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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one
part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m
not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do
participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Dedication

 My daughter & son –

These past
few years have put us to the test,
but we passed with flying colors. I love you both, and I’m so proud
of you.


Prologue

 Be careful what you wished for.

It
was a quick thought as I stared at
the sunset blanketing this shitty town and shitty
neighborhood.

While it
seemed as if all my dreams were coming true, it still felt like a
bittersweet victory. Sure, I wanted to get the fuck out of Hammond
and everything that was fucked-up about this place, but I was going to miss the hell out of
my boys. There hadn’t been one day since we’d been five that we
hadn’t been around each other, and this new chapter in our lives
was going to change all that.

Dreams.

In a very
rare miracle of life, we’d all
been good enough and skilled enough to land full scholarships to
college, and they were our tickets out of this town and everyone in
it. Well, maybe not everyone. There was still hope for Nova, and
being the only girl in our families, one of us would always come
back for her if she needed help.

“This
fucking sucks,” Titan
announced, and I laughed because I knew exactly what he
meant.

“No shit,” Sebastian
agreed.

I looked over
at my friends, eyeing each
one. Best friends since we’d been in kindergarten, Sebastian Havoc,
Orion Knight, Titan Miller, and Atlas Braylon had been with me
through thick and thin; through every up and down in life that you
could imagine. We’d been a brotherhood as tight as any blood
siblings, and Titan’s announcement was spot on. It was going to
suck taking this next step in life without them by my
side.

Our hard
work, good grades, and
relentlessness had gotten us into the colleges of our choice, and
we understood how rare and blessed we were to have been able to
accomplish that. There were five of us, so the odds had been
against all of us winning, but we’d had.

We’d fucking
had.

I was on my
way to play football for one of the best football colleges in the
country, and it was the same for everyone else. Sebastian had
gotten a scholarship to play
baseball, Orion had gotten a scholarship to play basketball, Titan
had gotten a scholarship to play soccer, and Atlas had gotten a
scholarship to play hockey. Still, as amazing as that all was, the
fact that none of us played the same sport took us to different
colleges all across the nation.

Our dreams
were going to separate
us.

It was the
night before our high school graduation, and we were
underaged drinking on
Sebastian’s rooftop. His parents weren’t ever home, so we usually
did our sketchy shit at his place. However, tonight it was just us
and a few beers. We had ditched the weed and heavy partying once
we’d received our scholarship announcements.

Atlas took a
drink of his beer before saying, “It’ll be fine. We’ll get through
college, and once we’re in the
pros and making some real money, then we’ll be able to visit each
other all the time.”

“Provided that we can stay
out of trouble long enough to make it to the pros,” Orion added
dryly, but I understood his negativity. He was the only one of us
that had a younger sister that he was leaving behind. Nova was only
a year younger than him, but it was weighing heavily on his
conscience to be leaving her here while he chased his
dreams.

“No sweat.”
Four heads turned towards Titan. His brows rose. “What?”

“Dude, you
were ten seconds away from being a teenage father,” I
reminded him. “It’s not
us who have the problem staying out of
trouble.”

Titan just
grinned. “And I learned my lesson,” he retorted. “No babies over here.”

“Look, we
still have the summer
together,” Sebastian pointed out. “It’s not like we’re saying
goodbye tomorrow or anything.”

No one said
anything for a long while. We sat quietly as we drank our cheap
beer and let our minds run wild with all the endless possibilities
that were out there. Still, no
matter what was out there, and no matter what was to come, I
refused to lose the four guys sitting with me on this
rooftop.

“Pros or no
pros, we stay family,” I insisted as the evening wind cooled down.
“Money, schedules, women, fame…none of it comes between us. None of it becomes more
important than this right here.”

“Fuck yeah,” Titan
agreed.

“Amen,” Orion
added.

“Nothing and no
one,” Sebastian vowed.

“The five of us and
Nova,” Atlas swore.

We’d already
been knocked down enough in life, no way would I let our futures do the same to us.


Chapter 1

 Raven~

Two more months and it would be no more scrimmages.
Sure, a lot of people claimed that the preseason games weren’t real
games, only ‘try-outs’, and though there was some truth to that,
every game was a real game to me.

At
twenty-eight, I’d been playing in the
NFL for five years, starting my sixth year this season. I was one
of the star wide receivers for the Bratton Spartans, and right now,
we were the reigning champions, going into this upcoming season to
defend our title. While we had a lot of talent on our team, my
stats were the most impressive if someone wanted to pay attention
to that shit. Me, personally, I liked the team success as opposed
to our individual accomplishments. However, that probably had to do
with how I’d been raised.

Growing up in Hammond,
Illinois, life had not been easy. Somewhere in between
poverty-stricken and lower-class, I was the product of some really
shitty childhood experiences. My parents, Dean and Martha King, had
managed to hold down jobs, but that was about the only positive
thing that I could say for them. My father was a mechanic by trade,
and my mother worked as a cashier at the only reputable grocery
store in Hammond. At least, she’d had the last time that I had
spoken with her, which, admittedly, had been a while. I wasn’t
close to my parents, but it wasn’t like I’d ever had a reason to
be.

While my
parents had been decent enough to hold down jobs, survival had
still been rather cutthroat growing up in our house. Both my parents had gambling
addictions, and I had gone to bed hungry lots of times because of
that vice. Granted, life could have been a lot worse, their
addictions more destructive, but it still hadn’t been
Disneyland.

Left
on my own a lot, I’d done what most
lonely kids did; I’d found friends just like me. Kindergarten had
been a salvation of sorts, meeting other kids in my same situation.
A product of the public school system, kindergarten had been where
I’d met Sebastian, Atlas, Titan, and Orion. We’d all bonded quickly
with our love of sports, and we were still best friends to this
very day.

Watching
game footage from last year on
my big screen, it was obvious that my focus on team achievement
came from my strong friendships with my childhood friends. The guys
had saved my ass many times over the years, and I considered them
more family than my own parents. They were the ones that I thought
of when I won a game, and they were the ones that I called when I
needed help. Honestly, my parents could eat a dick as far as I was
concerned. In fact, the only selfless thing that they had ever done
was quit having kids after me.

Luckily
for me, early on in my childhood, my
speed had been noticeable. While I had run track during my freshman
year of high school, I had been recruited by the football coach,
asking me if I’d ever had any interest in football. So, my
sophomore year, I had tried out for JV football, and I’d blown
everyone out of the water with my speed and accurate catches. I’d
been so good that I’d been offered to move up to varsity but had
declined. I hadn’t been in a rush, and while I had watched football
and had loved the game as a kid, watching it and playing it were
two totally different animals.

With the guys
into their own sports, it had been easy for me to get caught up in playing football. Without
the guys to banter with and fuck shit off, I’d been forced to hone
my skills and really learn what it took to be a great team player
and benefit to the group. Now, while I’d made plenty of friends on
the football team, my circle of trust had never extended beyond
Sebastian, Titan, Orion, and Atlas.

As for
females, I’d had my fair share.
However, once the dream of going pro had popped into my head, I’d
done my best to fend off the groupies and keep my dick in my pants.
Now, don’t get me wrong; I had still had my dick sucked plenty of
times, but I’d been good with a lot of foreplay while only fucking
a few girls during my adolescent years. Plus, after Titan getting
caught up in a near-but-not-near miss, that had scared us all
straight.

College had
been more of the same with a
shitload more willpower thrown into the mix. Mind you, not
all of them, but a lot of college girls dreamed of
landing an athlete on his way to the pros, and they could be
relentless in their quest to be the one who got taken along for the
ride. While I understood the lure of money and fame, a girlfriend
in college had been the last thing that I’d been looking for. My
father had fucked around on my mom enough times for me to know that
I had never wanted to be that guy. So, I had kept shit simple, and
my dick wrapped when it wasn’t safely tucked away in my pants. It’d
been more of the same once I’d made it to the pros, and six years
later, I was still paternity suit-free.

I had to
chuckle when I realized that
we all were. Titan’s brush with gold-digging evil had certainly
scared us enough to make sure that our dicks never made the
decisions.

All in all,
life had been and still was a
blessing of success, money, and possibilities. While football had
been the goal, I’d also gotten my degree in finance and economics.
Growing up poor, one thing that I’d been taught was to keep an eye
on my money.

Always.

So, while I
had an agent, PR rep, and
financial planner, with credit to my degree, I had enough knowledge
to know what the fuck they were talking about when they had to talk
to me about business. Having grown up with some serious trust
issues, I was on top of my shit, and I planned on keeping it that
way. There were only four men in this world that I trusted
completely, and my agent, PR rep, and financial planner weren’t
among them.

The only dark
side to my rather blessed
existence was the latest scandal occupying most of the nation’s
headlines these days.

My father.

A month ago, a
new story had broken out that
my father had been caught with an underaged girl. When the media
vultures had gotten wind of the story, it had turned into a public
frenzy worthy of any scandal worth making the rounds.

When all the news outlets
had started sinking their teeth into the story, more allegations
had come to light with proof and everything. Supposedly, my father
liked them young, and I still didn’t have any words for such a
proclivity. How a grown man could be attracted to children just
blew my mind. I knew that there were a lot of people out there that
were fine with eighteen being the legal age of consent, but a man
in his forties should not be picking up his dates from the local
high school. Of course, that was just my opinion, and my opinion
counted for shit where most people were concerned.

At any rate,
when the story had hit the
news, my mother had called me, pretending to be scandalized and
heartbroken, but I’d known better. My father had been having
affairs on her for ages, so I’d found it hard to believe that she’d
never caught him with a youngin’ before.

Her
case for sympathy had gone
further south when she had claimed that money was the only way to
help her through the devastating heartbreak. If I could just pass
her a few thousand dollars, then she could stay at a hotel until
she figured out what to do next.

The poor
thing.

Of course, I
hadn’t, knowing exactly what
she would do with the money. A fight had ensued after that, and
that had been the last time that I’d spoken to her.

When I
had finally made the pros and
had been given a contract that had seen more zeros than any kid in
their twenties should see, I’d done my moral duty by purchasing a
home for my parents. I had also purchased their first new cars
ever. Six months later, one car had been sold and the house now had
a mortgage on it. When I had suggested some gamblers counseling, it
had gone over exactly how I’d expected. After that, I had grown
very stingy with my money when it came to my parents. I’d rather
give my money to a homeless stranger than help out those ungrateful
assholes.

The
stressful part was playing
nice with the media about the entire thing. When the story had
broken, I’d been hounded like expected, and while I’d done my best
to keep my responses to ‘no comment’, it was getting harder and
harder not to tell them all to go get fucked.

However, that wasn’t the
worst of it. The worst of it was when the media had started going
after Atlas, Titan, Sebastian, and Orion. We hadn’t been shy during
our first interviews when coming into the pros, and I’d told
everyone how the guys and I were the best of friends, and they'd
done the same. In fact, so much that we’d been dubbed The Loyal
Five. The stupid name had come about when Titan had posted a
picture of all of us on one of his social media accounts. We’d
taken the picture during Nova’s college graduation, and it was my
most favorite picture in the world. However, it was also damn near
as famous as the Mona Lisa.

So,
the media going after the guys had
been a hard thing to deal with. However, like the loyal men that
they were, ‘no comment’ had been all that the media had managed to
get out of any of them, and it’d been a quick reminder that quality
over quantity really mattered when picking your friends.

Rewinding the
video of the only game the
Spartans lost last season, I did my best to get my head back in the
game. The older that I got, the more I realized that I couldn’t do
this forever, so I needed to make these next few years count.
Back-to-back championships would go a long way in helping me cement
a reputation for a job in sports after my career came to an end.
Though I had no desire to coach, I wouldn’t mind being an
analytical sports’ developer.

Taking another
drink of my very boring but
healthy water, I sat up straighter, then watch the game until my
eyes fell shut.


Chapter 2

 Esme~

Normally, I had no
complaints.

Seriously.

I mean, why
bother?

Yeah, so, I
wasn’t a Melissa Theuriau, but
I could still hold my own in front of a camera. Plus, while I
didn’t have the coveted nightly news anchor spot, I had a nice
little community segment that was my own. I highlighted holiday
ideas, community functions, recipe ideas, and things like that.
However, unlike most television stations, my show presented its
ideas brought to us by our viewers. I liked the unique spin that we
had on the show, and I wouldn’t trade it for having to recap the
latest homicide on the nightly news.

I was
also fortunate enough that I’d been
raised by parents that had placed happiness over monetary success.
My father, Asher Daley, was an insurance broker, so I’d gotten my
sense of reasonable responsibility from him. My mother, Naomi
Daley, was a bank teller, so I’d gotten my sense of fiscal
responsibility from her. Now, while that might make me sound boring
as hell, I didn’t think that I was.

Okay, maybe I
was.

I’d had a
perfectly normal childhood
with little drama and a whole lot of happiness, so maybe a lot of
people would consider that boring. Hell, my older sister, Greer,
was a book editor, and while books were her passion, her career
wasn’t exactly thrilling by most people’s standards. It was
probably a good thing that we weren’t the type of women that overly
cared what other people thought.

There was also
the fact that Greer had a husband that adored her introvert personality. Married for five
years, Marc absolutely adored my sister, and they were pregnant
with their first child. There was a serious sense of relief when
you found that one person that didn’t care if you were so engrossed
in work that you hadn’t showered for a day, because that was my
sister when she was facing a deadline.

Now, while my sister was
blissfully married to her soulmate, I was single, having just come
out of a six-month relationship about seven months ago. While Jett
had been decent enough, the man had a preference for brunettes, and
nothing made a woman feel more insecure than knowing that you
weren’t your boyfriend’s type. He used to claim that my looks
hadn’t mattered, that it’d been my personality that he’d been drawn
to when we’d first met. However, telling a blonde that your dream
girl was a brunette had not helped in the growth of our
relationship.

At
twenty-seven, I was a five-foot-four blonde with green eyes and a bit on the slim side. I
had curves, but they were subtle and went against every blonde
stereotype that you could think of. I didn’t have big boobs or an
hourglass figure. I’d also gone to college and had plenty of common
sense. The platinum blonde locks fooled a lot of people, but I
wasn’t one to waste my time on the opinions of people that didn’t
matter.

