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            About this book

          

          THE CENTER

        

      

    

    
      He came from nothing. Now the game is everything. Is he willing to risk it all for love?

      

      Royce Kacey, star center for the NFL expansion team Portland Mountain Lions, knows he’s lucky to be where he is in life. Between his shitty upbringing and his bad attitude, he was definitely not destined for greatness.

      Enter Coach Gentry, the man who recruited him to the University of Oregon, who helped guide him to be the successful, generally well-rounded individual he is today.

      Coach Gentry also introduced Royce to his daughter, the famous actress Morgan Gentry. And that was when Royce’s life went off the rails again. He and Morgan started a torrid affair. And for two years, she refused to go public with their relationship.

      He found out why after her affair with a married man was exposed to the entire world.

      Royce was the last to know. And while it supposedly happened before he met her, it didn’t matter. He should have heard it from her, not via some post on the Internet.

      He finally called it quits—for good this time.

      Or so he thought.

      Now Coach is sick, really sick, and Royce and Morgan have both promised to be there to take care of him.

      Despite it being in the middle of the playoffs and Royce’s team being Super Bowl contenders for the first time in franchise history.

      Despite Morgan’s career currently being in the toilet because of some douche who wouldn’t stop stalking and manipulating the women around him.

      Including her.

      Yeah, the world’s falling apart, and the last thing Royce needs is to be in Morgan’s orbit again.

      He has a game to focus on.

      And a heart to protect.

      

      
        
        Have you read the series prequel, The Tackle?

        Download it HERE.
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      Two minutes left in the game and the Mountain Lions were up, 34-6. Yeah, the other team’s kicker missed the extra point.

      It didn’t matter that it was virtually impossible for the opponent to catch up before the clock ran out. Royce Kacey and the rest of his team were playing like they were ten points down. Not giving an inch. Not until that final whistle blew.

      Because for the first time in franchise history—which admittedly was only five seasons—they were progressing past the first round of the playoffs.

      In one minute and thirty-eight seconds, that was.

      Their quarterback, Dante Kelley, wrapped the huddle and clapped his hands. They all shouted, “Cats,” because it was a hell of a lot quicker than mountain lions, and moved into formation.

      Royce bent his knees, crouched over the ball, held steady while scanning the row of players facing him. Made the first line call.

      As the center, Royce’s job was to guess which moves the other team planned to make, get the ball to Dante as quickly as possible, then protect his quarterback long enough for him to either pass or hand off the ball to another player on the team.

      Being a center required not only a hell of a lot of brawn but also a hell of a lot of fucking brains.

      Royce shouted out the call and snapped the ball.

      He felt rather than saw Dante catch it, and then he focused on blocking those linebackers who were intent on sacking Dante before he passed the ball to Jalen.

      The linebackers were unsuccessful, for the record.

      And seven minutes later—because a minute and thirty-eight seconds was never truly a minute and thirty-eight seconds in gridiron football—the Mountain Lions were progressing to the second round of the playoffs for the first time in franchise history.

      After some serious on-field celebrating, along with a bunch of interviews with the press, Royce and the rest of the team made their way to the locker room to shower and then face more media.

      Usually, Dante or the coach handled the postgame breakdown with the press, thank Christ. Royce could put on a not-grumpy front for all of three minutes before the inane questions started to get on his nerves. He knew they got on every player’s nerves; he just happened to be one of them who wasn’t good at hiding it.

      He slammed his locker shut and grabbed his bag just as his phone chirruped. For the briefest moment, before he could catch himself and refuse to think about her, he did.

      He thought about Morgan Gentry.

      His ex.

      Although, was she really an ex when they hadn’t technically been together in the first place? She’d refused to call their relationship a, well, relationship, and he’d let her get away with it. He’d let her come into his life and leave again, over and over. Took the scraps she offered like the sick, low self-esteem fuck he was.

      Until he learned that she’d had an affair with her just-as-famous costar, Mitch Madden, that Madden was the reason she kept Royce at arm’s length for nearly two years.

      God, he really was the idiot his father always insisted he was.

      Great, now he was thinking about his sperm donor, the man who had more than half convinced him that he was a raging idiot—until the day Royce packed his meager belongings and left for college. With a full ride scholarship.

