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    Chapter One


    Piper


    On a Thursday night, one would have thought it easy to enjoy a drink in a bar in peace.


    One would have thought wrong.


    “The seat is taken,” I said for about the hundredth time. The barstool in question was home to my purse for the evening. Couldn’t these guys see that?


    Across the bar the bartender winked and tipped his chin up. Whether his expressions were meant in solidarity with me or he was hitting on me too didn’t matter. I couldn’t care less. As long as he let me nurse my lemon drop without hassling me to order another before I was ready, his opinions were none of my concern.


    The big guy standing near the pool tables who kept catching my eye in the mirror behind the bar was a different story entirely. Tall, built, and sexy, with a knowing upturn of the corner of his mouth, he struggled to keep his opinions to himself. A furrowed brow, a ghost of a wink, and that hint of a grin told me all about what he thought of some of the guys coming on to me—and my responses to them. Something in the way he watched me hold that empty barstool in the unexpectedly crowded bar both irritated and intrigued me. Especially since he seemed to be the only man in the place who hadn’t made a run at it.


    Until two months ago, it had never occurred to me I’d have to endure the bar scene as a single person. On any other evening since the afternoon of The Fuckery, I’d have called Saylor or Chessly to come out with me. But after the day I’d had, all I wanted was have a quiet drink without the social pressure of checking out men and “putting myself back out there,” as my friends had been harping at me to do since that awful day.


    I wanted to unwind, process my failed stats quiz—a first for me that I had no idea how I’d let it happen—and figure out the next steps for salvaging my GPA. While Stromboli’s was the obvious choice, I’d deliberately chosen an off-campus bar I never frequented to be sure I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. About two sips into my drink, that plan was shot straight to hell when out of nowhere Charlie showed up and assumed he could park his ass on the seat beside me. I thought I’d sent him packing on his first attempt, but for some stupid reason, he persisted.


    “I’ve been watching since I tried to talk to you twenty minutes ago. At least six guys have asked to sit here, and you’ve waved them all off. Admit it, Pipes. You don’t have a date tonight,” he said when he approached me again.


    “My name is Piper, and I never said I had a date. I said the seat is taken.” I stared straight ahead. “I would have thought the fact that I blocked your number and unfriended and unfollowed you on everything would be your first clue that I have nothing to say to you.”


    “Piper,” he whined. “Don’t be like this. If you’d talk to me, let me explain, I know we could make things right again.”


    When I wouldn’t look directly at him, he transferred his attention to our reflections in the mirror behind the bar. The glare I slanted him would have singed a normal person to a crisp. Apparently, Charlie had some superpower shamelessness as he stared back at me with his best wounded-puppy eyes. Experience had taught me never to believe that expression again.


    “Hey, babe. Sorry I’m late. Thanks for waiting for me,” came the deep voice of the sexy giant who materialized beside me as if by magic. Casually picking up my purse, he handed it to me as he slid onto the empty barstool. Glancing at my drink, now mostly ice cubes, he added, “Looks like you need a refill. Barkeep.” He signaled the bartender and pointed to my glass. “While you’re at it, grab me a stout. Thanks.”


    “Piper?” Surprise and something like worry sounded in Charlie’s voice. It was that plaintive note in his tone that did it.


    “Like I’ve been telling people since I arrived, this seat is taken.”


    Swinging his attention to my ex, the giant stuck out his massive and beautifully formed yet weirdly scraped-up hand. “I’m Bax.”


    I hid a grin at the trepidation in Charlie’s movements as he gingerly raised his hand to shake Bax’s.


    “Charlie.” They shook. “How do you know Piper?”


    With satisfaction I noted the way Charlie flexed his hand when he dropped it to his side.


    “That stopped being your business when you did what you did,” I said. Resting my elbow on the back of my barstool, I looked my former boyfriend full in the face for the first time since he’d started bothering me. “Goodbye, Charlie.”


    “But Piper,” he whined again.


    “This the one you were telling me about?” the big guy chimed in.


    Playing along, I nodded.


    “Dude, you blew it.” Bax—if that truly was his name—casually rested his salad plate-size palm on my thigh below the hem of my skirt. Tingles rippled over my skin, gathering at my center, pulsing and building pressure low in my belly.


    With superhuman force of will, I managed to keep from clamping my thighs together at the unexpected onslaught of sensation.


    “Lucky for me.” Bax’s nostrils flared as he swung a glance in my direction.


    “You can’t be serious,” Charlie said as his eyes ping-ponged between Bax and me. “This guy isn’t your type at all.”


    The striking contrast between Charlie’s long, sinewy runner’s body and the mounded muscles Bax’s T-shirt could barely contain might have given him that impression. But it had never been about his body. Charlie’s charm had drawn me to him, kept me around, convinced me my instincts were off when things had started to go south between us before The Fuckery.


    Flicking my eyes between his pouty scowl and Bax’s square-jawed hotness, I said, “You never truly knew me. If you had, you’d have known you were the anomaly. The guys I dated in high school were more like Bax.”


    At that comment, the smile Bax gifted me momentarily stopped my heart in a way Charlie’s wounded expression couldn’t touch. Something in my face must have told him as much. Hunching his shoulders, he stuffed his hands in the pockets of his khakis. “If you’re lucky, I’ll still be around when you come back to your senses.”


