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      Thank you so much for picking up this book. Though this is the last book in the series for now, I have plans for a spin-off series that will bring back the characters in this book who have become like friends. I hope you like this book. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      

      I’m giving away free listens. For every 100 subscribers I get on my Youtube channel, I add another audiobook for free. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!

    

  


  
    
      Though this book is not about the heroes who stood up for medical freedom, they have made a profound impact on my life. My prayers are with every nurse, doctor, cop, fireman, teacher and more who walked away from a life of security to stand for what is right. You are brave, you are courageous, and I trust that God will provide for you. Thank you for all you have done and for what you are doing now!
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      Carter blinked at the woman across from him as she flipped her hair over her shoulder and droned on about her latest yoga class. She was beautiful - every man in the room had looked at her at least once - but she was also vapid. He couldn’t remember a more painful date, and he’d been on plenty of bad ones. Usually, there was some redeeming quality he could find in the woman - she loved football, they liked the same movies, they both enjoyed exercising, but with this one? He supposed some people might consider yoga exercise, but he certainly didn’t. She barely knew what football was - just that he played it and was good enough to be on the starting line -  and she preferred sappy romances to action flicks. There would be no second date with this one. Of course, there rarely was. Carter had learned long ago that long term relationships were not in his future. However, if he were honest with himself, he would admit that these one or two date hookups were not fulfilling him either.

      “When are you going to find a good woman and settle down?” Jefferson’s words echoed in his head. Ever since he’d proposed to Lucia, that question had been posed more and more often, not only by Jefferson but by the other guys on the team as well. Carter loved playing for the Texas Tornadoes, but he was surprised by how many of the other men were either already married or in serious relationships. Didn’t they realize this was the time in life to taste the different flavors? They wouldn’t be young and fit and famous for long. He’d seen what happened to players when they got too old. IF they were lucky, they went on to be announcers or spokesmen, but most simply faded away, disappearing from the public eye and memory unless they happened to be caught in some scandal or unflattering picture weighing twice what they had when they played the game. Carter hoped he would age gracefully. After all, his father was in his fifties and still looked good.

      “Don’t you think so?”

      “Uh, what?” The woman’s high pitched voice pulled him back to the date at hand, but he had no idea what she had been talking about.

      “Flexibility,” she said, rolling her eyes good-naturedly and flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder again. “Don’t you think yoga really helps with flexibility?”

      “Um, I guess. I haven’t really ever taken a yoga class.” In fact, he’d only attended one and it had been because of a dare. Because yoga classes were generally full of women, his college buddy Jay had once dared him to attend a class. The view had certainly been nice, but Carter had no desire to stretch in weird positions for an hour. He much preferred the stretching the trainers put him through. They felt more masculine and necessary for his job on the football field.

      “Oh my gosh, you totally should come to one of my classes one day. I bet I could loosen your hip flexors and have you running and jumping even higher than you already do. I mean you are amazing already, but maybe I could give you that extra edge.” She batted her large and clearly fake eyelashes at him, and he wondered what her eyes would look like without all the makeup. Had he even taken a woman out who didn’t wear false eyelashes lately? He couldn’t remember.

      “Yeah, maybe. My schedule is pretty full with training though. At least until the season ends.”

      “That’s soon though, right?” The hope in her voice made him cringe. She clearly saw more dates in the future, even though he knew he would not be calling her again.

      “Uh, yeah, fairly soon, but then there’s the pro game and then I generally take a few weeks off to rest before training camps begin again. There isn’t a lot of open time in my schedule.” He should just tell her he wasn’t interested in another date, but that had never been his strong suit. No, ghosting them and just never calling or returning calls was his forte.

      Her lips, somehow still the perfect shade of pink even after eating, pushed out into a pout. “It’s only an hour. Surely, you can find an hour in your busy day.”

