

    
            Chapter One 





			Stay in your legs. Don’t forget to breathe. Razor willed her heart to slow. The beats grew farther apart. She closed her eyes. Deep inhale, long exhale. She was there in the space between sounds—that was where the calm lived. Razor opened her eyes. The red light flicked on. She tightened her grip and waited.

			A bright yellow ball launched at her, rotating in a nonsymmetrical spin, a very familiar rotation that meant the ball dropped sharply before the plate. Razor choked up on the bat, planted her left foot firmly on the turf, and pushed her momentum forward. Hands, barrel, head were in perfect alignment. Then, a slight twitch in her shoulder and her head came up too early. The ball glanced off the metal bat and trickled to the hole at the bottom of the cage. She growled, frustrated. After five years of owning a batting cage and coaching on proper hitting technique, you’d think she’d know to keep her body and head in line with the swing.

			The red light came on again, and Razor refocused. This time, her head stayed parallel to her bat. Her hands stayed back behind the bat head, and she propelled the ball into the air. Perfect execution.

			She continued hitting for the next fifteen minutes. When the light clicked off the final time, she dropped the bat to the turf and leaned heavily on the knob. Noises faded into her consciousness once again. Machines whirred, metal hit leather with a distinct ping, children laughed enthusiastically, and nineties country music filtered through the speaker system. Behind her was a low murmur of conversation, and she turned to a group of young girls looking and whispering in awe.

			“If you want to learn to hit home runs,” Razor said, making eye contact with each girl in turn, “I hold a hitting clinic every Saturday at one.” The girls sprinted away in search of their parents. Razor laughed. She remembered her own eagerness at that age to hit a home run and knew the parents were in trouble.

			“Okay, Jimmy,” she shouted. “This machine is ready to go.”

			Jimmy, her right-hand man and assistant manager, gave his signatory thumbs-up and made his way toward the pavilion.

			Razor stored the bat in a metal cylinder outside the cage, a recent addition after she nearly twisted her ankle tripping over a bunch of bats strewn across the floor. She removed her batting gloves and plopped them into her helmet, then ran a hand through her hair, shaking out the strands and trying to tame the thick mane into something presentable after being matted down. She gave up and pushed her unruly hair behind her ears as she looked on in earnest at a parent biting their nails, willing their child to contact the ball. Judging by the small stature, the child was five or six years old, and Razor knew this was their first time in the cage. Razor’s face broke into a smile, still in disbelief at how much had changed since her mom first opened Slugfest.

			Even at thirteen, Razor was skeptical when her mother took on such a risky business venture. A batting cage in Walnut Ridge, Arkansas—population 5,500—didn’t really say success. But Maggie Mitchell didn’t shy away from a challenge. “When the right moment comes along, you have to embrace it,” she’d say. Over the years, she made improvements when funds were available. When the new interstate was announced, her mom looked relieved. “Talk about coming up clutch,” she’d said, and it truly was a clutch moment. Up until then, Slugfest had been scraping by. Now with a more direct, faster route to the small town, her mom’s business became a hub for the surrounding communities’ sports teams, a destination rather than a detour. Soon she had enough money to update the machines and netting and even put in wall-to-wall artificial turf that rivaled the facility in the relative metropolis of Jonesboro just twenty minutes down the road. Everything was going great, and Razor had grand designs of coming back and helping her mom once she graduated from San Diego State.

			Then came the diagnosis and a negative prognosis. Her mom struggled to keep the doors open in between appointments and treatments. Luckily, her lifelong friend Jimmy came on and took over. And when Razor returned home, he stayed on to help.

			Razor had thought about selling Slugfest after her mother’s death, but she couldn’t let go of her mother’s dream. Turned out to be the smartest decision she ever made because it saved her from crippling sorrow. In a way, Slugfest became a haven. Razor wanted all athletes to have the feeling of safety every time they walked through the door, not just a place to fulfill their physical needs, but also to care for their mental health. It’s what her mom would’ve wanted, and it was the next step in the evolution of Slugfest.

			Razor reached the end of the cage line and laughed as Jimmy contorted his tall, lanky frame around the metal scaffolding, trying not to hit the bars with his head. She shook her head and leaned through the doorway.

			“You know, it’s no trouble for me to come back there and help,” she yelled.

			Jimmy’s arm got stuck behind a pipe, then he turned his body sideways, dislodging the appendage before answering. “And lose another hat? I’d rather have you out there hitting line drives at my head, thank you.”

			She rolled her eyes, pretending to be annoyed about an incident that still sort of embarrassed her, two years later.

			“I got you a new hat.”

			Jimmy squeezed his way out of the opening and pulled off said hat. “Yeah, and I’m still trying to break it in.” He emphasized his statement by bending the bill into submission before putting it back on his head.

			Razor held up her hands in surrender and noticed the time on her watch. “Oh shit, it’s almost time for my class. Take care of this for me, please.” She handed him her helmet, then took off in the opposite direction toward her office.

			Jimmy caught up to her after he dropped her gear at the counter. “I still don’t understand why you need to take a class to help you talk to athletes.”

			“Because, Jimmy, the game is changing,” she explained, frustrated. “It’s not just about the physical preparation, and if we want to broaden our customer base, we need to be able to give athletes the tools for all their needs.”

			“But…psychology?”

			Razor stopped at her office door and turned abruptly, causing him to almost run into her. “It’s important to understand the mentality of an athlete, maybe more so than their physicality. Remember when I first came back from San Diego, how much of a wreck I was?”

			Jimmy nodded.

			“Seeing a therapist helped me deal with all that was going on in my head with Mom’s death and…the other stuff.”

