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Chapter 1




Elora


The arena rose above me. My first hockey game. I came to Minnesota for new experiences, right? That’s what I told my parents when I left Galveston almost two months ago. October in Texas, not the same as October in Minnesota. I missed the sand, the sun, and the sea air.

“You ready for this?” Melody asked over her shoulder. Her long blonde hair flowed down her back in thick waves. With her bright green eyes and perfect proportions, she belonged more on my parents’ yacht than in the freezing landscape of the upper Midwest. We’d hit it off immediately, and she’d taken me under her wing the last two months as I adapted to land life.

“Not really.” A light breeze hit my bare skin, and I shivered. 

Melody laughed, and it sounded just like her name. “This will be fun. Trust me. You haven’t been out much since you got here.”

The line moved forward. It wasn’t entirely true. I had gone to the freshman mixer and a couple of parties, and I’d never done anything like that before either. This whole college experience has been harder than I anticipated, but I finally felt somewhat adjusted. Melody and I had a great heart-to-heart, and she invited me to go to the game
with her. I accepted because she was right. I needed to get out of my comfort zone. Well, more than the over 1200 miles I was already out of it.

We walked toward the metal detectors. A security guard waved me to her table to check my bag. I opened it, used to this when my dad took me to Houston to see the Astros. He loved baseball, and we’d go once or twice a year after we’d docked in our slip in Galveston. She raised her eyebrows. Melody looked into my oversized purse. 

“Seriously? You brought a book to a hockey game?” Melody shook her head, and my face flushed. 

“I know nothing about hockey. I didn’t want to get bored.” I always took a book to the Astros games. It gave me something to do in between innings.

“Trust me, you won’t get bored.” Melody flipped her hair, drawing the attention of a few guys around us.

I couldn’t do the hair flip to tease her, even though I wanted to. My dark brown hair had been artistically pulled up into a bun. Okay, not artistically, but still. I shivered under my parka. It wasn’t even cold yet, according to my roomie. She grew up in Minnesota and loved the cold. I’d never even seen snow, and I was really looking forward to my first time.

People parted for Melody as she strode through the crowd. She wasn’t being a bitch and demanding people move for her. She just knew who she was and where she was going. I admired that.

We went through the gate, and the temperature dropped even more. Despite the amount of body heat being produced in the three-thousand seat arena, it was downright frigid. I glanced around, tugging my parka closer to my body. Most of the people were in hoodies or jerseys with the school’s team, Ridder University Beavers. Worst school name-mascot combination ever. 

Melody didn’t stop until we were in the first row behind panes of glass that had to be at least six feet tall. A big machine rolled down the middle of the ice, leaving a wet sheen behind it. Water. I wondered why, but I was distracted by the players in black and red jerseys, shooting out of the bench area. Their skates kicked up tiny shavings of the ice. Interesting. 

I looked at Melody, but her gaze was on the bench a couple of sections down from us. Our seats were in a corner. I wasn’t sure if that was good or not. There was a net in front of us, so maybe it was good.

“I’m glad you came.” Melody grinned, and we sat down. She took off her zip up hoodie and draped it over the back of her seat. Her Ridder U t-shirt was long-sleeved with the blue and gold school colors. I’d freeze to death in that. “You need to experience Minnesota.”

“I know.” I tried to sit straight, but it was so cold, and my body wanted to curl in on itself. “It’s tough, you know. After spending my life on the water, being inside is … different?”

“I can’t believe you grew up the way you did.” She nudged me with her elbow. “I’m jealous. Never going to school, traveling the Caribbean. That’s what dreams are made of.”

“Yeah, so I’ve been told.” The other truth was college itself hadn’t been what I expected. Sitting inside stuffy classrooms, hunched over desks, and being expected to listen and not say a word? My mom taught me to ask questions, be inquisitive, challenge everything. That didn’t go over well with some of my professors. Others loved the discourse. College was weird.

“You’re eighteen, out on your own for the first time. Live a little.” She hugged my shoulder. 

“Nineteen,” I said absently as I stared out the glass. “Today’s my birthday.”

“Oh shit, why didn’t you tell me?” She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture of us, then thumbed rapidly over her screen before putting her phone back in her pocket. “There. I sent it out so anybody who sees you will wish you a happy birthday.”

“Sent it out where?” I narrowed my eyes at her. 