    “I came to my senses at the beginning of the semester. That’s why you’re in my past.”


    The bartender set a fresh drink in front of me and a beer in front of Bax, drawing my attention away from my ex’s drama.


    Bax lifted his beer to his lips, tipped some back, and gestured with the bottle toward Charlie. “See you around, man.” Though his tone was cordial, his dismissive demeanor had my ex backing up. Bax eyed him all the way to the door before he returned his attention to me. “Bad breakup, huh?”


    I nodded.


    “His fault.” Not a question.


    I nodded again.


    “Dumbass. How the hell did he let a hottie like you get away?” That smile again. It did funny things to my insides. Offering his hand, he said, “Wyatt Baxter, but most people call me Bax.”


    “I’m Piper Maxwell—Wyatt.” His warm hand swallowed mine in a way I weirdly liked.


    “Darlin’, you can call me anything you like as long as you call me.” With a tiny squeeze, he let my hand go.


    That cheesy line should have put me off. Instead, I heard myself laughing. Glancing over the rim of my glass, I said, “For the record, I was handling him fine.” Wyatt’s brow went up. “But your timely intervention speeded up the process. Thanks.”


    He held his beer up for a toast. “Nice to meet you.”


    I clinked my glass to his. “Nice to meet you too.”


    We smiled at each other and drank.


    “Do I detect a bit of the South in the way you talk?” I asked.


    Turning his stool a quarter turn, he rested his elbow on the bar while his jeans-clad knee lightly brushed my bare one. “We moved around some as I was growing up, but I graduated high school in Kentucky.”


    “How did you end up in the Great Northwest?”


    The corners of his eyes crinkled in a way that said he laughed often. “Football.”


    With a nod I said, “Of course.”


    “What’s your story, Piper Maxwell? Why have you chosen to sit at the bar alone tonight?”


    Super-hot and insightful proved an irresistible combination. Before I knew it, I’d shared my bad day with him. “There you have it. I’m a nerd who’s never failed a test before. A quiet drink in a room full of strangers seemed like a good way to forget about screwing up for an evening.” I sipped some vodka-and-lemon deliciousness. “I chose this bar because I’d never come here before. I didn’t expect to see Charlie here.” Wrinkling my nose in disgust, I said, “This entire semester has been one massive screwup.”


    “You have to let it sit with you for a minute, feel it, and know you never want to feel it again.” For a second, Bax’s expression darkened. “Then you let it go.”


    “Sage advice from a man wearing a T-shirt that says, ‘For people who are bad at identifying things, there are a lot of UFOs out there.’” I laughed.


    He glanced down at his shirt as though he’d forgotten about it, glanced back up, and grinned. “The thing is, I know how you feel. I fucking hate to lose. On the few occasions where we’ve done that, Coach has made us sit with it, feel that failure. The next time we go out on the field, we tear it up. Dump all that pent-up frustration, anger, and disappointment on the next game.” Tipping his beer up, he downed a long pull. “We play about a thousand times better then.” He tapped his finger on my glass, encouraging me to take a sip. “Tonight, you feel your failure. Tomorrow, you kick some ass.”


    A warm glow radiated through me, his words instilling a confidence I’d let falter after The Fuckery. Fingering my glass around the rim, I rolled it around, letting the ice clink and crash around the cherry on the bottom. “I take it you play for the Wildcats. What position?”


    “Middle linebacker.”


    “Makes sense.”


    He snorted. “Because of the way I’m built?”


    “No. Because of the way you sized up my situation and waited until I’d had enough before you stepped in. That and the scraped-up state of your hands.” At his wide-eyed blink, I said, “Isn’t that the job of the quarterback of the defense? To assess the formation, signal the other players on the line, and execute a play that stops the offense’s progress?” My breath caught at the way his face lit up.


    “You like football?”


    I shrugged. “I’ve watched a game or two.”


    “You sure have.” A slow, sexy wink accompanied his words.


    With someone else, that move might have come off as kind of silly. Instead, that wink left me hot.


    He signaled the bartender for another beer. “You want another? What are you drinking?”


    “A lemon drop, but I’m done. Two’s my limit so I can drive myself home.”


    “The lady here will have a water, please,” he said when the bartender delivered his beer.


    “Thank you.” By not pushing me to keep drinking, the man scored major points and made me want to know more about him. With a tilt of my head, I studied him from beneath my brows. “What are you majoring in?”


    “Art and graphic design.”


    The way he straightened his shoulders when he said it made me think someone had given him a hard time about his major. I had to admit, I expected something like kinesthetics or personal training, which was wildly stereotypical of me considering my punk-rock style and business major.


    Touring his sculpted arms with my eyes, I noted the absence of tats. “I thought art majors liked to decorate themselves.”


    “We do.” His wolfish grin drew me closer. “But my art is private.”


    “Is that right? How private?”


    It had been a while since I’d flirted with a stranger in a bar, but from the minute we locked gazes in the mirror not long after I sat down, I’d sensed a connection with this man.


    His unusually light green eyes darkened to a mossy color that sent an arrow of sensation straight to my core. “Too private to show you in here.”


    “That’s a bummer.” Crunching on a cube of ice to cool myself off, I clocked his disappointment. “Maybe you can describe it then.”