			“But all you did was talk to this woman,” Jimmy pointed out.

			“And sometimes that’s all athletes need, but I want to be able to do more,” Razor explained. “I want to help them. But I need to learn how to do it. Understand?”

			Jimmy ducked his head. “Yeah, I do. Sorry.”

			Razor patted his shoulder. “It’s okay. Sport psychology isn’t talked about a lot, but that’s changing. Which is why I’m taking this class.”

			“Then I won’t keep you any longer,” Jimmy replied. “And I’ll do my best not to interrupt you for the next hour unless it’s an emergency.”

			Razor released a breath as he walked away, then turned and entered her office. She quickly booted up her computer and logged into the Western University course website with a minute to spare.

			Excitement coursed through her veins. True, it was only one class. And while she would have preferred to take it in person, driving into Jonesboro for just one class three days a week, even with the highway, was too much of a time suck. Best to ease into it and see how good her juggling was with running a business and course work, and then maybe next fall she’d take on more and make the trek to the college.

			As green dots appeared next to the names listed on the roster, Razor rubbed her hands in anticipation.

			“Here we go,” she whispered and dived headfirst into the first of many new tools she hoped to acquire.

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			Ashton Sharpe was a hot mess. After years of organizing study schedules around game schedules, you’d think she’d manage to get her act together. Her second semester in the psychology doctorate program, and she was acting like a first-year undergrad instead of an almost thirty-year-old woman who’d been in school longer than most four-year prospects. She’d been running late all day, with three psychology classes to teach, including an online course, graduate assistant coach duties on the softball team, and her own studies and dissertation research. Her mind was exhausted just thinking about it.

			Her morning Zoom meeting with her advisory committee was more of a forty-five-minute justification of her topic choice. She signed off with them only to immediately turn around and sign in for the online course. The next few hours were hazy, as she went from one building to another and stood in front of students, uttering words she hoped made sense. By the time she made it to her three o’clock study hour, she was greeted with a 911 text from the coach of the softball team.

			Ashton slowed her pace at the door reading Courtney Dyer, Head Coach of Hornet Softball. The closed door was not a good sign. She smoothed down the strands of blond hair that’d escaped from her ponytail. A quick smoothing of the wrinkles from her blouse and skirt, and she knocked lightly. A soft “Come in” filtered through the door, and Ashton peeked inside.

			The scene matched the urgency of Courtney’s text. Courtney sat behind her desk, looking as ragged as Ashton felt and much older than her twenty-seven years, with the phone pressed tightly to her ear. The third person in the room was the assistant coach, Nancy Inglewood. Her long, lean frame slouched in the chair. Her head tilted down as the short strands on top stood at attention. Ashton closed her eyes and sighed. There was only one reason to call the coaching staff together: player issue.

			An angry voice filtered through the phone, and Ashton sat in the vacant chair next to Nancy. She quickly looked over and mouthed What happened? A quick shake of Nancy’s head, a look of dismay, told Ashton it was bad. Very bad.

			“Thank you, sir. Don’t worry, we’ll find a solution quick. I promise.” Courtney ended the call, threw her phone on the desk, and released a deep sigh. “Thank you both for getting here so quickly. I apologize for the abruptness, but we need to nip this in the bud.”

			“What’s happened?”

			“Taylor was arrested for drug possession last night.”

			Ashton gasped. “Are you serious?”

			“Unfortunately, yes. The university conducted an inspection at her dorm, and they found a bunch of marijuana and drug paraphernalia in her room.”

			Ashton slumped in her chair, her mind racing with this news. Taylor, their junior catcher, was arrested. It made no sense. She had a bright future as a player after graduation and planned to attend graduate school. All of that was gone now. Her life was ruined.

			“Has anyone talked to her?”

			“I spoke to her briefly on the phone,” Nancy said. “She’s obviously very upset, emotional, and worried about what’s going to happen to her.”

			Courtney pointed toward her phone on the desk. “That was the athletic director. She’s off the team, no question, and she will be asked to leave the university.”

			Ashton hated that phrase. Asked to leave. That gave the impression the student had a choice when they didn’t.

			“I’ll reach out to her later, make sure she’s processing everything,” Ashton supplied. The looks of surprise she got were unnerving. “She may have screwed up, but she is…was a part of this team. She’s going to need help dealing with this.”

			Courtney expressed sympathy. “You’re right. We can’t desert her. However, we need a new catcher. And thanks to the transfer portal, that’s not going to be easy.”

			“So we’re essentially screwed,” Nancy chimed in.

			Ashton wrung her hands, willing her brain to come up with some possible solutions.

			“We could always teach one of the other position players.”

			“We don’t have time to teach a player a new position,” Nancy argued, “especially one as important as catcher.”

			“Do you have another idea?” Ashton fired back. “The season starts in three weeks. We don’t have much of a choice.”

			Courtney’s eyes lit up, and she reached for her phone. “There is someone we could ask.”

			“Who?”

			“How well do you remember Kelly Mitchell?”

			Ashton shrugged. “Name doesn’t ring a bell. Should I know it?” Her gaze snapped to Nancy when a loud chuckle bubbled up out of her. “What am I missing?”

			“You seriously don’t remember her?” Nancy asked. Ashton shook her head. “Well, you should since she’s the one who gave you the scar above your left eyebrow.”

			Ashton’s hand immediately went to the place in question and gasped. “You mean Razor? She’s here?”

			Courtney nodded and turned her phone so Ashton could see a picture of the girl she remembered from San Diego State. Now, though, she was definitely a woman.