Now
back to why I wanted to
complain but was trying not to. While I got along well with most of
the people at the station, my boss was a dick. Normally, he left me
alone, my little segment not impactful enough to cause him worry.
However, something must have set him off today because no one could
do anything right in his eyes. Even his golden boy, Matt Shepley,
had been a victim of our boss’ tongue today. Matt was one of the
midday anchors, and Robin absolutely loved him.

Robin
Ulrich was the station’s
production manager, and the man was a tyrant, though there was no
denying that he was an award-winning producing tyrant. He knew what
he was doing and that’s why he got away with a lot of his behavior.
Our news station aired a lot of the biggest news stories around,
and we did it with facts, not suppositions.

With my
segment done and over with for
the day, I was in my closet-dubbed my dressing room-removing the pounds of makeup from my face. While I
preferred a fresh face, studio lights were unforgiving and so was
the public’s opinion, which, unfortunately, mattered in my line of
work. However, our makeup artists were geniuses, and while the
makeup was heavy, it appeared natural as a baby’s butt.

Just finished
with wiping my face clean, my
phone rang, and I smiled when I looked down at the name flashing
across the screen.

“Hey, chick,” I
greeted.

“I need a model,”
she said in lieu of a greeting.

I did my best not to
roll my eyes. “Shep-”

“Stills,” she quickly
clarified. “And I’ll be the one taking them.”

“Shep-”

“Pleeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeease,” she begged.

Shepard Halsey was my
best friend and a ball of energy that couldn’t be contained. She
owned her own clothing boutique, but she also designed clothing in
her spare time. She had a strong social media following and had
even sold some of her designs to some big names. However, she liked
being in control of her own schedule, so she hadn’t ever tried to
take her designing to the next level. Shep was happy with her
boutique and social media following.

“You have
plenty of models, Shep,” I
whined. “You don’t need me.”

“But the dress
that I just made will only look good on you,” she
argued.

“That can’t be
true,” I countered. “How else is anyone else supposed to buy it if it will only look good on
me?”

“Because no
one else will be buying it,”
she shot back without skipping a beat. “I made it for
you. I think it’ll go perfect with the summer vibe of
your show. I just need the photos to post.” Shep was always making
me one-of-a-kind outfits because she was awesome like that. It also
made it hard to deny the woman.

“You’re
killing me,” I exaggerated.

“All the
time,” she replied cheekily. “So, since I know your schedule as well as my own, I expect you
here tomorrow after work, then you can take the dress and wear it
next week for your lemonade segment.”

As sad as it
was, she really did know my
schedule well. However, that was because my life was boring as
hell, and Shep knew that I always went home right after work.
Though, to be fair, I worked from home a lot. Never wanting to get
caught with my pants down, my segments were always prepped a month
in advance. That way, in the event of an emergency, the news
station had a month’s worth of segments to get them by before
panicking.

“Fine,” I
conceded. “I can be there
around five.”

“Have I told
you lately that you’re a gem?”
she teased.

“As a matter
of fact, you have not,” I
pointed out. “I’m feeling rather taken for granted if you must
know.”

Shep
let out a sweet laugh. “You
are a gem, Esme Daley,” she drawled out dramatically. “Any girl
would be lucky to have you as their best friend. In fact, I’m so
jealous of Greer because she’s your real sister.”

“You’re my
real sister, too,” I replied sternly. “Never forget it.”

Though Shepard
and I could never be mistaken
for blood sisters, the girl was my family as far as I was
concerned. Where I was blonde, green-eyed, and short, Shepard was
the complete opposite. She had brown hair that was always shaped
into the perfect afro, milk-chocolate skin tone, dark brown eyes,
and she was tall and curvy.

I was
not tall.

Or
curvy.

“You’re damn right,” she
agreed easily. “Okay, so I’ll see you tomorrow and don’t try to
chicken out.”

“I wouldn’t
dream of it,” I deadpanned.

Shep just
laughed before hanging up, and
I went back to finishing what I’d been doing.

Unlike a lot
of my co-workers, I didn’t
stick around the station to gossip or stuff like that. Plus, even
if I’d been the type to mingle, Robin was in such a crappy mood
that I was not going to stick around for a chance to get caught in
his crosshairs.

Nah, I was
good.

Gathering all my stuff, I
snuck out of my closet/dressing room, then made my way towards the
elevators. Logan Media was located in Southern California, and we
were housed in a fifteen-story building in the middle of the city
of Bratton. The top five floors were all executive housing while
the rest of the floors were where our news castings were aired. My
show was aired on the fourth floor, so it was a short elevator ride
down.

Once I was
outside, the perfect summer
weather was a nice welcome. Living down south, the weather was
almost always ideal, and it was one of the perks to living in
Southern California, even if I did rarely leave my
house.

While I had a
car, I only lived a few blocks
from work, so I walked a lot of the time. It’d been sheer luck that
I’d found an apartment so close to Logan Media, but a huge
blessing, nonetheless. Being careful with my money had been
ingrained into me since birth, so when gas prices were high, I was
grateful for my apartment even more.

Actually, I
was grateful for a lot of
things.


Chapter 3

 Raven~

Getting off the phone
with my PR rep, this was one of those times when I wished that I had a vice. Smoking,
drinking, gambling, whoring…anything to work the edge off my anger
and nerves.

Like most men,
I had a temper that wasn’t pleasant when it came out, but it didn’t come out often. Growing
up the way that I’d had, there’d been many times when I’d had to
keep my mouth shut or rein in my emotions because the police had
liked to fuck with us. There’d also been the fact that my father
would have no problem knocking my teeth in if I’d gotten too crazy
with him.

No, the most
volatile of us all was Atlas,
and that’s why hockey was the perfect sport for him. Though he was
the goalie and didn’t engage as much as the other players, the guy
was quick to throw a punch if he felt the need warranted. Atlas
played for the Seaside Acers and lived in Michigan, and he was one
of the best goalies in the league.

Titan
played soccer, and he was one
of the forwards for the Arizona Highland Wolves. While he was just
as aggressive as the rest of us, he was still level-headed. Well,
most of the time. He’d come a long way since we’d been kids.
Growing up, it had taken all four of us to keep Titan from running
amok. However, that pregnancy scare had done a lot to steer him
back on the right path.

Sebastian was
the catcher for the Torrent Eagles, and he lived in Colorado.
Baseball had been his passion
since the first time that we’d ever been able to go to the city’s
rec center by ourselves. While the guy had the talent to play any
position, he liked the involvement between the pitcher and the
catcher more. He didn’t like just standing around, waiting for
things to happen; Sebastian was a doer.

Orion’s skill
came in playing basketball. He
was a point guard for the West Corral Devils and lived in Texas.
Like me, his team had won the NBA championship last season, and the
guy was riding an easy high. He was also the only one of us who had
a sibling, Nova. Nova ran a non-profit for children, and though she
was paid peanuts for all the hard work that she did, Orion took
good care of her. Hell, we all took good
care of her. She was the only woman in our lives that we’d drop
everything for, and the girl knew it.

So,
with all of us so damn busy,
we had to work hard to stay in touch. I knew their schedules just
as well as they knew mine. Nova even had a shared calendar that she
updated frequently with all the shit that we had going on. Though
the girl was busy herself, family was everything to her. With Orion
and Nova’s parents being just as crappy as the rest of ours, Nova
had struggled when we’d all graduated, so she made sure that we
never lost touch with each other.

Pulling out my
phone, all of that was the
very reason that I was dialing Atlas and not any of the rest of the
guys. It was off-season for Atlas right now, so I knew that he’d
answer. Granted, we all always answered when we could, but we
understood the chaos of each other’s hectic lives, so we tried our
best to respect that. Still, if I had to say that I was the closest
to one of them, it’d be Sebastian, though that wasn’t saying much
because they’d all show up to help me bury a body if I needed them
to.

Atlas answered on the
second ring. “Hey, Sire.”

I just
chuckled at that ridiculous
nickname. Atlas had been calling me that our entire lives. “What’s
up?”

“Just enjoying
the Michigan sun while I can,”
he joked. “What about you?”

“I just got
off the phone with Ned,” I
answered.

Another thing about
us?

All our
managers, PR reps, sports
managers, financial planners, etc. were men. If they weren’t Nova,
then we didn’t invite women into our lives. Titan’s mishap had
really done a number on all of us.

“What did that
sweet, patient, old man
want?”

I snorted.

While
Ned was older, the man wasn’t
as sweet as everyone thought he was. He was a shark, and he was one
of the best in the business. He had my upmost respect, though he
could be a pain in my ass at times.

Like now.

“He wants me
to do an interview,” I told
him.

“Seriously?” he replied,
the light banter gone from his voice. “With everything going on, he
seriously wants you in front of the cameras?”

“That’s what I
fucking said,” I grumbled,
still irritated. “There’s no way that I’m not going to be asked
about my dad, and he knows it.”

“Well, no shit.”

“He’s claiming
that my father’s scandal is the reason that I need to do this interview,” I explained. “He
said that, in order for me to distance myself from the headlines, I
need to show that I’m not afraid to do interviews.”

“Dude, you
never liked to do interviews
even before
all this shit happened,” he pointed
out. “That was one of the reasons that you gave up the quarterback
position in high school. You didn’t like all those obligatory
speeches.”

“I
know,” I drawled out. “He just
thinks it looks bad that I’m keeping mum about it all.”

“It’s no one’s
fucking business,” he bit out,
loyal as always. “You’re not responsible for what other people do.
Plus, what in the hell does Ned expect you to say? I mean,
what is
there to say about it?”

“Nothing
that’s fit for public
television, that’s for sure,” I agreed.

“Have you
heard from your mom since you
turned down her request for money?”

Walking out onto my back
patio, I looked out at the acre of land that made up most of my
property. While I had a lot of land to my name, my house wasn’t
very big because there was no need for it. Since it was only me, I
didn’t need a whole lot of square footage to traipse around in. The
plan was to add to the house once I got myself a family, but until
then, my property was mostly manicured land, fenced off for
security reasons. However, the fencing was camouflaged with a
shitload of surrounding trees. Surrounded by concrete growing up, I
loved the greenery of my home.

“No, she knows
better,” I told him. “In fact, I’m kind of surprised that she
hasn’t let someone pay her for any interviews yet.”

“Probably
because she’s afraid she’ll do more damage than good,” he
huffed. “Right now, she can
still play the victim. If she opens her mouth, who knows what might
come out.”

“True.”

“So,
are you going to do the
interview?”

“I already
agreed to it,” I admitted,
running my free hand through my dark hair. “That’s why I called. I
might need you to bail me out of jail if the interview goes
south.”

Atlas chuckled
at that. “You know I got you,
Sire,” he replied. “However, you can just always stand up and walk
out. No fists thrown.”

“Really?” I
deadpanned.

This time, he
laughed outright. “This
is you
that we’re talking about,” he pointed
out. “Not me.”

“Yeah, well,
we all have it in us.”

“Yeah, we
do,” he agreed. “Even
Orion.”

The
thing about Orion was that
there was only one thing that turned him violent, and that was
anyone fucking with us or Nova. The rest of the time, the dude was
unflappable. Where Sebastian was the funny one, I was the serious
one, Titan was the outgoing one, Atlas was the violent one, and
Orion was the calm one. Even when he was playing ball, he never
took the aggression on the court personally. However, if he had to,
his knuckle game was just as fierce as the rest of ours.

“Well,
the interview is this Thursday, and
it’s supposed to air next Friday,” I told him. “At least, if I
don’t end up in jail, then it’ll air next Friday.”

“Don’t
worry, Sire. I won’t let you
spend the weekend in jail,” he assured me.

“Thanks,” I
replied dryly. “And quit
calling me that.”

“Never.”

I just
shook my head. “I’ll talk to
you later.”

“I’ll be expecting
that collect call,” he joked. “Talk to you later.”

We hung
up, and it wasn’t ten seconds
later that my phone chimed with an incoming text.

 


Atlas:
B on standby. Sire might
need bail money

 


I
laughed because he sent it to
our group text.

 


Titan:
Don’t u mean that U might
need it?

 


Orion:
Ur autocorrect replaced
‘I’ with ‘Sire’

 


Sebastian: I’ll use the money that I have set aside 4 u

 


I
really did have the very best
friends ever.


Chapter 4

 Esme~

“What?”

This
couldn’t be
happening.

Surely, I misheard
him.

That had to be
it.

I needed to pop my
ears is all.

“You heard
me,” Robin snapped. “Brett is
sick, and I have no one else to spare.”

It was
Wednesday morning, and I
hadn’t even had time to warm the seat under my ass before Robin had
been busting into my closet/dressing room, demanding all kinds of
crazy shit.

“What about
Paxton?” I asked, still in shock.

“He’s in
Miami,” he reminded me. “He’s
covering that soccer thing.”

I had no idea
what he was talking about, but
that’s not what mattered right now. “Gladys?” I suggested
next.

“She started
her maternity leave on Monday,” he informed me. “Do you
honestly think that I’d be
asking you
if I had any other
options?”

While
that rang of the absolute
truth, I was still having trouble wrapping my mind around what he
was asking me to do. “I…Robin, I don’t know a thing about
football,” I told him. “I’ve watched a few hockey games, but that’s
about it. And the only reason that I watched those was because my
friend’s boyfriend-”

“Who
gives a fuck about hockey
right now, Esme?” he barked ruthlessly. “I got an interview with
Raven King. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“No,
because I have no idea who Raven King
is,” I barked back.

“Jesus
Christ, Esme,” he swore,
running a hand through what was left of his hair. “He’s only one of
the best wide receivers in the NFL. His stats are
legendary.”

I shook my
head in astonishment. “That
still doesn’t make me know who he is, Robin,” I pointed out. “There
has to be someone else.”

“Well, there
isn’t,” he replied, and the
feeling of impending doom swirled around in my gut. “Here.” He
shoved some cue cards into my hands, and as I scanned them, that
feeling in the pit of my stomach grew.

My eyes
widened with horror as I scanned over
some of the questions. “Are you insane?” I asked, practically
trembling with the audacity of his boldness. “I can’t ask him these
questions. What is this?”

