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      December, Junior Year of College . . .

      

      Knox Everett stepped from the showers to find one of the football team’s student managers waiting for him. “Coach wants to see you.” Knox nodded as he wiped the water from his face and then wrapped the towel around his waist. No need to tell him which coach. Knox knew it was Coach Reardon—the head coach. Knox had been anticipating this meeting for more than one reason.

      Knox was one of the last guys in the locker room as he got dressed. It was because he always ran another thirty minutes of drills out on the field after practice was over. Plus, he liked the quiet to think about their next game. And their next game was a big one.

      Knox headed out of the locker room and down the hall to Coach Reardon’s office. The door was partially open, but Knox knocked on it anyway.

      “Come in,” Coach said with his gruff voice.

      “You wanted to see me, Coach?” Knox asked. Yes, he might be considered football royalty, but he hadn’t earned that. His father had, though. His father, Trey, had been an All-Pro running back before becoming a coach for the new professional football team in Lexington. The Lexington Thoroughbreds were partially owned by Will Ashton, a former pro quarterback from Knox’s hometown and Knox’s mentor. Knox appreciated everything that he’d learned from both of them, but their names and reputations couldn’t put points on the board. That was Knox’s responsibility. He worked his ass off every day to get where he was, which was at the top of his game.

      “Yeah, we need to decide a few things before the championship game. The deadline for the draft is next month. Have you made a decision?” Coach Reardon had been as unbiased as he could when discussing Knox’s future. Of course, he wanted Knox to stay another year and keep the team winning. But he was also a good enough coach to kick him out of the nest when the time was right, which was now.

      Knox sighed. This should be an easy decision, but it wasn’t. His mother wanted him to finish college. His dad wanted him to go pro since there was a good chance he’d go in the top three this year. “I think I have a solution,” Knox said, leaning forward, “but I need help from you to put pressure on the dean.”

      “And what’s this solution?”

      “If you can get the dean to allow me to take the advanced coding class next semester on top of my already set course load, I can take my last required class online during the first summer session. I’d be done by the end of June, which is before training camp starts.” Knox knew he was crazy for adding to his class load instead of reducing it. But luckily his parents had stressed academics in high school and he’d graduated with enough credits towards college that all he needed were these last two classes for his major. He had enough credit hours to graduate now. He just needed to get his major requirements in.

      “I know you’re smart. Your major is information technology, not communications like everyone else. Except for the linemen, but they’re crazy. How are you going to handle a heavy course load with the demands of the championship game, combines, and then draft day in April?” Coach had a legitimate question and Knox knew it wasn’t going to be easy.

      “I need a tutor. Advanced coding is a beast. I need someone who can help me with it, even if it’s just sitting there while I do my homework so I can ask them questions.” Knox might have an ego out on the field, but he knew his strengths and weaknesses. Coding was a weakness.

      Coach Reardon sat back in his chair. It creaked with his weight as he crossed his arms. “I’ll call the dean and find you a tutor. You’re going top three, so that means New England, Cleveland, or New York. But we have a college championship to win first. Don’t forget that.”

      “Yes, Coach. And thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Knox rushed from the showers and down the hall of the practice facility to meet his new tutor. They had study rooms at the facility, and one that was going to be his every other day for the rest of the semester. Knox was one week from the championship game but that didn’t matter. His classes had already started and he had an advanced coding quiz he had to take before leaving for the game. His professor didn’t care that he was a football player. In fact, his professor seemed pissed off that Knox had gotten into the class, which he’d been told was already closed. However, the dean got the professor to let him in. The tutor, Quinn Kennedy, was different though and would help him. Quinn was a student tutor scheduled to graduate in May and Coach had found him via a posting for tutors. Knox just hoped this Quinn guy wasn’t either anti-football players or a football player fanatic. Knox needed someone he could trust to help him instead of gossip about him.

      The door to the study room was open. Knox paused at the doorway and took in the jean-clad ass in front of him. It was round, a perfect handful or more, and currently pointed right at him. Damn, was his dick reacting to a guy for the first time ever?

      Quinn found what he was looking for in his backpack and stood up. That’s when Knox was hit harder than any defensive back ever had. The juicy jean-clad ass didn’t belong to a man but a woman. Knox could see round breasts, even in a hoodie two sizes too big when she turned toward him. Her brown hair was tucked up under a knit cap but when she pulled it off, he saw that her hair was long and straight. Her big brown eyes were full of surprise. While she was tall, probably five feet seven, she still seemed small to his six-foot-four.

