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        Dating the hot athlete? Yeah, Been there, Done that…

      

        

      
        Braxton Smith.

        Cessna University’s baseball captain.

        Naturally talented.

        Sinfully gorgeous.

        And exudes enough arrogance to fill a stadium.

      

        

      
        That same cocky attitude is what landed him in my anonymous gossip column. 

        Believe me, I, Cara Gonzalez, don’t want anything to do with him.

        But he’s everywhere.

      

        

      
        In my class.

        In my dorm.

        In my mind.

      

        

      
        I left this type of drama back home. 

        Transferring to Cessna University is my chance for a redo.

        And regardless of his rock-hard abs and panty-dropping smile,

        Arguing with an athlete isn’t one of my goals.

        My instincts betray me, though.

      

        

      
        This attraction feels different.

        Stronger.

      

        

      
        I have no choice but to stand my ground. 

        Because this time, I’m afraid I’ll not only be hurt. 

        I’ll end up gutted.
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            Chapter One

          

          CARA

        

      

    

    
      How bad can prison be? I mean, seriously. The jail cell can’t be smaller than the dorm I’ll be calling home next week. And like the residence halls, they dish out food I don’t have to cook, and they provide a recreation room and workout center. Hmm, the latter isn’t much incentive. I’m not into lifting weights. Nope, I leave that burden to my brother. He’s the athlete of the family. I tap my fingers against my lips, pondering my options. I suppose the workout center would be necessary. I’ll need to get tough. Build my endurance or suffer being someone’s bitch. Oh my God, I’m totally going to be someone’s bitch!

      “What the hell are you thinking about? Your face is all contorted.”

      My gaze flicks across the white, linen-covered table and lands on a pair of matching brown eyes. They stare back at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Perhaps, I have. I straighten in my seat and clear my throat.

      “I was wondering how bad prison life would be.” I bite back my grin as my brother’s eyes widen. His mouth opens, but nothing comes out. Wow, I’ve rendered him speechless for once.

      “Do you plan on committing a crime?” The evenness of Mia’s tone makes her sound like a seasoned detective. As if this type of questioning is asked every day. I freaking love that AJ and she got together. Her sassiness is the perfect complement to my brother’s cockiness.

      “Perhaps. If I can’t come up with something.” I push my overpriced, half-eaten manicotti away and fall back into my chair. The food at Dida’s Italiano Ristorante is good, but I’ve lost my appetite. School hasn’t even started, and the assignments are swallowing me whole.

      “What are you talking about?” The wrinkled brow and gruffness to AJ’s tone is a stark reminder of home. He’s always been protective of me but nothing in comparison to Mom. If it were up to her, she’d bundle me up in bubble wrap and never let me leave. That level of protection is what drove me to have the worst year of my life.

      “It’s this assignment. Remember when I told you I was going to be Cessna University’s latest gossip columnist?” I ignore AJ’s dumbfounded look and continue when Mia nods. He wouldn’t have known. When I shared this great news, AJ was on his way home from a long road trip. “Anyway, I talked to Alan, the editor-in-chief-slash-professor, and he wants something written by the first week of school. How am I supposed to come up with something that quickly? School hasn’t even started.”

      “What gossip column? What does that have to do with becoming a veterinarian? Did you switch your major again?”

      “No, I didn’t change.” I roll my eyes at my brother’s accusation. Veterinarian school has always been the end goal. Not that he would know. “If you remember, my minor is in communications. Since I didn’t choose my minor until transferring last semester, I had to take what classes were available. My adviser talked me into this class, which means working for the newspaper.”

      Getting into veterinarian school is extremely competitive. With the hit my grade point average took, I desperately needed to beef my transcript. I picked communications to learn how to write grants. At the time, the plan sounded ingenious. Now, not so much.

      Mia pauses, her fork, filled with lobster risotto, dangling midair. “You have to write an article before school even starts?”

      “Uh-huh, and I don’t see how that’s possible. What kind of dirt can I dig up from home? It isn’t like a story is going to land in my lap.” I wave my arms in the air as my voice rises. “This is why I want to strangle my editor. Personally, I think Alan hates me. He holds a grudge for some reason. I wouldn’t be surprised if he assigned this impossible task in an attempt to set me up to fail.”

      AJ’s hardened expression makes me shrink back into my chair. I know that look. He wears it when he thinks I’m being overdramatic. But I’m right this time. AJ’s not around to witness how the guy treats me.

      “I’m sure that’s not the case. He doesn’t even know you. How about watching football practices? Maybe, you’ll see something there to write about.”

      “The rumors don’t have to be bad, do they?” Concern lines cross Mia’s forehead. “I mean, I can’t imagine this being a good morale booster.”

      Her question makes my stomach churn. When I first was assigned this project, I thought it’d be fun. Exciting even. But the more I think about it, the less thrilled I become. I’ve been on the receiving end of rumors back in Philadelphia. It sucks.

      “I brought that point up when Alan called, but he dismissed my concerns rather quickly. I think he has something against athletes. Maybe he was the last kid picked for teams during gym class?” Sort of like me. Whatever his excuse, the whole thing leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I pick up my nearly empty glass of water and frown. The waitress hasn’t checked on us for a while now. “If I was still working here, this glass wouldn’t be empty.”

      “Because you were such a stellar waitress?” AJ deadpans, and Mia about chokes on the bite that made it into her mouth.

      “I wasn’t that bad.” I know he’s teasing, but his words hit close to home. I may not have been horrible, but I wasn’t that good either. It takes a lot of skill and patience to wait on the public. I have tolerance in spades; it just happens to be for the four-legged variety. “Besides, you’re the one who didn’t want me working, remember? The reason behind me quitting and all.”

      “And I stand by what I said. You need to enjoy these last two years of undergrad.” His sincerity softens my heart, if only momentarily. “Have you talked to Mom lately? She was complaining the last time I talked to her.”

      “Not lately. I’ll call her tomorrow.” I grab my glass to wet my dry throat and curse the emptiness. My relationship with Mom has been strained for the last couple of years. AJ’s my go-to guy, but I hate it when he slips into the moderator role.

      “Sorry, everyone,” Lexie, my best friend and ex-work buddy, says as she enters our private room carrying the much-needed water pitcher. “It looks like I’ll be your waitress now.”

