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      To the fans of The Bad Boys Redemption and Cessna U Wildcats series who wanted to know more about Drake. Thanks so much for all the positive feedback you’ve given me throughout the years with these series. I’m so happy to finally have completed Drake’s book because every bad boy needs redeemed one heart at a time.
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      When I wrote Second Chance Hero, I never dreamed it would blossom into a four-book series with a spin-off series. Because of readers like you who kept this series alive, I was able to create this world.

      Drake wasn’t going to get his own book initially. I had painted him as a selfish egomaniac who caused everyone around him headaches. But when Cara met Braxton in Swinging Strike, I took a deeper look into Drake and pondered what drove him to be this way.

      I quickly shook off those thoughts since, like I said, he wasn’t getting his book, and I had the rest of the Cessna U Wildcat series to write.

      But then readers asked about him, and a few wanted his book. He never quite went away in my mind.

      Then I wrote the bonus scene for Swinging Strike, and we got a glimpse at Drake’s remorse. In my mind, he started to redeem himself. Another call for his book came, and I decided, why not? He deserves to be happy like everyone else.

      Thus began his journey.

      I’ve tried everything I can to follow the timeline that spans two series and bonus scenes, but there may still be a few head scratches if you’ve read everything up to this point. I attribute that to being in a fictional world where we stretch reality a few times. (I also moved the All-Star game to the Fourth of July)

      I didn’t place trigger warnings, but there are touches of grief and loss. Drake is Mia’s brother, and he would’ve suffered the same loss as her as that was their reality. Though the mentions aren’t that deep, I must warn you that if you’ve recently lost parents or siblings, you may want to skip this one for now.

      Ultimately, I went from hating this character to having so much empathy for him that he quickly became my favorite character. I’m genuinely baffled by this because you don’t know how deep my hatred ran toward him. But he redeemed himself in my heart, and I hope in yours, too.

      Enjoy,

      Kimberly Readnour

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Lila

        

      

    

    
      Eight years old

      Why couldn’t I be taller?

      Letting out a frustrated cry, I grip the tree branch tighter as I stretch my arm upwards. Just a few more inches, I’ll have the specific pinecone I want. Dirt cakes my knees from scouring the forest floor, and my hands are sticky with tree sap, but I don’t care. All that matters is getting this perfect-sized, stubby cone. Though, I need to hurry. It’s getting late, and being stuck in the woods after dark is scary.

      I push on my tiptoes. So close that my fingers brush the bottom of the prize, the branch wobbling beneath. Almost there.

      “Whatcha doin’?” His voice slices through the quiet like the crack of a bat against a ball, startling me.

      The limb beneath me snaps and falls to the ground, bringing me along. Oomph. I land right on my butt. To be fair, the fall wasn’t far—only a foot from the ground—but it stung all the same. I turn to glare at the rude intruder, fully prepared to chew him out. But my breath hitches at the sight of Drake Gunner leaning against a tree with his arms folded and that ever-present scowl etched onto his face.

      Speaking of being just out of reach.

      Even at eight years old, he’s got this intensity about him. All dark and brooding, with a sense of raw, untamed power. He’s like a wild animal honing its focus on its prey.

      “None of your business,” I say, pushing to my feet. It takes everything in me to ignore rubbing my bottom.

      “It’s best to stick to thicker branches to climb trees.” His nonchalant voice angers me even more.

      “I wasn’t climbing the tree.” I angrily brush off the pine needles from my sleeve and pick up the bag of pinecones I’ve amassed.

      “Then what were you doing?”

      I huff out a frustrated breath. “If you must know. I was reaching for a pinecone.”

      His gaze drops to the bag in my hand, nose scrunching. “What’s wrong with those?”

      “Nothing. But I wanted that one.” I point to the dangling pinecone, tilting my head to the side and admiring it. I can picture its placement on the wreath I wanted to make for Daddy. A wistful sigh escapes. “It’s the perfect size.”

      “The perfect size for what?”

      The questioning tone snaps my attention back to Drake. He sure is curious for someone known as a wild child. “For making my wreath. You know, like the one in art class.”

      He rolls his eyes. “That ugly thing?”

