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      A second chance with the woman who betrayed him was not in his plans.

      

      Trust doesn’t come easy for NBA superstar Hunter Graham, especially after his fiancée married his stepbrother. Vowing to be single for the rest of his life, women and gambling have become his favorite pastimes. But when Hunter learns of his stepbrother’s death, he’s forced to deal with the woman who crushed his soul. He wants nothing to do with her, but his heart won’t cooperate.

      

      Viviana Connelly thought being blackmailed into marriage was the worst thing she could ever experience. Wrong. Coming face-to-face with the only man she’s ever loved after betraying him is like a punishment worse than death. Hunter hates her. She might’ve made peace without him in her life, but when they are unexpectedly thrown together, their passion reignites, and the flame between them burns hotter than ever.

      

      Hunter refuses to let vicious accusations from the media or the NBA’s claim of him having a gambling problem keep him from a second chance with the woman he loves. However, his gambling hobby might be the death of him…and Viviana, too.

      

      Will they ever get their happy ending—or will the evil around them suffocate their love?
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      Moonlight shone through the open blinds, casting just enough illumination over his customer’s face for Frankie to witness panic in the man’s eyes. That’s exactly what he wanted. It was three o’clock in the morning, the perfect time to inflict pain and instill the fear of God into a person who refused to pay up.  Ironically enough, the man was standing in front of the bed, trembling, while wearing boxer shorts with dollar bills printed on them.

      “Do you know what I do to people who owe me money? I make an example of them,” Frankie explained.

      He and Keith, one of his enforcers, had snuck into the punk’s apartment and yanked him out of bed. By the time they were done with him, the guy wouldn’t sleep again until he paid what he owed.

      Well, he wouldn’t sleep comfortably.

      “Come on, Frankie, I’m gonna pay.” Lester’s gaze bounced nervously between Frankie and Keith, who was standing a few feet away with a baseball bat in his hands. “Don’t I always pay? I promise I’ll get your money to you tomorrow. Just one more day. That’s all I need.”

      Frankie was still pacing but stopped in front of the loser, literally. He’d been dealing with Lester for years, but lately the guy had been on a losing streak. And as a bookie, Frankie didn’t take too kindly to people who found every excuse not to pay their debt. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

      “You pulled a knife on me,” Frankie said, shoving the guy backward. Lester swayed, almost falling onto the bed but righted himself.

      “Frankie,” Lester whined. “You woke me out of a deep sleep. I thought you were a burglar. I freaked out. I meant no disrespect. I just…I just reacted.”

      “Yeah? Well, this is me reacting. “

      Frankie popped Lester with a right hook to his jaw, sending the guy flying backward onto the bed. Ignoring how his skinny ass cried out in pain, Frankie grabbed him by the ear and forced him into a standing position.

      “As I was saying, I want my money. Now!” he roared.

      Lester jumped, then stumbled over to the nightstand, tripping over his gym shoes, and grabbed the cash off the top. “I—I only have two hundred. Give me one more day, and I promise I’ll have the rest.”

      Frankie snatched the crumpled bills and counted them. As he stuffed the money into the front pocket of his jeans, he jerked his head toward Keith.

      “Sure, you can have another day, but this is what happens to people who don’t pay me on time.”

      Keith stepped forward and, with lightning speed, swung the bat, catching the left side of Lester’s knee as if he was trying to hit a baseball out of the park. The young punk crumbled to the floor, howling like a wounded bear.

      If his neighbors were asleep, they were awake now.

      Frankie headed to the door but stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “We’ll be back tomorrow for the rest, and if your ass doesn’t have it, you’ll never walk again. Have a good night.”
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      “He’s dead,” Viviana Connelly murmured into the quietness of the huge, all-white family room. “He’s dead…and I’m free.”

      She glanced down at the silver-framed photo of her and Thomas in her hand. Her husband was dead, and so many emotions swirled inside her, warring with each other. But not one of those emotions included sadness.

      Regret, maybe—but definitely not sadness.

      Viviana’s eyes zoomed in on her unsmiling face in the picture.

      She rarely smiled when they were together. There’d been nothing to smile about. Hell, it had taken everything within her to drum up enough energy to even stand next to the bastard.

      Seven years. Seven excruciating years of living with a man who forced her away from a life of love and happiness. In its place—he had blackmailed her into a loveless marriage.

