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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

 I couldn’t count how many times I’d been on this
rooftop, looking at the same depressing view. I also couldn’t count
how many times that I’d wished for a better view. Granted, the
company couldn’t be beat, but
the view? Yeah, the view had always sucked.

However, all
of that was changing now. With the exception of my sister, we were all getting out of
Hammond, and the victory felt bittersweet, knowing that Nova was
stuck here for another year. As much as I wanted to take her with
me, my parents would never allow it. At least, not as long as Nova
was a benefit to them. Luckily for all of us, our happiness meant
more to Nova than her own, and she’d always been our biggest
cheerleader, genuinely happy for us and our futures.

Though our
parents were shit, we had our own family in a brotherhood that’d
been formed in kindergarten.
Raven King, Atlas Braylon, Titan Miller, and Sebastian Havoc were
more than just my best friends; they’d been the strength that I’d
needed to go on when I’d been ready to murder my parents. We were
tighter than any blood brothers could ever be, and all of our
dreams were finally coming true.

“This fucking
sucks,” Titan announced, and
Raven laughed.

“No shit,” Sebastian
agreed.

Through hard
work, dedication, and a lot of natural talent, Raven was on his way
to college to play football,
Sebastian was on his way to college to play baseball, Titan was on
his way to college to play soccer, Atlas was on his way to college
to play hockey, and I was on my way to college to play basketball.
We were going to be scattered to the wind, but college was an
opportunity that not many kids from Hammond, Illinois ever
got.

Not for the
first time, we were underage drinking on Sebastian’s rooftop
because, while my family was
poor as dirt, Seb’s parents were the neglectful sorts, so we always
had the run of Sebastian’s house when we needed it.

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, we’ll be able to visit each
other all the time.”

“Provided we
can stay out of trouble long enough to make it to the pros,”
I added dryly, doing my best not to
let the negativity get to me. However, unlike the others, I was the
only one leaving a sister behind, and I knew that Nova was going to
have to fend for herself after I left, and that cut me deep to the
bone whenever I thought about it.

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

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

Titan just grinned.
“And I learned my lesson,” he said. “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.”

As much as I
didn’t regret it, I knew that these guys were my
crutch in life, and I wasn’t
ashamed to admit that life without them was going to feel wrong.
With the way that we’d all grown up, we needed friends that would
go to jail for us, not study buddies. We needed loyalty more than
we needed to win a popularity contest.

There was also
the fact that Sebastian was in love with Nova, and if leaving her
was killing me, then I could only imagine what it was doing to him.
Unlike most big brothers, Nova
wasn’t off-limits to Sebastian. Like Raven, Atlas, and Titan,
Sebastian was one of the best people that I knew, so why wouldn’t I
want my sister with someone that I knew would
love and take care of her?

Staring out at the
dirty town of Hammond, this really did fucking suck.

“Pros or no
pros, we stay family,” Raven
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,” I
added.

“Nothing and no
one,” Sebastian vowed.

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

I could only
hope that I lasted long enough for Nova to join us. If anything
happened to my little sister, it’d destroy us all.

Especially,
Sebastian.


Chapter 1


Orion~

While most people would
argue that we were in the middle of our best season, playoffs
always felt right around the corner when January made an appearance
on the calendar. There was also the fact that we were
the defending World Champions, our
fans expecting another title this year. The spotlight felt even
brighter now that the Spartans were in the playoffs for the Super
Bowl, the sports community comparing me to Raven, though we played
two totally different sports.

Nonetheless, I
shouldn’t complain, and I knew this. Compared to where my life had been fifteen years ago, I was
more blessed than I probably deserved. When I’d grown up sometimes
having to choose between eating and letting Nova eat, I had more
than I’d ever need in life now, and that’s what I needed to focus
on whenever I was feeling overwhelmed or just annoyed by the
world.

Growing up, my parents,
Garrett and Cindy Knight, had been the worst kind of humans. Yeah,
they hadn’t been as bad as Titan’s or Atlas’ parents, but they’d
been up there. My parents had been poor, and they had used mental
abuse as their weapon of choice whenever they’d wanted to blame
someone for their miserable existences. Never mind that they’d both
had jobs, dad as a convenient store manager, and mom as a fast-food
cashier, but there’d still been plenty of nights when Nova and I
had gone to bed hungry. If it hadn’t been for Sebastian’s
neglectful parents, we probably would have starved. However,
because Sebastian’s parents had never been home, we’d eaten there
often.