      My mouth drops open. “Daddy’s right about you.”

      “About me? What did he say?”

      “That I should stay away from you.”

      “Yeah?” He pushes off the tree, and those long legs chew the distance between us. My breath stills as he towers above me. We’re the same age, but he stands more than a foot taller. “Why would he say that?”

      “I don’t know. He said you’re a ‘Wild Child.’ Nothing but trouble.”

      Drake flashes me those pearly whites. “You afraid of the big bad wolf, little cub?”

      I scoff at the nickname. “I’m not scared of you.”

      My chin tilts forward, a hint of defiance in my voice. Drake doesn’t frighten me. Quite the opposite, if this strange sense of safety enveloping me is anything to go by. I find him interesting, even though he’s always getting in trouble with the teachers. But being scared? No, he doesn’t frighten me.

      He shifts to where his body practically engulfs mine. With a tilt of his head, he studies me. “You should be.”

      His breath grazes my skin, sending my heartbeat racing, but I’m still not scared. I don’t know what I feel, but it’s not fear. It’s something thrilling, something that makes a warm shiver spread down my spine. It’s the same nervous excitement I feel right before the starting whistle of a soccer game.

      “I’m not scared,” I repeat, trying to sound braver than I feel.

      Drake chuckles lightly, his eyes twinkling with the slightest hint of amusement. “You really are a tiger cub, aren’t ya?”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I retort, but there’s no venom in my voice. In fact, it comes out softer than I intended.

      He reaches up, grabs the dangling pinecone, and hands it to me. “No, but I’d like to.”

      That throws me off. No one’s ever spoken to me like that before. The surprise must’ve shown on my face because Drake laughs, a low, rumbling sound that seems to echo around us.

      I open my mouth to speak when a low growl rumbles through the air, more felt than heard. Chills skate across my skin as I scan the woods for the source.

      “What was that?” I ask, all bravery relinquished.

      Drake twists his head toward the sound, his chocolate brown eyes narrow and intense. He’s eerily still, like a predator listening, calculating.

      “Behind me!” Drake shouts, suddenly all action, shoving me so hard I stumble backward as a wild dog bursts from the underbrush, teeth bared and eyes wild.

      “Run, Lila!” he yells, but my legs refuse to obey. How can I leave when he’s standing there, fierce and defiant, protecting me?

      The dog lunges and latches onto Drake’s arm. I shudder as his piercing scream slices through the forest. Panic surges within me. It takes a moment for me to notice Drake trying to reach for something—his knife—but it slips from his belt and clangs to the ground.

      “Drake!” My voice is a mix of terror and determination as I dive for the knife.

      “No, Lila. Get out of here.” Drake’s desperate plea echoes through the woods as he falls to the ground with the wild dog latched onto his arm.

      I scream in horror as they wrestle. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, urging me to flee. And yet, my feet remain rooted to the ground. Drake’s eyes meet mine for a split second before pain and fury consume them. He lets out another blood-curdling scream, which jolts me into action.

      Without thinking, I grip the knife tightly and lunge forward, driving the blade into the rabid dog, my heart hammering against my ribcage.

      It yelps and lets go, giving Drake enough time to snatch the knife from me and strike back. He wounds the beast enough for it to whimper and retreat.

      “Come on!” Drake grabs my hand, and we run as if the hounds of hell are snapping at our heels. We don’t stop until we collapse in a heap, gasping for breath, far away from the danger.

      “Are you okay?” I ask between panting breaths, my eyes wide as I take in the sight of his torn sleeve and the blood that seeps through.

      He gives me a weak grin, those soulful eyes meeting mine. “I told you to run.”

      But I didn’t, couldn’t—I stared at him. This boy, who everyone said was trouble, and all I see is the bravest person I know. My chest tightened, and suddenly, it was hard to breathe, not from running but from something else—something like awe.

      “I couldn’t leave you.”

      Something flickers in those dark eyes, but Drake’s face contorts in pain before I can decipher it. He reaches for his blood-soaked arm and winces. “I’m trying to be brave, but this hurts.”

      “We need to get you help.” I survey our surroundings. The edge of the forest is far behind us. In front of us lies a vast open field with a small farm in the distance.

