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Dedication

 

 

To Pauline Tenhoff, my blue-haired grandma,

who’s probably playing nickel slots right now up in heaven.

 

And to my mom, Barbara, whose red hair and occasional

wackiness would have given Lucille Ball a run for her money.

 

And to my dad, Sam, who was always ready for a road trip.


Prologue

 

 

Nineteen years ago

 

Casey Madison stomped her feet on the basement’s concrete floor. “It’s my house!”

The object of Casey’s anger, Katherine Tipton, sat on the mattress centered in the dank room like she owned the place. She yelled back, just as loud, “I’m the oldest!”

Casey bubbled with frustration, but Katherine was right. All three of the other members of the Pen Pal Sisterhood were older than Casey. Katherine had just turned thirteen, Kat Roth was about to, and Rachael Reeves was eleven. Casey was only ten. But why did Katherine have to be so bossy?

 When Casey couldn’t think of a good response, she shouted out, “Whatever!” then ran for the basement stairs. As she stomped up the wooden treads that led out of the basement, she could barely hold back her tears.

But crying was for babies. Clutching the half-broken latch on the basement door, Casey took some deep breaths. If her older sisters Shar or Elizabeth saw her tears, they’d want to know why. Maybe they’d even decide that it had been a bad idea to have this meeting of the Pen Pal Sisterhood in their house in the San Bernadino Mountains. They might send Katherine back to Sacramento, and Kat to Seattle, and Rachael all the way back to Indiana.

Letting go of the door latch, Casey sat on the top step. The other members of the Pen Pal Sisterhood all seemed so grown up and so much prettier than her. Katherine’s shoulder length black hair was always tidy, and Kat’s short dark brown hair looked like one of those expensive haircuts you see in a ladies magazine. Rachael’s hair was the exact color of shiny gold and as soft as kitten fur.

Casey’s hair, chopped short every other month by Char, was always flying around her face with static.

Katherine wore navy blue slacks and polo shirts without one stain or tear. Kat, whose family was majorly rich, wore designer jeans and a t-shirt with the logo of her parents’ company on the front—Roth Confectionary. Rachael, whose family wasn’t very well off—although not as dirt poor as Casey and her sisters—wore a cute Hawaiian shirt that she’d made herself.

Casey’s jeans and sweatshirt came from the thrift store, just like all her clothes did. One of the back pockets on the jeans was half torn off and there was a stain on her sleeve.

Well, at least bossy Katherine agreed to go along with Casey’s idea about the fortunes. She might not be as pretty as Katherine or as smart as Kat or sweet like Rachael, but at least she got some good ideas sometimes. 

This official, in-person meeting of the four members of the Pen Pal Sisterhood almost didn’t happen. It was almost magical that one of them—Kat—was rich enough that her parents paid for Rachael’s airplane ticket. And even more magical that everyone agreed to meet here, because when Mom got wind of Kat’s parents maybe flying Casey up to Seattle, she put her foot down and said no way.

Too bad for once Mom was sober enough to even care what Casey did. Usually it was Shar and Elizabeth who kept an eye on Casey. Shar was the one who saw the ad in the Kids Today magazine at the doctor’s office the day Casey broke a mirror and cut her hand. While Casey was getting stitches, Shar tore out the ad, and later that night, Elizabeth wrote a letter to match Casey up with other pen pal kids.

That was the most magical part of it—becoming friends with Kat and Rachael and even bossy Katherine. With all the moving around Casey and Shar and Elizabeth did, their mom going through one boyfriend after another and always short on money, it was hard to make friends. Even harder was explaining why the three of them didn’t look alike—they all had different fathers. They even had a fourth sister, five-year-old Debi.

Lucky Debi didn’t have to live with her always drunk mom. Instead she lived with her normal dad who seemed really nice.

Casey got up from the step and carefully pulled the door latch so it wouldn’t fall off. She found Shar in the kitchen. “Could you make some popcorn?” Casey asked. “And I need some paper.”

Shar scrounged up some paper and pencils, and started the popcorn in the microwave. Casey plucked a not-too-dirty lunch bag from the trash. She couldn’t find the scissors, so they’d have to tear the paper instead of cut it.

Then she started down the basement stairs again. She stopped half-way down, bending to peek in the basement where the others sat waiting for her on the dirty mattress in the middle of the concrete floor.

Rachael was chewing on the end of her long braid. Kat read from a book on her lap, one of several she’d brought. Katherine was fussing with her hands, crossing and uncrossing her legs. She looked like maybe she wished she wasn’t here at all.