“Goddamn,
Esme,” he hissed. “Do you live
under a rock? Have you seriously not heard about the scandal that
Raven King’s father is involved in? Dean King has been accused of
sleeping with underaged girls.”

My eyes
widened further at that. While
I might have seen a headline or two, I hadn’t clicked on any
articles. I wasn’t interested in sports, so I wasn’t interested in
its gossip. While Raven King’s name sounded like a vague mention
somewhere in the back of my mind, I honestly didn’t know who the
guy was.

“What does
that have to do with him
playing football?” I asked. “What kind of interview is
this?”

“It’ll start
out about their championship win and the upcoming season,
but then you’ll hit him with the
questions about his father-”

“You want me
to ambush
him?”

“Oh, grow up,
Esme,” he scoffed. “The best
interviews are always filled with drama.”

“That’s not
drama for entertainment purposes, Robin,” I argued. “This is
something extremely personal
and hurtful.”

“Either do the
interview or find another job, Esme,” he threatened.
“It’s as simple as that.”

“You can’t do
that,” I exclaimed, but honestly didn’t know if he could. I was an at-will employee, but
a community segment anchor doing a sports interview was
insane.

“I can, and I
am,” he informed me coldly.
“The interview is scheduled for tomorrow at one, so I suggest that
you spend the rest of the day learning everything you can about the
Bratton Spartans and Raven King.”

“What
about my show?”

“After your
show, obviously,” he said, rolling his eyes like I was an idiot.
“Also, research all the
headlines about his father.”

“Robin, I-”

“Don’t
forget that your show is a
community segment, Esme,” he said pointedly. “We can do without
that more than we can do without the news.”

“This isn’t news,” I
argued. “It’s sensationalism.”

“It’s a
story that everyone’s been
dying to get,” he disagreed. “Raven King hasn’t uttered a word
about the scandal, and we’re going to be the first news station to
get his side.” Robin opened my closet/dressing room door but was
still looking back at me. “Do it or start looking for another
job.”

As soon as he
shut the door behind him, I
grabbed my purse, then pulled my phone out. Dialing Shepard, I
could feel my stomach tying in knots.

“Hey, girly.”

“Oh, God, Shep,” I
rushed out. “I’m in trouble.”

“What
happened?” she immediately
asked. “Where are you? I can come right-”

“No,
no, no,” I stopped her. “It’s
nothing like that. I’m at work.”

“Okay, so what’s
going on?”

“Robin just
told me that I have to do a
sports interview tomorrow,” I told her.

“You don’t do
sports interviews,” she stated
needlessly.

Taking a deep
breath, I repeated our
conversation, not leaving anything out. When I was done telling her
everything, I said, “I’m so screwed.”

“Okay,
just…let’s think for a second,” she muttered, her mind already trying to work out a solution for
me. “That asshole has a boss, right? Can’t you go to him or her
and-”

“Not before
tomorrow,” I quickly informed
her. “It’s appointments-only once you get that high on the food
chain here.”

“Call
in sick?” she suggested
hesitantly because it wasn’t the best idea, and she knew
it.

I let out a
shaky breath, running through
my options. “I…maybe I…I could do the interview, but I just won’t
ask him anything about his father,” I posed. “That way Robin can’t
fire me for not doing my job, right?”

“That’s a good
idea,” she quickly encouraged.
“I think that might work.”

“I hope
so,” I said, my voice shaking a bit.
“Shep, there’s no way that I can ask this man such painfully
personal questions. Even if what they’re saying about his father is
true, how is he responsible for that? Why would anyone think that
he has the answers to what his father is involved in?”

Shepard let
out a sympathetic sigh. “Robin
just wants the ratings, Esme. There’s no doubt that everyone is
going to be tuning in since Raven King hasn’t done any interviews
lately, so Robin is just trying to give the viewers the gossip that
they want.”

“Exactly,
Shep. It’s gossip, not news,” I replied.

“I
know it’s not, hon,” she
quickly agreed. “But the sad fact is that no one is interested in
real news anymore. It’s all about opinion pieces, gossip, and
sensationalism. No one wants to hear the truth anymore because the
truth usually doesn’t match their own points of view. No one likes
to hear that their way of thinking is wrong, so they only watch
what validates their own ideas.”

“Ugh,” I let
out dramatically. “Why me? Seriously, why me?”

“Can I be
honest?”

“Are you
ever not?” I
snorted.

Shep laughed.
“That’s fair.”

“So, what?”

“I think Robin
picked you because of your looks,” she said.

“What?”

“You’re a
beautiful woman, Esme,” she continued. “I think Robin’s hoping that
Raven King won’t lose his shit on a beautiful anchor versus if he
had a man interviewing Raven with those questions.”

“Oh, that just makes
this so much better,” I grumbled.

“Look, just
stick with your plan,” she said. “I think it’s a good plan. It’s
not insubordination if you do the interview. Plus, you could always
lie and say you lost the cards.”

“Okay…” I took
another calming breath. “Okay, I…I think that can work.”

“It
will,” she replied
confidently. “But you should probably know something
else.”

“What?”

“Raven King is
beyond gorgeous, Esme,” she
stated. “I mean…beyond.”

Great.


Chapter 5

 Raven~

I hated interviews for
a lot of reasons, but all the damn primping was at the
top of the list. I didn’t care
how the cameras made me look. I was on camera all the fucking time,
and there were no makeup artists or hairdressers in the locker
rooms before a game. Everyone already knew what I looked like, so I
didn’t see the need to ‘play’ my looks up for an
interview.

I had black
hair with dark blue eyes, and I looked like any other man walking the planet. There was nothing
spectacular about my face, no matter what all those articles and
fan pages stated. I wasn’t the only man on the planet to have black
hair with blue eyes. Still, even if I were, looks weren’t
everything.

As for my
body, I was built like every other professional athlete in his prime; it was a requisite to
keeping my job. All those hours at the gym were for job security,
not so that I could rack up likes on my social media feeds.
Granted, I didn’t have any of those, but still.

That was
another contention between me and Ned. I had one social media account for Raven King, Spartans
wide receiver. It was managed by Ned’s firm, and that was just fine
by me. I didn’t have the time nor the interest in letting the world
know all my business. As it was, they all already thought they knew
enough.

After dusting
powder on my face for the millionth time, the show’s director finally came and got me,
leading me towards the interview stage. As we walked up, the stage
was set to resemble a comfortable living room, but it still didn’t
take away from the cold atmosphere of the production
floor.

When
Holland-the director-led me to the
guest chair, he said, “Esme will be out in a few seconds, and then
we’ll be able to get started shortly.”

I just
nodded. “Thanks,
man.”

A couple of
minutes later, a short blonde
came walking my way, and it was everything that I could do to keep
from swallowing my tongue, and that was saying something. As a
professional athlete, I was constantly hassled by some of the most
beautiful women that you could imagine. Granted, a lot of them had
been put together by the best plastic surgeons around, but they had
still looked good enough to turn a head or two. So, I wasn’t a
stranger to extraordinary beauty.

However, this?

Whoever this
lovely creature was-and I was hoping that she was Esme-she had silky platinum blonde hair that was swept up
in a clip behind her head. She was only about five-foot-four, and
though she looked to have a slim build, her subtle curves still
popped out in that conservative outfit she had on. A typical white
blouse, grey jacket, and matching pencil skirt, she finished off
the look with a pair of grey heels that were professionally
appropriate.

As soon
as she was standing in front
of me, I could see that her eyes were green, her brows were arched
perfectly, and her eyes were framed by long lashes done up with
some mascara, though subtlety. Her makeup had been created to
enhance not transform. A pert nose, rosy cheeks, and a set of full
lips made up her entire face, and what a fucking face it
was.

I immediately
stood up when she was close
enough, then reached my arm out to shake her hand. “Raven King,” I
said, introducing myself, though she had to already know who I was.
I mean, who else would be sitting in the guest seat on her
show?

She smiled as
she took my hand, and she went from beautiful to
stunning just like that. “Mr.
King, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Esme Daley, and I will be
doing the interview today.”

Letting go of
her hand, even though I didn’t
want to, I said, “It’s nice to meet you. While I’d been expecting
to do the interview with Brett Barkley, I do hope he’s feeling
better soon.”

Her
smile fell a little, and I
immediately felt like a heel. “Of course,” she replied quickly. “We
all wish him a speedy recovery.”

“Ms. Daley-”

“Mr. King-”

I gave her my
best smile before saying, “My apologies, go ahead.”

Her green eyes
shifted to the side, gauging
our audience. However, when I looked around, it appeared as if
everyone was too busy getting their shit together for the show to
be paying any real attention to us.

When
she stepped closer and her subtle
scent of perfume hit my nostrils, there was a real threat of me
doing this interview with a raging fucking hard-on.

Jesus Christ.

“Mr. King, I
have to be honest with you,”
she whispered quickly. “I do the community segments for the
station. I’ve never done a sports interview.” She looked worried
and horrified all at the same time. “I didn’t even know who you
were before I was assigned this interview yesterday.”

My brows shot upward
in surprise. “Really?”

She winced,
clearly embarrassed. “I’m
not…a sports person,” she grumbled. “I watch some hockey, but only
when my best friend’s boyfriend forces us to watch.” I just stared
at her as she rambled on. “I just…I’m so sorry. I just wanted to
warn you not to get your hopes up about this interview.” She
flapped some cards in my face, and I had to pull back a bit, so
that she didn’t hit me in the face with them. “I was given a set of
questions by my station manager, but…if I look lost when you answer
them, that’s probably because I will be. I know nothing about
football.”

Her candidness was
endearing, her nervousness refreshing, and there was a good chance
that I was falling in love with her as she stood before me, a
beautiful ball of anxiousness. Her honesty was also invigorating as
fuck. Esme wasn’t giving me come-hither eyes or trying to act like
she was a football expert and deserved to be here. She had admitted
to being thrown to the wolves, and that said a lot about her
character.

“Okay,” I
drawled out carefully. “Then how about we just take it one question at a time, and I’ll do
my best not to get too technical.”

Her
shoulders sagged in relief.
“Really?”

I
nodded. “Really.”

“O…okay,” she
replied, straightening her
back, getting back into professional mode. “Then…shall we get
started?”

“Of course.”

Esme gave me a
tentative smile before sitting
down on the host chair, her cue cards safely in her lap.
“Great.”

Sitting down
across from her, while she was
worried that she might fuck up the football banter, I was worried
that I was going to be distracted by her nearness. I was already
thinking of how to ask her out without sounding like an entitled
dick. It was a tricky thing to ask a woman out when she wasn’t a
football groupie. There was an underlining assumption that all
single women were expected to say yes because…well, why wouldn’t
they, right?

When the
show’s producer came our way,
he informed us that we’d be ready to go in a couple of minutes, and
I was thankful that this interview wasn’t live. I wasn’t expecting
this interview to go well, and I was pretty sure that the director
and producer were going to see it immediately.

Still, I had
honored my commitment, so Ned
couldn’t give me any shit about it. I was here, and it wasn’t my
fault that Brett Barkley was sick. All I could do was what I had
promised and not get too technical on Esme.

“Okay, we’re
on in five…four…three…” the
camera man announced, and as soon as his hand counted down to a
fist, Esme was smiling and greeting me like we were old
friends.

As I let Esme
perform the show’s opening, I
wondered what was on those cue cards that she had. I had no doubt
that she had questions about my father in there, and I could only
pray that things didn’t get ugly. I had no intention of answering
anything regarding Dean King, and I just hoped that this interview
wasn’t some kind of career steppingstone for her, and she got
relentless about it. Granted, I didn’t get that vibe from her, but
you really just never knew people.

When Esme was done
welcoming her viewers, she turned to me, then thanked me for coming
on the show. “Mr. King, thank you for taking the time to join us
today,” she said, cheerfully. “We really appreciate the opportunity
to speak with you and find out what makes the great Raven King
tick.”

I smiled back.
“Thanks for having me, Ms. Daley,” I automatically
replied. “Please, call me Raven,
though.”

“Well, in that case,
please call me Esme.”

From
there, the interview went
better than I had expected. Esme had asked all the right questions,
and she had let me answer. We had steered away from a lot of the
technical stuff, and while it hadn’t been a hard-hitting exposé,
it’d gone better than we had probably both deserved.

When the interview was
finally over, it wasn’t hard to tell that the producer hadn’t been
happy with it, but short of announcing that they’d had underlying
motives, what could he do?

As for
Esme…


Chapter 6

 Esme~

Shepard hadn’t lied
when she had tried to warn me that Raven King was gorgeous. At
six-foot-tall-as-hell, he
filled out his height with lean muscle every damn place. You could
see it rippling underneath his clothing whenever he had shifted in
his seat or used his hands for emphasis. Those sinewy forearms of
his had gotten me thinking about the most inappropriate
things.

With hair as
black as sin, eyes like blue sapphires, a face that
should be the symbol of his team, and
a smile that created dimples, Raven King was hotter than hot. In
fact, the man was so scorching that there should be a flammable
warning label on him. Panties everywhere were in grave danger when
coming in contact with the man.

After a lot of
soul-searching last night, it
hadn’t been enough that I’d decided not to ask him any questions
about his father. My conscience had demanded that I tell the man
the full truth. As much research as I’d done last night on the
Bratton Spartans, I’d been no more equipped for the interview as
I’d been when Robin had broken the news to me.

So, when Raven
King had stood up, shaken my hand, and then had
been a complete gentleman, I’d
had no choice but to tell him the truth of it all. Even if the
entire thing had blown up in my face, there was no regret in doing
the right thing. At least, not for me.

Plus,
other than Lon trying to
evil-eye me during the interview for not asking Robin’s questions
about Raven’s father, the interview had gone nicely. Raven had
honored his end of the deal by not getting too technical, and I had
done my best not to salivate at the man.

Nevertheless, it’d been hard.

Now that the
interview was over, there was
nothing left but for us to go our separate ways. However, before I
could send Raven King on with his life, Lon approached us, and it
was all that I could do not to cringe.

He
stuck his hand out towards
Raven. “Thanks again for the interview, Mr. King,” he said.
“Everything looked good on our end.”

Raven shook
his hand. “You’re
welcome.”