      “What happened to the last girl?” I ask, but it’s pretty easy to guess.

      Lexie’s lips flatten to a thin line, and she clears her throat before speaking. “She’s finding another source of income.”

      “Seriously?” I give my brother a pointed look. “I told you Mr. Monroe is impossible.”

      “Fine, fine.” He laughs, putting his hands up in mock defense. “All I know is, when you were working, I walked up to one pissed-off customer and a red-faced manager.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not my fault the woman married an asshole.” The pitcher I had been carrying accidentally spilled on her, dousing the entire front side of her shirt with ice-cold water. I had tripped forward when her husband’s hand landed on the back of my thigh. “It also wasn’t my fault she wore a thin white shirt with a thinner bra.”

      Everyone laughs but me. I still feel bad and don’t blame the lady for being embarrassed—she could’ve cut glass with those diamond-hard nipples that would’ve made her a clear winner in a wet T-shirt contest—but she didn’t have to be so mean. She demanded they fire me on the spot. Before I followed Mr. Monroe to his office that night, my brother waltzed into the restaurant. His presence was all it took for the ice queen to melt. Turned out, she was a huge Dodgers fan. Go figure. A few sweet words and an autograph later, my job was secured, and Monroe’s “word” was nothing more than a meaningless warning. My brother, the starting catcher for the Dodgers, saved the day. Or saved me. Again.

      I suppress a sigh and fake a smile, trying desperately to ward off the tingling sensation sweeping up the back of my neck. I steer the conversation back to my current problem. “I’ll go to campus on Monday and find out when the football team practices. Maybe, I can find something worthy to write about.”

      “Sounds like a good plan. The bigger question is… Are you going to be biased when it comes to the baseball players?” AJ quirks an eyebrow, knowing full well what the question does to me. I don’t take the bait. Let’s face it, I’m not.

      “Are you going to win and make it to the playoffs?”

      Mia laughs as AJ grumbles. “We’ll make it.”

      “You can’t afford to lose any more games, Gonzalez,” I chide.

      “I know. We’ve got this.” After the rocky start to the season, his team sits with a one-game advantage ahead of the Giants for the wild card race. And yes, the wild card is the team’s best hope at advancing. Arizona sits comfortably on top of the division with a six-game lead. Mathematically, the Dodgers aren’t eliminated, but it would take a miracle. The Diamondbacks are tough this year.

      “I have no doubt my team will pull off the win,” Lexie chimes in.

      AJ waves his hand toward the traitor. “See, right there. Now, she’s a true fan.”

      “Whatever. My heart belongs to the Phillies.”

      “Yeah, I’m a little torn,” Mia admits, shooting me a wary glance before gnawing on her lips. I hate this. I hate that she feels guilty at the mere hint of her brother. The ugliness surrounding our breakup shouldn’t involve her.

      “At least you’ll be rooting for the Dodgers in the playoffs. The Phillies don’t stand a chance this year.” The slight condescension in AJ’s tone raises Mia’s eyebrow, but who can blame him? Mia’s brother took AJ’s position. There isn’t any love lost between Drake and AJ. I hate him for my own personal reasons. But despite Drake’s excellent performance, the team hasn’t had a stellar season. It’s a far cry from the previous two years.

      “Don’t jinx us,” Lexie fills in as she pours AJ’s water.

      “You’re the one who had all the faith in us not less than three minutes ago,” AJ huffs.

      “That’s different. That’s me.” She turns toward Mia’s glass, fills it, and then sets the pitcher on the table. “Are you excited to start school next week?”

      “Yes, it’s long overdue.”

      “I’m proud of you, Mia, for going back. I can’t believe both my girls will be in school together,” AJ boasts and looks proud. There’s only one major difference—AJ isn’t paying for Mia’s schooling like he is mine. Not that he didn’t try, but she refused his help. I’m not in the position to turn down his charity. My brother always comes to my rescue. I think about the problems I had last year. The problems I caused. My throat suddenly dries, and I reach for the now full glass of water. Mia smiles warmly at me, but she’s a stark reminder of my past mistakes.

      My gaze darts around the room reserved for celebrities and famous people. Maybe, I should be honored sitting here secluded from the public, but all I feel right now are the walls closing in. And what is up with the temperature? I think Mr. Monroe has the heat cranked up despite the eighty-degree weather. Lexie seems to take notice of my sudden demise. She nudges my shoulder and motions for me to follow.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell AJ and Mia and follow Lexie out. When we exit the room, I take a deep breath. “Thanks, girl.”

      “No problem. I have a drink order I need to get in.”

      I follow her in silence. Talking, scratch that, thinking about my ex makes me anxious. It’s been several months. I’ve had plenty of time to get over him. And I am over him. It’s just embarrassing how I got so wrapped up in him. Moving to California and transferring to a new college is supposed to be my new start. Sort of like a do-over. I’m not sure how writing a gossip column plays into that.

      We reach the bar, and Lexie places the drink order with a new bartender. I’m not exaggerating. Keeping help around here is impossible.

      “The real reason I wanted to drag you here is the delicious man candy alert in section D. He’s one of CU’s finest.” She turns to me with a pale blonde eyebrow raised, challenging me to look.

      I laugh while securing the bobby pin working loose from my bun. As if the promise of a hot guy isn’t enough of a lure, she tosses in Cessna University’s finest dessert to hook me. How could I resist a peek? With skills that would make Ethan Hunt jealous, I slip into recon mode and shift my gaze past the open bar. My old boss stands next to the kitchen entrance in deep “conversation” with a busboy. Poor kid. From his doe-eyed expression, it looks like he’s taking the heat that used to be reserved for me.

      “Hurry up and look already,” Lexie says through a laugh. “Monroe’s attention span is short. He’ll be up in my face next.”

      Assured she won’t be reprimanded, I pivot until my back rests against the wooden edge and peer past the open entrance into the dining area. My gaze lands on the guy, looking every bit as delicious as Lexie described. His sandy-blond hair is cropped short on the sides with an almost spiky top. I can’t tell the color of his eyes. He’s glancing at his phone, brow scrunched, while finger-punching the screen. It’s as if each hard jab conveys his tone. The mystery person can’t see you. Spare your keyboard. Send the angry-faced emoji or a few exclamation marks instead.