Casey couldn’t blame her. She knew she was being a brat. And the basement was gross, the mattress ugly and lumpy. Casey was embarrassed that they had to have their meetings here.

But they couldn’t meet in the room Casey usually shared with Elizabeth, where all of them were sleeping, slumber party style. That room was next to Mom’s, and if their meetings were in there, she would hear them laughing, or Casey’s arguments with Katherine. And if Mom heard them, she might forget that she’d agreed to let them all stay.

Casey went the rest of the way down the stairs. “I wanted pink paper, but plain white was the only color Shar could find.”

She got the paper and pencils passed out, then they all settled down to write some fortunes. With all the magic that had gotten them all here, together, there had to be some left over to tell their future. 

Casey tore strips of paper carelessly into uneven sizes and wrote hers fast, scribbling down the first things that came to mind. She had to yell at Katherine once for trying to peek over Kat’s shoulder, but it didn’t take too long for them all to finish and put the fortunes in the bag.

Casey really hoped that she got one that said, You will have lots of money. She wanted enough so that her and Shar and Elizabeth could move out and live in a beautiful house together. Maybe in San Diego where Debi lived so she could come visit.

Katherine let Casey go first since she was the youngest. That was pretty nice of her.

Casey stuck her hand in the bag and grabbed the first one her fingers touched. She figured the magic would have the best chance to work if she didn’t think too hard about it. She waited impatiently for the others to pick.

Finally it was time to open her fortune. Casey read it and her heart fell at the mushy message. Someday you will fall in love. Yuck. Rachael must have written that one. Discouraged, she read it out loud.

The others read theirs in turn. Rachael’s was Someone special will find you, which she seemed pretty happy with. Kat got You will eat lots of chocolate, which was perfect for her since her family owned a candy company. Casey wished she’d written that one, it was pretty funny.

Katherine seemed disappointed by hers, You will be a success at your job, although she tried to hide it. It seemed to fit her though since she always seemed to want everything to be perfect.

Shar yelled down just then that the popcorn was ready, so Casey shoved her fortune into her torn back pocket and ran for the stairs. The fortune idea had sure turned out to be a dud for her. Who cared about falling in love anyway?

She might do a lot of things in her life when she finally grew up and moved out with Shar and Elizabeth. But falling in love was never going to be one of them.


Chapter 1

 

 

Casey Madison veered her little red compact into the Starlight Casino’s parking lot and made a quick assessment of her hair in the rear view mirror. Yuck. Bad hair day. She made a face at herself in the mirror, then juggled her phone to check the time.

Ten after eight. The pit boss would read her the riot act. She never should have started her morning text rant with Kat Roth about the departure of her latest Mr. Wrong.

She jounced over a speed bump, then swerved into an empty parking space, tires squealing. Eyes still on the mirror, she finger-combed her shoulder-length honey-blonde hair back from her face. The silky strands crackled with static from the dry-as-dust Reno air. Very bad hair day.

Leaning over the center console, she dragged her voluminous canvas bag from the passenger side foot well. It snagged on the brake handle, spilled some of its load of loose change on the floor. Pick it up? Leave it there? She was already late. She untwisted the bag’s handle from the parking brake, shoved open the creaking car door, then banged her head on the doorjamb.

Turning out to be a bad car day, too. Extricating herself from the compact, she slammed the door, then had to give it a shove with her hip when it wouldn’t latch. A smear of dirt marked her black pleated slacks.

She slapped away the mess as she serpentined through the parked cars. The early morning October air chilled her, seeping through the thin fabric of her white dress shirt. Despite the coolness, a brilliant blue sky arched overhead. It was day to spend outside, not cooped up in a noisy, smoky casino dealing blackjack.

With a sigh, Casey licked her thumb and tried again to blot out the beer stain a customer had spilled on her sleeve last night, but the splash of Bud Lite seemed to have found a home there. Next time she’d cut the guy off one drink sooner.

Several of the Starlight’s regular customers were already loitering in the parking lot, and Casey waved at her favorites. As she reached the casino’s entrance, she spotted another familiar face—a man standing twenty yards away, just beyond the newspaper stands. As she had with the others, she brought one hand up reflexively to wave.

Her hand froze when she recognized Phil Zucher’s grin. Fear scrambled up her spine as she jerked the heavy glass casino door open. Slipping inside, she ducked behind a dollar slot machine.