Even though
birth control was a real thing, my parents had always been quick to let me and Nova know that
it’d been our fault that we’d had nothing. If they hadn’t had to
feed and clothe us, then they would have had better lives. For
years, I’d done my best to block out their toxic parenting,
reminding Nova that she was the best thing to ever happen in our
family. Yeah, my parents had damage me with some serious trust
issues, but that had been better than letting them damage Nova. By
the grace of God, Nova had managed to grow up relatively
normal.

When it had
become clear that I’d had some talent when it came to playing
basketball, a high school coach had taken interest in me, and by
the time that I’d hit my senior year of high school, I’d had full
offers to college to play
ball. Even now, whenever I thought back on that time in my life, I
still couldn’t believe that I’d gotten out of Hammond, Illinois.
Hammond had been a town that’d just needed to be razed and
forgotten about, and it still was.

Nevertheless,
I hadn’t been the only one that had gotten out. My four best
friends had also been accepted to college to play sports,
and it was hard not to believe
in God when miracles like that happened in your life. Five friends
from a shitty town, all with horrible parents, had managed to break
free from a cycle that never should have existed in the first
place.

Atlas Braylon
was a goalie for the Seaside
Acers, Titan Miller was a star forward for the Highland Wolves,
Sebastian Havoc was a catcher for the Torrent Eagles, Raven King
was a star receiver for the Bratton Spartans, and I was a point
guard for the West Corral Devils. We were scattered all to hell in
Michigan, Arizona, Colorado, California, and Texas, but we were
still tight as ever. The media called us The Loyal Five because our
friendships had come to light during Nova’s college graduation. We
had all taken a picture together, and I still wasn’t sure how, but
the picture had become a famous sports image that people still
referred to when talking about us.

As for Nova,
she was the director of ỖSTAR,
a charity foundation that we’d founded, geared towards helping
children only. Though we had all managed to escape our horrible
childhoods, our mental and emotional baggage had followed us, and
so we did our best to give back, desperate to save as many children
as we could, though it was impossible to save them all.

I’d also been
grateful that Sebastian and Nova had ended up in the same city,
Sebastian being there for her in a way that the rest of us
couldn’t. If I slept at night, that was due in large part to Seb
for loving Nova enough to make sure that he’d always been there for
her. Though we had a group text that we used all the time, and
though Nova had a calendar with all of our schedules, keeping us
all connected, there were
times when I missed my sister so much that I could barely breathe
with it. However, I wasn’t the only one. Nova was special to all of
us, and you just had to look at our phones to know that.

Along with
pictures of her everywhere, Raven called her Little Star, Sebastian
called her Starlight, Atlas called her Twinkle, and Titan called
her Sparkly. I was the only one that called her by her name.
Usually, the guys only called her by her name if the conversation
was serious or they were whining to her about something. Nova looked out for us just as much
as we looked out for her, and I thank God that she had survived her
senior year of high school none worse for wear with us all
gone.

Pulling up to
the Devils’ arena, the sight still caught me unawares sometimes,
and I knew that it was the same for the others. Raven had escaped
gambling-addicted parents, Sebastian had escaped neglectful
parents, Titan had escaped abusive parents, Atlas had
escaped pure evil, and I had managed
to escape poverty with a side dish of mental abuse. By the grace of
God, we’d done it. We’d gotten into college, and those years of
hard work had made us superstar athletes. Dreams really did come
true, though I still struggled with that reality sometimes.
Sometimes, I’d wake up, worried that it’d all been some sadistic
dream of showing me what I’d never have.

That was
probably why I’d always been
the calm one. Having had to raise Nova, I really hadn’t had a
choice. I was calm, practical, and did my best to think before I
acted. That being said, Raven was probably the most serious out of
us all. He had taken on the father role early on, and we had always
let him be that for us. Even though we were all the same age, Raven
was the one that you called to help bury a body. As for the others,
Sebastian was the funny one, Titan was the wild one, and Atlas was
the dangerous one, which made hockey the perfect sport for him.
Granted, he came by his demons honestly, but still.

With the
exception of Atlas, Raven had also set the example when he’d
gotten his first paycheck.
Though our parents hadn’t deserved it, we had all purchased
brand-new homes for them, paying off our debts in their eyes. As
soon as escrow had closed, they’d all been cut off, though Raven’s
parents had still tried to keep in touch with him. Granted, that
had all come to an end a while back after Raven’s father had been
involved in an underage sex scandal.

I sat in my
car, giving myself a few precious moments before the madness set
in. Professional sports towns were different from
other cities around the world. Having
a hometown professional team did something to the fans that was
borderline insane. The energy was crazy, and it was out of this
world whenever a team brought home a championship. It was almost as
if they owned us, though the same could be said about us owning
them. Nothing was more exhilarating than the energy of our
fans.

