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      Can an injured ex baseball player convince the woman he wakes up married to in Las Vegas to take a second chance on him?

      

      After spending the last six months drowning his sorrows over the end of his baseball career, Jack Bishop finds himself on a coerced trip to Las Vegas, to spend the weekend with some woman his best friend set him up with. He expects a paid escort. What he gets is the woman he walked away from ten years ago, and she’s not very happy to see him.

      

      Devyn Tate is no longer looking for a lifelong promise. Yet her friends have managed to talk her into spending the weekend in Las Vegas, on a blind date of all things. They promise the guy is trustworthy. They insist that she have fun. Unfortunately, fun is not what she envisions when she discovers  the guy who left her high and dry years ago lying on the floor of her suite in nothing but his underwear, and she has a wedding ring on her finger.
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      “Fuck. I can’t believe I’m even considering this,” Jack mumbled as he swirled the amber liquid before drinking from his glass of Crown Royal, emptying it in one swallow.  He smothered a sigh. Man, he needed to make some new friends. His current ones derived too much joy in taking advantage of his soaked-in-alcohol, pissed-at-the-world state of mind.

      Why the hell couldn’t people leave him alone?

      His family, his friends, his agent, his teammates—every other goddamn day he deleted messages from his phone. Everyone wanted to either console him or provide career advice. Like they understood the reality of what it was like to walk in his shoes.

      Jack ground his teeth together. Not for the first time, he wondered what he’d done to deserve the crap hand he’d been dealt. He’d spent the last six months alone—he rolled his eyes—he’d tried to spend it alone. One would think unreturned phone calls, sneered hellos and ugly name-calling would keep the scavengers at bay.

      Thank Christ most of his family had finally given up. Although, that last message from his mother—insisting that he get his head out of his ass and start acting like the adult he claimed to be—still stung.

      Guilt wormed a hole through his pride. Elaine Walker didn’t deserve his ugly attitude. That woman had created a home for him when no other had. If it wasn’t for Elaine and Grant taking him in as a petulant, angry child, he would probably be sacked out on the streets, or maybe even sitting in a jail cell somewhere. He most certainly wouldn’t have lived the life he had so far.

      But his friends and brothers really had gone overboard this time. Two years ago, he might have laughed it off and gone along with the plan. Today he didn’t feel like laughing. Two nights ago, after a coerced game of poker slash intervention, in which he’d lost five thousand dollars he couldn’t afford to lose, his so-called friends had talked him into spending the weekend in Vegas with a blind date they’d arranged. Apparently those closest to him figured a good woman could pull him out of his funk. Then they had all laughed and wiped the table clean—and not of chips and pizza crumbs. Too bad they hadn’t picked up their dirty dishes simultaneously.

      Not that he needed a date. He dated just fine. Or he used to. In his line of work, women came to him, or sometimes his publicist arranged for them to come to him, and then they left. Exactly the way he liked it.

      He was human, and male, so yes, sometimes he fucked them. Though not as often as most people assumed. And he never woke up next to them in the morning. Not one woman in the past ten years had flipped his switch beyond a dim glow. Not one of them lasted past a second date. Not that he’d been looking. At that point, he’d been riding high on his fame. He had no plans to settle down, then or now, much to his foster parents’ dismay. It’s not as if they didn’t know he wasn’t husband material. The tabloids said so. Besides, who’d be interested in a washed-up, washed-out baseball player at the age of twenty-nine? His single concession to the people he called family had been moving closer to the only true home he’d ever had—not exactly in their backyard close, but near enough.

      Staring into his empty glass, he racked his brain for a good missed-the-plane excuse. He needed this trip as much as he needed another drink.

      Jack’s phone buzzed like a bee on crack as it skated across the coffee tabletop. He glanced at the screen and groaned. Knowing what he’d find, he hit the pad anyway, lighting up the message from one of his brothers.

      

      Hey, Jackie boy, don’t you dare skip out on this flight. I’ve found the perfect woman for you. Everything is arranged and paid for.

      

      Great. They’d got him a hooker.

      

      I’ve sent you the hotel info in the attachment. You can thank me later. Now get your ass to the airport.

      

      Fucking Mason. Regardless of his foster brother’s success, and as a result, his own, Jack should never have hired Mason as his agent. The asshole took liberties normal agents wouldn’t dare. He swore the man had rigged a camera somewhere in this apartment. Good thing he considered Mason his best friend and loved him like a true brother, because he’d been nothing but a pain in his backside the last two months, ranting that Jack needed to get out, move on and find somebody to settle down with, or find something to take his mind off what had happened. With that man’s intuition and ability to nag, he must have been a female in a previous life. Jack ignored the itch to search the room, but just in case, he raised his hand and flipped his brother the bird.