      Didn’t matter that it was a football scholarship; he couldn’t truly be the dumbass his father convinced him he was if a place like the University of Oregon was willing to take a chance on him.

      He shook his head, shoving all of it—Morgan and his father alike—into that box he tried to keep such thoughts in so he could function like a sane person.

      He was done thinking about both of them, but especially her. Done giving her any more headspace. She’d lived rent free in his mind for way too long. It was time to turn a new leaf.

      Maybe he’d take a page out of Dante’s book. Well, Dante’s old book. The one where he didn’t let emotions get in the way of a good time.

      Now Dante was engaged to Allison Holt, and the fucker couldn’t be happier with his life. Literally. Royce suspected even a Super Bowl win wouldn’t make him as happy as he was with Allison in his life.

      Lucky bastard.

      Royce wanted to be like the old Dante, not this new lovesick version.

      Okay, he wasn’t sickening, and yes, Royce was probably jealous, but whatever. He’d been there, tried that, and it hadn’t worked for him.

      Cleat chasers it was, apparently, for the rest of his career. Maybe the rest of his life.

      There were worse things, he supposed.

      Finally, he pulled his phone out of his pocket, lit up the screen. The name card said “UO Coach,” and Royce smiled, feeling as light as he felt out there on the field when the whistle blew and they’d officially won the game.

      Coach Gentry, his coach from his University of Oregon days.

      Yes, the Coach Gentry, who was father to one Morgan Gentry, but that was entirely beside the point. Okay, not entirely.

      Coach was the one who’d introduced Royce and Morgan, after all. But Royce was extremely confident the guy had no clue that his daughter liked to sleep with married men, so he couldn’t blame their failed relationship on the woman’s father.

      Not only that, but Coach hadn’t actually introduced them with the hope that they’d get together, that Royce would fall for her, that she’d ruthlessly stomp all over his heart.

      No, Coach had only introduced them about two years ago because she and Royce had both been guests at the same UO awards dinner, during which Coach had won an award for being an awesome contributor to campus life or some shit.

      Everything else that had happened between Royce and Morgan had been entirely his own fault.

      He unlocked the screen and read the text.

      

      Are you heading to a celebration? Or do you have time to have a drink with an old man?

      

      Royce shot back:

      

      Who is this old man you speak of? And hell yes, I’d love to have a drink with you!

      

      Once upon a time, when Royce had been an aggressive as fuck high school footballer with a gigantic chip on his shoulder, he’d been recruited by the University of Oregon. He’d accepted the full-ride scholarship they offered, not really caring about anything other than the fact that he was finally getting out of the trailer park.

      Never could he have imagined that ten years later he’d be here, playing for the NFL, only a handful of games away from making a first-time appearance in the Super Bowl.

      If not for Coach Gentry, he’d likely never have gotten here. Coach Gentry taught him to care. Taught him to believe. In his teammates.

      In himself.

      He still struggled with the caring bit, especially when it came to his family—and now, Morgan—but he’d absorbed all the rest of it.

      Yeah, he owed Coach his entire career, probably his life, even if he could barely stand to think about the guy’s daughter, let alone actually be civil to her.

      Coach texted him the name of the hotel where he was staying and said they had a nice bar that shouldn’t be too crowded, despite today’s win.

      Yeah, no shit, since it was the most expensive place in town. While Division I college coaches did all right, this location had undoubtedly been arranged by his daughter, who had probably already socked away enough money from her movie career to retire tomorrow and never work another day in her life.

      Royce also was doing more than all right financially these days, and sometimes he felt guilty for not helping out his parents. But his parents were shitty people and Coach Gentry was not, not by a long shot.

      Royce responded that he was on his way.

      He wasn’t nearly as recognizable as Dante or Jalen Packerton, their wide receiver. Dante, as the quarterback, was the face of the team, and he admittedly had a pretty mug, not to mention a solid personality.

      Jalen was a player, a partier, and the guy could catch any ball Dante ever threw his way. Seriously. He never dropped it. Every football fan in the state loved him.

      His stats blew every other receiver in the league out of the water. Other teams salivated over him, but Jalen was convinced his abilities were directly tied to Dante’s throwing arm, and no one on the team—or anyone anywhere in the state of Oregon—had any desire to disavow him of that notion.

      All that said, this was playoff season and the Mountain Lions were red-hot this year. All of the first string had been elevated in the recognition game. And since Royce wasn’t good with people, he tended to shy away from dealing with the public.

