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  Blurb


Arrogant Ball Player? No thanks. Broody grump who rescues dogs? Yes please. Too bad he’s both. 
When Annie Wright met Brandon Sims, she thought he was just an arrogant baseball player, self-absorbed and only out for #1. And who needs that? Not this girl.
But when the gruff athlete walks into her veterinary clinic with a wounded dog he’s rescued, she sees a totally unexpected side of him. Beneath his tough exterior is a guy who’s more cinnamon roll than he lets on—too bad he’s terrified of showing it.
She’s always been a sucker for an underdog. And what’s more underdog than a guy who doesn’t realize how great he is?
 
Grab this steamy wounded hero stand-alone about a veterinarian who can't help but fall for a grumpy pro baller and his adorable dog.






  
  BEFORE YOU READ


This book contains content that may be triggering for some readers. 
If you would like to learn more about the content warnings for this book please visit Lauren's website:  https://www.laurenfraser.com/catching-the-fly






  
  Chapter One


What a shitty way to end the season. Brandon Sim’s stared into his half empty beer. There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to drown out what he was feeling. The season had looked so promising early on. How the hell could they get knocked out in the first round of playoffs? 
“Another round?” Lou Hernandez asked.
Brandon blinked and looked up from his glass at the first baseman, then at the rest of the table. His teammates looked just as dejected and pathetic as he felt. 
“Yeah, may as well,” he replied. Just because there wasn’t enough beer to make him forget, it didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.
Scanning the bar, his sight lingered on a sexy brunette at a table of women. While beer might not work, a woman like that would go a long way toward turning the night around. The brunette threw her head back and let out a loud, full-bodied laugh he could hear from across the room. People from the neighboring tables all turned to look at her, but she seemed oblivious to the stares. Or maybe she just didn’t care. 
He took a sip of beer as he watched her. He’d always had a thing for brunettes and judging from her laughter, she’d be exactly what he was looking for in bed. Loud and uninhibited. 
She glanced over at him and their gaze met. The woman watched him longer than was polite. He knew interest when he saw it. Hell yeah, this night just got a lot better. He drained the last of his beer. “If you’ll excuse me, gentleman, I think I’ve found a better offer.”
“What? The brunette that just gave you the cold shoulder?” Lou asked.
“She didn’t give me the cold shoulder. She was eyeing me up. She’s interested.” 
Lou snorted. “There’s zero chance she’s going home with you tonight.”
“Yeah, you want to bet?”
Lou turned and looked at the table of women. The redhead nudged the brunette, who shook her head, refusing to look their way. “Oh definitely. It’s on. Zero chance with that one.”
“What do you want to bet?”
“All right, let’s see.” Lou tapped his nose with his finger like it would help him think.
“My god, you two are pathetic. You’ll bet on anything,” Pete said.
“Come on, Pete, look at that woman. There’s no way she’d go home with cocky McGee here?” Lou flicked his thumb toward Brandon.
Brandon glanced over at the woman again. She still hadn’t looked back at him. A little niggle of doubt stirred in his chest. Maybe she wasn’t such a sure thing. But no, he knew interest when he saw it, and she had definitely been interested. She might play it coy now, but she was attracted to him.
“Yeah, I don’t think she’s in the market for a hookup, man. The blonde at her table maybe, but not the brunette,” Pete agreed.
“Okay, so when you lose, you can do my laundry for a month,” Lou said.
“And when I win?” Brandon asked.
Lou smirked. “Not happening, but I’d do yours.”
“Nah, I want my car fully detailed, inside and out.”
“Fuck that, that shit’s expensive,” Lou groaned.
“What? Not feeling so cocky now, Lourdes?” Brandon said, using his teammate’s full name. “We both know your housekeeper would be doing my laundry if you lost. This way you gotta put up some cold, hard cash,” Brandon taunted. 
Lourdes Hernandez hated losing. It was one of the things that made him such a great first baseman.
Lou stuck out his hand. “Deal.” 
Brandon shook his hand. “My car is going to look so good.”
“You two are idiots,” Ryan Graves said.
“Yeah, but I’m going to be an idiot with a pretty car and a hot woman in my bed,” Brandon said.
“We’ll see,” Lou mocked.
Brandon pushed away from the table and walked toward the group of women. The brunette flicked a glance his way, then back to her friends.
He stopped at the edge of the round table beside the brunette. “Hi ladies.”
The sexy brunette gave him a small smile. Unfortunately, her redheaded friend glanced at him and rolled her eyes, hard. He flicked a look back at his friends, who all watched him raptly. 
Okay shit, maybe this was going to be a lot harder than he’d expected, but he liked a challenge. He turned to the sexy brunette. “Hi, I’m Brandon.”
She looked at him, then at his friends, then back at him. “Okay,” she replied.
Okay, that was it? That was all she was going to give him? “What’s your name?” he asked.
Crickets.  
The blonde beside her seemed to take pity on him. “Her name is Annie and I’m Jen.” She pointed to the redhead. “This is Patrice and Carla,” she said, indicating the other brunette at the table. 