Letting go of
Raven’s hand, Lon looked over
at me. “Robin will want a recap of the interview, Esme,” he said,
and I recognized it for the warning that it was.

I
just nodded civilly. “I’ll go
see him as soon as I’m done typing up my notes.”

“See that you
do,” he bit out behind a fake
smile.

With one last
head nod towards Raven, Lon
took off, leaving me alone with Raven King, and I honestly had no
idea what I was supposed to do next. Never having interviewed
anyone before, I wasn’t sure of the proper etiquette
here.

I watched as
Raven slid his hands inside
the pockets of his jeans. He hadn’t dressed formally, and I liked
that. “I take it you’re in a bit of trouble?” he asked.

“No, not at all,” I
lied. “Lon just-”

“Wants
to know why you didn’t ask me
any questions about my father,” he surmised, and the duplicity made
me feel wretched.

Rather
than insult his intelligence,
I chose the truth again. “They wanted a sensational exposé, not a
genuine sports interview,” I admitted.

Raven gave me an
understanding nod. “So, why didn’t you ask the
questions?”

“Because
you were told that this
interview was about your talent, your team, and your career,” I
answered, hoping that he wasn’t lumping me in with the likes of Lon
and Robin. “Your personal life is not anyone’s business.” I
shrugged a bit. “Plus, you shouldn’t be responsible for other
people’s actions. I mean, can you imagine if we were? It’d be
madness.”

“Have dinner
with me tomorrow night,” he
blurted, and I resisted the urge to look behind me to see who he
was talking to.

“Uhm, excuse
me?”

“I
was asking you to dinner,” he
repeated. “Tomorrow night. Of course, that’s if you’re not
busy.”

“You…you want
to have dinner with…me?” I
pointed to myself, so that there was no confusion on either of our
parts. “Me, me?”

The man was
doing his best to hide his
grin, but he still answered, “Yes, Esme. You, you.”

“Uh…”

“I’m
sorry,” he quickly jumped in. “It’s
probably rude of me to assume that you’re single.”

“No…uh, no,” I
stammered. “I’m single,
so…uh…”

“Great,” he replied.
“So, how about it?”

Holy shit.

Raven
King was asking me to dinner, and I
wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. I knew that I wasn’t
unattractive, but I also didn’t have men breaking down my front
door to get to me, either. Raven King could easily have any woman
that he wanted, so why on earth did he want me? That wasn’t me
getting down on myself, either; that was just a simple
fact.

I knew that I
was probably coming off as a
spazz, but it wasn’t every day that a gorgeous pro athlete asked
you to dinner. “Uhm, sure,” I finally answered. “I think that would
be nice.”

His smile
grew, and those dimples of his
popped deep enough that my ovaries were celebrating in victory.
Even if we discovered that we didn’t have anything in common, my
lady bits were eager to come out of hibernation. Looking at Raven
King, who better than this god of a man to knock the cobwebs
out?

“We can
exchange numbers, and I’ll leave it up to you if you’d like me
to pick you up, or if you’d
like to meet me at the restaurant,” he remarked. “Some women are
wary about letting a stranger know where they live, and I can
certainly understand why.”

Oh, God.

What was the
right answer? If I said that he could pick me up, was
he going to think that I
didn’t care about my safety? Would he assume that knowing my
address was a green light to come over whenever he wanted? Was it
wrong that I liked the idea of a gentleman picking me up for our
date?

Plus, if I
opted to meet him, was I
sending the wrong message that I didn’t trust him? Would it kick
the night off more formally than was intended? Also, how would the
night end? If we arrived separately, then asking him back to my
place wouldn’t be subtle at all. There was no way that women
weren’t throwing themselves at Raven King all day long, so would I
just be one of many?

Doing my best
not to appear unraveled, I
went with the truth again. “I like the idea of my date picking me
up,” I told him. “Even if you do know where I live, I live in a
secured building. You have to be buzzed in to gain
access.”

Raven’s grin
stayed in place. “I like the idea of picking you up for our date more than meeting you
somewhere,” he admitted. “And I promise that you’re safe with
me.”

“I wouldn’t
have agreed to a date if I
thought differently,” I pointed out.

Smiling, Raven pulled out
his phone, and I immediately walked over to the production table
where my purse was sitting. Pulling my phone out, I turned it on,
and I wasn’t surprised to see a bunch of text notifications from
Robin. Ignoring them, I made my way back to Raven, and I couldn’t
help the smile on my face as we exchanged numbers.

When we
were finished with the date
preliminaries, Raven stepped into my space, and my breath hitched
with his proximity.

The man
really was hot as hell.

Reaching up,
he cupped the side of my face,
his thumb running back and forth over my soft skin. Those blue eyes
of his held me captive as he said, “Even if you were just listening
to your conscience, I’m very grateful that you didn’t ask those
questions, Esme.”

My chest
thumped painfully, and it
would be so easy for a girl to fall for this man. “It was the right
thing to do, Raven.”

“All the same, thank
you.”

“You’re
welcome,” I whispered, my voice
suddenly low, raspy, and eager.

His lips
twitched right before he leaned down, then placed a soft kiss on my cheek. Pulling back,
he said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I just
nodded like a simpleton.
“Uh…o…okay.”

Raven turned
to leave, and my manners
finally kicked in. “Oh, do you need someone to escort
you-”

He looked back
at me, that sexy smile playing
on his lips again. “I’m a big boy,” he said. “I think I can find my
way out.” He threw me a wink, and I could feel my face turning red
with imagining just how big his boy was.

Get a grip,
Esme.

I watched as
Raven King walked out of the sound stage, and when he was no longer in sight, I let out a deep
breath. I had a date with Raven freakin’ King tomorrow night, and
talk about a what-the-fuck moment.

When my phone
chimed in my hand, I looked down and saw Robin’s name and a very unpleasant glimpse into the
text that he had sent. Praying for patience, I knew that I couldn’t
put it off any longer.

Good times.


Chapter 7

 Raven~

If I’d ever been anxious about a date like this
before, I couldn’t remember. I wasn’t sure what it was about Esme
that had me nervous as fuck, but I was, and I was never fucking
nervous. I played football in front of packed stadiums, and my life
was available for scrutiny by anyone who knew me as the public
figure that I was. So, a sweet blonde should not have me this
fucking unhinged.

As soon as I’d left the
studio yesterday, I had called Ned to let him know that the
interview had gone well, and after that reassurance, I had asked
him for the name of the best restaurant in town. I already knew the
most expensive one, but with Esme not seeming the type, I had
wanted quality food for tonight and not a pretentious
atmosphere.

Ned had
been a bucket of questions,
but I had avoided the inquisition by threatening to hang up on him
and finding a good restaurant on my own. Worried that I would
poison my date with my idea of fine dining, Ned had made
reservations for us at a place called The Silver Shield.
Supposedly, it was a fantastic steakhouse, and it was a hidden gem
in Bratton.

So,
after texting Esme that our
date would be nice but casual, I had opted for a pair of blue
jeans, tan Timberlands, and a white button-up with rolled up
sleeves. There was nothing to do about my hair, so I just let it do
its thing, and made sure that I was as clean-shaven as possible. It
hadn’t been lost on me when Esme had noticed my dimples yesterday,
so I was going to flash those babies all night long.

After double
checking on our reservations,
my phone chimed, and as I looked down, I saw our group text had
been activated.

 


Orion:
Did everything go well
yesterday? No collect calls?

 


Titan:
Seriously. A
I’m-not-in-jail text would have been nice

 


Knowing damn well that I
would have called them, I texted back, calling them out on their
bullshit.

 


Me:
U know damn well u would
have heard if I’d been in jail

 


Sebastian: It
was still rude 2 not let us know

 


Me:
Don’t u fuckers
work?

 


Atlas:
Right?

 


Orion:
Just tell us how the damn
interview went? Don’t make me call Nova

 


Me:
It went very well. No
mention of my dad at all. N don’t b threatening me with the big
guns

 


Sebastian:
Yeah, don’t u know
anything? U don’t use ur best weapon on little shit

 


Titan:
My best weapon has been
used a lot (winking emoji)

 


Me:
We know, Tite. We
know

 


Atlas:
So, r u good?

 


Me:
If I wasn’t, u 4 stupid
fucks would b the first 2 know

 


Orion:
Eat a dick

 


Me:
U eat a dick

 


Titan:
Ok. On that note of
immaturity, I’m out. Luv u idiots

 


Orion:
Yeah, I got a
championship that I need 2 defend. Out assholes

 


Sebastian: I
have 1 that I need 2 win, so talk to u guys later

 


Me:
Talk 2 u guys
soon

 


Atlas:
Yeah, I got a hot redhead
waiting 4 me, and she’s way prettier than u 4 jackoffs.

 


Laughing, I set my phone
down as I looked at the time on my watch. I had about an hour
before our reservations, and I was starting to feel amped up like
right before a game. When my phone rang, I was grateful for the
distraction.

“So, how did it
really go?”

I
laughed. “I thought you had a
hot redhead waiting for you?”

“I do,” Atlas
replied. “But she can wait. She might be hot, but she’s not a contender for a ring, so she can
leave if she doesn’t feel like waiting around for me.”

“It was
good,” I answered
honestly.

I
also wasn’t upset that Atlas had been
the only one to call me. He really was the only one who had time
right now, and in a couple of weeks, I was going to be swamped,
too. Between training, practices, and scrimmages, it’s been a rough
week already. Things were just going to get worse from here on
out.

“So, no
mention of your dad?” he asked.

“No.”

“Really?”

I went
on to tell him all about the
interview, and how Esme had admitted to having been instructed to
bring up my father, but that she couldn’t do it. I told Atlas
everything, including how I had asked her out and how she’d said
yes.

“Damn, Sire,”
he said, letting out a low whistle. “Since when do you ask women out?”

“I don’t,”
I clarified. “However, there’s
something about her, Atlas. The way she admitted to how she knew
nothing about sports, and that the interview was probably going to
suck…I don’t know, man. That did something to me. Her honesty had
been refreshing as fuck.”

“Yeah, I can
see that,” he replied. “That
trait is hard to come by in our line of work.”

“I
don’t know,” I repeated. “I just know
that I like her, and I want to get to know her some
more.”

“Well, I hope
it works out,” he said, and I
knew that he wasn’t being facetious about it; he meant
it.

“Yeah, so do
I,” I returned. “Dude, she does the community segments for her news
station, and for some reason, I find that endearing as
hell.”

“Let me
know how it goes.” Then he
chuckled. “Not the details, but if there’s a second
date.”

I
laughed. “Will do. Now go
handle your redhead.”

“Oh, I intend to,” he
replied slyly before hanging up.

Just when I
was about to get myself something to drink, my phone chimed again, and I seriously
contemplated turning it off for the night. However, I couldn’t do
that. Our number one rule was to be on standby always for one
another.

Looking at the
text, I had to
smile.

 


Little
Star: Heard u
weren’t in jail

 


Me:
U say that like it’s a
bad thing

 


Little
Star: Glad ur not
in jail, Raven

 


Me:
Love u, Nova

 


Little
Star: Love u 2

 


Smiling down
at my phone, the banter was
just what I needed to calm my nerves. If all else failed, I had a
hell of a support group.


Chapter 8

 Esme~

I was doing my best not
to turn into a total nutcase, but this wasn’t a normal date. Raven
wasn’t just some casual guy
that had struck up a conversation at the local coffee house. Even
if I didn’t follow football or went all fangirl on athletes, I was
still very aware that Raven was someone important. If this thing
between us went beyond tonight, I knew that dating him was going to
be tough. The odds of us being followed around were highly
probable, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. While I had no
problem being in front of the camera, I wasn’t popular enough to
have fans or people coming up to me for my autograph. Raven was,
and it was probably something that happened all the
time.

Ugh, the
pressure.

“You’re going
to give yourself a heart
attack, Esme. Relax, girl.”

I looked over
at Shepard. She was sitting on my bed as I stood in front of the
floor-length mirror hung up in
my bedroom closet. “Relax?” I screeched like a banshee. “Forget
that he’s a famous football player, but I’m going on a date with
the hottest guy that I have ever met.” I ran my hands over my
thighs. “I’m probably going to look like a fool, staring at him all
night long.”

Shep let
out an understanding chuckle.
“I get it, I do. Still, it’s not like you’re chopped liver, Esme.
You’re a very beautiful girl. Own it.”

I walked
over, then sat down on the bed
next to her. “I’m just…it’s been a while, and I honestly think I’d
be nervous, no matter who my date was,” I confessed. “It’s hard
getting back out there.”

Reaching over,
Shep squeezed my thigh in
support. “I know that it is,” she agreed sweetly. “It’s
intimidating as hell, truth be told. But, Esme, just because the
man of your dreams hasn’t appeared yet, that doesn’t mean that he
doesn’t exist.”

“I don’t need
the man of my dreams,” I
grumbled. “I just need a man who is decent enough.”

“See, that’s
your first mistake,” Shep replied, giving me a pointed look. “Why settle? Even if it doesn’t
work out with Raven, why settle, Esme? Because society says that
you should already be married? Because your parents are pressuring
you for grandchildren? Because you’re lonely?” She shook her head.
“That’s bullshit.”

“To be fair,
I’m pretty sure that the man of my dreams doesn’t exist outside romance novels, Shep,” I
told her. “There’s a reason the fantasy of the perfect guy sells so
many damn books.”

She grinned
knowingly. “Fair point,” she conceded. “However, if you want to settle for a man that washes
the dishes but misses the clothes hamper every time, then that’s
reasonable because no one is perfect.”

“I hear a ‘but’
coming on…”

“Do not settle
in the bedroom,” she advised. “Find a man that can set your skin on fire with just one touch.
Find a man that can set your soul ablaze with just one kiss. Find a
man that-”

“I get it, I
get it,” I drawled
out.

Shepard
laughed. “I’m serious, Esme,”
she said. “While sex isn’t everything, passion for each other is,
and I’m not just talking in the bedroom, either. I’m talking about
how you’re the first person that he searches for whenever he walks
into a room. I’m talking about how he can’t keep his eyes off you,
even when you look a mess. I’m talking about how he has to touch
you at all times, even if it’s just running his thumb across the
back of your hand. I’m talking about how he can feel it if you’re
not near him. I’m talking-”

“Okay, okay, okay,” I
laughed. “I get it.” Shepard grinned. “Though I have to tell you
that I seriously doubt that a man like that exists, Shep. Life
usually sucks all that passion right out of any
relationship.”