“On the school’s social media site, duh. Don’t tell me you still haven’t gotten on that.” Her wide hazel eyes admonished me with one look. 

I shrugged and thought about my parents. They had a charter this week and were in open water. It was the first time we hadn’t spoken or celebrated my birthday together. They had called me before they set out two days ago. It wasn’t like they were ignoring me or that they forgot. Knowing that didn’t stop the sting of loneliness.

“Look,” she said, snapping me out of my reverie. “There’s Damon.”

My gaze followed her finger to the giant TV hanging from the ceiling. Damon Anderson’s photo glared from the pixels along with his name and number, 27. It flashed away to Wyatt Birch. My breath caught in my throat. He didn’t glare like Damon did. His head tilted slightly down, and a knowing smirk touched his lips. He had messy light brown hair with dark eyes that glistened mischievously. 

The image flicked off to another player, but I was frozen. Literally and figuratively. I couldn’t feel my toes. Melody wasn’t paying attention to me anymore. I wondered if he was friendly. Most people I’d met so far were. Melody laughed at something the guy on the other side of her said.

I pulled my book from my bag and picked up where I left off in The Gathering Storm by Winston Churchill. History was a weakness of mine. I loved reading about it, but I also loved biographies and memoirs. Learning how people lived, coped, survived trauma, that fascinated me. Human nature, our reactions and inactions, why they did what they did. I always wanted to know more.

The parka held my body heat in a little too well. I unzipped it and shrugged it off. My shirt barely kept my arms covered. It wasn’t my normal style. Then again, my normal style was a bikini with a tank top over it. I knew nothing about dressing for colder weather. Melody had put me in a white button-down shirt that strained over my chest with three-quarter sleeves. After the game, we were heading to a party with the players. Her goal was for me to meet more people. 

I’d lost myself in Churchill’s writing. The man had been brilliant on so many levels.

A loud slap on the glass made me jump. The heavy book fell from my hands. I glanced up to see a guy from the other team laughing before he skated away. My face burned. I reached down, wiping the cover with my hand.

Hockey was nothing like baseball.



Wyatt


Damon wasn’t focused again. The game hadn’t even started, and he was already thinking about hooking up with his new girl. More than once during our warm up, he’d glanced toward her.

I followed his gaze again just in time to see Mesher smack the glass right in front of her seats. A girl with a mess of dark brown hair jumped out of her chair. Her tits bounced, straining against the buttons of the tight white shirt. Impressive. But totally puck bunny. 

Damon saw it too, and I had to hold him back before he started a fight and got ejected without playing a single shift.

“Melody’s not his target.” I put my arm down once I knew he wasn’t going to take Mesher out just yet. Then I smacked him on the back of the helmet. He didn’t take his gaze off the corner seats. “Get her out of your head until the game’s over. We need to start this season with a home win, got it?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He glared at me, then skated away. Mesher had a target on his back, and Damon wanted to be the arrow. We had a game to win. He wouldn’t jeopardize that, but he would take Mesher down if he crossed the line again.

It was tight in the first two periods. Coach chewed us out during each intermission, but we were up by two goals after the second. Damon had one, I had the assist. We made a line along with Linden. Two years together, working on and off the ice to improve our flow, our shifts, and our overall game showed. 

At the start of the third period, Mesher decided he wanted to impress someone. 

We battled for the puck in the corner. Our sticks slapped and cracked against each other. He dropped his shoulder, then lifted his stick to hook my knee. Asshole move, and it cost him a chance at the puck. I cleared it behind the net. 

Mesher glanced up at the girl he’d been flirting with and blew her a kiss. Disgusting. I slammed my hand into the back of his black helmet, pushing his face guard into the glass so he could kiss that with his teeth. Mesher threw an elbow and turned fast, punching me in the side of the helmet. 

Game fucking on. 

I dropped my gloves. Go time. He reached for my jersey as he skated around me. I waited, faking him out, until he dropped a hand an inch too far. Then I reached in, grabbed his jersey and slammed my fist into his stomach until his blades slipped and he tasted ice. I didn’t hesitate as I skated to the penalty box. 

This year, I wasn’t taking any shit. No more Mr. Nice Hockey player. I was going old school. My first two years at Ridder, I had gotten into two fights total. Game one my junior year, one fight down. I wasn’t going to start them, but I sure as fuck was going to finish them. 

