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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

 As we sat on top of Sebastian’s roof, I couldn’t
believe that I could feel angry about anything right
now, though I did. All of our
dreams were coming true, and we were finally going to get out of
this shithole town, putting Hammond, Illinois in our rearview
forever. However, even the cheap beer was doing nothing to ease the
tightness in my chest.

Seb was
going to chase his dreams of
playing baseball, basketball was going to get Orion out of here,
Titan was off to play soccer, Raven was on his way to play
football, and I was heading to college for hockey. In a miracle
that I still found suspect, we had all managed to turn our talent
into the opportunity of a lifetime, and we were finally going to
escape the lives that were probably going to haunt us forever. At
least, I knew that my childhood was going to cause problems later
down the line.

“This fucking
sucks,” Titan announced,
causing Sire to laugh. Even though Raven hated that I called him
Sire, how could I not with the last name King?

“No
shit,” Sebastian
agreed.

I felt for
Seb; I really did. Best friends since we’d all learned our ABCs, Sebastian Havoc, Raven King,
Orion Knight, Titan Miller, and I had been as thick as thieves.
There wasn’t anything that we didn’t know about each other, and
that included how Sebastian was in love with Orion’s little sister,
Nova. Even though Orion had given his blessing, Titan was afraid of
losing her friendship more than he was afraid about her not loving
him back. It was a mess that had us all wishing that he’d just tell
her the truth.

At any rate,
that was another problem with all of us going off to chase our
dreams. Nova was a year younger than us, so we were leaving her
behind, and that didn’t sit well with any of us. If any of our
parents had been worth a shit, then we wouldn’t be so worried, but
we all had shitty parents in
common, and I knew that Orion was struggling with knowing what Nova
was going to have to deal with on her own.

Our parents
all had their own special brand of abuse. Raven’s parents were gambling addicts,
Sebastian’s parents were neglectful, Orion’s parents were verbally
abusive and the poorest of us all, Titan’s parents were physically
abusive, and my parents were a cocktail of fucked-up. My entire
childhood felt like a spin-the-wheel of abuse, and by the grace of
God, sexual abuse had never landed on the wheel. However,
everything else had been up for grabs.

Shaking off
those thoughts, I said, “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.” The four guys sitting on this roof with me were my life, and
I refused to lose them for anything.

“Provided we
can stay out of trouble long enough to make it to the pros,” Orion
added dryly, and if his
parents weren’t such assholes, I knew that he’d take Nova with him.
However, still being a minor, his parents still collected
assistance for her, so they were not about to give her up before
they had to.

“No
sweat.” We all turned to eye
Titan. His brows rose with a smirk on his lips. “What?”

“Dude, you
were ten seconds away from being a teenage father,”
Raven reminded him, making me shiver
a little inside. “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.” Though that was true,
Titan’s little run-in with Trisha Rimes had scared the fuck out of
all of us.

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

While Seb was
right, I knew that these next couple of months were going to fly
by. While I had no problem handling life on my own,
not seeing these guys every day was
going to feel like I was missing a limb. No matter how good or how
bad, they’d all always been just a phone call away, and I was
terrified that life might take that away from me.

“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 chimed in.

“Amen,” Orion
added, the conviction in his
voice saying it all.

“Nothing and
no one,” Sebastian vowed, and
I knew that he was thinking of Nova.

“The five of
us and Nova,” I added, not
that it’d been necessary. Nova was one of us, something that we all
felt in our hearts.

After all,
nothing was more important than family loyalty, and the guys sitting up here with me were my
family. Everyone else could go fuck themselves.


Chapter 1


Atlas~

We were
going to the playoffs again, and the
last thing that I planned on being was the Buffalo Bills in the
nineties. Those guys had appeared in the Super Bowl for four
consecutive years in a row, not winning one goddamn ring during
that time. In the past three years, we’d gotten to the playoffs,
but had nothing to show for it. So, I absolutely refused to let
this year be a repeat.

I played
for the Michigan Seaside
Acers, and it was the only team on my NHL resume. They had drafted
me right out of college, and the team really was my home. Six years
later, we still appreciated what we did for each other, and I had
no plans on going anywhere. Also, though we weren’t keeping track,
Raven and Orion had won back-to-back championships last year, and
Sebastian had just won the World Series. Everyone was kicking ass,
so it was my turn. Titan was also doing the damn thing, but his big
championship would hit the sports stage next year at the next World
Cup.

Never mind
their championships, though earned. The best thing happening these days was how every
single one of my friends was winning at life. Raven, Titan, Orion,
and Sebastian were all married now, and Sebastian and Nova had just
had their first child, rightfully named after Orion. However, that
wasn’t all. Esme and Lux were pregnant with their first child, and
I couldn’t be happier for my family. With the way that we’d all
grown up, they deserved to be happy.

