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            Welcome to the Warrior Sports League world

          

        

      

    

    
      The authors of the Warrior Sports League have teamed up to bring you professional sports romance stories filled with love, laughter, and heat–on and off the field.

      
        
        What you need to know:

      

      

      
        
          	
        While the cities featured are real, the teams and players are purely fictional.
      

      	
        Each book will spotlight teams from across the series, but they're not part of a single shared season—so yes, you'll see multiple champion teams across different stories.
      

      

      

      Get ready to fall for your next favorite player, and don’t forget to join the official fan club of the Warrior Sports League on Facebook here:

      

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/share/g/9e8NgrPn35epeRDH/

      

      

      First a huge to thank Annelise Reynolds for creating the Gridiron Warriors shared world and for keeping all of us on track. She spent countless hours on graphics, spreadsheets, and scheduling promos for the fan group . I was honored when she asked me to be a part of this world. And a big thank you to Clarise Tan for the amazing covers! 

      I owe a huge thank you to my editor, Sara-Jean Bernhardt (Bernhardt Editing) for rushing the editing. And another huge thank you to Kristin Myers for her quick formatting. You both rock!

      And now, thank you to Karen Wright who won the draft and named a character in Kicked in the Heart. I love the name Kylie Storm, it was perfect for Rocky’s best friend.

      Now, sit back and enjoy Kicked in the Heart. All mistakes are mine and mine alone.

      - L.A.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rocky

      

      

      Rochelle Masterson reluctantly answered the call on her phone, not wanting to hear the coach telling her they’d chosen someone else. Her stomach dropped as her thumb hovered over the answer call button. Last week the Indianapolis Legends had put out a call for a field-goal kicker and she'd tried out amid snickers and catcalls from the male hopefuls. Well, she'd shown them, outkicking every last one of them. Now she would see if the Legends were up to signing the league’s first ever female kicker.

      “Rocky? This is Coach Albertson.”

      “Hello Coach.” She crossed her fingers. Kicking for her home-town team would be a dream come true. Plus, she wouldn’t have to relocate.

      “You ready to be The Legend’s kicker?”

      She jumped up and down and pumped her arm. It was happening! “Uh, yeah, I am,” she said, trying to keep her voice even, as if she received offers from pro ball teams every day.

      “Good. We’re prepared to offer you a one-year contract for five hundred thousand with an option to renew with salary re-negotiable at that time.”

      She knew five hundred thousand dollars was quite a bit less than other rookie kickers made their first year. Should she try to get them to up it? “Well,” she said as she tried to decide, “I guess that would be acceptable.” That the salary was negotiable with renewal was a plus.

      “The front office will send over the contract for your signature. Practice is at ten am on Tuesday. You’ll need to come in the player’s entrance.”

      “Thanks coach, I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      Once she’d hung up the call, she screamed as she danced around the room. She would be making history as the first female player in the WSL.

      Her hands shaking, she selected a number and waited impatiently for her best friend, Kiley, to answer.

      “Did you get it?” Kiley asked in lieu of saying hello.

      “Well…”

      “You’re kidding, right? They didn’t…”

      “You’re talking to the newest member of the Indianapolis Legends.”

      Kylie squealed, “Oh my God! For real?”

      “Yeah, for real,” Rocky answered. “Holy shit, it’s just now sinking in that this time next week I’ll a professional kicker getting ready for my first game.”

      “I’m so happy for you! And, now you can introduce me to all those hot Legends players.”

      “I won’t be there to look for a boyfriend, I’ll be there to work.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Rocky replied. Kiley had just recently broken things off with her long-time boyfriend and she was looking to have some fun. “I gotta go, I need to call Dad, he’ll be so excited. Then, I suppose I should call Mom, but I had to call and tell you first.”

      “Yeah, cause I’m your bestie. Love you, girl. Girl’s night tonight to celebrate.” Kiley replied.

      “Love you back.”

