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			To the chemists who found the formula to make my heart swell and burst. To the other boys who hold my heart like a hand grenade.  Music makes life worth living.
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			I sat with my head in my hands, blinking away angry tears as the team streamed into the locker room, brooding. We’re still going to the tournament, relax, I kept telling myself. Our team—the UConn Huskies—was good enough that even though we lost in the ACC Tournament, we’d get an at-large bid to the NCAA one. Despite this fact, my tears continued to flow. We lost because of me, and each and every one of my teammates knew it. And here I was, crying about it like a child. On a typical day, I’d just get pissed and do something physical to blow off steam before I blew my top, but this feeling was just pure embarrassment and I wanted to crawl into a hole.

			Jerking up, I wiped my eyes and tried to make it seem as though I was unfazed by my piss-poor performance. One by one, my cohorts walked in, letting their eyes slide over me. The freshman who was supposed to be the next big thing. The one who let them down so badly tonight.

			I feigned a smile and rubbed my knee, which had been clicking and giving me a hard time this week. I could blame my performance tonight on my knee, but that would be a cop-out. I sucked, plain and simple. No Rookie of the Year Award for me. No, I would be lucky if I was able to keep my scholarship after this disaster.

			The last person to enter the locker room was our coach, Henry Dunkilson, aka Dunks. His expression showed reserved disappointment, nodding at our captains, Donelle and Reese, as he passed. Unlike my teammates, he did look me in the eye. He blinked once and continued to the center of the room where a crowd had made way for him. My gut clenched. It was speech time.

			Dunks doesn’t mince words. His speeches both excited and incited us at the same time. He’d congratulate us for still making the tournament, sure, but he’d break down the errors in the game so that none of us would ever forget what we had done wrong.

			I knew what this would be like for me.

			Public humiliation.

			“Once again,” he said, gravelly voice echoing through the now-silent locker room, “the ladies of UConn are moving on to the NCAA Tournament.”

			The team erupted with cheers, whoops, and squeals of joy.

			I choked back a sob.

			“Now, to the casual observer, that would sound like a victory, wouldn’t it?”

			The cheers cooled and settled into silence.

			Yeah, coach. Point taken.

			“Sloppy, regardless of this game’s significance. This was a sloppy loss and you know it,” he said, pointing his finger across the sea of sober faces. “We may be moving on, but tonight was like we slid backward. This was junior varsity quality, ladies. Hell, it’s over-forty men’s league.”

			A few snickers. I blinked rapidly.

			“We can chalk our loss up to one thing, and one thing only,” he said, scanning the crowd again. “Who can tell me what that is?”

			Turnovers. I raised my hand to speak and he called on our captain, Donelle.

			“Sloppy defense?” she answered.

			“Turnovers,” I said, but chatter drowned me out.

			“Nobody?” Coach asked again.

			I fought to find my voice, but my throat was constricted with sobs I wouldn’t let out. “Turnovers!” It came out as a pathetic whimper.

			Coach just shook his head. “The fact that not a single one of you can identify the error in our performance is worrisome. The problem was turnovers. And not the flaky kind my wife likes to bake on Sundays.”

			Nobody even had the guts to laugh at his joke.

			“Pops,” he said, looking at me. My stomach turned into an iceberg and sunk deep into my abdomen, pulling my breath with it. “You allowed ten turnovers.” He shook his head. “I know you’re a freshman, but that kind of stuff can lose the tournament for us.”

			Mute and blind with tears, I nodded. Dunks continued calling out team members and telling them how many times they let him down, but none more than four times.

			I was the big failure of the night.

			If my high school team were here right now, they’d be shocked. I was the all-time scorer in my school’s history. I was offered full-ride scholarships from five D I schools. I rarely missed a shot and my turnover-to-assist ratio was to die for.

			In high school, they called me Greece Lightning. My family owned the town’s favorite pizza shop, Parthenon; I always got good-natured teasing about my heritage. And superb pizza-making skills. Anyway, I was the highest-scoring female in the history of my high school. I broke every record there was to break, but now that I actually fulfilled everyone’s predictions that I’d be playing ball as a freshman on a Division I team, I was a little fish in a huge pond.

			Hell, at UConn, it felt like I was a minnow in the Atlantic.

			But they didn’t know any of this, my new teammates. Each year a crop of swelled-headed freshmen come in and get humbled, so I suppose to them, I was just one of the many who couldn’t keep up. At least I had the tournament to prove myself.

			A soft hand landed on my shoulder and I knew it was my roommate, Callie. I looked up and there she was, goofy grin and freckles. “It’s fine, Thea,” she whispered, and planted a kiss on my forehead. I hoped the team didn’t see her coddling me. I shrugged her hand off and nodded.