We won by three goals. Mesher finished the game with blood caked on his lip. He wore it like a badge of honor. What a prick. 

“You ready?” Damon asked as he threw his duffle over his shoulder once we’d all showered and changed. 

I shrugged and finished shoving my sweaty pads into my bag. “I guess.”

“Time to get back on the horse, cowboy.” Damon laughed at his stupid reference. He thought he was making fun of me since my family hailed from Deadwood, South Dakota. Like I hadn’t heard that shit my entire life. “Find a puck bunny, get over Veronica, and move the fuck on. It’s been six months. She’s over you.”

I snorted at that. She was more than over me. She was married with a newborn. Worse, she married my former roommate. When I thought back on the months leading up to our breakup, I should have seen it. She was at our apartment before I got home from class all the time. I’d wake up and she wasn’t there, coming back into my bed a few minutes later, looking flushed. Then she told me she was knocked up. I thought it was mine until I walked in on her with her legs high and my best friends slamming his dick into her.

Talk about taking a puck in the nuts. We’d been together almost two years, and she’d spent the last three months getting down and dirty with my best friend. I spent the past summer in a drunken stupor back home, and the last three months working my ass off to get back into shape. 

“I’m not screwing some puck bunny who probably has had every guy’s dick already.” I did that already and look how that turned out. Veronica had been a sophomore, experienced, and ready to take on a freshman when she hit on me. I was ready and willing. Dumbest moment of my life, and I wasn’t interested in repeating it.

“Fine, don’t find a puck bunny. Find a date, make out with a chick. Do something. Just get over Veronica.” Damon pushed open the door of the locker room and walked out. 

He was right. I needed to move on. It was well past time. I followed him to the parking lot and climbed into his SUV. He blared his music, which was fine on one hand and horrible on the other. I loved music. What he listened to was not music. It was all computerized bullshit. Music should be actual instruments with actual people playing them. Not that the people who did the techno crap weren’t talented, they were. It just wasn’t music, in my opinion. 

Damon parked on the street and practically rushed into the house, looking for his new squeeze. Melody was not his usual type. Confident, hot, and actually nice, and, bonus, she wasn’t a puck bunny, but she was a hockey fan. Just a normal girl he met in one of his classes.

He found her fast, standing to the side of the fireplace. Standing next to her was the girl Mesher flirted with, and her gaze was glued on me. 







Chapter 2




Elora


I looked away from that guy, Wyatt. His eyes were the blue of a stormy sea, and his glare told me enough. Just don’t talk to him. I’d seen it before from other cultures on the islands. Most people were friendly, but there was always a handful who hated tourists and made it known. The way Wyatt looked at me reminded me too much of those people.

Damon hurried over to us, and Melody threw her arms around his neck. The kiss was anything but PG-13. I stared at the ceiling while they greeted each other and fought a smile. It wasn’t hard to see why she was attracted to him. Damon had dark brown hair that tumbled over his forehead. His sharp chin curved in a balanced arc under thin lips that became fuller as he smiled. 

“Hey,” Damon said to Melody once they stopped sucking face. Did people still say that? My brother, Apollo, used that term, and it seemed appropriate.

“Hey,” Melody replied, just as lovesick as him. It was sweet, really. She grinned and stepped out of his arms. “Damon, this is my roommate, Elora Castellanos.”

He held out his hand, meeting my stare with his chocolate gaze. “Nice to meet you. My…” He glanced around and shrugged. “One of my roommates was just here. He probably went for a beer. Can I get you guys anything?”

I shook my head just as someone shouted, “Happy Birthday, Elora.”

A bunch of other people chimed in. My cheeks flushed, and I was certain I looked like an elf. At just over five feet, I was the shortest person in the room. The last time this many people had wished me a happy birthday had been my thirteenth party on a beach in Curacao. They had been tourists and locals who just stopped. That was the best gift I’d gotten that year. The Macbook was the second best.

“It’s your birthday?” Damon grinned wide, revealing perfect white teeth.

“Oh, yeah, I found that out on the way to the arena.” Melody laughed and threw her arm over my shoulder. “So I spread the word. She’s been hearing about it all night.”