“Nice to meet you all. Can I buy you ladies a round of drinks?”
“No,” the redhead replied.
“Absolutely,” Carla said at the same time. The redhead glared at her friend.
“Have I offended you in some way?” Brandon asked the redhead, Patrice. What was the woman’s problem? He hadn’t even come over to talk to her, so why was she hitting him so hard with the cold shoulder?
Patrice glanced at him, then looked over at his friends. “Let me guess, you have some kind of wager with your friends that you can bag one of us for the night?”
He winced, then tried to recover so she didn’t see it. How the hell did she know that and why did it sound so bad when she said it? 
When he’d been talking with Lou, it hadn’t sounded that awful. It was just something they did. A friendly wager to up the thrill of the chase a little bit.
Ignoring the grumpy redhead, he turned to Annie. “Look, I noticed you, obviously, and thought you were gorgeous and would kick myself if I didn’t come over.”
“So the wager is to bang Annie, then?” Patrice asked.
The table rattled and shook. “Ouch, I just kicked the post,” Carla groaned.
Patrice narrowed her eyes at her friend and Brandon bit back a laugh. He was pretty sure if that post hadn’t gotten in the way Carla would have kicked her friend under the table. 
He knew redheads could be fiery, but this lady took the prize. Patrice sure as hell was not on board with him being there, but so far, Annie hadn’t shut him down and her other friends weren’t completely opposed to him hitting on her. So that was good.
“So how come people keep coming up to your table tonight? Who are you guys?” Jen asked.
“We play for the Hawks,” Brandon replied, keeping his eyes on Annie the entire time to see if she had any reaction. Unfortunately, she didn’t.
“Like the baseball team?” Jen said.
“Yeah.” He scanned the room. Several of his teammates played pool in the back corner. “This is kind of a known Hawks hangout.”
“Known. Meaning if we’re here, we must have known that you guys would be here after your game?” Patrice asked.
He shrugged. In his experience on a game night, the only people in the place were Hawks fans.
“My god,” the redhead mumbled. 
What was with this woman? He didn’t stand a hope in hell of getting anywhere with Annie if this woman didn’t let up a little.
“How come you’re so prickly?” he asked. 
“I just think it’s a bit ridiculous that you think just because you’re some big shot ballplayer we’ll all drop our panties the second you ask.”
“Hey now, that’s not fair. I don’t expect all of you to drop your panties.” The only panties he cared about were Annie’s. He flashed her what he hoped was a charming smile. 
Annie rolled her eyes, but two of her friends giggled at least. So he still had hope. She hadn’t shot him down yet, but she wasn’t giving him the green light either. And for some reason, it kind of turned him on. Normally women fawned all over themselves with him and that wasn’t being egotistical, it was just the facts.
He stared at the woman in front of him. She really was beautiful. He could just imagine what her thick, wavy brown hair would feel like against his fingers. The way her green eyes sparked with a hint of interest made him wonder what they would look like during the heat of passion.
“Look, why don’t we try this again?” He shifted his body so he was looking down at her. “Hi, I’m Brandon. I was sitting over there with my friends and couldn’t help but notice how beautiful you are, and I was wondering if I could buy you a drink.”
Her eyes softened, and she smirked slightly. “Does that usually work?”
He shifted uncomfortably. “Usually yeah?”
Annie laughed and shook her head. “Wow, okay, that’s not saying much about my gender.” She looked around at her friends. “Would that work on any of you?”
Oh shit, please don’t ask the redhead that. Brandon watched the other women expectantly, knowing full well their answers could either help him or kill him dead in the water. 
“Definitely not,” the redhead grumbled. 
That was not surprising. Of course she would say that.
“He’s pretty cute, so—” Jen shrugged. 
“I’m not ashamed to admit I’d go home with him.” Carla winked at him.
“Umm thanks, I think.” 
Carla’s gaze ran up and down his body and he had to fight to stand still. God, was that what women felt like when he did that? Shit, he sure hoped not because he felt like he needed a shower.
He glanced over at Annie. The right side of her mouth curved up slightly. He was pretty sure she was enjoying his discomfort. And fair enough, he maybe deserved that.
Annie shifted in her chair and faced him. “So what’s the bet?”
“Pardon?” he replied.
Picking up where Patrice had left off, she asked, “What’s the bet? You take me home and what do you win?”
“I get to go home with you.” He let his gaze roam down her body suggestively. “I think what I’m winning is pretty obvious.”
“Right.” She snickered. “Besides the obvious.” 
She glanced over at his friends who were pretending to be in conversation but were still very obviously paying attention to what was happening with the ladies. 
“What was the wager?” she asked.
“How come you’re so sure we made a wager?”
“Because we all know guys like you. There’s no chance you and your buddy with the hat don’t have some kind of bet going on. So spill it.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “You make it sound like me coming over here was just some kind of game. It wasn’t. At all.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
He should just leave. There was zero chance this woman was going home with him. Why did he feel the need to stick around and talk to her? To explain himself. Why did he even care? “Okay, yes, we made a bet, but I was coming over here regardless.”
“So, what was the bet?”
“Get my car fully detailed,” he mumbled.