      “Knox Everett? What are you doing here?” Okay, so the curvy knockout wasn’t swooning, so he guessed that was good.

      “Are you Quinn Kennedy?” Knox asked instead of answering her right away.

      “I am. How did you know that?”

      Damn, but she was adorable as she narrowed her eyes at him. She wasn’t Hollywood thin. She had curves, and man, did he want to explore them. He wanted to run his hand over the flare of her hips and feel her sides tuck into a narrower waist before feeling the curves of her bust. Talk about an hourglass bombshell. “You’re my tutor.”

      Quinn shook her head and gave a little laugh. “No. I am here to tutor one of the student managers. I don’t know anything about communications.”

      Knox gave her a grin that usually had panties melting off the jersey chasers. Quinn just blinked as if she couldn’t process it. “Good thing I’m an information technology major then. I need tutoring with advanced coding.”

      “But,” Quinn stuttered before grabbing a piece of paper, “this says a football student manager.”

      “I know, sorry about that. I can’t exactly show up at the library, can I? As much as I benefit from being a sports figure, one of the things I can’t do is just roll up to the library and study. So, we put that down to keep the groupies from applying to be my tutor.”

      He could read all the emotions flitting over her face before she finally settled on stubborn. “I’m not going to do your homework for you.”

      “I’d never ask you to do that.” Knox walked fully into the room and closed the door. They were in complete privacy now. No one could see them and Knox liked the idea of having Quinn all to himself.

      

      Quinn Kennedy was a geek. She knew it. Her professors knew it. Her best friend, Helena Diakos, knew it. She was not someone who had ever been around one of the famous football stars of their college, nevertheless she was now in a small private room with one.

      She heard Knox snort and saw him looking down at her tote bag. “You like big books, huh?” he read from it.

      “I cannot lie,” she answered automatically.

      “What kind of books?” Knox asked her as he walked around her and pulled out the chair next to hers.

      “Romance.” Quinn waited for the jokes, but they didn’t come. Helena had given them to her as an escape after her parents had been killed in a helicopter crash. They’d been sightseeing for their anniversary when it happened right after Quinn had graduated from high school.

      “Cool. My mom loves them too. My dad had to build her a whole new room for her book babies. Her words, not mine.”

      “Do you like to read?” Quinn asked, taking her seat. Knox wasn’t acting like a spoiled sports star, so at least that was a positive. And she really, really, really needed the money. She was on scholarship, but still couldn’t buy one particular textbook she needed this semester until she tutored Knox for the week and got paid. She was making do by borrowing a friend’s book after she finished the reading.

      “Yeah. I like mysteries and thrillers. I don’t have much time to read, but I’ll binge read my favorite authors as soon as the season is over. So, have you taken this class before?”

      Quinn nodded. “Yes, I’m a senior computer science major. I took it last semester. Don’t worry. I did well in it.”

      “I need a C in the class, at the very least. I take it you did better than that?”

      “I had the highest grade in the class. Don’t worry, coding is my thing. Let’s get to work and see how much tutoring you’ll need.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you coming to the game?” Knox asked Quinn at the end of their first week working together. They had met every day to prepare for the quiz he was going to take tomorrow morning before getting on a plane for the championship game.

      “No. I’m not really into sports.”

      “Why not?” Knox sounded almost offended and it made Quinn roll her eyes.

      “Would you be into it if all the jocks in high school tormented you for being a geek?” Knox looked angry and Quinn wondered if she’d hurt his feelings. “Not that you would have done that.”

      “I’m sorry you had that experience. We’re not all bad.” Knox looked at his phone and frowned when he saw the time. “I’m so sorry. I kept you past dinner. Come on, let me grab you something on the way to your dorm. The bookstore is still open and they have the best soup.”

      Quinn bit her lip. The bookstore also had her algorithm textbook. But Knox wasn’t due to pay her until tomorrow, which he wouldn’t do since he’d be gone for his game. Maybe she’d get paid on Monday?

      “What are you thinking?” Knox asked her. “I can literally see your mind working.”

      “Um, it’s nothing.”

      “Liar. What is it?”