Damon thought this was hysterical, and apparently, decided to sing “Happy Birthday” at the top of his lungs, which a lot of people joined in on. My face had to be the color of a pomegranate by the time they finished. A few people even high fived me. That was awkward but appreciated none the less. Damon kissed Melody and disappeared toward the kitchen. 

“Sorry, he’s … something else,” she said with a sigh. When I didn’t respond, she glanced down, her eyebrows furrowed. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just going to step outside for a bit. I’ll come find you, okay?” I’d never been claustrophobic before, but I’d never been in a room with this many people. Even the clubs I snuck into in the Caribbean were outside. I felt so trapped, and the crush of people only seemed to grow as more shifted by and dropped birthday wishes.

“You sure? If you want to leave, we can go. I’ll walk you back.” Her eyebrows wrinkled, and she pressed her lips into a thin line. 

“I’m sure.” I smiled, and that seemed to reassure her. I fought my way through the crowd toward the sliding glass doors in the kitchen. The air hit me hard, and I gulped in an icy breath. Just being outside eased the tension. Normally, I liked being around people, but it was just too much at the moment.

I tugged my coat closer around my middle. The backyard wasn’t any better than the house, but at least I could breathe fresh air. Two fire pits flickered in the center of groups of chairs, each occupied couples. As much as I wanted to warm my hands by the fire, I didn’t want to interrupt. 

I ducked in and out of students, sneaking around them and trying not to bump anyone and spill their drinks. A few minutes alone, that was all I needed to get myself together. Finally, I found a piece of quiet at the side of the house. The music was muted, and the conversations dulled. The house even stopped the breeze, giving me a tiny
relief from the cold. I leaned back against the gray siding and exhaled. 

“Not a party person?” a voice asked from the darkness. 

I jumped and stepped back toward the yard. “Who’s there?”

“Don’t worry, I don’t bite unless asked.” A tall guy walked into the faint light from the nearby window. His brown hair was styled back from his forehead like a small wave. It was lighter than Damon’s, but not by much with the product that kept his tresses in place. He kept his head down, and I stepped back even more. “You came in with Melody. I’m Damon’s roommate. Well, one of them. T.J.”

“Oh.” Now I felt foolish. Still, there was something dark about him, and I wasn’t really into the dark. “I’m Elora.”

“The birthday girl?” He lifted his head, and a smile revealed a crooked tooth. His eyebrows lifted, and I noticed his eyes. One hazel, one pale blue. Heterochromia, if I remembered right. I remembered reading about it after watching Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman with my mom. Fascinating. I wanted to ask questions, but that was too personal. “Happy birthday. How are you celebrating tonight?”

“This.” I motioned around the party, stepping more into the yard. The wind whipped a loose strand of hair into my mouth. T.J. didn’t seem like a bad guy, and my shoulders relaxed. “I … uh … I should get back. It was nice to meet you.”

“See ya around, birthday girl.” He nodded, his gaze drifting down my chest.

I turned around and headed back toward the house, a yawn catching my breath. 

 

Wyatt


This party sucked. I just wasn’t in the mood for the congratulations and drunken fun. It all felt like bullshit now. The puck bunnies were out in full force, and I did everything in my power to stay away from there. Damon was right. I needed to move on from Veronica. Just not with anybody who wanted to be with hockey me. I was more than just a hockey player. Most of the bunnies wanted to talk hockey, give out blowjobs (not that I was opposed to that), and put me on a pedestal. That was pretty much how it started with Veronica.

I nodded to a few of my teammates and snaked my way toward the back door. Just in time to see the girl Mesher screwed with hurry away from the side of the house. T.J. sauntered out after her with a mile-wide grin. That was all I needed to know about that chick. 

There wasn’t anything outside except the same shit as inside. I went to find Damon. It didn’t take long. He was still with Melody by the fireplace, just where I’d left them. They were in deep conversation, and I was glad not to watch another make out session. That was a point in her favor. I didn’t know much about Melody, except she was a freshman and not the type he usually scored with. She also didn’t care that he played hockey, even though she knew plenty about the sport. 

At Ridder U, hockey was second to none. Not even football beat us. Of course, the football team hadn’t had a winning season in ten plus years. Basketball was slightly better, but not by much. It wasn’t a good thing or a bad thing, just a thing. Some of the guys used it to their advantage to score the bunnies. I wasn’t among them. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t a saint. I just didn’t bag every bunny who wanted me. 