      Lifting his left arm, he checked the time on his silver Rolex, a parting gift from the team, and grimaced at the residual pain that sliced through his shoulder. Anger followed. Anger over the inability to do something he’d loved since childhood. The only thing that had made sense to him during those early turmoil-filled years when he’d been shuffled from foster home to foster home. Anger over a career cut short far too early—seemed to be the story of his life—everything grinding to a halt before truly beginning. Anger over the fact that he sat alone in his apartment with only a handful of expensive objects to show for it. Like arm candy and photo ops, things his publicist insisted he needed. Maybe he could sell it all and move into a straw hut on an island. One with no phone or Internet service. And no easy access.

      With all the energy and excitement of a turtle, Jack rose from his living room couch and meandered to the kitchen, his feet lead-like. He placed his empty glass in the not-so-empty sink. He let his gaze roam the tiny one-bedroom apartment as he walked toward the front door. His mother would have a coronary if she saw the leaning tower of magazines, the double layer of dust and the clothes strewn about the leather furniture and granite tables. The smell the pizza and cigar smoke from the previous night hung in the air. Gross. While on the road, he’d only spent part of each winter here. So little time, it usually felt more like visiting than living. Now, it looked like he’d not left the apartment in months.

      Leaning down to pick up his black carry-on, he cursed his luck. Then he let himself out, locking the door behind him. How often had he actually left the building since he’d returned home, other than for food?

      Oh yeah, he ordered that in.

      He came to an abrupt stop after he pushed through the building’s main doors and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The wind slipped through his nylon jacket, chilling him. Damn, it was cold. And snow covered the ground.

      When the fuck did winter arrive?

      He hailed a cab, not in the mood to spend twenty minutes driving up and down each level of the airport’s parking garage waiting for somebody to give up their primo spot. He just wanted to get on the plane, have a drink, or four, and sleep for the few hours it would take to cross the country.

      While the cabbie maneuvered through traffic, Jack debated reading the attachment Mason had mentioned. Fuck. He hated this. In his current mood, the last thing he should be doing was exposing it to some unsuspecting, unknown female—even if she’d been paid to make him happy. But a bet was a bet, and although he’d spent hours trying to find any excuse to stay locked in his dreary home, he never went back on his word, even those agreed to while under the influence. Well, except for that one time a very long time ago. Besides, it had to be some kind of bad luck to renege on a deal that involved the gambling hub of the free world. And he’d had enough bad breaks in his life.

      He’d go, but that didn’t mean he’d enjoy himself. If lady luck was on his side, his sour mood would scare away his date and he’d be left to his own company.

      A heavy sigh escaped, dropping his shoulders. When had he become so pathetic that his friends would actually pay somebody to spend the weekend with him? Maybe he should make a side trip for some penicillin, just in case. He shook his head, a shiver crawling down his spine. If it turned out to be some swanky high-dollar escort, he’d give her a nice tip and tell her to go shopping. Then he’d crash for two days before the flight home.

      After a thirty-minute delay, Jack boarded the plane, stowed his luggage and, as he settled into his first-class seat, something he soon wouldn’t be able to afford anymore, he placed his drink order before they’d even taxied down the runway. Once the plane reached its cruising altitude, his beverage was delivered and downed in three large gulps. Resting his head back against the pillow, he closed his eyes.

      Jack jerked awake when the whine and rumble of the landing gear kicked in.

      “Sir, we’re preparing to land. Could you please put your seat in the upright position?”

      He blinked, clearing his vision and looked up into the face of a very pretty flight attendant. Mid to late twenties, blonde hair pulled up into a fashionable twist, her blue eyes, glittering with feminine interest, matched the same hue in the uniform scarf. A coquettish smile tipped the corners of her mouth into a sweet, yet suggestive curve. A baseball groupie or just somebody interested in getting laid during her layover?

      Until a few months ago, he might have taken her up on the unspoken invitation, and asked her to dinner, if only to appease the publicity team. Unfortunately, they’d never taken his tastes or his interests into consideration. It was all about the image. Now, nothing stirred him other than the desire to throw a fastball through the curved wall of the plane. He rubbed at the persistent ache in his shoulder.