      So he donned a baseball cap and pulled up the hood of his navy blue hoodie. Kept his head down, his hands in his pockets when he stepped into the glitzy, showy hotel lobby.

      Which caught the eye of the hotel security guard, a big guy who looked like he’d probably played football at some point in his life.

      Or maybe not, because he didn’t recognize Royce, even when he looked the guy in the eye.

      “You aren’t a guest here,” the security guard said, like it was a truth and nothing Royce could do, not even produce a keycard, was going to change that fact.

      He was flung back to his childhood so fast he damn near had whiplash. And naturally, he immediately went on the defensive.

      “How the fuck do you know?” he asked with a distinct growl in his voice.

      “Trust me, I know,” the guy said with a sneer, like he was fully aware that Royce had once lived in a single-wide subsidized by the government, with an asshole father who was condescending as shit and dabbled in some seriously illegal business ventures and, when she decided to make an appearance, a drug-addicted mother who, frankly, he was surprised was still alive.

      “Fuck off,” Royce snapped.

      “I’m going to call the cops,” the security guy warned, and Christ almighty, wasn’t this exactly what Royce needed tonight?

      “He’s with me.”

      Royce cringed at the sound of that musical voice, while the security guard—shit, that guy had hearts in his eyes and began blustering like an idiot.

      “Miss Gentry, I’m so sorry, I had no idea. I⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up and go away,” Royce snarled, and Morgan must have given him some sort of unspoken approval, because the guy turned tail and rushed away.

      Royce stayed where he was. Didn’t glance over his shoulder. Didn’t acknowledge her presence.

      He did wonder, for the six billionth time, what the hell she had ever seen in him.

      He supposed he hadn’t been quite this grumpy the day they met. The team had just wrapped a decent year for a third-year expansion team. He hadn’t heard from either of his parents in months. His sister had just gotten promoted to manager at the retail job she’d been working for damn near a decade.

      He'd probably been as close to happy as he’d ever been in his life. And he’d been utterly enthralled with Morgan. Mesmerized. Fascinated.

      When he asked her out, she agreed to a date, telling him that if her father loved him so much, he must be trustworthy.

      And yet, she still kept him at arm’s length. They’d sometimes go months between visits, despite him offering to fly to wherever she was, just to see her for a day or two.

      And then on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, two months ago, the night of her latest movie premiere, she’d faced down her demons. She’d stood up to Mitch Madden, and she hadn’t even told Royce what was happening, let alone asked for his support.

      Dante had been there. So had the team’s PR manager, Diana Jenison. And Pedro’s wife, Jillian Stanton. And while Pedro hadn’t been there, he’d known what was going on.

      But not Royce. Not the guy Morgan once in a while claimed she was dating. The guy she said she cared about—but.

      There was always a but.

      He hated himself for wanting her.

      He tried to hate her for not wanting him enough.

      “Hi, Royce,” she said softly. “It’s been a while.”

      Yeah, at his discretion this time. He was the one who pushed her away this time. He’d hoped it would feel better than this.

      Instead of engaging in a conversation he wasn’t interested in, he muttered, “Just like you, I can fight my own battles.”

      And then he strode away.

      Fuck Morgan Gentry. He was done.
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      Morgan winced like Royce slapped her.

      And for the billionth time, she wished things were different between them.

      Despite a two-year on again/off again relationship, she honestly didn’t know much about his past. What little she did know she’d learned from her father.

      Royce hadn’t had a good homelife growing up. He’d been poor. Ashamed of where he’d come from, with enough humility to refuse any overt efforts to help him financially.

      He probably had no idea how much Dad had used his own money to supplement fees and equipment costs during his college football career.

      Royce never shared any of that. But he had shared himself. He’d been more than willing to be with her, to be in a relationship. If she’d been less scared to get close, perhaps he would have told her about that not-good homelife.

      But she had her own demons—well, one, really.

      Mitch Madden.

      And she’d been utterly petrified of the guy. So much so that she’d refused to let her relationship with Royce blossom into what it could have been. What it should have been.

      What Royce deserved it to be.

      What she desperately wanted it to be.

      Now that nearly everything was out in the open, now that she could actually open up to Royce, it was too late.