Maybe I had been off the market too long. 

“Hey,” I said, to get Damon’s attention. 

He lifted his head and met my gaze. A knowing smile curled his lips. Damon was one hundred percent a smart ass. I loved him like a brother, and that kept us from kicking each other asses. He waggled his brows and nodded toward the person hovering near Melody. I glanced that way and there she was again. 

Jesus. I couldn’t get away from this girl. Her brown eyes widened, and they were pretty. I’d admit that much. Okay, she was sexy in a bundled up, frozen kind of way. Who wore a parka in sixty-degree weather?

I opened my mouth to introduce myself. Mama didn’t raise me without manners.

Her gaze shot away from mine, toward her friend. “I think I’m going to go. I’m exhausted.”

“I’ll go —”

“No.” She held up her hand and cut a glance at Damon. “Don’t leave for me. I can walk. It’s not that far.”

“Wyatt will walk you back, Elora,” Damon volunteered, slamming a hand on my shoulder and squeezing. “Our apartment’s not far from Aldridge Hall.”

“That’s our dorm,” Elora said. She shook her head. “Sorry, you knew that. Just… I’m a little flustered.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” I deadpanned. Her gaze shot to mine and she tilted her head to the side. A lock of dark brown hair with a hint of gold fell across her cheek. I was leaving anyway, and I was on foot since Damon drove. Like I said, Mama didn’t raise me without manners. “Come on. I’m heading out. I’ll walk you back.”

She nodded to Melody and Damon, then stepped up beside me. I wondered again about the parka. It wasn’t any of my business, but curiosity met the cat. Once we stepped out onto the porch, she literally shivered. 

“What are you going to do when it gets cold?” I asked, taking the steps down to the sidewalk. “This isn’t even close.”

She sighed, pulling the coat closer. “I don’t know. I keep telling myself I was insane to move up here, but this isn’t just college. It’s a lifestyle change.”

I snorted at that. “Explain that to me.”

“Being in a classroom, going to parties, being away from my family, the ocean.” She shrugged, and a wistful expression came over her face. “Maybe I should’ve stayed closer to home.”

“Where’s home?” Not that I cared, but making polite conversation went along with manners. 

Her phone rang, and I almost laughed as she struggled to get her phone out of her pocket. “Excuse me.” Her world seemed to brighten when she saw the names on the screen. She swiped to answer, and a middle-aged, very tan couple’s faces appeared. “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad.”

“Happy Birthday, Elora. We’re sorry it took so long to call.” Her mom waved at the camera. 

“We just docked in St. Thomas. Finally got service.” Her dad peeked over her mom’s shoulder. She shared the wide brown eyes with her mom, but her dark hair matched her father’s even in volume. “How’d you spend the big day?”

“Melody took me to a hockey game.” Elora glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “It was interesting.”

“That’s great.” Dad leaned farther in, and her mom pushed him back. “What’re you doing now? It looks dark.”

I must have leaned too far over, because the next thing I heard was, “Who’s that?”

Elora’s eyes widened, and she glanced at me, then pulled me into the frame. “This is Wyatt Birch. He’s walking me home.”

“Hi, Wyatt.” Her mom waved again, and something crossed her expression. Probably motherly concern. I’d seen something similar when my sister Jane brought home her future husband. That was not necessary in this situation though. “We’ll let you go. I’ll call this weekend, okay?”

“Of course,” Elora said. She waved again and ended the call. Her shoulders fell. “Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” I asked, moving away from her. The wind whipped that strand of hair toward me. She smelled really good, like sunscreen and grapefruit. 

She shrugged, and I didn’t push her. “So where are you from?” she sputtered, then added, “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“South Dakota. Near Deadwood.” I thought about my mom making fresh bread in our kitchen. That always made me smile. Maybe I’d call her later and ask her to send a loaf. “You?”

“We’re based in Galveston, Texas, but I lived on a yacht all over the Caribbean.” She smiled wistfully again.

“Wait, your parents are in St. Thomas? Right now?” That was interesting. I’d never really been out of the Midwest. She had traveled all over the Caribbean and she’s only nineteen. “How did that work with school?”

She laughed, a sincere, hearty sound. “Mom homeschooled me. Before my parents decided to buy a yacht, they were both teachers. My grandfather left Dad a lot of money when he died. Now they run charters out of Galveston for weeks at a time.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, truly awed. Life on a boat could be interesting. Living for the next destination. I couldn’t even imagine it, and I kind of wanted to. “So, you’re not a puck bunny?”