      Instead, he mumbled something, pulled up his seat and tried to direct his attention out the window. Undeterred by his rudeness, she stretched over his seatmate to hand him something. Her breasts strained against the fabric of her blouse, her hard nipples prominent.

      Did she undo an extra button?

      “You were sleeping when I came around earlier, Mr. Bishop.”

      On autopilot, he raised his hand to accept the snack. She winked as she placed it in his palm, gliding her fingers along his as she backed away and then moved down the aisle.

      Jack looked down at the package of peanuts sitting atop a napkin. Bending forward, he stuffed them into the pocket on the back of the seat in front of him, but the napkin escaped his hold and drifted to the floor. Leaning down to retrieve it, he paused, staring at a phone number jotted across the airline’s symbol in blue ink, and a red lip imprint with the name Ashley penned underneath. He rolled his eyes and shook his head. It had been like this ever since he went pro.

      Straightening, he crumpled the napkin in a ball and pushed it down into the pocket then turned to glance out at the view. On other trips to Vegas, he’d always loved seeing the strip from this height, especially at night. In the blinding sun of mid-afternoon, he absorbed the red of the mountains, and the blue spattering of lakes and backyard pools.

      Mason’s email said his date would show up some time later this afternoon. Maybe he could slip up to his room, shower quickly then hit the casino, avoiding the date altogether. If they managed to not run into each other for the next two days, he could spend the weekend pining for his lost career over a blackjack table.

      The plane made a smooth landing and taxied to the gate. While the other passengers jumped from their seats, only to find they had nowhere to run until the door opened and the crew bade them farewell, Jack remained seated and turned on his cell phone, absently flipping through unopened emails from Mason and his former teammates—fewer in number compared to last week. He returned to his brother’s message and opened it, finally reading the attachment. As he scanned the message to find out where he was staying, his gut twisted in anger. He suppressed a growl.

      

      You’ll actually be staying at the Bellagio this weekend, in one of the suites. It’s top of the line and worth a small fortune, so don’t fuck this up. Or I’ll be pissed and you’ll owe me. I figured tonight you’ll probably want to do room service, but I’ve booked a dinner reservation for you at Rao’s in Caesar’s for tomorrow evening, 7 p.m. Oh, did I forget to mention your date will be sharing the suite with you for the weekend? Be nice.

      

      He reread that last line. Not the ‘be nice’ part. He’d fucking kill Mason. Goddamn it. Any chance of avoiding the woman had slipped away, just as fast as his career had.

      Thirty minutes later, Jack used his key card to let himself into the corner suite. He stopped to listen for a moment, getting a sense of his surroundings. Nothing. Absolute silence. Nothing disturbed. His mystery woman hadn’t arrived yet. He cursed Mason once more for good measure. If it wasn’t for the fact that he no longer needed an agent, he’d fire his ass. At least he’d had the decency to forewarn him about his weekend roomie. Regardless of the outlay of cash, he planned to teach Mr. Enright a lesson as soon as he got back home, and payback was a bitch. Be nice? Mason knew damn well Jack never spent the night with his so-called dates. Never.

      The door swung closed behind him, and he moved farther into the living space. His eyes widened as he took in the elegance of room. Holy fuck. He’d stayed in plenty of nice hotels while being wooed by scouts. During his time on the road, the rooms had been decent, though nothing extraordinary.

      But this one existed in a class by itself. Deep, comfortable-looking furniture in rich colors pulled his gaze to the center of the room. A large plasma television hung over the gas fireplace, and a big, bright bouquet of flowers—their fragrance filling the room—almost overwhelmed the round dining table. And the view from the long side of the room—shit—it overlooked the fountains. A terrace lay straight ahead facing the other direction. It was a far cry from the hostel doorstep his parents had dumped him off at as a child.

      His phone rang inside his pocket. Dropping his bag, he reached for it, glancing at the screen before placing it to his ear.

      “Mason.” Jack didn’t even try to hide the growl of menace.

      His brother laughed. “Is the room not to your liking?”

      “This has nothing to do with the room, and you know it. What the fuck are you up to?”

      On the other end, the chuckling stopped, replaced by silence. Jack waited. He imagined Mason sitting in his office chair, feet up on his desk, crossed at the ankle, while he gazed out the big windows that overlooked the city. His brows would be furrowed as he decided what to say.

      “Jack, I respect you. I get that you’re angry. You know that. And I know you’ve been dealt another card that sucks big time, but you need to move on, man.”

      “I am.”
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