			“Jonesboro is her hometown,” Courtney clarified. “When I was offered this job, I immediately reached out. Tried to get her on my coaching staff.”

			“You did?” Nancy asked. There was an underlying edge to her voice, but Ashton didn’t dwell on it. She was still shocked at this new piece of information.

			“Are you telling me that Razor Mitchell, one of the best catchers to play the game, is here? In Jonesboro?”

			“Technically, she’s in Walnut Ridge, but it’s only a twenty-minute drive. What do you think?”

			“I think she’d be perfect,” Ashton exclaimed. There was a thrill building within her. She felt a rush of heat at the thought of seeing this girl, this woman, after so much time. What had it been? Five years since Razor vanished from the softball world altogether? She’d be twenty-five now. Still in decent athletic condition if she kept in shape. Thoughts swirled in Ashton’s head as the rush of excitement coursed through her veins. Then she had a sobering thought. “Didn’t she graduate?”

			Courtney shook her head. “She redshirted her freshman year and left after her junior year. So she has one year of eligibility left.”

			“She turned down coaching. What makes you think she’ll want to play?” Nancy said, her irritation in full view.

			“I thought you’d be happy to have a competent catcher for Summer,” Ashton retorted.

			Nancy fidgeted in her seat. “I am. It’s just, it may be more work than teaching a player the position.”

			“Which you weren’t too keen on when it was thrown out there,” Courtney said. “Look, it’s a long shot. And obviously we’ll have to verify her eligibility, but if it’s a viable option, we can at least try.”

			“I agree,” Ashton said. She looked at Nancy, pleading silently.

			“It’s your team, Courtney, and if you want Razor on it”—Nancy threw her hands up in surrender—“then let’s go ask her.”

			Courtney slapped her hands on her desk and grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair. “Let’s get going.”

			“What, now?” Ashton asked.

			“We can’t waste any time. We need a catcher.” And she was gone.

			Ashton and Nancy quickly followed and caught up with Courtney as she unlocked her car. Ashton climbed into the back seat and did her best to calm her nerves. And hide her smile. Her knee bounced as they merged onto Highway 63. She focused on the passing farmland, silos silhouetted against the painted sky, and one thought circled through her mind.

			She was about to be catapulted back into Razor Mitchell’s orbit. Oh, the possibilities.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			Ashton sat at the two-person table, nursing her ice water and ignoring the glares she got from the waitstaff. She’d gotten the table in case anyone wanted to take a break, but it was obvious they were having too much fun to stop. In one hour, Razor had transformed a group of players into a group of friends. They laughed, joked, punched each other playfully. And when they switched partners, everyone looked excited. To think the act of competing against each other, revealing personal details about themselves, could trigger such a massive change in demeanor. Yet the proof was right in front of her. Even Summer was cracking jokes with Harper at the Whac-A-Mole game. She was so caught up in the moment, she failed to notice Razor plopping onto the stool next to her until Razor tapped her shoulder.

			“Are you done?” Ashton asked.

			“Yeah,” Razor said, gasping for air. “I’ve had my fill. Thought I’d keep you company.”

			Ashton smiled. “Well, then I’m going to quiz you.”

			“Quiz me on what?”

			“Your team. This was your idea, and I hope you led by example and learned just as much about them as they did about each other.”

			Razor sat up straight and cracked her knuckles. “Ask away. I’m ready.”

			Ashton chewed on a piece of ice as she scanned the floor. “Tell me about Sabrina.”

			“Sabrina is Latina, the third in her family to attend college. Her two cousins, Lola and Angela, preceded her. Lola is pre-law, just like Sabrina, and Angela’s a third year law student. And they all have very strong opinions about our government’s practices.”

			Ashton laughed.

			“What I find inspiring, though,” Razor continued, “is her passion for victims of injustice. She has vowed to reunite every child who was wrongly separated from their parents at the border.”

			“Wow.”

			“I know. I wanna be her when I grow up.”

			Ashton tilted her head to the person standing next to Sabrina. “What about Emery?”

			Razor chuckled. “She’s a pistol. Local girl, like very local. Originally from Memphis, youngest in her family, with an older brother who played sports and used her for target practice. Says it taught her to be tough. Oh! And she loves cosplay. She’s a theater major and wants to design costumes.”

			Ashton nodded, impressed. “And Harper?”

			“Harper grew up in a family of sports lovers. Dad was a star receiver in football. Mom ran track. Older sister was also a softball player, shortstop not catcher. She carries a lot of expectations but at the same time wants to carve her own path. Has a huge desire to help, that’s why she went into nursing.”

			Razor’s smile was kind. She obviously had a soft spot for the young catcher.

			“And what about Summer? What did you learn about her?”

			Razor scrunched up her face and tapped her chin. “Summer is cautious. She really loves her dad, which is why she chose to go to Western and stay close.”

			Ashton waited, feeling Razor left something out. “There’s something else.”

			“There is, but I’ll let Summer tell you.” She narrowed her eyes and asked, “How did you know there’s more?”

			“Call it an intuition. Plus, you looked like you wanted to say more but stopped.”

			Razor laughed. “You’re really good at picking up on the nuances.”

			Ashton shrugged and hoped the flashing lights disguised her blush. “It’s no different than what you do. Catchers are like the psychologists on the field. They have to be able to read the pitcher as well as the pitch, not to mention keep a cool head when everyone else is losing their shit.”

			Razor scoffed. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

			“That is exactly you. I remember a game where you were catching, and the pitcher was so frustrated because the batter kept fouling off her pitches. I think it was close to twenty total.”

			“Twenty-one, I believe.”