      “I’ll try.” The fact that she clearly was not picking up on his signals was just another strike against her in his book. He glanced down at her half-finished meal and chewed the inside of his lip. Would it be rude if he asked if she was finished? He had no desire to take this woman home, but he was getting tired of sitting here listening to her drone on. His own meal had been finished for - he surreptitiously glanced at his watch - twenty minutes. Yep, it was time to hurry this along. “Are you almost done there? I could ask for the check.”

      She lifted a flirty brow at him. “Why? Are you in a hurry to go somewhere more private?”

      He should be. That was his MO after all. Take the woman out. Show her a good time. Take her back to her house and maybe continue the good time. Leave before morning and conveniently lose her number. It wasn’t a pattern he followed every time, but often enough that it was almost second nature to him. However, he had no desire to do that tonight. In fact, he hadn’t had the desire for the last week. Ever since Jefferson had told him about April and pointed her out, she had been on his mind. He didn’t even know why. Sure, she was beautiful with her fiery red hair and emerald eyes, but she was friends with Lucia which meant she might be as religious as Jefferson. Carter had nothing against religious people, but he had no use for God in his life. He was doing fine on his own.

      “Actually, it’s been a long day,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck to make it more believable. “I’d like to just go relax in my hot tub and turn in early.”

      Her eyes lit up. “You have a hot tub? I didn’t bring a suit with me, but surely that wouldn’t be a problem, right?” Seduction dripped from her tone like honey as she leaned forward and licked her lips.

      Oh geez. Now he’d done it. He never took women back to his place. That was rule number one. Once a woman knew where he lived, it was game over. Not only would they feel like they could stay all night, but they could then show up at any time or stalk him. Nope, he’d learned that lesson with his last team. In fact, that had been one reason he’d accepted the transfer. A new place meant no crazy woman knowing where he lived, and he intended to keep it that way.

      “Oh, you know what?” He slapped his forehead and shook his head, feigning stupidity. “I forgot. The hot tub had some issue and I haven’t had it fixed yet. Tell you what? How about we call it an early night tonight and make a rain check. I’ll call around. When the problem is fixed, I’ll give you a call and we can redeem that rain check.”

      She mashed her lips together and cocked her head slightly as if trying to decide if he was telling the truth or not. Finally, she shrugged. “Okay, that sounds fine.”

      Her flirtatious tone had flattened, and he couldn’t tell if it really was fine or she’d just realized he was blowing her off and was trying to save face, but it didn’t matter. At least he wouldn’t be spending much more time with this woman.

      After paying the tab, he drove the woman back to her place and put the car in park so he could walk her to her door. He briefly entertained the idea of just  wishing her a good night and staying in the car, but he wasn’t a complete jerk. Besides, women talked and he didn’t need that staining his reputation. Being a “player” was already attached to his name, but while that probably turned off a few women, there were dozens more who clamored for his attention who didn’t seem to mind. Probably they were just looking for their fifteen minutes of fame or hoping he’d lavish them with gifts, but as it was generally a mutually beneficial night, he’d had no reason to change those ways yet.

      Her hand touched his chest, pulling him back to the present, and he glanced down as her manicured nails tapped against his pecs. “I can’t wait to see you again. Call me soon, okay?” The large lashes batted again, but they didn’t seem sexy. Instead, they made him think of a fuzzy caterpillar.

      “Uh, yeah, sounds good.”

      Before he could move back, she lifted on her tiptoes and claimed his lips. Thankfully, she kept the kiss short - probably thinking she was tempting him and leaving him wanting more - and then winked before opening her front door. Carter flashed the obligatory wave and sighed with relief when the door shut. He really needed to figure out what was wrong with him. If it was just that April had taken residence in his mind, he might actually need to take her out, religious or not, just to clear thoughts of her away and allow himself to remember the enjoyment he used to find in taking women out. Otherwise, maybe he needed to take a break from dating at all until the desire returned. He certainly couldn’t handle too many more nights like this one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            APRIL

          

        

      

    

    
      April moved to the music, but her heart was not in dancing tonight. Ever since the night Jefferson had proposed to Lucia, April had been hoping Carter Young would call her. He’d asked for her number, but so far no call. She wasn’t sure what to make of that. He’d seemed interested, and she knew that she was pretty enough that men usually at least made the call. Whether or not it turned into more than one date depended on how they connected once they went out, but she wasn’t used to waiting for a call.