      He groans. “It’s just a scratch.”

      “That won’t stop bleeding. You need stitches and rabies shots.”

      “Shots?” Drake scrunches up his face, a playful glint in his eyes despite the pain. “That sounds worse than the bite.”

      I manage a weak laugh, my hand still trembling as I dab his forearm. The sight of blood has always made me queasy, but I can’t let him see that. Not now. “Stop being dramatic. You’ll be fine.”

      He grins at me, a lopsided smirk that makes the situation less terrifying. And for a moment, as I look into those warm brown eyes flecked with gold, everything else fades away—the wild dog, the panic, the fear—all replaced with an indescribable sense of peace.

      “Come on,” I say gently, standing up and offering him my hand. When he takes it, my heart flutters in my chest. It’s a strange sensation, new and unfamiliar but not unwelcome.

      “Lila?” Drake stops walking and turns to face me, his expression serious. “Please don’t go into the woods without protection again.”

      “Okay, I promise,” I whisper, my voice trembling. We head out, and as the adrenaline fades, I’m left with an undeniable truth: Drake Gunner is no trouble at all—he’s my hero.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Drake

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “What a win, Les! This Boston Bears team is looking like the best we’ve seen in years.”

      

      

      
        
        “Absolutely, Joe. Heading into the All-Star break with a four-game lead shows that adding Drake ‘Bad Ball Hitter’ to our powerhouse roster was a masterstroke by management.”

      

      

      
        
        “I couldn’t agree more. There's a lot of baseball left in the season, but we’re in for an exciting ride.”

      

      

      
        
        “No doubt about it. Well, folks, that’s it for today. This is Les…”

      

      

      
        
        “And Joe.”

      

      

      
        
        “Signing off from Fenway. We’ll catch you after the break.” 

      

      

      

      With my fourth drink—no, fifth—I slump against the doorframe, cold bottle in hand, watching a rocket streak across the night sky before exploding into a shower of red, white, and blue. California’s skyline lights up, and my chest tightens with each pop and whistle as I’m pulled deeper into the past. The party buzzes around me with perfectly timed oohs and ahs, but not from me. I’m trapped in a bubble of regret and longing, watching the sky catch fire.

      Maybe I should’ve stayed in Boston.

      At least there, I wouldn’t have to relive this night, wouldn’t have these memories flickering through my mind—Cara laughing in the summer heat, her hair catching the sunlight, much like the sparks above now catch the night.

      Yet, it’s not Cara who’s messing with my head. Buried memories are clawing their way back and pulling me to another time.

      Back to her.

      To the first time we watched the fireworks together, her hand finding mine in the dark, her eyes wide with wonder. It was so easy then, as natural as breathing, to be with her, to love her.

      But like these fireworks, our time together had been too brief, too intense, ending in a blaze of sparks that left nothing but smoke and lingering burn.

      “Going a bit heavy on those, aren’t you, slugger?” AJ’s voice breaks through the noise as a particularly loud kaboom thunders above.

      Not as heavy as my thoughts.

      I lift my bottle in a mock salute before stepping into the warm night air, shaking off the nostalgia. Or trying to, at least. “It’s the All-Star break. Remember those days, old man?”

      AJ Gonzales—a former Phillies catcher, my ex-teammate, and yes, my brother-in-law—raises an eyebrow but says nothing. It took years, but we’re finally friends. One could call it a slow burn, but he came around to Team Drake.

      I sip my beer, but my gaze involuntarily drifts to Cara’s laughter under the shower of green and gold lighting up the sky. Her head rests on her husband, Braxton’s, shoulder, his arm securely wrapped around her. And did he just kiss the top of her head?

      Jesus.

      Their wedding was six months ago, and they still act like newlyweds. Sickening, or maybe a painful reminder of what I lost. Of what I pushed away with my own hands.

      “You know she’s happily married, right?”

      “Yeah.” My response is automatic, but AJ’s stare deepens, his voice sharpening with an edge of protectiveness I’ve grown all too familiar with.

      “Then why the fuck are you looking at my sister as if you’ve lost your best friend? You treated Cara like shit when you were together.”

