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A

ce

I grinned as I half jogged off the practice field. It had been a good morning. I’d made several good hits, and if next year’s season went anything like practice had been going for me lately, I knew it was going to be my best one yet.

I was still relatively young on the team. Being twenty-four, I still had several good years on the field ahead of me, and I was determined to go down in history a champion. No, more than a champion. I would be a legend. I would be the next Babe Ruth.

I could just imagine it. Ace Steel. A name everyone knew. Whether they were into baseball or not, they would remember my family’s name, but more than that, my name in particular.

I was one of nine Steel brothers, and I was determined to make my mark in the family. Many of my brothers were also into sports. Not all baseball, but our name was well known in the local sports community and all around the world for that matter. Our parents, whom we affectionately referred to as Ma and Pa Steel, were proud of each and every one of us.

It was no secret they had wanted a daughter though. They were trying for a girl long before I was born, but it seemed that it just wasn’t on the cards for them. After the birth of their ninth son, they’d decided to call it quits and just raise a family of athletic boys.

With their ranch out on the countryside, there was plenty of room for all of us to come home from time to time, and we all tried to make a point of doing so. Family was important to us. Just as important as our fame and success in the sports realm.

And I was proud. I was proud of the man I had become, and I was proud to stand with my brothers. I was determined to add to the family legacy, though I had a feeling I was already doing so without having to try too hard as it was.

There was no denying I was a natural. I knew what I was doing on the field, and I had already been MVP for the Mariners even at my young age. I wasn’t going to stop there. No, I was going to keep rising, and I knew if I kept dedicating my life to this, I would.

My entire life revolved around the sport, and I was okay with that. Being the player that I was, I was given all the perks of a professional athlete. People already knew who I was, and though I was determined to become even more famous, I was already given preferential treatment in many of the places I went.

And, as I was approached by the group of giggling girls who had shown up for practice, I knew tonight was going to go in the exact direction I was hoping for while I was out on the field.

Vanessa caught my eye as she left the bleachers to meet Linc. I waved to her, and she gave me a bright smile as she waved back. She was by far my absolute best friend, and she had been for years. Ever since high school, the two of us had been close.

We’d never been more than friends, and that was fine with me. She was, of course, hot as hell, and I was proud to have her in my group of friends, but things hadn’t ever lined up between us. Not that I wouldn’t sleep with her in a heartbeat if the opportunity ever presented itself.

Though, it didn’t seem like that was ever going to happen now.

She was dating Lincoln York, another of my close friends and another excellent player on the team. He was a few years older than both of us – at thirty years old and in the prime of his life. But, with her being a sports reporter and me being a player on the team, it didn’t take either of us long to add him to our friend group.

I was happy she was happy, and I hoped the two of them would go on to be happy forever. If there was one person on the planet I wanted to have everything, it was Vanessa. Even more than her being super hot, she was also super sweet. I knew I could go to her with anything and everything, and no matter what, she would be there for me.

She was just the kind of woman I needed in my life, and I was glad to see she was finally having her own life come together. She should be happy, and Linc, well, though I didn’t think he was as exciting as he could be, he was certainly someone I could see Vanessa with.

She would be happy with him, and that’s all that mattered.

But, I pushed her out of my mind when the group of girls reached me, and immediately, I was caught up in the fame and fortune that came with being who I was.

“You looked good out there,” a shy brunette commented.

“You did,” her blonde friend made no hesitation about looking me over from head to toe as though I was a piece of meat. “And we were going out for a few drinks. We thought it would be pretty cool if you would come along, you know?”

“It’s my birthday,” the brunette said. “And I absolutely love the Mariners! We didn’t know if it would be possible for one of you to want to hang out with us, but if you aren’t doing anything...”

She let the suggestion hang in the air. I could tell that both of the girls had already had a few drinks in them, but then, it seemed that their three friends had also been imbibing. Not that that bothered me in the slightest. There was plenty of beer to be had in the bleachers, even for those who just showed up to watch practice.