      Viviana gritted her teeth and gripped the photo tighter. She wanted to hurl the picture through the floor-to-ceiling windows and scream, Thank you, God, he’s dead!

      But she refrained.

      Part of her was afraid that someone was playing a cruel joke, making her believe that she was finally free. Making her believe that she no longer had to live under the same roof with a man she never loved. Making her believe that she no longer had to put up with the man who had crushed her joy and destroyed her life.

      But it was true. She had seen his body. She knew he was dead.

      “I’m free. I’m finally free,” she repeated.

      She sighed loudly and slowly turned, taking in her surroundings as if seeing everything for the first time. White furniture, marbled floors, and a hideous mural of her late husband on the largest wall in the house was what she saw. The painting was the only splash of color in the room and looking at it made her want to spit on it…spit on him.

      His pretentious billionaire ass had been so full of himself, thinking that he hung the sun and the moon. What made it worse was that people had treated him as such. Viviana never thought she could hate another human being as much as she’d hated him.

      Her heart rate amped with thoughts of all that she’d endured over the years, but her horrible life hadn’t been all Thomas’s fault. No, she owned some of the blame. Actually, most of it. Helping, supporting, and trusting the wrong people had finally been her downfall, and Thomas, the ruthless businessman, had cashed in. She’d left herself vulnerable one too many times and doing so had practically squeezed the life from her.

      Never again.

      As of that moment, she was taking charge and planned to live the life she’d dreamed of having. She was never letting another person manipulate her into doing anything she didn’t want to do, no matter what. It had been a hard lesson to learn, but thanks to Thomas, it had finally sunk in.

      He’s dead.

      Viviana shook her head, still trying to process what that really meant. There’d been so many times that she’d wanted to leave him and suffer whatever consequences, but she hadn’t. She stuck it through and had planned on staying for another three years, which would’ve been ten total.

      But now…

      “I’m free.”

      “Mrs. Reagan?”

      Viviana startled and turned to find the housekeeper, Sara, standing in the wide opening into the family room. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back into a severe bun at her nape, giving a clear view of her round, tanned face and the concern in her eyes.

      “Yes, Sara?” Viviana said, and set the framed photo face down on the white marbled sofa table.

      “Is there anything you need or anything I can get you?” Sara asked. She was visibly nervous as she ran the palms of her hands over her rounded hips and down the sides of her conservative black dress.

      Viviana hated that they had a full staff for the house, and Thomas had insisted that they wear a uniform. The simple outfit was accented with white trim around the collar on the bottom of the short sleeves.

      The woman was probably nervous for herself, as well as the staff. Sara was not only Viviana’s personal attendant, but she oversaw all of housekeeping; basically, anything that had to do with the interior of the home.

      Viviana was going to miss the woman who’d been nothing but kind to her from the moment they’d met.

      “Thank you, Sara, I don’t need anything. But just so that you know, my name is Viviana Connelly. Feel free to call me Viviana—and please don’t ever call me Mrs. Reagan again. That person doesn’t exist.” She never did.

      Surprise showed on Sara’s face, and she bowed slightly. “Yes, ma’am. If you need anything, I’ll be—”

      “You and the staff take the rest of the day off,” Viviana blurted.

      Sara frowned. “Ma’am? But what will you eat? Who will clean?”

      Instead of responding to her questions, Viviana said, “As a matter of fact, take the next three days off until I decide next steps. Consider it a much-deserved paid time off.”

      Worry marred the older woman’s tanned face. No doubt she was concerned about the future of her job.

      She was right to be concerned. There was no way Viviana was staying in that home any longer than she had to. She hated the place almost as much as she’d hated Thomas.

      “Give me a few days to figure things out, Sara, and I’ll be in touch. Okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Sara said. “Please don’t hesitate to call me if you need me to return sooner. I’ll be leaving shortly.”

      “Thanks, Sara.”

      After the woman walked away, Viviana headed up the spiral staircase to the bedroom she’d shared with Thomas. The six-bedroom, eight-bathroom mansion was located in MacDonald Highlands, an exclusive neighborhood in Henderson, Nevada.

      The home had once been featured in Architectural Digest, but the only spaces in the house that Viviana liked were her closet that was as large as a bedroom, and the sitting room adjacent to the master bedroom. Both places offered a retreat away from Thomas.