Meeting the
guys in kindergarten had to be the best thing to ever happen to me,
even over getting drafted into the NHL. There was no doubt that’d I probably have an arrest
record the length of my arm if not for the guys, especially Raven.
For whatever reason, Raven had adopted the father figure role early
on in our young lives, and if we were successful, it was because of
Raven.

Despite our
less-than-stellar upbringings, Raven had never left us behind to chase his own dreams. When he
had started getting noticed for his skills on the football field,
he had made us all hit the gym and try out for different sports.
Like a miracle that could have come a lot earlier in life, we had
discovered our own talents, then had put in the hard work to make
something of ourselves. It’d been hard, and things had seemed
brutal at times, but we’d done it.

Raven had also
set the example when he’d gotten his first big paycheck, buying a
house for his parents, and the
others had followed suit. It’d been a now-we’re-even gesture, and
I’d understood exactly why he’d done it. There was nothing like a
clear conscience, and the only reason that Raven had bought his
parents a house, and the only reason that the others had done the
same, had been to keep our parents from seeking us out, demanding
to share the spoils of our success.

However,
unlike the others, I hadn’t bought my parents a house, or even a fast-food meal with any
of my checks. My first check had been spent getting my dick
pierced, the high of my first NHL win, the alcohol, and the energy
of being in the pros had sent my stupid ass straight to the first
tattoo shop that I’d seen. However, unlike most of the people in
the shop, I had opted to getting my dick pierced, something that’d
had me questioning my sanity the next morning. I could remember
Coach Polsky being pissed enough to almost throw me off the team.
I’d been out of commission for a lot longer than I had expected,
and though it was a benefit to me now, if I had it to do all over
again, I’d leave my dick alone.

At any rate, though the
guys had every reason to be bitter in their own right, their
abusive households hadn’t been as bad as mine. Raven had suffered
through his parents’ gambling addictions, Orion and Nova had
suffered through their parents’ verbal abuse and poorest levels of
poverty, Titan had suffered through his parents putting their hands
on him on the regular, and Sebastian had suffered through his
parents’ incredible neglect. Idyllic childhoods had not been in the
cards for us, but we’d done our best not to let it weigh too much
on our present or future.

Even though a
psychologist would have a field day with us, I wasn’t sure if we were a result of nature or
nurture. From the beginning, Raven had always been the serious one;
even when we’d been little. Orion had always been the calm one,
though that’d been because of Nova. They’d grown up in such a
verbally abusive household that Orion had spent most of his life
assuring Nova that everything would be okay. Sebastian had been the
clown of our group, always ready with a quick joke. His parents had
never been around, so he’d had to entertain himself when we hadn’t
been around. Titan had always been the ladies’ man, though that
shit ended the second that he’d met Lux. With his parents
physically putting their hands on him, he had fallen in love with
the softer sex, loving the contrast from his abusive
parents.

Of course,
having Nova in our lives had shaped how we saw women. With all of
our mothers being cunts, it
would have been easy to have a bad opinion about women. Luckily for
us, Nova’s good had outshone their bad, and women weren’t the enemy
for us.

My
parents, George and Nina
Braylon, had been absolute shit, and there was no way around it. My
father had worked as a gym manager, and a physically abusive father
that worked out had not been a pleasant thing to endure. He had
loved his steroids a little too much, and that’s when he hadn’t
been busy snorting up coke or smoking a bit of meth. Like all
junkies, nothing had mattered more to my father than his next fix,
and I had usually paid the price whenever he’d been
fiending.

As for my
mother, she had worked as a cashier for a gas station close to our house, and she’d been just
as bad as my father. While she hadn’t shot up steroids, she’d been
a fan of meth, not even bothering with the coke. If Nina Braylon
had a maternal bone in her body, then she was saving it for her
next life. I’d lost count of how many times I had crashed at
Sebastian’s, and I’d rather set myself on fire than ever hand them
a dime.

Granted, I had no idea
what they were up to these days, so they could be all cleaned up
and doing well, or they could still be at the gym and gas station.
At any rate, I didn’t care either way. If I never saw my parents
again, I’d consider that one of the greatest blessings in my
life.

Nowadays,
Orion lived in Texas, playing point guard for the West Corral Devils, Titan lived in
Arizona, playing forward for the Highland Wolves, Raven lived in
California, playing wide receiver for the Bratton Spartans, and
Sebastian lived in Colorado, playing catcher for the Torrent
Eagles. Though the distance felt dismal at times, the plan was to
all meet up again after retirement. No way would we spend our
golden years living apart from each other. Our children were going
to grow up together, something that we had always agreed
on.

It also helped
that Nova kept a calendar on
our lives. I had no idea how the woman did it, but she knew our
schedules better than we did, and we loved her for it. Nova was the
mother that we’d never had, and when she said jump, we didn’t even
ask how high; we just jumped.