			“Anyway, you called time and went out to talk to her. I don’t know what you said, but her next pitch was hit up the middle. The second baseman dived for the ball and tagged the bag to get the final out.”

			“All I told her was to stop pitching her inside and let the defense work behind her,” Razor admitted.

			“But that’s what makes what you did so amazing. You saw the nuances and knew what adjustment needed to be made. You say I have skills. Yours are better.”

			Razor blushed at the compliment, then furrowed her brow. “Wait…that was the second game of the Super Regionals against Texas, my sophomore year. Courtney was in the circle.” She turned questioning eyes on Ashton. “You were already in Japan by then. How did you know what happened?”

			Ashton crunched the ice in her mouth and swallowed slowly. “I…” She looked down and noticed their hands were close enough to touch. Razor’s skin was nearly palpable.

			“Did you follow me?” Razor whispered.

			There wasn’t anger or bitterness in Razor’s tone, only genuine curiosity. Ashton opened her mouth again, but the words wouldn’t come out. She closed it and stared at the table. She inched her hand closer and laid her pinkie on top of Razor’s hand. When she looked up, she was greeted by a shy, warm smile. Ashton mirrored it with her own, and as she worked up the courage to finally speak, they were interrupted by a loud cough.

			“If you two are done flirting, we have a bone to pick with you,” Emery stated.

			Ashton blinked rapidly and fumbled out, “We weren’t flirting, we were just talking about—”

			“What’s the problem?” Razor saved her from herself.

			“Well,” Emery continued, “each of us asked you how you got your name.”

			“And?”

			“You gave conflicting statements.”

			Razor’s lips twitched with a coy smile. “I have no idea what you mean.”

			Ashton smothered a laugh at Emery’s wide-eyed stare. “You told me you got the name because you rode a Razor scooter to practice every day.”

			“You told me it was because you shaved your head with a straight razor after you made it to the College World Series,” Summer continued.

			“I would never shave my head. I promised my mother.”

			“You told me it was because you always carried a razor blade growing up in a tough neighborhood,” Tori interjected.

			“Hey, Jonesboro was pretty rough back in those days.”

			Ashton rolled her eyes and rubbed at the scar above her eyebrow, trying to hold in her laughter.

			“So which one is it?” Emery asked.

			“Which one is what?”

			“The true story.”

			Razor schooled her features into a solemn expression. “When I was four, I swallowed, like, ten razors and had emergency surgery.”

			A chorus of frustrated whines and grumbles rang out. Ashton mouthed You’re so bad when Razor smiled at her.

			“Why won’t you just tell us?” Summer asked.

			“Where’s the fun in that?”

			“I feel we’ve done what you asked and earned the right to know,” Harper added.

			“While I will say you have made exceptional progress tonight, I wouldn’t go so far as to say you’ve earned it.”

			“Fine. Then when do we get to know the truth?” Emery asked.

			Razor’s grin broadened, devilish in its execution. “When you win the conference championship.”

			“You’re joking. There’s no way we’ll make it to the conference championship,” Summer stated.

			Ashton agreed with them and felt a little trepidation for setting such a monumental feat as a goal.

			Razor jumped up and clapped her hands. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll play one more game. Me against your best, winner take all. If you win, then I’ll tell you where I got my name.”

			“And if you win?” Tori asked.

			Razor tapped her chin. “If I win, then you have to make it to the postseason this year. Do we have a deal?”

			The wager was ridiculous, but hadn’t Razor already shown that competition was a motivator to get them to do their best?

			“I think it’s an honorable bet,” Ashton chimed in. “Y’all have everything to gain and nothing to lose. If you win, you’ll get the story. If Razor wins, then you hit the reset button and learn that it’s not how you begin, it’s how you finish.”

			Razor nodded in silent thanks.

			“Okay,” Emery agreed, “we accept the challenge.”

			Razor shook her hand vigorously. “That’s great. And to be a good sport, I will let you choose the game.”

			“We choose Whac-A-Mole,” Emery said confidently.

			“Perfect. And who is your champion?”

			Emery wrapped her arm around Harper’s shoulders. “Harper. She kicked all of our asses, and she’ll kick yours, too.”

			Razor rubbed her hands together like a cartoon villain.

			“Oh good, a worthy opponent. Let’s do this!”

			Ashton slid slowly off the stool and followed, hoping this side bet achieved what they wanted.
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        * * *

      

			Razor hadn’t intended to cause chaos. She just thought it’d be a fun way to mess around with the girls. She knew they’d talk, find out they’d all been lied to, and would have a common goal to reach together. The idea of them making it to the championship was genius, and luckily, they picked a game she excelled at.

			She handed the mallet over to Harper and allowed her first shot. She was impressed when Harper executed stellar hand-eye coordination, only faltering in the final round when all the heads popped up at once.

			“Two hundred and twenty-five. Very good,” Razor commended.

			Harper handed over the mallet, bowing with a flare. Razor snorted but didn’t say a word. She tapped the card and waited for the theme music to end. The first mole popped up on her left and she bopped it. The second popped up on her right with the same result. As more and more moles came up, Razor found her rhythm, eventually anticipating each appearance. At the bonus round, she stilled and held the mallet dead center. Suddenly, all the heads popped up, and at the last second, Razor dropped the hammer and rolled it across the platform, hitting every single mole head. Lights flashed, alarms sounded, and tickets spewed out of the machine, with the final score reading two hundred and thirty-two points.

			“Awwww man,” Emery grumbled.

			“I demand a rematch,” Harper said.