Well, except for
sex.

Granted, I
wasn’t having much of that these days, what with that stupid deal
that we’d made with Sebastian. Thanks to Titan’s
little mishap back in the day,
we’d all always been careful about sleeping around, but denial was
like anything else. If something was available to you, you could
either take it or leave it. However, the moment that someone told
you that you couldn’t have something, then that’s when you wanted
it the most. Plus, if Atlas and I felt like we were suffering, then
I couldn’t imagine how Titan must feel. That dude never kept it in
his pants, so he was probably going through withdrawals like a
certified heroin addict.

At any rate,
we had a game tonight, and though we were playing our best ball
yet, the novelty of stepping onto that basketball court hadn’t worn
off yet; I wasn’t sure that it ever would. I was a professional
basketball player in the NBA, and I was good at what I did. While I
wouldn’t necessarily agree with the analysts that I was a phenom, I
knew that I was good at what I did. If anyone was a phenom at what
they did, it was Sebastian. Yeah, we were all good at what we did,
but Sebastian’s MLB stats were
insane.

My phone chimed with
an incoming text, and when I glanced down at it as it sat in my cup
holder, I saw Nova’s name flash on the screen, a quick good luck
looking back up at me. I had no idea how she kept us all straight,
but she did. I was also pretty sure that none of us had ever
started a game without her ‘good luck’ text to kick it off.

I could feel
those sentimental emotions trying to make an appearance, and
I didn’t have time for that
right now. I needed to get on the court and kick some fucking ass,
and then I could call my sister to see how she was doing, though I
already knew the answer to that. Nova was happy, and I just hoped
that she stayed like that forever.

Grabbing my phone, I
shot back a quick text.

 


Me:
Thanks

 


Nova:
I’ll b watching (thumbs
up emoji)

 


I grinned at
that. Nova had to be the only female on the planet that knew
everything about basketball, baseball, hockey, soccer, and
football. She always watched all of our games, and there really was
no one more important to me than my sister.


Chapter 2


Sinclair~

I had to be a glutton
for punishment; that could be the only reason. Though I loved my
job, I could have chosen any other field on the planet, but I’d hadn’t. I had chosen to go into
sports therapy, proving that I needed to have my head
examined.

I blamed my
parents.

Since I needed to
blame someone for my stupidity, I blamed my parents.

My father,
Nathan Hansen, was a pediatrician, and my mother, Emily Hansen, was
a psychology professor. Together, they had raised me to be
fascinated with both the human
body and human mind. Though most people would view that as a
positive thing, I often had my doubts about my chosen profession.
Yeah, every day wasn’t a bad day, but emotional and mental baggage
was a real sonofabitch, and I had tons of both.

Now, my father
wasn’t just a general pediatrician. Nathan Hansen specialized in childhood muscular
medicine, and if your child was having trouble with basic motor
skills or had been unfortunate enough to be involved in an
accident, my father was the doctor that got them walking again,
talking again, playing again. If there was ever an advocate for
children’s health, it was my father.

As for my
mother, her study of
discipline was in how the mind truly performed miracles when it was
a case of mind-over-matter. Emily Hansen really believed that our
minds had the power to control our entire bodies if we could just
master it over our emotions. While I appreciated her dedication,
humans needed to be in touch with their emotions to keep from
becoming anti-human. At least, that’s how I saw it.

At any rate, between
them both, they had often brought their work home with them, and
I’d fallen in love with the study of the human mind and body. So,
when the time had come, physical therapy had been the career that
had called to me. However, instead of helping regular people, in a
moment of weakness, I’d gone into sports medicine, and I’d been too
stubborn to correct the error of my ways.

Then, like
most people, the checks had started rolling in, and I had
assuaged my regret with the
comfortable lifestyle that I had become accustomed to over the
years. I was twenty-eight, owned my own home, paid my own bills,
and had a clean debt history. Yeah, I’d been blessed enough to have
my parents pay for college, but the rest of my life had been mine.
The second that I’d gotten my degree, I’d been doing it all on my
own, and I was proud of that.

The
only downside?

Athletes were the
biggest babies on the freakin’ planet.

The company
that I worked for was contracted by the NBA, assigned to the West Corral Devils in Texas.
After graduation, I’d worked for a few minor league teams in the
NBA G, and even a couple of WMBA teams. However, last year, I’d
been requested by the Devils after an article about my father had
been published, and the pay had been too good to pass
up.