      He pauses, jawline set in determination. A moment later, he shakes his head then jabs away at the screen again, clearly not getting my mental message. Somebody has pushed his hot button.

      The whirling buzz of blending ice alerts me to the drink that’s almost done. It doesn’t matter. I’m not moving. I’m too busy checking out Mr. Delicious’s black T-shirt stretching across those broad shoulders. Casually dressed, given his surroundings, he exudes an “I don’t care” attitude. The way he conducts himself reeks of confidence. I’ve seen shoulders like his before. In fact, the same lean muscle and strong forearms look familiar. Too familiar.

      “He’s an athlete!” The accusation in my voice draws the attention of the nearby table. I smile apologetically at them and then scowl at Lexie. The bartender sets her drink behind us, but I continue to glare at the person who knows about my no-dating-athletes rule.

      Lexie laughs under her breath and picks up her drink. “Can’t get one past you. They don’t call him Modern-day Babe Ruth for the hell of it.”

      “Really. You made me scope out a baseball player of all things?” My rule doubles down for baseball players. They’re the worst. And I should know. I’m the Goddamn queen of knowledge when it comes to dating them.

      “What? So, he’s captain of the baseball team. Doesn’t change the fact that Braxton Smith is still hot.” She fakes a curtsy, balancing her drink on the small round tray. “You’re welcome.”

      The traitorous voice trails behind me as she steps away. I shake my head, and my gaze strays back to Mr. Delicious. His date rejoins him, and I don’t miss her hand grazing across his bulging biceps as she brushes past him to her seat. The seductive glance he gives her as she tosses her long, auburn curls over her shoulder isn’t hard to miss either.

      Well, there you go. Maybe, she’s his girlfriend, and he isn’t like my ex-boyfriend, for lack of a better word. I’d call Drake an ex-fuck, but that sounds so wrong. When push comes to shove, that’s all I was to him. A means to get off when no one else was around.

      I bite back the bitterness crawling up my throat and push forward. My heels click against the wooden planks, but my thoughts sink to the upcoming fall semester and my responsibilities.

      Like writing articles about said athletes.

      When I make it toward the entrance to the dining area, I sneak another glance toward the happy couple. Modern-day Babe Ruth stands and places his hand on the small of his date’s back. Their half-eaten food lies on the table, and as he guides her toward the exit, I can’t help but wonder why they’re leaving so abruptly. His date smiles up at him as he holds the door for her. At least she’s not leaving mad, I assess.

      With a quick shake of my head, I spin on my heels, walk back into the bar area, and head straight to the bathroom, the entire time questioning why I even care. What he does or doesn’t do with his date is not my concern. I don’t even know him. He’s cute and plays baseball. That sinfully sweet smile mixed with being a good player is a toxic combination. Let alone the fact he has a date. So, I question myself again, why do I care?

      At the bathroom sink, I splash water on my face and steady my breathing. I don’t know where the sudden anxiety comes from. It must stem from the mere mention of Drake. His name may not have been spoken out loud, but his memory screams volumes. I can’t escape athletes altogether—not when my brother plays for the major leagues—but I’ve been good at avoiding them at CU.

      I puff out a breath and stare at the scared, bug-eyed reflection. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m stronger than this. I won’t let another hot athlete reduce me to an enamored girl, left pining over him. I won’t be that person. Not anymore. I straighten my spine and tip my chin. I’ve got this.

      Wearing my fake bravado like a badge, I march back into the bar, but two things happen simultaneously. My breath hitches at the exact moment the wooden planked floor warps beneath my feet and I stumble forward. That’s my excuse when I slam into the waiter, and Calamari and fried mushrooms splatter in a crunchy fried mess. Clanking sounds of the dishes reverberate around me as I freeze and then glance toward the actual reason for my demise. My gaze locks with a certain blond-haired guy for a split second. Braxton Smith. He’s back at the bar, sitting at one of the side tables, but the woman with him now is blond.

      Two dates in one night? At the same restaurant? A bold move if I’ve ever seen one.

      I force myself to look away before I end up glowering at him. Un-fucking-believable. What a pig. Anger rolls through me. A fury not for myself—it’s none of my business what he does—but one born out of empathy for the girls. They’re probably like me and clueless to the many women parading around him like Black Friday shoppers during a BOGO sale.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say as I drop to my knees and pick up the pieces of the broken plates. I curse to myself that I let this guy even get to me. But maybe, it’s not him and the fact I’m still harboring pained feelings over my ex. I don’t want him back. In fact, I don’t ever want to see him again, but that declaration doesn’t negate the feelings I had toward him. It hurts to be used.

      “Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ve got this,” the waiter says as he picks up the larger pieces.

      I stand and adjust my bun. My feet carry me past the patrons, including the cheating captain of the baseball team, on the way back to the private room. I bite my lip. I can’t blame everything on my ex Drake. I knew about the other girls in the beginning and chose not to care. After spending an amazing weekend together at his cabin, I really thought he had changed for me. My lovely brother had informed me otherwise. That still wasn’t enough to deter me though. Nope! I continued to answer every phone call and went running to him like a dog after a treat.

      It took my brother being traded and Drake celebrating in front of me while knowing how much I was hurting before I saw Drake Gunner for what he was worth. Of course, being the team’s secondary catcher, he slid into my brother’s spot, which would naturally make him happy. But it became obvious he didn’t care about me or my feelings. Then when he tried having congratulatory sex with me, I left and ran to my brother’s apartment.

      My brother came through for me, yet again. AJ moved to Los Angeles, and on his dime, I transferred to Cessna University in Los Angeles last semester. I kept low-key and concentrated on my studies. I was serious before. I’ll never let a man, especially an athlete, control me ever again.

      The fall semester starts next Monday, along with my newest adventure, and I know exactly how to pay homage to my fellow females. It’s my obligation to stand up and fight.

