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			Chapter 1

			DESPERATION WAS A funny thing. Everybody thought they knew themselves until it crept into their subconscious like a stealth ninja. Perfectly logical, intelligent ­people scoffed at the idea that a single emotion could override all rational thought. To them, irrational behavior was for the weak-­minded.

			But raw desperation didn’t discriminate.

			It changed a person.

			Made them do things that in their normal, everyday lives they’d be appalled to even consider.

			Raking a shaky hand through her long dark hair, Lorelei Littleton gave herself a mental kick to get on with it. Procrastination wasted precious minutes she couldn’t afford to lose.

			A well of emotion rose in her throat at the thought and she felt the inappropriate urge to giggle. She did that when she was freaked out. If she gave in to the urge she’d probably just end up crying and that wouldn’t solve anything, either. Action was the only solution.

			As she took a deep breath, her green eyes shifted over the crowd in the dimly lit blues bar. Nobody noticed her sitting at the back table by herself.

			Not that she was dressed to command attention. That wasn’t her style. She was more of a casual girl. Other women in the bar were sleek in designer clothes with professionally highlighted hair done just so in typical man-­bait fashion. Lorelei, on the other hand, slumped in her seat sans makeup, with old jeans and a faded yellow T-­shirt from REI that read “I Dig Everything.” Since she was a writer for a gardening magazine, it had tickled her funny bone.

			She wasn’t dressed to get a man, even though she was there for a man. She’d spent the past hour in her little dark corner watching and observing him. But he wasn’t just anyone.

			He was the one. The antidote to her break from sanity.

			The display on her cell phone began flashing, signaling she’d received a new text message. Picking it up off the table, Lorelei flipped it open. The text was from Dina Andrews, the woman who’d started her down this road of shady behavior. Well, no, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d started down that road all by herself, and tripped over Dina in the process. No use blaming somebody else for her long slide down from the moral high ground. She’d made that choice and could at least be big enough to admit it. Squaring her shoulders, Lorelei ignored the trail of unease skittering down her spine and quickly scanned the message.

			To anyone else it would have looked like nothing but a bunch of numbers, but she knew better. It was the security code to a posh condo in downtown Denver that belonged to the man she had been watching—­Dina’s ex-­husband, major league baseball’s hottest catcher, Mark “The Wall” Cutter.

			Snapping the phone shut, Lorelei glanced up and across the room toward the Denver Rush player. It didn’t surprise her in the least to see a big-­breasted blond flirting and batting her eyelashes at the infamous ballplayer. Women had been trying since she’d arrived at seven to score a seat at his table. And why not? He was known not to discriminate. Even she, who rarely paid attention to the media, had heard of his playboy ways.

			She was surprised that none of them had succeeded in landing a spot, however. It had been her impression that he was pretty notorious with the ladies. But if that was the case, she wasn’t seeing it tonight. Not that it mattered, or changed the plan either way.

			The fact was he had something she needed. And she was going to get it.

			Unexpected amusement filled her as the blond stalked off in a huff, her attempts to charm the catcher unproductive. It seemed that no sooner had the blond left than a brunette slithered her way over to him. Lorelei shook her head and adjusted in her seat, bumping her knee on the underside of the table as she crossed her legs.

			Watching Mark Cutter get hit on was almost more entertaining than going to the movies.

			Not that she could really blame the women. His team profile picture didn’t do him justice at all. The man was gorgeous. Dark blond hair, tan, tall, and powerfully built. He had delicious dimples in his lean cheeks when he smiled.

			Boy, was that grin of his potent. Lorelei could feel the power of it in the pit of her stomach every time it flashed. Thank goodness he didn’t seem to be much in the smiling mood tonight. She didn’t need to be sidetracked and lose focus. Dina had concocted a plan that was simple and straightforward, but she didn’t want to risk screwing it up by being stupid.

			The house band kicked into a new set just as the brunette stomped away in a pout, making Lorelei chuckle under her breath. Sultry blues filled the bar, all guitar and moody sax. Her gaze shifted from the catcher to the two other men sitting at the table with him. Both she recognized from the Denver Rush Web site. Even if she hadn’t seen their pictures there was no mistaking them for anything but baseball players. They had that rough-­and-­cocky quality about them.

			All three of them had been drinking steadily since they’d arrived. Fabulous. It was going to make her job that much easier. Mark Cutter wouldn’t even know he’d been robbed until it was too late.

			Shame echoed in the recesses of her mind at the word “robbed,” but she shoved it away.

			Tapping a foot with nervous energy, Lorelei thought back to the night she’d met Dina Andrews. She’d painted the picture of a womanizing, alcohol-­chugging, drug-­abusing jerk. But her conscience had nagged at her to rate the guy for herself and not go on faith alone. Which explained why she was currently running surveillance and being all inconspicuous in her little corner.

			Dina’s description wasn’t quite jiving with what she’d been observing the past hour, but it’d been enough at the time to get her to agree to the deal. Now it was too late to back out and she was caught between the proverbial rock and hard place.