      “I’m short on money at the moment and your tutoring money is what I need to buy my last textbook. But don’t worry. I can wait until after your game.” Quinn hated admitting to anyone that she had money issues. Especially to the golden boy on campus who already was making more money through advertising deals than she’d make once she graduated. That wasn’t counting the fact that he came from money. His father was a former pro football player turned coach and his mother was one of the most famous actresses of her generation. Although, she’d never heard any rumors on campus about Knox flaunting money or his parents’ connections.

      Knox surprised her by reaching out and grabbing her hand in his. It felt as if her motherboard had been fried by electricity at the contact. His hand was so large, warm, and somehow soft yet calloused at the same time. “Then it’s a good thing we’re going to the bookstore for dinner.”

      He felt sorry for her. That was why he was holding her hand and walking her across campus at nine at night. She loved it, yet hated it at the same time. She didn’t want anyone to pity her. They were halfway to the bookstore when they had to stop for traffic.

      “Jeez, Q, give a man a break and just tell him when you need something.”

      “Q for Quinn. How original.” Quinn rolled her eyes at the nickname she always hated. “And what do I need?” she asked, but Knox was already pulling his football hoodie off and before she knew it, he was yanking it down onto her body. It fell to her knees and smelled of sandalwood and fresh rain. She couldn’t believe he’d noticed she had been cold.

      “You’re shivering. If you need something, just ask. I’ll make sure you get it. And Q isn’t for Quinn. It’s for your extraordinary IQ. An IQ that I know got me prepared for this quiz tomorrow.”

      Knox, completely ignoring the fact that it was close to freezing out, was now only wearing a T-shirt while she walked with his hoodie on. He placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her to the bookstore. “I’ll put in our food order while you find your book. I’ll meet you at checkout.”

      Knox disappeared to the back of the bookstore where the café was as Quinn noticed the checkout girl eyeing her. Yeah, Quinn wasn’t the normal type of woman on Knox’s arm. She was only on it to help his grades. Nothing else. Unfortunately. She’d be the first to admit she’d judged Knox unfairly. But she wasn’t stupid. Men like Knox didn’t date fuller-figured, romance-bookworm, computer-science geeks.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you watching football?” Helena sounded bewildered when she walked into their room.

      “I can’t tell you.” Quinn didn’t know exactly what was happening, but she winced when a huge man from the other team took Knox down to the ground a second after he threw the ball.

      Helena had been Quinn’s assigned roommate freshman year. How Quinn had lucked out with not only getting a roommate but a bestie for life, she didn’t know. They’d roomed together all four years and they were going to rent an apartment together in New York City after they graduated.

      “Can’t tell me?” Helena was curvy like Quinn, but had the confidence to pull it off better than Quinn. Helena’s eyes went wide as she flopped onto the couch next to her. “You can only not tell me if you’re tutoring someone. Oh-em-gee! You’re tutoring one of the football players! Tell me everything.”

      Quinn sucked in a breath as Knox threw the ball really far. One of his players jumped up into the air and snagged it down, landing in the endzone. “Yes! Way to go, Knox!”

      “You’re tutoring Knox Everett? Oh my god, please tell me that man pays you in orgasms.”

      Quinn felt her face turn five shades of red. Not because Helena said orgasms, but because Quinn had had some very vivid sex dreams of just that. They were in the private study room when Knox confessed his feelings for her, lifted her out of the chair, set her on the table, and then went down onto his knees . . .

      “Quinn! Tell me right now if that man has given you an orgasm!”

      Quinn shook her head and shushed her friend as if Knox could hear her. “No! I’m a professional. You know I’d be fired if I slept with someone I’m tutoring. I need that money too badly. And, I mean, come on, look at him.” Quinn pointed to the television where confetti was falling over the field and as Knox ripped off his helmet to celebrate the big win.

      “I am looking at him. That is a man who knows how to give a woman an orgasm. Not like Linus.”

      Guinn groaned. “Leave Linus alone. He was nice.”

      “The man thought the clit was a myth!”

      “At least he apologized for poking around down there,” Quinn said on a sigh because that summed up her sex life.
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        * * *

      

      Knox had never met someone so immune to his flirting as Quinn. That didn’t mean he gave up. He still tried every time he saw her. But school was ending in two weeks. She’d gotten a job in New York City at SA Tech and he was heading to Massachusetts for football.

      “Q, can I ask you a favor?” Knox asked as he closed his textbook. This was their last tutoring session before finals began. They’d just completed his study guide and now it was time to do the rest of the studying on his own.