“I was thinking a drink sounded nice right about now, why not?” I said.

They exchanged a glance as though it was the most shocking, yet best thing they had ever heard.

“Really!?” the brunette nearly squealed. “We didn’t think you were going to actually say yes!”

“Of course I would, and why not?” I asked them with a grin. “It’s not every day I get to go out with such a beautiful group of women. It sounds like a good time.”

They grinned at each other, and I knew it was going to be a good night. Just the sort of night I needed to unwind after practice. I might be sore and tired after being on the field, but there was a tension deep inside me that could only be let out in one way, and I knew these women would be more than happy to help me out in that one way.

I looped my arm around each of them, and their friends were more than happy to tag along to the parking lot. I had ridden with one of the other guys to practice, so it wasn’t a big deal to ride with these women downtown. After all, if I went with them to the club in their car, it would be that much easier to end up back at one of their houses, too.

And that was my plan all along.

The faint sound of my phone buzzing in my jeans on the floor woke me. I was in bed with two naked women, and the night before was a blur. The blonde and the brunette were still half-asleep and very hungover, and though I couldn’t quite remember their names, I wasn’t going to stick around long enough to figure them out.

It had been a night like so many others, and it was time to put it behind me now. I had things to get done that day, and I couldn’t spend it lying in bed nursing the hangover, regardless of how hot the company would be.

I slipped out from under the blanket and got dressed, not at all surprised neither of the women bothered getting out of bed to see me out of the apartment. That was fine with me, however. This was just a one night stand and there wasn’t going to be any need for further pleasantries.

I headed home to shower and get cleaned up. I would be heading over to the field in an hour, so I had to get my act together. I wanted to put some real food in my stomach and wash the smell of stale drinks off my skin before I reached the field, not that I couldn’t perform well even with the slight hangover.

I was used to living up the night then dealing with it the next day. It didn’t matter so much in the off season, so I wasn’t nearly as rigid as I was during the rest of the year. There wasn’t any need for me to be on the very top of my game when we were just practicing, but still, I had to keep my act together.

There was something off about this morning, however. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing. Though I had spent the night with two beautiful women, and I woke up sexually satisfied, I felt there was something else missing in my life.

My mind wandered to Vanessa. I hadn’t thought about her since the afternoon before when I’d seen her and Linc heading toward the parking lot. But still, I couldn’t help but wonder if she had something that I didn’t. Was it finally time for me to set aside my player ways and look for commitment in life?

I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t really want to think about it. So, I did the one thing I always did when I was avoiding an uncomfortable feeling in my life.

I called my mom.

“How was practice?” she asked.

“It was good. I’m getting ready to head back over to the field,” I replied.

“You’re always on that field,” she laughed, and I joined in.

“If I’m going to go down as a legend, I’m going to have to earn the title,” I told her.

“I know, but don’t you ever wonder if there’s more you want to do with your life?” she asked.

“It’s funny you should say that now,” I replied after a pause. She didn’t say anything, and I knew she was waiting for me to continue. “I was just thinking about something along those lines this morning.”

“Oh?” she asked. “Who’s the lucky girl?”

I laughed. “Slow down. Nothing like that. But I mean, I’m starting to wonder if it’s time that I grew up. A little.”

“It’s about time you thought that!” she said, the relief evident in her voice. “I knew you were going to outgrow your wild ways sooner or later, but I was definitely hoping for the sooner.”

I laughed. “There’s a lot of fun that comes with being wild though!”

“But if you want to be great, you’re going to have to grow up first,” she reminded me gently, and I agreed. I couldn’t keep this up and wind up being the big name I wanted to be, even if I was having a lot of fun doing it.

On the other hand, there was still the lingering thought of Vanessa and Lincoln in the back of my mind. What if they had found something that I wanted? What if it was time I found the woman who was out there for me? I never really thought about settling down with someone before, but it certainly would have its perks.