			She and her brother had tried everything under the sun to get the money to pay for the surgery that would save her niece’s life. Nothing had worked and now their backs were to the wall. Everybody understood the state of national health care these days, and its shortcomings. Her brother made too much money for government assistance, but couldn’t afford health insurance on his own, being self-­employed. Plus, with her niece’s congenital condition, no private insurance would touch them.

			They were stuck. Michelle had been given six months to live if the hole in her heart wasn’t repaired soon.

			That’s where the desperation came into play. Every legitimate avenue had been exhausted in search of money, and as the clock ticked down and panic ratcheted up, that line between right and wrong had become increasingly easy to cross.

			The way Lorelei saw it she had two options.

			Option A: Watch a two-­year-­old die while secure in the knowledge that her own moral purity had been maintained.

			Or Option B: Break into the home of a man at the request of his bitter ex-­wife to steal his good luck charm for a whole lot of money.

			Sign her up for a trip to purgatory and stamp her passport. It wasn’t even a competition.

			­People might disagree, but it wasn’t their precious family member on the line. Let them judge. She was past caring.

			What she did care about was the money, its implications, and the bailout in place if she got caught. Dina had put some serious thought into this plan. If there was any trouble at all, Lorelei was covered.

			They’d planned out all the scenarios and set up escape routes. The operation was foolproof. All she had to do was slip into the catcher’s condo, swipe the gold chain he kept in his nightstand drawer when he wasn’t playing, and slide right back out.

			Thirty seconds max. Easy as pie. If she did get caught, Dina said her name was still on the lease. Lorelei would simply say that she was there at the request of her friend to pick up a few items, and that if they’d like to call Ms. Andrews she could corroborate her story in full. Then Lorelei would meet up with her and she’d exchange the charm for a hundred grand.

			Over and done. What Dina planned to do with the necklace after that, Lorelei didn’t know and didn’t care.

			She’d hightail it back to Loveland and Michelle would have her surgery. Life would get back to normal—­whatever that was. It’d been so long since she’d known anything close to normalcy that Lorelei sometimes wondered if she’d even be able to recognize it. For two years her life had been put on hold while she helped her brother. Not that she was complaining. Family was family, and with it came certain obligations.

			She hadn’t minded giving up her apartment and moving back to the ranch. That old farmhouse was the perfect place for a writer to gain inspiration. It was also the perfect place for her niece to grow up.

			That thought brought her right back around to the present. Lorelei signaled a waitress as she hurried past. “Excuse me. I’d like to order a drink.”

			The redhead gave her a slightly harried smile. “Sure thing. What can I get for ya?”

			Usually she’d go for an ale—­good ol’ Guinness. Hard liquor wasn’t on her regular drink menu. But, with what she was about to do, tonight definitely called for a shot or two of liquid courage. “I’ll take two Forest Fires. And if you can tell me what that man across the room in the dark gray sweater is drinking, I’d appreciate it.”

			The waitress didn’t even have to look. “Oh, you must mean Mark Cutter, the Rush’s catcher.”

			Lorelei nodded and watched Mark toss back the rest of his glass out of the corner of her eye. “That’s the one.” Too bad it appeared he was drinking pints instead of shots. She’d have preferred him to be downing Crown or something. It would make her feel even more secure about tonight going off without a hitch.

			Then again, if she wanted him drinking whiskey, all she had to do was send it to him. Before the waitress left, Lorelei added, “Actually, I’d like to send him a double of your finest Scotch.” She wanted to ensure he got sloshed.

			“No problem. I’ll be right back with your Forest Fires.”

			Turning her attention once again to the ballplayer, Lorelei jolted when her gaze landed on him, and anxiety slithered up her back. Had he just been staring at her? It sure as heck felt like it, even though he wasn’t looking now. She was almost positive he’d just been watching her.

			That wasn’t part of the plan. She was supposed to be invisible. She’d chosen the darkest corner in the already dim bar for her concealment. The guy had so many cleat chasers flaunting and traipsing around in front of him that they practically made a moving screen, shielding her from view. Besides, dark hair, dim corner, boring clothing. She’d been positive she could see him, but that he wouldn’t notice her. Surely she wasn’t wrong?

			Lorelei was there only to get a measure of the man who had reportedly caused such pain and suffering to his ex-­wife. Something about the way Dina had described him that fortuitous night had picked at her. Something didn’t square. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe Dina, precisely. It was just that she trusted her own eyes and judgment more.

			Well that, and because there was a tiny cynical part of her that had been worried the plan seemed a little too pat and cozy, for all she tried to convince herself otherwise. She wanted to make sure that things would go smoothly and that he would be drunk and possibly high out of his mind on prescription narcotics as Dina had said he would be by the time he got home.

			Insurance was what she’d been after, but now instinct told her that looking for it had been a bad idea. Typical.

			The waitress arrived with her shots and set them neatly in front of her on the small black lacquered table. Over the wail of saxophone Lorelei heard the woman ask if she wanted to start a tab. She shook her head and declined the offer. After these drinks she’d need to be leaving if everything was going to go as planned. Reaching inside the front pocket of her worn jeans, she retrieved a twenty from its recesses and handed it to the redhead. “Keep the change.”