			Razor’s hands went up. “A deal is a deal. You have to make it to the postseason. And when we get there, I promise, I will tell how I got my name.”

			Everyone looked at each other, their gazes determined. Whether it was because they really wanted to know how she became Razor or make it to the postseason, Razor didn’t care. The outing was a success on every level, and that was most important to her.

			Disappointment faded into the excitement of possibility, and everyone hugged Razor so tightly she couldn’t move. She was squeezed harder than a piece of fruit at the supermarket, but there was elation running through her body. She was accepted by her team. Her body went limp with relief at achieving this monumental feat, and she reached out to hug those close tighter to her.

			Razor saw Ashton with her hands pressed to her mouth, awe in her expression at how far she’d come in such a short time. Razor smiled. She’d turned a little to her left to encompass Harper more when she noticed quick movement happening behind them.

			A young man with blond hair and a red T-shirt wove through the crowd. He was about six feet tall, and quick. Before anyone could react, he’d elbowed past Ashton and lifted Emery off the ground in a fireman’s carry. Her scream pierced the air and triggered something inside Razor.

			Razor moved, but her feet felt like they were stuck in molasses as she tried to stop him. The group she’d been so happy to be the center of now impeded her progress to save Emery. Arms grabbed at her, and no matter how hard she fought against them, they only pulled tighter. She was trapped in a nightmare where she was moving in slow motion and couldn’t reach her destination. The thought of not saving Emery in time had her frantic. Finally, Razor broke free and lunged forward. She pulled Emery out of his arms, then slammed his body into the nearby crane game. Her right hand balled into a fist and rose above her head. Her vision blurred around the edges, leaving only the guy’s face as her focus. She heard screams, but they were distant and echoey. The euphoria from before vanished, in its place, white-hot rage.

			A flash popped into her brain, and Razor was propelled to another place, another time. A young girl, screaming for help, pinned against a wooden locker while her assailant reached for his belt.

			Stop fighting. It’ll only make it worse, the man said.

			She tried to shake off the image, but it didn’t work. The man now stood in front of her, a smug grin on his face, but it was she who had him pinned with his arm stretched above his head. She shoved her arm into his chest hard, making sure he didn’t get away this time.

			Somewhere, distantly, she felt a touch on her shoulder and a voice pleading, “Whoa, Razor. This is my brother, Jamie. Remember? I told you about him?”

			The voice was familiar, but the rage inside her prevented Razor from registering what was being said. She pushed harder into the chest of the assailant. Her teeth ground together, ready to protect her friend from harm. Suddenly, two warm hands grabbed her face and pulled her focus away from the maniacal laugh of her prisoner.

			“Razor, stop.”

			The firm phrase pierced her brain, and the speaker’s features came into focus. Silky blond hair. Smooth skin. Lips normally lush pulled into a thin line of concern. Ashton. Why was Ashton here? Why was she holding Razor’s face with such care? She tried to shake her head, but Ashton held firm.

			“Don’t look away. Focus on me.”

			Slowly, the sounds and lights seeped back into her consciousness, flooding her senses. Razor felt chilly, but there was sweat on her brow.

			“Razor, please. It’s just my big jerk of a brother. Don’t hurt him.”

			Razor turned her head slowly and saw the eyes of a frightened boy, his arm pinned above his head. She looked over his shoulder and saw fear in Emery’s eyes, as she pleaded with her to let him go. Slowly, she pulled her arm away and took a deep, cleansing breath.

			“I’m sorry. You caught me by surprise.” She clasped Ashton’s hand in a death grip, anchoring herself to the present.

			Jamie smoothed the front of his shirt. “All good. At least I know Emery’s well protected at school.”

			Emery smacked the back of his head. “I should let her kick your ass. Where the hell do you get off manhandling me like that?”

			She hit his arm again for good measure.

			“Ow! I’m sorry. I saw you over here and wanted to say hi.”

			“Next time, say it.”

			“Okay,” Jamie said. “Next time I’ll send you a text.”

			The adrenaline left Razor’s body. She felt lightheaded and stumbled into the machine, vaguely aware she was still holding Ashton’s hand.

			“It’s getting close to curfew, everyone,” Ashton announced. “Go cash in your tickets and meet me at the front door in fifteen minutes.”

			As soon as everyone left, Razor slid to the floor and hung her head.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I almost assaulted my teammate’s brother. No, I’m not okay.”

			Ashton lifted Razor’s head and held her face in her palm. “Focus on me. Focus on my voice. You’re not a bad person. You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, it was very commendable.”

			“How can you say that?”

			“Because you were defending your friend. You reacted when the rest of us just stood there, unable to know what was happening until it was too late.”

			“But it was Emery’s brother,” Razor said, tears running down her face.

			“You didn’t know that. You couldn’t have known that. For all you knew, it was a strange guy wanting to kidnap Emery. And you saved her.”

			Ashton pushed Razor’s hair back, smoothing the strands behind her ear. She slid her hand down to Razor’s chest and felt her heartbeat slow. “That’s it. Be calm. You helped your friend. That’s all you did.”

			She placed her hand on Razor’s cheek again, and Razor leaned into the touch. When Razor’s breath steadied, she moved to get up, and Ashton let her.

			“What can I do?”

			Razor breathed deeply. “You’ve already done it. Thank you.”

			Razor grabbed her hand and guided them toward the store. Right before they entered, Ashton pulled them to a stop and said, “When we get back, I want to talk, if that’s okay.” Razor nodded, trying to focus on the simple act of walking. “But for now, do you think you can handle picking out the tackiest prize a thousand tickets can buy?”