      Viviana pushed open the double doors to the master bedroom and made a beeline to the bathroom. After taking the fastest shower in history, she dressed carefully, opting for a hot pink linen suit that belted around the waist of the jacket. It was lightweight enough for summer in Vegas, but warm enough for air-conditioned buildings. She’d pair the outfit with matching block heel mules, but for now, she stuck her feet into her favorite pair of Crocs.

      Now came the real work—packing her belongings. She planned to take everything she wanted because she had no intentions of returning to the house once she was gone.

      She grabbed several large suitcases from the corner of the closet and started filling them. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been hard at work when she heard someone call out to her in the distance.

      “Viviana?”

      Viviana moved out of the closet at the sound of her best friend’s voice.

      “I’m upstairs,” she called out.

      A few minutes later, Dannette Bell bonded into the room. “Where are you?”

      “In the closet packing some of my things.”

      Viviana glanced up when Dannette appeared in the doorway. Her dreadlocks were pulled up on top of her head with a few braids framing her pretty face. She and Dannette were close in height at around five feet six, but her friend was a little thicker, with an hourglass figure that made grown men drool.

      She always looked model-ready and today was no different. Wearing a navy-blue and white stripe sleeveless jumpsuit, the outfit glided over her curves and dipped in to show off her small waist. She had paired the garment with blue pumps that would no doubt be kicked off the moment she returned to her desk.

      Dannette stepped into the space and hugged her. Viviana returned the hug, grateful that she was there. They had met shortly after Viviana had moved to Las Vegas from LA, and had bonded immediately. If it weren’t for their friendship, Viviana didn’t know what she would’ve done the last few years, especially since she didn’t have siblings. Her only living relative, as far as she knew, was her mother, who she hadn’t seen or heard from in years, which was for the best. Dannette had filled that family void and was closer than a sister.

      They had become even closer, especially after Dannette lost her job five years ago. Viviana had hired her to be her executive assistant. It was one of the best decisions she’d ever made. Her friend had become so much more than that when it came to helping run TGR Grand Hotel and Casino, one of the largest casinos on the Las Vegas Strip.

      “All things considered, you look amazing,” Dannette said, waving a hand up and down, indicating Viviana.

      Viviana glanced at the full-length mirror on the wall to her right and took in her appearance. Her curly pixie cut with a long bang swept over her right eye complemented her face, and the bright color of her outfit seemed to make her mocha skin tone glow.

      She definitely didn’t look like a woman who had just lost her husband. Viviana didn’t feel like one either.

      Though she was scared to death of things to come as it related to Thomas and dealing with his estate, she appeared strong and capable. That was something she’d always aimed for since overseeing the operations at the casino. It didn’t matter that Thomas had broken her spirit in some ways—no one would ever know that once she stepped into her office. Her insides might shiver like a bowl of Jell-O, but her outer appearance reflected a badass businesswoman.

      “Thanks,” she finally said to her friend. “This outfit always makes me feel powerful.”

      Dannette nodded and grinned. “Good choice. Now let’s hurry.” She started pulling a few designer purses and shoes off the shelves of the custom closet and set them on the long dressing table. “So far there’s no media outside, but it’s only a matter of time. There were a couple of calls at the office before I left. People wanting to know if it was true that Thomas Reagan had passed away.”

      “What did you tell them?” Viviana asked as she unzipped another suitcase. As fast as she was moving, she felt as if she was getting ready to run away from home. Technically, that’s exactly what she was doing. She had no intentions of staying in Thomas’s house any longer than necessary.

      “I played dumb. I told them I had no idea what they were talking about, but we should probably get ahead of this situation. Maybe you can pick a reporter to talk to before the media hears about Thomas’s heart attack.”

      “I think it’s safe to assume they already know,” Viviana said on a sigh.

      Thomas had died two hours ago. She’d barely had time to process that she was a widow. The last thing she wanted to do was talk to anyone, but she’d have to eventually make some phone calls. She also needed to get to the office and meet with the staff.

      As the director of operations at TGR Grand, she would prefer the staff hear the news from her. But with the ever-present media and social media, it was safe to say that the news had already started spreading. Soon her cell phone would be ringing like crazy from her management team, wondering what was going on and if what they were hearing was true.

      Thomas was an important figure in the community, and his casino and hotel was one of the largest and most popular on the Strip—thanks to her hard work. Everyone would have questions and wonder about the future of the organization.

      Too bad she wouldn’t have many answers, at least not until she talked to Walter Underwood, Thomas’s attorney. The man knew far more about Thomas and his estate than she did.

