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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

 All of our dreams were coming true, and I still didn’t know how to feel
about it. While we had the papers to prove that it was happening, a
part of me was still waiting for someone to jump out from the
shadows and tell us all that it was just one big joke.

It was
incredible to think about how we were all finally going to get out
of Hammond, Illinois, and though our demons were also coming along for the ride, getting out of
this fucked-up town and away from our fucked-up families was a
start.

I
glanced over at Orion, and I
couldn’t imagine how the guy felt. He was the only one with a
sibling that was going to be left behind while we chased our
dreams, and if I felt like I was going to throw up every time that
I thought about it, I couldn’t imagine how he felt. Luckily, Nova
was tough, or else we’d all stay, leaving our dreams for another
life.

Especially,
Sebastian.

“This
fucking sucks,” I announced,
making Raven laugh.

“No shit,” Sebastian
agreed.

In an amazing
turn of events, we’d
discovered that we all possessed some athletic skill that was
sending us to college, scattering us all over the country. Best
friends since kindergarten, I had no idea how I was going to move
forward without these guys at my side. Since I could remember,
Sebastian Havoc, Atlas Braylon, Raven King, Orion Knight, Nova
Knight, and I had all been best friends. We saw each other every
day, and if a day had ever gone by when I hadn’t seen all or one of
them, I couldn’t remember it.

Sebastian was
going to college for baseball, Orion was going to college for basketball, Atlas was going to
college for hockey, Raven was going to college for football, and I
was going to college for soccer. So, with all of us excelling in
different sports, we were all headed to different
colleges.

It really did
fucking suck.

Sitting on the
rooftop of Sebastian’s house,
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,” Orion
added dryly, but we all
understood his negativity.

“No
sweat,” I said encouragingly,
and four heads turned my way. My brows rose. “What?”

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

Trisha fucking Rimes.

Yeah,
it was only a pregnancy scare
if the girl was actually pregnant, but Trisha’s little scheme had
been enough to scare me straight. In fact, I was pretty sure that
all the guys were scared of girls now because of what Trisha had
tried to pull.

I
just grinned. “And I learned my
lesson. 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.”

There was a
comfortable silence as we all drank our cheap beer, moments
like this one that made me grateful
that Sebastian’s parents were so neglectful. Yeah, that wasn’t a
good thing in the scheme of things, but it allowed us these private
moments, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world. My
real family was on this roof with me, minus Nova, and I knew that
the guys felt the same way. Our shitty childhood had bonded us in a
way that I’d give up everything that I had if one of these guys
ever needed me; fuck the rest of it.

“Pros or no
pros, we stay family,” Raven
insisted, always the father-figure of our group. “Money, schedules,
women, fame…none of it comes between us. None of it becomes more
important than this right here.”

“Fuck
yeah,” I agreed.

“Amen,” Orion
added.

“Nothing and no
one,” Sebastian vowed.

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

Yeah, no matter what
the future held for us, there wasn’t a force strong enough on this
planet or any other that could ever break us apart, and I believed
that with all my heart.


Chapter 1


Titan~

The thunderous
noise was rocking the stadium,
but I was used to it. I had learned early on how to
compartmentalize, so I was an expert at drowning out outside noise
or distractions. No matter how loud the world around me became, I
knew how to focus without sacrificing a goddamn thing.

Growing up in
Hammond, Illinois, compartmentalizing had been a necessity for
survival. Had it not been for my four best friends-five if you
counted Nova-I would have probably ended up stuck in Hammond,
working two or three jobs just to get by, or I would
have ended up in prison. It was hard
to escape poverty when it came with a side dish of
abuse.

We’d all had
our own brand of demons
growing up, some darker than others. However, by the grace of God,
the five of us had also managed to get out of Hammond, creating a
life that had never seemed possible at one time.

When our
athletic abilities had started to make themselves known, we’d been
fortunate enough that our school coaches had cared enough to do
something about it. Yeah, they had probably cared more
about winning championships
than our pathetic lives, but we had ended up reaping the rewards
for their ambition. Killing ourselves during our junior and senior
years of high school, we’d all gotten recruited for college sports,
changing the entire trajectory of our lives.

As for where
our lives were today, Raven
King played football and was a wide receiver for the Bratton
Spartans, and he was starting this season with a hope for three
Super Bowl rings in a row. Orion Knight played basketball and was a
point guard for the West Corral Devils, and he’d just won
back-to-back championships. Sebastian Havoc played baseball and was
a catcher for the Torrent Eagles. Atlas played hockey and was a
goalie for the Seaside Acers. As for me, I played soccer and was a
forward for the Highland Wolves.