      Look out Modern-day Babe Ruth, you’re about to meet your match. And I just found my story.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BRAXTON

        

      

    

    
      Trepidation swirls through my veins and settles in my stomach—an unwelcome feeling catching me off guard. I rest my head against my sister’s twelfth-story window and watch the happy freshmen scatter across the quad. Their excitement is almost palpable as they move a year’s worth of possessions into a room the size of a Cracker Jack box. Two years ago, I was in the same situation—excited and nervous, but ready for the next four years.

      Four years.

      A curse slips past my lips. Any elation associated with the sense of freedom is long gone. Responsibility and high expectations snuff out any chance at being excited. Junior year is supposed to be fun. Sort of a transitional period before senior year. Most people don’t start school with a huge decision looming above their head. But I’m not most people. I’m Braxton Smith—Cessna University’s star baseball player.

      Shannon bursts through the dorm’s door, all bright eyes and smiling. I’m almost envious. “Isn’t this place great?”

      “This dorm hall blows. Everyone knows it.” I slide off the glass, leaving behind the warmth from the California sun.

      “It does not. It’s awesome.”

      “Sure, if you like the smell of fifty years’ worth of sweaty freshman boys.” Hell, I’m a dude. Even I can admit there’s a certain stench when too many hormonal-ridden guys are crammed together. But this building is original to the college, and no matter what the custodians try, staleness lingers in the air.

      “Whatever.” Her gaze bounces between the four bubble-gum-pink walls. “I love it.”

      “Okay, weirdo. I’m glad you’re happy living inside a Pepto-Bismol bottle.” That earns me a half attempt at a slap on my arm.

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “It’s hideous, but it’s not like you have a choice. They force the freshman class to stay in this hall. I’m surprised you’re so excited. Most people view this dorm as a rite of passage.” She glares at me as if I’m lying. “It’s true. There’s even a saying about it.”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      “Uh, yeah, there is.” I laugh and make air quotes. “If you can survive these living conditions, you can survive anything life throws at you.” Including major life-altering decisions. I maintain my smile, but the words hold more truth than I’d like to admit.

      “Well, I’m just happy to have my own place.” She lets out an exasperated breath, clearly annoyed. I drop the teasing.

      “Mom and Dad take off okay?”

      “Yes! No more being under their scrutiny. I’m free to do what I want.”

      My eyes narrow. “Aren’t you being a bit dramatic? You act like our parents are tyrants, which is far from the truth.”

      “Seriously?” She places her hands on her hips and shoots me a what-the-hell look. “So, when Dad said, ‘this is a very important year for you, son. Don’t let anything, or anyone, interfere,’ he wasn’t interfering?”

      I don’t answer. There’s no point. She knows she’s right. Dad does push too much. He wants me to not lose focus. The whole keep-your-eye-on-the-prize type of shit. He has his reasons, but he also doesn’t need to worry. After what happened when I graduated high school, I have no intention of having a serious relationship. It’s pointless.

      “So, what? You’re transforming into a party girl now?”

      “Oh my God, leave. You’re killing my mojo.”

      “I’m serious. This isn’t a hall pass to suddenly be wild.” My baby sister’s actions floor me. She’s usually more reserved. A hint of concern creeps into my stomach. Am I going to have to put out a memo to every single guy stating she’s off-limits?

      “Don’t make me regret picking this college, Gee-Gee.” Her piercing stare dares me to challenge her while she calls me by the nickname she has used since junior high. She playfully shoves me toward the door. “Seriously, go. I want to arrange my décor before my roommate shows up.”

      Unsure whether to leave her unattended, I study her a moment before relenting. She’s stronger today than she was last night. Peppier even. “I need to bounce anyway. I have my own unpacking to do. I didn’t get much done.”

      She gives me a sly smile. “Thanks for meeting me. I needed to get away from the parents. They’re really hovering, after—”

      “They care,” I interrupt. No need reliving the reasons she needed me last night. “Plus, you’re the last one to leave the house. Mom’s going to have a hard time.”

      “I know.” She drops her head in her hands and groans. “Stop making me feel guilty.”

      “Sorry. That’s not my intention.” Maybe I should cut her some slack. She doesn’t deserve to be held at the highest standard for moral code. No one judged me when I came, and Lord knows, I haven’t been saintly. Besides, she’s handling everything well, all things considered.

      “When does practice start?” she asks, grabbing a box labeled “personal” and then placing it on her bed.

      “Officially, next week.” Unofficially, I’ll be hitting the gym later tonight. I’ve been slacking these past weeks and dread the weight conditioning Coach puts us through.

      Shannon pops the lid off and riffles through a stack of photos. The corners of her mouth curve into a smile as she pulls out a picture and eyes it for a moment. She turns that grin toward me with determination in her gaze. “You’re going to kill it this year.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “If you get drafted, will you go?” Her voice dulls, and her eyes lose their luster. Unease claws up my spine. Hiding the truth from Shannon has always been hard.

      “Of course,” I assure. Even though I’d like to finish my schooling, it’s pointless to think otherwise. The choice is already made for me. “That’s the dream.”

      “As long as it’s yours.”

      For a moment, I wonder if she’s a mind reader, but I shake that thought away. Making it to the majors is the ultimate dream. I just want to achieve both things—holding a degree in one hand and a bat in the other. I don’t voice that, though. I never do. “You know the first time I belted the ball over the fence, I dreamed of hitting it into McCovey Cove.”

      Her lips twitch. “That may be a little optimistic.”

      “Hey, cut me some slack. I’m good. Besides, I grew up watching Barry Bonds. He made the ‘splash hits’ look easy.”

      “I know. I know.” She glances at the photo in her hand.

      “I can’t wait.” My voice tapers off, but she’s already too busy clipping the pastel clothespins to the photo to notice my lack of enthusiasm. I stare at the picture after she hooks it to the fishing line strung along the wall by her bed. The photo is older. One with the two of us and my best friend, Noah. I remember the day it was taken. We were high school freshmen, and Shannon was still in junior high. It was a time when things were simpler. Noah and I on the baseball field playing for the pure fun of the game.

      I bite back a sigh. “I’ll leave you to Margaret Locke Hall. If you need anything, text me.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she says over her shoulder.

      With reassurance my little sister hasn’t turned into a party girl, I leave to head over to the jock housing. Juniors and seniors get the privilege of sharing four-bedroom homes stretched along the outskirts of campus. I’m technically not allowed access to the house until next week when two of my buddies will be joining me over the weekend, but “star status” comes with certain privileges. I was able to pull a few strings and have my stuff delivered along with Shannon’s.