Lord, what was he doing here? He was supposed to be in jail!

Casey dragged in a deep breath to calm herself. She’d be safe as long as she stayed inside the casino. Zucher wouldn’t dare enter.

Should she text Kat, or one of the other two members of the Pen Pal Sisterhood? But what could Kat or Rachael Hanford or Katherine Walker do to help? It wasn’t like any of them were in law enforcement. Not like—

She shut off that line of thinking and instead glanced over at the pit boss, Tommy, who was arguing with a dealer in the blackjack pit. Tommy was the last person she wanted to ask for help—well, next to last. But with Zucher here, she didn’t have a choice. Trying to ignore the feel of Zucher’s gaze on her, Casey turned and headed for the pit in the center of the casino floor.

“Tommy!” she called out to the beefy man.

Tommy took a moment out from his harangue to snarl at Casey, “You’re late, Madison.”

“Hung up in traffic,” she fibbed. She slipped between two blackjack tables into the pit. Zucher’s leer seemed to drill into her back. “Listen, Tommy, there’s a problem.”

The pit boss rounded on her. “Damn right there’s a problem. Third time this week you been late.”

Casey tamped down her impatience. “Tommy, it’s Zucher. He’s here.”

“What? Where?” Tommy spun, his mouth set in a mean line as he searched the casino floor.

“There.” Casey pointed. “He—”

He was gone. Casey leaned around Tommy, scanned the stretch of plate glass windows that fronted the casino. Not a sign of the card cheater.

Tommy jabbed at her with a thick finger. “What’re you trying to pull, Madison?”

“Nothing.” Zucher’s absence gave her more of a chill than his presence. She edged out of the blackjack pit and headed for the employee locker room. “Be right back.”

The bing-bing-clang of slot machines drowned out Tommy’s mean-tempered response. Casey escaped into the employee lounge.

She rooted through her canvas bag and came up with her black pumps. As she tugged off her sneakers, the image of Phil Zucher’s sneering face wormed its way into her consciousness.

Casey shuddered. The card cheater’s phone calls from jail had been bad enough. Zucher’s menacing voice asking for her, then the quiet rasp of his breathing. His unspoken threats were implicit in the silence.

But she could always hang up a phone. What would she do now that the card cheater had turned up at the Starlight?

She paused in the act of slipping on her left pump as another man’s face floated into her mind’s eye, the one she really shouldn’t be thinking about. The roughly handsome image teased her, set off a twinge in her heart. Jeff Haley could protect her, could shield her from Zucher.

But contacting Jeff Haley again would be a big mistake. She’d dodged heartache six months ago by keeping their contact strictly business. A more personal relationship would surely have ended in disaster. Just as it had with Roger, with Randy, with Ron, and most recently, Ian.

Casey sighed as she drew on her other shoe. She had to face facts. That fortune she’d drawn from the paper sack—Someday you will fall in love—had turned out to be more of a dud than her pre-teen self had thought it was nineteen years ago.

Yeah, she’d fallen in love, and more than once. But every time, she’d given her heart to a Mr. Wrong. Why add Jeff Haley to the list?

Casey allowed herself another moment’s pleasure contemplating the lines of Jeff’s face, then boxed Jeff Haley away in her mind. Intent on forgetting him, Casey left the lounge, turning her focus toward tossing out cards to hopeful gamblers.

 

* * *

 

Jeff Haley stared up at the Starlight Casino, watching the glittery, garish pattern of lights chase itself across the tall facade. He wanted desperately to just turn around and head back to the office. In fact he’d just as soon spend hours trapped in downtown Reno traffic during Hot August Nights than walk into that casino and face Casey Madison.

Damn that ditsy computer nerd at DataRescue. If he’d been keeping his eye on the data recovery from Jeff’s fried hard drive instead of his sexy co-worker’s double D’s, the computer geek wouldn’t have mixed up Jeff’s thumb drive with another client’s. And damn Jeff’s lousy luck, the other client was Casey Madison.

Now she had thousands of Jeff’s photo images on her flash drive. And Jeff’s idiot contribution to the debacle—besides having dumped half a cup of black coffee into his laptop keyboard—was deleting the most recent images from his camera memory after copying them to the computer. So now Casey Madison was in possession of the only copies. 

Some of the images were completely innocuous. But mixed in there were dozens of incriminating shots of Nevada State Assemblyman Bender frolicking buck naked with his male aide, Jason. And Casey Madison was the last person to trust with those incriminating photos.