      “Where is your mind tonight?” Javier asked her as he tapped lightly on her forehead. Javier was probably her closest friend besides her roommate, Lucia. As Lucia was much more of a homebody, he was the one she went clubbing with the most often, and he knew most of her expressions. Enough to know when she wasn’t herself anyway.

      April shook her head and let a soft sigh escape her lips. “It’s nothing. I just finally met a single player on the Tornado team the other night, and he asked for my number, but he hasn’t called.”

      Javier lifted an eyebrow as he moved his head with the beat of the blaring music. Unlike a lot of guys on the dance floor, Javier had rhythm and the sometimes annoying habit of never remaining still when music played. “Which one?”

      “Carter Young.”

      “The playboy?” The disdain was as evident in Javier’s voice as it was in the ‘are-you-kidding-me’ expression he gave her. Javier had asked April out once, and they’d tried dating only to quickly realize they were definitely better friends than anything more. Though he was only a few months older than she was, he often acted like an older brother, at least when it came to the men she dated.

      April shrugged. “Playboys can be tamed.” She knew of Carter’s reputation, but just because he was never seen with the same woman more than once didn’t mean he would never see a woman more than once. Maybe he was just picky and hadn’t found the right one yet. Or maybe he was like April and not looking for anything long term. Actually, she wasn’t sure she wasn’t looking for anything long term, but she certainly hadn’t been able to envision a future with any of the men she’d dated recently.

      Javier shook his head at her. “You know better than that. Playboys are only ever after one thing.”

      “Until they find the right woman.” April smiled up at him and flicked her fiery hair over her shoulder. She knew he was right. Not only was Javier a bit of a serial dater himself, but she’d dated a few guys like that in the past, and it never ended well. But this was Carter Young.

      “You know they rarely find the “right” woman,” he said, using his fingers to make air quotes around the word “right.”

      “You should know,” she teased back at him, “besides, who said I wanted something serious. This is Carter Young we’re talking about. Even a few dates with him would get me noticed. Maybe it would even help my business.”

      Javier rolled his dark eyes and ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, your business. I’m sure that’s what you’re thinking about when you look at Carter Young.”

      “I’m always thinking about work,” April said. “When you own your own business, there’s not really a time you’re not thinking about how to make it better, get more clients, etc.” She counted the reasons on her fingers. “Besides, helping Jefferson Davis out certainly boosted my business. Adding Carter to the mix would probably do the same.”

      “Yeah, except you have no place to grow where you’re at anyway. Could you even take more clients?”

      April exhaled deeply. “A few, but I’m hoping to find my own office space to lease soon.” She was well aware of how limited she was in her current space, but if she could find her own office space, she could expand. Maybe hire a few other massage therapists to help with the load and hopefully bring in new clients.

      “Now, that would be aces,” Javier said. “I better be the first person you call when you get a bigger place.”

      “Of course.” April couldn’t believe he even thought he had to ask. Javier had been one of her first clients and he’d become one of her regulars before they became friends. A computer tech at one of the largest companies in the city, he often spent hours hunched over a computer screen, and she would have to spend almost as many hours working out the knots in his shoulders.

      “Hey, you wanna dance?”

      April turned to the deep voice behind her. The man was handsome with dark hair and hazel green eyes that reminded her of leaves as they began to change color in the fall. Even his smile seemed warm and inviting, but April just wasn’t in the mood to try and strike up a conversation with a total stranger.