“What’s a puck bunny?” Her eyebrows furrowed, and she stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “And why do I think I should be both flattered and insulted at the same time?”

I bit my lip. She had a point. There wasn’t a way to talk myself out of this. “A puck bunny is a girl who chases hockey players.”

A light bulb went off behind her eyes, quickly followed by a flash of anger. 

“Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “It comes with the territory. What about T.J., though?”

“What do you mean?” She stared at me with haughtiness. Her arms crossed. For added impatience, she tapped her foot. It was kind of cute.

I felt like such an asshole. “I saw you come around the building and T.J. followed you. He likes to take girls there to, well, you know… I just assumed…” My words trailed off and guilt sank into the pit of my stomach. “I shouldn’t have assumed. Sorry.”

She stared at me for a moment, but she stopped tapping her foot. “Okay. I guess I shouldn’t be mad. You had your reasons for whatever you thought, even if they were so very wrong.” She paused again and blew out a breath with a shiver. “I went around the side of the house to escape all the people. He was already there. He introduced himself, and I decided it was time to go. That was it.”

I nodded. That made sense, actually. T.J. liked to scare people. He was good at it. One of the reasons he was a great goalie on the ice. T.J. liked playing the bad boy, but he was pretty decent, if he let you know him. 

“No wonder you’re cold,” I said, trying to ease the tension by not-so-deftly changing the subject. “Did you have to buy a new wardrobe?”

She grinned, and I knew I was forgiven. “Melody helped. She thought it was crazy I hadn’t thought of socks.” She shrugged with a wider smile, rocking on her heels. “I’ve never owned socks.”

I laughed, and we started back toward the campus. Although this time, I slowed my pace. 







Chapter 3




Elora


Melody didn’t come back to our room that night. Truth be told, I knew she was with Damon, but I still worried. It wasn’t until almost one in the next afternoon that she rolled in with a huge smile on her face. I curled up in our loveseat with my comforter and watched a hockey movie called Miracle to kill time after a light lunch.

“Good night?” I asked, closing my laptop before cuing up a movie called Goon.

“The best.” She twirled on her heel then collapsed onto the grass green comforter on her bed. A giggle erupted, and she rolled to face me. Her cheeks were flushed a light pink, and her eyes danced. “Damon’s amazing.”

I set my laptop beside me, then leaned forward. “Do tell.”

Her eyebrows lifted, along with a smirk on her lips. “A lady never kisses and tells.”

“You did more than kissing if you’re getting home this late.” I pressed my lips together in an O. That only set her off into more giggles. “That good, huh?”

Melody shifted her legs under her, sitting on her heels. “Have you ever had someone treat you like you’re the most precious thing on the planet? Like just being able to touch you is a gift? And kiss you like he’s worshiping you?”

“I can’t say I have. I mean, I’ve had great sex, but nothing like you’re describing.” I tucked my legs under me and waited for more. The truth was, I’d had one boyfriend when we were stuck in Nevis a year ago. The yacht had an oil leak, and it took longer than expected to get the part. For two months, Nigel had taught me how to be a woman and how to tell a lover what I needed. By the time we left port, I knew what made me tick in that arena. Unfortunately, a year is a long time to wait for a repeat of great sex. 

“Really? I thought you might still be a virgin,” she said. 

I laughed hard at that. “No, not even close, but we can talk about that another time. Tell me about Damon. I’m assuming you’re going to see him again.”

“Duh.” She threw a pillow at me. I slapped it away before it hit me in the chest. Melody giggled again. Her happiness was infectious, and I giggled along with her. “He’s got another game tonight, but it’s over in St. Paul, and I don’t have a car. Sometimes being a freshman sucks.”

“That no car rule is silly.” I shrugged, but the school’s rules existed for a reason. “Do you love him? I mean, it’s been since the end of August. Is that long enough to fall in love or was it just sex?”

Melody’s eyebrows furrowed. “I think I do. I mean, I love being with him. I think about him all the time. My heart beats faster when I’m around him. Is that love? I don’t know. I’ve never experienced it before.”