      A pang of remorse punches my gut at the loss of Rick. Rick was supposed to be the fourth guy in the house, a would-be senior and one hell of a first baseman. When he got drafted last June, he seized the opportunity. He left along with his .351 batting average. That bites since we’re expected to be contenders in the College World Series. But that’s what happens to teams when players get drafted—constant regrouping.

      My legs carry me across the grassy field in the center of the quad, the heaviness from my own looming decisions crushing my chest as if my spotter dropped a five-hundred-pound barbell on top of me. The last thing I want to do is let my team down. And that’s exactly what will happen, no matter what I choose.

      A wall of loose ebony curls catches the corner of my eye. I snap out of my thoughts a little too late. The girl, engrossed with the stack of papers she’s carrying and her phone call, veers off the path and heads right toward the light post. I barely have time to react.

      “Hey, watch out.” My attempt to thwart the catastrophe comes up short. The girl startles and smacks right into the unforgiving metal. Papers fly from her hands and scatter along the ground. I race over to her as a gust of warm wind kicks up and threatens to carry a few loose ones away.

      “What the hell?” Laughter coats her voice as she drops to the ground in a frenzy, attempting to gather her papers.

      “Are you okay?” I ask while snatching a few sheets the wind blows just out of her reach. I happen to catch a list of football players’ names. Strange. What would she need with the team’s roster?

      “Mom, I have to go… No, I’m okay. I barely bumped into it.” She heaves a sigh and flashes me a look before dropping her gaze. “It’s just some guy who saw me. He asked if I was okay.”

      She pauses, and then, her eyes grow wide. “No, he’s not a serial killer.”

      Another pause.

      “Because I know. He’s another student. Quit worrying.”

      Another brief pause.

      “Goodbye, Mom.”

      I laugh clearly at her expense. But I am concerned about her. Despite what she told her mom, she hit the pole pretty hard. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, just embarrassed…in more ways than one.” She shakes her head like she can’t believe that just happened. It makes sense because I can’t believe it either. I’ve never seen anyone walk into a pole before.

      “Nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m sure it happens all the time.” I pick up a few more papers and work my way back to where she’s bent over.

      “Yeah, right.” Her voice comes out shaky, but it still holds a hint of humor.

      “You lost your coffee.” I pick the paper cup up, the remaining contents spilling across the concrete.

      “It’s tea. Not that it matters.”

      “Tea?” I glance at the caramel-colored liquid and wonder what tea comes in that shade. Another gust of wind swirls around us and carries the fruity scent toward me. “Blackberry?”

      I reach for another renegade paper, but she’s a beat too fast. My palm grazes over the back of her warm, silky skin. Her sharp inhale draws my attention to plush lips coated with pink gloss. Full kissable lips that part open in what my mind imagines as an invitation. I shake away the lewd thoughts and force my gaze upward. That doesn’t help. Eyes as deep brown as the rugged terrain at Big Sur stare back at me with an expression I don’t quite understand. Surprise? Recognition? Nervousness? I don’t know. She seems familiar, but I can’t place her. The bright sun blazes down from the cloudless sky and brightens her face. Surely, I would remember meeting someone this beautiful.

      “It’s blueberry with two shots of cream,” she says, withdrawing her hand and dropping her gaze. Her thick dark hair brushes across the peaks of those perfect tits. I try to do the right thing and not stare, but come on. A guy can only take so much. The hint of red lace peeking through the gap of the V-neck has me drooling like a virgin watching his first porn. This girl is sexy as hell. The loosely fitted shirt hides her waist, so I can’t tell the shape of her body, but who cares with legs like hers. We’re crouched on the ground, and they seem to go on forever. When I work my way back to her face, I’m met with an icy glare.

      Busted.

      Instead of an apology, I offer advice. “Next time, watch where you’re going.”

      Her huff makes me bite the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning. I’m only kidding, but I suppose she doesn’t know my personality. She straightens the stack of papers as her jaw sets with determination.

      “I was in a hurry and arguing with my mom.” She waves the papers in her hand. “But I also was trying to read my assignment.”

      Assignment? Classes haven’t even started yet. Maybe, she works for the football team? Before I have a chance to ask, she stands abruptly and brushes the imaginary dirt off her shirt. “Look, uh…”

      “Braxton. Braxton Smith.” I half-expect her eyes to widen with recognition, but she glances toward the parking lot in the far distance. I refrain from smirking from her lack of interest. Way to put me in my place.

      “Thanks for helping, but I really have to go.” She steps away, and I turn to match her stride. I’m not sure why I decided to follow her other than the fact she’s gorgeous. The boxes back at my room call for me, but they’re not going anywhere. The fact she doesn’t know who I am is different. It’s kind of nice if I’m honest.

      “Not a problem. I haven’t seen you on campus before. This your first year?”

      “Transferred last semester.” She tucks her papers close to her body and presses forward. “So, I take it you’re not a freshman either?”

      “No, not quite. Junior year. I was moving my sister in. Where did you transfer from?” My guess would be the East Coast if her accent is anything to go by.

      “Are we really doing this?”

      “Doing what?” The slight annoyance in her tone makes me want to laugh. I don’t dare though. Something tells me it would be a wrong move on my part.

      “Getting to know each other when I’m running so far behind, I can’t even think straight.”

      “Or walk straight apparently.”

      As if drawing attention to her accident makes her remember she bumped herself, she rubs her forehead and winces.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah”—she scrunches her petite nose—“but it’s a little sore.”

      “Let me take a look.” I try to sweep away a lock of hair, but she waves me off and resumes walking.

      “That’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.”

      “But you may have a concussion.”

      “And you looking at it will help how?”

      I chuckle because I have no idea. “I deal with these out on…the quad.”

      She halts and those inquisitive brown eyes turn to look at me. “Quad?”

      For some reason, I don’t want to admit I play ball. I like her not knowing who I am. But even if she does know, she’s not drawing attention to it. That’s a plus in my column. “Yeah, a mean game of Frisbee can get aggressive.”