    He shifted, his inner thigh lightly brushing my outer thigh, subtly caging me in. The move sent a shiver through me in direct opposition to the expression of pure innocence on his handsome face. “I have two below the waistband of my boxers.”


    Blinking hard, I asked, “Why?”


    Deep, velvety laughter enveloped me. “Not there, Piper. Jeez. Give me a little credit for a sense of self-preservation.”


    The corner of my mouth tipped up. “You play football and talk about self-preservation.”


    “I take very good care of myself.” Those arresting eyes twinkled. “Certain parts most especially.”


    Delicately tracing the scrapes on his hand, I said, “I can see that.” I could also see how the hairs on his forearm stood to attention when I touched his skin.


    Interesting.


    Glancing down at where I continued to explore his battle wounds, he grinned. “I’ve been told I have nice . . . hands.”


    “You’re a funny guy, Wyatt Baxter.” Signaling the bartender, I reached for my purse. “Thanks again for making my otherwise shitty day better.”


    “Wait. You’re leaving?” His crestfallen expression cracked me up. Pulling his phone from his back pocket, he checked the time. “It’s only ten.” Waggling his brows, he said, “You have hours before you turn into a pumpkin, Cinderella.”


    “Ha, ha,” I wrinkled my nose at him. “I have a nine o’clock lab, and I don’t want to repeat today’s fiasco.”


    Covering my hand holding my debit card, he sobered. “Hey, I got this.” When I raised a brow, he added, “No strings. No expectations.”


    He fished his wallet from the front pocket of his jeans. Beneath his touch, I relaxed, the gentle pressure of his hand more reassuring than commanding.


    The bartender’s eyes darted between us, then he offered his card reader to Wyatt who paid our tab.


    “Entertaining and generous.” I smiled as I slid off my stool and held out my hand. “It truly was nice to meet you.”


    His eyes held mine even closer than our palms touching as we shook hands, and a frission of heat arced through me to throb between my thighs.


    Slowly, reluctantly, he let me go. “How ’bout I walk you to your car?”


    “Sure. Thanks,” popped out of my mouth before I had time to think about it.


    Of course, if I’d thought about it, I’d have had to admit my intense attraction to this guy. The heat radiating from his hand on the small of my back puckered my nipples and pulsed my core as we walked out to the parking lot. After The Fuckery, I had no intention of becoming involved with anyone anytime soon, but as we neared my car, I decided I wouldn’t be opposed to a hookup with superhot football player.
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    Chapter Two


    Wyatt


    Practice was a bitch after our loss to the Lumberjacks last Saturday. We’d all sat with it long enough, and tempers had frayed at the house I shared with three other players. As usual, Finn McCabe, our killer D-end and idiot-with-girls roomie had headed to the library to “study”—read that, hang out with jersey chasers. Danny Chambers, the new guy who walked on at receiver and had a solid chance at starting before the end of the season, went over to his “friend” Taryn’s. I didn’t feel like hanging out at the house like a damn third wheel while Callahan O’Reilly, tight end extraordinaire and rock-star roommate and friend, entertained the hot brunette he’d met in class at the start of the semester.


    So I headed to Stromboli’s with the idea I might meet up with Fitz and Johnson. But for some weird reason as I drove to our usual hangout, my truck veered into the parking lot of the Molly. Usually we hit the place on Monday nights after practice to catch a pro game over a few rounds of pool. Since I didn’t go out much on weeknights otherwise, I couldn’t remember hanging out at this bar on a Thursday before. As I walked in and looked around, though, my gaze had landed on the hottest woman I’d ever seen doing an admirable job of running off a guy who wanted the empty barstool beside her. I’d ordered a beer and ambled back by the pool tables to watch the show.


    Over the next half hour, I entertained myself with watching her send eight guys packing without directly looking at any of them. The woman was a badass. Yet she couldn’t seem to stop looking at me. In the low light, I clocked a bit of pink tinging her cheeks the first time I caught her checking me out in the mirror behind the bar. After that she kept sneaking glances, her gaze catching mine. As the evening wore on, her gazes became bolder, and I had to discreetly adjust the fly of my jeans.


    Since she was sitting, I couldn’t gauge how tall she was, but I liked how her short black leather skirt rode high up her creamy thighs. Sexy black leather boots ended right below her knees. Her short jacket looked to be imitation silver fox and gave her a punk-rock vibe. As she shifted to reach for her drink, I caught a glimpse of satiny teal fabric framing the shadow of cleavage I wanted to check out up close.


    When the rangy guy I’d seen her blow off when I first entered the bar made a second run at her, I decided I’d take my chances. For once I wasn’t the one who walked away disappointed. Instead, I walked Piper Maxwell to her car, my body tingling in anticipation of getting her number.


    Stopping beside a sweet burgundy Camaro parked beneath a street light in the parking lot, she said, “Well, this is inconvenient.”


    “What is? Being smart?” I asked.


    She huffed out a sardonic laugh. “Yeah.”


    My heart pounded as I worked to keep my hopes in check. “Why is that?”


    “I had this idea we could continue talking in my car”—she glanced around the ring of light haloing her ride—“but we’d be rather conspicuous.”


    When she reached into her purse for her keys, I covered her hand with mine. “My truck’s parked over there.” I nodded to where my F-150 nosed up to the leafless hedge bordering the lot. “It’s less conspicuous.”


