stars. They
gave her curious
stares as they entered the chapel and took their seats. The
organist followed and warmed up. At the front of the chapel, the
photographer quickly set up a video camera.

Still no JoJo.

And Sasha was getting
worried. Seriously worried. This wasn’t like her friend, not at
all. Maybe JoJo had simply changed her mind, decided that she was
being too impulsive. Maybe she’d called the guests she could reach
and had cancelled. But JoJo wouldn’t have let her hang like this, knowing she was
coming all the way from the coast.

And she certainly would have called the
minister.

“Something’s wrong,” she
told Floyd Edelman, cornering him near the chapel door.

“Obviously. But I’m afraid I
don’t have time to worry about Miss Weston’s state of mind, since
another couple is waiting. I’ll have to ask you to leave now. The
next wedding will begin in a few minutes.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Ticked that a supposed man of God didn’t
seem overly concerned, Sasha strode out of the place and slid into
her rental car. She whipped out the map and located the street
south of the chapel where JoJo lived, hoping that her friend was
actually home with an out of order phone or something.

Besides, Sasha had been invited to use the
apartment for as long as she planned to stay in Las Vegas. Between
gigs, she’d thought about checking out the town for work like JoJo
had been bugging her to do since she’d moved. So where else should
she go? Her friend had been planning to leave town for a few days
anyway, for a short honeymoon, and then she was supposed to move in
with The Hunkman.

Staying away from The Strip this time, Sasha
arrived at the apartment complex in a few minutes. The place wasn’t
as nice as some she’d seen, not as bad as others. Though the
half-dozen buildings were old two story jobs with an outside second
floor landing, they were tidy and freshly painted, and the grounds
surrounding the central swimming pool were lush with high desert
greenery, both foliage and cacti.

Finding the right building, the one that
happened to be most isolated from the rest, Sasha bounded up the
stairs and found 2C. Her banging on the door was enough to wake the
dead. But no one answered.

“Damn!”

What now?

Figuring her ex-roomie hadn’t changed, she
lifted the welcome mat. No key. Heart sinking, she checked the lamp
next to the door—nothing—and finally, the top of the heavily draped
picture window.

Her fingers found metal in the right
shape.

“Gotcha.”

She was inside in seconds.

If a little dull with few personal touches
to pick up the neutral walls and furniture, the place was neat as a
pin. Vintage JoJo. The woman had an obsession with organization,
but Sasha didn’t hold that against her. The main room was both for
living and dining. She checked around. The tiny kitchen and bath
were equally neat. As was the single bedroom.

No signs of an excited bride getting ready
for her wedding. From her apartment, one would think this was just
another day, that JoJo had made her bed, had done her dishes and
had gone off to work as usual.

But it all felt wrong.

Sasha trusted her instincts, and her
intuition told her that her friend was in trouble.

She picked up the phone and dialed the
police. Got exactly nowhere. No accident report for a JoJo Weston.
When Sasha insisted that JoJo might be missing, that maybe someone
should start looking for her, the person on the other end suggested
she do just that. Considering the lady in question was supposed to
be getting married, the impersonal voice suggested that she might
have eloped. In any case, no official move would be made until the
woman had been missing for forty-eight hours. Though if she wanted,
a squad would be sent over to take her statement now.

Furious that they wouldn’t start the search
immediately, Sasha slammed the receiver in the cradle and
reconnoitered. Okay. So it was up to her. She should first
eliminate the possibility of JoJo having eloped, but how to do
that?

Suitcases!

Surely no woman would elope without taking
plenty of clothes.

Checking the closet, the first thing that
met her gaze was a white dress encased in plastic. Sasha pulled it
out. A pretty if somewhat plain calf-length number trimmed with
only a handful of pearls. While it wasn’t elaborately traditional,
Sasha was certain this had been the intended wedding dress. Quick
tears seared the back of her eyelids.

Back to the closet. Stored on a high shelf
were a wheeled Pullman case, a dress bag and an overnight bag. It
didn’t look as if JoJo had planned on going anywhere.

So what next?

Her job. If JoJo hadn’t left town, she would
be at work. And if she wasn’t, maybe someone there would have some
clue as to where she’d disappeared to. Grabbing her purse and keys,
Sasha slammed out of the apartment and made for her rental car, her
destination The Caribbean.

A lump in her throat, worst-case scenario
niggling at her subconscious, Sasha only hoped that even if JoJo
Weston hadn’t gotten married today, she would still have the
opportunity to live happily ever after.

 


 


A SENSE OF PURPOSE driving
her, Sasha felt better by the time she arrived at The Caribbean, an
older hotel/casino that had been saved from the wrecker’s ball by a
man named Nick Donatelli. JoJo had described Nick in glowing terms,
insisting he was a real hunk, but that, on the down side, he was
also connected,
his father Salvatore Donatelli being head of a known crime family,
and who’d served hard time.