      After a call to her dad to tell him the good news Rocky flopped down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Now she needed to call and break the news to her mom. Ever since she’d asked if she could try out for her high school football team her mom had been telling her no one would want to marry her if she competed with the boys. Her father had given her the permission needed to compete, overruling her mother. That had been the beginning of the end of her parents’ marriage. Now, her father was remarried and lived in Chicago. Luckily, her step-mom was amazing and they both supported her when she told them she was trying out for the Legends.

      Sitting up, she selected her mom’s number and hoped she wouldn’t answer. Telling her mom’s voicemail would be so much easier.

      “Rochelle? Is everything all right?”

      “Hey Mom. Everything is more than all right. I’ve got some good news.”

      “You’ve given up on playing football?”

      Rocky rolled her eyes. “No, Mom, just the opposite. I’m going to be playing for the Indianapolis Legends starting next week.”

      With a heavy sigh her mother asked, “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

      “Mom…”

      “I mean, what man is going to want a kicker as a wife?”

      Seriously, her mom was stuck back in the fifties. “Mom, there’s more to life than being a wife and mother. I want my own career.”

      “But a football player? How about being a cheerleader instead? I’m sure you’d be good at that.”

      Mom, I’m not going to argue about this with you. I thought maybe for once you’d just be happy for me.” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “But, I guess that’s not going to happen, at least not today. Love you, Mom. I’ll call you next week.” She hit end before her mother could try to guilt-trip her into turning down the offer.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. At least that was done, now she could concentrate on getting ready for her first practice in a couple of days. She’d done it. She was a professional football player.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Butch

      

      

      Brandon Sutton sped into the parking lot, pulled into a spot and stopped with a squeal of tires. If he was late for practice again Coach was going to nail his balls to the wall. Last night’s beer with the guys had turned into an almost all-night booze fest and he was feeling it this morning with a hangover that felt like it would kill him. He prayed the aspirin he’d taken as he ran out the door of his apartment would kick in soon and tamp down the headache to a tolerable level. Rubbing his temple, he hurried past the news vans parked near the press entrance. Why were they making such a big deal about the Legends getting a new kicker?

      Slipping into the team meeting room and taking a seat in the back, he hoped Coach hadn't noticed his late arrival.

      Nicknamed “The Butcher” by the media after a particularly brutal tackle in his rookie year the name stuck and now everyone just called him Butch, even his family.

      “Glad you decided to join us, Butch,” the coach said without missing a beat. “As I was saying, Mark will be out the rest of the season, so the team did an open call. Our new kicker, Rocky Masterson, will be joining practice after the press conference. Let’s help them get ready for the game against Chicago this Saturday.”

      Butch wondered why they were making such a big deal about replacing their kicker. His teammates whispered among themselves, smiling. Maybe they knew who this guy was. He hadn’t heard of any kickers named Masterson.

      The locker room buzzed with speculation as they geared up for practice. Trey Conners, a receiver and Butch’s best friend, slammed his locker closed and picked up his helmet. “Any idea who this Rocky guy is?”

      Butch shrugged. “Never heard of him.”

      “You’re not curious?” Trey asked as they walked toward the door.

      “I’m paid to block for whoever it is. Makes no difference to me. I just hope he can keep it between the uprights.”

      Butch shielded his eyes from the sun and looked out over the practice field, searching for an unfamiliar face. Despite all the chatter in the locker room, he still had no idea who Rocky Masterson was, he’d never heard of him. Maybe he’d played on a foreign league?

      “Butch, you gonna join us?” Coach yelled from the sideline.

      “Yeah, Coach,” he yelled back, grateful the aspirin had dulled his headache a bit.

      He noticed a woman walking toward him from the tunnel with a workout bag slung over her shoulder. She was gorgeous, with a beautiful face, a body with the kind of curves he liked, and honey-blonde hair.

      “You looking for the cheerleader practice?” he asked with a smirk, she obviously hoped to meet some of the players.

      “What?”

      “The cheerleaders are practicing in the auditorium today, beautiful. If you turn left inside the doors…”

      “I’m not a cheerleader,” she said indignantly as she crossed her arms and glared at him.

      “Oh, media then? That’s even better, there’s no rule against dating the media. They’re probably setting up in the media center.”