Now, if I had
to describe our little brand of brotherhood, Raven was the serious
one, having always played the father figure. His parents had been
serious gamblers, so Raven had learned early on how to raise
himself with nothing. Sebastian was the funny one, his sense of humor having been
born out of neglect. With his parents never around, he’d had to
entertain himself a lot. Orion was the calm one, but that came from
having to raise Nova by himself. Their parents had been extremely
poor, never doing anything apart from blaming Orion and Nova for
their abject poverty. Out of all of us, Atlas was the most
volatile, though he came by it honestly. His parents had been into
drugs and extremely abusive. High, drunk, or sober, Atlas’ parents
would abuse him for simply existing.

As for me, I
was considered the player because I really loved women. No matter
how awful my own mother had
been, I had still managed to find the amazement in how wonderous
women were, and I blamed Nova for that. Nova was a year younger
than Orion, and she had always followed us around, one of us always
with her. I had watched that girl grow from a precious ragamuffin
into an incredibly smart, giving, and beautiful woman. Nova was the
perfect example of overcoming her troubled childhood to become one
of the best people that walked the planet. So, yeah, it was Nova’s
fault that I hadn’t grown up resenting women.

Like the
others, my parents hadn’t been anything to brag about. My father,
Curt Miller, had been a bartender, and my mother, Mindy Miller had
worked as a secretary for a car lot. Luckily, I hadn’t had any
siblings, or else I probably never would have made it out of
Hammond. My father had been a fan of drinking and hitting me when
things hadn’t been going his way, and my mother had also liked to slap me around, though her
hand hadn’t been as heavy as my father’s.

When we’d all
gone off to college, none of
our parents had cared. In fact, they had viewed it as one less
mouth to feed, so good riddance. However, after we’d all made it to
the pros, we’d been quickly reminded of our ‘family’. Raven had
been the first to buy his parents a house before wiping his hands
of them completely, and since we had always followed Raven’s lead,
the rest of us had done the same. Well, except for Atlas, which
none of us blamed him for.

Ten years
later, we were all still living the dream, our commitment and
loyalty to one another just as
strong as it’d been during our childhoods. When Nova had graduated
college, we’d all taken a picture with her, and the goddamn thing
had gone viral. We’d been dubbed The Loyal Five, and the entire
nation knew that we were all best friends. We kept in touch a lot,
considering how hectic our schedules were, but that was also thanks
to Nova. The woman kept a calendar of all our games, birthdays,
charity events, and whatever else we had going on in our lives.
Nova was also one hell of a momma bear, and despite how loyal we
all were to each other, Nova was the glue that kept our family
together.

She was also
married to Sebastian, something that we were all super grateful
for. Sebastian had admitted his feelings to us back when we’d been
kids, and for damn near fifteen years, he had loved her from afar,
though no more. Last year, he’d finally gotten his head out of his ass and had asked her
out. They’d gotten married in December, and she was already
pregnant with their first child. They had purposely planned it so
that she’d give birth during Sebastian’s off-season, and the rest
of us couldn’t be more excited for them if we tried.

Raven was also
married, having married his wife, Esme, this past February.
Though he had proposed to her last
summer, he’d been waiting for Sebastian to finally make his move
because it’d only been right for Sebastian and Nova to get married
first. However, as soon as the Spartans had won the Super Bowl,
Raven had married Esme three weeks later.

Orion was also
married, though he’d only
gotten married last month. His wife, Sinclair, had made him wait
six months after he had proposed, torturing him for being stupid.
Sinclair also hated basketball, which we loved to give Orion shit
about. Sinclair was a football fanatic, and Raven loved it.
Granted, she was loyal to her team, but it was still enough to
annoy Orion.

As for Atlas
and me, we were still single,
but in no hurry. Atlas had a lot of demons to work through, and I
just loved women too much to settle for one right now. I was only
twenty-nine and still breaking records on the soccer field, so
there was no need to settle down just yet. I was too busy still
living the dream, and I wanted my dream to last a few more years. I
wanted to go down in history as one of the greats, despite how my
ego might suffer for it. I was a cocky bastard, and I made no
apologies for it. Especially, when you consider how I could have
turned out worse.

There were
also my sexual proclivities to contend with. After that scare with
Trisha, I had gone to extremes
to make sure that something like that would never happen again.
Trisha Rimes was the last pussy that I had ever fucked, and while I
missed the incredible sensation, those traumatizing words of her
still rang in my ears like it’d been yesterday and not ten years
ago. Even if I tried, I could never forget the way my entire soul
had shattered with those two little words, ‘I’m pregnant’. I had
just gotten my college acceptance letter, and Trisha’s words had
come with an incredible weight of despair. No matter how careful
I’d been, the entire world knew that condoms weren’t
foolproof.