    Her eyes snagged mine, and I held my breath while she decided what she wanted. The smile that bloomed over her lips let me breathe again even as my heart somersaulted in my chest.


    “How convenient.”


    Taking her hand, I walked her over to my truck and opened the passenger door for the back seat. With a sly grin, she climbed in and slid to the middle of the bench seat. I wasted no time scrambling in beside her.


    Casually sliding my arm across the back of her shoulders, I said, “What was it you wanted to talk about?”


    Facing me, she rested her palm on my chest. “Tattoos.”


    “Tattoos,” I echoed. Her hand on my pec did funny things to my heart—like tripping it into double-time.


    “When we were in the bar, I asked you to describe yours, but you didn’t.”


    Grabbing a handful of fabric at the back of my neck, I tugged my T-shirt over my head, dropping it over the seat in front of us. In the low light of the street lamp behind us, the Celtic knot design I’d had tattooed on my shoulder in honor of my grandpa when he passed stood out on my skin.


    Half-turning on the seat, Piper traced the intricate black lines of intertwining infinity symbols with the pad of her finger. “Did you design this yourself?”


    My skin rippled beneath her touch. “Yes.”


    “It’s one of the coolest designs I’ve ever seen.” Naughty violet-colored eyes rose to mine as she dropped her hand on the top of my thigh. “What about your other ones?”


    Damn. I’d never been with a girl as bold as Piper. Usually by this point in the evening, the girl had her shirt off, not me, and I was putting my hand on her thigh, coming on to her. Hoping she’d give me a chance. This role reversal excited me—gave me permission to tease.


    “Mmm, getting a look at those is going to cost you.”


    Her brow went up. “You don’t say.” She shifted closer. “What’s the price?”


    “A kiss.”


    Her eyes dipped to my mouth, and I held myself still as her pretty pink tongue toured her top lip before her teeth captured her lower one. The move was so sexy I had to fist my hand where it rested on the seatback behind her to keep from wrapping her in my arms and taking what I desperately wanted.


    “I think I can afford that.”


    Leaning in, she brushed her pretty lips over mine. Her hand came up to hold my jaw as she nibbled first at my lower lip then at my upper one. Remaining still and letting her lead tested my self-control to the breaking point, but I didn’t want to do anything to stop her hot, sweet explorations. When she slid her tongue along the seam of my mouth, I gave in and kissed her back, tasting lemons, alcohol, and something so temptingly feminine it had my cock weeping inside my jeans.


    My hand found its way to the back of her neck beneath the silk of her purple and chestnut-colored hair while I rested my other hand on the smooth skin of her thigh. The moans deep in her throat told me she liked the way I tangled my tongue with hers. God only knew I couldn’t get enough of her hot mouth.


    Without breaking the kiss, she climbed right up and straddled my lap, rubbing her sweet center along the fly of my jeans. Beneath her jacket, I ran my hands over the satin of her top, my fingertips memorizing the perfect curve of her back and—to my delight—discovering the absence of a bra.


    Her kisses grew hotter, more urgent, as she skimmed her hands over my shoulders and dug her nails into my biceps. Tight nipples teased my palms as I cupped her full breasts, plumping and teasing her perfect little palmfuls until she arched into my touch. With an impatient sigh, she shrugged out of her jacket. Her eyes glittered in the muted light slanting through the back window of my truck, and she dove in for another round of blow-the-top-off-my-head kisses.


    At last I tore my mouth from hers to lick and kiss my way down the column of her throat. The rocking of her hips over my lap was driving me right out of my mind in the best way as I pushed her camisole up to expose her pretty tits. When I latched onto one, sucking her into my mouth and giving no quarter with my tongue on her hard nipple, she cried out.


    “Wyatt! Oh, that feels so good.”


    She plowed her hands into my hair and alternately tugged me away and pushed me closer. Grinning against her skin, I kissed my way across her chest to give her other breast some love, and the tempo of her rocking hips and the rubbing of her center along my length crescendoed into something I needed to relieve.


    I popped off her nipple and gathered some air. “My other tats are south of my waistband.” Grinning, I teased, “If you’re still interested in checking them out.”


    Her eyes dancing, she slid back on my lap enough to go to work on my fly. “Oh, I’m interested.”


    Lifting the two of us off the seat enough for me to lower my boxers and jeans, I enjoyed the hitch in her breath when my cock sprang free of my clothes.


    As though she couldn’t help herself, she reached for me with both hands, taking my length and cupping my balls at the same time. I sucked air through my teeth and gritted out, “Careful, babe. After all the dry-humping that’s gone on here, I might need a minute.”


    Her eyes found mine again. “You’re such a big man. Honestly, you probably should terrify me.” She palmed me and gave me a little squeeze that had me seeing stars. “But I’m more turned on right now than I’ve ever been in my life.”


    Hearing those words come from the hottest woman I’d ever met had me believing I could take on an entire O-line all by myself. Sliding my hands beneath her leather skirt, I wrapped them around her lace-covered ass and squeezed. “That makes two of us.”


    I slid my thumbs beneath the elastic of her panties and tugged them down. Piper took the hint and, with a little giggle and some gymnastics, slipped them off over her boots. Snagging them from her, I stuffed them in the front pocket of my jeans and laughed at the way her eyes saucered. Then I snagged a condom from the pocket behind the driver’s seat of my ride and held it out to her.


