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Football players and cheerleaders – there’s just something about guys in tight pants and women in short skirts.  As a cheerleader at Southern Dominion University, Brynn Montgomery had fought her attraction to the football team’s star receiver, Cody Jones.  She’d been dating the quarterback, Rex, but Cody had always been there, watching and waiting.  On one fateful night, Brynn had finally submitted to Cody’s desires.  She’d given him her virginity, only to have Rex catch them and a full-blown sex scandal erupt.  
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Ten years later, Brynn returns to the university to teach and, hopefully, restore her dignity and reputation.  That proves to be difficult, though, for Cody is now the football coach for the Dukes, and Rex is the manager of a rival team.  Soon, Brynn is caught up in the action between the alpha males again – the clash of pads, the shimmer of pompoms, and the lust of healthy athletes.  Rex uses her guilt to get close to her, but it’s Cody who’s the most dangerous.  This time, he’s determined to score – and score big.  
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PROLOGUE
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Her stomach was doing flip-flops. Brynn clutched her books to her chest and tried to get her nerves under control. She took a deep breath, but it didn’t help. Then again, nothing was going to help. It was the first day of classes.

A gust of wind caught her hair, and her hand flew up to try to keep it in place. It was silly, really, how much time she’d spent in front of the mirror this morning. She’d just wanted to look the part. It had taken a dozen different outfits and at least that many hairstyles before she’d been satisfied. She’d been going for a strategic balance – successful, professional, and definitely respectable. The long walk in from the parking lot was quickly chipping away at that façade.

“Ah!” she cried when the relentless Texas wind found the side slit of her skirt.

Her hand dropped from her hair to try to spare her modesty. With only one hand available, though, she couldn’t hide much. Instead of staying below her knee, her skirt was flapping up to mid-thigh and beyond. She caught a student staring at her legs, and her face turned red. This was exactly what she hadn’t wanted to happen.

With one hand clutching her books and the other battling her skirt, she hurried to the Clausen building. She entered through the double doors and tried to regain her composure as she looked around. Students milled about, some eager for the start of new classes, others begrudging the fact that summer was over. She remembered the start-of-semester nerves all too well.

They were assaulting her now – only, this time around, they were magnified ten times over. Returning to college hadn’t been an easy decision. In fact, it had been the toughest decision of her life. 

She let out a calming breath and glanced at the piece of paper she’d tucked between two books. Room 255. She straightened her shoulders and headed to the stairs.

A low wolf whistle had her turning around sharply. It was the same student who’d been eyeing her legs outside, only he was joined by a group of friends. They all wore letter jackets with a big T on the left breast.

Varsity football players.

Great, she thought, rolling her eyes. Why did it always have to be football players?

Ignoring them, she started up the second flight of stairs. They followed closely behind her, and her self-consciousness reared its head. Her gaze dropped down quickly, but she was relieved to see that her skirt was respectfully in place. Wouldn’t that have just been perfect? To start back at the university with her skirt around her waist? 

Nothing like an old scandal to get the gossip mill churning.

Behind her, the pack was talking. Lewd comments hit her ears, and her grip on her books tightened. She’d dealt with enough football players in her time to know that she needed to nip this in the bud.

“Need help finding your classrooms, boys?” she asked when she came to the second floor landing.

The one who’d spotted her outside took a step closer and looked down at her. “I need help finding your number, baby.”

“Try 255,” she said coolly. She turned sharply on her heel and headed down the hallway until she found her classroom. She was appalled when he hurried around her and held the door open for her.

“That’s my room, too.” He winked at her. “I’m Scott Jeters, but you can call me Jets. I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you a transfer?”

“No,” Brynn said. She smoothed her hair back into its French twist and lifted her chin. “I’m an instructor.”

She left Mr. Jets standing at the door with a stunned look on his face. With her spine straight, she walked to the front of the room. Conversation amongst the students stopped as her heels clipped noisily across the hardwood floor. Her heart was pounding in her ears, but she forced a calm expression on her face as she dropped her stack of books onto the desk.

It was time to plunge into a new phase of her life.

“Welcome to Computer Science 101,” she said in a clear voice. “I’m Professor Montgomery. Shall we get started?”
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CHAPTER ONE
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He was staring at her breasts.

Brynn’s air caught with surprise, but a tiny little thrill ran through her system. Professor Hawthorn? No, he couldn’t be staring at her body. It would be totally inappropriate. She’d respected the man since... Well, since forever. She had to be mistaken.