Orion was also
the only one that ever called her by her name. Sebastian called her Starlight, Titan called her
Sparkly, Raven called her Little Star, and I called her Twinkle.
She was also the director of our nonprofit, ỖSTAR. The woman
brought joy to children all over the place, and as long as she was
happy, then we were happy. Yeah, the other women in our lives
mattered, but Nova had suffered through the trenches with us, so
there would always be a different kind of bond there.

All in
all, the past ten years were
quietly healing the first eighteen for the guys, but I wasn’t sure
if I could say the same thing for myself. I lived comfortably with
my demons, and it really was a miracle that I’d only gotten
arrested for fighting a couple of times in my life. By design or
Divine intervention, hockey had turned out to be the perfect sport
for me, and I was able to take my aggressions out on the ice. Yeah,
I was the goaltender, but I still got into my fair share of
scuffles.

Yeah, a lot of
people would tell me to focus
on my blessings rather than a past that I couldn’t change, but that
was easier said than done. While I didn’t mind words of
encouragement or wisdom, I did mind them from people that hadn’t
ever been beaten, starved, or neglected. It was easy for someone
with an idyllic childhood to tell someone to get over their shit,
and that’s why I’d never gone to a psychologist for my issues. I’d
rather compare horror stories with people in prison than have
Suburban Sally tell me how I should focus on my
blessings.

Besides, I had
the guys when my brain started going dark. Between them and
Twinkle, I was good. They had
lived my nightmares with me, so they knew what I was talking about
when I went on a rant. They understood me like no one else could,
and that worked for me.

The hot water
hit my back, and while it
wasn’t scalding, it was close. Even though I was only twenty-nine,
my body felt like it was creeping up on fifty. Though I didn’t get
knocked around quite as much as the other guys, I got knocked
around plenty. The fight for the puck at the goal line was a real
thing. The other team was doing everything that they could to score
a goal, and I was doing everything that I could to prevent them
from it. Regardless of the padding, it was rare that I didn’t have
some sort of bruise or another on my body. Though they had to
compete with all the childhood scars that littered my skin, the
bruises were actually a comforting sight; they were familiar,
something that I knew well.

The noise in
the locker room was a muffled soundtrack as I dunked my head
underneath the spray of hot
water. The team was all pumped up, and I was feeling the same
energy, though I was masking it better than the others. It was the
rookies that were always out of control with their first wins, and
we had a couple of them that could possibly get arrested tonight if
they didn’t find a couple of puck bunnies to exhaust all that
excited energy with.

I had to grin,
knowing that I was going home
alone again. Though the deal was long over, seeing Bast and Nova
happy was enough for me to still be keeping it in my
pants.


Chapter 2


Waverly~

Customer service was a
thankless job, and it was
doubly thankless when you actually liked your job. Though a
majority of the public sucked, every now and again, you came across
someone that was genuinely kind, and that could make all the
difference in your day.

At
twenty-eight, I was a restaurant manager for Carlie’s, and it was a steakhouse/bar. The owner had
named the restaurant after his daughter, and it was very successful
in a city full of restaurants. Could be because the owner was a
die-hard Acers fan in a city that was obsessed with hockey, but the
food was also good. Our kitchen staff were the best at what they
did, and the lack of egos made them a great team behind the scenes.
In fact, our entire team had a good dynamic, and that was the best
of blessings when working in the food industry.

Now, while
working in a restaurant hadn’t been my childhood dream, I didn’t regret where the choices in my
life had led me. Though my parents were the best that a girl could
ask for, I had still found myself feeling restless during my
adolescent years. I had wanted to see the world, experience
something different, and that restlessness had led me to Seaside,
Michigan.

Luckily for
me, my parents hadn’t been the smothering kind. My father, Hank
Stewart, was a police officer, and he had spent my entire childhood
teaching me how to take care of myself. I had no siblings, so he had treated me like his only
daughter, but had raised me like the son that he’d never had. I
knew how to defend myself, shoot a gun, and I took shit from no
one. The biggest lesson in life that my father had taught me was
not to be a coward.

My
mother, Hadley Stewart, was a
bank teller, so she had taught me all about keeping my bank account
from going in the red. Poor or rich, it was a simple case of math.
Numbers didn’t lie, so how hard was it to only buy what you could
afford? Yeah, with inflation being a fickle bitch, it wasn’t always
that easy, but I knew better than to buy Prada purses when I didn’t
make Prada money.

At any rate,
with my parents confident that they’d done their best by me, when I
had announced wanting to see beyond Yorkshire, Pennsylvania, they had supported me fully.
With my mother being all about fiscal responsibility, I had begun
working after school as soon as I’d turned sixteen, so I’d had a
nice pocket full of bills when I had headed out to find myself.
It’d also been easy for me to leave, what with being an only child.
I couldn’t say if I would have grown up a different person had I’d
grown up with some siblings, but I didn’t have any regrets about
being an only child.