    “This being your show and all, you want to do the honors?”


    With a sexy grin, she tore open the foil packet and smoothed it down my length. Holding me where she wanted me, she took her sweet time lowering herself over me, wrapping her incredibly tight heat around me. It was all I could do not to surge up, take more, and fill her to overflowing.


    Instead, I squeezed her hips and let her ride me, taking me deep on the downstrokes and gripping me hard with her pussy on the upstrokes. In seconds, it seemed, I was seeing stars as I ground my back teeth together and held onto my control by a single thin thread.


    Her pretty tits bounced in front of me, and I took advantage, leaning forward to suck and tease a dusky bud. With a tiny cry, she arched into me and increased her rhythms. Abandoning her hips, I squeezed her breasts together, alternating kisses, suckles, and nips between her hard nipples and loving the way she responded to my touch. When she reached the pinnacle of her rhythms, I returned my hands to her hips and held her steady as I pounded up into her, giving both of us what we needed.


    “Wyatt,” she whispered wide-eyed at the same time as she clamped down hard on my cock.


    The orgasm barreled down my spine like a freight train, and with one more deep thrust, I grunted my release even as the world tipped a little catawampus, and a kaleidoscope of green and violet stars flashed behind my closed eyelids. Blood roared in my ears. As I slowly floated back down from heaven, I gradually clocked the soft sighs and moans coming from Piper while the aftershocks rippled over and through us.


    Sliding my hands up over her skirt bunched at her waist, I danced my fingertips along her spine. I tangled my fingers in the silky strands of her hair and wrapped my other arm around her, pulling her sweet rack against the planes of my chest where I rained little kisses over the swells of her breasts before turning my attention to the column of her throat. Nibbling along her jaw, I relished the way she squirmed and settled down farther on my dick, as though she wanted to spend the night right where she was.


    The idea was fine with me.


    Capturing her plump lips with mine, I tasted and teased her mouth, kissing and kissing and kissing her because, honestly, I couldn’t get enough of her sweetness. Lucky for me, she wasn’t idle either. Her nails dug into my shoulders as she flattened her chest to mine, returning my kisses with hot, deep ones of her own. My cock twitched inside her, and I was pretty sure we were going a second round before she slid off my lap.


    When at last we both needed a rest, she tugged her camisole over her gorgeous breasts, shimmied her skirt down over her ass, and landed with a bit of a plop on the seat beside me. We’d fogged up every window of my ride, leaving only the soft glow of the streetlight in the middle of the parking lot to illuminate the interior of the cab. It was enough for me to see the mischief and something else—something deeper—glittering in her violet eyes.


    “About those tats, Wyatt—”


    A grin twitched over my lips as I half-twisted on the seat to show her the Wildcats logo I’d had inked in the hollow inside my left hipbone.


    “Nice. You’re clearly devoted to the school,” she teased.


    I shot her a look from beneath my brows. “No. To the team. I had this done after Coach named me a starter.” Lifting my hips from the seat, I drew her attention to the football with wings decorating the top of my thigh near the crease where it joined my hip.


    “What’s the story behind this one?” Her finger lightly tracing over the design raised goosebumps over my body.


    “Football is going to fly me to the life I want.”


    “The NFL?”


    “For starters.”


    She reached for her jacket, slipped it on, and patted around on the floor until she located her purse.


    Taking the hint, I tugged the condom off, tied it, and leaned over the front seat to dispose of it in the trash bag hanging off the dash.


    “Nice ass.” She laughed.


    I hit the seat again and lifted my hips enough to tug my boxers and jeans up over my nice ass. With my body cooling from our recent activities, I pushed my arms through the sleeves of my T-shirt and tugged it down my body.


    “Aren’t you cold in only a T-shirt? It’s the beginning of November, for crying out loud. I’d think a Southern boy might find a Montana fall chilly.” She smirked.


    Eyeing her jacket, I said, “Seems to me the local girl is the one who’s not acclimated to the weather.” I shook my hair back against the collar of my shirt. “I run hot. This climate suits me.” I smirked back.


    A genuine smile lit up her face—a smile that heated me even more than the evening’s festivities had done already. A smile that settled deep in my bones. “Thanks for turning a shitty day into an incredible night. You are exactly what I needed.” She leaned up and brushed a kiss along my jaw.


    When I turned to meet it, she was already sliding across the seat to the door.


    I hopped out the other door and met her at the back of my truck to walk her the hundred feet to her car. Pulling out my phone, I opened my contacts and typed in her name. With an amused expression, she watched me. Then she shot my great evening straight to hell.


    “Like I said, you are exactly what I needed tonight. But I’m on hiatus from getting involved with a guy.”


    “Which is your way of saying you’re not giving me your number.” I tried to keep my tone light, but after the most awesome sex of my life, her rejection went down with a bitter taste.


    “It’s not personal. But the way things ended with Charlie, I don’t have it in me to open myself up to anyone else right now.”


    I took solace in the fact that I knew she’d been as into that hookup as I was. That meant I wasn’t giving up without a fight. Holding up my home page with my name and number on it, I said, “All right.”


    Her eyes widened at my easy acquiescence.