She shifted in her chair, uncomfortable with the direction of her thoughts. She couldn’t let her mind wander like that. New faculty orientation was important. University policy might be the driest subject on earth, but she needed to listen to what the man was saying. After all, he wasn’t Professor Hawthorn anymore; he was Dean Hawthorn. Dean. As in, her boss. 

But his gaze was definitely on her chest.

She went still when she realized his eyes were following every sway, jiggle, and bounce. Her nipples tightened under the attention, and his pupils dilated.

There was no mistaking that reaction. He was looking at her. Sexually. 

She discreetly lifted her notebook to hide herself and glanced around the room to see if anyone else had noticed. Fortunately, everyone seemed to be concentrating on the organization chart displayed by the overhead projector. 

“I’m sure you all received this in your information packages,” the dean said, “But I’d like to point out a few changes.”

Brynn crossed her legs and tried to rein in her crazy thoughts. Hawthorn had been her World History instructor when she’d been a student at Southern Dominion, and she’d been nervous about running into people who might remember her. Maybe she was projecting. That had to be what was happening.

But what if it wasn’t? What if he remembered the reason why she’d left the university? Would he think that gave him license to look at her like that? Like a tiger ready to pounce?

“And our new registrar is Dr. Robinson,” he said, oblivious to the thoughts bouncing around in her head. “Claude, would you stand up so everyone can see you?”

Instead of looking over her shoulder like everyone else, Brynn looked at the dean through the curtain of her lashes. Darren Hawthorn, with those sexy thin lips and even sexier English accent... She’d had the hugest crush on him. He was older now, but he’d aged well. His hair was graying at the sides, but his cobalt blue eyes were just as sharp and intense.

And those blue eyes were looking at her breasts again.

“Ms. Montgomery, did you have a question?”

Brynn’s eyes widened when she realized she’d lifted her hand to twirl her hair. “Well, yes, actually I did,” she said breathlessly.

“What is it?”

Her question. What was her question?

“I was wondering about student athletes,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. There was a reason why she’d attended this session. “I have several in my classes, and I need to know the university’s policy on grades and absences.”

“That’s an excellent subject for discussion.” Hawthorn turned to the rest of the audience and made a sweeping gesture with his pointer. “I’m sure many of the rest of you find yourselves in a similar situation. Our athletes are students first. We require regular attendance at classes, and students must maintain their grade point average to be allowed to participate on their athletic teams.”

Brynn raised her hand. Her brain was finally kicking into gear. “What if they’re not attending? What are we supposed to do then?”

The pointer stopped waving and hung uncertainly in midair. “You should discuss the matter with the team coach.”

“What if he doesn’t respond to my calls and email messages?”

The dean’s eyebrows drew together, and he pushed the telescopic pointer together. For the first time in over an hour, he looked her in the face. “It sounds as if you’re having a specific problem we should discuss after the meeting. Do you have a few moments to spare?”

Alone with him? “Of course.”

“Wonderful,” Hawthorn said. He turned to face the rest of his faculty. “Are there any other questions?”

Brynn tried to let the muscles in her shoulders relax when his attention was diverted elsewhere. Those cobalt blue eyes were powerful, especially now that she suspected the thoughts going on behind them. She sat quietly for the rest of the session and worked on getting her nerves under control. By the time the meeting broke up and Hawthorn moved across the room to speak with her, she nearly had her composure back.

“Thank you for taking the time to meet with me,” she said when he lowered himself into the chair beside her.

“I’ll always have time for you, Brynn,” he said with a smile on his face. “I’ve been meaning to drop by your office to tell you how happy I am to have you back at Southern Dominion.”

So he did remember her. Her stomach did a nice little plunge. “I’m happy to be here.”

He settled his elbows onto the arms of the chair and steepled his fingers together. It was a gesture she remembered well. “So tell me, how are things going?” he asked. “Are you adjusting well? I understand this is your first time teaching.”

Her hand toyed with her necklace out of nervous habit. It drew his attention back to her chest, so she quickly folded her hands in her lap. “I’m slowly getting into the swing of things. You’d have to ask the students, though.”

“I have.” He smiled when he saw the surprise on her face. “No need to worry. You’re quickly becoming one of the most popular instructors in the computer science department.”

A sense of satisfaction uncoiled in Brynn’s stomach at the unexpected feedback. It was so hard to try to read her students. Sometimes when she looked out at their faces, all she saw were blank stares. “That will probably change after Friday,” she said with a smile. “I’m giving my first quiz.”

He chuckled. “Students are a finicky bunch.”

“Yes, they are.”

“You always were.”

He ran his finger down her forearm, and she went still inside. 