“Only if you
let it,” she argued. “Wes
still makes me feel like I’m the only one in the room.”

Shepard
met Wes Nelson a year ago when
she had dragged him right off the street and into her shop. She had
seen him walking and had been convinced that her latest creation
could only be modeled by him. Running roughshod over the poor man,
she’d had him half-naked, then redressed in a matter of seconds,
and the shirt that he had modeled for her had ended up raking up a
million likes. A year later, they were very much in love, and Shep
used those original photos as her social media profile
identifiers.

“It’s those
baby blue eyes of his,” I
teased.

“They don’t
hurt,” she agreed, throwing me
a sassy wink.

Now, while Shep was
Black, Wes was not, but I believed that’s what made them a cute
couple. Their physical differences really complimented one another,
and their photos together were some of the best ones out
there.

Standing, I
went back over to the mirror.
I was dressed in another one of Shep’s creations, and the woman
really did have an eye for fashion. Shep knew my body as well as I
did, and whatever she created for me always showed me off in the
best light.

This
time, I was wearing a simple dark
green dress that hugged my torso but fanned out at my hips. The
straps were thick enough that they kept everything in place, but
not bulky enough to take attention away from the dress itself. The
skirt of it stopped right above my knee, and Shep had sworn that
only a pair of white heels would do. To accent the shoes, she had
styled my hair in an updo, a white clip holding all my curled
tresses in one place.

Staring at
myself in the mirror, I knew
that I looked nice, and that was part of the problem. Raven had
texted me earlier to let me know that we were going to a
comfortable steakhouse, nothing fancy. I was worried that it looked
as if I were trying too hard to impress him.

Turning back to face
Shep, I asked, “Are you sure that this is okay? It’s a steakhouse,
Shep. He said nothing fancy.”

Shepard eyed
me. “It’s a summer dress, Esme,” she repeated for the tenth time. “If you’re really worried
about looking too dolled up, switch out the heels for sandals, but
just make sure that they’re white.”

“I feel like jeans
and a nice top might be-”

“La, la, la,
la, la,” she rushed out like a toddler, sticking her fingers in her
ears. “I don’t want to hear it.”

I
choked out a laugh. “You’re
such a child.”

“Guilty,”
she agreed, taking her fingers
out of her ears. “While we could put together a look for you that
includes jeans, a dress or skirt has easier access.”

My
eyes bugged clean out of my head.
“Easier access?”

The woman
reared her head back
dramatically. “Do not tell me that you are
not going to sleep with that man tonight, Esme Daley,” she stated
sternly, like I was being scolded by the head mistress of some posh
boarding school. “You’re going out on a date with Raven King, girl.
If he’s not worthy of a one-night stand, then I don’t know who
is.”

“Shepard,” I
choked out. “You know that I don’t do one-night stands. Plus, talk
about looking like a hoe. What happened to waiting until the third
date to sleep with a guy?”

“A guy, yes,”
she replied. “Raven King,
no.”

“Shep-”

“What happens
if there’s no second date?” she asked. “You’re going to regret
turning down the chance to get
your bell rung by a man like that.”

I was trying
not to laugh, I really was. “Shep, Raven King is used to women throwing themselves at him.
I do not want to be one of many.”

“But
you didn’t throw yourself at him,” she reminded me. “He asked you out. Don’t forget
that.”

“That doesn’t
mean I should sleep with him
on the first night,” I countered. “Being Raven King doesn’t mean
that I should be a sure thing.”

“True,” she
conceded. “However, it’s been seven months, Esme. You deserve
a good time.”

“I am not
sleeping with that man on the first night, Shep,” I repeated. “It…there’s no way that he won’t
think less of me. If he weren’t famous or rich, that’d be
different. However, considering who he is, if I sleep with him
tonight, I’ll be just like any other athlete groupie out
there.”

Shepard
stood up when she could see that the
topic was beginning to stress me out. “Okay, okay,” she quickly
rushed out, placating my crazy nerves. “How about you just play it
by ear? No expectations, but if you feel it, then you feel
it?”

Taking a
steady breath, I nodded.
“Yeah, okay,” I agreed. “No expectations.”

“Okay, well,
since he’ll be here soon, I’m
going to take off, so that I don’t make things more awkward than I
suspect that they’ll already be,” she teased.

“Thanks a lot,” I
chuckled.

She winked at
me again. “Have fun,” she
said. “Also, even if Raven King doesn’t turn out to be the one, I’m
still glad you’re getting back out there, Esme.”

“Thanks,
Shep.” I hugged her a little tighter than was probably warranted,
but I loved this woman.

Changing out
of my heels and into a pair of sandals, twenty minutes later, Raven King was buzzing my apartment
number from the lobby, and my hands began to shake.

Holy shit,
this was really happening.


Chapter 9

 Raven~

Esme looked beautiful, and her appearance had me
doubting my choice of restaurants tonight. While she had dressed
casually as I had instructed, the dress that she was wearing was
sexy enough that some heels and diamond earrings were all that the
dress needed to turn this night into a fancy one.

Everything
had been polite and expectant
when Esme had buzzed me in and up to her apartment. She lived on
the fifth floor of her building, and the elevator ride up had been
a new experience for me. Women had never made me nervous before,
but I’d found myself nervous as fuck with each floor climb in that
elevator.

As soon
as I had knocked on the door, Esme
had swung it open, not inviting me inside. I had done my best not
to see that as a bad sign, but it hadn’t exactly been a positive
one, either. While I understood that a lot of people valued their
private space, I wasn’t used to regular dates with regular women. I
was used to women chasing my wallet and reputation, and had Esme
been any of those women, we wouldn’t be having dinner right now.
We’d be in her apartment, fucking, instead of getting to know each
other.

“Sounds like
you have a great family,” I
said.

After our orders had been
placed, I had insisted that she tell me everything about herself.
In the last ten minutes, I had learned that her father was an
insurance broker, her mother was a bank teller, her older sister
was a book editor, and her best friend owned a clothing shop and
designed some of the clothes herself.

Esme smiled at me from
across the table. “I do,” she agreed. “I really have no complaints.
I have wonderful parents, an amazing sister, and a gem of a friend
in Shep.” Her green eyes lit up when she spoke about her people.
“So, what about you? What’s with The Loyal Five?”

I leaned back in my
seat, shaking my head a bit. “I thought you didn’t follow
sports?”

“I don’t,” she
confirmed. “However, I had pulled an all-nighter for your
interview, and The Loyal Five had come up a lot in the research
that I’d done of you.”

“Orion
Knight, Sebastian Havoc, Titan
Miller, Atlas Braylon, and I have been best friends our entire
lives,” I answered. “We grew up together in Hammond, Illinois, and
it’d been a rough place to cut your teeth on. Orion has a younger
sister named Nova, and at her college graduation, we had all taken
a group picture, and a lot of the media networks had made a big
deal out of it. While we’ve all mentioned each other in our earlier
interviews, that picture had taken off like an internet storm.” I
shrugged. “We’d been dubbed The Loyal Five and the rest is
history.”

She regarded
me thoughtfully. “You know, I might not follow sports, but it is rather remarkable that five
childhood friends all made it to the pros,” she remarked. “While
researching you, I found out that you guys all play a different
sport.”

“It is,” I
agreed. “But I think that’s because we all supported each other fiercely back then. I mean,
don’t get me wrong, we still do. However, we’re not in it for
survival anymore, though we had been when we’d been
children.”

“Why’s that?”

“Our
parents were horrible,” I told
her honestly. “It wasn’t just that we’d been raised in a poor,
rough, and rundown neighborhood, because a lot of kids were, and
they had turned out just fine. Our issues were compounded by our
crappy parents, too.”

While I
wasn’t going to go into detail
about anyone else’s family life but my own, Orion’s parents had
been the poorest of us all, and they’d been especially emotionally
abusive. Titan’s father had been physically abusive, and his mother
had been too weak to do anything about it. Sebastian’s parents
hadn’t been abusive, but they’d been neglectful. Sebastian had
spent a lot of time alone, and he had practically raised himself.
As for Atlas, he’d had it the worst out of all of us. His parents
had been into some serious drugs, and their addictions had made
them emotionally, mentally, and physically abusive. It was kind of
amazing how he’d turned out to be as decent as he was. It was only
when he was riled up that his childhood issues erupted to the
surface.

“Oh, I’m
sorry,” she replied softly.
“Though I have no experience with that, I can’t imagine that it was
easy.”

I could feel
my heart skip a beat at her
response. Esme hadn’t tried to apologize for having a good
childhood, nor had she tried to pretend that she understood what I
was talking about. There was no pity, just empathy for something
that she had no experience with, and I could appreciate
that.

“My parents
were gambling addicts,” I confessed. “They still are.” Esme blinked at me, probably
surprised that I was sharing something so personal, but it wasn’t
like it was a huge secret.

She
wrinkled her nose before
saying, “I guess that’s the thing about addiction. I’ve never been
addicted to anything to know whether I should feel sorry for the
person or not.” Her brows furrowed in thought. “I have no idea what
it feels like to need something or someone so badly that I’d sell
my soul for one moment of that euphoria. It seems…insane, doesn’t
it?”

Again, she
wasn’t siding with anyone or
pretending like she knew what she was talking about. Esme was just
stating her opinion on addictions in a neutral fashion. Though I
had a real personal opinion of addictions, her words showed me that
she had compassion for both sides of a story that she’d never had
to read.

Sitting up
straighter, I said, “It does seem rather insane, though I’ve never
been addicted to anything,
either.”

She grinned.
“Not even the fame, money, or
women?”

“I’m a rather
private person, so I can do
without the fame,” I replied honestly. “As for the money, I grew up
poor enough that money is all relative to me. If I were to quit
football today, I’d still find myself blessed enough to have all
that I have. It’s way more than I ever thought I’d have as a child,
so being as grateful for it all as I am, I can’t say that I’m
addicted to the money, either.”

Esme arched a
blonde brow. “And the women?”

I didn’t want
her to worry about other women if this turned into something serious, but I also didn’t
feel right telling Titan’s business without his permission. Though
Titan was an open book most of the time, our friendships were all
about love and respect.

“Can you
give me a sec?” After she
nodded, I pulled out my phone, then dialed Titan.

“What’s up?” he asked,
answering on the third ring.

“Hey, quick
question.”

“Sure.”

“Is it alright if I tell
someone about Trisha?”

He went
silent, and I almost let out a string of curses.


Five…four…three…two…

“Holy shit,”
he shrieked like a teenage
girl. “You’re with someone, and you’re trying to reassure her that
you’re not a manwhore, huh?”

“Goddamn it, Titan,”
I hissed. “Can I tell her or not?”

“Of course,”
he answered easily. “But
you’re telling us every-fucking-thing this weekend, Rave. I mean
it.”

“Asshole,” I grumbled
before hanging up on him.

When I looked
back at Esme, her brows were
high on her forehead, and she was looking at me expectantly. “What
was that?”

“When we were kids, some
girl accused Titan of getting her pregnant,” I explained, going
into Titan’s business. “It had turned out to be a lie, and she
hadn’t been pregnant at all. She’d just been trying to get Titan to
commit to her. Still, it had scared the shit out of all of us. When
she had claimed that she was pregnant by Titan, we’d already been
on our way to getting into college, and the goal had been the pros.
After that disaster, we had started seeing girls differently, and I
can tell you-without a shadow of a doubt-that I am not addicted to women. I
never have been.”

Her lips
twitched, trying not to laugh
at me. “I can see how that…uh, would make an impression on a young
man.”

I reached for my
water. “You have no idea,” I muttered.

“So,
what is your vice, Raven
King?” she asked. “Everyone has one.”

“What’s yours?” I
countered.

Her green
eyes sparkled with mischief.
“I think maybe we should save our secrets for the second
date.”

I leaned
forward, placing my arms on the table. “So, you’re
going to grant me a second
date?”

“Depends on
the food,” she replied, not missing a beat, and just then, the food began to arrive, making me
laugh.

However, after everything
was placed in front of us, I almost wanted to grab Esme, then drag
her out of the restaurant when the waitress asked
me-and only
me-if there was anything else
that I’d like.

Fuck it.

I
looked up at the attractive
blonde, then said, “Thank you, but no. My girlfriend and I are good
for right now.”

Taking the
rejection in stride, she said, “Of course.”

“Girlfriend?”


Chapter 10


Esme~

I had left my apartment earlier tonight,
determined not to sleep with Raven King on the first night. It was
the reason that I hadn’t invited him in for a drink or whatever
when he had knocked on my door. The man was sexy enough to
challenge any girl’s willpower, and I was only so strong,
especially after my seven-month drought.

However,
listening to him tell the waitress that I was his girlfriend had my
lady bits mad as hell at my
sense of modesty. It’d been seven months since Jett and I had
broken up, and it never occurred to me that I might be lonely.
Still, Raven’s attentions were making me realize just how long it
had been since someone had kissed me, touched me, or had just held
my hand.

“Is that a problem?”
he asked.

“Well,
considering that she was close to flashing you to get your
attention, I suppose not,” I chuckled, doing my best not to be
‘that’ woman. Even without his football superstar status, it would
take a very confident woman to date this man. He was just so damn
gorgeous that his job didn’t matter.

His blue eyes
narrowed a bit. “Not looking to be my girlfriend?” he asked, and that threw me a little. This
was only our first date, and we hadn’t even gotten through dinner
yet.

“Are you
looking for a girlfriend?” I
countered. “I always assumed that athletes tried to avoid that
headache.”

Raven
looked like he wanted to
respond to the offensive assumption, but instead of trying to
convince me that athletes were also real people, he just
straightened as he said, “How about we try the food while it’s
still hot?”

“Sounds good,”
I agreed, then spent the next ten minutes eating the delicious food, our conversation generic
and mundane.

While the
conversation had gone stale, I wasn’t too worried about it. Before the whole girlfriend
thing, our conversation had been serious, intimate, and personal,
so I was still holding onto that as a positive. I could also take
responsibility for the rudeness of my assumption about athletes. I
didn’t know any, so it had been unfair of me to make the comment to
begin with.