      I let out a resonated sigh. No amount of festive light can brighten the shadow that hangs between the past and the present. Team Drake is indeed a lonely island.

      My eyes draw back to the fireworks as another burst of color explodes. But it’s not the brunette in the arms of another guy occupying my thoughts. It’s the echoes of what could have been with a five-foot-five blond that fit against me perfectly.

      I treated her like shit near the end, too. At least with her, I can blame my youth. Given our age, I doubt we would’ve gone the distance. Who marries their high school sweetheart, anyway?

      “Just enjoying the show,” I mutter, but AJ’s smirk tells me he doesn’t buy it for a second.

      “Right. Because Mr. Bad Ball Hitter is all about the fireworks, not the girl.”

      “Something like that.” I shrug and take another sip of my beer, brushing off the jab at my name. “It’s all good between Cara and me now. And, for your information, I’m seeing someone.”

      AJ pauses, silently scrutinizing me with a mix of skepticism and concern. “You like her?”

      The question catches me off guard, and I pause to look at him. “Since when do you care?”

      “Fuck, I don’t, but don’t let Mia hear that. She’ll be pissed I messed this up.” AJ laughs, a short, sharp sound, and then grunts. “She’s worried about you, has been since the wedding. I was supposed to be casual with my prodding.”

      If Cara weren’t AJ’s sister, our histories would be less tangled. “Tell her I’m fine. But yeah, I like Miranda.”

      Considering this relationship is new, the name feels foreign to my tongue, but the half-truth does the trick. AJ nods, looking satisfied, his teasing grin softening into something brotherly. “You getting adjusted to the new team?”

      “Yeah, Boston is where I’ve always dreamed of playing.” However, that has changed throughout my career. A lot has changed.

      Witnessing Cara and Braxton’s marriage shifted something inside me. It took a while to figure out what had me down. After moving to a new city and team, it didn’t take long to realize I wanted stability. I want what Braxton and Cara, hell, even what AJ and Mia have. It’s time I stopped playing the field, so to speak.

      I wasn’t ready when I dated Cara, but she was the closest person to touch on what I felt about my high school girlfriend, Lila. But, like back then, life was hectic. I had just gotten called up to the majors when I met Cara. They traded AJ to the Dodgers shortly after, which opened my starting position. Like every young and dumb guy, I welcomed the attention with open arms.

      And it went straight to my head—the one without the brain.

      The exhilaration of being on the field, the roar of the crowd—it was intoxicating. Baseball wasn’t just a game; it was my life’s blood, the axis on which my world spun. But it was also a jealous lover, demanding all my time, attention, and energy, leaving little room for anything or anyone else.

      Little did I know the Phillies would trade me to the Boston Bears with a year left in my contract. Guess turnabout is fair play.

      “Think you’ll stay there after?” AJ’s question knocks the memories loose and pulls me back to the present day.

      “My agent’s working on a multiyear contract with a few other teams.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’ll see what happens at the end of the year.” I just need to keep my batting average up to get that big paycheck.

      “So what’s this Miranda like?”

      “She’s smart, funny,” I start, crossing my arms over my chest as my mind races, grasping for convincing details. I doubt saying big tits and a killer body will earn me the brownie points I’m aiming for, but I don’t know her that well. We’ve dated for less than a month. “Dark hair, beautiful⁠—”

      “Sounds like your type.” He nods, leaning back on his heels. The playful glint in his eyes doesn’t quite reach the rest of his face.

      “Definitely.” My response feels like swinging at a pitch I should’ve let pass. Guess that’s why I earned the title Bad Ball Hitter. I fucking swing at everything. But I must admit, being aggressive has benefited me.

      “How’d you meet?”

      “She’s a masseuse.”

      “Does she work for the team?”

      “Nah. The spa she owns is near my apartment. Figured I’d give it a shot.” That part isn’t a lie. My muscles ached from the game the night before, so I made a knee-jerk reaction to walk in. I expected nothing beyond a decent massage, but Miranda walked in with her calming presence. Her smile was the first thing that caught my attention. It was warm and genuine and reached her eyes in a rare and inviting way.