“So tell me about this problem you’re having,” he said. “Which of our athletes is skipping your class?”

His expression turned serious, and her warm body suddenly felt neglected. He’d gone from leering admirer to Dean of Students so fast, it left her confused. And that touch. What had that been?

“It’s TK Stone,” she said.

“The football player?”

She nodded. “He’s missed nearly two weeks of class, and I’m not quite sure what to do about it.”

Hawthorn reached into his pocket and pulled out a pen and notepad. His dark eyebrows drew together as he considered the implications. “This isn’t good news. Players must attend class or face stiff penalties. The National Collegiate Athletic Association’s rules are quite clear.” 

“I’m aware of NCAA’s stance. That’s why I need your advice. I don’t want him to get thrown off the team. I realize he’s one of our top players.”

“Have you talked with Coach Jones?”

Her toe began tapping rapidly against the floor. She tried not to look as perturbed as she really felt, but she didn’t think she was succeeding. Coach Jones. The man was impossible to reach. How was she supposed to tell him that one of his players was in trouble if he couldn’t be bothered? “It’s been difficult to get in touch with the man.”

Hawthorn ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “That’s understandable. It’s the heart of training season, and he’s still trying to round up those last recruits. I believe he’s been in Abilene the last few days.”

The dean tried to be discreet, but his gaze was now stuck on her legs. 

Brynn tried uncrossing them, but that didn’t help. She was wearing a straight skirt, but she’d given up on the conservative look. She was petite, and long skirts made her look stumpy. The shorter the skirt, the longer her legs. She’d been willing to make the tradeoff. At least she knew she had her male students’ attention during her lectures.

With Dean Hawthorn, though, it wasn’t the same. Drawing his attention had other implications which she hadn’t yet decided were good or bad. She tried inconspicuously to tug her skirt down, but it remained lodged at mid-thigh. “How... How would you suggest I get in contact with the coach?” she stuttered.

The dean folded his notebook and tapped it with his pen. “He should be at practice this afternoon. I’ll leave him a message that you’re looking for him.”

A call from the dean. That might light a fire under the man. Brynn smiled politely. “I would appreciate that.”

She stood to leave, but Hawthorn waved her back into her chair. “Hold on, Ms. Montgomery. While we’re on the subject of football, I’d like to talk to you about something else.”

Brynn sat. She felt that familiar thrill in her stomach when he smiled at her again, but it was quickly followed by a shot of uneasiness. 

Oh boy, was she in trouble. This man was her boss. With her history, she simply couldn’t get involved with him. There’d be talk. 

This time around, she couldn’t let there be any talk.

“It’s the cheerleading squad,” he said with a dejected look on his face. “They need some help.”

She lifted her eyebrows. Whatever she’d expected him to say, that wasn’t it. “We’re only a few weeks into the semester. I’m sure they’ll be fine once the season starts.”

“They haven’t been fine for the past four years.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she quickly closed it. The last four years? When she’d left, they’d been a top ranked unit. Why, they’d won three trophies at competitions her senior year. She couldn’t help the pang of disappointment that struck close to her heart. “What happened?”

“Graduation. Injuries. The loss of Mrs. Vestry. You name it, everything that could go wrong has gone wrong.”

“Mrs. Vestry?”

“Retired.”

“Then who took over her position?”

“No one. We haven’t had a cheerleading coach since she left.” The sly smile returned to his face. “Until now, I hope.”

Brynn’s stomach twisted. She knew what he was asking, and it was a lot. “Oh no, I couldn’t. I’m over my head with course work as it is. I’d love to help out, but I simply can’t.”

“I thought once a cheerleader, always a cheerleader.”

“Well, of course. We are in Texas.” He’d hit the right button if he was questioning her commitment. Cheerleading was huge in Texas. Cheerleading was life in Texas.

“You were captain of the squad two years running.”

“That was ten years ago.”

His gaze ran over her figure unhindered, and he didn’t even try to hide his appreciation. “You look like you should be out there on the fifty yard line. I bet you can even still do the splits.”

Brynn toyed with the hem of her short skirt when his smile told her he was picturing her in the uncomfortable position right now. “I try to stay up to date by teaching at camps over the summer,” she said uneasily.

He lifted an eyebrow, and she felt herself weakening. She was new faculty, and she needed to make a good impression. “I might consider being an assistant.”

He shook his head. “The alumni are starting to complain. We need to make drastic changes, and you’re perfect for the job.”

“I could help you find someone. I know a lot of people still involved with the sport.”