Of course, what Bender’s opponent, Steve Reich, was planning to do with those pictures wasn’t exactly savory. Bender was firmly in the closet, with children from a previous marriage who might not know about their dad. So even though the assemblyman could now marry his male significant other in the state of Nevada, Bender’s constituents were conservative enough that publication of those pictures could blow the upcoming election wide open.

Jeff shoved his hands into his slacks and rocked back on the heels of his dress shoes. Double damn it, why, out of Reno’s nearly quarter million population and thousands of sundry tourists, did it have to be Casey Madison? Why did he have to contact the one woman he would gladly have never seen again?

He ran an impatient hand over his close-cropped hair. Lord save him from incompetent computer nerds and diminutive honey blondes. When he’d finished his business with Casey six months ago, he’d made it a point to avoid the Starlight. He’d even turned down a lucrative security contract the manager had offered his company, Discreet Investigations, on the off chance he might cross paths with Casey again.

If he never saw the woman, it was easier to ignore the ache in his chest thoughts of her always generated. He could convince himself the yearning he felt for her was lust, pure and simple, not mythical feelings he refused to believe in.

He’d just make this a brief, businesslike encounter. A thirty-one-year-old man ought to have at least that much self-control. He’d get his images from her thumb drive, say his good-byes and get the hell out.

 

* * *

 

Zucher was back.

Casey tried to look over her shoulder without actually turning her head toward the casino’s side door. She flipped another card onto the table for Mrs. Tenhoff, a Starlight regular. While the elderly woman considered the new addition to her hand, Casey chanced a quick glance outside.

“Hit,” Mrs. Tenhoff muttered around her dangling cigarette. Blue smoke wreathed her head, a perfect match for her puff of hair.

Casey slid another card from the card shoe, squinting through the smoke to give a sidelong look at the door. He was lurking there, wearing something dark as he leaned against the casino entrance.

She returned her attention to Mrs. Tenhoff, who shook her head and tucked her cards under her bet. The sole player at her table, Mrs. Tenhoff fixed her sharp eyes on Casey as she picked up the queen of spades topping the dealer’s hand. Just as she had been trained, Casey used the edge of the queen to flip over her hole card.

She unearthed the king of diamonds with an apologetic look at Mrs. Tenhoff. The old woman’s sour expression informed Casey that her twenty beat Mrs. Tenhoff’s hand. Casey exposed the player’s hole cards, counting them up rapidly in her head. Mrs. Tenhoff came up short with nineteen.

“Sorry about that,” Casey told the old woman as she scooped up the bet.

Mrs. Tenhoff didn’t reply, just stacked another three chips in the center of the white betting circle. Casey quickly dealt out another four cards onto the green felt table top.

A motion from outside caught her attention. While Mrs. Tenhoff pondered her newest hand, Casey turned her head to get a full on view of the door. Zucher flashed her a sinister grin.

Casey frantically searched the pit for Tommy. The pit boss was busy scratching his behind several tables down. Far enough away she’d have to yell for him to hear her.

“You gonna deal or daydream?”

Mrs. Tenhoff’s query brought Casey’s focus back to the blackjack table. The old woman gave Casey an impatient glare as she scraped the table with the side of her hole cards, signaling she wanted a hit. Her hands shaking, Casey tossed out a card to the cranky Mrs. Tenhoff.

“Sometimes, dear,” Mrs. Tenhoff spat out with the bit of tobacco on her tongue, “I get the impression you don’t like dealing cards.”

“Not much,” Casey admitted readily. “But where else would I have the opportunity to meet a sweetheart like you?”

Mrs. Tenhoff cackled in delight, then dragged in a lungful of smoke from her cigarette. Casey gave the side door another quick, sidelong glance.

He was gone. No point in calling Tommy now. Chewing on her lip, Casey pulled the remaining cards from the shoe. She began to shuffle the four deck pile, one set at a time.

“I’d just as soon move on, dear,” Mrs. Tenhoff said as she gathered up her chips. “That looks like an unlucky shuffle.”

“Take care, Mrs. Tenhoff,” Casey called out as the woman walked off toward the quarter slot machines.

Casey set the shuffled cards back in the shoe, then slipped out of her pumps. Sighing with relief, she scrunched her toes against the carpet and leaned against her table. Tommy scowled and marched over to her.

“You do that at break time, Madison,” he barked at her.

“My feet are killing me, Tommy,” she said. “Have a heart.”