      As she worked the tension out of my shoulders, we talked about everything and nothing—movies, books, the chaotic beauty of city life. It was the most relaxed I’d felt in months, maybe years. And when she laughed, it wasn’t just her voice; it was her whole being, vibrant and infectious. I found myself wanting to hear that laugh again, to be the reason for it.

      “Good for you, man.” He claps me on the shoulder, the weight of his hand grounding me back to the present. “Remember, the game isn’t everything. Don’t let the good ones slip away.”

      Too late for that.

      His words hit too close to home, echoing my own regrets. If only I could hit rewind and draft a new ending where baseball didn’t come between Lila and me. But life doesn’t work like that. There are no redo’s, just tough lessons that hit you like a fastball to the gut.

      “I get it.” I fix my gaze on the fading trails of the fireworks, the vibrant colors bleeding into the night. The game had given me a lot: fame, money, and a rock-solid identity. I’m about to cash in big time, but at what cost? Relationships turned into collateral damage, sacrificed at the altar of my relentless chase for greatness.

      Cara and Lila? Just the fallout of a career that demanded everything and then some.

      It’s a brutal truth that I’ve dodged for too long. The weight of missed chances and lost connections hangs heavy, a constant reminder of the steep price of chasing dreams.

      “Chin up, Drake. You’re having a hell of a year. You’ll land where you want next year. And if it’s meant to be, it’ll work out with the girl.” AJ finishes his beer and tosses the bottle into a nearby recycling bin before disappearing into the crowd. His parting words, simple yet profound, hang in the air.

      I lean against the cool stucco wall as remnants of sparklers fizzle and replay his words, “If it’s meant to be.” I honestly thought that once, but it didn’t quite work out.

      Closing my eyes, I see Lila in every afterimage, laughing with her head thrown back and crying when I walk away. The sting isn’t just in my chest; it’s in the marrow of my bones. I should’ve fought for her, should’ve gone a full nine innings, extra innings if that’s what it took. But I didn’t. I’m sure she’s happily married with children by now. I wouldn’t know because it’s like she dropped from the face of the earth. The regret is a lead weight in my gut.

      My gaze strays back to the blissful couple. With Cara’s head on Braxton’s shoulder and her body tucked into the crook of his arm, she seems happy and content. 

      Memories swirl in my mind, blurring the present as I transport back to Christmas long ago when Cara was home for a break and Braxton was nothing but an ex-boyfriend. I may not have been the entire cause of their breakup, but I was the catalyst of what spiraled into a mishap of misunderstandings. Maybe that was the beginning of the shift in me, and the wedding was the clincher. But it all started with our conversation after Christmas dinner…

      Tension hung around us as we sat on the couch in Mrs. Gonzales’ living room. I might as well address the white elephant in the room. I needed to make things right if Cara would be my future sister-in-law. Our future was inescapable.

      “So you really liked him, huh?”

      Tears sprung to her eyes as her bottom lip quivered. “I do.”

      Do, not did.

      Fuck, I’m a prick.

      “For what it’s worth. I’m sorry for playing a part in your separation. And for the way I treated you when we were together. I did like you. I just…” My voice trailed off as I stared at anything but her.

      “Wasn’t ready to give up that player status,” she filled in, her voice gentle when she had every right to be condescending.

      “Something like that. But I am sorry it didn’t work out between us.” I offered a small smile tinged with sorrow.

      “I appreciate that. I do. I liked you too, but after being with Braxton, I realize there are different levels of likes.”

      Her words pierced through me with the realization that our relationship had been doomed from the start.

      “As much as I liked us together,” she continued softly, “I loved what Braxton and I had. He was…”

      “Someone to go the distance,” I finished for her as an unexpected current of pain sliced through me.

      A sad yet bittersweet smile graced her lips as she nodded. “Someone to go the distance.”

      The memory of the girl to whom I once spoke those words caused a pang in my chest. I uttered those words as I gave a silver chain with a pendant. I had the jeweler inscribe “Forever Girl” on the back.

      As I stared at Cara, I finally understood where she came from. Lila was the one I was supposed to go the distance with—my forever girl.

      The sound of laughter in the distance reminds me I’m at a party. Can I go the distance with Miranda? Time will tell. But with her, I can get another chance at love. Our relationship may be new, but for the first time in a long while, I feel ready to put in the effort and commitment required for a successful relationship.