Like a hippie,
I’d gone from town to town, working odd jobs, renting hotel
rooms, ratty lofts, whatever.
I had also met a lot of new people along the way, and I had made
sure to call my parents every night while I’d been making my way
down the highways. Though I hadn’t made it far before landing in
Seaside, I was still only twenty-eight. There really wasn’t
anything stopping me from getting back on the highways if I got an
itch for it. Young, single, and with no kids, I didn’t feel pinned
down at all.

When I had
arrived in Seaside, Carlie’s had been looking for a waitress,
and by then, I’d had a lot of
waitressing experience under my belt. Once I’d gotten hired, it’d
been easy to fit in, and I could remember feeling a calmness under
my feet for the first time in years. When I’d met Iesha, that’s
when I’d really felt comfortable settling down in Seaside, despite
not caring about hockey one way or the other.

Iesha Lewis
had taken me under her wing that first week, and I’d fallen
head-over-heels in love with her brash personality almost
immediately. The woman had a
loud personality, and the customers absolutely loved her. She had a
way of making everyone feel as if they were in their momma’s
kitchen, and she just brought a new experience to dining out.
People asked to sit in her section all the time, and I didn’t blame
them. If I was going out to dinner, I’d want a waitress like Iesha,
too.

In addition to
being just a fabulous human being, Iesha was married to her
husband, Patrick, and even though he was a hedge fund investor, he
wasn’t a snobby or dull one.
He had a great personality, and they really did compliment each
other. With no kids just yet, Patrick doted on his wife, and you
just couldn’t help but root for them. Patrick was thirty to Iesha’s
twenty-nine, but you’d think that they were high school sweethearts
with the way that they acted together. I really just loved them
both.

At any rate,
one week in Seaside had turned
into one month, that had ended up turning into four years. So, four
years later, I was the nightshift manager at Carlie’s, and I still
couldn’t care less about hockey. Now, while I’d been worried about
jealousy moving up the ladder, that hadn’t happened. Everyone had
recognized my talent with numbers-thanks, Mom-and I’d been
surprised by how many people hadn’t wanted the responsibility. Some
people were happy just where they were at, and there was nothing
wrong with that. A lot of people chose happiness over money, and I
saw that as a blessing.

So, for the
past year, I’d been in my role as the nightshift manager,
working Wednesdays through
Sundays. Buck Turner covered on my days off, but that was the
extent of his managerial ambitions. He was in his forties and was
not a fan of ‘homework’. That’s what he considered paperwork to be,
so he stayed away from payroll, inventory, and anything like that.
The two days that he covered me really were just to have a manager
on site.

Our daytime
manager was Kasey Long, and
she worked Mondays through Fridays, with Buck covering for her on
Saturdays and Sundays. On Wednesdays, Buck worked as the
restaurant’s handyman, and that worked for everyone since the
owner, Matt Grundel, was a bit of a cheapskate. Though he paid us
all very well, it was well-known that he penny-pinched on almost
everything else.

At any rate,
the schedule worked for us all, and though I didn’t make tips, Matt did pay us a night premium
since we closed at midnight. With the bar side of the restaurant a
nightmare during hockey season, he considered the extra rate in pay
our due for putting up with drunk hockey fans. Granted, we got
drunk sports fans all year long, but none of the other fans were as
insane as our hockey fans.

As for my love
life, it wasn’t anything to write home about, but I also wasn’t
a nun. I liked a man’s hands
on my body just as much as the next girl, so I’d done my fair share
of dating. However, normal didn’t do it for me, so that was
probably the reason that I’d lost interest so many times. While I
had nothing against good guys, I didn’t want missionary every
night. I wanted a guy that couldn’t keep his hands off me, because
I wanted to not be able to keep my hands off him,
either.

I wanted
passion.

Now, while I
didn’t mind if the guy worked as a banker, insurance agent,
or fast-food worker, I wanted
more from him in the bedroom. He could be mild-mannered and
professional all that he wanted in public, but when he came home to
me, I wanted him to rip my panties off with his teeth. I didn’t
even care if the sex only lasted ten minutes; as long as it was
rough and desperate, it’d work for me.

Of course, you
couldn’t tell a guy that these days. Either you offended them or challenged their
masculinity, and I wasn’t trying to do either. I also didn’t want a
guy acting
like he was aggressive enough to meet
all my needs when he wasn’t. If he was the making love type, then
good for him. I just wasn’t interested in making love. Yeah, for
our anniversary, maybe. However, all the time?

Yeah, no.

That’s probably why
you can’t keep a man, Waverly.
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