“Nice. That’s better than I thought it was going to be. I was expecting you’d owe him a beer or something. But car detailing is good, that’s worth winning over.”
She looked him up and down. “So what, you wanted to just fuck here in the bathroom?”
He stepped back. “God, no, I’m not that big of a dick.”
“Oh, so you have to go home with me to win?”
“Fuck, no, i…it’s not,” he stammered. “Look, forget it. I’m sorry I bothered you.”
“It’s all good.” Annie laughed. “You’re a good-looking guy. I’m sure you’ll find some other woman who’s willing to go home with you.”
Annie turned to her friends. “And on that note, I’m going to head out.”
“Already?” Carla whined.
“Yeah, I have an early morning.”
“Okay, we love you.” Jen blew her a kiss across the table.
Annie stood up and he knew he should step back, but he couldn’t help himself. The impression she had of him cut. Sure he could be an asshole, but he wasn’t the guy she thought he was. Or at least he hoped he wasn’t. Okay, making a wager on sex was kind of douche thing to do but…He took a deep breath. 
“Look Annie, I’m really sorry if I offended you. Honestly, when I saw you the only thought on my brain was I have to meet her. Yeah, maybe I went about it the wrong way, but I had to take my shot. I would have regretted it if I hadn’t come over.”
“I appreciate your apology,” Annie replied.
“Can I at least walk you to your car?” 
“What? So your friends think you won the bet? You walk me to my car, then head home and they are none the wiser?”
“Jesus. What the fuck kind of men have you met before? No, I don’t cheat. That’s not winning.”
“Then why do you want to walk me to my car? I think I’ve made it pretty clear we aren’t going home together.”
“Oh, believe me, I’m very aware,” he muttered. “But I don’t like the idea of you walking to your car alone. It’s late, it’s not the best area. I’d just feel better if you let me walk you to your car, so I know you got there safely.”
She stared at him, assessing him. “And I’d be safe with you?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“How do I know that?”
“You don’t I guess.” He looked around the bar. “Most of the people in here know who I am. Fans wouldn’t like me if I was known to be sleazy.”
“He’s right, Annie,” Jen said. “Just let him walk you to your car. We’d all feel better knowing you were safe.”
“Fine,” she agreed begrudgingly.
Of course this was how his evening was going to play out. The team had been destroyed on the field and now he was striking out with a woman. Perfect. 
He didn’t even bother looking over at his friends as he walked out of the bar with Annie. Let them think what they wanted. The moment he walked back into the bar they’d realize he’d lost the bet.
“I’m just down here,” Annie said when they exited the bar.
He kept pace with her as they walked down the street. At the corner, a group of intoxicated men watched as they walked toward them. Instinctively, he stepped closer to Annie, minimizing the distance between them, leaving no question that they were together. 
Once they were past the group, Annie spoke. “Thanks for walking me to my car. I appreciate it.” She glanced over her shoulder at the group of men.
“No problem.”
“So you’re really going to go back to the bar and admit to your friend you lost the bet?”
“Yeah, of course.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her sneaking little glances at him. “Why do you sound so surprised?”
“I don’t know. Your friends already think you won. It’d be pretty easy to just head home. In my experience, that’s what most people would do.”
He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I’m not most people.” 
“This is me,” she said, stopping beside a newer looking SUV.
“Any chance I could get your number? I meant what I said about regretting it if I didn’t take my shot.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she replied.
“Why’s that?”
“I just don’t think we have much in common.”
“How do you know? We just met.”
“Call it a hunch,” she said.
He dug his hands deeper into his pockets and exhaled. “That’s too bad. If you change your mind, my last name’s Sims. I can be reached through the team.”
“I won’t, but thanks.” She smiled, softening the blow. 
He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had shot him down. Just because it didn’t happen very often didn’t mean it didn’t suck when it did.
“Thanks for walking me to my car and for proving me wrong about what kind of guy you are.”
“Anytime.”
What was he doing with his life? Was she wrong about what kind of guy he was? Not really. He’d gone up to her thinking she was a sure thing. Believing he was going to go home with her. 
The fact she proved him wrong didn’t change the kind of person he was. It just said she wasn’t the kind of person he’d thought she was. It said nothing about him. 
When did he become that guy?
He waited while Annie got into her car, started it and drove away before slowly walking back toward the bar.
Back inside the bar, he nodded to Annie’s friends as he walked past.
“What are you doing back here already?” Lou asked.
“Didn’t work out,” he muttered. Sliding into his vacant seat, he eyed his empty beer glass. May as well get drunk since he wasn’t getting lucky. He picked up the jug from the middle of the table and refilled his mug. 
“What happened? I thought that was a sure thing?” Lou pressed.
“Clearly it wasn’t,” he grumbled. “And maybe we shouldn’t bet on things like women anymore.”
“Ah, don’t be all sour because you lost,” Lou mocked.
“I’m not, I’m just saying, maybe that’s kind of a dick thing to do.”
“Whatever,” Lou said. “You still lost. My car is going to look so pretty when she’s all sparkly. This is so much better than laundry.”