“Me either.” Melancholy dripped in my words. The euphoria of being with Nigel felt like love at the time, but I didn’t pine for him after we left. I mean, I did at first of course. After a few weeks, he was just a very fond memory.

“Well, we’re going to find out.” She yawned and stretched her arms above her head. “I’m so tired.”

I stood and opened the fridge. “Here.” I tossed her a water bottle. “I’m sure you’re dehydrated too.”

Melody missed the bottle, but it wasn’t a good throw. It bounced off the wall and back onto her bed. “Thanks.” She nestled against her pillows and chugged a third of the water. “I’m going to crash.”

“I’m going out. Text me when you wake up. We can get dinner at the student union or maybe go off campus to that Thai place you like.” I slid my feet into my boots and shoved my laptop into my bag. “Mel?”

A soft snore answered me. I put on my light coat of Melody’s to stave off the cold. I had a paper due Monday, anyway. It was done, but maybe it could be better. There was a study floor at the student union that might be better suited for my needs. It was an open area with fireplaces centered around various chairs and couches. Most people
socialized, but I liked sitting by the fire and reading. Maybe I’d do that instead. I was ahead in most of my classes. A night reading by a fireplace sounded perfect. 

I just needed something to read. I’d finished the Churchill book already, so the library it was. 

After twenty minutes of searching for the perfect biography or memoir, I checked out two: A New Conscience and Ancient Evil by Jane Addams and Gretzky: an Autobiography by Wayne Gretzky. Jane Addams was a prolific suffragette. I’d read a biography about her before, but nothing written by her. I walked toward the student union with my head down, and I didn’t get far before someone called my name. Turning around, I couldn’t help but smile at who it was. 

“Hi, Lawrence,” I said when he stopped beside me. His hoodie was dark blue, white, and orange, with Chicago across the white stripe. He paired it with his usual jeans and gray New Balance sneakers. “How’d your open mic night go?”

Lawrence's smile widened. His perfectly white teeth gleamed in the afternoon sun. Lawrence was the definition of tall, dark, and handsome. His grandparents were from Jamaica on his mom’s side, and his dad’s side was Puerto Rican, but Lawrence was one hundred percent American. We had Intro to Philosophy together and hit it off easily. 

“Well?” I prodded when he wouldn’t stop smiling at me. 

“It was… better than perfect? Is that even possible?” He rocked on his heels, humming with excitement. His warm brown eyes reminded me of the wet sand at the edge of the sea. Lawrence laughed, and it rolled deep from his chest. “I can’t believe I actually got up there with my guitar. You should’ve been there.”

“Next time, I’ll try.” He’d invited me, and I felt a little guilty about ditching him for the hockey game. I pointed toward the student union. “I’m just going to study.”

“I’ll walk with you.” He offered his arm, and I slid my hand into the crook of his elbow. Lawrence had manners. It was nice, and I appreciated the old-fashioned gesture. “I sang an original song. It was so much fun. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”

“I get it.” I squeezed his arm, and he flexed his muscles a bit. Odd. Lawrence was shy about his music, mainly because his parents didn’t think it was a viable career option. Any success needed to be celebrated. “Guess what I did? I went to a hockey game. It was so exciting.”

“That why you have that Gretzky biography?” He nodded to the books clenched in my other arm. 

I glanced down at it. The hockey player on the front smiled like he knew Lawrence was right. “I guess so. It just sounded interesting, and I know nothing about it at all. Why not read a biography?”

“It’s not your normal read.” He shrugged, and my hand lifted with his arm. “So, what’re you doing tonight? There’s an open mic poetry slam at Wildflowers Café. I was thinking about trying some of my lyrics as poems. I mean, should I? Last night was…”

“Better than perfect?” I smiled, repeating his words. We stopped outside the student union, and I let go of his arm. “You should totally do it.”

“Will you come?” His cheeks turn a slight pink under his smooth almond skin. 

“Yeah, I’ll bring Melody. We’ll be your cheering section.” I grinned, but something in his eyes shifted. It was gone before I really even noticed it, so I figured it must have been my imagination.

“Great. I’ll see you, I guess. It starts at eight.” He stepped back and offered a half smile. 

I waited for him to turn away before I stepped into the warmth of the building. Somehow, I felt like I screwed something up. What, I had no idea. I climbed the stairs to the second floor and found my favorite quiet corner with a fireplace. Lawrence’s expression bugged me. I couldn’t focus on anything in either book, so I turned back to my laptop. After putting on my headphones, I cued up Goon and got lost in the hockey movie.