      Viviana’s heart beat a little faster, and suddenly feeling overwhelmed, she leaned forward with her hands on her thighs.

      Just breathe. Just slow down and breathe, she told herself over and over again.

      Eventually, she sucked in several deep breaths and released them slowly before Dannette placed her hand on her back.

      “Maybe you should sit down for a minute,” her friend said. “You’re not looking too good.”

      “Just give me a minute. I don’t have time to sit down. There’s too much to do, and like you said, it would be best if I’m out of here before any news crews show up at the gate.”

      “I know, but you can spare a minute or five,” Dannette said and went back to pulling items off the shelves, as if knowing what things Viviana wanted to take and what she didn’t.

      Viviana placed her hands on the dressing table for support. “I have so many emotions swirling around inside of me, and I can’t seem to settle on one. I don’t even know where to start with everything. This is…a lot to deal with. I’m packing to get out of here, but where should I go? I thought about moving into one of the suites at the hotel, but what if Thomas has set it up to where I’m banned from the property upon his death. I won’t know much of anything until after I talk to Walter.”

      “You kept up your end of the agreement with him. You didn’t step out on him. You pretended to be the dutiful wife, and you helped make that casino what it is today. A major success!” Dannette said with her hands on her hips. “Whoever has the final word would be a fool to remove you from your position. As for Thomas—I’m sure the bastard left plenty to you, including this house. I for one can’t wait to find out what you’re going to walk away with.”

      Viviana wasn’t as optimistic. Dannette only knew what little Viviana had shared about her situation, and that was minimal. She also only knew Thomas from what she’d garnered while working for the company. She didn’t know just how much of a ruthless bastard he really was. Viviana wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t left her anything.

      He didn’t give a damn about me. I was just a means to an end, she wanted to tell her friend but instead kept her mouth shut.

      “In the meantime, you can stay with me,” Dannette said. “My place isn’t as lavish as you’re accustomed to, and you have to cook and clean for yourself.”

      Her grin made Viviana smile. “I think I can handle all of that, and I’m going to take you up on the offer.”

      She had a beautiful condo not too far from the Las Vegas Strip that would be much more convenient for Viviana getting to and from work.

      That was, assuming she’d still have a job.

      “I’ll only stay a few days. At least until I know where I stand as far as Thomas’s estate. I have some money saved, but I don’t want to touch much of it until I know what happens next.”

      As part of the prenup that she’d signed upon being forced to marry him, she would be entitled to a hundred thousand dollars for each year of their marriage. Which was seven years. That was chump change, considering Thomas was a billionaire. At least her job at the casino had paid well. Between her savings and investments, she’d been able to amass five hundred thousand dollars over the last few years.

      It brought her some level of comfort knowing that, even if Thomas left her nothing, and she lost her job, at least she wouldn’t be destitute. With the money she’d get from the prenup and her savings, she’d have enough to start over and decide her next steps.

      All she had to do was get through the next few days—but Viviana had a feeling that things were going to get worse before they got better.
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      “Oh! Oh! I can’t believe he made that shot!” the basketball announcer screamed, and the crowd in the arena went wild. “Another three-pointer and that’s number twelve from Hunter Graham tonight! He’s having a record-breaking evening with forty-three points, thirteen rebounds, and eleven assists and there’s still two minutes on the clock. Los Angeles has 108 points and Philadelphia 101. Philly still has time to…”

      Franklin “Frankie” Evans sat in the third row, center court of the arena watching the Los Angeles Rivers play the last game of the NBA finals. The noise level was off the charts, and if the hometown team won—which it looked like they would—the fans were going to go crazy.

      He had to admit that it had been an excellent game. Actually, the whole series had been a nail-biter with the teams tied three-three coming into game seven. And by the looks of it, there was a good chance that the Rivers would take home the finals’ trophy. It also meant that he and some of his customers would make a shitload of money in the process. While others would be mad as hell.

      As a bookie, Frankie lived for moments like this. The Los Angeles Rivers hadn’t been expected to win. Hell, it was a shock they’d made it to the finals at all, considering their crap regular season. But there was a good chance that they were going to win the finals. He had taken in an obscene number of bets and with this game. The fees he charged alone would put an extra million dollars into his pockets.

      He slouched down in his seat, stretched his legs out in front of him and folded his arms.

      I love my life.

      He always enjoyed a good game, but that wasn’t his main reason for attending tonight. His sole purpose for being in the arena was because of Hunter Graham. The superstar player who owed him three hundred and fifty thousand dollars from previous bets on a boxing match and a baseball game.