			The young woman smirked and pocketed the cash. Then she melted into the crowd and began making her way with the last drink to the Rush player.

			Butterflies started fluttering in her stomach unexpectedly, so Lorelei reached for a drink and watched the Tabasco bleed red as it mixed with the Everclear. Now she wasn’t so certain sending him a drink was the wisest move. Especially since she’d just realized that she’d forgotten to mention to the waitress to keep her anonymous when she delivered the drink.

			Crap.

			Lifting the glass to her lips, Lorelei took a deep breath and tossed back the shot. Fire burned a wicked path down her throat as she slapped the glass back down on the table. Her lips tingled from the Tabasco and felt two sizes too big. Blowing out a rush of air, she blinked back tears and focused her gaze across the room just as her waitress reached the blond catcher.

			Still feeling the heat, Lorelei braced herself for the second dose as she watched the waitress serve Mark. He was shaking his head at her and frowning, like he hadn’t ordered the drink, when she smiled and pointed in Lorelei’s direction.

			His head whipped around and his focus snapped to her instantly, his gaze penetrating even from the distance across the room. She could feel it clear down to her toes, and suddenly blood pounded hard in her ears. No way had she expected such intensity. It made her feel like throwing her hands in the air and shrieking, The jig is up!

			She needed that other shot.

			He was still staring at her like she was a bug under a microscope, so Lorelei grabbed up that second shot with a shaky hand. Being zoned in on like that was damn disconcerting. Understanding of what made him such a famously fierce baseball player instantly dawned. Nobody in their right mind would want to be opposite that gaze on the field. It was lethal.

			Good thing she wasn’t in her right mind.

			What was she going to do now? Should she act nonchalant? Should she acknowledge him? Obviously, playing the Invisible Woman wasn’t going to work anymore. She forced a smile and met his unblinking stare with her own. Then she raised her glass in a silent toast.

			She saw his eyebrow shoot up in surprise at the salute and watched him reach for his drink. But then his brows pulled down into a frown. Lorelei felt her stomach sink as he pushed the drink away from him—­very slowly, very deliberately. His eyes never left hers.

			Okay, so no, she wasn’t dolled up like the other women in the bar, and she knew she wasn’t gorgeous by any means. She was average. Average height, average curves, average weight.

			Sigh. Fine, so a few pounds beyond that. She liked food. Sue her. But seriously, she had her redeeming qualities, and the sting still hurt, damn it. He’d sent a message and it was brutally clear.

			She’d been rejected.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			MARK PUSHED THE drink away and shook his head. He’d wondered how long it would take the brunette to make a move. For the past hour he’d watched her out of the corner of his eye. And for that hour, her eyes had been fixed on him.

			It was something he’d become used to over the years—­having ladies stare at him. Most of the time he enjoyed it as a major perk of being a professional athlete. Lately, for whatever reason, not so much. And he really wasn’t in the mood tonight to analyze why. Or really ever. He considered it a momentary glitch in his programming and nothing more.

			So why was he vaguely disappointed that the brunette was making a move? And just what had that salute meant? It was such an odd gesture from a woman hiding in the corner. A salute was something that belonged at a wedding—­charming and full of goodwill.

			The woman looked anything but full of goodwill. In fact, she looked somewhere between scared shitless and royally pissed. How she managed to pull off those two emotions at the same time was oddly fascinating to him. She wasn’t his usual type, so why he was so intrigued beat the hell outta him. He usually preferred his women fake on the inside and out. It was safer that way.

			Raking his hair back with a hand, Mark watched her and waited for her reaction. When it came, his eyebrows shot up and he felt a chuckle rise in his chest. It was the complete opposite of what he would have assumed she’d do.

			In his experience, natural women like her had major attitude. It was that whole liberated feminist schtick. He’d more than half expected her to march over to him and demand to know what was wrong with her and her drink. Instead, she looked confused; she frowned and shook her head.

			Then she stood up clumsily from the table, wobbled a bit, and began glancing around like she was looking for a purse or something. Apparently she couldn’t find it, or didn’t have one, because she threw her hands up and headed for the exit.

			It was the oddest reaction Mark had ever seen.

			And because it was so odd and unexpected, he was even more intrigued. Keeping his eyes on her retreating back, he pushed away from the table and stood. Then he whipped out his wallet and threw a twenty down.

			Peter Kowalskin—­Denver Rush’s ace pitcher—­eyed Mark and asked, “Where you off to in such a hurry? The night’s still young and so are the women here tonight, bro.”

			The team’s newest rookie, JP Trudeau, piped up, “Yeah, where are you going?”

			Mark glanced down at the young Iowan and grinned. The kid was shaved bald as a cue ball from a bout of rookie initiation, but was sporting a black ski cap to cover up that fact. It didn’t help. At the ripe old age of twenty-­five he looked like a boy band member, even with the nasty shiner.

			Man, had he ever been that fresh-­faced and innocent-­looking?

			Yeah, maybe. Back in the day before the major leagues when he couldn’t get play with a girl to save his life. But one good luck charm and a contract with the Toronto Blue Jays had changed all that. Now those days seemed almost surreal. Women weren’t hard to come by anymore, and hadn’t been for years.