“We don’t have the resources to pay for a full-time coach. We’d like you to take on the position part time, in addition to your class work. Of course, we’d compensate you accordingly.”

Brynn could see how Hawthorn had risen up the university ranks so quickly. He was nothing if not tenacious. “I’m sorry, but I can’t take on the time commitment. It’s my first semester here. I’m sure you understand.”

“I understand that you’ll do what’s best for the university,” he said enigmatically. He pushed himself out of his chair. He was even more authoritative looking down at her. “Don’t give me an answer now. Attend the game with me on Saturday, and we’ll talk about it some more.”

Brynn’s stomach squeezed. It sounded almost as if he was asking her on a date. “I don’t know.”

He straightened his tie. “That wasn’t a question, Ms. Montgomery. I’ll pick you up at six. Kickoff is at eight o’clock under the lights. We’ll go to dinner first.”

He wasn’t going to take no for an answer. Brynn rose to her feet. She didn’t know what concerned her more – the fact that he wouldn’t accept her refusal to take on the squad or that she’d just been coerced into a date. 

What would people think if they saw her at a Southern Dominion football game? Was there anyone around who could remember back that far? And what about the dean? What was he expecting of her? 

“Do you like Italian food?”

She smoothed her skirt as the gears in her brain whirred. “That would be fine.”

“I’ll see you for our interview on Saturday then.”

“Yes, our interview.” She nervously plucked at her necklace. She needed time to think, and she couldn’t do that with the way he was staring at her. 

“I’d better go find Coach Jones,” she said as she backed away to the door. “Thank you again for seeing me.”

“Seeing you is always a delight. Let me know how things go with TK.”

Brynn held her stomach as she walked down the hall to her office. The butterflies inside were doing loop-the-loops. Dean Hawthorn, football, and cheerleading. Why did it feel like the fates were lining up against her?

He had to know what the combination had done to her before. Was this some kind of test? Was he trying to get a reaction out of her?

Or was he just horny?

The butterflies in her stomach jumped on a rollercoaster. The idea wasn’t all that unpleasant. That long ago crush certainly hadn’t gone away. If anything, the man was even more intriguing now. 

She walked into her office and closed the door behind her. If only she didn’t have to worry about the past... All her hard work would be for naught if she jumped in bed with the dean a few weeks after taking the job. She’d come here to restore her reputation. 

She pushed herself away from the door. Maybe she was getting herself all worked up over nothing. Maybe all Hawthorn wanted was an interview. She’d know for sure on Saturday. It would be here soon enough, and that brought her back to her original concern. TK Stone. The dean had made it very clear that it was her responsibility to get Coach Jones’ attention, not the other way around. 

She picked up the phone and dialed the man’s number from memory. As always, her call was put straight through to voice mail. She let out a sigh and hung up without leaving a message. She didn’t want to confront him on the football field, but he’d left her no alternative.

She straightened her shoulders. She’d worry about Hawthorn later. Right now, Jones was in her sights. He’d ignored her long enough. It was time he gave her the attention she was due.

* * *
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The mid-day sun was bright and the temperature was still warm for fall when Brynn marched out to the practice field. She lifted her hand to shield her eyes as she looked over the team.

She couldn’t help but smile. The sound of clashing pads and the scent of sweating men took her back. She’d started cheering at the age of eight at peewee football games, and although the players were bigger, nastier, and smellier, everything else was the same. She felt at home here on the sidelines. She hadn’t realized how much she missed it. 

She watched as the offensive coach called out a play. The linemen took their stance, but she winced when the right guard moved before the snap of the football. The coach started yelling, and she decided to move on. Another group of players was running tires, and yet another was taking on the tackling sled. Her eyes widened when a big, snarling guy slammed into the sled and moved it back five feet with hardly any effort.

It didn’t look as if the Southern Dominion football team had lost its edge. If anything, they looked sharper. And bigger and faster.

She saw Scott Jeters come to the sideline for a drink of water. “Jets,” she called.

He looked up, and his eyes widened. “Professor Montgomery. What are you doing here?”

Her student looked bigger and tougher rigged out in full football gear. The pads widened his shoulders and the tight pants made her aware that this was no boy. This was a man.

She quickly looked away. “I’m here to speak with Coach Jones. Could you point him out to me?”

Her student took a drink before turning back to the field. “That’s him over there talking with TK.”

She glanced over to where he indicated and felt a kick in her gut. That was the coach? 

The tightness in her belly moved lower, and she had to press her thighs together to ease the ache.

Wow.