      “I’m not with the media, I’m…”

      “You busy tonight?” he asked, interrupting her.

      She rolled her eyes at him. Man, she was even more gorgeous when she was irritated.

      “Rocky! I was beginning to think you changed your mind,” Coach said as he walked up to them.

      “You’re Rocky?” Butch asked. Confused he looked at the coach.

      She smiled at him. “Yeah. I’m Rocky, your new kicker.”

      “You’re what?”

      “Good thing you’re cute, brains aren’t your strong suit are they?” she said as she turned toward Coach. “Yes, girls can play football.” She followed the coach toward the tunnel, not bothering to look back at Butch.

      He stared after her. She was the new kicker? No way, she was too pretty to be a kicker, surely this was a practical joke. And she’d insulted him, insinuating he wasn’t smart. He looked over at his teammates expecting to see some of them laughing their asses off at their joke. None of them were even looking in his direction, they were all watching as the girl-kicker followed Coach into the tunnel. How could they let a girl on the team? If she wanted to play football let her start a girls’ team. No way would he block for a girl kicker.

      He stomped over to his teammates. “You see this shit? A girl kicker? The whole league will be laughing at us.”

      “Yeah, well, it's not up to us,” Trey remarked as the others made their way to where the assistant coach was setting up for warm-ups.

      Butch crossed his arms and grouched, “Can’t make me block for her. I'm sure there's something in my contract that will get me out of it.”

      Trey looked at him. “Weren’t you just saying how you’d block for anyone? That it didn’t matter who they were?”

      Butch shrugged. “I was talking about normal kickers, not a girl.”

      Coach Thomas blew two long blasts on his whistle, the signal to get over there to begin warm-ups.

      Butch stood there defiantly, hoping some of his teammates would follow his lead. He was dismayed when he was the only one. Not even Trey had stayed by his side.

      “Butch, you waiting for an engraved invitation or what?” Coach Thomas yelled.

      He stood his ground, frowning when the coach stomped toward him.

      “You got a problem today, Butch?” Coach asked.

      “Well, yeah, I do. I won’t block for a girl kicker. Girls don’t belong in football.”

      “You don’t get paid to decide who you will block for. Get over there and start your warmup.” He blew a sharp blast on his whistle. “Now!”

      Grumbling under his breath Butch sauntered over and took his place next to Trey for warm ups. Half-heartedly going through the motions of warming up he stopped when he heard Coach Albertson call his name.

      The other players all watched as he walked toward the coach.

      “Back to work!” Coach yelled before he turned to face Butch. “I hear you have an issue with our new kicker.”

      “You can’t make me block for a girl kicker. I won’t do it.”

      “You will or you will be in breach of your contract. Neither one of us wants that.”

      Butch stared at the turf and rubbed the back of his neck. “But…”

      “No buts. You’ve got a couple good years left, don’t ruin it over this.”

      “Okay, Coach.” After Coach motioned for him to join his teammates, he trotted over to the sidelines to find out what play they would be practicing.

      

      Rocky

      Rocky stood just outside the door to the media center and took a deep breath to calm herself. Being mistaken for a cheerleader was nothing new but it still made her temper flare. Egotistical ass thought she would want to date him? Never! He was good looking for an older guy but his attitude sure needed some work. As if she’d date someone with such old-fashioned ideas about women. He probably thought she should be at home in the kitchen, barefoot and pregnant or something.

      “You ready for this, Rocky?” Coach Albertson asked as he walked up to her.

      “Yes, Coach,” she replied, putting on her game face as she followed him into the media center.

      Coach took his place behind the podium and waited as the reporters settled down. “Thank you for being here today. As you are all aware Mark Bastion, The Legends place kicker, was injured during our game against Portland. He will be out for the rest of the season.” Coach waited as the reporters shouted questions at him.

      “We held an open call for a kicker early last week. Today, I am pleased to announce that The Legends have signed Rochelle Masterson as their kicker for the rest of this season. We are excited to have the first female player in the Gridiron Warriors Football League on our team.”

      The reporters shouted questions at the coach.

      “How does the rest of the team feel about having a female player?”