			Coach left after a few more sharp words, and the team got up to shower. They were all still relatively unaffected by Dunks’s speech. “Don’t let him bother you,” Callie said as we headed into the bathroom. “They’re feeling no pain, neither should you.” Girls were swatting each other playfully with towels and screeching with laughter despite the loss. They were just excited about moving on. I was too angry with myself to let the loss slide.

			“They didn’t allow ten,” I grumbled.

			Callie’s hands spun me toward her. “I heard you answer Coach’s question, by the way.”

			“So?”

			She sighed. “So? You know, if you spoke up, I think the team would benefit. You’re always telling me little insider tips about the other team. Maybe before next game, say something and they’ll forgive your horrible performance.” Callie grinned again and I nearly swallowed my tongue. She was a good friend. A brutally honest one, but a friend nonetheless.

			“They won’t listen,” I said, crossing my arms, tightening my towel’s hold on my body. “They never do when we’re off the court. We’re freshmen.” As a point guard, I am able to be pretty vocal while we’re playing, but once we’re back in the locker room, it is like I lose my voice each time the game ends.

			Callie shrugged. “I know how bossy you can be. I’ve seen you debate with Wes at parties and scare the pants off the boys’ team. Just do the same with us, okay?”

			“I want to go home,” I mumbled. To Callie, to me, to my team. All I wanted was to sit in my living room wearing my Snoopy slippers, eat my mom’s famous stuffed grape leaves, and laugh with my little brothers. Have my Yaya braid my hair. Sleep in my real bed, a big luxurious full mattress, and not the extra-long twin that I crashed on each night here.

			I never thought I’d miss home so much.

			Callie looped her arm through mine. “I’m treating you tonight, once we get back to campus.” The ACC Tournament we were at was away in nearby Massachusetts, just a short bus ride home.

			I snorted. “Oh yeah? Cookies and cream or butter pecan?” There is a place in town called Sweet Stuff that delivers ice cream to dorms at all hours. Callie has them programmed into her phone and the owner knows her by name. Our game was at two PM, so the place would definitely still be open once we returned.

			“Nope,” she said with a sly smile, “Boys and booze, baby.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut. Now I really wanted to go home.
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			THE ROOM ERUPTED IN CHEERS as we walked in.

			I glanced at Callie, who was paying the boy at the beer-pong table for our two cups.

			“These guys know who we are?” I asked, glancing around the room. We were on Ellbridge Drive, a street notorious for frosh parties. Upperclassmen would rent houses on Ell Drive and charge freshmen per cup. They’d make huge batches of Death Punch—no, really, that’s what it’s actually called—and make hundreds of dollars a night from desperate underage kids who just wanted to party but had no cool upperclassmen friends. We were only here because Callie knew our team wouldn’t be. It still felt embarrassing.

			She glanced over my shoulder and frowned. “It’s not us they’re cheering for.”

			I turned around and promptly decided that Death Punch wasn’t going to be the worst thing about hitting Ell Drive for the night.

			Wesley. Hargrove. I watched him laugh with his teammates, huge nostrils flaring and buckteeth chomping at the air as he laughed.

			Wesley, it is said in college basketball circles, is the male Thea “Pops” Papastathopoulos. And it makes my skin crawl. We were nothing alike in life, but on paper, different story.

			He was a freshman point guard. Check. Rookie of the Year candidate. Check. All-time point scorer for his high school team. Check. Classics major. Check.

			The dude haunted me. I couldn’t go to class without seeing his donkey face and I couldn’t go to practice without bumping into him. His personality was as smooth as cottage cheese and his breath smelled like ass and I hated his guts.

			As if sensing my distaste, his Sputnik-shaped head swiveled in my direction and he pointed, cup sloshing over his fingers. “Drinking away your troubles, Pops?”

			The boys with him laughed.

			“Better hang on to that cup, or someone might just take it out of your hands. You wouldn’t be familiar with that sensation, would you?”

			My simmering anger finally had a target other than myself. Good.

			“Give him hell,” Callie whispered, taking a long swig from her cup. I handed her mine.

			Luckily, the other teammates weren’t upperclassmen, just Wes’s toadies. I’m not sure I would have had the balls to approach them otherwise.

			“I know tonight wasn’t my finest performance,” I said, pretending to capitulate, “but at least I wasn’t caught crying on the sidelines over my ankle.”

			“The fuck are you talking about?” he asked, face clearly stunned and disarmed.

			I shrugged. “In the era of Instagram, one can’t be too careful about ugly and embarrassing photos from high school games getting passed around the Internet.”

			“No clue what you’re talking about,” he said, rolling his eyes.

			I tapped my chin. “That’s funny, because I heard your nickname was Wesley Waters, as in you cried after like every game you lost.”

			His mouth moved wordlessly as I snatched his drink. “Turnover!”

			Take that, Wes.

			Callie high-fived me as a light flashed in our faces.

			Wes’s phone was pointed at us.