Considering Las Vegas had cleaned up its
image, offering vacations for the whole family down to the smallest
child, the new owner’s ancestry had been played down when The
Caribbean had been restored and reopened.

Not that Sasha gave a fig about who or what
Nick Donatelli was. The only thing that concerned her was finding
JoJo.

She slid through the noisy casino that
seemed to go on forever. No matter one’s destination— restaurant,
bar, shops, showroom— gambling was smack in the middle of
everything, the prevailing situation at every Las Vegas
establishment. A few players who were looking for more than a win
tried to come on to her, but street-savvy, she successfully ignored
them and went her way without missing a beat.

But as she reached the heart of the casino,
one man caught her attention long enough to distract her from her
purpose. Surveying the establishment, he looked as if he owned it.
Her stride slowed as she checked him out.

His island white suit and bold red and gold
flowered shirt heightened both his tan and incredible physique. He
was tall. Really tall. Tall enough to make Sasha feel like she
didn’t have a thirty-two inseam. He had a thick mane of longish
dark hair that was crisply cut around bold features, including a
Roman nose. He was drop-dead gorgeous and would never be overlooked
by any woman. When his intense gaze met hers briefly, she felt her
pulse rush.

Then his attention was robbed by a bigger
man, not as tall, certainly, but wide enough to fill a doorway. One
look at him and Sasha shivered, frightening memories she’d long
buried trying to surface.

She quickly regained her equilibrium and
continued through the casino, putting thoughts of the bulky man out
of mind. The other wasn’t so easily forgotten. Irritated with
herself that she’d been so distracted, she renewed her
determination to find her old friend. She soon spotted The Island
Showroom, and since it was still early, more than an hour before
the first of two nightly performances, few people were around.

She approached the employee guarding the
showroom entrance, a young man in a flower-print shirt and khaki
trousers. All the employees of the hotel/casino seemed to be
dressed in casual and colorful uniforms.

“Can I help you?” he asked,
his arched brows and expression as he stared at her, telling Sasha
that he would be more than happy to do so.

She gave him an amicable smile. “I’m looking
for JoJo Weston. One of the dancers.”

“I know JoJo. You a friend
of hers?”

“Her best friend.”

“You’re from New York,
right?”

“Howdya guess?” As if she
didn’t know her accent placed her as effectively as a gaudily lit
theater marquee. “JoJo and I were roommates. We worked together as
dancers in several Broadway shows.”

He was perusing the length of her legs.
“I’ll bet.”

“So, can I go in and find
her?”

“Uh, it’s against the rules
to let anyone in backstage who isn’t on my list.”

She gave him a pleading expression she
usually reserved for the stage. “But JoJo’s expecting me.”

Apparently properly affected, he shifted
uncomfortably. “She didn’t leave word about you.”

”Because I was late. I was
supposed to meet her elsewhere. Please, can’t I go in?”

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt
nothing.”

“Thanks.” She looked at his
name tag— Francis— and gave him a thousand watt smile.
“Franky.”

The young man beamed and swung open the door
for her. He pointed to the left. “Go down that way. There’s the
entrance to the dressing rooms.”

Sasha wasted no time. She scooted before he
could change his mind and before anyone else saw her. Another
employee might not be nearly as accommodating as Franky.

Heart pounding, she opened the backstage
door. Performers were arriving, one pretty and perky young woman
leading her straight to the showgirls’ dressing room. Inside was a
near riot as noisy dancers pulled on costumes, applied heavy stage
make-up or fixed hair-pieces or wigs to their heads.

Only one woman, a voluptuous gray-eyed
blonde more composed than the others, noticed her standing in the
doorway. Tying a belt around her satin wrapper, she asked, “Who are
you?”

“Sasha Brozynski, a friend
of JoJo Weston’s. You wouldn’t have seen her tonight?”

“Not tonight.” She swiveled
in her chair toward the mirror, where she seemed to be admiring
herself. “Or last night, either.”

“You have no idea of where
she might be?”

“Sorry.”

“Look, something’s wrong,”
Sasha said urgently. “JoJo didn’t show for her own
wedding.”

The blonde’s gray eyes widened in the
mirror. “Her what?” She swiftly swiveled toward Sasha.

“She was supposed to be
getting married today.”

“To who?”

Sasha sighed. “I was hoping you could tell
me.”

The blonde stood and shouted over the other
raised voices. “Hey, any of you know JoJo was getting married?”

That stopped the room cold. A half-dozen
dancers in various states of undress turned to stare at Sasha as
did the others at the mirrored counter.

“I didn’t even know she was
dating anyone,” one said.

“Me, neither.”