			Razor laughed. “Yeah. I think I can manage that.”
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        * * *

      

			The ride back to the hotel was fun and light. Everyone showed off their little trinkets, completely ignoring the incident between Razor and Jamie. No one seemed to be wise to what happened. But Ashton knew. She’d studied it. Was studying it. Had witnessed it once already with Razor. That’s why she’d acted fast and sent the girls to the gift shop. She wanted to save Razor from having to explain her intense reaction.

			Razor stared silently out the window, choosing to sit in the back instead of the front on the return trip, an eerie juxtaposition to the chaos happening around her, and it worried Ashton on a level she hadn’t experienced before.

			When the van parked in the hotel roundabout, everyone piled out. Ashton ordered them to their rooms to get ready for bed check. A few patted Razor on the back, and Ashton didn’t miss the flinch that followed. She waited until the elevator doors closed, the girls safely on their way back to their rooms. Then, carefully, she clasped Razor’s hand and whispered, “Come with me.”

			They rushed into the elevator, their hands tightly together, and rode in silence to the fifth floor. Ashton wasted no time once they entered her room. She deposited Razor in the chair next to the window and grabbed a wet washcloth from the bathroom. She laid it on the back of Razor’s neck and knelt on the floor so she could look her in the eyes.

			They stayed quiet for a while. Eventually, Razor’s breathing steadied, and Ashton sighed in relief. Her hands slipped away from Razor’s neck, but Razor grasped them. Ashton looked up and saw a range of emotions cross Razor’s face, but the most dominant was sadness. Razor slowly let go of her hands and moved in closer, her arms wrapping around Ashton’s torso. Ashton gasped at the realization that she was being hugged, comforted, and she returned the sentiment, wrapping her arms around Razor’s shoulders.

			“I’m sorry,” Razor whispered.

			Ashton pulled back. “For what?”

			“I thought I’d gotten over this, but I guess not.”

			Ashton stood and took the seat opposite her. She needed some distance if they were going to have this conversation.

			“Did you ever seek help for it?”

			Razor nodded. “After I returned from San Diego, I had to deal with my mom’s illness and her ultimate passing. After the funeral, I had strange nightmares. Some were about her, but most of them were about Gary. I saw a psychologist, told her a little about what happened. She said I was holding over residual guilt for what happened with Gary, for not telling my mom about it.”

			“You never told her?” Ashton asked, surprised.

			“She wasn’t in the best shape health-wise by then. She was glad I was home, and I didn’t want to make her last days any more painful by knowing what I did.”

			“That’s understandable.”

			“After her funeral, I decided it was best not to return to San Diego. Nightmares started, I got help, and the nightmares stopped. But I never had panic attacks until…”

			“Until now,” Ashton finished.

			“I think this whole experience has dredged up some painful memories, and it’s made it hard for me to deal with them. God, I nearly took that kid’s head off.”

			She jumped up and looked out the window. Ashton stood behind her and laid a supportive hand on her shoulder. “You thought your friend was in trouble.”

			Razor huffed. “Not the first time I misread the situation and took the wrong action.”

			Ashton turned her around and looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean?”

			Razor’s eyes locked onto hers. “I don’t want you to think any less of me.”

			“Razor, I won’t think any less of you. I promise. Please, talk to me.”

			There was a war waging in her eyes, and Ashton was relieved when Razor sat back in the chair. She was curious about Razor’s story, knowing Nancy didn’t have the full scope. Of course, she wanted to help. But more importantly, she wanted to understand. As Razor wrung her hands, Ashton took the opposite seat and waited.

			“I saw Gary Newman try to rape a player.”

			The matter-of-fact tone surprised Ashton, but she stayed quiet.

			“I came into the locker room and caught him. I pulled him off and threatened him with charges. He just laughed and told me not to stick my nose where it didn’t belong.”

			“Who was the player?”

			“A first year. Someone I’d noticed Gary hanging around when the school year started.”

			So far, nothing differed from Nancy’s telling, but Ashton knew it was coming.

			“I tried to convince her to press charges, but she was so scared. I’d gone to Nancy and asked her to present it to the athletic director. I didn’t hear anything for weeks. When I asked her what the holdup was, she said that unless there’s evidence, or the victim came forward herself, there wasn’t much that could be done. The girl was shaky on whether she wanted to press charges, but I thought I was close to convincing her to move forward with the accusation, so…I filed the charges on her behalf, hoping it’d be the final push she needed to put her name on the record.”

			“But that’s not what happened?”

			Razor shook her head. “The girl didn’t come forward.” She rubbed her eyes. “Gary got away with what he did. The team found out what I’d done and ostracized me. Malcolm benched me. Gary gloated over me. It was hell. But the worst part was the guilt I left San Diego with.”

			“Why do you feel guilty?”

			“If I hadn’t tried to pressure this girl into doing something she obviously was too scared to do, Gary would have eventually been punished. Instead I got impatient, and I shut down any chance of anyone else coming forward. After seeing what I went through, why would anyone want to put themselves through that torment?”

			Ashton saw the full picture now. Razor’s panic attack. The attack on Jamie. This one event, this one decision, to try to do good, was the catalyst for it all.

			“I understand why you did what you did. Your intentions were noble,” Ashton assured her. “You understand that assault and abuse cases are hard to prove without hard evidence or witnesses, and you tried to help a friend. I can’t fault you for that.”

			“Thank you,” Razor said on a deep sigh. “I appreciate that.”

			Ashton gave a tight smile. “I know your character, Razor. You’ve always been one to look out for others before you look out for yourself. And while I understand your motives, I ask that you give me time to accept this latest discovery.”