But Tommy wasn’t in a sympathetic mood. “Put ‘em back on,” he growled. “And keep your eyes on the game, not on the door.”

As if to punctuate his command, Tommy threw a look toward the door himself. His eyes fixed there a moment, then his face darkened in anger. “What the hell is he doing in here?” Tommy muttered.

Alarm burst full force inside Casey and the urge to flee washed over her. Zucher couldn’t have actually come inside, he wouldn’t dare—

The thought cut off when she saw whose arrival had ticked off Tommy. Although he stood backlit just inside the casino door, an indistinct silhouette, she knew this wasn’t the man who’d lurked outside the casino earlier.

As the man turned in Casey’s direction and arrowed over to her, she began to tremble, but not with fear. She shook with excitement, with joy, despite her frantic attempts to crush her response. She just barely managed a neutral expression on her face when he reached her table.

“Hello, Jeff,” she said, not quite suppressing a smile.

He nodded. “Casey.”

Her gaze swept over him, from the pale gray polo shirt stretched across his chest to the neat charcoal slacks that hung impeccably on his hips. Lord, he looked so good. She’d be panting in another second.

Another Mr. Wrong, Casey Madison! she told herself firmly. Aloud, she said, “So, what’s up?”

Before he could answer, Tommy shoved his face toward Jeff’s. “You on a job, Haley? Nobody told me.”

Jeff eyed Tommy as if he were a particularly unpleasant bug. “Considering how close you came to screwing up the last case, I’d say keeping you in the dark is a good idea.”

Tommy’s angry sneer faded under Jeff’s implacable stare. The pit boss looked away. “I got better things to do.” Tommy crossed the pit to harass another dealer.

Jeff lowered himself onto a stool at Casey’s table. “I need to talk to you.”

Casey’s ever-hopeful heart fluttered at the suggestion in the words, even as her spoil-sport mind told her he’d meant nothing personal by them. She made a face at Tommy, who was still casting them the evil eye. “I don’t get a break for another two hours.”

“You’re not exactly swamped.” He gestured at the empty seats at her blackjack table, the sparse weekday casino crowd. 

She nodded her head toward the pit boss. “Tommy’s got it in for me today.”

Jeff’s mouth tightened, bringing his high cheekbones into sharp relief. No one could call his face pretty, Casey realized, with his short-clipped, nearly military haircut and dark, dark eyes. Yet when she gazed at the harsh lines of his face, she wanted nothing more than to stroke them into softness, to see a rare smile flash there.

Knock it off, Madison! Or you’ll be headed straight for trouble.

Tugging a twenty dollar bill from his wallet, he dropped it on the table. “Then we’ll talk here.” He watched as Casey counted out two five dollar chips and ten ones, then picked up the stack.

He laid three dollar chips in the betting circle. “So, how’ve you been?”

“Fine.” She tried not to interpret the question as anything more than idle curiosity. She dealt the two hands, with an ace up for her. “Insurance?” she asked, prompting him for the side bet he’d need if she had a twenty-one.

He shook his head. “Any more problems with cheaters?”

She remembered Zucher lurking outside the casino and her stomach squeezed with anxiety. For an instant, she considered telling Jeff, turning the problem over to him. But getting Jeff involved in her life again was a bad idea.

“Not that I know of.” She checked her hole card. It was a three, not a ten or face card.

Tucking his cards under his bet, he waved off a hit. “Tommy still giving you hell for helping me?”

Jeff couldn’t possibly care. He was just making idle conversation, taking his own sweet time coming to the point. This was exactly how she always got herself into trouble with men—misinterpreting what they said, convincing herself they cared when they didn’t. With enough wishful thinking, she’d imagine Jeff was madly in love with her.

Casey forced herself to keep her gaze steady on her cards and not on Jeff. She flipped her three of hearts, then laid a two next to it. “I can handle Tommy.”

She could feel Jeff’s eyes focused on her, burning her as palpably as a laser. It was all she could do not to look up at him. “Is Tommy bothering you?” he persisted.

A funny little sweetness filled her heart at his protective tone. Oh, God, she was doing it again. She quickly quashed the feeling. “No.”

She returned her attention to her dealing, flipping another three next to her two. His penetrating gaze made her feel even smaller than her five-foot-one. She began rooting around with her left foot for her pumps, feeling a sudden need for those extra two inches.

“Because if he is, I can talk to Godwin—”

“No!” The last thing she needed was to have him intercede with the casino owner. “What was it you wanted?”