      “Sure.” Quinn smiled at him and Knox wished like hell she’d have grabbed any of the flirtatious lines he’d tossed out to her over the semester. Instead, they talked about school, the draft where he’d been selected second overall, and her plans for the future.

      “Will you come over to my house with me? I got you a graduation present and thought I’d have enough time to get it before meeting you, but didn’t.”

      Quinn stared at him in disbelief. “You got me something? But, why?”

      Knox wanted to laugh at her surprised reaction. However, instead of laughing he felt sad. After spending all this time together, even if they weren’t romantic, they had still become friends. She shouldn’t be that surprised he got her a graduation gift. After all, she’d gotten him a tiny trophy that said Best Football Player on it after he had been drafted.

      “Because you helped me get a B in a class I would have failed without you,” Knox told her. “And more importantly, I’d like to think we’re friends.”

      He watched as she grabbed her bag and gave him a shy smile. “I guess that’s true. Sometimes I think you know me better than Helena.”

      

      It didn’t take long to make it to the house he rented with some friends, but Knox only frowned. He could hear the music from the car, and then there were the people and the keg on the front lawn. They weren’t just people. And they certainly weren’t friends of his. They were all just jersey chasers and bros. He could tell by the complete lack of clothing. Instantly, Quinn seemed to shrink into herself.

      “What the hell?” Knox muttered as two girls started walking to his car. “Come on, Q. Let’s see if we can get inside before I get mobbed.”

      “It’s okay if you want to go party,” Quinn said, stalling. “I have to meet Helena in a minute anyway.”

      “I don’t want to party. I want to be with you.” If only Quinn understood how honest and literal he was being.

      Quinn gave him a forced smile and Knox felt it like a truck to the balls. She didn’t feel the same way about him. All those nights laughing and talking didn’t mean as much to her as they did to him. Now he felt stupid about the gift he had for her. It was clear she didn’t want anything to do with him.

      “I’ll just run and grab your gift.” Knox brushed by the jersey chasers and up to his room. He’d gotten in the habit of locking his door after finding a woman in it after practice one time Freshman year. He unlocked his door and grabbed the bag with the graduation cap on it before going back outside.

      Quinn was standing beside his car with her backpack on and texting on her phone. “Here you go. Thank you for all you’ve done and for being my . . . friend. Good luck at SA Tech.”

      

      Quinn took the gift bag with surprise. “You really didn’t have to do this, Knox.”

      “I wanted to.” Knox looked back at the women circling him like starved coyotes. “Do you want a ride to meet Helena?”

      “No thanks. She’s on her way.” Because Quinn had asked her to drive over here ASAP and pick her up. One thing here was not like the others, and that was Quinn. “There she is.” Quinn opened the door to Helena’s car and forced a smile to cover the tears that were about to fall. “You’re going to do great things, Knox.”

      “You are too, Q.”

      Quinn got into the car and didn’t start crying until Knox was out of sight.

      “What happened?” Helena demanded. “Do I need to kick him in the balls?”

      Quinn shook her head and pulled the tissue paper from the bag. “He got me a gift.” She reached inside and first pulled out a gold letter Q paperweight. Below that was something familiar. It was Knox’s football sweatshirt she’d borrowed every second she could.

      Quinn pulled the sweatshirt to her and hugged it tight. She wouldn’t ever have Knox, but she could have this one piece of him.
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      Current day . . .

      

      Knox was so happy for his brother. Holt had found love. Not any love, but the kind that wound its way into your body and molded two hearts into one.  A love they had both thought would be impossible to find with careers in the limelight. Holt was a famous country singer and Knox was the starting quarterback for the Lexington Thoroughbreds. They had been hounded by dates who cared more for their status than their hearts.

      He’d spent a couple of years up north but had been traded to his father’s team a couple of years ago where he’d ridden the bench until the former QB had retired. Now it was his turn to run the team. It was nice to be home once again. Knox avoided the questions about him being on the team only because of his father by making sure he gave his full effort at every practice and every game. Plus, it helped that while his father was the head coach, he was mostly coached by the QB and passing coordinator, Kate Davies. That made it easier to stay friends with his father and avoid those who called his playing nepotism.