When the same waitress
approached us again, she smiled at both of us this time.
“Dessert?”

Raven
looked over at me expectantly, but I
thought it best to end the date. Things didn’t feel awkward per se,
but they did feel…off. Star athlete or not, once a date started
going south, it was easier just to end it before things got really
uncomfortable.

“Thank
you, but nothing for me,” I answered.
“Though the food was absolutely delicious.”

She looked over at Raven.
“Mr. King?”

“Just the
check,” he requested, taking the hint.

As soon as she
left to get the check, I said,
“Thank you for a lovely dinner, Raven. The food was delicious.” I
glanced around the restaurant. “I had no idea that this place even
existed, but I plan on coming back soon. I think Shep would love
this place.”

“Most great
restaurants are hidden gems,”
he remarked casually. “Word of mouth is the best kind of
advertisement for a restaurant, I think.”

I looked back
at him. “Well, thank you for bringing me here,” I repeated.

“You’re
welcome.”

Before
anymore could be said, our
waitress was back with the check. “Are you certain you don’t need
anything further?” she asked, looking at Raven.

“No, thank
you,” he answered, then I watched as he pulled
three crisp one-hundred-dollar
bills from his wallet, slid them into the bill folder, then handed
it back to the waitress. “Thank you, no change needed.”

Her blue eyes
widened. “Oh, well…thank you,”
she stammered. “I really appreciate it.” Her face was all smiles as
she walked away, the bill folder hugged closely against her
chest.

When Raven’s
eyes found their way back towards me, he asked, “Are you ready to go?”

I
nodded. “Yes.”

Still
behaving like a gentleman,
Raven stood up, then walked over to pull my chair out for me. I
stood up, grabbed my purse and coat, then smiled at Raven to lead
the way. As soon as we were outside, he grabbed my coat, placed it
over my shoulders, then walked us towards the restaurant’s parking
lot. Though a very nice restaurant, The Silver Shield didn’t have
valet, so we’d had to park and walk, but I didn’t mind. Walking
with a six-foot-tall-as-hell football player was about as safe as a
girl could get, I imagined. Besides, though perfectly normal and
acceptable in most places, valet still seemed a little fancy for
me. That’s how simple I was.

Once we got to
his car, he opened the door for me, and it was hard to dismiss how Raven had been doing all
the right things tonight. I wasn’t sure if his behavior was truly
impressive or if I just had super low expectations when it came to
men. Something as simple as pulling my chair out for me or opening
my car door should not have me wanting to jump this man’s bones so
badly.

Yet here we
were.

However, it
wasn’t until I realized that we were heading back to my place that disappointment started to
rear its ugly head. I must have really offended him with that
girlfriend comment, or else I had inadvertently made him believe
that I’d be a headache to date. Either way, the night was obviously
over, and I was pretty sure that there wasn’t going to be a second
date.

Of course,
there was always possibility C, and I really didn’t want to think about that one. Raven’s
been the perfect gentleman all evening long, and I’d hate to think
that he was taking me home already because a three-hundred-dollar
dinner bill was a precursor to expected sex.

When Raven
pulled up to the curb in front
of my apartment building, he’d made no effort to find a respectable
parking space, so that could only mean that he was going to walk me
up-maybe-then take his
leave. A part of me was glad that he hadn’t automatically been
expecting sex, but another part of me wondered if it was because
Raven was no longer attracted to me after I’d stuck my foot in my
mouth.

Who in their right mind discouraged Raven King from making it
serious?

Still in
gentleman mode, Raven opened the door for me, then
escorted me into the lobby of
my apartment building. Once inside, Raven continued to escort me to
the elevators, then my front door. The entire trip had been made in
polite silence, and I just wanted to go inside, call Shep, then
confess how I’d messed things up. No doubt that it was something
that she was forever going to give me crap about.

Unlocking my
front door, I pushed it open, standing with the open space behind me. I looked up at Raven as I
did my best to pretend like things weren’t ending on an awkward
note.

“Thanks again
for introducing me to The
Silver Shield,” I said, a tense smile stretched across my face.
“The place really is a gem.”

“I can’t take
all the credit,” he replied. “After the interview, I called my PR agent and asked him what
restaurant had the best food.” His lips twitched a bit. “You struck
me as the type of woman that would appreciate good food over fancy
silverware.”

This time, my smile was
genuine. “Guilty,” I joked. “I mean, why does a person need three
spoons, four forks, and two different water glasses? That’s
insane.”

Raven
chuckled. “Yeah, I never
understood formal dining myself.”

“Seems like a
lot of pressure,” I continued.

“Speaking of
pressure…” His lips twitched again. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable with that
comment about being my girlfriend. I’m sorry if my…uh, forwardness
ruined the vibe.”

I could
feel all that awkward tension
leave my body.

“No, it…I’m
sorry about the girlfriend
remark,” I apologized myself. “It was presumptuous and out of line.
I…I don’t know any athletes to warrant what I said.”

Raven reached
up, then tucked a wayward
strand of hair behind my right ear. “It’s a general opinion about
athletes,” he said. “We either have no desire to commit or we
cheat. Everyone thinks it.”

“Is it true?” I
asked warily.

He slid his
hands inside his pockets as he
grinned at me. “Like most clichés, there’s always some truth to it.
Most athletes have no desire to commit while in their prime. Lots
have already committed themselves before hitting the pros, and that
can lead to cheating.” His eyes darkened as he regarded me
carefully. “However, there are quite a few that can commit
and be faithful. Unfortunately, those aren’t the
stories that the public hears about. They hear the scandals. They
hear about the guy that fathered a child from a one-night stand.
They hear about the sexual assaults, alleged and true. Sadly,
misery sells more newspapers than happiness.”

“That’s a
rather glum thought,” I
muttered.

Raven just
nodded. “So, to make sure that I don’t add to the
stereotypes that follow
athletes around, I’m going to leave you at your doorstep, kiss you
goodnight, then ask for a second date.”

My chest
exploded in warmth while my stomach exploded with butterflies. “I’d like a second date,” I
admitted. “I was worried that I messed things up back at the
restaurant.”

Raven pulled his hands
out of his pockets, cradled my face, then said, “Nothing that you
say can ever mess this up.” His lips were soft but insistent on
mine, and I hated that he was choosing to be a gentleman. Pulling
back, he said, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

I just nodded
like an idiot, wondering if I was already way in over my head after only one
date.


Chapter 11


Raven~

It was four in
the fucking morning, so someone had
better be dead or it better be Nova.

She was the
only exception.

At
least, until I got Esme
onboard with the whole girlfriend thing. She hadn’t seemed eager to
take on that roll last night, but she let me kiss her at the end of
our date, so I was taking that as a win. Things had gotten weird
for a bit after our minor misunderstanding, but I’d never been one
to let a little hiccup stand in my way. As part of a sports team,
we had our fair share of turnovers and penalties, and we’d never
win a game if we couldn’t shake that shit off.

Grabbing my
phone, I answered it to see
that I had a request to join a conference call, and I groaned,
almost not answering it. I knew that Atlas was behind this shit,
but I also knew that there was no getting away from it.

I answered,
and I wasn’t the only one
looking unhappy to be on this call. Orion and Sebastian looked just
as tired as I did, but Atlas looked cheerful as hell while Titan
looked like he was just getting in. That dude’s dick was sure to
fall off one day.

“Before you
cuss us out, this was the only
time that worked for everyone,” Atlas announced.

“I had
no plans on cussing everyone out,” I
told him. “Just you.”

“Okay, we need
to make this quick because I have to get to practice in a
couple of hours,” Sebastian
said.

“Same here,”
Orion added. “Plus, I still
need to hit the gym.”

“I’m off
tonight, so I’m good,” Titan
stated, grinning like a loon. “I just need some sleep.”

“Oh, I bet you do,”
Orion huffed.

Titan just
laughed. “What can I say? I’m
in high demand.”

“Don’t you
mean that your wallet and fame
are in high demand?” Atlas corrected.

“Same
thing,” Titan agreed
easily.

“The
girl,” Orion drawled out. “Tell us
about the girl.”

Taking a deep
breath, I quickly told them everything from when the interview was over to when I had asked Esme
to dinner. I didn’t finish until I got to the part about kissing
her goodnight and getting a second date.

When I
was done, Titan said, “She
doesn’t trust athletes. Smart girl.”

“Eat a
dick,” I replied, a small part of me
worried that it was true.

“So,
is it love?” Orion asked.

“No,
it’s not,” I answered truthfully.
“However, I think that it could be. She’s…just…just so damn
honest.
Even though it had embarrassed her,
she still confessed to not knowing who I was, and it was very
endearing.”

“So, does she
really not trust athletes?” Atlas asked. “Because that could be a problem,
Sire.”

“I don’t know.
I plan on broaching the subject some more on our second date,” I told them.

“Well, I
think she’s a delight,”
Sebastian stated, grinning on screen.

“You don’t even know
her,” Orion argued.

“That doesn’t
matter,” he countered. “If she gives Raven butterflies, then she’s
got my vote. I mean, when was the last time any of you heard of a
chick giving Raven King butterflies.”

“He’s got a point,”
Titan agreed.

“Jesus
Christ,” I grumbled, running a hand through my hair. “Are we all going to get matching
pedicures after this, too? Get our hair done and legs waxed
next?”

“We can if
it’ll make you feel closer to
us,” Sebastian replied without missing a beat.

“Look, I like
her, okay?” My eyes bounced around the screen, making sure that I acknowledged all four of
them. “I like her enough that I wouldn’t mind making it serious.
Like Sebastian pointed out, I can’t remember the last time that
I liked
a woman. I’m pretty sure that it was
high school.”

“That’s
because Titan put the fear of God in
all of us,” Atlas huffed. “I’m still terrified of
women.”

Orion laughed. “Yeah,
you’re a regular monk.”

“It’s four in
the fucking morning,” I
groaned. “Can I go back to sleep now?”

“Fine,”
Sebastian allowed. “But you better
text us when it becomes official. My feelings will be hurt if I
have to hear it on the news.”

“Plus, let’s
not forget that my sister has an evil streak,” Orion added. “She’ll
have your balls if she finds
out from social media that you have a girlfriend.”

“She’s not
evil,” Sebastian automatically
said, defending her. “She’s…passionate.”

“Yeah,
passionately evil,” Orion
snorted. “I love you, man, but I still think you’re insane where
that girl is concerned.”

“Amen,” Titan
agreed.

“Preach on,
brother,” Atlas
added.

“Nova’s a
saint,” I lied through my
teeth. “And I want it on record that I said that.”

Orion just chuckled.
“Okay, I gotta go. Keep us informed, Rave.”

“Yeah, will
do,” I replied tiredly. “I’ll
talk to you guys later.

After everyone
said their farewells, I’d done
my best to go back to sleep, but once it was clear that my dream of
sleep wasn’t going to come true, I decided on getting an early
workout in. It was Sunday, and I didn’t have to report for practice
until tomorrow, so that left only one thing left to do.

Two hours
later, I was buzzing her
nameplate, praying that she wasn’t going to be too upset about my
surprise visit. I was taking liberties again, but that was just me.
I didn’t pussyfoot around; it wasn’t my style.

“Hello?” Her
voice sounded lyrical but
awake.

“Hey, good
morning,” I answered. “I know
it’s early, but I come bearing gifts.”

“Raven?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“What kind of
gifts?”

“Coffee, bagels, and
breakfast burritos,” I answered. “Since I didn’t know which one you
preferred, I grabbed both healthy and unhealthy.”

Esme
unlocked the lobby doors, and
I gave a silent thanks to God. Since my hands were full, I had to
kick her front door softly once I’d gotten to her floor, and the
door swung open immediately. Standing on the other side was a
smiling Esme, and she looked tempting in a pair of yoga pants,
over-sized t-shirt, and her hair thrown up in a bun. The more that
she treated me like a regular guy, the more I found myself falling
for her.

“For future reference, I’m
a breakfast burrito kind of girl,” she stated. “Bagels are good for
on the run, but I make it a point to never run
anywhere.”

I smiled back.
“Good to know. It’s bacon
because…well, who doesn’t like bacon? Still, what kind do you
usually get?”

Esme stepped
back to let me inside her
apartment. “I prefer the chorizo ones because I like the little
spice that comes with it, but you’re not wrong about bacon. I’d
trust an admitted serial killer before I’d trust someone who
doesn’t like bacon.”

That got a
laugh out of me, but I had
also noted how she had been honest about her preferences. Just like
the lack of makeup and flattering clothing, she hadn’t sworn that
bacon was her favorite. Esme wasn’t trying to impress me with a
version of herself that didn’t exist. I asked questions, and the
woman answered them honestly.

Following her
into the kitchen, I set the
food and coffee on the breakfast bar. “And coffee?” I
asked.

“I’m good
with coffee,” she answered.
“Though, it has to be regular coffee. I’m not a fan of all that
fancy sugary stuff.”

“Noted.”

When we were
both seated and eating our
breakfast peacefully, it felt right. Right enough for me to say,
“So, about that girlfriend thing…”

Esme choked out a
timid laugh. “Yeah?”

I turned to
look at her. “The plan is to
spend the day with you, getting to know you some more. We can hang
out here, go to the park, watch a movie, whatever you want to do,”
I told her. “I’ll deliver you back home at a decent hour because I
have to report to practice in the morning. However, my hope is that
by the time that I deliver you back to your front door, you’ll
agree to be my girlfriend.”

Her eyes
widened a bit, but she didn’t look offended or upset. She looked a little wary, but that was
it. “Are you serious?”

I nodded.
“Very.”

“Why would you
want a girlfriend, Raven
King?”

“I don’t want
a girlfriend, Esme Daley,” I
corrected. “I want you to be my
girlfriend.”

Her lips
twitched with a quick grin.
“Let’s see how the day goes, yeah?”

That wasn’t a
no.

“Deal,” I
agreed.


Chapter 12


Esme~

I’d woken up feeling
like nothing could get me down
today. Yesterday had been borderline perfect, and the only reason
that I wasn’t calling it perfect was because I didn’t want to jinx
just how blissful the day had been.