      “We’re excited to have Rocky on our team. There will be a period of adjustment just as if with any new player coming on mid-season.”

      “Why did you hire a female kicker? Was it for the publicity?”

      Coach smiled as he answered. “Rocky out-kicked the competition and won her place on the team. I’m sure you’ll agree when you see her kick during our game this weekend against the Chicago Engines.”

      “How does it feel to be the first female player in the Warrior Sports League?”

      Rocky stepped forward and adjusted the microphone. “I’m excited to be part of the Legends and I’m looking forward to practicing with my team.”

      “What makes you think you can compete in the male-dominated league?”

      “I’m glad you asked.” She cleared her throat and continued, “I’ve spent the last four years competing at the college level and I’ll put my kicking up against any of the kickers currently in the league.”

      “Why football?”

      “I’ve loved football for as long as I can remember. I grew up watching games on Sunday with my dad and playing football in the yard with the neighborhood kids. They didn’t care that I was girl. I eventually turned to soccer because there weren’t any girls’ football teams. I was good at soccer but football was always my first love.” She took a drink of water as she waited for the next question.

      “What led you to being a kicker?”

      “When I was a freshman in high school, our teams needed a kicker. The coach knew I could kick as he helped coach the girls’ soccer team. He asked me if I wanted to try out and I jumped at the chance. I became the first female high school kicker in Indiana. I was one of two female kickers in college.”

      Coach stepped up and the reporters shouted new questions. “You’ll have the opportunity to do interviews with Rocky and all the Legends players over the next couple of weeks. Now, we need Rocky to get comfortable with the team before the game this Sunday.”

      Rocky sighed in relief, she was okay doing interviews and press conferences but she’d rather be practicing. She had less than a week to practice with the holder. She followed Coach out of the room and down the hall to the tunnel.

      “You ready for this, Rocky?” he asked as they stepped out onto the field.

      “Yes, Coach, I’m ready.”

      “Today I want you to start with the holder so you can get comfortable and then we’ll get you practicing with the special teams unit.”

      As they walked toward the players, Coach yelled, “Conners!”

      Practice stopped as the players stared at her as she made her way toward the sideline where the holder waited. She could feel their eyes following her, as if they were waiting for her to misstep or trip or something. Head up, she smiled at the holder and the long snapper and introduced herself.

      “Hi, I’m Rocky.”

      “Trey Conners, I’m the holder and also a wide receiver.  Welcome to the Legends.” He smiled at her. “And this is Nelson Whitmore, the long snapper.”

      “Great to meet you. I’m excited to get started. Great catch last week. The refs got it wrong, you were in bounds.”

      “Thanks.” Trey stepped closer to her. “Just to warn you, a few of the guys aren’t happy about having a female on the team. Things might be tense at first.”

      “Oh, I’m no stranger to that. Football has always been a boys’ club and I’ve been pushing myself into their space for years. Don’t worry, I can handle whatever they throw at me.”

      “Ready to go?” Nelson asked looking from Trey to her.

      “Yeah, I am.” She explained her sweet spot on the football so he could be sure to have it positioned correctly when she kicked. Then they got down to business and started to practice.

      An hour later she was comfortable enough to start running plays with the whole special teams unit.

      As soon as Coach blew the whistle to end practice, Rocky sighed in relief. She had a lot of practicing to do to be ready for Sunday’s game in Chicago. Luckily, both Trey and Nelson were nice and didn’t cause her any problems. Unlike some of the other players, especially Butch Sutton who had mistaken her for a cheerleader. Butch. He looked like a Butch. Older and probably set in his ways. She’d caught him frowning at her across the field multiple times. Sheesh, he needed to get over himself already. All she wanted to do was play football.

      They’d been running some practice plays with the special teams unit when Coach called Butch over to replace one of the blockers. He’d refused and she winced when Coach threw him out of practice. Hopefully, he wouldn’t cause her any problems.

      The rest of practice had gone smoothly and she was getting comfortable with her new teammates. Well, except for that one player.