When it had
come out that she’d been lying the entire time, I’d never felt so
livid. Had it not been for Nova, I would have ended up hating
women. It hadn’t hurt that Nova had kicked her ass something fierce
for that shit. At any rate, I had put an end to steady pussy, indulging in one-night stands
only. I also only had two kinds of sex: oral or anal. I was upfront
with the women that went back to my hotel rooms, and if they tried
to play me, I kicked them out, refusing to deal with another Trisha
Rimes.

Nevertheless,
I wasn’t a complete asshole about it. My fingers and tongue worked
overtime to make sure the women that I hooked up with left satisfied, and on a surprising
note, you’d be surprised at how many women gave up the ass to
professional athletes if that was the only option on the table. If
there was a woman out there that didn’t like anal or having her
throat rammed closed, I hadn’t met her yet.

As the
clock ticked down, the roars
of the stadium got louder. We were ahead by two goals, and there
was no way that the other team would catch up with only two minutes
left on the clock. Yeah, two minutes was an eternity in sports, but
we crushed on defense as much as we excelled on offense. Plus, our
goaltender was one of the best in the league.

The energy
that rocked the stadium was what I lived for. There wasn’t a better high out there as far as
I was concerned, second only to my family’s happiness. If I had to
give all this up for any of the guys, I’d do it in a heartbeat.
While I loved my fans and appreciated their commitment to me and
the team, my family was second to nobody.

The deafening
roar announced the zeroes on the clock, and celebrations erupted
all over the stands, my teammates all slapping each other on the
back, congratulations all around. There were only two months left
in the season, and we were
playing them like we were already in the World Cup. Athletes were a
different breed of humans, and though victory stayed with a man,
failure could actually do some damage. Lots of athletes never got
back up after being knocked down, and that was a shame. Luckily for
me, thanks to my parents, I was used to someone trying to knock me
down and keep me there.

“Time to fucking
celebrate!” Miguel Coronado yelled across the field.

I couldn’t
help but grin. Soccer was no fucking joke, so you’d think that we’d be exhausted after running
back and forth across the field for what felt like eons, but we
were never tired after a win.

Curtis Manzano
clapped my shoulder. “Let’s go get fucking laid.”

I smirked, then
remembered my stupid deal with Sebastian.


Chapter 2


Lux~

My father, Jerry
Leland, was a real estate broker, and my mother, Patricia Leland,
owned her own beauty salon. Both of my parents were fiscally
responsible, down-to-earth, sensible, and went to church every
Sunday, usually to pray for my
soul. So, with those admirable attributes going for them, you’d
think that they would have raised me to be just like
them.

Poor Mom and
Dad, they sure had tried.

Instead of
choosing a simple and
drama-free profession, I had chosen to go into public relations,
and not just your average public relations.

No.

My stupid ass
had chosen to go into the field of sports, and who did that? What
sort of glutton signed up for that shit? Having lived the first six
years of my life in the foster care system, you’d
think that I’d avoid drama
like the plague, but I guess not. Of course, I blamed my parents
for raising me in a home full of love, warmth, respect, and safety,
making me forget that I hadn’t been wanted for the first six years
of my life. My parents had effortlessly provided the one thing that
every child deserved, and that was a safe environment to grow into
the person that they’d been meant to be.

Well,
apparently, I’d been meant to
be stupid.

I mean, why
else would I have chosen a career in sports PR when
there’d been a million other
opportunities out there for me? Not for nothing, I had a high IQ
and the drive to match. After those first six years, I’d had an
idyllic childhood, and I was lucky to be able to say that. I knew
how lucky I was for my parents, even if I did blame them for
raising me to make stupid choices.

My
stepbrother, Joseph, had turned out
to be way smarter than me, despite my IQ results. He was three
years older than me at thirty-three, and he worked in sports
medicine. Now, while sports medicine was as stressful as hell, he
only had to mend broken bodies, not mend tarnished reputations.
Athletes always wanted their injuries fixed, rightfully so.
However, many of them didn’t give a damn about their public
personas as long as the checks were still coming in.

Joseph was
also happily married, and his wife, Kelly, was lucky enough to be
able to stay home and raise their son, Henry. They’d gotten married
five years ago, and Henry was a proud toddler, running amok all
over the place now that he knew how to walk. Though we lived in different states, we were
some face-timing fools. Luckily for Henry, Joseph had chosen to
stay close to home after graduating college, so my parents were
very involved grandparents to their only grandchild.

Now,
while I’d had nothing against
returning home after college, I’d been recruited by the Cardinal
Comets to head their public relations division right after
graduating with my degree. However, that stint hadn’t lasted long.
The team’s management had been toxic, and it’d been easy to see how
they had cared more about winning than they’d had about maintaining
the team’s integrity. While the players hadn’t been horrible,
they’d gotten some passes on shit that they shouldn’t have. When
the time had come for me to decide to keep my job or sleep at
night, I had chosen sleep.