It would carry a lot more satisfaction than all this meaningless sex, and that in itself would be a good thing.

But, I could worry about that later. Right now, I needed to wrap up this conversation with my mother and get back out on the field. Baseball season itself might have ended a while ago, but practice was still going strong, and hungover or not, I was going to be there, giving it my all once again.

If I wanted to be the best of the best, I had to work for it. And God knew I would.

I had to.
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V

anessa

I headed to my place in the press booth. I liked sitting there better than up in the bleachers, but during the off season, I had to be more flexible.

I might be a successful sports reporter and sports blogger, but I was far from the only sports reporter or blogger covering the Mariners. I might have something of an advantage over the others when it came to how close I could get to the team considering the fact I was dating one of the players, but that only got me so far.

When it came down to it, I had to give up my seat to those who were more seasoned, or those who just had a bigger wallet. But today, I was happy to settle into the press booth with more than enough room to spare.

For a Wednesday, it was busy, but it didn’t look like I was going to have to worry about giving up my seat to anyone. And that was fine with me. I wanted to be able to spread out with my computer and my camera. I wanted to get as many photos of the team as I could.

Though most of the fans liked to keep up with what was going on throughout the season, there were certainly those who kept up with the team during the off season as well. And those were the people I didn’t want to disappoint.

I couldn’t focus all my attention on Lincoln, though that was certainly the temptation. He was so handsome out there, both when he was at bat and when he was running. He was very fit, and he looked great in his uniform.

But, he was also my boyfriend, and would forever be the star of the show in my book.

Well, one of the stars.

There was also Ace Steel. He’d been my best friend since high school, and he got a lot of attention from me as well. I had to be careful not to make all the articles about the two of them, but it was hard. I admired them both, I thought they were both the world’s greatest baseball players, and I wanted them to shine.

But, they were both members of the team, and I had to make sure I gave everyone the same amount of attention. Well, similar amounts of attention anyway.

“Excuse me, sorry,” another blogger pushed past me and took a seat behind me. “You comfortable?”

“Sorry,” I said, pulling some of my equipment to the side. “I was the only one here when I showed up, so I spread out a little more than I should have.”

“It’s okay. They’re pretty hot. It’s hard to stay this far back,” the girl laughed, and I joined in. I could have told her that I was dating the man on 3rd base, but I decided to keep that to myself. Anyone who knew who he was and who I was would know that, and there wasn’t any need to make a show of it to this girl here.

She stared at the players as though she was looking at a group of rock stars, and I smiled to myself. She looked young, clearly someone who was just breaking into the world of sports blogging, and I didn’t mind sharing the space with her. Though there was a lot of competition that went into what we did, I was established, and I wasn’t at all worried about the up and coming writers who were out there.

It was harder for them to make their voices heard among people like me. I felt bad for them for that, but I had been there myself. I had worked countless hours to make my way to the top, and now that I was there, I was going to enjoy it. It felt good to be established, and that’s where I was going to stay.

I wanted to rise to the top of my industry as well. I knew Lincoln had the goal of being the best of the best, and I knew Ace already thought that he was. But, it also took a lot of hard work and dedication to make it as a sports writer and reporter, and though I had a secure standing in the field, I had to work to maintain that standing with the competition forever hounding me.

The other girl spread out as much as she dared, but I turned my attention back to the field. Ace and Linc were talking to each other. They appeared to be laughing and joking as always, and I felt my heart swell with happiness.

It was nice to be able to spend so much time with my boyfriend and my best friend. But, there were times when I wondered if it was a good idea to have them so close together. Not that there was anything I was hiding from one or the other that they might find out talking to each other, but there were times that it was strange.

I had chosen to date Lincoln because he was five years older than myself. He was so mature. He knew what he wanted in life, and he was well on his way to having it all. At this point, he was really just working toward greater success in the baseball industry.