Bobbing a little as she searched for her shoes, she chanced a glance up at Jeff. His considering look sent a shiver down her spine.

He turned over his cards, exposing two face cards. “I need my images.”

Puzzling out his request, her toe skimmed the heel of one shoe, knocked it out of reach. “Your images,” Casey repeated, as she paid Jeff his winnings.

“The ones on your thumb drive.” He stacked his chips together for his next bet.

No wonder she always misinterpreted the things men said. They never made any sense. She switched her shoe quest to her right foot. “What thumb drive?”

The lines of his face sharpened, from stress, from annoyance, she didn’t know. “The one you gave the tech at DataRescue.”

“Oh. Right.” Part of her netbook’s hard drive had gotten corrupted and she thought she’d lost all her pictures of a recent get-together with her sisters. But her friend Lenny at the computer place had offered to help find the pictures as long as she brought him a thumb drive to copy them to.

“So you have my images,” Jeff said.

She dealt the next hand, turning up an ace for herself. “Insurance?” She extended her toes again. “The only pictures on that thumb drive are my own.”

Her right foot managed to hook a shoe, and she focused on reeling it in. She planted a hand on the insurance line for balance, just as Jeff dropped two chips for his insurance bet. His fingers brushed hers, the contact rocketing up her arm. She jolted back, kicking the shoe out of reach.

“Damn,” she breathed, for losing the shoe, for her reaction to his touch, she didn’t know. Then she made the mistake of looking into his eyes. The smoldering heat in his gaze turned her knees to water.

Fingers trembling, she checked her hand. “Twenty-one,” she said unnecessarily as she flipped up both cards. Avoiding his hands where they rested on the table, she scooped up his insurance bet and the cards, leaving his original bet intact.

“My images got copied onto that thumb drive along with yours,” he said.

She tossed out another set of cards. “Lenny only copied my reunion pictures. Yours weren’t on my hard drive so he can’t have copied them.”

Confusion furrowed his brow. “Of course not.” He blinked, as if trying to unscramble his thoughts.

She could understand his puzzlement. She hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about. “I looked all through those photos. It’s just me and my sisters.”

His gaze sharpened on her. “You looked at the images?”

“Sure,” she said, making another arc with her foot. “There’s a bunch from when we hiked Page Meadows and the picnic we had after. There was this really cute one of Shar that I—”

Her toes brushed the cuff of his pants. She shouldn’t have felt his heat, couldn’t have. But her skillful imagination filled in the details, sent her heart to racing.

A flicker of reaction, then he bent his head to his cards. He glanced at the jack she had showing, then signaled for a hit. “What about the other pictures?”

“What other pictures?” She dropped a card on the table for him, a king.

He frowned, then turned his hole card up to show he’d busted. She took his bet, dropping it into her till, then reached for the cards. His hand covered hers, stopping her.

“I can pay for them if you have them,” he said, his eyes steady on hers.

She tried to tug her hand free. “Have what?”

He didn’t release her. “No questions asked, Casey.”

Snatching her hand from his, she checked for the mark that his heat had surely left. Her hand looked the same. She rubbed the spot. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He scrutinized her a moment more. “There was a mix-up at DataRescue. When I went to pick up my own thumb drive, it was empty. Lenny said my images must have ended up getting copied onto your thumb drive.”

She rearranged the chips in her till, her hand still tingling from the remnants of his touch. “Are they pictures from a case?”

He nodded, sliding a bet into the white circle. “A rather sensitive case. Pictures that could prove... lucrative to someone shrewd enough to use them.”

“Lucrative...” Understanding hit, and her cheeks grew hot with indignation. “For blackmail you mean? And you figured I’d be underhanded enough to—”

“You wouldn’t be the first woman to be duplicitous.”

She gripped the plastic top of the card shoe until she could feel the edges bite into her hand. She’d like nothing more than to wrench it up and dump the contents onto his head.

“As if men aren’t sneaky and underhanded?”

His shifted in his seat. “I’m not saying men don’t do the wrong thing. But they’re usually more up front about it.”

“Like Phil Zucher?”

“Zucher doesn’t count,” Jeff said. “He’s a louse, not a man.”

He pointedly looked back down at his hand. Leave it to a man to forgive the male gender by dismissing the bad apples as anomalies. Casey’s fists clenched, and she entertained a satisfying fantasy of landing a roundhouse punch on Jeff’s jaw. Another image followed close on the heels of that vision—a soothing caress along his cheek, across his chin, his lips—

He scraped his hole cards across the table, drawing her attention back to blackjack. She tossed him a card.