    “How ’bout you take a pic of my number? Then when you change your mind about going out with me, you can let me know.”


    For a second I held my breath as a dubious expression marred her pretty face. With a ghost of a smile, she held up her phone and flashed a shot of my screen. Glancing down at it, she nodded once and slid the phone into her purse.


    “Good luck this weekend,” she said as she opened the door to her car.


    Shoving my hands into my pockets, I rocked back on my heels. “Will you be watching?”


    “Possibly.” Her tone may have been noncommittal, but her dancing eyes said I should count on it.


    I didn’t even try to stop my grin. “I’ll dedicate my first sack to you.”


    “You do that.” She slid into her sweet Camaro and fired up the engine. As she drove away, I saluted her and noted her license plate: RUN IT.


    At least I had a clue how to “run into” her again.
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    Chapter Three


    Wyatt


    “Looks like someone woke up on the right side of the bed for once,” Finn said as he walked into the kitchen on Friday morning. He slung his backpack onto a chair at the breakfast nook and joined me at the counter.


    I might have been whistling Balefire’s “Helluva Ride” as I warmed a pan of breakfast burritos in the oven and poured my travel mug full of joe.


    Weight training on Fridays was always light, but we still had to be at the gym at the butt-crack of dark, which normally sucked. But I’d spent all night dreaming of a certain violet-eyed smoke show—dreams that should have awakened me with a hard-on about once an hour—and I’d slept like a rock. Of course, my morning wood had been hard enough to pound nails, so I took care of that in the shower to memories of Piper riding me like I was the inventor of sex.


    After she refused to give me her number, I’d driven home in a weird mood, half-high from the rock-my-world sex with the hottest girl I’d ever met and half-down from her unwillingness to share more than a one-night stand. When I woke up this morning, though, I had something of a plan forming.


    “Bummer you weren’t home when we came back from the library. A couple of Tory’s friends were asking about you,” Finn said as he filled his travel mug with what coffee was left in the pot and started a new one for our roommates.


    “’Han keeps warning you about that jailbait, and you keep ignoring him.” The timer on the oven blared, and I pulled out the pan of breakfast. “How can a guy with a three-five GPA in bio-chem be such a dumbass about girls?”


    I shook my head as I turned off the oven.


    Joining us in the kitchen, Callahan said, “Because it’s Finnegan, Bax,” as though that explained everything.


    I laughed because he wasn’t wrong.


    “Like you’re any better.” Finn gestured toward my chest with his coffee mug. “What girl is ever going to take you seriously when you walk around wearing that?”’


    Glancing down at my T-shirt that read “‘Fuck it.’ My final thought before making most decisions,” I smirked. “Don’t most women appreciate truth in advertising?”


    Twin Ferris wheel-size eye rolls answered my question. But I smiled as I thought about how that exact thought had led me to the best sex of my life in the back seat of my truck with the hottest girl on campus.


    “All right, Bax, what’s with the shit-eating grin?” A speculative gleam came into Callahan’s eyes. “You didn’t come home until late last night. What were you doing?” he asked as he slipped the coffee pot from the coffee maker while it was still brewing, deftly sliding his travel mug beneath the spout and letting coffee fill his mug without spilling any.


    “Unlike ole Finnegan here, I don’t kiss and tell.” I waggled my brows over the top of my coffee.


    Like some old-timey cartoon character, Finn’s eyes about bugged out of his head. “You were out with a girl? Since when?”


    “Since I met someone last night who wanted to jump my bones—twice.” My chest might have come up on that last part.


    Callahan laughed. “Thought you didn’t kiss and tell.”


    My cheeks grew hot, and I turned away, busying myself with grabbing a foil-wrapped breakfast burrito and stuffing it into my backpack sitting on the table. “You know all you need to know.”


    “All we need to know about what?” My third roommate, Danny Chambers, entered the kitchen yawning and scratching his chest through his T-shirt.


    “Bax’s love life,” Callahan so helpfully supplied as he slid the coffee pot back onto the warmer to finish brewing. “You riding with me?” he asked as I shouldered my backpack and hid behind another pull from my travel mug.


    “Bax has a love life?” Danny’s brow furrowed. “Since when?”


    “For fuck’s sa—”


    “Since he got laid last night, apparently.” Finn talked over me.


    I pulled my phone from my pocket, making a show of checking the time. “The reason I make the burritos on the weekends is so we’re not late to practice. If you three are done gossiping, maybe we can hit the road.”


    “I’m driving myself today,” Danny said as he drained the last of the coffee into his travel mug, rinsed the pot, and set it in the drain.


    “Me too,” Finn said, stuffing a burrito into his bag.


    “You can ride with me,” Callahan offered as he unwrapped his burrito and ate about a third of it in one bite.


    Heading toward the door, I said, “Thanks.”


    I never should have said anything about my evening with Piper. From the way my roommates were acting, anyone would think I’d been a virgin before last night. Sure, I’d never had a girlfriend since Finn, Callahan, and I had moved into our house together, so I understood their skepticism. But they were acting like I’d never even hooked up with someone, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t attract a woman’s attention.


    Things did not improve after we arrived in the weight room. My roommates were determined to force out every detail of my hookup, especially her name, which I was equally determined to keep to myself. Normally, I’d have bragged about all of it, from the eye tag Piper and I played in the mirror behind the bar to her initiating sex in the back seat of my truck, but something about her had me keeping the exciting parts of the evening private.