 

Wyatt


Damon was unbearable before the game. Getting laid hadn’t eased his tension. It only upped it more. He itched to get back to Melody. We’d all seen that look of puppy love and desperation before. Most of us had experienced it.

“Jesus, man, you’re pussy whipped already,” T.J. said as he strapped on his goalie pads. Tall and gangly, T.J. moved fast in front of the net. He was one of the reasons we won more often than lost. He was focused on the puck, and in the back of his head, being better than his pro father.

“Yeah, kiss my ass. You’re just pissed you couldn’t get your dick sucked last night.” Damon threw his jockstrap at T.J. who dodged it easily. It smacked Elton in the back. He didn’t even turn around.

“I almost had a chick. She was fine.” T.J. stopped what he was doing to emphasize the girl’s hourglass figure. “Her dark hair piled on top of her head, wide brown eyes, and her tits were spectacular from what I could tell under that parka.”

I froze at the description of Elora. He hadn’t had a chance with her. Not after what she said about him. I believed her more than T.J. He wasn’t interested in anything long term, and I got the impression that Elora wasn’t a one-night type of girl. I ignored his posturing.

“You could bounce a quarter off her perfect ass.” He mimicked smacking it. “I could’ve ridden that all night.”

My fingers balled into fists. Okay, maybe ignoring it wasn’t going to work. T.J. talked shit about women all the time, most of it of the bull variety, but he also loved a challenge. She shot him down. That was enough for him to try again.

“But you didn’t.” Damon laughed as he pulled his jersey over his shoulder pads. “Elora ran from you. She’s not your type. She’s too classy.”

“Yeah, that’s what made her perfect.” T.J. laughed and dropped back onto the bench behind him. He stretched his legs out, almost tripping Linden as he walked by on his skates. “Too bad she’s skittish. I’ll wear her down, though. They all come around to my cock.”

My nails dug into my palms. No way he’d get to Elora. I glared at him, but he didn’t notice. And why the fuck did I care? I walked her home last night. That was it. We chatted about her family, her life growing up, but only briefly. There wasn’t any reason for me to go all caveman over her. 

“You okay, man?” Damon said quietly beside me. 

I buried the anger building in my chest with a fake smile and nodded once, keeping my mouth shut.

“Thanks for walking Elora home last night.” Damon grinned like he was replaying his night with Melody. The goofy, lovesick grin wouldn’t go away. “I owe you big time for that. Mel would’ve ditched me for sure if you hadn’t come through.”

I shook my head, not in the mood to talk about last night again. “Are you going to get your head out of your ass in time for the game?”

His smile widened, and I wanted to punch out his two front teeth. “Not my ass I’m thinking about.”

This was going to be a very long night.

Three hours later, with an overtime win under our belts, Coach took me aside in the locker room. I’d gotten two minor fighting penalties in the third. The first was more jersey grabbing and circling each other. The second almost cost us the game, but he’d tried taking out Linden by cross checking him into the boards. Linden went down hard, and I fucking lost it.

My jaw throbbed from a nasty right hook, and my eye started swelling after a left jab. Fucker had pulled my helmet off and ripped the chin strap. I doubted I looked pretty, but I guarantee he looked worse. 

“What the fuck is going on with you?” Coach snapped once I closed the door to the visiting office. “Two games, three minor fighting penalties? That’s not the finesse player I know.”

“Just upping my game.” I stood in front of him, holding his gaze. “And Milford slammed Linden headfirst into the boards. Can’t let anybody fuck with my line.”

“Yeah, he deserved a wake-up call, but that’s not your job.” Coach leaned forward on the desk and stared hard. He was pissed, and I didn’t really get it. Linden could beat the shit out of someone who even looked at T.J. wrong, but I’m getting my ass chewed for a legit fight. “You get assists, you score goals. Focus your damn effort there and stop taking stupid penalties when I need you on the ice.”

“Yes, sir.” I stepped toward the door, knowing I’d been dismissed. It was hard not to argue with him, and I wanted to. He’d bench me if I did.

“I mean it, Wyatt,” he shouted before the door slammed shut behind me. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. And fuck that. I was done playing by everyone else’s rules. Time to make my own.
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