He had everything else he could ever want, and he could give it all to me, too. Anything I could think to ask for he would be able to give me, and he was so sweet and attentive, it was hard to imagine that I had been the one who managed to snag his eye.

There were countless other women out there who were all more than happy to throw themselves at the players, but he had chosen me. He felt that I was more mature than most of the other girls my age, and I was glad that he thought so. That was the whole reason why I had chosen to be with him in the first place. I wanted to have someone who was stable in life.

I wanted to have someone who was mature and had a good head on his shoulders.

Though I thought Ace was hot, and though he and I had been friends for as long as I could remember... I couldn’t imagine dating him. He was hotheaded, arrogant, and thought he was the greatest thing to ever happen to the world. But, even with the arrogance, there was something incredibly endearing about him.

I loved him for who he was, and there was something just so charming about him, I was glad to have him as my best friend. But, it would only be friendship between us. That’s just how it had to be. He was just like so many other guys his age. He was all about the glamor and the flashiness that came with being successful.

He liked the fact so many other women were throwing themselves at him, and he didn’t ever pay much attention to any one of them for long. He didn’t have to. He knew there would be yet another girl wanting to be with him the next day.

Though I knew Lincoln had the same number of choices in life, he didn’t want to have to start over again and again. He wanted to be with someone, and he wanted to build a life with them. And I felt lucky that I was the woman he had chosen out of all of them.

Perhaps it wasn’t a bad thing that the two of them were friends out there on the field. It might feel strange to me at times, but that’s just on me. It had nothing to do with them or their friendship, and I didn’t have to be involved in any of it. I could be just as happy being best friends with Ace as I had always been, even if I was committed and dedicated to my life with Lincoln now.

It was great to have both of them right there in my life for a number of reasons, and I decided to brush off any of the doubt that had crept into the back of my mind.

“I never know what to focus on,” the girl behind me broke into my thoughts once more, and I turned.

“Just look at how they’re playing, and compare it to how they were during the season. That’s what a lot of the people who keep up with them on the off season like to read about,” I told her. “...They use it to decide who they’re going to back in the upcoming season.”

“Not so much diehards for the team itself?” she asked.

“It depends on the reason they’re watching in the first place,” I said with a shrug. “I like to focus on the analytics more than anything. It seems that’s what gets the best feedback from the readers.”

“Thanks,” she said. I didn’t know if she was going to take my advice or worry that I was trying to sabotage her, but I didn’t have the time to discuss it further. It was getting late in the afternoon, and I knew Lincoln would be wrapping it up soon.

He showed up to all the team practices, and he made sure he stayed in top shape, but he didn’t stick around longer than he had to. He had a life outside of the game, and I greatly appreciated that about him. I liked spending time with him without baseball being the focus of the time we had together.

There was more to us than the sport, even if it was the sport that had brought us together.

I kept an eye on what he was doing, and when he was nearly done, I packed up my things and headed down to the gate to meet him. I knew about the time he would be coming out from the locker rooms, and I was usually right. I never had to wait more than a few minutes before he appeared.

Today, Ace was with him. I didn’t hear much of what they were talking about, but Ace mentioned the fact he had eight brothers, and he rolled their names off his tongue like they were candy. That always made me laugh, and I shook my head with a grin on my face as I hugged Lincoln.

“You ready to get out of here?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. “...I’m starving. You want to go find something to eat?”

“You pick the place,” he smiled as he opened the door for me, then gave me a kiss before I slid into the passenger seat of his car.

He closed the door for me and I smiled as he walked around the front to get in the driver’s seat. I didn’t know where we’d be going yet, but I didn’t care. I was just happy to be with such a good man. I never thought I would find someone who could make me this happy, but I had, and nothing was going to change that.

This was the exact kind of relationship I had been looking for, and I was going to do everything I could to keep it going. I wanted to be with Lincoln forever. He was a good man.

And he made me very happy.
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A

ce

“Get ready to tear it up!”

“Look out Ladies, the Fun Train has just pulled into town!”