			“Why?” Razor asked, genuinely confused.

			“As a psychologist, I’m nonobjective and offer support. But as someone who is also your coach, teacher, and…friend, I need time to process this new information. I said I understand the reason behind your actions, and I do. But knowing you took such a drastic action in the first place, it’s a lot to grasp.”

			Razor’s lips rolled into a thin line, and she nodded. “I can accept that.”

			She stood and walked toward the door, sidestepping Ashton with a light shoulder brush. Ashton closed her eyes, expecting to feel the same tingling sensation she got whenever they touched. Instead, she felt sad and confused.

			“Oh, I almost forgot.” Razor turned and handed her a small pin with a heart on it.

			“What’s this?”

			Razor shrugged. “It’s a thank you for coming with us tonight. For helping me through my panic attack, and…I guess for this, now.” She gestured between them.

			Ashton smiled and took the token for what it was. A symbol of trust. Razor trusted her. Ashton hoped she could do the same.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Ashton was no stranger to sleepless nights. When she’d arrived in Japan for her first season with the ball club, her biorhythms had been so out of whack she got no more than four hours of sleep the first few days. Of course, that came in handy when she’d decided to pursue her doctorate in sport psychology and had to stay up until the wee hours of the morning to take her online courses. There had been a valid, physical reason to lose sleep. But last night was the first time she didn’t sleep due to a crisis of conscience. And to Ashton’s surprise, the crisis wasn’t over Razor.

			Did Razor overstep when she filed charges without the victim’s permission? Absolutely. Ashton didn’t argue that point. But she hadn’t been seeking attention or notoriety. She genuinely cared about her teammates. Only her desire to help caused her to take matters into her own hands. No, the only thing Razor was guilty of was a compulsion to right a wrong.

			If there was one person Ashton had a crisis about, it was Nancy. If she had reported Razor’s grievance, as she said, then there would’ve been a record of the report. However, Ashton’s mind couldn’t connect the pieces, and she wondered if Nancy did as she claimed. When Razor pressed charges, was it the first time anyone had heard of Gary’s abusive behavior? It seemed that way. How could Nancy praise Razor’s talent and stand by her when she filed the grievance, then look on and not intervene as Razor was scapegoated once the charges against Gary dissolved?

			By the time they arrived at the complex, Ashton hadn’t come to any conclusions, nor could she get Nancy one-on-one to find the answers, so she decided to back-burner the whole thing until they were back in Jonesboro, and focus on the last day of tournament.

			As soon as the team started working out, she saw the fruits of Razor’s field trip on the players’ faces. There was a renewed passion, a positive shift in the way they warmed up and took batting practice. They were determined to leave that tournament with a couple of wins under their belts.

			Today is our day.

			“What makes you say that?”

			Ashton startled at Nancy’s voice next to her ear. “What?”

			“You said today is our day. Why do you think that?”

			Ashton didn’t realize she’d said the words out loud, and she did her best not to tense at Nancy’s sudden proximity. How long had she been standing there?

			“I don’t know. The energy feels different. Don’t you think?”

			Nancy shrugged and didn’t seem to share her optimism. “I guess so. Seems a little off-putting if you ask me.”

			Ashton turned to face her. “Why do you say that?”

			“Yesterday they were all doom and gloom, and today they seem glad to be in an oh–four hole to start the season.”

			“They’re not glad,” Ashton argued. “They’re optimistic.”

			“Wish they’d spread it around. I sure could use some,” Nancy mumbled.

			This negative attitude struck Ashton as odd.

			“I never knew you to be so pessimistic,” she said. “You’re usually the one telling the players to flush the past and look to the future.”

			Nancy scoffed. “That was before I started a season oh and four.”

			Ashton became even more confused. This wasn’t her friend and mentor. This was someone more jaded, and Ashton didn’t know why. She turned back to watch the team go through their practice, not wanting anything to bring her good mood down more and found Razor and Harper going over the proper batting stance. The scene was a balm to Ashton’s troubled mind. They were laughing at something Harper said, probably about last night’s contest, and they were relaxed. Loose. Smiles as wide as their faces would allow. Ashton smiled herself, and enjoyed observing the lesson play out. When Razor moved behind Harper and laid a steady hand on her shoulder, pulling it back along with the bat, Ashton’s mind conjured a similar image with her in Harper’s position, and Razor’s hands being more sensual as they moved across her collarbone.

			“For someone who turned down coaching, she does a lot of it,” Nancy said.

			Ashton released a slow breath. “Well, if there’s one thing she does know well, it’s hitting. She does own a batting cage, after all.”

			Nancy snickered. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Maybe next year, if she has the time, we can ask her to be on staff as the hitting coach.”

			Ashton turned with a raised eyebrow.

			“What?”

			“Nothing,” Ashton responded. “I’m just surprised you’re suggesting such a thing. I thought you didn’t want her to be a coach.”

			Nancy’s dramatic eye roll felt forced when she said, “I never said I didn’t want her on staff. I was surprised by Courtney’s decision was all. How many times do I have to explain that?”

			“Okay, okay,” Ashton said, her hands up in surrender. “For the record, I agree with you. After what I witnessed last night, her hand-eye coordination is stellar, and she’d make a great hitting coach.”

			Nancy frowned. “What happened last night?”

			“Oh, you know. Razor and I took the team over to Dave & Buster’s for team bonding activities.”

			Nancy’s lips pinched. “You did what?”

			“You didn’t know?”

			“Of course not. If I had, I would’ve said no.”

			Ashton caught Razor’s eye. Razor gave a thumbs-up with a questioning look, but Ashton shook her head and focused on Nancy.