Coach Jones was a hunk. And a total jock. He was dressed like his players in shorts and a ragged old T-shirt, and the workout had made him just as hot and sweaty. His brown hair was wet, but she could still see the blond highlights it had picked up from so many hours in the sun. He stood with one hand nonchalantly holding a football as he gestured towards the field. His receiver stood listening to every word he said.

TK. The receiver. She’d come here for him, but for the life of her, Brynn couldn’t remember why. Her brain was frozen on his coach. 

Just looking at the man was making her mouth water. His shorts, in particular, were riveting her attention. They were long and loose, as was the style, but they hung very nicely on his backside. Slowly, she forced her gaze upward. His T-shirt had seen better days. He’d ripped off the arms, and there were enough holes and tears in the material to make her wonder how it all held together. It was frustrating to catch glimpses of the tanned skin and rippling muscles beneath. 

She could see his arms, though. Her fingers itched when she saw his tattoo. If the rest of his body matched his arms, she just might have to forget all her rules about not getting involved with a coworker. 

She rubbed her damp palms on her skirt. She needed to talk to the man, and there was no better time than the present. “Thanks, Scott,” she said as she moved onto the field.

“Hey,” he called. “Be careful.”

Big bodies were running everywhere. Grunts and groans surrounded Brynn as she hurried towards the coach. She felt like a lamb let loose in the lions’ den as she wove her way between tough, swearing men. Her heels sunk into the soft ground as she hit mid-field, and she nearly didn’t get out of the way as a fullback went rushing by. 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said over and over again. Finally, she made it across the field to where the receivers were practicing.

“TK, you’re fast, but you need to be quick,” the coach said. “When you make that cut, it needs to be sharp. Otherwise, you’re not going to lose your defender. You need to be open to take that pass.”

TK’s facemask went up and down as he nodded. “Okay, coach.”

“Try it again.”

Brynn stopped to watch her student run the drill. The quarterback took the snap, and TK took off like a shot. He ran fifteen yards down the field, made a fake, and took a quick left. Apparently, it wasn’t quick enough. The defensive player stayed with him every step of the way and knocked down the quarterback’s pass before it could reach his hands.

“Damn it, Stone, what did I just tell you?” Coach Jones barked. He tossed his clipboard on the ground in disgust.

Brynn summoned her nerve. Now was as good a time as any. She wasn’t happy with TK and neither was his coach. “Mr. Jones,” she called.

He ignored her.

“Sharp, it needs to be sharp,” he said to his player, gesturing with his hands.

She tried again. “Could I speak with you, Coach Jones?”

“Get back over here and try it again.”

“Coach!”

“Keep your panties on, lady,” he finally yelled over his shoulder. “Can’t you see I’m busy here?”

Brynn’s jaw dropped. Her dreamy thoughts dissipated, and she remembered how the man had patently ignored her for two weeks. He might be sexy as sin, but he was also an arrogant jerk!

TK trotted back across the field. She waved to get his attention, and she saw his eyes widen underneath his helmet when he spotted her. He quickly gave her his back, and fume nearly poured out of her ears. 

“Watch me, Stone,” Jones said, ignorant of the byplay. “Try to see the difference to what you’re doing.” 

Brynn had started to march up to the coach to confront him directly, but she stopped in her tracks when he took off at full steam. She planted her hands on her hips and let out a frustrated growl. How was she supposed to catch him if he kept avoiding her?

“Coach J—” she yelled.

His name died on her lips. There was something about the way he moved. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him as he ran the pattern.

The fluidity of the way he ran... His speed...

He made the cut and turned to face the quarterback. She got a good look at his face when he caught the ball against his chest.

Oh, God!

She took a step back.

It couldn’t be.

Jones. It was one of the most common names out there. It had to be somebody else, somebody who looked like him.

But it wasn’t. 

She turned on her heel and blindly headed off the field. She came up short when the same fullback nearly careened into her again. He ducked around her, and this time she didn’t even bother to apologize. Her legs just began churning. She needed to get away fast.

Cody Jones.

Dear God!

She just hit the track that circled the field when she heard somebody behind her.

“Hey, you!”

She nearly started running.

“Blondie! Get your ass back over here. You can’t come out here, interrupt my practice, and expect to just trot away.”

Her heart was pounding as she rushed into the tunnel leading to the exit. Escape was the only thing on her mind until strong fingers wrapped around her arm and yanked her to a stop.

“Hey! Didn’t you hear me yelling at you?”

She couldn’t avoid him when he turned her around. 

“Who the hell—” He took one look at her face. “Fuck. Me.”

Brynn wished a hole would open up in the ground and just swallow her. This couldn’t be happening.