      “I’d love to, but I’m dancing with my friend.” She turned back to point at Javier, but he had ditched her to dance with the blonde he’d been eyeing half the night. When he caught her glaring at him, he flashed a smile and a look that said, “go on, he seems like a catch.”

      With a sigh, she turned back to the man. She supposed it wouldn’t be that big of a deal to dance with him. After all, she didn’t have to take him home or go home with him. “I guess my friend left me.”

      He flashed a wink before pulling her close to his very solid chest. “I guess it’s a good thing I came over then.”

      April pasted a small smile on her face, but she couldn’t force herself to nod in agreement. Though he was exactly the type of guy she would normally hit on, she just didn’t have it in her tonight. Not only was the smell of alcohol heavy on the man’s breath, but her thoughts were still circling around Carter and why he hadn’t called yet.

      “You come here often?” the man whispered in her ear. It was not the lamest pick up line she’d ever heard, but it wasn’t the best one either.

      “Not really.” She pulled back slightly to give herself some breathing room. The guy - she should probably ask him his name but didn’t for fear he would take it as interest - was a little too close for comfort at the moment. In actuality, she came to this club often. More often than she probably should, but she felt no need to tell him that.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you here before,” he said over the music. His hands tightened their grip on her back. “You’re definitely too pretty to miss.”

      “Thanks.” April glanced around for Javier. She was going to let him have it for leaving her alone with this guy. Though he was still dancing with the blonde, his eyes widened when he registered her distress signal. It was a sign they had worked out long ago. If either of them felt they needed a rescue, they would tap the back of their head three times, and the other would come to their aid. It was a ridiculous looking gesture, but they’d both agreed it needed to be big enough to be seen across a room.

      April hated to draw him away from the woman he’d been waiting to talk to all night, but the man with his arms around her was beginning to raise the hairs on the back of her neck, and that was never a good sign. Relief flooded her body as she watched Javier point her direction and whisper something to the blonde. The girl glanced over quickly and nodded before disappearing into the crowd, leaving Javier to make his way over to April.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said, tapping April’s shoulder as if needing to get her attention, “but I just got a call from home. We have to go.”

      “Is everything okay?” April asked, playing along. Though they’d rehearsed this before, it felt fake and unnatural as her eyes widened.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, then how about you go home and I’ll take her home later?” The guy spun April in an effort to block Javier.

      “Sorry, no can do. She’s needed too.” Grabbing April’s hand, Javier continued April’s spin, out of the man’s arms and into his own.

      April could have kissed him at that moment even though they’d tried that when they dated and it had been a disaster. She flashed an apologetic look at her dance partner. “I’m sorry. I really do have to go. Maybe I’ll see you around again.”

      The guy held her gaze, his eyes revealing his indecisiveness as to whether he should agree or not. Finally, he let go and stepped back. “Yeah, maybe you will,” he said, before shaking his head and wandering away from them.

      “Thank you,” April whispered as she clutched Javier’s arm.

      “You’re welcome, but you owe me.” He threw his arm over her shoulder as they headed toward the exit.

      April suppressed a shudder as she glanced to where the guy had gone. “I will happily owe you.”

      “Aw, he didn’t seem that bad.”

      And he hadn’t. At least not at first, but April still couldn’t get the ghost of his hands off her skin. Something about him didn’t sit right with her and she was glad that her mind had been too focused on Carter to flirt with this guy. She had a feeling she would have regretted it if she had.
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      Carter pulled into the parking lot of the tux shop and turned off the engine. He’d accepted Jefferson’s request to be a groomsman because he liked the guy - mostly - but he’d had no idea he would have to be getting fit for a tux so soon. Didn’t engagements usually last a year or something? Not that Carter would know. He’d never been engaged and was in no hurry to add it to his bucket list either.

