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			Dedication

			
		
    This book is dedicated to the unwavering spirit of athletes everywhere, those who pour their hearts and souls onto the field, court, or track, chasing dreams that often seem impossible.  It's for the ones who endure grueling training, the crushing defeats, and the relentless pressure of public scrutiny, all for the love of the game and the thrill of competition.  It's a testament to their resilience, their dedication, and the unwavering support systems that lift them up when they fall.

 

This is also for the dreamers, the ones who dare to envision a future beyond the limitations of their current circumstances, the ones who cling to hope even when the odds are stacked against them.  It's for those who believe in the power of second chances, who find strength in unexpected places, and who understand that the greatest victories are often forged in the crucible of adversity.

 

And finally, this book is dedicated to the fierce, passionate, and sometimes frustrating world of romance.  May this story resonate with those who believe in love's enduring power to navigate the complexities of life, ambition, and the unpredictable path of a dream.  For it is in the midst of chaos and uncertainty that true love often shines brightest. May it remind us that even the most talented quarterback needs a strong team, on and off the field, to truly succeed.
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The humid Louisiana air hung heavy, thick with the scent of magnolia and the promise of a summer storm.  Inside, the air conditioning fought a losing battle against the afternoon heat, mirroring the internal struggle raging within Jaxon "Jax" Riley.  The television blared the NFL Draft, a chatter of excited commentators and the names of players whose futures were suddenly, brilliantly, illuminated.  Jax sat on his worn leather couch, a half-empty glass of sweet tea sweating on the end table beside him.  His Bayou Tech jersey, a testament to two NAIA National Championships, felt heavy, almost suffocating. Undrafted. The word echoed in his ears, a cruel contrast to the cheers that had once filled stadiums.

His phone buzzed, it was a text from Kody.  He’d been avoiding it, clinging to the quiet solitude of his childhood home, a place where the disappointments of the draft days felt less crushing under the weight of familiar comfort.  But Kody's unwavering presence, both physically and emotionally, was a constant in his life, a lifeline he couldn't afford to ignore, especially now. He opened the message: “Still here. Don't need the TV to tell me your worth.  Call me.”

He took a deep breath, the sweet tea doing little to soothe the bitter taste of disappointment. He dialed Kody's number, the familiar ringtone a small comfort in the otherwise deafening silence of his living room.

“Hey,” he mumbled, his voice rougher than he expected.

“Hey, yourself,” Kody replied, her voice a warm balm against his raw emotions.  “I watched the draft.  Don't even try to pretend you weren't watching.”

Jax chuckled humorlessly. “Couldn't pull myself away, could I?  Even if it felt like watching my own funeral.”

There was a pause, a dead silence filled only with the hum of the air conditioner and the distant chirping of crickets.  Then, Kody's voice, calm and steady, cut through the silence.  “They’re blind, Jax. Blind, and stupid. You're better than any of those guys they drafted.”

He appreciated her unwavering support, the faithful belief in him that seemed to burn brighter than his own flickering hope.  It had been Dakota (Kody), his agent and lover, who had navigated the treacherous waters of college recruitment and endorsements, her sharp business awareness a perfect oppositeness to his on-field heroism.  Their relationship was a complex dance of passion and professionalism, a partnership forged in mutual respect and a shared dream of NFL glory.  Now, that dream felt as distant as a star on a clear Bayou night.

“I know, Kody,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “But...it still hurts. All that work...all those games...and now...nothing.”

“Not nothing”" she countered. “I've got something for you. Something much better than waiting around for some arrogant NFL GMs to realize their mistake.”

His heart pounded. He could feel the adrenaline surge as a glimmer of hope pierced the darkness.  He was used to Dakota’s unexpected plans, her bold strategies and calculated risks.  She had a way of turning setbacks into springboards, disappointments into opportunities. What did she have up her sleeve this time?

The next hour unfolded in a blur of explanations and strategic maneuvering. Kody laid out her plan. The SFL, a popular professional Spring Football League that had survived the test of times, outlasting spring leagues like the WFL, USFL and XFL, was offering a contract to Jax. It wasn’t the NFL, but it was a chance to showcase his talent, to hone his skills and most importantly, to remain close to home. The New Orleans Nightmare. The name felt oddly fitting, a second chance, a dark horse in a world of flashy prospects. The SFL was popular for developing their own stars, giving older players a second chance and giving less talented athletes an opportunity to continue  playing the game they love.  

“It's not the NFL, Jax,” Kody conceded, reading his unspoken doubts. “But it's a stepping stone. A chance to prove them wrong and, it keeps you here, in Louisiana. Close to your family, close to me.”

The allure of staying close to his roots, to his family's comforting embrace and, of course, to Kody, was a powerful draw.  He imagined the familiar comfort of his mother's gumbo, the fun joking around with his brothers, the unwavering support of his friends and family.  The thought of leaving all that behind for an uncertain future in some distant city was unbearable.

He pictured the Caesars Superdome, a majestic concrete coliseum where he’d spent countless hours dreaming of NFL glory. Now, it held a new possibility, a different kind of dream. It was a chance to reclaim his narrative, to rewrite the ending that the NFL draft had seemingly scripted for him. The SFL might not be the glamorous path he'd envisioned, but it was a path and after the crushing disappointment of being undrafted, a path was all he could ask for.

“Okay,” Jax said, his voice firm despite the lingering tremor of uncertainty. “Let’s do it.  Let’s show them what they’re missing.”  The weight of expectation still pressed down on him, but now, it was mixed with a surge of renewed determination.

Jax was a super-star for the Bayou Tech Gators, leading them to back-to-back NAIA National Championships in his final two seasons, while putting up incredible numbers that rewrote the NAIA record books. Jax passed for 16,847 yards while throwing for 151 touchdowns in his four year college career. He was a three-time First Team All-American and three-time NAIA National Player of the Year. 

The next few weeks were a whirlwind of physicals, paperwork and press conferences. Jaxon’s significant contract with the New Orleans Nightmare felt heavier than any championship trophy he'd ever lifted.  He signed it with a mixture of relief and apprehension, the pen a symbol of a new beginning, a chance to rewrite his destiny. He was ready for the challenge, the fight, the opportunity to prove his doubters wrong, one touchdown at a time. The New Orleans Nightmare was his new battleground, his new chance to chase his NFL dream, to chase glory. He was finally ready to step onto that field again, this time, however, the fight was personal, fueled by the sting of rejection and his burning desire to reclaim the destiny that had been snatched away from him.
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