“Brynn Montgomery,” he said in a low voice. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She cringed. He seemed about as happy to see her as she was to see him. It had been a long time – ten years, to be precise. She could have gone another ten years without having this miserable encounter.

She tried to concentrate on the reason why she’d come to the field in the first place. “I need to talk to you about TK.”

He looked at her blankly.

“I’ve left you several messages.”

“You’re Professor Montgomery? You? You’re shittin’ me.”

Her teeth clamped together. “You don’t need to be crass.”

He let out a snort and caught her by the chin. He forced her to look at him, and her cheeks heated when she saw the look in his eyes. Anger, surprise, and – as always – lust swirled in the dark depths. “Still a prude, Brynn?”

She tore her chin out of his grip and stepped away. He followed her until her back was up against the concrete wall. He loomed over her, and her heart began to thud in her ears. She’d come here with a purpose. Concentrate on TK. “We need to speak about TK’s coursework.”

“What about it?”

“He’s a student of mine.”

“I got that.”

“He’s been skipping classes.”

That got Cody’s attention fast. His eyes narrowed and the muscles around his mouth tightened. “Want to run that by me again?”

“He’s missed two weeks of class straight. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you to discuss the matter.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?”

“I did!”

“No, you didn’t. Your bitchy little messages just ordered me to call you.”

She was upset enough as it was. He didn’t need to call her names – not when he was the one in the wrong. “Is that why you didn’t call me back? Because I told you to?”

“I don’t take orders from anyone. Or have you forgotten that?”

Brynn’s lips flattened. She wasn’t going to get into this with him. “Well, let’s talk about it now. TK, that is.”

One of his eyebrows lifted. “Okay. Talk.”

His dark eyes were smoky when she finally looked at him, and her stomach took a nosedive to somewhere around her toes. He’d always looked at her like that. Always. She hadn’t been able to handle it then, and she couldn’t handle it now. 

She tried to edge away from him, but her shoulders were pressed firmly against the tunnel wall. She let it bolster her. “According to the team rules I was given, your players must attend class. If they fail a course, NCAA rules state that they—”

“I know what they state. What class are you teaching?”

Her teeth clenched. She’d made that very clear in the ten or so messages she’d left. “Computer Science 101.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Hell, Jeters can’t stop talking about that class.” His dark eyes sparkled. “Of course, most of what he talks about are his chances of getting into your drawers.”

That was it. Brynn tried to sidestep away, but he caught her by the waist and pulled her back.

“Hold on,” he said.

The hand at her waist didn’t let her go. Instead, his fingers moved in a caress that made her stomach clench.

“TK!” he yelled back to the field. “Get your ass over here. You’ve got some explaining to do.”

Brynn’s breaths were coming heavily. His thumb had slipped under her sweater and was on her skin. 

He was touching her. 

It might look innocent, but she knew better. He knew how his touch affected her. She blocked the memory from her mind, but she couldn’t block her response. The tiny circles this thumb was making on her stomach clouded her head.

And he knew it. He took a step closer. With his height advantage, he could see straight down her cleavage. She hadn’t realized how low the neckline of the sweater was cut when she’d put it on this morning.

She took another deep breath and smelled his sweat. He was hot, wet, and big. He was pure male, and he was making sure she knew it.

“Hey, Coach,” TK said as he trotted up to them. He held a paper cup of water in one hand and his helmet in the other.

Cody backed away, and Brynn’s chest heaved. Air. She needed air.

“Professor Montgomery tells me that you’ve been missing class.”

TK hesitated. Brynn could almost see the gears turning in his head. He knew he’d been caught, but he wasn’t ready to admit it. Instead, he kicked his cleats against the ground and started making patterns in the dirt. “I was there.”

“The first week,” she countered. She was happy to finally be getting to the subject. Once they got through this, she could move on. And away. To her car. To another town. Another state.

“Yeah, so?” the kid said.

“So?” Cody said sharply.

TK winced and ran a hand across his smooth-shaved head. “I don’t need to be there, Coach.”

“Yes, you do,” Cody and Brynn said in unison. She looked at him sharply, but then backed down. He should be the one to handle this. If he wanted to keep his player on the team, let him get through to him. It wasn’t her job. None of this was her job.

Cody planted a fist on his hip. His other hand was still plastered against the wall beside her head. Brynn realized that if she wanted to escape from his overwhelming presence, now was the time to do it. 

She knew just as well that he wouldn’t let her. He hadn’t moved more than two feet away from her since he’d figured out who she was. It didn’t matter if TK was there or not. He wasn’t letting her get away. 