			Mark glanced at the rookie again, his thoughts turning back to the brunette. Hell, maybe he was becoming jaded in his old age. There’d been a time when a drink from any woman would have sent him to the moon and back. And it kind of sucked that he hadn’t felt that excitement in a very long time.

			Turning his gaze just in time, he caught sight of her as she slipped out the back door. He needed to catch up to her before she got away. “I’m curious about something. I may or may not be back. Either way, don’t wait up.”

			Kowalskin grinned. “Ah, the cute brunette that just left. Good choice, brother.”

			JP’s eyes went huge. “I saw her, too. Great ass.”

			Suddenly impatient, Mark tucked his wallet away and said, “If you boys don’t stop yapping, I’ll miss her.”

			Why did it even matter?

			Making his way through the bar with long, purposeful strides, Mark hit the back door and stepped out into the chilly Colorado night. As he scanned the parking lot, anxiety quickened his pulse when at first he didn’t see her. Then his eyes fell on her curvy figure near a small red car and he smiled. Anticipation and curiosity quickened his pace as he headed across the parking lot toward her.

			A crowd exited the bar, their laughter and loud voices muffling his footsteps as he approached. “So, what? You buy me a drink and then skip out before introducing yourself?”

			The brunette spun toward him on a gasp, one hand flying to her throat.

			Biting back a laugh at her reaction, Mark crossed his arms over his chest and raised an eyebrow. “The logic of that is all wrong.”

			He had to give her points. Even though she was obviously off balance, she rallied and replied, “Is that so? Just what would the logical step have been for me then, being as you rejected my drink?”

			Good question. What had he really wanted her to do? Damned if he knew. Apparently tonight he was a bundle of contradictions. So he settled for an easy answer. “Come over and down the shot yourself. No need to waste good booze.”

			“And then what? You would have been overcome with desire and whisked me back to your place?” The expression on her face told him clearly that she had her doubts.

			So did he. “I might have. But the night’s young. It’s still a possibility.” And why in the hell had he just said that? She wasn’t even his type! He’d meant to deny her suggestion, not proposition her. Shit.

			Obviously he’d had one too many drinks and his ability to reason was impaired. That, or he’d taken one too many balls upside the head in his career and it was finally catching up with him.

			LORELEI PAUSED AND narrowed her eyes at the catcher. Had he just hit on her? It sounded suspiciously like the guy was inviting her back to his place. Lordy, she’d never had a one-­night stand in her life. Wasn’t her style.

			Her first instinct was to laugh at the thought of going home with a strange man. Especially since the man suggesting the tryst was the very one she planned on stealing from.

			She opened her mouth to blow off the invite, but something occurred to her and she snapped it closed again.

			Fate was handing her a cookie. And now she felt like smacking her forehead at her denseness. Why break in and steal from him when she could simply get invited back to his place as a one-­night stand? Was it a viable alternative?

			It was an even better idea than the original plan and with less guilt on her part. Besides, what was the point of big breasts if they couldn’t be put to good use at a time like this? Why not act like a tease and take advantage of the opportunity being presented to her?

			Lorelei contemplated all her choices for a moment, turned them over in her mind to see all the angles. Pondered briefly which approach would make her feel less deceitful and guilty in the morning. Then she came to a conclusion: It was time to get her slut on.

			Pasting a hopefully sultry smile on her face, she placed her hands on her waist and cocked her hip. “You’re right. The night is still so full of possibilities. It’d be a shame to waste it. What do you say we make it one to remember?”

			Flat-­footed in her sneakers, she had to tilt her head back to look into his eyes. Mark Cutter was an imposing man. But he wasn’t so imposing at the moment with that mildly shocked expression he wore. Obviously he hadn’t expected her to take him up on the offer. Well, too bad for him. The man should have kept his sexy mouth shut. Because now that she’d been presented with this avenue of attack, she was darn well going to take it.

			Lorelei stared leisurely down his body and back up again. Even in the dark sweater and jeans she could tell he was all muscle and fit, gorgeous body. It wasn’t hard to appear appreciative—­she most definitely was. A woman would have to be dead not to feel a temperature spike at what he had.

			Bringing her eyes back up to meet his, she waited for him to respond to her boldness. It didn’t take long.

			“By the way you bailed out of the bar I wouldn’t have guessed you for that type of woman.”

			She wasn’t that type of woman, but she sure as hell was going to act like it tonight. “I’m complex.”

			“Is that so?”

			His gaze had dropped to her hands. Good. It meant she had his attention. Sliding them slowly over the soft cotton of her shirt, she moved them down her hips, then up to her ribs and back. “What do you think of my T-­shirt? Do you like it?”

			She felt a bit ridiculous saying that, but she was trying to be provocative. She had her slut on, darn it. They said things like that—­all kinds of trashy pickup lines. And she had some good ones stored up.

			Lorelei watched his gaze follow her hands before they broke contact. The corner of his mouth lifted and he smirked as he stared at the slogan smeared across her chest.

			“Makes me wonder if you’re the kinda girl who really digs everything.”

			Nice. Now she was a naughty slut. “Yeah? You think?”