      Tonight, though, was all about his brother. Maeve Ritter, Knox’s personal assistant, had put this all together for them. It was the night before Holt was to be married. Instead of a strip club or some wild Vegas weekend, his brother had opted for spending some time at the children’s hospital and then a dinner out with some of his closest friends at Landon Davies’s restaurant.

      Knox, Holt, Holt’s friend Dallas Loyd, along with mutual friend Colton Davies, who was the chief firefighter, along with his team, Nolan, Conley, Flint, and Jack. Warrick Hawkins, who was married to Cassidy Davies, Dr. Jace Davies, Parker and Porter Davies, and Kale Mueez all joined them tonight.

      They were led to the administration’s lobby where all the gifts they’d sent over earlier were waiting for them in carts. Firetrucks and toy helmets from the Keeneston Fire Department, signed swag from Holt, signed jerseys and balls from Knox, games and puzzles from Warrick, coloring books from Jace, horse toys from Parker and Porter, and new portable video gaming systems from Kale.

      “Thank you all for coming,” the head doctor for pediatrics said as she joined them. “I’m Dr. Joan Kimberly. There are some of our regular volunteers here floating around the floor helping nurses and spending time with patients, so I encourage you all to do the same. The nurses have been talking to our kids all week. I made a list for you of your biggest fans to make sure you get what they want.” Dr. Kimberly was in her late fifties. Her hair was turning gray, but it was hidden under a fun, colorful, surgical hat with dogs on it.

      “Please give Dr. Ava my best. I was so happy to hear that she and Luke have married. I know our hospitals are connected, but adults and pediatrics rarely run into each other,” Dr. Kimberly said as she handed out lists to each of them with the name, age, and interests of each child they’d be seeing that day.

      Knox regularly came and donated his time to the children’s hospital. He knew Holt did too. He knew the drill and even had some patients who were long-term that he had gotten to know over the time he’d been back in Lexington. Knox came on his own most of the time, but the team made sure to come several times a year too.

      “Nolan, you'd better go with Conley in case you need to interpret that deep Eastern Kentucky accent of his,” Colton said, teasing his guys.

      Conley rolled his eyes at him. “It’s gotten better since I moved to Keeneston.”

      “Maybe you should go with me and we can see who can confuse the most people,” Dallas said to Conley with his own deep Tennessee accent.

      The guys teased each other as they grabbed their gifts and began to make their way to the pediatric wing. The firefighters, Jace, Porter, and Parker were big with the little kids. Holt was good with ten-year-olds and older. Knox was the same. Kale was the big draw for the teens. He’d teach them video game tricks.

      Knox took the cart with his swag and headed for the hall he always made sure to visit. Those were the long-term patients. Javon was his first stop. The boy was almost sixteen now and had been in and out of the hospital for eight years. He’d beaten cancer once but relapsed. His parents lived two hours away and he had three other siblings. That meant Javon was on his own in the hospital more than other patients.

      Knox found his door opened so he headed right in. “How is my main man doing?” Knox asked loudly as he walked into the room.

      A woman with brown hair pulled back into a twisty clip type thing sat with her back to him. They were both on their laptops. This must be his tutor.

      “Knox!” Javon grinned as he looked up from his laptop. Strange, the woman’s shoulders snapped taunt. “I’m so glad you’re here. I have to know, did Jaylen really date that girl from the reality show? It’s been all over the sports sites.”

      Jaylen was Javon’s favorite player. Javon had even styled his hair in the same short twists as Jaylen, which was why Knox made sure to bring Jaylen’s swag with him. It didn’t hurt Knox’s feelings. He knew he was Javon’s favorite player off the field and that mattered more. “He is. It started all of two days ago. I’m betting on a month, tops.”

      “Naw, man, three months.” Javon laughed and then looked to the woman. “Hey, this is Quinn. She’s been teaching me some advanced computer classes. I’m getting my GED, but I’m so good at this stuff she’s helping me get some college creds.”

      Now it was Knox’s turn to feel his body snap taut. Then he lost as breath completely as the woman turned in her chair to look at him. “Hello, Knox. It’s good to see you again.”

      Quinn Kennedy, his college crush, sat staring at him with a worried expression that broke his heart. Why was she worried?

      “Wait, you two know each other?” Javon asked.

      Knox sent Quinn a big smile. “She taught me advanced coding in college. I wouldn’t have gotten my degree without her. How are you doing, Q? I’ve missed you.”