Nash and Blaine were laughing and teasing each other on our way from the car to the club. I liked hanging out with my brothers when I got the chance, and tonight, they were both free.

We were heading to the club to drink and pick up chicks. At least, they were going there for the women. I still hadn’t been able to shake the fact that I felt like I was missing something in my life – something that constantly taking women home with me at night was keeping me from finding.

I hadn’t said anything to the guys about it. I didn’t want them to tease me or tell me that I was being stupid. It would be one thing if I met a woman and brought her around, but to tell them I was done with taking women home and was looking for “the one”, well, that wasn’t going to go over so well.

I knew them. I knew how they would take that, and if they caught wind that I was doing something like that, they would turn themselves into my wingmen. There would be no way I would be heading home alone that night, and I didn’t want to deal with it.

On the other hand, it could be the night I make a connection with someone for real. Perhaps I’d find a nice girl who was sitting at the bar and just grabbing a drink, and the two of us would instantly connect. I wanted to keep an open mind about everything, but it was hard.

I was so used to going out with a conquest in mind. It felt foreign walking into the club behind my two brothers and not immediately scanning the room for someone who looked like they would welcome my advances.

“Dude! Check out those blondes over there! Three for three?” Nash jabbed me in the ribs and pointed to a table in the corner of the room. There were three scantily clad women drinking and eating shrimp over there. They noticed us almost immediately, and it was clear they were inviting us over.

“I’m in with that,” Blaine said from behind us. “I call dibs on the tall one.”

“With any luck, they’ll all be tall. Models even,” Nash replied.

“This isn’t LA,” I told him. “You’re not likely going to find three tall, blonde models at the club here.”

“Bullshit. You just have to think positive. Come on, I’m going to break the ice,” he said.

“You go do that. I’m going to head over and grab a drink,” I told him.

“Too late,” Blaine cut in. “We’re too late.”

There were three football players on their way over to the table, clearly seeing they were going to have to make a move if there was going to be a chance for them to get with the ladies before we did. With all the sports that took place here, we had our fair share of competition.

Then again, we were also competing with the music and art scenes as well. Of course, I never worried about finding someone to go home with me. If one girl got away, there were always four or five more lining up to take her place. I just had to have the energy to entertain them for a few hours before I took them back home with me.

“What about over there?” Blaine nodded toward another corner of the club, and two more women were also sitting at a table and drinking.

“They don’t look as wild as the blondes, and there’s only two of them,” Nash said. “Are we going to arm wrestle over who’s going to take home who?”

“I would win,” Blaine said. “So the other one would be between the two of you.”

“I could take you,” Nash looked at me with a smirk on his face, and I crossed my arms.

“Fat chance,” I replied. “I’d have you begging for mercy and you’d be too sore to properly please a woman when you got her back to your place. So you better just drop out of the race and let the big boys have the fun.”

“In your dreams!” he shot back. “I thought you said you were going to go get a drink?”

“I am.,” I said with a laugh. “But I had to give you a hard time first. You think you’re going to just go get that girl, but I have fifty dollars that says they’re going to shut you down before you manage to convince them to let you buy them a drink.”

“You’re on!” he said. “But fifty? You broke or something? Why not five hundred?”

“Because I’m not going to waste that amount of money on someone who’s wearing beer goggles!” I laughed. “Look at them! They clearly both have already had a few drinks. I’m sure they’re going to be more than happy to go home with you because of that alone!”

“Singing a different tune now that you know I’m going to get one,” he teased, and I shook my head.

“Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is and get over there to get one? You’re going to let them get snagged up by more football players if you don’t,” I warned.

I didn’t have to argue with either of them. They were already pushing their way through the crowded club toward the table, and I took the chance to head over to the bar and get myself a drink. I still hadn’t fully decided what I was going to do. I wanted to find someone, just like how Vanessa and Lincoln had found each other, but when it came down to it, I just wasn’t sure how to even start.
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