			He raked a hand through his hair and nodded. “It’s kinda hot.”

			Lorelei smiled at him through her lashes and tossed out another line. “Take me back to your place, darlin’, and I’ll show you hot.”

			His stare was amused and speculative at the same time. “Oh yeah?”

			She had a killer comeback for that and pushed her chest out a little more, let her voice go all soft and husky. “I’ll ride you so hard you’ll walk bowlegged for a week.”

			Mark Cutter’s smile was lightning-­quick, twice as wicked, and she felt those darn butterflies in her stomach again.

			“Wow. I thought only guys had cheesy pickup lines like that. Does that one ever work for you?”

			They were cheesy lines, for sure. Velveeta-­style, smooth and creamy. “You’ll have to let me know in the morning.”

			His eyebrow lifted and he took a step closer to her. The butterflies turned into grasshoppers on crack and Lorelei had to fight the urge to scramble backward.

			A big, warm hand cupped her chin and he said, “Is that so?”

			A tremble vibrated down her spine at his touch, but she stood her ground. “By the way, I take my coffee with sugar.” Not that she had any intention of being there in the morning, but that one was true.

			Heck no, she planned on being on her way home to Loveland with the money she was going to earn tonight. And she was earning it. It wasn’t so easy playing the tramp.

			Mark tilted his head to the side and laughed as he studied her. “Okay, Ms. Rodeo. What’s your name?”

			Lorelei took a deep breath. “I’m Fonda.”

			“Fonda what?”

			She looked him square in the eye and lied. “Fonda Peters.”

			His hand dropped and so did his jaw. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re Fonda Peters?”

			How she found the audacity to wink at him, she’d never know. “I am tonight.”

			Mark shook his head and grinned as he took a step back. His voice sounded both exasperated and intrigued, if that was possible. “You’re too much. All right, you win. Get in the car, Fonda Peters. I’m taking you home with me.”

			She shot him a smile and released a tiny squeal of delight. “Oh goodie.” Actually, she was delighted. Such a perfect opportunity. And it was so much better than breaking and entering—­even if she did have a key. A little more law-­abiding. Now all she had to do was figure out how to swipe his good luck charm without actually sleeping with him.

			Good thing she had a car ride to figure that one out.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			THE DOOR TO Mark’s condo shut with a muffled thud and Lorelei had to fight the urge to jump. Her nerves were too close to the surface and it was taking some major concentration not to start biting her nails—­she’d quit that awful habit two years ago. Instead, she curled her fingers into her palms and let the nails dig into them.

			Stepping farther into the spacious condo, Lorelei replayed in her mind the new plan she’d concocted on the ride over. But before she could put it into action Mark grabbed her. His deep voice carried easily through the quiet.

			“Well, Fonda Peters, now that I have you here, whatever am I going to do with you?”

			Not what he was hoping, that’s for sure. With any luck she’d be out of there before he’d even taken off his shoes.

			But she hadn’t forgotten the role she was playing. “You tell me, catcher. Now that you have me here, what are you going to do with me?”

			She stopped in the center of the vast living room after dropping on the counter the purse she’d kept in her car. Lorelei turned her head and looked over her shoulder at Mark. She shouldn’t have. He’d left a light on in the kitchen and it pooled across him, casting his face into beautiful rugged angles. When he began walking toward her with a long, loose-­hipped stride, her stomach dipped low and she could practically feel her knees turning to liquid.

			This was not good.

			Tonight was supposed to be nothing more than a quick and easy illegal dealing: swipe his good luck charm for a boatload of cash. It had seemed so simple, practically elementary, when she and Dina had cooked up the scheme the other night. She’d take something from a no-­good baseball jerk, his ex-­wife would have her revenge for his foul behavior, and she’d save a little girl’s life. Win-­win situation.

			Only now that she was actually standing in Mark Cutter’s condo it didn’t seem quite so simple. And he didn’t seem quite so bad after all. But a deal was a deal and she wasn’t about to back out now.

			It would just be easier if he was sloppy drunk and butt-­ugly. Then she wouldn’t be having these infuriating twinges of attraction and excitement. All she’d feel was repulsed. Instead, the man was sinfully gorgeous and too darn sober. And if she didn’t do something about that soon, she’d find herself flat on her back with her feet in the air. Not that she had any real moral objection to that. Heck, from the looks of him, she’d more than enjoy it. But it wasn’t on her to-­do list for the night.

			It was almost a shame, really. Almost. But not quite.

			Mark stopped when he was only a foot away, and she eyed him warily as he reached for her hand, tugged her flush against him. Her body shivered at the contact.

			“I’m going to see what secrets you’ve got hidden beneath your clothes, Ms. Rodeo. Are you a satin or lace girl?”

			Neither. She was a good ol’ cotton kind of girl. But she didn’t think that was the right answer for a lady of the night to give, so she said, “Why don’t we have a drink and then you can find out for yourself, pretty boy?”

			Dimples creased his lean cheeks at that remark and Lorelei had to look away when he smiled. Mark was male sexiness personified. And to think that Dina had told her he was a busted-­up baseball pro. Sure his nose was slightly crooked from being broken a time or two, but oddly enough that only added to his appeal.