      Her expression dulls, but she doesn’t back away at my approach. She winces again when I successfully brush her hair away. The discoloration looks aggravated, and there’s already a bump forming.

      “You’ll definitely have a goose egg. Make sure you put ice on that when you get home.” The instructions are simple but come across suggestive and throaty. The tips of my fingers linger on her scalp a beat too long, but I rather like touching her, being near her. The need to erase the gap and claim those delectable lips slams into me. My thoughts misfire as the image of pulling her closer and tucking her body against mine ignites a need of want. Our gaze meets and holds as speculation swirls through her irises before she blinks and pulls away.

      “I-I have to go. I’m running late and really need to hit a home run with this one.”

      I stare after her wondering what the hell just transpired between us. But then her baseball idiom sinks in. Has she been toying with me all along? I snap to my senses and match her stride. “You never told me your name.”

      “I don’t believe you asked.”

      “Guess I didn’t. I’m asking now, though.”

      We reach her car, and she turns toward me while clicking the unlock button. “It’s Cara.”

      “Can I have your number, Cara?”

      “Look, Braxton. It’s been good getting to know you, and maybe, we’ll see each other around campus, but I really have to go.”

      “Not a problem. I wouldn’t want to be the reason behind your tardiness.”

      She lets out a humorless laugh as she slips inside. “Trust me, I could do that all by myself. See ya around.”

      I nod and back away so she can shut her door. As she drives away, I realize I didn’t get her contact information. She also didn’t tell me her last name or where she transferred from.

      Hmm, for the first time in my life, I think I’ve been given the official brush-off. Talk about being bad for my ego.

      A slow-developing smile spreads across my face. Oh, Pole Girl, we’re so not done.

      Don’t let anything, or anyone, interfere.

      Dad’s stringent words resurface. Yeah, I may not be looking for anything serious. My goal is to remain drama free—especially in the girl department, but this girl has piqued my interest. We can at least have some fun.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          CARA

        

      

    

    
      Running my hand along the smooth black countertop, I take in a deep breath and absorb my surroundings. The slight hint of chlorine from the disinfectant hangs in the air. My gaze lands on the laboratory glassware along the wall and the spectrophotometers positioned strategically on each lab table. A sense of weightlessness strikes my heart, and the urge to twirl, as if I’m floating, overcomes me. I don’t though. It’s thirty minutes before the lab starts. If someone walks in and sees me prancing around like I’m the lead role in The Sound of Music, I’ll be mortified.

      But when drama outweighs the normalcy in my life, there are two places I seek solitude—the laboratory and the animal shelter. The lab is a nice, clean environment. Orderly. In here, I can focus on the current project and delve into specific tasks to reset my mind. The animal shelter just brings me happiness. Nothing beats puppy kisses when you’re stressed.

      None of my family ever sees the serious side of me. They think I’m this drama queen and judge me for the poor choices I’ve made. I can’t blame them. I have made some pretty dumb moves. My brother tries to be there for me, but he’s busy with his life. As much as he’s there for me, he doesn’t know the real me. His girlfriend, Mia, knows me better than anyone else, and that’s only because I spent most of the summer with her. But even she doesn’t understand my passion for the sciences. It’s where I thrive. Well, sort of. It’s not without hard work and concentration on my end, but I swear they all think I’m stupid as if all my bad choices reflect on my intelligence level. I had one bad semester, and suddenly, I’m pegged for failure. That’s fine. I’m fine. Them not knowing or understanding me doesn’t matter. The only people I need to impress are my teachers and adviser.

      Nestling into the chair, I place my backpack in the honey-maple cubital positioned below the counters. A few people file inside, and my solitude slowly dissipates. I open the syllabus before me and study it as if the professor will hand us a test the second she walks in. Overkill, I’m sure, but I like to be prepared.

      I’m reading week thirteen’s lab assignment when a burly voice interrupts.

      “Well, what do you know? If it isn’t Miss Pole Girl.”

      My hand automatically goes to my forehead, and I try not to wince at the week-old bruise. I shift my gaze to my worst nightmare—Modern-day Babe Ruth in the flesh. What the hell is he doing here? I clear my throat in a feeble attempt to regain my composure.

      “You make me sound like a stripper. Please don’t call me that.” Or sit by me, I silently beg.

      He places his notebook next to mine, and I try not to bristle. Out of all the classes demanding my earnest attention, biochemistry tops the list. I can’t afford to have the world’s biggest distraction sitting next to me.

      “Why not? It’s cute.” His smug voice descends upon me, and my stomach flutters.

      The same thing happened in the quad after I hit my head and he took care of me. As much as I try to deny it, his presence, his touch, stirred something inside me. No way am I engaging in further conversation. I can’t. If I remain quiet, maybe he’ll give up and go sit at the next lab section. There are tons of empty seats surrounding us. This station isn’t his only choice. I bet if he knew today’s article, featuring the one and only Braxton Smith, was written by me, he’d hightail it out of here.

      “What’s wrong with being a stripper? They’re just making a living.” Braxton lifts his chiseled chin, his firm lips forming a straight line.

      “Uh, nothing,” I say through gritted teeth. His neutral expression makes it hard to tell if he’s serious or not. I mean, he’s correct. Stripping is a career choice but not one I want to pursue. “Except for the fact that I’m not one.”

      “It’s an option.” He gives me a once-over, and his crystal-blue eyes darken to the same cobalt color of his Under Armour running shirt. “You certainly have the body for it. I think, anyway. You’re kind of hiding yourself in that tank of a top.”

      I stare at him slack-jawed. I’m used to the blatancy of my ex-boyfriend but not from a total stranger. My dark indigo skinny jeans are paired with a tangerine oversized boyfriend T-shirt. Pants are required for the lab, and I wanted to be comfortable. I didn’t know I was going to be judged on my appearance.

      Why is he even in this class? If he’s as good at playing baseball as Lexie says, then the major leagues will be knocking on his door. Shouldn’t he be in something less demanding?

      When I don’t respond, he laughs and switches topics. “So, a bio major, huh?”