      Her cheeks pinkened with a blush that made him smile more, especially when he glanced at her left hand and didn’t see a ring. “I didn’t think you’d remember me,” Quinn admitted.

      “You’re kidding, right? You were the best part of my last semester of college.” Feelings rushed Knox and hit him harder than any linebacker. He had never felt anything close to love until he met Quinn but she’d kept him at arm’s length the entire semester. So, he hadn’t pushed his feelings. It was clear they were one-sided. But now it was different. She wasn’t stressing over keeping her scholarship and he wasn’t stressing about the draft. They were now more settled and what were the chances of her showing up in Lexington? Knox had even thought about asking Sebastian Abel about her, since she got a job at SA Tech and he owned it. But he thought that would be creepy, so he’d put Quinn, and what had never been, out of his mind. Until now.

      “Maybe you two should date, then. I bet it would last longer than Jaylen’s current fling.” Bless Javon. Knox was going to make sure Jaylen visited this week.

      “I always wanted to date Quinn, but I wasn’t good enough.”

      Javon’s mouth dropped even as Quinn stuttered. “Not good enough? You’re Knox Everett!”

      “And speaking of being Knox Everett,” Knox said, moving away from the subject that was clearly upsetting Quinn, “I brought you some football swag. Jaylen signed this for you. He wants you to wear it for our next game. He said it’ll bring him luck.”

      Knox handed him the jersey Jaylen had worn for the last game. Dirt and all. Javon was pumped. “See, Knox is the best, Miss Quinn. You should give him another chance.”

      “Knock, knock. Whoa, that is a nice laptop,” Kale said to Quinn as he entered the room.

      “Thanks,” she said, clearly overwhelmed. Knox hadn’t wanted to do that. He’d just wanted to not miss his chance with her.

      “I brought a new video game. Want to learn it, Javon, or do you want me to come back?” Kale asked Javon, but was glancing at Quinn and Knox too.

      Javon also looked between Quinn and Knox, so Knox answered for him. “Let Kale teach you. I’ve heard it’s a great game. Quinn, can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      That earned a wink from Javon and a surprised glance from Kale.

      “Um, s-sure,” Quinn stuttered as she closed her laptop and gathered her things. “I’ll see you next week, Javon. Email me if you have any questions in the meantime.”

      Knox pulled his cart out into the hallway and waited for Quinn. “I have more kids to visit, but the coffee in the break room isn’t bad.”

      He was suddenly very nervous. He had always wanted to impress Quinn and he hoped he wasn’t messing this up now. Quinn hadn’t been like the other girls on campus. She didn’t care if he played football or not. She cared about his mind and how he studied.

      She talked about how hard it was to be taken seriously as a woman in a male-dominated field, but he’d never had trouble taking her seriously. She was the smartest woman he knew, and it was a huge turn-on. Only weak assholes were intimidated by smart, strong women. They didn’t challenge your man card by being smarter or making more money. That mindset had to change. Knox’s own mother showed him how women could be both: a badass boss and a woman. And his father showed him how easy it was to be supportive and encouraging when your partner was breaking through and moving up.

      Knox poured two cups of coffee. He added two sugars and a gallon of cream before handing it to Quinn. “You remember how I like my coffee?”

      “Can you really call it coffee when there’s only like a smidge of coffee in it?” Knox said, teasing her just as he’d done in college. Quinn smiled and it did things to Knox he couldn’t explain. He wanted more. More smiles and happier Quinn. “So, what brings you to Lexington?” Knox asked as calmly as he could.

      Quinn took a sip of her coffee and looked over the cup at him. He saw how her eyes glanced at his ring finger and that made him smile. “I, um,” Quinn said before clearing her throat and moving her eyes back up to his, “moved here for work a couple of months ago.”

      Months? And she hadn’t reached out? “Are you still with SA Tech? I know Sebastian moved his headquarters not too far from here, but I haven’t seen you around.” It would be hard to miss her in Keeneston.

      Quinn shook her head. “I worked with SA Tech to set up the SACC1 Sportsbook betting platform. Then I was hired by SACC1. The Lexington lounge is the flagship sports lounge. It’s where all other interested stadiums come to see how it works. My new headquarters is actually near the stadium, but I’m still in constant contact with my team at SA Tech.”

      “Knox,” one of the nurses he saw every time he was there said, leaning into the room. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Moira is so excited to see you, but I have to take her to get a CT scan in twenty minutes.”