      He refused to speak to her. Wouldn’t take her calls. Acted like she wasn’t there when she attended his games.

      She knew she deserved no less, but that didn’t make it hurt any less.

      She watched him walk away, found herself admiring his gritty grace—yes, that really was a thing, at least in her mind—as he strode toward the restaurant with purpose. Not once looked back at her.

      In case it wasn’t clear that he was done, done, done.

      She blinked away a sudden onset of tears and shook her head.

      Wait. What was he doing? Why was he⁠—

      Oh shit. Dad.

      Was Coach trying to play matchmaker? She tended to shy away from telling Dad about her romantic life, mostly because, until Royce, it hadn’t been romantic at all. He wasn’t even aware that she and Royce had kept talking after that night he’d introduced them.

      So, no matchmaker, then. But it could not be a coincidence that Royce was here, in the hotel where she and her dad were both staying, walking into the restaurant where she knew her dad was waiting.

      Really, there was only one thing to be done in this situation.

      Run.

      Okay, no, that was not the correct option. She’d been running for far too long. Ever since Mitch. She was sick of doing it.

      What she wanted was for her life to go back to the way it was before she had ever met Mitch.

      Except with Royce in it.

      She just had no clue how to convince him to give her another chance. She’d used up all her chances. Frankly, she was surprised he’d held on as long as he had.

      She’d never treated him as well as he deserved. As well as she should have. As well as she’d wanted to.

      She sucked in a breath. Let it out slowly. Did it again.

      Counted to five. Waited for her racing heart to chill, at least a little.

      And then she strode into the restaurant and was wholly unsurprised to find Royce sitting across from her father at a booth in the corner.

      He’d flipped the hood off his head, shed the jacket. The hat rested on the table. His dark hair was on the verge of needing a cut. It was messy from the hood and his hat. Kind of like his bedhead after they got all hot and sweaty between the sheets.

      His brows were still heavy, lending him a brooding air that she knew was all too real. His eyes were dark, as was the thick scruff on his face.

      Even under the sweatshirt, it was clear that he had broad shoulders, a muscular chest. And those jeans, well, they ought to be illegal. Or maybe the body underneath should be.

      When they met, he’d been in as close to a suit as Royce Kacey ever got: a borrowed suitcoat over a T-shirt and black jeans.

      She preferred him in his casual outfits, the ones people like that security guard assumed meant he was up to no good.

      She knew better.

      His gaze lifted and snagged on her as she walked toward them. A lesser woman would have tripped over her own feet under that scrutiny. Only years of acting classes kept her from face-planting on the carpet in the middle of the restaurant.

      Dad glanced over his shoulder and then did a double-take before sliding out of the booth, spreading his arms wide.

      “Hi, Dad.” She nearly fell into his embrace. Caught a strange look crawling across Royce’s face. Sadness?

      “How’s my baby girl? How’s the…you know.” His gaze darted to Royce.

      She appreciated Dad’s discretion, but the time for hiding things from Royce was long gone. She had nothing to lose from being open and honest with him. Not anymore.

      “Frustrating,” she finally said, sliding into the booth next to Dad. Royce glared at her as if he thought he could burn her to a crisp with a look alone. The guy had a whole lot of pent-up anger, and it was all directed at her.

      Unfortunately, she deserved every bit of it.

      “The movie flopped. A few deals my agent had been working on have suddenly dried up. Because of the whole thing with Mitch, producers are suddenly afraid to take a chance on me.”

      Three months ago, she had been one of the most sought-after actors in Hollywood. She could have had her pick of any film being produced. She had been an A-lister.

      Frustrating didn’t begin to describe how she felt about the situation now.

      Mitch was the one who stalked women, who mentally abused them, who threatened them, who cheated on his wife, time and time again. Mitch was the one who’d kept Morgan under his thumb for freaking years. And when she finally found the cojones to stand up for herself, to quit hiding, the whole damn industry turned against her.

      “Ah, sweetheart.” Dad wrapped her hand in both of his own. “Even if this doesn’t blow over, you did the right thing. Mitch Madden is a terrible person. He deserves to spend the rest of his life in prison.”

      If he even goes to prison. He’d been arrested the evening of the premiere, but he’d been released before midnight.

      At his arraignment, he’d plead not guilty, and now his case was heading to trial. Both sides were scrambling to try to gather enough evidence to prove they were right about the fallen A-list actor.