    “I think you’re making the whole night up,” Finn said as he racked his weights on the bench.


    Callahan and I spotted him while Danny did some curls nearby. “Agreed. The whole thing sounds suspicious,” Danny said, his eyes laughing. “You sure you didn’t drink too much and hallucinate the whole thing?”


    Flipping him the bird, I lay back on the bench and slid under the weights to take my turn. “At least I picked her up in a bar rather than in a grade school.”


    “That’s low, Bax.” Finn pouted. “Knock that shit off.”


    Funny how he knew I was talking about him.


    Positioning my hands on the bar, I lifted it off the rack and began pressing it off my chest, which forced my teammates to count. When I racked it and sat up, I said, “My point, Finnegan, is that I was with someone who is old enough to drink in a bar, not some freshman jersey chaser who’s probably not old enough to vote yet.” I rubbed a towel over my sweaty hair and added, “Seriously, man. Those girls who run with Tory Miller are jailbait.”


    “We’ve seen those girls though. Your imaginary hookup is something else entirely,” Callahan chimed in as he lay on the bench under the bar to take his turn.


    Damn, I thought I’d distracted the conversation away from Piper and me. When I’d brought them up, I thought ’Han would slide in and ride Finn about the jersey chasers like usual. These days, it seemed to be his favorite topic. We counted out his reps and then he sat up and grinned at me.


    “You were pretty cheery when you rolled in before midnight. I heard you whistling as you jogged up the stairs to your room,” Callahan said.


    Shooting him a glare, I grumbled, “I’d a thought you were too busy getting some of your own to notice me at all.”


    “Needed some water, so I was in the kitchen.” He smirked.


    Mercifully, Coach Larkin interrupted the interrogation. “Do you ladies think you can keep your attention on the task at hand?” He ruined it with a smirk. “Smart of you to get laid on a Thursday, Baxter.” Eyeing each of us in turn, he said, “Now if you can keep it in your pants until after the game tomorrow, that would be great. Channel all that energy into kicking some ass on the field.”


    While three pairs of eyes rolled in unison, I nodded, more in gratitude than agreement. I didn’t believe for a second that even one man among us would pass up sex whenever he could get it, including the night before a game. But that would likely entail a trip to the bar or a party, and none of us wanted to play football hungover.


    Larkin let us go early for once, and I wasted no time in the locker room, showering in record speed, dressing, and hauling ass out of there. When I passed him on my way out the door, Callahan merely raised a brow, but I heard the message loud and clear: either give them something more substantial than the knowledge that I’d hooked up with a super-hot girl or expect the razzing to last for days.


    As I walked to class, I wondered if maybe what went down between Piper and me had been a one-off. What if we met up again and discovered the sex actually wasn’t as spectacular as I thought—that Piper herself wasn’t as incredible as I thought? Then I might be inclined to give the guys the details they were demanding.


    The main business building sat between the gym and the fine arts building. Making my way through the sparse crowd headed to eight o’clock classes, I scanned the faces passing me on the sidewalk and wondered if I might see her. When I didn’t catch a glimpse of shimmering purple and chestnut hair, I wondered what bar she usually hung out in and if she might be interested in another turn in the back seat of my truck. Better yet, I wondered if she might reconsider about going out with me—preferably for dinner, but I’d be up for starting slow with a coffee date if that worked better for her.


    I pondered the possibilities through each of my classes, watched for her everywhere I went on campus, and was grateful practice was only a walk-through rather than a full-out game scenario with my thoughts so scattered. Instead of going home afterward and facing my roommates, I headed to Stromboli’s for pizza and beer with Fitz and Johnson. At least they hadn’t heard about my hookup—yet. Then, because I’m a damn masochist, I drove past the Molly looking for a sweet burgundy Camaro even though Piper had told me she’d only gone there because she’d never been before.


    When I made a little detour on my drive home, I saw that her car wasn’t parked on Main near any of the usual college hangouts either. Didn’t mean she wasn’t hitting the bars, but it did mean I wasn’t going to tour them looking for her the night before a game.


    Mercifully, when I rolled in a little before ten, Finn was immersed in an online game of COD, Danny wasn’t home, and Callahan was apparently “studying” with his pretty study partner, so no one paid attention when I ran up to my room to hide out for the rest of the night.


    Game day was all business. Each of us had our little rituals so no one had time to raz me. We rode to the stadium together in Callahan’s pickup, hit the locker room, dropped off our bags, and headed out onto the field for warm-ups. Every man on the team focused on kicking the shit out of the Bulldogs. When the band and cheerleaders arrived, we headed into the locker room to pad up and listen to Coach’s last-minute reminders and pep talk. By then, adrenaline was racing through me, amping me up. From the expressions on my teammates’ faces, I wasn’t the only one feeling it.


    When we raced back out onto the field behind the tumbling cheerleaders, through the gauntlet of the marching band playing our fight song, I couldn’t wait for that opening whistle. The crowd was on their feet, roaring for us. As long as I lived, I knew I’d never tire of hearing the sound of twenty thousand cheering fans as we entered the stadium to start a contest. Since I’d had the best defensive game in our loss last week, I carried the hammer behind the captains, who raced ahead with the national, state, and team flags. Screaming like a berserker, I held my trophy high. I planned to be running with it next week too—after a win.