“Fuck you.” He laughed.






  
  Chapter Two


Brandon’s heart pounded as he sprinted down the last hill. He flicked a glance at his watch, then kicked his speed up even faster. If he wanted to beat his best time, he needed to turn it up. Arms pumping, his legs burned as he rounded the last corner and past the giant rock marker he used to indicate the imaginary finish line. He glanced at his wrist again and smiled. Yes, he’d broken his personal best by three seconds. Not a lot, but he still beat it. 
Slowly walking in circles, he let his heartbeat slow down. He paused when he heard a soft whimpering sound. What was that? Was that an animal? 
Standing still, he strained to hear where the sound was coming from. He couldn’t hear anything, then from off to the right he heard a soft whimper like a wounded animal.
Following the sound, he climbed up the hill toward the road. Cars zoomed down the freeway, making it hard to hear anything. This was stupid. Why was he even bothering? It was probably nothing.
He was just about to turn around when he saw movement in the bush at the top of the hill. It didn’t hurt to check it out. 
Carefully trudging through the brush, he could see what looked like possibly a furry leg sticking out of the bush. As he stepped closer to the bush, a low growl sounded. 
Moving slowly so as not to scare the unknown animal, he stepped around the bush. As he rounded the side, a beaten and bloody dog raised its head slightly. The animal’s face was shredded. Brandon sucked in a breath. There was no way that happened from a car. 
The dog tried to lift its head more but could barely move. “Jesus, what happened to you?” Brandon muttered. 
Holding out his hands to show the dog he wasn’t going to harm it, he stepped closer. “It’s okay, I just want to take a look at you and see if I can help,” he told the dog. 
Brandon bent down closer. God, how was this thing even still alive? He crept closer. The dog growled roughly, his massacred face distorting even further as the dog’s lip curled. Brandon sat down on the ground. “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you,” he soothed.
How the hell had this dog gotten here? He looked up at the road, then back at the dog. Had someone thrown him out of their car? That was the only thing that made sense given the condition of the dog. There was no way he’d crawled down there.
He couldn’t just leave him there. Brandon eyed the road again, then down the hill toward his running trail. It’s not like he could carry the dog back to his car. But maybe he could swing back around and pick him up from the road. 
Pushing himself up, he walked up to the road and looked down. He couldn’t see the dog from up there. Shit. How was he going to know where to stop? Spotting loose garbage along the side of the road, he walked along and picked it up. He placed the garbage all in a pile at the edge of the meridian, dumped his water bottle out all over the cement and prayed it would stay wet long enough for him to get to his car and back so he could easily see his makeshift mile marker. 
Taking note of the trees and surrounding area, he hopped back over the meridian and climbed back down to the dog. Taking off his shirt, he tied it around the bush so he could spot it from the road just in case his makeshift marker didn’t work. 
He bent down as close as he dared to the dog. “I’m just going to get my car and I’ll be right back, buddy, okay?” 
The dog simply watched him. It didn’t growl at all. Whether that was because he trusted him or because he was too weak, he couldn’t say. Brandon took one last look at the beaten dog and took off as fast as he dared toward his car. 
He pushed his body. He was in good shape, but he’d already pushed it during his run and had planned to do the last mile as a walking cool down. Not adding in a hike up a steep hill followed by a one mile sprint. By the time he hit his car, his lungs burned.
Brandon pounded his other water bottle, then threw his car into gear. Where the hell was he supposed to take a wounded dog on a Sunday? First, he had to make sure the dog would survive getting into the car.
Keeping his eyes peeled, he spotted his makeshift marker on the side of the highway and pulled over. He looked over the edge. His shirt lay lifeless against the bush. God, he hoped that wasn’t some bad omen of what he’d find when he got down there.
What could he use as a blanket? He spotted his hoodie on the floor of the backseat and grabbed it. Good enough. 
Carefully trudging down the hill, he paused at the edge of the bush. The dog’s low growl was the only indication it was still alive. “It’s okay, buddy, it’s just me. I’m going to take you some place and see if they can fix you up.”
In order to give the dog some time to get used to him, he untied his shirt and put it back on, then sat down on the ground as close as he could to the dog. “I know this is going to hurt, but I have to pick you up and carry you. I’m sorry.” 
He moved his hand toward the dog, and it snarled. There wasn’t a single place he could see that looked like it wouldn’t hurt to touch. How the hell was he going to do this without getting bitten?
He moved closer to the dog. The animal watched him, wary. He stretched his hand out closer but avoided touching the dog. Hoping if he could get his scent, he’d sense he wasn’t in danger. After several minutes, he crept closer again. “I’m gonna pick you up now. I’ll try to be gentle.” The dog eyed him but didn’t move. Brandon held his hoodie out for the dog to sniff. “I just need to wrap you in this to keep you safe.”
He eyed the sweatshirt, then the dog. How the hell was he going to do this without freaking the dog out? 
Brandon took a deep breath. The moment the sweatshirt wrapped around the dog, the wounded animal snapped and flailed. Brandon winced when the dog’s teeth connected with his bare arm. Shit, that hurt.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” he tried to soothe the dog as he wrapped it safely in his hoodie. Once the dog was bundled, Brandon didn’t move as he continued to speak calmly until the dog stopped fighting. Finally, the fight left the dog’s body and the animal stopped squirming. 