      Meanwhile, Mitch was out and about, winning people and influencing his friends. Even that fullback who had lost his football career over the guy had done an interview talking about how much he loved Mitch Madden.

      It was all very maddening, especially considering that in the moment she and Allison and Summer Ortega had decided to expose Mitch for the creep he was, she had felt so liberated. Free for the first time since her first Hollywood audition.

      And now, two months later, she felt like she’d lost everything. Including Royce.

      Especially Royce.

      Honestly, she was sure she could handle the rest of it. It was the loss of Royce in her corner she felt the most keenly. The idea of never speaking to him again felt the most…wrong.

      A server stepped up to the table and asked for their orders. Dad and Royce both ordered whiskey on the rocks, almost at the same time. She smiled. Sometimes it felt like he was more her father’s son than she was the man’s daughter. They were so much more alike.

      Where she had tended to be lost in a fantasy world growing up, she imagined Royce had been serious. Determined. Focused. Where she had flown all over the world for her movies, she suspected that Royce had never stepped foot out of the state until his college football career kicked off.

      “And you, Miss Gentry?” The server said her name with the same reverence most people who recognized her did. She’d long ago become used to it, although she used to cringe whenever she heard that tone. She was just another person; she just happened to have strong acting skills that had helped get her onto the silver screen, where her face—and body—could be viewed by millions of people across the world.

      “Pinot noir, please,” she replied with a warm smile. “Something local.”

      The server nodded eagerly and was back in a flash, distributing their drinks with impressive efficiency before excusing herself and stepping away.

      Dad lifted his glass in toast. “Second round playoffs,” he said with a wide grin for Royce.

      Royce smiled as they clinked glasses, although his smile wasn’t nearly as big as Dad’s and didn’t quite reach his eyes. Surely, he was happy about getting so far this season? For an expansion team, they were doing amazingly. With only five seasons under their belts, they were Super Bowl contenders.

      Although, honestly, Royce had always been reserved. The only time the man truly let loose was, well…no thinking about that. It hurt plenty enough that he would not even look directly at her, without thinking about that buzz she got under her skin whenever they were naked together.

      Dad and Royce started talking football, and while Morgan could contribute—with a college coach for a dad, it was hard not to learn and love the game—she did not. Mostly because Royce was finally starting to relax, and she suspected that reminding him of her presence would instantly make him tense again.

      “Okay,” Royce said during the first lull in the conversation. “Why are we all here right now?”

      Right before her eyes, her dad seemed to shrink into himself. What in the world?

      “Dad?”

      He shook his head, finished his whiskey. Royce signaled for another round.

      “I figured it would be easiest to tell my two favorite people the news at the same time.”

      News? Why did her heart suddenly squeeze like there was a vise around it?

      Silly question. They’d lost Mom when she was in middle school. Morgan had spent every day since low-key worrying that she’d lose her dad at any moment. Sometimes that worry exploded into a near-debilitating sensation that made it impossible to function until it subsided.

      His hand covered hers again, gave it a squeeze. “First of all, I’m going to be fine.”

      “Oh my God.” Losing her mother had been sudden and unexpected. Mom had gone into the hospital for some routine procedure—Morgan couldn’t even remember what it was anymore—and she’d never come home.

      “Morgan, you’re imagining the worst-case scenario,” Dad chided.

      “Do you blame me? What is going on?”

      Royce hadn’t yet spoken, but the way he was white-knuckling the edge of the table was telling. He suspected the worst too.

      Dad huffed. “I had this whole thing rehearsed. Practiced in front of the mirror and everything. In my head, it did not go like this.”

      “Just say it,” Royce finally spoke, his voice all growly and low.

      “Fine. I have cancer.”

      Cancer. Cancer. Cancer.

      Morgan couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t focus. Her heart was pounding in her ears at an alarming rate. She could feel sweat beading on her forehead.

      She couldn’t move. Still couldn’t breathe. Sure would be nice to breathe.

      She sensed movement a moment before she felt another body next to her, pushing, pinning her between it and her father. She heard voices, two of them, calling her name, asking for water, a cool, wet washcloth, calling her name again. And again.

      An arm wrapped around her shoulder; something was pressed against her lips. Water dribbled into her mouth. She swallowed.
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