“The only pictures on my thumb drive were of my sisters and me at North Lake Tahoe,” she said. “If you’ve lost yours, I’m sorry, but I have no idea... Oh!”

A sudden thought occurred to her. Jeff, darn him, didn’t miss a beat, his gaze coming up sharply to hers at the hesitation.

“What?” he demanded.

She swept her gaze up at him. “I might have your pictures after all.”

With a hiss of air, he turned away from her on the stool, then faced her again. “I told you. They’re on your thumb drive.”

His steady gaze rattled her, tossing her thoughts up like popcorn. “Okay. Yes. Maybe. There was a second folder on the thumb drive, except it had a funny name. JH. I thought it was one of those computery, systemy folders that you’re not supposed to poke around in, but now I’m thinking JH must have stood for Jeff Haley, and I...” Her voice trailed off at his dark look. “What?”

He took a long breath as if grasping for patience. “Where’s the thumb drive, Casey?”

“At my apartment,” she said. “That is, if the mail hasn’t come yet.”

“The mail,” he parroted. “What does the mail have to do with it?”

“Well, you see—” Movement beyond Jeff caught her eye and the words froze in her throat.

Zucher was back. The fear she’d stuffed away came bubbling up and Casey knew she had to get out. She needed some space, she needed safety...

The kind of safety Jeff Haley could provide. “I’ll tell you on the way,” she blurted.

“On your way where?”

“To my place,” she said. “To get the thumb drive.”

“On your break?” he asked. “Do you have enough time?”

“I can take my lunch now.” She flagged down Tommy. “That’ll give me an hour.”

When she told Tommy she was breaking early for lunch, he looked eager to tear into her. But Jeff kept his dark, dangerous gaze on the pit boss until Tommy backed off his usual verbal abuse.

“Damn well better get back in time,” Tommy snarled at her as she ducked under the table to retrieve her pumps.

She waved her shoes at Tommy in response, then headed for the locker room. Over the clamor of the casino floor, she called out to Jeff, “I’ll meet you out front.”

She grabbed her purse from her locker, tossing the pumps in with a clatter. As she stuffed her feet into her sneakers, she gave herself a stern lecture on the foolishness of letting her emotions rule her life. She reminded herself that Jeff Haley had not the least smidgen of interest in her. And even if he did, he would eventually prove to be just as wrong for her as had every other man she’d fallen for.

Lecture delivered, Casey slung her purse over her shoulder and hurried out of the employee lounge. But despite her best efforts, she couldn’t quite still the lightness in her feet, the spark of joy in her heart.


Chapter 2

 

 

Jeff watched Casey approach, her honey blond curls bouncing, her compact body swinging with the motion of her legs, and felt the familiar tug somewhere south of his navel. He could see the innocence in her soft brown eyes from here, even through the smoke and the crowd of people.

He’d known enough two-timing women in his life to mistrust that seeming innocence. Behind Casey’s ingenuous, heart-shaped face, within her small but curvy body were no doubt any number of devious bones.

His own ex-wife had the look of a guileless innocent, despite an unbroken string of infidelities during their marriage. Not to mention the dozens of women whose husbands hired him to follow. Inevitably, they were up to no good. It just seemed to be built into the gender.

Yeah, Phil Zucher cheated, or tried to. Not bright enough to discreetly count cards, the crossroader’s attempt to thumbnail the deck was clumsy enough that even a relative novice like Casey took notice. But Zucher’s failed attempt to cheat arose more out of a stupid man’s greed than native sneakiness.

Casey Madison was a hazard, pure and simple. Now if he could only convince his libido of that, that wickedly creative part of him that so easily imagined the petite honey-blonde in his arms, in his bed...

He slapped away that thought as she reached his side. He nearly needed to slap his hand away as well when he almost brought it up to test the feel of her hair that bobbed shoulder high to him. At six-foot even, he wasn’t particularly tall, but there was something about their difference in heights that made him want to protect her.

“So where’s your car?” She flashed a smile at him.

Distracted by the hint of cinnamon that drifted from her, it took a moment for the sense of her question to sink in. “My car,” he said inanely, then remembered. “Damn! It’s in the shop. I took a cab over here.”

Her grin widened, and he realized her teeth weren’t perfect. Her left eyetooth was turned a little bit sideways and he couldn’t help wondering what that irregularity would feel like against his tongue. He throttle the unwanted image.