Not wanting to scare it, Brandon continued to stay put, talking to the dog. It was probably wishful thinking but after a few minutes Brandon could swear the dog started to trust him as it shifted its weight against his chest like it was trying to get more comfortable. 
“That’s it, buddy,” he soothed. “I’m not gonna lie. The walk up the hill is gonna suck. I’m gonna try not to hurt you at all, but I can’t promise. But we need to move so I can get you to a vet so they can help you.” 
Brandon looked at the dog’s mangled face and into the one eye he thought might still be working. “Don’t bite me again, okay, cuz that hurt. I don’t blame you. I would have bitten me too. But let’s not do it again because I don’t want to accidentally drop you or anything and I might if you get me good.” Brandon stared into the dog’s eye. “I need you to trust me. I’m gonna try my best not to hurt you.”
The dog closed its eye and dropped his head against Brandon’s chest. Taking that as a sign of agreement, he began his assent up the steep terrain. At one particularly steep section, the dog growled slightly when Brandon had to adjust his body to push up the hill, but thankfully he didn’t bite.
When Brandon made it to the top of the hill, he looked down at the bundle in his arms. Blood soaked through parts of his sweatshirt. Shit, some of the wounds had reopened as they came up the hill. 
Brandon eyed the newly restored leather on the backseat of his classic Bronco, then the bleeding dog. Oh well, he sighed and eased the dog into the backseat. The animal barely raised his head as he slid him further onto the seat. God, he hoped this dog made it. 
Rushing around to the driver’s side, he jumped into the car. He needed to find a vet. Fast. He punched the satellite search feature on his phone. “Find an emergency vet clinic,” he said.
He called the first number, which listed an emergency vet number. He pushed one to be connected. No answer. He tried the next number on the list. Same thing. Fuck.
Four phone calls later, he finally got someone on the line. What the hell was the point of after hours service if no one answered the goddamn phone?
“I need a vet,” he said the moment a real person answered the phone.
“Is this an emergency?”
“I wouldn’t be calling the emergency number if it wasn’t,” he snapped.
“Sir, I’m gonna need you to calm down.”
Brandon grit his teeth. In what world did telling someone to calm down ever work? “I found an injured dog and I need to bring him in.”
“You found an injured dog?”
“Yes.”
“How do you know it’s injured?”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” he snarled.
“Sir. I understand you are stressed, but I will not be spoken to rudely.”
“Then how about you don’t ask stupid questions and just tell me where I can bring this dog. He’s covered in blood, barely alive. I just need to bring him in to see a vet.”
“You found him like this?”
“Jesus, yes, that’s what I said.” Did they not freaking train people on these call lines for how to respond to emergencies? What the hell?
“Sir.” 
From that tone, the woman was just one more swear word away from hanging up on him, regardless of the dog’s injuries. “Sorry. I’m worried about this dog and I’d like to bring it in, please.”
With directions to the vet’s office, Brandon took off. He just hoped he got there in time.






  
  Chapter Three


“Ineed a vet,” a male voice yelled from the clinic waiting room. 
Annie turned her attention to the noise. She could dimly hear the muted voice of their receptionist, Dana, followed by the man’s loud, agitated reply, “Get a fucking vet.”
Damn. It was never a good thing when someone came into their office sounding like that. 
Annie placed her hand on the quivering dog in front of her. She ran a soothing hand down its spine. “It’s okay, Skittles.” She looked at her veterinarian assistant, Janelle. “Give me a minute, and I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just send Terri in and we can do the blood draw and clip his nails since his owner wanted that done while he was here.”
“Perfect, thanks.” 
Squaring her shoulders, she mentally prepared herself for what she might find when she stepped outside. The first thing she saw when she walked toward the waiting room was a huge male frame. The second was the large bundle in his arms. What looked like a bloody sweatshirt wrapped around something. Her chest tightened. Had he hit an animal with his car?
“Dr. Wright, thank goodness,” Dana gushed.
The man turned toward her with the bundle is his arms. Her stomach flipped. Brandon Sims. The sexy baseball player from the bar.
“Are you the doctor?” he asked.
Annie stepped closer, trying to make out what kind of animal he had wrapped in the sweatshirt. “I’m the vet, yes.”
“Help him. Please,” he begged, holding his arms out toward her.
“What happened?” 
“I don’t know. Help him.”
She moved to reach her hand out and the animal growled. “Okay, bring him in here.” She gestured toward the exam room to the right of the entrance. 
Brandon moved swiftly into the room, then looked at her like he was waiting for direction.
“Can you put him on the table?” From the size and the growl, she’d guess it was a dog in his arms, but the animal had curled its face into Brandon’s chest and she couldn’t make out much of anything.
He set the animal on the table, and it moaned in pain. “Shh, shh, it’s okay,” Brandon cooed. “This nice lady is going to help you.”