      With determination, I push away from the wall and stand tall. It’s time to let go of the past and step into the unknown.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Lila

        

      

    

    
      The worst part about working at a grooming salon is the cleanup. The once pristine blue basin is now covered in a thick layer of matted brown fur, shed by our most recent client—a massive Saint Bernard named Brutus.

      I stretch my neck to work out the kink as I vigorously scrub the dingy tub and wish I was on better terms with my roommate. She owns a spa, and my muscles could benefit from her expertise.

      “Girl, you have got to come out with us on Saturday night!” Chenille exclaims as she finishes trimming a poodle’s nails at the station beside mine. “There’s this new club opening downtown, and the first hundred ladies get in for free. Plus, they have 2-for-1 drinks all night.”

      I sigh and rinse the soap from the tub. As tempting as a night out sounds, I can’t afford any distractions. “You know I can’t.”

      “But you can. My sister’s friend has a list of trusted sitters.” She shakes her head disapprovingly when I look at her. “All you do is work and go home. Rinse and repeat. You never let loose.”

      There isn’t any time to “let loose.”

      But I don’t expect Chenille to understand. She’s a couple of years younger than me. And as intriguing as bar hopping sounds, I can’t imagine doing it with my responsibilities.

      “You know I’m trying to save every penny to buy this place from Mr. Richards when he retires next year. Going out means spending money I should be putting away.”

      Chenille turns to me, hands on her hips. “Lila, when’s the last time you let your hair down and had some real fun? You’re only young once, girl.”

      “I know, I know. But this salon is my dream. If I lose focus now, it might slip through my fingers. There will be plenty of time for partying after I’m a business owner.”

      She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Fine, be boring then! But don’t expect me to bail your workaholic butt out when you’re drowning in dog hair with no social life.”

      I splash some water at her playfully. “I think I’ll manage. Now, less nagging, more grooming! We’ve got three more pups on the books today.”

      I chuckle as she walks her poodle to the counter. As much as I would love a wild night out, securing my future must take priority. This salon will be mine one day—even if it means a few missed parties along the way. I turn my attention to making the tub sparkle, daydreaming about the day I finally hang my name above the door—Lila’s Paws and Claws.

      Chenille returns and leans against the counter, wearing a mischievous grin. “Speaking of social lives, how’s that wild roommate of yours doing? Miranda, right?” 

      I tense slightly at the mention of her name and shrug nonchalantly. “Oh, you know Miranda. She’s been searching for a rich husband since I met her. Apparently, she finally snagged herself a baseball player.”

      “No way! Like, a famous one?” Chenille’s eyes widened with excitement.

      “I have no clue; I didn’t ask his name. But yeah, he plays for the Boston Bears.”

      “You didn’t ask his name?” Every syllable drips with disbelief.

      “You know me, I don’t follow sports.” I try to keep my tone casual, but the mention of players, especially baseball players, makes my stomach flip. I automatically reach for my necklace and worry the silver pendant between my fingers.

      Chenille whistles appreciatively. “Damn, that chick doesn’t mess around! I bet she’s already planning the wedding.”

      I force a laugh, but it comes out strained. “Knowing Miranda, she’s probably already picked out the diamond ring and reserved the venue since he invited her to the game.” Poor guy. I can’t help but feel sorry for him. He has zero clue what he’s getting himself into.

      “He must be serious.” She curses under her breath. “Lucky, bitch.”

      I make a noncommittal sound. There was a time when I thought I was lucky. My mind drifts to the silver necklace I’m fiddling with. I should rip it off and toss it in the garbage. It’s what a normal human would’ve done years ago, but I can’t bring myself to do it. This is the last meaningful gift anyone has given me. The last gift he gave me. And as much as I hate him, I can’t let go of the memory. Not entirely.

      Chenille’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. “Earth to Lila! You okay? You looked like you were a million miles away.”

      I blink, forcing a smile. “Yeah, sorry. I got lost in thought for a minute there.”

      She eyes me suspiciously but doesn’t push. “Oh, you know what we should do—double date! You, me, Miranda, and her new arm candy. Maybe we’ll run into more of his friends.”