			Since Lorelei had only heard of him, but never seen him, she’d believed Dina. Now she was beginning to think the woman must have downed one too many of those prescription drugs she’d thrust on her. Briefly she pondered what else Dina might have been wrong about. Was he really such a lousy cheating husband? An emotional abuser? A user and a horrible human being?

			Good God, was Dina’s name even really on the lease? Nothing was turning out to be what it seemed. She just hoped to hell that his good luck charm was in the spot Dina had sworn it would be. To get to it, Lorelei needed to be in his bedroom. She was suddenly very glad for those prescription pills now in her purse.

			The night she’d met up with Dina to finalize plans, she’d had an attack of conscience. That’s when Dina had whipped open her purse and shoved the bottle of muscle relaxers into her hand, insisting that they’d help calm her anxiety. Good heavens, that woman had been a walking pharmacy. Lorelei must have seen at least half a dozen prescription bottles lining the Gucci bag. She’d commented on the amount, and Dina had said they were all for a bulging disk in her neck.

			She’d refused at first, but the ex-­Mrs. Cutter had persisted, assuring her that she took them all the time and that they were perfectly harmless. In the end, Lorelei had wound up with them just to hush the woman up. Now she felt like kissing her for them.

			They were going to save her behind.

			“If you want a drink, then by all means. What’s mine is yours tonight.”

			Lorelei glanced up and looked into Mark’s pale gray eyes. “You’re going to have a drink, too, sugar, to make up for refusing mine at the bar.”

			He smirked down at her. “Is that so? And what if I refuse a second time?”

			Lorelei raised her hand and cupped his cheek, feeling the day’s growth of stubble beneath her palm. “You wouldn’t do that, darlin’.”

			His voice went soft and seductive as he lowered his face closer to hers. “And why is that?”

			When his mouth was mere inches from hers he stopped and she could feel his breath whisper across her lips. Desire sparked between them, tangible and hot. “Because you want to see me naked.”

			Before he could respond, Lorelei slipped out of his embrace, letting her hand trail down his neck and across his chest as she strode away. She heard his slow exhale and felt his hand cover hers briefly before she broke contact.

			“I do. I really do.”

			Lorelei believed him. His voice had sounded completely sincere and it made her insides shaky. And that made her frown. Being attracted to Mark Cutter was not an option.

			Without a backward glance, she strolled leisurely toward the kitchen, aware that his eyes were on her the whole time. Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to set her purse on the kitchen counter when she’d walked in, because she’d never have been able to reach in and grab the bottle otherwise.

			To cover the noise of the lid popping, Lorelei asked, “Where do you keep your liquor, cowboy?”

			“In the cabinet above the microwave.”

			Fabulous. She palmed some pills. “Do you take your whiskey straight up or on the rocks?”

			“I’ll take it neat, beautiful.”

			Fine with her. Spotting snifters through the glass door cabinet to her right, Lorelei got them down and reached above the microwave for the liquor. Quickly pouring the amber liquid into the cut crystal snifter, she dropped the pills in and willed them to dissolve in record time. She hurried the process along by mixing with her finger, then wiped it on a dish towel hanging off the fridge door.

			When they’d disappeared fully into the drink, she picked up the glasses, mindful of the drugged one, and went back into the living room. She found Mark standing in front of the open floor-­to-­ceiling windows, the lights from downtown Denver playing shadows across his sculpted body. Hair the color of old gold in the dim light curled lazily over the collar of his sweater. He stood there, broad shouldered, with his muscular legs spread, looking ready to do battle until he saw her. Though his face smoothed into a smile meant to charm her, Lorelei could still sense the tension in his body by the way his hands curled into fists at his sides.

			“Let’s try this again.” Lorelei held the glass out to him and said a quick prayer for forgiveness. “Don’t disappoint me a second time, handsome.”

			MARK REACHED FOR the glass and let his hand skim across her wrist before taking it. Her stunning green eyes grew round at the touch, but she only smiled. It was obvious that she was nervous—­he’d felt the way her pulse raced when he’d touched her wrist. And her hand wasn’t quite steady as he took the glass from her.

			It charmed the hell out of him.

			He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been with a shy woman. And that in itself told him it’d been way too long. Vacant minds, vapid personalities, and silicone had been his norm for more than five years, and he’d gone through them like water. It meant no surprises and no complications, but he realized now he was so burnt out by it that his rejection of her at the bar had been knee-­jerk. He’d thought it was the same old dance. Call him jaded, but he was sick of it. He wanted to want a woman—­really want her. Wanted something . . . Well, he wasn’t quite sure what. More. Just something more.

			With her wide eyes and delectable curves, she was a breath of fresh air. The little vixen that dug everything still had a wholesomeness about her he hadn’t even realized he’d been missing until just now. No wonder he’d been intrigued by her.

			It suddenly made sense to him why he’d invited her home with him—­it’d just taken him a while to recognize the feeling.

			Maybe she was that more.

			“It’s been a very long time since I’ve wanted to see any woman undressed and underneath me the way I do you.”

			She bit her bottom lip and glanced down at her glass, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Soon.”