He obviously didn’t have a clue who she was. It stung a little, but what did she expect from a guy who made bets with his friends about picking up women?
Pushing back her annoyance, Annie eyed him. Despite solidifying her view of him as a player, at least he seemed to care about the dog. If she hadn’t seen it for herself, she wouldn’t have thought someone so big could be so gentle.
Brandon gently peeled back the sweatshirt, exposing the dog.
Oh Jesus. 
Annie sucked in a breath. Stepping closer, she scanned the dog visually. The dog’s body was shredded. There was so much blood she couldn’t tell the extent of the damage, but what she could see it was bad. “This dog has been attacked.”
“Yeah.” Brandon moved his hand like he was going to touch the dog, then pulled it back and turned to her. His eyes were tortured as he looked at her. “Do something.”
Annie moved closer to the table. The dog’s lip curled in a snarl the closer she got. Damn it, she wasn’t going to be able to do any kind of examination if she couldn’t get close to it. 
“Poor baby,” she murmured. As she touched the edge of the table, the dog tried to move away from her.
“Shh, shh, it’s okay, she’s not going to hurt you,” Brandon said. 
“I’m just going to do a visual exam until he feels a little safer with me coming near.” Annie watched as the dog tried to shift closer to Brandon. “Can you just keep talking to him? That seems to be helping.”
Without being able to touch the dog, it was hard to see the full extent of the damage. It would help if she knew for sure what had attacked him. Living in the city, the only thing she could think of that would do this kind of damage was another dog. But if they’d been camping or something, it could have been a different animal.
“What happened to him?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? Did he get loose or where was he when it happened?”
“I don’t know,” Brandon muttered.
Her gut clenched. “What do you mean, you don’t know?” 
“I mean, I don’t know,” he snapped. Brandon straightened to his full height and glared at her. “Why does it matter what happened? He’s hurt, help him, that’s your fucking job.”
Annie’s spine snapped. “Whoa. I’m going to need you to take a breath.” Trying to give him the benefit of the doubt, she paused so she remained calm. His dog was injured, and people didn’t always behave well when they were scared. “I get that you’re scared, but I’m trying to help.”
“Are you?” he snarled. “Look at him.” He gestured toward the dog. “He’s hurting. His fucking leg is barely attached. Jesus, fucking help him.”
“I can see his leg is barely attached. He’s obviously lost his eye as well. I’m just trying to figure out what happened.” She took a breath. “Okay, let’s start with his name.”
“I don’t know. He’s not my dog.”
Okay, she had not seen that coming. “Who’s dog is he?”
“I have no idea. I found him when I was out running.”
That didn’t make any sense. The dog clearly trusted him, but every time she got close, he looked ready to fight. “When did you find him?”
Brandon glanced at his watch. “About forty-five minutes ago.” He pushed his hand through his brown hair. “I had to leave him and go get my car. My…” He cleared his throat. “My hoodie was the only thing I had to carry him in. Did I hurt him by moving him?”
“I don’t know.” She eyed the wounded animal. It was amazing the dog was even alive from the looks of him. He was clearly in a lot of pain. “You can just leave him with us and we’ll take care of him.”
Brandon’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean take care of him?”
She looked at the dog again. “Unfortunately, given the situation, I think the only humane thing to do is to help him let go and cross over.”
“You want to kill him?”
“No, I want to ease his suffering.”
“Right,” he scoffed. “You’re not giving up on him that easy.”
Annie reared back. “Pardon me?”
“I’ll pay. Whatever it costs for you to give him a chance, I’ll pay it.”
“Brandon.” She sighed.
His head snapped up at the use of his name, and she winced. Crap, she hadn’t wanted to admit she knew who he was when he clearly didn’t remember her. Hoping to avoid any explanation, she focused on the dog. “We’re talking thousands of dollars of surgery and even then I don’t know if he will make it.”
“But you could at least try.” He glared at her. 
“And then what? Try to get him adopted?”
“Sure, why not?”
She looked over at the mangled dog on her table. “On a good day, a Pitbull is hard to adopt. He won’t let me near him, and I don’t know if that’s his injuries speaking or something else. We don’t know anything about this dog. He could be unadoptable.” She pointedly looked at the obvious bite mark on Brandon’s arm. 
“He at least deserves the chance to find out.”
“Brandon, I don’t even know if he will survive the surgery.”
“He’ll survive.”
“We don’t know that.”
“He’ll survive. He didn’t fight this fucking hard to live just to die now.” He stared at the dog. “He’s a fighter.”
“That’s kind of the problem. He might be so used to fighting he doesn’t know how not to.” She stepped toward the table and the dog snarled. If she had to guess, she’d say even before the injury this dog hadn’t had an easy life. “Abused dogs are hard to adopt.”
Brandon’s entire posture changed. It was like a darkness overtook the entire room. “You think he was abused?” He hadn’t raised his voice, but somehow it felt like the walls shook as he spoke.
“If I had to guess, yes,” she said softly.
“You need to fix him, Doc.”
“And then what? Who is going to look after him? It’s just cruel to make him go through with all the surgery and recovery to not have a home to go to.”
“He’ll have a home,” Brandon declared.