“No problem.” She led the way out the door. “We can take my car.”

He followed her out into the October glare and down the long line of autos and RVs. Flyers had been tucked under each windshield wiper, the fluttering white sheets advertising a car wash. Casey stopped at a battered red compact of uncertain parentage.

“Does that shoebox actually run?” He eyed the car doubtfully.

“Better than yours, apparently.” She grinned. “At least it’s not in the shop.”

He mumbled an acknowledgment of her logic as she pulled the flyer from under her wiper blade. Still smiling, she flipped the sheet over and Jeff caught a glimpse of a handwritten scrawl on the back.

The color drained from her face. Eyes wide, she swiftly scanned the parking lot. Then she crumpled the sheet into a tight ball.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She stuffed the wad into her voluminous shoulder bag. “Junk mail.”

She wouldn’t meet his gaze. He took a quick look around the lot himself, but if there was any menace out there, it wasn’t apparent. He felt an urgency to press her for an answer. But hell, it wasn’t any of his business, was it? For all he knew, Casey had led some married man astray and his angry wife was after her.

“You have to get in on the driver’s side,” she said, drawing his attention back to her. “The passenger door doesn’t open.”

She banged the driver door once with her small fist, then opened it with a loud clunk. He gazed down at the minuscule confines of the compact, wondering how he would fold his body into it.

“Watch out for the gearshift,” she warned as he dropped into the driver’s seat.

“Concerned for my anatomy?” He enjoyed the deep blush that rose in her cheeks.

“More concerned for the gearshift,” she bit out tartly.

After a dicey moment straddling the hand brake, he managed to settle himself into the passenger seat. That he’d have to climb out the same way wasn’t a comforting prospect.

That she’d be so close to him as they drove was even more disturbing, he realized as she tossed her purse in the back and climbed in. Her slender frame rested only inches from his broad shoulders and when she reached for the brake her hand was startlingly close to his thigh.

Remarkably, the car’s engine roared to life with the first turn of the key. Casey shifted into reverse, her fingers tantalizingly close to his knee as she did so.

“I guess you’ve been busy,” she said as she slowed to a rolling stop at the parking lot exit. With a screech of tires, she crossed two lanes of traffic and inserted herself into the flow of cars. “Catching bad guys and such.”

A couple blocks down, she stopped at a red light and glanced into her rear view mirror. Whatever she saw must have made her happy, because her face relaxed, looking, if possible, even more appealing. 

Her nearness made him so damn edgy. Her cinnamon scent was bad enough, but the sound of her breathing sent X-rated thoughts rampaging through his brain. To try to mask that tantalizing sound, he reached for the radio to turn up the volume.

Just as Casey did. Their fingers tangled a moment, then lay frozen against the radio’s controls. Her warmth burned against the back of Jeff’s hand before she snatched her fingers away.

She shoved the car into gear when the light turned green. Forgetting what he’d intended to do with the radio, Jeff locked his hands into his lap. The memory of her searing heat settled in his mind.

He scrambled to recall what she’d asked him. Something about how he’d been? He wasn’t about to tell her how much she’d been on his mind. Instead, he mumbled, “Business has been good.”

She eyed her rear view mirror again. “I heard Mr. Godwin mention your name once or twice,” she said absently, then jerked the wheel to the left, changing lanes and cutting off a behemoth Cadillac. The driver of the Caddy laid on his horn, but beyond a tensing of her shoulders, Casey seemed unconcerned. “Thought you might be doing some more work for the casino.”

She wrenched the wheel again, this time to the lane to their right and wedging them in front of a semi. The trucker bore down on them, waving a fist in agitation.

Jeff checked the fit of his seat belt. “Do you always drive like a lunatic?”

A swath of color warmed her cheeks. “I have to hurry, don’t I? I only have an hour for lunch.”

“I’d like to make it there alive,” he muttered, then sucked in a breath when she cut through two lanes of traffic to turn left at a green—no, yellow—left turn arrow.

One last look in her rear view mirror and her tense shoulders relaxed again. She puttered along at a more sedate pace, easing her little red compact onto Interstate 80 without one squeal of her tires. The late morning sun hung overhead, casting a harsh glare on the sere brown hills on either side. Crowded in close to the interstate, the casinos looked tawdry in the unforgiving light.

That same light seemed to touch Casey’s creamy skin with a luminescent glow. Jeff imagined stroking her delicate features, running his fingertips along her cheekbones, trailing along the line of her jaw. He could feel the warm satin under his palm.
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