			If she needed a shot of liquor to bolster her confidence, he’d give her whatever she needed. And since his earlier rejection of her drink had bothered her, Mark figured he’d make it up to her, starting with a toast. Raising his glass, he smiled and said, “To the rodeo. May you ride your bronc well.”

			Color singed her cheeks as they tapped their glasses. But her eyes remained on his while he took a long pull of smooth, aged whiskey.

			Then she spoke, her voice low. “I’ll make your head spin, cowboy. That I promise.”

			That surprised a laugh out of him, even as heat began to pool heavy in his groin. “I’ll drink to that.” And he did. He lifted the glass and drained it, suddenly anxious to get on to the next stage. A drop of liquid shimmered on her full bottom lip and it beckoned him. Reaching an arm out, Mark pulled her close and leaned down. With his eyes on hers, he slowly licked the drop off, his tongue teasing her pouty mouth until she released a soft moan.

			Arousal coursed through him at the provocative sound. Pulling her more fully against him, Mark deepened the kiss. Her lush little body fit perfectly against him and her lips melted under the heat of his. He slid a hand up her back and fisted the dark, thick mass of her long hair. He loved the feel of the cool, silky strands against his skin.

			He wanted more.

			Tugging gently, Mark encouraged her mouth to open for him. When she did, his tongue slid inside and tasted, explored the exotic flavor of her. Hunger spiked inside him and he took the kiss deeper. Hotter. She whimpered into his mouth and dug her fingers into his hair, pulled. Her body began pushing against his, restless and searching.

			Mark felt like he’d been tossed into an incinerator when he pushed a thigh between her long, shapely legs and discovered the heat there. He groaned and rubbed his thigh against her, feeling her tremble in response.

			Suddenly she broke the kiss and pushed out of his arms. Her breathing was ragged, her lips red and swollen from his kiss. Confusion and desire mixed like a heady concoction in his blood, but before he could say anything she turned and began walking toward the hallway to his bedroom.

			At the entrance she stopped and beckoned to him. “Come and get me, catcher.”

			So she wanted to play did she? Hell yeah. Games were his life.

			Mark toed off his shoes as he yanked his sweater over his head and tossed it on the floor. He began working the button of his fly and strode after her. He was a little unsteady on his feet, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to catch her. When he entered his room he found her by the bed. She’d turned on the bedside lamp, and the light illuminated every gorgeous inch of her curvaceous body.

			He started toward her, but she shook her head. “I want you to sit on the bed.”

			Mark walked to her anyway and gave her a deep, hungry kiss before he sat on the edge of the bed. He wondered what she had in store for him and felt his gut tighten in anticipation. “Are you going to put on a show for me?” God, that’d be so hot if she did.

			All she said was “Mmm hmm,” and turned her back to him. Mark let his eyes wander over her body and decided her tight round ass in denim was just about the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

			When his gaze rose back up he found her smiling over her shoulder at him. “Are you ready for the ride of your life, cowboy?”

			Hell yes he was. “Bring it, baby. Show me what you’ve got.”

			Her smile grew sultry with unspoken promise as she reached for the hem of her T-­shirt. She pulled it up leisurely while she kept eye contact with him. All he could hear was the soft sound of fabric rustling, but it fueled him—­this seductively slow striptease she was giving him.

			He wanted to see her. “Turn around.”

			As she turned she continued to pull it up until she was facing him with the yellow cotton dangling loosely from her fingertips. A black, lacy bra barely covered the most voluptuous, gorgeous pair of breasts he’d ever laid eyes on. He couldn’t stop staring.

			“Do you like what you see?”

			Good God, yes. The woman was a goddess. He nodded, a little harder than he meant because he almost fell forward. He started to tell her how sexy she was when suddenly a full-­blown wave of dizziness hit him and he shook his head to clear it. What the hell?

			“Is everything all right, Mark?”

			The room started spinning and he tried to stand, but couldn’t. It felt like the world had been tipped sideways and his body was sliding onto the floor. He tried to stand again, but fell backward onto the bed instead. He stared up at her as he tried to right himself and couldn’t.

			Fonda stood there like a siren, dark hair tousled around her head, breasts barely contained—­guilt plastered across her stunning face.

			Before he fell unconscious on the bed, he knew. Knew it with gut certainty. He tried to tell her, but his mouth wouldn’t move. Son of a bitch.

			Fonda Peters had drugged him.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4

			LORELEI DIDN’T WASTE any time. As soon as Mark hit the bed she stepped over to him and cringed, feeling momentarily rotten. Thank goodness he’d fallen on the bed and not on the floor. No way could she have lifted all of Mark Cutter and his muscles up onto the bed.

			After she pulled the comforter over him, she went to the kitchen and filled a glass with water. She rifled through her purse until she found ibuprofen and grabbed three . . . no, better make that four. With them in hand she hurried back to his bedroom and set them on the nightstand.

			She wiped her palms on her thighs and opened the drawer.

			There it was, right where Dina had said it would be. Nothing like an ex-­wife to know such things.

			Reaching for it, she stole a quick sideways glance at Mark. His good luck charm wasn’t what she’d expected. It was nothing more than a gold braided necklace and a simple small cross. Nothing exciting, nothing flashy. No fancy embellishments. It was rather boring, actually.