“No wonder she wouldn’t let
me fix her up with a high roller last week,” a third girl put in.
“So she got married, huh? Maybe that’ll cool Mr. D’s jets over her
not coming in last night.”

“But she didn’t actually get
married,” Sasha explained. “At least not that I know of. I was
supposed to be her maid of honor. She didn’t even cancel with the
chapel. She just didn’t show.”

“Maybe she eloped to Reno or
something,” the blonde suggested.

“Her suitcases are still in
her closet.”

Someone in the back of the room laughed and
shouted, “How many clothes do you need for a honeymoon?”

That sent the others into a fit of laughter.
They weren’t taking her concern seriously. No one was. They hadn’t
even known JoJo was dating. But someone at The Caribbean had to
know something. The problem was, how was she going to figure out
who and what? She wasn’t about to leave it alone. She wasn’t about
to leave Las Vegas until she found out what happened to her
friend.

An idea came to her.

JoJo had made her promise she would at least
check into the work situation while she was here.

“Yeah,” Sasha said, forcing
a smile to her lips. “You’re probably right. She eloped to Reno or
something. I hope she gets back soon, though. She was going to make
some introductions. Try to get me work.” She lit up as if she’d
just thought of a spontaneous idea. “Say, any chance I could get a
job here?”

“You a Broadway gypsy like
JoJo?” the blonde asked, giving her a better once over.

“That’s how we got to know
each other.”

“So you can dance. But can
you strut? And do you mind showing off a little flesh?”

“I’ve had to show some flesh
before,” Sasha stated, though JoJo had warned her some of the
costumes were far skimpier than in the average Broadway
musical.

“Talk to Mr. D,” one of the
other girls said. “He has to give his okay to every showgirl
personally, anyhow.”

“By Mr. D, you mean Nick
Donatelli?” Sasha asked.

“You got it, honey,” another
said. “And you’re just his type.”

The implication being that would help her
get a job. Squirming inside, Sasha looked straight at the blonde
who was now wearing a displeased expression and asked, “So how do I
get in to see Mr. Donatelli?”

“You ask me nice,” a deep
voice rumbled from behind her.

The hair at the nape of her neck stood on
end even as she turned to face the voice’s owner. He really did
fill a doorway, there barely being enough room for his shoulders to
slide through. She fought the woozy feeling that suddenly came over
her. His bulk was familiar, but not the brown hair silvered at the
temples or the eyes so dark they were almost black.

She had to stop letting the past spook her.
She’d never seen this man before today.

He was no danger to her.

She tried on a smile, though it felt a bit
flat. “Who is it I’m asking?”

“Name’s Vito Tolentino.” He
held out a beefy hand. “Mr. D’s right hand man.”

“Sasha Brozynski, New York
City.” Noting a bulge under his left arm as she shook, certain he
was packing a piece, she tried to keep from staring. “I’m between
musicals at the moment and I wouldn’t mind trying a turn around
your stage.”

“Mmm.” The sound was
non-committal as was Vito’s expression. “I guess the boss could
take a few minutes to try you out. C’mon, I’ll set you up with
him.”

Hoping that his statement was more innocent
than it sounded, Sasha reluctantly followed him out the door to
hoots and shouts of luck from the showgirls. In the hallway, she
glanced back to see the blonde wedged at the door and staring after
her, her gray eyes filled with malevolence.

Startled by the unexpected rancor, Sasha
stumbled.

A beefy hand gripped her upper arm, making
her nearly jump out of her skin. She regained her poise fast and
was relieved when he let go.

Shrugging, she said, “Nerves.”

“Sure hope you dance better
‘n you walk,” Vito muttered.

And Sasha hoped she wasn’t letting her feet
take her where she didn’t belong.

 


 


NICK DONATELLI opened the door to his
penthouse apartment to let in Mac Schneider, a blackjack dealer
who’d been working for him for several months. Nick had noticed the
man was always a little weird around him. At the moment, he seemed
a bit stiff, almost uncomfortable.

“You sent for me,
sir?”

Dispensing with formality, he said, “The
name’s Nick. And contrary to rumor, I don’t execute staff members
who get outta line.”

That startled the poor sucker, who took a
step back. “Can I ask what I did?”

“Nothing. That was supposed
to be a joke.”

But the man still wasn’t relaxing. He stood
at attention, and unless Nick was imagining things, Schneider was
actually glaring at him, as if he had reason to be ticked. And as
had happened more than once, Nick got the distinct impression that
the dealer had some reason to dislike him.

“Look, the pit bosses tell
me you’re sharp and personable with the customers. The reason I
asked you up was to find out whether or not you’d be comfortable
dealing poker for some high rollers coming in tomorrow
night.”

“Poker?” Schneider seemed
more than subtly relieved. “No problem.”