“If you want to stay on this team, your butt will be in that class when it’s supposed to be,” Cody said. He glanced at her. “When is that?”

“Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at ten.”

“You hear that? Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at ten.”

“But Coach—”

“What is it about this that you don’t understand, Stone?”

“But it’s boring!”

Brynn’s breath caught. The accusation hurt. 

Cody pointed directly at the young man’s face before she could say anything. “Apologize.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You’re already on my shit list. Apologize before I get really pissed off.”

TK kicked at the ground and a puff of dirt lifted around his foot. “I’m sorry, Professor Montgomery. I didn’t mean it that way. I just already know all the stuff you’ve been covering.”

The excuse didn’t ease her hurt feelings, but she couldn’t accuse him of not giving her honest feedback. Dean Hawthorn obviously hadn’t interviewed all her students. It was just hard to hear that she was failing when she was working so hard. “If that’s the case, why are you taking the class?” she asked.

“It’s a prerequisite for advanced programming.”

Her mouth twisted. “I’ll be teaching that next semester.”

He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll like it better.”

“And maybe you better shut your mouth,” Cody warned.

Brynn clenched her fingers into fists. “You’ll have to get through 101 first, TK.”

“Which means attending class,” Cody added.

“Yeah, yeah. I get what you’re saying.”

“I’m not sure you do. If you don’t pass the class, not only will you not get into the advanced class, you’ll be off the team.”

“But Coach!”

“They’re my rules, and they’re NCAA rules.” Cody pointed to the field. “And if you don’t think I’m serious, think about it some more while you’re doing wind sprints. I want ten sets of them. Now.”

TK’s shoulders dropped, and he started to whine. He stopped, though, when he saw the determined look on his coach’s face. “Yes, sir.”

He left at a jog, and Brynn watched him go.

“I’ll be damned,” Cody said softly.

“Surprised to hear that my class is boring?” 

He ducked his head so he could look her straight in the eye. “Don’t take it personally. Stone’s a computer freak. He fixes my laptop all the time.”

“Then what?” she said defensively. “What did you get out of that conversation that I didn’t?”

“The kid’s gay.”

“What?” Brynn’s head snapped towards the field. TK touched the twenty-yard line before turning around to head for the end zone. “Gay? Why do you think that?”

Her heels clunked against the wall when Cody planted his hands on either side of her head again and leaned in. He looked pointedly at her cleavage. “He didn’t steal a look at your tits once.”

“Cody,” she gasped. She couldn’t help it. She reached up and covered her breasts with her hands.

That didn’t deter him at all. In fact, it seemed to turn him on. She could tell by the way he shifted his weight uncomfortably.

“With that skirt up to your pussy and your boobs swinging all over the place, the guy should have at least looked. Jeters sure does. You’ll never catch him missing class.”

Brynn winced. She wanted her students to be talking about computers, software, or coding – anything but how boring or, at the other end of the spectrum, how hot she was. She focused on a point somewhere over Cody’s shoulder. “Does it make a difference?” 

“Hell, no. I don’t care how he keeps his fingers sticky as long as he keeps catching the ball.”

She closed her eyes when Cody caught a strand of her hair and began twirling it around his finger. He was standing so close, she’d gotten an intimate view of the tattoo on his left arm. It was barbed wire – a symbol of danger. She knew enough to heed the warning. 

“I just don’t get it,” he said softly. “Gay or not, if I had a professor that looked like you, my butt would be in that seat every day.”

Focus on TK. Focus.

“Do... Do you think he’ll start coming to class?” she asked.

“Oh, he’ll be there.” Cody’s hot gaze ran across her face. He was still staring at her like he couldn’t believe she was there. “I’ll want weekly reports on how he’s doing.”

“I’ll email you.”

He grinned. “Still running, Brynn?”

You bet she was. She hadn’t run the last time, and she’d regretted it.

She ducked under his arm and winced when the move made him pull her hair. He let go at the sound of pain, and she quickly moved away from him. She didn’t care if he thought she was a coward. She hadn’t known he worked here.

And she’d thought running into Hawthorn had been bad!

She needed to regroup. This changed things. It changed everything. “There’s a quiz on Friday,” she said. “Make sure all your players are there.”

She turned and walked down the tunnel to the exit. Her back was ramrod straight, but her knees were so shaky, she didn’t know if they’d last that far.

“You got away last time, baby,” Cody called after her. “Now that you’re back, though, you’re going to have to deal with me.”

“Not if I can help it,” she said under her breath. She turned the corner and sagged against the wall. 