			But, boring or not, it was very, very valuable. It was going to save Michelle’s life.

			Lorelei curled her fingers around it and grimaced.

			Mark was going to hurt like hell when he woke up. But then again, he was a professional baseball player. He was used to getting bowled over and feeling crappy the next morning, so she shouldn’t feel too bad about it.

			It was such an odd sensation standing over a virile, unconscious male. Disconcerting, but in a strange way empowering. Especially when that unconscious male was one of the MLB’s toughest men and its most notorious womanizer.

			And wow, he had a body. Seriously fabulous. Even out cold he looked hard and dangerous. Lorelei let her eyes roam over his naked body as she palmed his necklace. Well-­developed muscles rippled over his wide shoulders and down his chest to a lean, corded waist.

			She couldn’t resist running her free hand lightly over his amazingly flat stomach for a brief second. Mark Cutter had a stomach worthy of framing and hanging on her wall.

			She removed her hand and raked her gaze down the rest of his body. Distressed jeans covered his sculpted legs, and Lorelei let out a low whistle at the slight bulge she saw between his heavy thighs. Lord have mercy.

			The clock on the nightstand by the bed caught her attention as it clicked over a new hour. Two A.M. Definitely time to go.

			Just as she was about to turn, she thought better of it. Leaning over him instead, Lorelei placed a tender kiss on his hair. “Thanks for the necklace, catcher.”

			Then she straightened, put her shirt back on, and left the room without glancing around. Just grabbed her purse off the counter and went straight for the exit. Lorelei shoved his good luck charm in the bag and stepped through the door. Sighing, she closed it quietly behind her, firmly shutting the image of his perfect body out of her head. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen a hot body or had good sex before. She was a liberated woman of the twenty-­first century. A modern-­day woman. Of course she’d had good sex before.

			As she walked down the hall to the elevator, she remembered their kiss, could still feel his lips hot and demanding on hers. When she stepped inside the empty lift and punched the lobby button, she melted against the arm rail and sighed.

			Who was she trying to kid?

			MARK WOKE TO the sound of a whole construction crew hammering in his head. As he rolled onto his back with a groan, it took him a minute to realize where he was.

			His first clue was the soft, plush mattress beneath his bare back. The second was the comforter tangled around his legs. He was obviously in a bed. But, why was he still wearing his pants?

			Moaning, his mouth full of sand, he lifted a shaky hand to his face and rubbed his scruffy cheek. Shit, he felt weak as a newborn.

			Mark painstakingly pried one gritty eye open. Sunlight streamed through the bedroom’s massive windows, making his head pound furiously. Why weren’t the drapes closed? Couldn’t they see he was in agony? He closed his eye again and tried to swear. His parched mouth and sore throat wouldn’t comply. A pathetic whimper came out instead. He tried again and barely managed a sound.

			It must have been one wild time last night. His head hurt damn bad. It really sucked to wake up to the worst hangover of his life. Not that hangovers were ever fun. But this one really blew. Plain and simple.

			Mustering up the courage, Mark pried his eyes open and slowly rolled to a sitting position. He had to grab hold of his head to keep it from falling off. The comforter wedged tightly between his thighs, royally pissing him off.

			Holding his head steady with a hand, he reached between his legs and yanked out the offender. The comforter fell to the floor as he swore a blue streak in the quiet condo.

			He wanted to know what had gone on last night, because he couldn’t remember a thing. Other than the best breasts he’d ever seen. Those he remembered with crystal clarity. It was everything else that was blurrier than a Colorado blizzard.

			Groaning his way to his feet, he stumbled toward the hallway and tripped over his discarded shoes from the night before. He kicked them out of the way with another curse and went in search of Fonda Peters. He was in a real foul mood by the time he’d wandered throughout his condo and come up empty. A pair of his crystal snifters on the glass table, his clothes strung all over the place—­but no sign of the delectable temptress.

			Mother Nature called and Mark wandered back down the hall to the bathroom to take a leak. Had Fonda up and left last night afterward? If she had, she’d be the first. Apparently she was different from all the rest. And that was odd, because in his pretty extensive experience they were all the same.

			Damn it. Why couldn’t he remember anything?

			After he finished, Mark stepped over to the long granite countertop and peered into the mirror. He looked like crap. His hair was a tangled mess. Half of it hung in his eyes, which were dull and bloodshot, with dark half circles underneath. A scruffy shadow beard covered his jaw, and his mouth was drawn tight.

			No wonder she’d bailed. He wouldn’t want to wake up next to him, either.

			Mark left the bathroom, made his way back over to the bed, and sat down when he noticed the drawer on his nightstand was ajar. Warning bells began ringing in his head as he yanked it open and looked inside, searching the contents. With suspicion creeping in, he ignored the water glass and pills perched on its top right in front of him. He could focus on only one fact:

			His necklace was gone.

			Instantly he was on his feet and close to full-­out panic.

			Shit. Shit. Shit. It had to be here. Had to. He couldn’t play baseball without it. Son. Of. A  . . . Where
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