“Good.” Nick perched on the
back of one of the couches. “Game starts ten o’clock, Presidential
Suite. I expect you to be there at eight to check everything out
with Vito. I want our guests to be comfortable, well fed and
watered so they don’t have reason to be unhappy. You need anything
you don’t see, you tell Vito and he’ll arrange it. I’ll arrange
your replacement in the pit.”

“What about the regular
dealer I’m replacing in the game? What happened to him?”

Nick lifted one eyebrow. “He’s been
unavoidably detained.”

Again the hostile look. “Detained?”

“In the
hospital.”

“He had an
accident?”

Tempted to string him along, confirm all the
rumors he was certain the dealer had heard, Nick changed his mind
and told him the simple truth. “Appendicitis.”

“Oh.”

Nick took his time, crossed to the windowed
wall with its view of The Strip and the electric candy below. “You
got any questions?”

“No.”

“Then that’s it.”

Dismissed, Schneider nodded and turned to
go. Just then the front door opened and Vito strolled in, followed
by the stunning woman he’d noticed in the casino earlier. The
dealer stared at her hard, and Nick didn’t blame him.

In a town of professionally gorgeous women,
this one stood a head above the rest. Literally. It wasn’t her
face. Her features were interesting, but he’d seen more beautiful.
He wasn’t sure he’d seen longer legs, though, and that mane of
tawny hair that added a few more inches looked real. Every inch of
her looked real. Her simple gold silk dress could pass for a
nightgown and didn’t hide a thing.

His reaction to her was instant and painful
arousal. She was bigger than life and acted as if she didn’t know
it. He figured that meant she had enough self-confidence to handle
the fact easily.

At least she did until her gaze swept past
Schneider, who was closer, and settled on him. Then she faltered a
tad, enough for him to pick up on her hesitancy, and her golden
brown eyes widened as they met his.

Nick was flattered.

“Mr. D, we got a potential
showgirl here,” Vito said.

He grinned. “Do we?”

“Sasha Brozynski,” she
stated, sounding a little breathless.

Vito added, “I figure maybe she can save us
some trouble.”

Not that Nick had ever minded getting into a
little trouble when a desirable woman was involved. And he’d never
met one more desirable than this one.

But then Vito dropped the bomb. “Says she’s
a good friend of JoJo Weston’s.”


CHAPTER TWO

 


SASHA COULD HARDLY believe Nick Donatelli
and the hunk she’d been attracted to in the casino were one and the
same man. As he moved from the windows toward her, his stride long
and intent, she couldn’t stop her reaction. Her pulse picked up and
her breathing grew shallow. For a moment, the room narrowed to the
two of them.

And then he looked away, releasing her.

Relieved, she followed his gaze to the
employee wearing a dealer’s vest. The man was still standing there,
staring. At her. His speculative expression gave her the oddest
feeling. Then Nick snapped his fingers to get the man’s attention.
As if waking from a hypnotic daze, the dealer jerked and without a
word hurried out of the room, slamming the door closed behind
him.

And then his eyes were on her again, trapping
Sasha in an elemental way.

“Vito, you can
leave.”

“Right, boss.” Vito slipped
away swiftly and silently for such a big man.

“What about me?”

Nick’s grin was slow and sensual as he moved
in on her so close she could feel the heat of his breath on her
face. “Run a couple of tricks on me, gorgeous.”

His audacity threw her. “What?”

“You know, as in prance
around like a showgirl so I can get a better idea of the whole
view.”

“I don’t prance.”

Relieved that he hadn’t meant anything more
by the request, Sasha nevertheless had to smother her
irritation.

Telling herself she was not being stupid
remaining alone in a room with a man who came from a crime family,
one who might have no scruples where she was concerned, Sasha
circled Nick. She did it for JoJo. And she did it for herself, to
prove that she could without turning into a puddle of anxiety.
Therapy and some physical training had done that for her.

She moved smoothly, allowing her body to
flow naturally. His gaze on her was cloying and potent. In unwanted
response, her breasts tightened beneath the thin material, and heat
crawled up her inner thighs. She felt as if his hands were all over
her when he wasn’t even touching her, making love to her, when all
he was doing was carefully inspecting the package she’d present to
an audience.

And there she was, overly attracted and
resenting it. Resenting him. This was supposed to be professional,
not personal. But she figured as long as his hands stayed where
they were, and he made no untoward demands on her, she would play
along.

And if not, she knew how to take care of
herself with wise guys.

Stopping directly in front of Nick, Sasha
turned in place. Slowly. So he could get as good a look as he
wanted. He stepped closer, his eyes brushing her breasts on the way
up to her face. She tensed, ready to fend him off, if
necessary.

But he stopped with breathing room to spare,
reached
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