      The thought of being in the same room as a baseball player, let alone my roommate’s latest boy toy, makes my skin crawl. I don’t like this. Not at all. I can’t shake the feeling of unease settling in my gut. The past is creeping up on me, no matter how hard I try to outrun it. And with Miranda’s new beau in the picture, I have a sinking suspicion that things are about to get much more complicated.

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass. I’m not really in the dating mood these days.”

      Chenille sighs dramatically as the bell above the door jingles. “You’re never in the dating mood, but I’m not taking no for an answer. Not this time. You’re blowing off those cobwebs and getting yourself back out there. Your vagina needs a good memory boost—aka dick.”

      “My vagina is just fine! Spectacular even!” My voice carries a little too loud, as evidenced by the amused cough. “Please don’t tell me that’s Mr. Brinkley.”

      Chenille’s shoulders shake with laughter, and I want to sink to the floor. The little traitor isn’t even trying to hide it. “Yep, and your number one fan looks intrigued.”

      “Oh, God.” Plastering on a smile that I’m sure makes me look like some deranged weirdo, I turn to greet my next customer, Jett Brinkley. Jett is one of my regulars who owns a massive Tibetan Mastiff named Max. It’s the breed I want to own someday if I ever leave the city. “Hello, Mr. Brinkley.”

      “Lila, I think you can call me Jett by now.” There’s a smirk on his face, along with a slight tease in his voice. But then his eyes dip to my spectacular crotch. He seems to realize what he has done and rights himself. Giving his head a slight shake, he beams at me. “How’s my favorite groomer doing today?”

      “Favorite groomer, huh?” Chenille chimes in, tone teasing.

      I brush off her playful jab and set down the fresh towels. “Can’t complain.”

      “One could say it’s spectacular,” she murmurs.

      Eyes widening, I shoot Chenille a warning glance. To Jett, I say, “I’ll be ready for Max in just a moment. He’s here for the usual today, right?”

      “Yes, but he could use some extra pampering. He’s been a good boy.”

      “Sounds like someone else has also been well-behaved. Maybe he wants to be pampered as well,” Chenille teases.

      I mouth, “Stop it,” but when I look at Jett, I’m nothing but wide smiles. “We’ll take excellent care of him.”

      Max wags his tail as if sensing what’s coming, his deep brown eyes lighting up with anticipation.

      “I know. You always do.” He winks before sitting in the waiting area.

      Before long, my station was tidy, and I led Max to the grooming table. Jett leans against the counter, his pale blue eyes sparkling. He’s an attractive man—average height and build, not overly muscular, but strong enough. He looks slightly older than me. He’s everything I want in a partner on paper, yet there’s no spark between us.

      “Did you watch last night’s game?”

      “Uh, no.” I have to fight the urge to smack Chenille at her failed attempt to rein in a laugh. If this is Mr. Brinkley’s attempt to hit on me, he’s going about it all wrong.

      “The Bears won. Thanks to that new catcher we picked up over winter, the winning streak continues.”

      My hands falter as I clip the leash to Max’s collar. I haven’t followed sports news for years, so I wouldn’t know about the team picking up a new catcher. But the only catcher’s name I know is Drake’s. No chance that they can be the same person. Last I knew, he played for the Phillies.

      “Is that so?” I manage to ask past the tightening vise around my throat.

      “Yeah, Drake Gunner. Rick Bosley and him are going to lead us to the World Series this year.”

      The name slams into me like a fastball to the gut, stealing my breath and sending a chill down my spine.

      “Oh. That’s … nice.” But it’s not. It’s awful. There’s no way this is real. Drake Gunner cannot live in the same city as me.

      Mr. Brinkley nods enthusiastically, oblivious to my discomfort. “Oh yeah, he’s a real prodigy. They dubbed him Bad Ball Hitter because that guy can hit anything. He frustrates the hell out of the pitchers.”

      My hands shake as I guide Max onto the table, memories of high school flooding back like a relentless tide—back to the broken promises, the memory of Drake’s smile, and that effortless charm that could knock the wind right out of my sails. My stomach clenches. It’s a reflex now, an involuntary tightening of old wounds, and I hate it. I hate that he still wields power to make me feel this way, even if it’s just a ghost of a sensation.