    We won the coin toss and deferred to the second half, which meant the defense would be out on the field first. As I high-fived Fitz and Finn, I glanced up at the student section and did a double take. There in the back row stood a familiar figure in her fake fur coat and gorgeous purple highlighted hair. Time stopped as we locked eyes.


    The crowd roared as our kicker booted the ball into the end zone to start the game, bringing me back into the moment. As I raced past him, Danny swatted me on the ass.


    “Start us with a takeaway, Bax!”


    Yeah, I may not have as much game with the ladies as I wanted, but I tore it up on the regular out on the field. Before the Bulldogs went four and out, I’d sacked their QB twice, once with Finn’s help and once all by myself. As I trotted over to the bench so the offense could have their turn, I caught Danny.


    “Not a takeaway, but pretty damn close.”


    He grinned. “We’ll take it.”


    Our offense pushed into the Bulldogs’ side of the fifty before their defense finally woke up. Still, we scored a field goal on the opening drive. As Coach Ainsworth, our offensive coordinator, was fond of saying, “points is points.” While I kept most of my concentration on the game, I stole a few glances at the student section where I saw Piper applauding the offense as they marched down the field. For some reason, it gratified me that she was standing between two girls. From the way they interacted, they were all together.


    Good.


    If she’d been standing beside some dude, I might have lost my focus.


    Who was I kidding? Knowing she was in the stands watching the game meant I had to steal glances at her every time I came off the field. Catching her watching me gave me the idea Thursday night in the back seat of my truck had been as much fun for her as it was for me. Good thing the defense lined up with our backs to the student section so I didn’t lose focus when I was in the game.


    During the Bulldogs’ second series, Finn forced a fumble, and I covered it up. When I reached the sideline, I handed the ball to Danny.


    “There’s your takeaway. Go do something with it.”


    He laughed and handed the ball to the ref on his way back out onto the field. Unfortunately for Danny, though, Coach was in a running rather than a throwing mood. Three downs into the series, Patterson handed the ball off to Johnson, who followed his lead blocker—O’Reilly, as usual—right into the end zone. In short order, we were up ten zip. When my eyes strayed to the student section again, I smiled at the way Piper and her friends were high-fiving each other and the fans around them.


    Then it was time for the defense to hit the field again. This time, the Bulldogs managed a first down, but only one, as we forced a three and out after they made that first ten yards. Their starter at running back was out with an injury, and their backup was playing hurt, so we’d prepared for lots of throws. If their coaches didn’t figure out some other strategy, that one first down would be the only one they had. Every one of us was on our game, blanketing their receivers, disrupting their tight end’s routes, and paying attention to their tailback trying to sneak into the secondary. In fact, if they tried that play again, I already knew I was going to jump his route and take that pass right into the end zone.


    We started the second quarter up 13-0 after our kicker launched a forty-five-yard bomb through the uprights as the whistle blew the first quarter over. When we switched ends of the field, lining up on the twenty-five, I was within a hundred feet of Piper up in the stands. More than anything I wanted to impress her, and damned if their quarterback didn’t give me the chance. Finn shed a blocker and bore down on the QB who threw a wild ball rather than be sacked in the end zone for a safety. I tracked that wobbly duck of a pass right into my hands and ran over two guys on my way to pay dirt.


    The crowd went bananas as my teammates mobbed me. Channeling Callahan’s coolness, I pointed the nose of the ball directly at Piper and mouthed, “For you.” Before I flipped the ball to a ref and ran off the field, I saw her gorgeous violet eyes widen while each of her friends grabbed her arms and tugged her back and forth between them. It took zero imagination to hear their squeals of delight at my public show.


    Too bad Finn clocked the lady who had all my attention.


    As he wrapped me in a headlock on our way off the field, he said, “Jesus, Bax. Way to hold out on us.”


    I jerked away from his hold and jogged over to the sideline where Coach Ainsworth fist-bumped me and smacked my ass as I walked over to the bench. “That’s the way we do it, son! Nice work!”


    “Thanks, Coach.”


    “Nice work on the hottie too,” Finn said, laughing as he joined me at the water station. “Seriously. Was that purple-haired babe in the Yeti coat your hookup the other night? Dude!” He put up his fist for a bump, and I left him hanging.


    “Focus on the game, Finnegan. I’m up four takeaways on you for the season. That’s what you should be worrying about.” I slugged back a cup of water and joined our teammates on the sideline to congratulate the kicking team on another successful PAT.


    With most of the second quarter to go, we were up 20-0, thanks especially to the defense. I was definitely feeling cocky. But after Finn spotted Piper in the stands, for some reason, I didn’t want to draw more attention to my interest in her.


    Talking about her with the guys seemed like some sort of betrayal. Yeah, I knew her body intimately, but for fuck’s sake, I didn’t even have her phone number. That was the way she wanted it, and I had to respect that. Maybe dedicating a pick-six to her would grab enough of her attention that she’d give me another chance to change her mind.


    Or maybe I embarrassed her with her friends and blew all my chances.


    I couldn’t stop myself from seeking her out in the stands, but to my bone-deep disappointment, she and her friends were gone.
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