“Right. Are you going to keep him with your schedule?”
His back stiffened. Emotion clouded his eyes, but when he raised his head to look at her, he’d masked his face, and she could no longer read him. “You worry about your job. I’ll worry about mine.”
“I’m not going to do surgery on a dog just to see him have to be put down.”
“He won’t be getting put down,” Brandon snarled. “You know who I am. I’ve got millions of followers. He’ll get adopted. He won’t be getting put down.”
Arrogant prick. Just because he’s some famous asshole doesn’t mean he can find someone to look after a high-needs dog. Annie looked at the dog on the table. Shit. The dog deserved a chance. 
“Fine. But there are no guarantee’s he’s going to make it through surgery. Despite how he’s acting, this dog is seriously injured.”
“Yeah, I’d have to be a fucking idiot not to see that.”
Annie closed her eyes and counted to ten. It wasn’t good business practice to swear at a paying client. “Give your number to Dana at the front desk and she’ll call you with an update later today.”
“I’m not just leaving him here.”
Lord, this man was trying her patience. She took another deep breath. “He’s in good hands.”
“He won’t even let you near him. How the fuck are you supposed to sedate him?”
The man had a point. It would be a lot easier to give the dog something to calm him down with him in the room. “This isn’t my first time around an injured animal. They often don’t want to let anyone near them.” 
Granted, most of the dogs she saw weren’t in this condition. “I promise to do everything in my power to give him the best possible chance.” 
She looked down at the wounded dog. The sooner she was able to help him, the better chance he’d have. “Just give me a minute and I’ll be right back.”
Annie rushed out of the room. She popped her head into Skittles’ exam room. “Change of plans. I need to do emergency surgery on this dog that just came in. Terri, can you wrap up things with Skittles and ask Dr. Main to do his vaccination for me? Janelle, I need you to prep the OR for an amputation, leg and eye and we’ll see what else needs done once we get in there.”
“Oh my god,” Terri cried. 
“Yeah, it’s a bad one.”
“I’m on it,” Janelle said, and hastily followed Annie out of the room and down the hall. 
Her vet tech, Sarah, stepped out of the breakroom. “Sarah, perfect. I’m gonna need your help to move a dog into the exam room once I get him settled.”
“Sure.”
“Exam room 2. I’ll buzz you when I’m ready,” she called as she proceeded to the pharmacy.
After grabbing what she needed, she hurried back to the room. Both man and dog watched her as she approached. Even as injured as he was, the dog assessed her every move like he was ready to attack. What had this dog been through that he was like this? Poor thing.
Brandon stepped closer to the dog. “All right, Leo, the doc’s going to fix you up.”
Leo? “I thought you didn’t know his name?”
“I don’t. But he’s a fighter. He’s got the heart of a lion, so it seemed fitting.”
Annie looked down at the wounded animal. “Yeah, it does.” 
It was going to take all of her skill to give this dog a fighting chance. She looked over at the giant baseball player across the table. He seemed to care about Leo now, but would he still in a couple weeks when the dog was ready to go home if he made it? Only time would tell. 
She pulled a needle out of her coat pocket. “I’m just going to give him something to help with the pain and help him relax so we can move him.”
Leo growled when she stepped closer. Brandon slowly reached out and touched an exposed spot on the dog’s good front leg. Surprisingly, the dog let him. Annie eyed Brandon. “You really just met this dog?”
“Yeah.”
It was remarkable how much the dog seemed to trust a stranger. While Brandon continued to gently stroke the dog’s foot, cooing and talking to keep the dog calm, she quickly went to work, finding a vein in his back leg. In record time, she was done.
While she waited for the medicine to kick in, she rested her hip against the edge of the table. “It was good of you to bring him in.”
“Didn’t really have much choice. I wasn’t going to leave him there.”
“A lot of people would have.”
“Yeah, well, a lot of people suck.”
Unfortunately, sometimes that was true, especially when it came to animals. “Once I have him sedated, I’ll be able to get a better look at his injuries and we can call you with a quote or to discuss the next steps, depending on what I find.”
Brandon raised his head and looked at her. His eyes narrowed. “I don’t need a quote. I need you to do whatever you can to give him the best chance of survival.”
“If you’re sure, then we’ll call you when he’s out of surgery.”
As Brandon looked down at the dog, sadness clouded his face before he sighed and nodded his head. “You keep fighting and I’ll see you after surgery,” he told the dog.
Okay, maybe the guy wasn’t so bad after all. Clearly, he cared about animals, so he couldn’t be all bad, despite how arrogant he’d seemed the first time they’d met and again today.
He pinned her with a stare. “Make sure that I do,” he growled.
Or maybe he was that bad. “Give Dana your number and we’ll call you when he’s out.”
With a grunt, Brandon turned on his heel and walked toward the door of the small exam room. The second he stepped out of the room, it instantly felt like it doubled in size and her nerves calmed. 
She looked down at the dog on the table. Now the real work began.






  
  Chapter Four


The following morning, Brandon nodded to a couple of his teammates as he wandered into the gym. During the off-season, they all kept their own hours. He preferred working out mid-day when the gym was virtually empty, but he wanted to head to the vet to check in on Leo as soon as possible. 