      “Yes.” My clipped reply is met with an arched eyebrow, but I remain quiet. My initial assessment of him is correct. He’s just like the rest of the cocky athletes. After witnessing him having two dates on the same night, I’m positive he exudes that same nothing-can-touch-me attitude. They all have it, including my brother. I saw plenty of girls leave my brother’s apartment, and he had no qualms about never seeing them again. AJ kept this carousel going clear up until reuniting with Mia. She changed his world. So, yes, some men can change, but I’ve been around enough to recognize a true player—on and off the field.

      And Braxton Smith will not play me.

      “Well, yes, I’m also majoring in biology. Thanks for asking.”

      I let out a huff. “Look, I appreciate you wanting to converse, in whatever strange way you think is appropriate, but I have to concentrate in this class. I’ll never go out with you, so you can—”

      “Whoa, slow down there, Pole Girl. I don’t believe I asked.”

      “Quit calling me that. And, no, you didn’t ask, but just in case you had any ideas. Why else would you be in my face?” I cringe at the heaviness of my accent. After working at Dida’s over the summer, I’ve been able to rein it in some—the uppity-ups give me strange looks when I deliver their “wooder,” a.k.a. water—but when my temper flares, it slips out or becomes more apparent. But I am a Philly girl. I’m rather proud of our dialect.

      “Did you think maybe I just want to be friends.” He gives me a lopsided grin, and I try to ignore how his dimples pop. He has this innocent kitty cuteness to him but one you have to be on guard against. One false move and the kitty will strike and claw your eyes out.

      “I have enough friends for now.”

      His smirk falters as he eyes me. Guilt creeps inside. I’m normally not this guarded, but I need to be strong. Guys like him are the equivalent of thunderclaps in Guild Wars. The strikes will crack your armor in less than ten seconds. If I want people to take me seriously, I can’t afford distractions, and that means staying away from players, especially athletic manwhores who have more than one date on the same night. Color me stupid if that doesn’t reek “player” status. I’ve been down that road, which only led to trouble. Even if Braxton has been nothing but nice, outside the whole stripper comment, I can’t fall into his trap. That’s exactly how my ex roped me in—nice words and compliments.

      “I don’t believe you. A person can never have enough friends.”

      “Oh my God. Is it really too much for you to believe someone isn’t into you?”

      “Maybe. It’s never happened before.” He grins, flashing me his perfectly straight teeth.

      I stare at him shocked he would admit that to me. “Consider me your first.”

      “I don’t remember you being so standoffish when we first met.”

      “I had a head injury. I wasn’t myself.” I turn to face straight ahead, but I’m distracted by the guy parking his belongings across the lab table. His short-sleeved, button-down top looks freshly pressed and screams frat boy. I raise my chin to meet his gaze. He’s tall like my annoying neighbor to the right. Frat boy nods and smiles warmly at me. His cropped dark brown hair must be weighted with hair product because it doesn’t sway an inch. I return his gesture.

      “Now see, there’s the smile I’ve missed,” my annoying neighbor says.

      Missed? I don’t recall ever smiling at Braxton. The sarcasm coating his tone raises my shackles. I turn back toward him and glare. “Are you seriously going to annoy me the entire time?”

      He doesn’t get a chance to answer because the professor walks into the room and starts with her introductions. After going over the lab expectations and safety lecture, she lays a doozy on me.

      “The tables are paired off in sections of eight, four in each row. Everyone at the end, please turn toward the middle and shake the person’s hand beside you. This is your lab partner for the semester.”

      I inwardly groan as I turn to an all-white grin.

      “Looks like you’re stuck with me, Pole Girl.” Braxton’s hand is extended, and I debate whether to be polite.

      “Cara. My name is Cara,” I say through gritted teeth and grasp his hand. When his calloused palm meets mine, I bite back a gasp as his touch spreads warmth along my skin clear to my toes. My entire body is cocooned with desire, and I want to crawl inside the cubby hole. No, no, no. Lusting after a ballplayer can’t be happening. Not again.

      “What’s your last name?” His voice comes out breathy, and I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows and waits expectantly at my hesitation. “I, uh, need it for homework assignments, sweet cheeks.”

      Ugh, his awful nickname breaks the strange hold he has over me, and I reclaim my hand. Ironically, I like Pole Girl better. “It’s Gonzalez.”

      “Now that wasn’t too bad. Number?” He whips his phone out but is met with silence. He arcs an eyebrow at my reluctance. “We’ll have to contact each other. If I don’t get it now, I’ll just have to later.”

      Whether I want to admit it or not, he’s right. I snatch the phone from his hand and punch in the digits. “This number is to be used solely for lab questions.”

      When I’m done, I hold it for him to take. His fingertips brush against mine, and the warm, tingling sensation causes my gaze to meet his. That cocky, lopsided grin reappears, and I steel my insides against the words I know are coming.

      “I told you you’ll be giving me your number.”

      Yep, Heartburglar is back. We’ll see if your attitude tones down a notch after you read today’s gossip column. “You are a cocky one, aren’t you?”

      “Nah, you just bring it out in me.”

      “Lucky me.”

      We dive into the assignment our professor announced. This is going to be one long semester if I have to keep my desire in check.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          BRAXTON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cessna’s Baseball Captain Known as a Player on and off the Field.

      

        

      
        Rumor has it, Modern-day Babe Ruth was seen at the upscale restaurant, Dida’s, with not one but two women on the same night. Sources say after he left with the first girl only thirty minutes passed before entering with another willing participant. Yes, you read correctly, thirty minutes later. A swift goodbye or is baserunning not the only thing he’s quick at? Inquiring minds want to know.

        But don’t distress.

      

        

      
        Despite unknowingly not having the lead attention of their male partner, both ladies left with a smile. I hope the team captain has as much luck stealing bases as he does stealing those hearts. Heartburglar has upped his game.

      

        

      
        Till next rumor.

        Mel G.

        Rumor Has It, CU’s newest gossip column.

      

      

      

       “What the fuck is this?” I stare at the article on my phone, my pulse racing. Is this some sort of joke? I scan the link my teammate Garret sent me and run my hand across my jaw. The article looks legit. But seriously. What. The. Fuck. And fuck this Mel G., whoever he is. I have no idea what I did to piss this guy off but going after my masculinity is a new low.