      I swallow hard, fighting back the sudden emotion threatening to consume me. I’m stronger than this. Have been for years. “I-I’m sure he’ll be a real asset to the team.”

      I can sense Mr. Brinkley’s curious gaze as I brush Max’s thick fur. “You okay, Lila? You look a little pale.”

      I force a laugh, but it sounds brittle and fake even to my own ears. “Oh, I’m fine. Just didn’t get much sleep last night, that’s all.”

      Chenille gives me a questionable glance, but I ignore her.

      Mr. Brinkley shrugs, satisfied with my explanation. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’ll be back in a few.” He points behind him. “Have to run a few errands before heading home.”

      As he turns to leave, I feel a sudden, irrational urge to call out to him, to beg him not to go. It was as if keeping him here, talking about anything other than Drake Gunner, could somehow erase the past that was knocking on the forefront of my mind. But I can’t stop the memories from taking over…

      “I don’t understand. Why would we need to end things?” My voice cracked, betraying the desperation I felt.

      Drake’s face was set in a determined expression, his jaw clenched tightly. “I’m heading off to college, Lila. I can’t ask you to sit around and wait when I have no idea what my future looks like. That isn’t fair to you.”

      “But that should be my choice,” I protested, feeling the weight of a promised forever crashing down on me. Each word seemed to lodge a new dagger in my heart.

      “We’re eighteen. Fuck, we still have an entire lifetime ahead of us.”

      A life that we promised to spend together.

      “You’re really leaving this town and me behind?” I whispered, hurt and betrayal lacing my voice.

      “What do you expect me to do? I’m never going back. And you’ll be heading off to college, too. Our paths changed.”

      I stared at him, my heart aching. This was the man who swore he loved me, who promised me forever. Was it all just meaningless words? No. This makes little sense. This isn’t him. “What’s really going on, Drake?”

      He looked distraught. Wrecked. He shook his head. “Don’t make this harder.”

      “Don’t make this harder?” I screeched. “We’ve been together since we were eight years old. What do you … why are you doing this?”

      His hands flexed as if he was trying to keep himself under control. “Trust me. You’ll be better off.”

      “What happened to going the distance? You said I was the one, that I was your forever girl.” I thumped my fist against my chest, the necklace he gave me suddenly feeling like a lead weight. “I wear the words next to my heart.”

      “I’m sorry, Lila,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. He reached for my hand, but I yanked it away, hugging myself as the world spun around me. “I … I think it’s for the best.”

      “Best for who?” My voice sounded hollow, distant. “Best for you?”

      He didn’t respond to that. Instead, he gave me one last look filled with regret and remorse. It made my heart ache for him, but I couldn’t bring myself to comfort him. I was the one who always stood up for the Wild Child when everyone else gave up on him. Now, he was giving up on me.

      Pride and hurt kept my mouth shut as tears streamed down my face. No matter how much it hurt, I wouldn’t beg him to stay with me. My father had drilled into me never to chase after a man. But damn, it felt like my soul was being ripped apart.

      “Fine. I get it. This”—I waved my hand between us—“was just high school. But I was the one who was always there for you. Your constant. I was the one who always stood up for you.” I paused, barely keeping myself together. “Guess not anymore.”

      “Don’t be like that.” He reached for me, but I stepped back. He dropped his head and sighed in defeat. “I wish things were different. But Lila, please know that I did love you.”

      Did. The final nail in the coffin of our relationship. His attempt at consolation failed miserably, sending my heart spiraling into a bottomless pit.

      “Good luck, Drake.” I turned to walk away, leaving him with these parting words, “I hope you make it to the big leagues.”

      In less than four months, that searing pain rushed back while scrolling through

      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Author Note
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Kimberly Readnour
      


      		
        Swinging Strike Excerpt
      


      		
        Second Chance Hero Excerpt
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Kimberly Readnour


      		About the Author


    


  


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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/cover-11.jpg
F 4 Y

KSEMBERLY JREADNOURS

BOOK FOUR IN THE BAD BOVS REDEMPTION SERIES