Luckily for
me, I’d gotten a job with the Highland Wolves almost immediately
after putting in my resignation at the Comets’ offices. While I could have chosen any sport
for my career, I had always had a fondness for soccer. I could
appreciate the stamina that it took to play at such a competitive
level, and with a sport that was revered all around the world, the
energy that surrounded soccer was like no other.

It
had been my first day on the job when
I’d met Lita Baruch, and I knew that I couldn’t do this job without
that woman’s sense of humor. Lita was twenty-eight, had natural
blonde hair, bright blue eyes, was as petite as a pixie, and was
happily married to her husband, Timothy. Both of them were
advertising executives-that’s how they’d met-and the Wolves liked
their PR department to work with their media department, so that
the Wolves were always shown in the best light.

Now, while
women had made progress over the past fifty years, it was still a
man’s world and anyone that believed otherwise was
just naïve. So, while Lita didn’t go
around burning her bras or anything like that, she was still a
force to be reckoned with. In fact, Timothy liked to say that he
fell in love with her at first sight, and that was after she’d told
him to go eat a dick for talking to her like she couldn’t take
constructive criticism. Five years later, they were still married
with no kids, and weren’t planning on having any for another two or
three years. They were workaholics, and it worked for them. Timothy
was also very alpha protective about his wife. In his suit and tie,
he looked tamed. However, the man was anything but when it came to
Lita. Though I had no desire to get married or have children just
yet, I envied their marriage, and most people should.

As for working
with the Highland Wolves, the gig wasn’t a bad one, just
a…stressful one. In a world
full of cameras, it was hard to lie or charm your way out of a
scandal these days. Plus, in a world where money and fame ruled
everything, athletes expected their adoring fans to forgive them
anything, so there were very few of them that were actually sorry
for their transgressions.

I also wasn’t
a fan of those generic apologies of ‘working on myself’, ‘time to
reflect’, ‘didn’t realize that
my words were so hurtful’, or all that other nonsense. Anyone over
the age of eighteen knew the difference between right and wrong, so
those ridiculous apologies always rang hollow in my ears. I was
more of a “I fucked up, and I’m sorry’ sort of public relations
agent. I appreciated honesty over window dressings, and that’s what
made my job harder than it needed to be. In all honesty, I should
have been a kindergarten teacher or something equally boring. Plus,
as a kindergarten teacher, I’d never be pulled from my sleep in the
middle of the night to fly to God knows where to clean up some
sloppy athlete’s viral mess.

Granted, it wasn’t all
bad. The pay was incredible, most of the athletes were respectful,
and Lita Baruch was irreplaceable in my book. I had a good life,
and I really shouldn’t be complaining. However, when you were
called at two in the morning because Carmelo Rodriguez got caught
on CCV, screwing some ball hopper behind a bar in New Mexico, it
made me feel like complaining.

Now,
while the footage was grainy, you
could still make out what the couple was doing. There was no
mistaking that Carmelo was taking that chick up against the back of
the brick building, and strictly from a female’s perspective, the
man had some good hip action. However, my good buddy Carmelo was
also married, and his wife had been at home with their newborn
daughter while he’d been breaking his marriage vows.

Luckily for
Carmelo, Arizona was a no-fault state, and he’d had the presence of
mind to make sure that his
wife had signed a prenup before getting married. Yeah, he was going
to be on the hook for child support, but that was his own damn
fault.

Of course,
that was all speculation. There was a very good chance that his
wife wouldn’t file for divorce. Many women thought that fame and
money were a great consolation prize for an unfaithful husband, so
they bought diamonds and Prada
bags to get over the humiliation, which I did not understand at
freakin’ all. It was one thing to cheat on your wife, it was
another thing to cheat on her, knowing that she was going to be
humiliated in front of the entire world because of who you were. To
each his own and all that, but whenever I thought about all those
famous women that had chosen to stay with their cheating
boyfriends/husbands, I just didn’t get it. As role models, why send
a message that it’s okay to stay with a cheating asshole? Why not
set the example of deserving better?

At any rate,
Carmelo Rodriguez was the reason that I was at the office at all
hours of the morning, trying
to draft a statement about his stupidity. Not daring to reach out
to his wife just yet, I needed to draft something that couldn’t
have her coming back, claiming it was all lies. Social media gave
everyone a voice, and a scorned wife had the loudest voice of all.
Depending on how Marianna Rodriguez had been raised, she could
choose to handle this privately, or she could choose to tell
all the business, and I had no idea which road she
was going to take.

I also didn’t
understand why these stupid
fucks got married when they weren’t ready to settle down. Carmelo
was in his sixth year of playing professional soccer, so he was
very aware of the temptation when he had asked Marianna to marry
him. So, I mean, what in the hell was that? Plus, he only had a
couple of good years left in his professional playing career, so
why throw it all away now?
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