      Knox tossed the cup away and nodded to the nurse. “Well,” he said to Quinn, leaning down and placing a soft kiss on her cheek. “I hope to see you around, Q. I have missed you.”

      Knox was walking out of the room when he heard her whisper, “I missed you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks. Why did Helena have to be out of the freaking country for these particular two weeks for her job? Quinn was frantic to tell her best friend about her run-in with Knox, but Helena had been in Europe arguing an international law case in The Hague. It wasn’t like Helena had been ignoring her. She literally didn’t have the time until after the trial to call her back. Helena took up cases for people who couldn’t stand up to their governments or who had been hurt by them.

      Helena was a bona fide badass. She had no fear, which Quinn envied. Hel came from money. Serious money. The Diakos family originated in Greece and brought their family’s fortunes founded in shipping, art collecting, and banking to New York in the 1970s. Helena’s father was the younger brother and wanted to build something himself. He took his inheritance, left his other brother in charge in Greece, and became a real estate tycoon in New York City. However, Helena never acted like she came from money and never made Quinn feel bad for not having any. Helena worked her butt off during school, never relying on her connections to succeed. She’d earned every grade, every internship, and then her position at the top international law firm in New York City upon passing the bar.

      Now, there had been perks in college. Hel didn’t give up everything. She had a car on campus while Quinn didn’t. She also paid for their housing, which was the only reason Quinn had been able to stay in college her third and fourth years.

      Helena’s name flashed on Quinn’s phone and, not caring if it would make her late for work, she answered it. “How was your case?” Quinn asked instantly.

      “Over, thank goodness. I won, but it was a long battle.”

      “Of course you did,” Quinn said proudly. “You are such a queen.”

      “Thank you, Quinn. But I think the better question is what the hell is going on where you’ve called me eight times and texted me even more? Are you okay? Were you in the hospital? Did you find a man to finally give you an orgasm?”

      “I saw him,” Quinn said quickly before slamming her lips together as Helena burst out a million questions at once. There was no question about who him was referring to. There was only one him. Quinn had had the biggest crush on Knox Everett when she tutored him. She’d finally confessed it all to Helena who had pushed Quinn to make a move on the football star.

      Quinn had thought about it and had even tried. One time he was walking her home and she went to tell him that she’d started to develop feelings for him when one of the women from the dance team slid in between them. Literally. Knox had been annoyed, and told her to go away, but Quinn had lost her courage.

      “Tell me everything!” Helena demanded. Quinn recounted the run-in at the hospital and then there was silence, which was usual for Helena.

      “Hel?” Quinn asked.

      “And this was two weeks ago?” Helena asked. “Have you two talked since then?”

      “No. But I saw him at the gas station and hid in the bathroom.”

      “Quinn! No you didn’t!”

      “I know! I feel like I’m thirteen years old again. I don’t know what to say to him. Maybe he was only flirting like he used to do in college.”

      She could practically hear Helena rolling her eyes. “I told you, that man wants you. I don’t think he was ever pretending or just flirting to flirt. He didn’t date anyone during that final semester of college. He always looked at you with this longing that hit me right in the heart. This is a second chance, Quinn. What are you waiting for? Take it!”

      Hel did what best friends did, she pumped Quinn up until Quinn thought she could actually walk up to Knox and tell him everything. Quinn got in the elevator at work as she asked Helena about her time at The Hague knowing their time was running out to talk. “I don’t know how since I’m not even thirty yet, but I’m so burnt out,” Helena told her.

      “You have a very demanding job. Maybe it’s time to take a vacation,” Quinn suggested.

      “What’s that?” Helena asked, jokingly. Helena was so determined to make it on her own merit that she took every case offered to her, refused any vacation time, and basically worked 24/7. She sat on a huge trust fund and didn’t care if she ever touched it. Her parents had made a fortune on their own, and in their honor, she was determined to do the same. She said she’d access the money one day, but not until she’d proven herself to the world and to their memory. “I’ll take a vacation when you get married to the sexy quarterback and I’m your maid of honor.”

      “Married? Jeez, Hel. We haven’t talked in two weeks and before that we haven’t seen each other in years.”

      “Then change that. You know where he works.”

      Quinn looked down at her desk. The gold Q he’d given her sat right next to a picture of her and Helena. “Maybe I’ll just do that.” There was a soft knock on her door and Juniper, her assistant, looked worriedly through the window to the side of the door. “I have to get to work. Call me when you get stateside.”