      I push the front door open and stalk to the area we consider the living room. All the jock houses are built the same—two-story, block-style homes. The bottom level is like a studio featuring a big open-floor plan. Since there’s an upper level, a massive beam runs across the ceiling between the kitchen and living room supported by two metal poles. That’s right. In lieu of walls, the architect in charge of designing college housing—for jocks, no less—designed a living room with stripper poles.

      Even the mere thought of scantily clad women can’t make me feel better. I’m so pissed.

      The thumping in my ears drowns the male cackling coming from the kitchen area. The article doesn’t mention names, but everyone will recognize the nickname. The announcers started calling me Modern-day Babe Ruth after I belted out twenty-four home runs freshman year. The name stuck along with my stats.

      “You bagged two girls in one night? When were you going to share it with the class?” Garret, our shortstop, peers over the kitchen island with a grin stretching as wide as the outfield.

      Noah guffaws, but the sound gets drowned out by him drinking orange juice straight from the bottle. I don’t chastise him for either one while I toss my book bag beside the brown leather sectional. Grinding my teeth, I count to five as I sink into the cushions. The last thing I want is for the guys to know how pissed I am about the article. “That isn’t what happened.”

      “I don’t know, Mr. Heartburglar. It sounds like to me you’re covering up for your ‘shortcomings.’” Noah, my supposed best friend since childhood, drops his gaze to my crotch. I flip him off which makes him laugh harder. He places the now contaminated OJ back into the refrigerator and steps toward the couch.

      “I don’t have any shortcomings.” I may be somewhat selective about who I screw, but they always leave satisfied.

      “What the hell is a Heartburglar anyway?” Garret asks, drawing another cackle from Noah. They plop their asses on the couch, and I notice the school newspaper in Noah’s hands. Of course, he has it open to the sports section. My hands clench into fists.

      “It’s a play on words. Like...like—” Noah doubles over in laughter, unable to finish his sentence. And for some stupid reason, the question mark looming over Garret’s face prompts me to answer.

      “It’s like the Hamburglar from McDonald’s.” I immediately wish I kept quiet when Noah belts out another howl. Seriously, the article isn’t that funny.

      “But instead of stealing hamburgers, he steals”—Noah smacks the top of his knee with his palm as he tries to talk between laughter—“hearts. He steals hearts. The reporter is a freaking genius.”

      “The reporter’s shit.” I glare at my asshole buddies.

      “Oh, that’s classic.” Garret joins Noah in the five-minute laugh-a-thon all done at my expense.

      “Seriously, do we know this Mel G.?” I look expectantly at the two of them. When we’re on the field, these guys have my back one hundred percent of the time. Off the field, I’m beginning to question their loyalty.

      “Not a clue, but I like him,” Noah says. “Maybe you can do an exclusive interview?”

      I flip him off again. “I didn’t have two dates. I didn’t even have one. I was with Isabella and Shannon for Christ’s sake.”

      “Nope, it’s in print. It has to be true.” Garret points to the article lying on Noah’s lap.

      When did my best friends become dickheads?

      “It’s a gossip column, hardly the place for truth. Since when did CU News become a gossip rag? Is this what the school has succumbed to? Worrying about my dating life?” This is the third year I’ve attended Cessna University, and there has never been a gossip column. Why would they start now and place it in the sports section? This sacred section should only contain articles about the teams and players. Not this shit.

      “You worried your reputation will be tarnished?” Garret crosses his arms behind his head and stretches his legs out. “There’ll still be plenty of hearts to steal but not for you.”

      Noah busts out laughing. Again.

      “It’s not that funny,” I bite out and then turn to Garret. “And you’re right, the girls will still be there.” I push off the couch and grab my bag. Before landing on the first step, I add, “For me, Garret. All for me.”

      That gets him to stop laughing. Garret never hooks up with anyone. He goes home every chance he gets. Noah and I think he has a girlfriend back home, but he never mentions her. The only girl I’ve seen him with is Lexie, and they’re just friends. We’ve been teammates since freshman year, but he keeps his home life private. Outside of baseball, the only personal thing I know about him is his major. He’s studying to be an architect. He’s one hell of a shortstop and can easily go pro. I know he could. He’s just as talented as me, but he has no desire to take that path. Lucky bastard.

      I push through my bedroom door and toss my book bag on my desk chair. The rooms aren’t large, but they offer privacy. Each player has their own bedroom that comes furnished with a full-sized bed and desk. Our fourth roommate, Dalton, hasn’t arrived yet. The coach informed us that he’ll be delayed but didn’t elaborate. As long as he has been working out, he won’t miss much on our end, but I think my other roommates are anxious to see if he’ll fit in here.

      After fishing the laptop out of my bag, I plop on my bed and fire it up. I have one mission—to find everything I can about Cara Gonzalez. The girl plagues my thoughts. She’s a damn mystery I can’t quite figure out. And I don’t know why I’m so hung up on her. Sure, she’s beautiful, but the girl drives me crazy. She hasn’t been overly friendly. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. She hasn’t shown any interest in me.

      Not once since arriving here have I had to chase a girl. Truth be told, I’ve never chased them. There is a reason Shannon calls me Gee-Gee, and it has nothing to do with my name and everything to do with my label. It started in junior high when people recognized my talent. The girls, well, they recognized my looks and dubbed me Triple G. which stood for gifted, genius, and gorgeous. The name hit all of my areas: talent, smartness, and looks. Stupid, I know, but the name stuck with me all throughout high school. It drove my girlfriend, Jasmine, crazy.

      But even on campus, I can’t go anywhere without someone flirting. That’s just how it is. Everyone knows I’m destined for the major leagues. That knowledge alone brings forth a swarm of cleat chasers and reasons for not committing to one girl. Aside from not trusting their intentions, I vowed to stay single and focus on baseball and studies after Jasmine broke up with me. There’s a reason my dad tells me to stay focused. I was a mess after Jasmine’s and my split. There hasn’t been one girl to consume my thoughts, until now.

      Baseball never came up in

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        SWINGING STRIKE
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Need More Braxton?
      


      		
        Also by Kimberly Readnour
      


      		
        Behind the Count Excerpt
      


      		
        Second Chance Hero Excerpt
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Kimberly Readnour


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cover-6.jpg
KIMBERLY READNOUR