			“Courtney gave us permission. I’m sorry you’re upset, but it was a last-minute thing, and we were back in time for curfew.”

			“I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to say…”

			“Hey, what’s wrong?” Razor’s voice boomed behind Ashton, confident and certain, sending the familiar rush of heat to Ashton’s core.

			“What is this about you leaving the hotel with the team last night?” Nancy said, a tinge of anger coloring her tone.

			Razor didn’t miss a beat and replied, “Yes, Ashton and I took them to Dave & Buster’s to blow off some steam and get to know one another better.”

			Nancy shook her head and rubbed her brow, hard. “Razor, I understand your heart was in the right place, but you can’t just take off whenever you feel like it. What if there had been an accident? What if you or one of the girls ended up in the hospital, or worse, kidnapped?”

			Ashton looked at Razor with matching wide eyes. Best not to mention what happened with Emery and Jamie.

			“Nancy, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Razor said. “I got permission from Courtney. I swear.”

			“That’s all true.”

			Everyone turned and saw Courtney in all her authoritative glory.

			“Razor asked me if she could take the team out after dinner. Ashton volunteered to supervise, so I felt no need to attend. My only stipulation was they had to be back in time for bed check, which they were.”

			The ire drained from Nancy’s body. Her shoulders sagged, and she nodded her acceptance.

			“Forgive me, Ashton,” she said, then turned to Razor. “I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions. I should’ve known that you’d never put this team in any danger.”

			Razor’s eyes held apprehension before nodding. “It’s okay. I guess we both need to learn who the other is again. Right, Coach Inglewood?”

			Razor held out her hand. Nancy took it, but it was a limp handshake. “I guess we do,” she agreed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to head to the field.”

			“Are you okay?” Razor asked Ashton after Nancy exited the building. She reached to take Ashton’s hand but pulled back at the last minute. She obviously remembered what was said before she left last night.

			“Yeah. I’m fine,” Ashton lied.

			“Okay, ladies,” Courtney called, “it’s game day. Let’s get out there and show them who the real Hornets are.”

			Everyone packed up their gear and filed out the door while Ashton shoved her water bottle back into her travel bag, surprised to see Razor waiting for her.

			“Seriously, are you all right?”

			They were far enough back from the group that Ashton felt she could be honest.

			“Yeah, just, was it just me, or did that dustup with Nancy feel a little weird?”

			“Like she was saying the right words but didn’t have the emotion you’d expect behind them?” Razor said.

			“Exactly,” Ashton said.

			“Yeah, that was a little weird. Usually, Nancy has no problem saying what’s on her mind.”

			“If that’s so, then why did she fight them this time.”

			Razor shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe she is trying to change.”

			“Or maybe…she’s like you,” Ashton said.

			“Me?” Razor looked unconvinced.

			“Yeah. Trying to atone for a wrong.”

			Razor exhaled loudly. “Maybe you’re on to something there.”
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        * * *

      

			Razor wasn’t so egotistical to think her method of bringing a group of talented, diverse women together would work flawlessly, fresh out of the box. She stayed realistic in her expectations, hopeful their time at D&B had sunk in, but understanding more work was needed to get them to the championship. But the team did seem remarkably resilient.

			By the seventh inning of game one, they looked like a well-oiled machine. Emery communicated with Sabrina on grounders. Each was pivotal in executing two stellar double plays to get them out of the third and fourth innings. The only reason the score was 7–5 was because the opposing team employed the hit-’em-where-they-ain’t method and closed the gap.

			They were two outs away from their first win with the cleanup hitter stepping into the box. She’d been a hard out all day, and Razor asked for time to talk to Summer.

			“How you doing, Ace?”

			Earlier in the tournament, if Razor had even taken a step toward the circle, Summer would’ve waved her back with a scowl so deep Razor worried it’d imprint on her face. But since their revelations to each other, there was an air of respect from Summer that allowed all the previous tension to fade away like it never existed.

			“I feel fine, but I really want to get this batter out. Now.”

			Razor looked back at said batter, who was waiting off to the side for them to finish.

			“She would definitely be a good notch on your belt, but she’s been on your pitches all day. I’m guessing you won’t be satisfied with intentionally walking her.”

			Summer shook her head. “Hell no. I want her to know she can’t beat me. But I don’t know if Coach Inglewood will let me with all the changeups she’s calling.”

			Razor turned and saw a very annoyed Nancy waiting for her to finish.

			“I can understand your frustration, but we have to follow her calls. Try putting it in a different spot to get a grounder or a pop fly. That’ll work just as well.”

			Summer nodded her agreement, and Razor headed back to home.

			When the pitch came, Summer had taken Razor’s advice. The ball curved inward, but not far enough, and it sailed over the heart of the plate. The batter didn’t miss, launching the ball to straightaway center and over the fence. As the batter trotted around the bases, Razor took a fresh ball from the umpire and returned to the circle.

			“Maybe don’t put it in that spot,” Razor quipped. She was rewarded with a raised eyebrow and laughed. “Look on the bright side—at least no one was on base, and we’re still ahead.”

			Summer’s lips twitched as she grabbed the ball. “You’re right. Let’s end this thing now.”

			Razor smiled all the way back to home plate. A week ago, if she’d made sarcastic comments like that to Summer, she would’ve gotten her head bitten off. She groaned when Nancy sent in the sign for another changeup. This time, Summer put it exactly where it needed to be to jam the batter. The ball rolled to Sabrina, who scooped it up bare-handed and fired to first to record the final out of the game, securing the first win of the Hornets’ season.
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