After
breakfast, Raven had been kind
enough to let me shower and get decent, and the first place that
we’d gone after that was to Shepard’s boutique. While it still
seemed too early to meet the friends, it seemed like a fair
exchange after Raven had called his friend during dinner to ask if
he could share that pregnancy scare story. So, since Raven had
brought his friend into it first, it had seemed reasonable to
introduce him to Shep.

Our trip to
Shep’s boutique had ended with us all going to lunch, and it’d been fun. Shep being Shep
had been entertaining as hell, and she hadn’t gone all fangirl on
Raven. Granted, to be fair, Shepard wasn’t the fangirl type to
begin with, but she had treated him exactly like a best friend
should; she had interrogated him and low-key had threatened him.
Credit to Raven, he had taken it all in stride, later telling me
how he thought that it was awesome that I had such a great friend
in Shepard.

After lunch,
we had attempted to enjoy the
scenery of one of the local parks, but some kids had immediately
recognized Raven, and our park visit had ended up in Raven signing
autographs and playing a quick game of touch football with some
kids. It had been sweet to watch, and for all that he’d told me
about his childhood, Raven King had a way with kids.

When Raven had
finally called it quits on the
game, we had ended up going back to my apartment for some privacy.
However, instead of Raven King trying to get me naked and into bed,
he had pulled up some old games of his, doing his best to teach me
a little about football. It’d been strange to see him playing
football like a real athlete, and I guess that’s where the
disconnect for me was. Since I knew nothing about sports, I had met
Raven the man, not the football player. His job meant nothing to
me, so it was hard to reconcile that he was famous. The man was on
television, and millions of people knew what he did and worshipped
him for it.

What had
really made me stupid over him
wasn’t how he had shown me his game footage. It was how he had
shown me game footage of all his friends, too. It still seemed so
surreal that five childhood friends had all made it to the pros,
but the evidence didn’t lie. Plus, if it weren’t enough that Raven
King was gorgeous as sin, those friends of his were hot as hell,
too. Or maybe it was just something about athletes that I could
appreciate as a woman. Still, whatever it was, those five men
probably had ovaries exploding all over the planet.

After
introducing me to his friends
via the television, Raven had called it a day, and while I’d been
disappointed about it, I’d also understood that the man had to
work. Hell, I’d had to work, too.
Though I didn’t have to be at the station early, I knew that Raven
had a full day, especially with the season almost starting. Again,
the man had done his best to try to educate me on some
football.

However, the
best part had been after I’d
walked him to the door, and he had kissed me goodbye again. Before
the kiss, he had asked me to be his girlfriend for the third time,
and I had impulsively said yes. A heartbreak by Raven King was
better than a Raven King regret, and that had been my way of
thinking at the time, and it still was.

As for
work today, it’d gone well,
and even Robin’s shitty attitude towards me hadn’t been enough to
get me down. I knew that he was still pissed at me for ruining
Raven’s interview for him, but as long as he didn’t fire me for it,
I didn’t care. Plus, I felt a lot of satisfaction from

secretly
knowing that I was dating
Raven King. Robin would shit his pants if I told him, but I was
saving that for a later date; an ace in the hole if I needed
it.

With my
workday over, I had just finished turning the dryer on when I heard a knock at my door. I
smiled because I knew that it was Shepard. She’d been texting me
all morning, demanding details about yesterday, and I had promised
to give them to her as soon as I’d gotten home.

Laughing to myself, I
went to answer the door, checking my phone to see if she had texted
me while I’d been throwing my clothes in the dryer. When I didn’t
see anything, I didn’t think anything of it. It could also only be
Shepard because she was the only person that had the code to my
building. Sure, it could have been one of my neighbors, but I
didn’t know any of them very well, so I seriously doubted that it
was one of them. Oh, we were friendly enough, but nothing that
warranted knocking on my door.

However, swinging the
door open, it wasn’t Shepard on the other side. It was Raven, and
he was smiling down at me in a way that threatened women’s lib
everywhere. My vagina wanted me to consider his visit a third date
and just start ripping the clothes off his body, but I thought best
not to just yet.

I smiled as I
looked up at him. “Your hair’s
wet.”

“Yeah, I
came straight over here from
practice,” he explained, and those lady bits were really having a
hell of a time not jumping him.

I
stepped back, letting him
enter as I asked, “How did you get in the building?”

Raven turned
around to face me, his hand reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “Uh, I kind of snuck in,”
he confessed. “Someone was walking out, so I grabbed the door, then
just let myself in.” He looked rather sheepish. “I suppose that
could be considered rude, huh?”

Shutting the
door behind me, I decided to
let him off the hook. He was too sexy not to. “Depends on who you
ask,” I answered. “Plus, I don’t think too many people in the
building would mind bumping into Raven King.”

He
straightened, arching a brow.
“I only care if you mind bumping into
Raven King in the building when you didn’t buzz him in with
permission.”

“He’s growing
on me, so I think I’m good,” I
teased.

Raven walked
up to me, slid an arm around my waist, then hauled me
close to him. “He’s growing on
you, huh?”

“A bit,” I
continued to tease. “He even convinced me to be his girlfriend
yesterday.”

His
other arm came around my back,
and we were practically hugging at this point. “Best decision he’s
made in a long time.”

Though
we were teasing, something in the way
of his voice made me think that he was being serious and not just
cute. When Raven had been telling me all about his friends, he had
remarked that he was the serious one out of them all. Older by only
a few months, they were all the same age, but Raven had fallen into
the responsible roll early in their childhoods. Looking into his
blue eyes, I could see it. I could see how he took life seriously
enough that he might miss the fun in it sometimes.

Wrapping my
arms around his waist, I
decided to throw caution to the wind. “Raven, can I ask you
something?”

“Anything,” he
answered easily and
confidently.

“How long do
you think is respectable
enough before a guy’s girlfriend jumps his bones?”

My
voice had been light and
teasing, but my heart was beating loud inside my chest. I was
basically putting it out there that I wanted to sleep with him, and
there was a pretty good chance that it could backfire. Raven was
used to women throwing themselves at him, and I’d just done the
same.

“I don’t
know,” he answered carefully. “The last time that I had a
girlfriend, I was in high school, and the girls at my school hadn’t
been…uh, shy. Growing up in awful neighborhoods, lots of people
coped differently, and there’d been a lot of girls who had used sex
to cope with whatever they’d been going through. Hell, some guys
had used it, too.”

“And since you
graduated high
school?”

Raven dropped
his arms from around my waist,
then took a step back. Sliding his hands in his pockets, he said,
“College was…well, certain girls have a thing for athletes, hoping
for a free ride into the big leagues. While I’d been mindful of
that, I was still a red-blooded male. Still am, for that
fact.”

My
heart thumped with disappointment.
How was a regular girl supposed to compete with hundreds of other
women that had probably done it all? I had no doubt that Raven King
had probably participated in some serious hardcore sexapades
before, and that was hell on a girl’s sexual confidence. I had
nothing new to offer this man, and that kind of sucked.

I ran my hands
down my thighs in a nervous gesture that I couldn’t take back. “If
your bedroom could talk, huh?” I laughed awkwardly.

“Oh, hey,” he
quickly said, stepping up to
me, taking my face in his hands. “Let me be very clear about
something, okay?” I could only nod. “I took what was offered
whenever I felt the need, which actually wasn’t as often as you
might think. I wasn’t kidding when I told you that Titan’s little
mishap had really put the fear of God into all of us. For athletes,
sex is available on a constant run, so I didn’t have to wine and
dine or wait for it, because…well, because those are just the
facts.” His blue eyes narrowed a bit as he regarded me. “But you?
I’ll wait forever for you, Esme.” My chest bloomed with warmth, and
I was in real danger of crying. “I will wait for as long as I have
to, and I’ll do it because I know that being inside someone that I
actually care about is going to blow my fucking mind. Baby, that
alone is worth the wait. Sex between us is not going to be cold,
mechanical, or biological. It’s going to be everything.” Raven
hunched down, so that we were at eye level. “You’re going to be everything.”

That’s when I was pretty
sure that I’d just fallen in love with Raven King.


Chapter 13


Raven~

All of it was true.
While I’d had some great sex
in my lifetime, I’d never had it with a woman that I’d been
emotionally invested in, even during high school. Back during those
tender years, the escape of sports had become a possibility around
the same time that I’d had finally learned what to do with a hard
dick, so I had never gotten serious with anyone, even if I had
dated monogamously at times.

Aside Nova, Esme was the
first woman that I’d ever given a real fuck about, and while she
was worried that she might not compare to the groupies that I’d
fucked in the past, I was worried about not measuring up to the men
from her past that had actually mattered to her. Esme was a
relationship-type of girl, and so I knew that her previous partners
had all been men who had mattered to her at some point. If we were
comparing notes, all Esme had to do was get me off, and since I was
a guy, that was easily done. Not only did I have to get her off,
but I had to find a way to touch her mind and soul at the same time
that I was pleasuring her body, and that shit wasn’t as easy as men
might hope. Esme wanted to be different from the rest, and I had no
idea how to make her see that she already was.

Rubbing my thumb back and
forth over her cheek, I decided to be honest. “Baby, I’ve been hard
for you since that goddamn interview.” Her eyes blinked in
surprise. “When you started rambling on about not knowing who I
was, and that you did community segments and didn’t even watch
sports, I knew then that I was a goner.” I took a deep breath
before adding, “I’ll wait another week, a month, three months,
however long it takes for you to feel comfortable enough to give
yourself over to me freely. Just know that I will never judge you
for your wants or beliefs, Esme. Never.” Her
green eyes flared with surrender, and it felt better than winning
any championship out there.

“I want you,
Raven,” she whispered, her voice a raspy promise. “I just…don’t
want to be like the rest.”

“That’s
impossible, baby,” I told her.
“There’s nobody else like you.”

Determined to
put her doubts to rest, I pressed my lips against hers, and when she opened up for me, it felt
like coming home. Kissing Esme felt like getting that first
acceptance letter to college. It felt like the moment that my name
had been called out during the draft.

Esme’s arms
wrapped around my neck, and
she started kissing me back with enough passion to let me know that
she wanted this just as much as I did. While I’d kissed her before,
this was different. This wasn’t chaste or tender. This kiss was
leading to something that I’d wanted since I had first laid eyes on
her. This was leading to something that was going to change my
life, and I wasn’t even the tiniest bit worried about
it.

With
her body pressed up against
mine, I was doing my best to walk us to the bedroom, but when
Esme’s back hit a wall, I was fine with it. Still dressed in her
work clothes, my hand reached down, and when I found her bare
thigh, I slid it upward, dying to see how wet she was.

As soon as my fingers
slid into the lace fabric of her panties, she let out a gasp. “Oh,
God…”

“Your secrets
are safe with me, Esme,” I
promised as I trailed soft kisses down her neck. “I’ll never tell
anyone how wet you get for me.” She moaned as the slickness of my
fingers through her folds could be heard clearly. “I’ll never tell
anyone how sexy your moans sound when you’re hungry for
me.”

“Raven…” she
whimpered, and I rewarded her
by sliding two fingers inside her tight pussy. “Raven…oh,
God…yes…”

I
nipped at her collarbone as
the feeling of her pussy trapping my fingers blew my mind. Esme
felt tight as fuck, and it was going to be a snug fit once I got in
there. Nevertheless, nothing was going to stop
me from getting inside her. It’d been a while, and even if it
hadn’t been, I wanted this woman more than I’d ever wanted a woman
in my life.

Needing to taste all of
her, I pulled my fingers out of her cunt, then reached for her
blouse to get it out of my fucking way. Tearing it down the middle,
buttons went flying everywhere, and I hated that she had a bra on,
though common sense told me that she had to wear one. While Esme
wasn’t huge up top, she was big enough to need a bra.

“Fuck, baby,” I rasped
against the swell of her tit. “I can’t wait to get you
naked.”

“Raven-oh, God…”

My
fingers back inside her pussy
cut off whatever she’d been about to say, and if possible, she was
even wetter. Esme was so fucking drenched that her cream was
leaking down my hand, and I’d never had a woman that needy for me
before. Most of the women that I’d bedded had wanted to fuck my
name, my job, or my wallet. While some of it had been great, a lot
of it had been bad porn acting. I mean, I knew that I had a big
dick, but even I could admit that I could have cared a little bit
more when I had accepted those offers to accompany me back to my
hotel room.

However, Esme was
different. Her satisfaction mattered. My performance mattered. Our
connection mattered. Everything she made me feel mattered, and I
could only hope that everything that I made her feel mattered,
too.

Dropping down on my
knees, I was done fucking around. Pushing her skirt up, I wasted no
time grabbing the waistband of her matching peach panties, then
pulling them down over her slim thighs. As soon as her scent hit my
nostrils, I was practically salivating at the mouth. Throwing one
of her legs over my shoulder, my tongue slid through her paradise
at the same time that her hands fisted in my black hair.

“Yes…” she
hissed, and that was all the encouragement that I
needed.

With my hands
holding her waist tightly, I
had my face buried between her thighs, my tongue lapping up every
drop of her cream. Every time that I came across that little bundle
of nerves, I wanted to fucking bite it. I wanted to devour this
woman, and I was probably going to disgrace myself the second that
I embedded myself inside her tight body.

Working my
tongue on every inch of skin between her thighs, it wasn’t long before Esme was riding my face,
her earlier concerns gone. While I would never judge a woman for
her honest sexual desires, I was secretly glad that Esme was
leaving her hesitation at the door. I didn’t see her as a whore,
and I prayed that she didn’t feel like one. Nevertheless, I also
hoped that she was going to let me fuck her like a total slut.
That’s what I wanted from her in the bedroom. I wanted a good girl
that felt safe enough with me to be bad as fuck.

“Don’t stop…”
she whimpered. “I’m almost there, Raven. Oh, God…don’t
stop…”

Letting go
of her waist with my right
hand, I slid my two fingers back inside her tight warmth as I
worked her clit with my tongue. I wanted Esme cumming all over my
face to the point that I’d still be tasting her for days
afterwards. Granted, the plan was to eat her pussy every night, but
I was going to wait to reveal that particular demand later. Right
now, I just wanted this woman making a mess of my face.