      After the noise of practice, the quiet in the cheerleaders’ locker room was soothing. That was one advantage of being a girl in a male dominated sport, she got a whole locker room to herself at least on practice days. She couldn’t wait to step into a hot shower and get rid of the sweat she’d worked up in practice. The smell of coconut hit her as soon as she opened her locker. “What the…” she muttered as she unzipped her bag and reached in to pull out her clothes. She dropped them with a splat on the floor. They were soaked in what smelled like her shampoo. With a sigh she picked them up and carried them to the shower to rinse them out, she couldn’t wear them as they were. At least they left her shoes alone.

      The hazing was starting already. As if a little shampoo would convince her to quit. She’d been through this before and she hoped they’d get over their little snit before it got to the point that she’d have to report it. They all had a job to do and hurt feelings weren’t conducive to teamwork.

      She turned on one of the showers and placed her clothes under it so it would help rinse out the shampoo while she showered.

      It took an extra twenty minutes to rinse out her clothes. She wrung them out and put them on, wincing at the cold, wet fabric against her skin. At least her shoes were dry.

      With a sigh of relief she slid into her car, it had been a few months since she’d done a full-on practice and she could feel it. Her muscles ached from the workout and the stress of her first practice. And then the effort to wring out her clothes. She was tired and all she wanted was to go home and relax.

      When she got to  her car, there were only a few cars left scattered throughout the lot. It was peaceful but also a little creepy. A breeze ruffled a paper someone had stuck under one of her wipers. Probably just a flyer for a nearby pizza place or something. She plucked the paper from under the wiper and started to crumple it when she saw a handwritten word: don’t. Smoothing out the paper she read the entire message scrawled in messy handwriting. Girls don’t belong in football. This is your first warning.

      It had to be the asshole trying to scare her off. She crumpled the paper and threw it into her backseat before taking off for home.

      There was no sign of Kiley’s car when she parked in her usual spot. Good, she could relax a hot bath before she had to rehash her first day for her best friend. At least most of the team was cool with her being there, more than she’d expected.

      After throwing everything in her bag into the washer she took a long, hot soak for what felt like hours. Dressed in her comfiest sweats she shuffled to the kitchen for a beer. Plopping down on the couch, she set her beer on the table and pulled out her phone. Surviving her first day of practice called for a pizza from Antonio’s to celebrate.

      She’d just finished an episode of her favorite sitcom when she heard a key in the door.

      Kiley sauntered in with a six-pack of Rocky’s favorite beer and a pizza box. “Luckily Marcus was working and knew you’d placed a delivery order or we’d have two pizzas.”

      “Great minds think alike,” Rocky said as she stood up with a groan.

      “Sit, I’m sure you’re tired from practice today.”

      “Yeah, I am. Working out every day is way different than football practice.” She went to the kitchen and got another beer.

      “Good thing I didn’t plan a big party or anything for tonight then,” Kylie said with a grin. “How about we do something special Friday night?” She asked as she put the pizza box on the table in front of the couch and went to the kitchen for plates and napkins.

      “I don’t know. Saturday is my first travel day and I don’t know what time we’ll be leaving,” Rocky said as she plopped onto the couch and opened the pizza box. She let the unique aroma of an Antonio’s pizza wash over her – yeast, tomato sauce, and pepperoni. Her stomach growled.

      Kylie laughed. “I’ll let you think about it.”

      “Please promise me it won’t be some huge party and I’ll let you know.” She took a bite of pizza and  chewed slowly, enjoying the flavors.

      “Oh, okay, spoilsport,” Kylie replied. “So, tell me about your first day? Which player is the cutest?”

      “I was there to practice, not find a boyfriend,” Rocky said. “It was a normal first day. I met the players I’ll be working with the most and they both seem really nice. But there was this one guy, he was an ass.”

      “In a good way or a bad way?” Kylie asked before taking a swig of her beer.

      “Is there a good way?”

      “You know what I mean. Was he cute?”

      Rocky laughed. “Cute? Maybe in a grizzled older guy kinda way. But then he opened his mouth and ruined it. First, he thought I was a cheerleader, then a reporter, and he even tried to ask me out. You could have picked his jaw off the floor when he found out I was their new kicker.”
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