Her legs simply wouldn’t hold her weight anymore. She bent over and braced her hands on her thighs. She took deep breaths to try to center herself, but she listened carefully. One footstep down that tunnel, and she’d find a way to move. 

She concentrated on just breathing. That alone was a major accomplishment. Seeing Cody again had knocked the wind right out of her. Finally, she pushed herself away from the wall. She froze, though, when she heard his voice softly echo down the corridor. 

“And Brynn?” he said. “You can forget what I said about your panties.”

Her entire body stiffened.

“You know you can take them off for me anytime you want.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Saturday night arrived sooner than Brynn would have liked, but the game and its familiar atmosphere pulled her in. The sights and sounds took her back. The clean smell of the autumn air... The sound of the announcer’s voice... The taste of Kettle Korn! How could she have forgotten?

The stands were packed, but Dean Hawthorn had prime seats right on the fifty-yard line. It was a clear night, and the stadium lights lit up the field like a stage. The Southern Dominion Dukes were steadily working their way down the field. The game was exciting, but Brynn’s attention was split between the players, the cheerleaders, and the dean. As if that wasn’t enough, though, her focus kept drifting to the sidelines of the field. 

Cody Jones.

She shook her head. Fate had a sick sense of humor.

She’d been avoiding him all week. Seeing him again had rocked her world, and like it or not, she’d taken to hiding until she could figure things out. She’d just never expected to see him again. Ever. If she’d known he was at Southern Dominion, she never would have taken the job. A good portion of her week had been spent considering whether she should resign now.

But she couldn’t. She needed the paycheck, and she needed to get past this. What had happened between her and Cody Jones was ancient history. If he’d just let it go, so would she.

She toyed with her necklace. She doubted that he was going to forgive and forget, though. That last comment of his had certainly said otherwise.

His words had thrown her. So had his looks and his touch. 

Unwillingly, she glanced at him again. He looked just as good as he had the other day. He stood on the sidelines dressed in khaki pants and a blue Dukes team shirt. A clipboard in one hand and headphones on his ears kept him fully in charge of the game. And make no doubt about it, he was in charge.

Of all the men on the sidelines, he was the one with an almost kinetic energy simmering around him. His players respected him, as did his assistant coaches. He knew what he was doing, and he was very, very good at it. Even Dean Hawthorn had sung his praises over dinner.

Brynn glanced at her boss out of the corner of her eye. He was in deep discussions with one of the university’s biggest donors, and it gave her a chance to study him. She still wasn’t quite sure if she was on a date or simply an interview. He’d kept her off balance the entire evening.

On the one hand, he’d been the perfect gentleman. He’d picked her up at her apartment and had taken her to a nice, sit-down restaurant. Their conversation had centered on the university, her classes, and the cheer squad. It had been an almost perfectly acceptable business dinner.

Almost.

She just couldn’t help but notice all the intangible things that said it was anything but professional – like the way his hand had slipped to her ass when he’d helped her out of the car. He’d managed to touch her at least twenty times since then, whether it had been to brush an imaginary speck of lint off her shoulder or to hold her wrist as he looked at her watch. Her body was slowly becoming accustomed to his touch, and intuitively, she knew that was his intent.

Because while his touches had been subtle, his steamy glances hadn’t. She’d only caught him looking her in the eye once over the entire meal. The rest of the time, her breasts had been the main attraction. She was still waiting for her nipples to relax. Thank goodness she’d brought a light jacket to the game, or the donors would be wondering what, exactly, Dean Hawthorn was doing with his newest professor.

So when it came right down to it, Cody had her stressed, Hawthorn had her confused, and the cheer squad had her appalled.

“You’ve been staring at them for nearly a full half,” Hawthorn said, making her jump. “What do you think?”

Brynn settled into her seat and tried to pay attention. Out of everything that was assaulting her senses tonight, the cheer squad was hardly a blip on her radar screen. That said something right there. Cheerleaders were supposed to capture a crowd’s attention, hold it, and then throw it back to the team.

“I see potential,” she said, choosing her words carefully. Potential was relative, after all. It might be easier to start over with an entirely new squad.

“Potential? Really?” The dean edged closer, trying to catch a glimpse of what her cheerleader’s brain saw.

“Of course. It’s obvious that they all have experience. The whole team just needs to polish up its moves and get in sync.” She looked at him, and he gestured for her to continue. She looked back down at the squad and fought not to grimace at their poor spacing. “The tumblers are fine, when they’re used, but their routines need updating and they need to incorporate the male cheerleaders more. Where are the lifts?”
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