      “Two days! And by then I expect you to have seen that QB again.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Quinn saluted even if Helena couldn’t see her. She knew it would make Hel laugh. “Call me when you get back to New York.”

      Quinn hung up and motioned for Juniper to come in. Juniper was twenty-two, which really wasn’t that much younger than Quinn’s twenty-eight, but it seemed a lifetime away. Juniper had long, wavy hair, wore a star-shaped pimple patch whenever needed, and easily matched the guys in tech with their relaxed wardrobe.

      Juniper had her dark brown hair pulled back in a half ponytail with a clip, and she wore baggy jeans, a tight athletic top, and an oversized hoodie zip-up. Quinn understood Juniper’s style. It had been Quinn’s default look in college, too. But Sebastian Abel didn’t allow jeans or hoodies at SA Tech. Quinn straightened her navy-blue suit jacket and brushed invisible wrinkles from the tailored pants. “Good morning, Juniper,” Quinn greeted, but Juniper just frowned. “What is it?”

      Juniper handed her a stack of papers. “More complaints about the gambling from SACC1 Lounge at the stadium. They’re all the same. Bettors make their bet, and it gets printed correctly on the paper ticket or on the digital ticket. Then they win and come scan the ticket to get their money but the teller’s computer reads it as the opposite bet and refuses to give the payout.”

      Quinn felt her stomach plummet. Last home game there had been six complaints. Now there were more. “How many this week?”

      “Twelve,” Juniper answered.

      “Dammit. Juniper, can you get Nico on the phone for me, please?” Quinn sat down hard in her chair and pulled up the backdoor to the gambling system she helped code for when she had been with SA Tech. She had run a thorough round of diagnostics on the program last week when the first complaints had come in. Nothing showed up.

      Quinn ran the diagnostics again as she waited for Nico to return her call. It didn’t take long for her phone to ring. Nico Saccone was a powerful man who was all business, all the time. She wasn’t sure if he even had a sense of humor. If he did, it was buried way deep down inside. It didn’t matter though. He was a good boss—fair, smart, and he wanted the best, not the cheapest, product. He listened to her when she had ideas, and while he might not implement them all, she felt seen and valued as an employee. Something she knew not all women in this industry could say.

      “Quinn, what’s the emergency?” Nico asked over the phone.

      “We had more complaints, sir,” Quinn told him. “Twelve this time.” She looked down at her computer. “Diagnostics come back clear, but there has to be some coding that’s gone wrong.”

      “I’m seeing Sebastian for dinner tonight. I’ll tell him about it and request that your old team be assigned to look into it if we can’t figure it out.” Nico paused and let out a sigh. “We have three more stadiums wanting to implement our lounges. We can’t be having these complaints.”

      “I know, sir.” She was the one working on those deals. She was also the one who was not excited about bringing in her old team. Some people loved their former co-workers. Quinn did not. Her team consisted of three men. Neil, Archie, and Karson, who happened to be her ex. Things were good with Karson when he was the team leader and she was below him, doing what he told her. She was the low programmer on the hierarchical ladder solely because she wasn’t a man. That had worked for Karson. Any other pecking order did not. “I’ll contact them as soon as Mr. Abel signs off on it.”

      “There’s a home game this Sunday. I’ll meet you in the lounge at kickoff to make sure there’s no more incidents.”

      Quinn’s heart sank. “Yes, sir.”

      This was the equivalent of being put on probation, even if Nico didn’t say it. If she couldn’t figure it out before Sunday, she would have to call Karson and tell him she needed his help. He’d told Quinn when he’d broken up with her right before she moved to Lexington that she’d come crawling back because she was nothing without him. And here she was, crawling back to help figure out a problem for something she did the majority of the work on. She didn’t understand why she couldn’t figure out the bug in the program.

      Quinn ran her hand over her slacks again. “Juniper,” Quinn called out from her desk, “hold all my calls unless they’re from Nico or Mr. Abel.”

      “Will do,” Juniper replied before her head ducked back down behind her computer.

      Quinn let out a long breath to focus herself as she pulled up her program and got to work. If the code had been changed, she’d find it. Her eyes moved to the gold Q and for a moment she thought of Knox. Unlike Karson, Knox had always believed in her. She flexed her fingers and got to work.
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