Dr. Wright had called last night before she left for the evening and had said Leo was doing well, but he needed to see him for himself. 
As he began doing his warmup, his mind wandered to the sexy vet. He hadn’t recognized her at first. The sedate vet with the tight, low ponytail and glasses had barely resembled the knockout from the bar with the bawdy laugh. It was the slightly disdainful look in her eyes that he’d recognized more than anything.  
The woman had already shot him down once and after yesterday’s encounter, he was pretty sure her feelings about him being a dick had only solidified. His concern for Leo hadn’t exactly softened his edges much. The fucking receptionist had practically hidden under her desk when she’d seen him.
“Brandon, can you spot me?” his teammate Smitty called.
Brandon glanced over at the bench where Smitty was setting up his weights. “Sure.” 
Smitty lay down on the bench and positioned himself under the barbell for his chest press. Brandon eyed the weights. “This your max?”
“Yeah.”
“Cool, you mind if I work in?”
Smitty’s eyes widened. “This is your warmup weight?”
Brandon looked at the weight. “It’s a little heavier than what I normally warmup with, but it’ll work.”
“How much heavier?”
“About 10lbs.”
“Fuck, my max is 10lbs heavier than your warmup. That’s depressing.”
Brandon shrugged. “Why? I’ve got like five or six inches on you.”
“Still,” Smitty muttered. “Kind of embarrassing.”
“Eh. Do you lift more than you used to?”
“Yeah.”
“All right then.” Brandon rolled his shoulders and stepped up behind the bench to spot. “Let’s go.”
Smitty placed his hands on the bar and lifted. By the fifth rep, he was getting a little shaky. By the sixth, Brandon placed his hands on the bar in case he needed help. At seven, he rolled his eyes as Smitty attempted one more rep, while Brandon held most of the weight. 
Even with his teammates, it still happened the moment he got around them. They felt the need to push it. He honestly couldn’t give two fucks how much they lifted, but for whatever reason, they cared when he was the one spotting them.
Smitty jumped up and traded him places. He repped out a quick ten that had Smitty staring at him with his mouth open.
“What?” 
Smitty shook his head. “Nothing, that’s just impressive, man.”
“Mmm,” he grunted.
“So uh, Kia wanted me to ask you to dinner.”
Over the past several months, he’d become good friends with Kia, much to his teammate’s dismay. The woman seemed determined to bring him into their little fold. “Yeah, I saw the text yesterday.”
Smitty glared at him. “Why didn’t you respond then?”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry. I meant to. I had a thing and got busy.”
“So tonight?”
“Umm.” He was planning on forcing his way into the vet’s office and spending the day with Leo.
“Tomorrow?”
It didn’t seem like he was getting out of this. He’d never been one to do dinners and shit with friends. If they were doing something specific, they hung out. If they weren’t, they didn’t. Intimate dinners to get to know each other better was not his thing in the least. But it was Kia’s and he had to admit once he got there it was usually kind of nice. Usually.
“What do you have tonight that you can’t make dinner?” 
Brandon shifted his body uncomfortably. “I don’t know, stuff.”
“What stuff?” Smitty pressed.
“Jesus, I don’t know. Stuff.”
“No, you need to do better than that, dude. There’s no way I’m going home and telling Kia that you couldn’t make it because you had stuff. She’ll be all over my ass saying I didn’t make her precious B feel welcome and shit. No. Unless you have a date with guaranteed sex, you’re coming.”
Getting laid made him think of the sexy vet. Unfortunately, that wasn’t on the table. “Fine, tell Kia I’ll be there.”
“Cool.” Smitty tapped the barbell. “You want me to spot you?”
“Let me do the next set and then yeah.” He added another plate on each side and did a quick set then grabbed another plate. Smitty’s eyes boggled as he watched him load his max weight. 
“Jesus,” Smitty mumbled.
Brandon lined up and hammered out his reps without help. Looked like he was upping his weight next time.
“What’d you do to your arm?” Smitty asked.
He glanced at the bandage on his arm. “Umm, I didn’t take my time to properly introduce myself.”
“To what?”
“A dog.” He flexed his arm. “Speaking of, I gotta head out to check on him.”
“To check on a dog?” 
“Yeah.”
“You?”
Brandon’s shoulders stiffened. “Yeah me, why do you sound so surprised? 
“I don’t know. I just didn’t know you liked dogs.”
“Of course I like dogs. I’m not a psycho.”
Smitty snorted. “That’s the criteria? Like DSM5 definition?”
“Fuck you.” He laughed. “I’m just saying, everyone likes dogs.”
“I sure as hell don’t like my neighbor’s. Although I guess it’s more my neighbor I don’t like rather than the dog.”
“What’s wrong with the neighbor?”
“His fucking dog shits everywhere and he never picks it up. It doesn’t matter how many times I talk to him. It’s like he sends the fucking thing over to my

















OEBPS/cover.jpeg
LAUREN FRASER