Soon, Esme was
pulling my hair from the roots, and the sound of my name flying from her lips as she came
all over me felt like a motherfucking spiritual
experience.

Only a man in love would understand that.

“Oh, God…oh,
Christ…Raven…” she muttered,
her body twitching all around me, her pussy convulsing around my
fingers.

I stayed on my
knees until I licked her
clean, but all that did was pull another orgasm from her as my
tongue manipulated her sensitive clit again. When I felt her body
slump against the wall, I stood up, unfastened my jeans, and while
Esme was leaning up against the wall, her eyes closed with
contentment, I slipped the condom on, cursing the motherfucker for
the first time in my life.

Again, Titan’s
mishap had really scared the shit
out of us.

Grabbing Esme
by the waist, I lifted her with ease, and as soon as her legs
wrapped around my waist, I
slammed into her soaked heat with enough force that one thrust was
all it took.

“Raven,” she cried out,
and it was all that I could do not to cum.

My fingers dug
into her hips as her arms anchored around my neck, holding on for
dear life. As soon as she was
secured, I pulled my hips back, then slammed into her again. Soon,
I was beating into her, her back hitting the wall, the sounds of
our harsh breaths competing with the sound of my dick fucking her
tight pussy.

“Christ,
you’re tight,” I grunted as
she kept taking me into her body.

“It’s
because you’re so big,” she panted,
and I wanted to crow like a goddamn rooster. I knew that I was
sizable but hearing her confirm it felt like a victory.

I fucked her
up against the wall with everything that I had, and I was determined to hold on until she came
for me again. I wanted this woman impressed with me and addicted to
how I could make her feel, so I wasn’t going to stop pounding her
into the wall until she exploded around me again or my legs gave
out from exhaustion. Luckily, I was a pro athlete, so it’d be a
while before exhaustion even came into the equation.

Esme let me
fuck her hard and deep for a while before she was finally giving it up to me again. “Raven,
oh, God…I’m going to…oh, God…don’t stop…”

“Never, baby,”
I groaned as I slammed into
her harder, doing my best to get her there.

“Raven, Raven, Raven…” she
chanted, and when she finally exploded all around me, I was there
with her, wishing like fuck that I could blow my stack inside her
cunt and not inside this fucking condom.

“Baby,” I hissed as we
both reached our climaxes, the truth confirmed.

She was the one.


Chapter 14


Esme~

I should
feel exhausted. I should be passed
out in a sleep for the ages. I should be in one of those deep REM
sleeps that take you to another dimension.

Instead, I was laying on
my stomach, Raven’s lips exploring my right shoulder blade, one of
his hands moving tenderly up and down my hip. The one thing that
could be said for athletes was that they sure had a hell of a lot
of stamina. We’d been at it for hours, and Raven was still
performing in top form.

Shifting my body a bit,
so that my ass was pressed up against his hard dick, he said, “I
never used to understand addictions before, but I think I’m
beginning to understand them now.”

“Oh, yeah?” I
mumbled, my body a pile of
uselessness.

His lips were
still peppering my skin with
soft kisses, his hand still touching me tenderly. “I’m pretty sure
that I’m addicted to you,” he replied. “I can’t fucking get enough
of you, baby.”

While Raven
had only stashed two condoms
in his wallet, I still had a whole box in my bathroom from when I’d
been dating Jett. Though they were super tight around what Raven
had hanging between his legs, Raven had chosen to deal with the
discomfort, rather than not have sex with me after the first two
rounds. I wasn’t sure how safe that was, but I’d wanted him badly
enough not to care.

“I
hate to see what’s going to
happen after I show you my physical and you let me take you bare,”
he kept on. “I’m probably going to tie you to my bed and never let
you go.”

As much as I was
beginning to care about Raven, I wasn’t naïve enough to dismiss the
fact that he was a professional athlete. While he might not have a
history as exciting as some, he’d had his fair share of exciting
times, and a physical was probably best before we took this
farther.

There
was also the fact that I’d
always used protection with my previous boyfriends. Even though I’d
been on birth control since I’d been eighteen, I hadn’t been ready
to have kids, and I still wasn’t. I knew that co-parenting was all
the rage these days, but I didn’t want to be someone’s baby’s
momma, and I also didn’t want a baby’s daddy.

“Why don’t we
start with getting you condoms
that fit first,” I teased lazily.

I could feel
his warm breath against my skin. “Are you kidding?” he
chuckled. “I love knowing that you’ve
only needed regular size.”

Laughing, I
rolled onto my back, and Raven
quickly covered my body with his. “You’re such a man.”

“And don’t you
forget it, baby,” he replied
lasciviously. “And don’t forget that I’m your man.”

I let
out a low moan as his lips
found their way across my rib cage. “I’m still getting used to that
part.” My eyes closed as I felt both his hands encasing my
waist.

“Well, it’s
true,” he insisted as he
worked his way down. “I’m yours, and your mine, and I’m going to
protect what we have every day, Esme.”

My
chest bloomed with bittersweet
emotion. Other women were always going to be a factor when in a
relationship with an athlete, and I knew that I was going to have
to trust Raven in a way that most women weren’t required to trust
their boyfriends. I wasn’t quite sure if I had that kind of
strength in me yet, but I wanted to try. I wanted to see what this
could be. I wanted to see how far this could go.

“Yeah?” I
panted, Raven giving me a hickey on my hipbone.

“Every
fucking day,” he repeated against my
skin.

“Raven?”

“Yeah,
baby?”

“Kiss me,” I
pleaded, wanting to give back.

He quickly
crawled his way back up my
body, then bracing his weight on his elbows, he leaned down and
kissed me. We played with each other’s tongues and lips, and it was
easy, sensual, and perfect.

Feeling like I needed to
make my own point here, I moved to roll us over, and he let me.
Staring down at him, I went back to kissing him before making my
way to his neck. As soon as my lips met his collarbone, Raven’s
hands grabbed hold of my hips, my lower body already rubbing
against him.

“I’m going to
protect what we have every day, too,” I promised against his skin.

“Esme, baby-”
Raven moaned when I got to his abs.

“We’re in this together,
right?”

Feeling the heat of his
hard cock against my chest, I didn’t need to hear his answer to my
question. I couldn’t wait to take him in my mouth again. Now, while
he was too big for me to deepthroat, I loved the taste of him, and
it turned me on to try.

Raven turned me
on.

When I got
settled between his legs, I wasted no time in giving back. Wrapping my hand around the base of
his dick, I took what I could in my mouth, and his hands
immediately sunk deep into my blonde rat’s nest. I wasn’t confused
about how I must look by now. Raven had been taking me for hours,
and it’d been just as aggressive as it’d been tender.

“Yeah,
baby,” he rasped. “That feels
so good.”

I couldn’t say
anything back because Raven
wasn’t just long, but he was also thick, and my mouth was full of
him, tasting him, trying to drive him insane like he did me. While
I wasn’t a sexual diva, it turned me on to return the mutual
pleasure. I enjoyed giving just as much as I enjoyed receiving, and
with Raven having a job where he traveled, I wanted the time that
we did have together to be explosive.

Using my
lips, tongue, and hands to
worship him, I closed my eyes, then worked him over, letting his
moans and dirty words guide me. Just like all women were different,
all men were also different, so I wanted to pleasure Raven in a way
that was singular to him and not just what I thought any man would
like.

After a while,
he couldn’t take it anymore,
and I considered that a victory. “Come up here, baby,” he panted.
“I need you to ride my cock.”

Pulling my
mouth from his dick, I quickly climbed up over his body, and
those blue eyes were looking
at me like I was the only woman on the planet. There was fire,
need, desire, and determination in his eyes, and it was the best
kind of aphrodisiac.

I quickly
reached over towards the nightstand, and Raven held still as I
struggled to put the ill-fitting condom on his dick. However, Raven didn’t step in
to help me. He just watched patiently as I worked the latex over
his length, and a part of me liked that he was trusting me with
this.

When I
finally had us both protected, Raven
held the base of his dick as I lowered my hips, and we both let out
a groan as my body took in every hard inch of him. There was such a
thing as too big, and Raven was almost there. When Raven was in
control, some of those deep thrusts bordered on pain, but it was a
good kind of pain. A pain that I never imagined possible because I
had never imagined myself with a guy as sizable as Raven
King.

When I was finally seated
over his lap, Raven grabbed my hips and pushed up. “Ride my cock,
baby,” he commanded. “Show me how good you take my
dick.”

Placing my
hands on his hard chest, I
lifted my hips, and soon, I was riding his dick just like he had
commanded. Taking in every inch felt delicious, and the way that
Raven stretched my soreness was divine. His fingers were digging
into my hips, and he was surging upward, doing his part in making
sure that we both found our paradise.

After a while,
Raven couldn’t take it
anymore, and I wasn’t surprised. Raven was not the type of guy to
sit back and let others lead, and that included me.

He
flipped us over, and after
hooking my left leg over the crook of his elbow, Raven started
railing into me, his deep thrusts driving me out of my mind. “Take
it, baby,” he grunted above me. “Take that dick and cum all over
me.”

“Oh, God…” I
mewled. “Raven, please…”

“That’s
right,” he kept grunting. “Beg for this dick. Tell me how much you
want it, Esme.”

“Yes,” I
moaned, not caring that I
really was begging. I was past feeling embarrassed in front of him.
“I want it…I want it so bad…”

Raven
quickly hooked my other leg over his
other elbow, and opened wide for him, he slammed into me with
enough force to make the headboard cause a ruckus, and I could only
hope that my neighbors weren’t home. If they were, then I’d deal
with that later.

Soon, I was
cumming, screaming his name,
and wishing that I never had to leave my bed again. Raven kept
plowing into me, and it wasn’t until I was begging him to stop that
he finally came, something that was sexy in itself.

Hearing a man
moan or curse because of what
you were doing for him was sexy as hell. Weakening a man held a
certain kind of power, and I loved that I could do that to this
man.

Spent, Raven
rolled off me, hauling my body
up against his, his chest rising and falling with his harsh
breaths. “It’s official,” he muttered. “I’m so fucking addicted to
you that I’m probably going to lose my job.”

I
laughed, cuddling closer to
him. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me,” I
joked.

“It’s true,”
he insisted as he tightened his hold on me. “I have no idea how I’m going to ever let you
go.”

Correction: That was the sweetest
thing that anyone had ever said to me.


Chapter 15


Raven~

Everything was going
so well that it should have
been my warning. Practices had been hard but rewarding, and my
focus had been on point all week. Then, every evening after
practice, I’d ended up at Esme’s, not leaving until the early
mornings. Now, we hadn’t spent the night at my place yet, but that
was because I wanted to ease her into it. She wasn’t flashy, and
though my place wasn’t outlandish, it did scream money.

“King! Get in
here!”

Still a
sweaty mess, I headed towards Coach
Vernon’s office, wondering what he wanted to talk about. We’d just
finished with our cooling down exercises, so he’d been in his
office for a while already. However, it didn’t matter. Coach Linus
Vernon was no joke, and if he called your name, then you had better
go see what he was about. The man was good enough that he didn’t
care about big names or extraordinary talent. The man had no
problem benching a player if they were acting stupid.

“Yeah, Coach?”
I asked, walking into his
office, instead of the showers.

“Shut the
door, Raven.” I did as he
asked, and as soon as the door was shut, he asked, “Have you seen
this?”

Coach Vernon
was standing behind his desk, so I went to go stand next to him to see what he was talking
about. He had four television screens anchored to the north wall of
his office, and they were always playing footage from our games,
scrimmages, or practices. However, this time, when he reached for
the remote control to turn them on, it was my interview with Esme
that appeared on one of the screens, the others blank.

Only it wasn’t my
interview.

I
set my helmet on his desk as I
watched the most nauseating excuse for journalism that I’d ever
seen. My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I watched a
doctored interview between me and Esme being aired for the entire
world to see.

To
their credit, the work had
been very well-edited, and they must have gotten soundbites from
other interviews in my past. However, the truth no longer mattered
these days. With everyone having access to share their opinions,
they did it, and they did it so often without the benefit of the
truth. The one thing that social media had proven was that misery
was more popular than happiness. Hate ran rampant on the internet,
and I could totally see how this would be no exception.

The interview
that was airing showed Esme
asking me about my father’s headlines, my mother’s lack of support,
and how I viewed women. It showed her asking me if I viewed women
in the same light as my father, and if me being an athlete made me
feel entitled to whatever was offered.

Sick to my
stomach, the interview still
included the real soundbites about winning our championship and the
upcoming season, but no one cared about that. That was boring,
especially to anyone who didn’t follow football. No. The public at
large was going to focus on my family and the horrible answers that
I had never given to the questions that had never been
asked.

The interview
ran for only thirty minutes,
but that was because Coach had fast-forwarded through the
commercials, which told me that it was too late to do anything
about the interview. It’d already been aired, and if I hadn’t been
so wrapped up in Esme’s pussy, I would have remembered that it was
scheduled to be aired this morning.

When
he turned off the television, he
looked at me as he said, “I know you well enough to know that you
would never have given such a personal interview. So, what
happened?”

Anger had my
hands shaking, shock preventing me from actually doing anything about it. “It’s been
doctored,” I told him. “I never gave that interview.”

Coach gave me
a terse nod. “I figured as
much.” He let out a deep sigh. “It was a ratings ploy, and it
probably worked. Unfortunately.”

“I’m
going to fucking kill them,” I
hissed, the shock finally wearing off.

“Let’s calm
down, King,” he replied
calmly. “I’ve already called Ned, Harlow, and Lance. They’re on
their way here, so go shower and meet us in the front office
conference room.” Harlow Olsen was the team’s PR rep, and Lance
Baxter was the team’s general attorney. For Coach to have called
them all, that must have meant that he was taking this as seriously
as I was.

“While I
appreciate that, there’s more to the story, Coach,” I admitted, and
anger was slowly turning into
rage as I realized that I’d been played for a scandalous
story.

Coach dropped his head,
pinching the bridge of his nose. “Goddamn it, King.”

He knew.

“It’s been
going on since the interview,” I told him. “We’ve been keeping it
close to home, so that’s why
we’ve managed to avoid the paps.”
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