      The problem wasn’t that Hunter owed him, the guy could afford it easily, but Frankie’s issue with the multimillionaire was that he was taking his time paying him. If Hunter was anyone else, Frankie would rough him up good or cause him to have an unfortunate accident.

      But Hunter Graham was the sport’s world golden boy.

      There was no way he could kill the bastard. He’d never get away with it. Hunter was well connected, and the world, especially the sport’s world, loved him. There were always eyes on him. Besides, Frankie had made a lot of money off of the guy, despite the basketball star claiming he didn’t have a gambling addiction. But when you owed a bookie two hundred thousand for a boxing debt and another hundred and fifty thousand after betting on the Yankees, who had gotten blown out the other day, you were addicted.

      Frankie had never had a problem with Hunter paying. Hell, the man was worth an obscene amount of money. He made at least five hundred thousand dollars a game, easily. He could afford his gambling habit, but Frankie just didn’t like the guy. The man was arrogant and thought he was untouchable. That’s why they needed to teach him a lesson.

      Yeah, I need to put the fear of God in him.

      Frankie elbowed the huge man sitting to his right. It was Bryce, one of his enforcers.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “Make sure Vixen gets our boy Hunter to visit the strip club tonight. I need to talk to him,” Frankie said, only speaking loud enough for Bryce to hear him. He had to raise his voice a little because of the fans chanting Hunter, Hunter.

      Bryce nodded. Frankie then got Keith’s attention—another enforcer—sitting to his left.

      Keith leaned over. “Yeah?”

      “Make sure you get Hunter’s attention before we leave.  I don’t care how you do it. I want him to know that we were here tonight. We’re going to have to start putting a little pressure on him to pay up.”

      Hunter was the type of person who had to learn things the hard way, and Frankie was just the man to teach him. Everyone had a weak spot. He would just have to find Hunter’s.

      I won’t kill the guy, but I’ll make him sorry he ever screwed with me.
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        * * *

      

      “This was a good idea, but I can barely keep my eyes open,” Scott, one of Hunter’s teammates, said.

      “I feel you, man.” Hunter glanced out of the tinted window just before their driver opened the back door of the Chevy Suburban. It was one o’clock in the morning, and after running up and down the basketball court for almost the entire game, and celebrating with the team, his mind and body was spent. “But when Vixen calls and says there’s a special show planned for me, it’s hard not to show up.”

      “That’s the only reason I came here with you two,” Ricardo, another teammate, said as they walked into the dark building.

      Visiting a strip club hadn’t been a part of Hunter’s plans for the evening. But after winning his second NBA Finals and the MVP, he was ready to cut loose. It didn’t matter that the adrenaline from earlier had started to wane. He knew seeing Vixen dance, especially a private dance, which she had promised, was all he’d need to get his engine roaring again.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stepped foot in Stroke Me Gentleman’s Club. The NBA basketball season had been long and grueling. Between exhausting workouts, long practices, followed by the games, Hunter barely had enough energy to drag himself home or to a hotel. The last thing he’d wanted lately was to hang out at a bar or clubs.

      “Congrats on the game!”

      “Finals winners in the house!” Bouncers and others near the entrance spoke at once, congratulating them as they strolled in.

      Winning game seven still seemed surreal. Considering all the talent in the NBA, getting to the finals was always a privilege. Actually winning, though, was a dream come true…again. But as congratulations continued coming their way, the reality was sinking in. The Los Angeles Rivers were the national champs.

      They strolled further into the barely-lit club, and the bass in the music was playing so loud Hunter’s insides were vibrating. Vixen had promised that his favorite table, center stage, would be available, and they headed that way. They skirted around customers and half-naked servers until they reached their destination.

      “Hey, handsome. Good to see you again,” a tall blonde said and smiled up at him while she served drinks to a table next to theirs. “I’ll be right with you guys.”

      “Good,” Hunter said as his gaze traveled over her black satin bra-like top that barely contained her double-D’s. The short bandage-like skirt that she had squeezed into didn’t cover much either. In fact, the bottom of her ass cheeks hung beneath the garment. A garter belt, fishnet stockings, and red platform stripper heels completed the outfit. Most of the other women working the floor were dressed similarly.

      “All right, let’s get this party started,” Ricardo said, pulling a wad of cash from his pants pocket
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