      Jefferson, on the other hand, would be getting married for the second time. Carter supposed he could understand it in Jefferson’s case. After all, he had a daughter from his first marriage who probably needed a mother, but Carter still didn’t understand this marriage craze that seemed to be coursing through the Tornado team.

      For a brief moment, he wondered if maybe he was the one who was missing something, if they knew something about relationships that he didn’t, but he quickly brushed that thought aside. He may not have been in any serious relationships, but he’d seen what happened to his father when his mother left. It had killed him, killed the family really, but definitely hit his dad the hardest. The once larger than life man had been left a shell of the force he’d been before, and Carter had no desire to follow in those footsteps. Women had their place. They were nice to look at, they were occasionally fun companions, but that was it. Nothing more. And though he wouldn’t wish the pain his father went through on anyone, he was convinced Jefferson and the other guys would figure that out soon too.

      Sighing, he opened the car door and pocketed the keys. Today was not about him. It was about Jefferson, and even though there were parts of the guy that drove him crazy, he was a good guy and a great teammate. Not only was Jefferson talented, but he was always uplifting, encouraging the other players when they were down. If only he didn’t talk about God so much.

      Carter didn’t mind if people were religious - to each their own, right? - but he didn’t like hearing about how God had supposedly helped Jefferson heal faster. He didn’t believe that for a minute, and he didn’t understand how Jefferson could talk about God like He was a friend. That was probably the part that got to him most. Even when he’d been younger and thought perhaps there was a God, he’d never heard anyone speak to him, so how could Jefferson?

      Thankfully, Jefferson hadn’t pushed Carter too much on the subject after the first time he brought it up. Carter had explained he didn’t believe in God, and though Jefferson had cocked his head and studied Carter closely, he’d eased up on the God talk, after one final statement. “Perhaps one day, God will help you see.” Carter doubted a deity he didn’t believe in could make him “see” anything, but he’d let the subject drop, and they’d remained friends. Now, he was about to get fitted for a tux.

      At least he looked good in a suit, and turning down Jefferson’s invitation would have been bad. It might be the off-season currently, but he still had to work with Jefferson.

      Besides, Jefferson was his ticket to April, the beautiful redhead that Jefferson had pointed out to him. He’d asked for her number the night he’d met her, but he’d hesitated in calling her. April was Lucia’s roommate, and he wanted to know if she was as religious as Lucia was before he called her. In the grand scheme of things, it wouldn’t really matter since he didn’t do relationships, but he had no desire to be peppered with God talk during even one date. However, he couldn’t seem to get the woman off his mind either, so he was hoping he’d be able to finagle that information out of Jefferson today. If she was more like Lucia, he could simply walk away, get her out of his head, and turn his attention elsewhere, but if she wasn’t, he would definitely enjoy a night or two with her.

      With that pleasant thought echoing through his head, Carter headed into the building. However, his good mood quickly vanished when he realized not only was Jefferson already inside and waiting, but so were Tucker, Blaine, and Mason, three other players on the Texas Tornado team all of whom were married. The need to turn around and bolt flooded him as he wondered if this was going to turn into a campaign pressuring him to settle down and get married.

      “Hey, Carter, glad you could make it.” Jefferson clapped a hand on his shoulder and smiled. “Guess we can get started now.”

      “Sorry, am I late?” Carter glanced down to his watch. Being late was not his style. While he didn’t mind being the center of attention, he didn’t like being the center of negative attention, so he was always conscious of time.

      “No, we just got here early. The women were excited to get together, so we had some time to kill,” Tucker said with a soft chuckle. The other men nodded and smiled, leaving Carter feeling like he had missed the punchline.

      “Is everybody here now?”

      Carter glanced at the woman who had approached them. A measuring tape hung around her neck and she held a clipboard in one hand. She was older with gray hair cut short around her face, reminding him of almost every woman over the age of sixty he’d met. Why did older women always cut their hair short? He wondered if his own mother’s hair would be short. He remembered it being long, but she could have cut it. After all, he hadn
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