So, unlike my
sister, Ashley, I worked in sports medicine, primarily in physical
therapy. Ashely’s husband, Martin Oskar, worked in medicinal sports
therapy, and he was the doctor that bandaged up players after
an injury, then sent them back
onto the court, field, or wherever. Martin was a gifted doctor, and
Ashley was allowed to stay at home, be happily pregnant, and let
Martin wait on her hand and foot, which he did. There was no doubt
that my brother-in-law loved my sister dearly.

We were also
twins. We had the same walnut-colored brown hair, the same light
blue eyes, the same freckles scattered across our cheeks, and we
were both exactly five-foot-three. Though we also had the exact
same face and figure, Ashley wore her hair short and loved the curl to it. I wore mine
longer and appreciated it when it was straight and
manageable.

Unfortunately,
Ashley and Martin didn’t live
in West Corral like me and my parents. Since Martin was such a
sought-out sports doctor, Martin had been offered the sun and the
moon to go work in England for actual rugby players. It still blew
my mind that they lived so far away, but they were both happy, and
I was happy for them. Yeah, it was going to be tough to be away
from them once the baby came, but that’s what airplanes were for.
Luckily, I could afford a couple of flights a year to go see
them.

I was also
fortunate enough to have
Harley Kepler in my life. He was my best friend, having met him
when I’d started working for Coltrane Therapy. Harley was also a
physical therapist, though he worked with regular folks because he
couldn’t stand prima donnas-his words, not mine. He claimed that he
didn’t have the kind of bedside manner that would allow another man
to talk down to him. While I wouldn’t call Harley an alpha, he
wasn’t a punk, either. He had that quiet masculinity thing going
for him, and the women ate it up.

Harley was
six-foot-one, had dark chocolate-colored hair and matching eyes,
was very in shape, and looked like he knew what he was doing in the
bedroom, though I didn’t know that for sure. Right upon meeting
Harley, it’d been clear that we’d been destined to be friends
only. Nevertheless, even
though he gave me big-brother vibes, my eyes still worked, and
Harley Kepler was hot. He was also very single because the dude
really had little patience for drama.

So, all in
all, I had a good life. It’d had more blessings than hardships, and I really shouldn’t
complain. I’d even had a few decent relationships after that
shitshow in college, and though things hadn’t worked out, I’d been
happy for a time. I also wasn’t against casual dating, so my single
status really was something that I owned.

Now, granted,
it wasn’t always easy to know which offers of a date were serious
and which ones weren’t, but I
was a long way away from that fresh-faced girl that had once
believed in a one-true-love. Once upon a time, I believed in high
school sweethearts, college sweethearts, and all that. I used to
believe that you could fall in love at fifteen and end up
celebrating a sixtieth wedding anniversary later down the line. I
used to believe that it was possible to know only one partner in
life.

Yeah, not
anymore.

That
nonsensical romantic streak died a long time ago, and I dated with
more realistic expectations
these days. Now, that wasn’t to say that I was a man-hater, because
I wasn’t. I knew good men, my father, brother-in-law, and best
friend among them. I had guy friends that were decent and knew how
to treat people well, and not just women. There were a lot of nice
guys out there, whether I was attracted to them or not, and I could
acknowledge that. Not every guy was out to break your heart or get
over on you.

Nonetheless,
while I’d gotten over the heartache of my first real broken heart,
I wasn’t sure if I’d gotten
over the stupidity part of it. If I let myself think on it too
hard, my naivety during that time in my life always made me feel
stupider than the average idiot. I’d seen the writing on the wall,
I’d had the red flags flapping at my face, and I had even
identified the lies for what they’d been, but I had still chosen to
be stupid and in love, rather than smart and heartbroken. Oh, the
heartbreak had eventually made an appearance, but not without a
huge side dish of idiocy.

At any rate,
even though I wasn’t in a
serious relationship right now, I was okay with that. Despite how
I’d rooted for love most of my life, I’d never been one of those
females that hadn’t been able to see past the stigma of being
single. For the most part, I enjoyed being single, and that was
probably my biggest problem when it came to men asking me
out.

Who needed the
headache?

“Cole Kalarmero is
coming in tomorrow morning, and I need you on him.”

I looked up to
see my supervisor, Vany Imacca, staring at me through the
doorway of my office. While
they weren’t much, each physical therapist had their own office in
the building, but that was mostly to protect the privacy of our
patients. We kept files on everyone that we worked with, so
confidentiality was a big thing here. Especially, considering that
we were dealing with professional athletes.

“For what?” I
asked.
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