			“Looks like Coach Dunks isn’t going to be too happy to find out that rather than resting or going over the game’s lowlights, you decided to drown your sorrows in Death Punch.”

			My fist clenched, and the drink dribbled over. “I haven’t taken a sip and you know it.”

			He shrugged. “Go home, you’re drunk!” Wes shouted. So him to use recycled humor. A bunch of partygoers glanced in our direction. A few pointed.

			My throat dried and I tried to retort, tried to fight back, but he had all the evidence he needed. One more push and I’d be benched for certain. I wanted so badly to let my anger out on him, to rant and dismantle him, but that would only make me look either drunk or bitter and I couldn’t afford either tonight.

			So I went home a loser for the second time today.
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			Tape was the only thing that could hold me together right now.

			I hauled ass across campus, desperate to get into my locker and find my lucky roll of tape to soothe my bum knee. I woke up remembering one thing: last night’s loss and subsequent humiliation. I remembered how all eyes were on me, the team’s rookie point guard, to bring home the win. Instead, we lost because of my turnovers and missed three-pointers.

			Gampel Pavilion was busier than usual today—trucks and cars stuffed the parking lot as though it were last night’s game. Saturday afternoons, especially post-game-day afternoons, were typically dead, even during March Madness.

			“Hey Thea,” Matt the security guard said, greeting me with his typical salute. The guards here were as starstruck as the students when it came to basketball players. At UConn, basketball was a course everyone took year after year.

			At first I was starstruck myself. I felt powerful putting on that uniform. Sadly, the first day of double sessions taught me that I had to earn that jersey. Being a high school superstar did not give me status here. I couldn’t throw out ideas to my captains as I did at home. They barely acknowledged me when I opened my mouth, as evidenced by my attempt at answering Coach last night.

			I waved back at Matt, but was surprised when he walked out in front of me, blocking my entrance. “You got a ticket?”

			I wrinkled my nose. “To what?”

			He glanced over his shoulder. “Concert tonight.”

			“Ugh,” I grunted. I hated how concerts always screwed up the arena. Weird smells, strangers, and scuffed-up floors. “I just need to hit up my locker for some tape,” I said, gesturing to my left knee. “Last night wasn’t my best.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, I know, but at least you’ll still be in the big tournament.”

			I grimaced. Matt was right, it just hurt to hear, especially from a casual observer. “Anyway, can you just let me downstairs? Unless it’s Kanye out there, I could care less who’s onstage.”

			Matt tsked at me. “Not so simple.”

			As he spoke, two brawny dudes in black T-shirts flanked him. “Is there a problem?” the one with the giant corks in his earlobes asked.

			“This is Thea, and she needs to use the locker room. She’s on the women’s basketball team.”

			The other guard said, “So?”

			Matt crossed his arms defensively as my frustration built. “So, that means she’s a VIP and needs to be able to get down there.”

			Corks just shook his head. “No. Go to your dorm and use the shower there,” he sniffed.

			I marched up to him and met his eyes. Men were often intimidated by my height, so I used it to my advantage. “Listen,” I said, “I need my tape. It’s in my stall. It’s my team’s locker room and I should be able to go down there when I want. And you aren’t about to stop me.”

			Matt nodded mutely.

			I couldn’t believe the nerve of these guys—trying to stop me from going to my team’s domain. This is our house, buddy, see what happens when you get in my way.

			The guard rolled his wrist. “Escort her down,” he said to Matt. “And be quick,” he said to me.

			Just for that, I’d take my sweet time.

			“Didn’t the girls lose last night?” the normal-earlobed guard asked Matt.

			“Yeah, but they’re lucky enough to still move on.”

			“That’s bullshit.”

			Bullshit. In a way, he was right. We lost to an inferior team and we shouldn’t move on. Granted, I was glad we were, but it was still embarrassing. I stomped down the stairs toward the locker room with a heavy heart. I knew my scholarship wouldn’t be revoked because of one off game, but the specter of poor performance hung over my head. Hit all the shots next time, I promised myself. Tonight, the team was getting together to watch our potential opponents. If only the captains would let me help strategize. It was one of my strong points. I always did well in school, and I felt like basketball strategy was something that engaged my mind. I could plot, envision plays before they happened, stuff like that. I could be of help, if they only listened.

			I wasn’t the type to be ignored. In class, I pretty much needed a prop to keep my arm held up. I loved to debate, to engage. My friends used to jokingly ask if I had a mute button, since I always called the shots when it came to where we all went and what we were doing. But here? Arrogant jock guys like Wes and bossy upperclassmen girls ruled my schedule.

			Wasn’t college supposed to be freeing?

			My mind winced at the thought of Wes, and I prayed silently that he wouldn’t show that picture to Coach. His social media accounts didn’t blow up with the photo last night or this morning, but that didn’t mean I was in the clear.

			The locker room welcomed me with the smell of freshly washed uniforms and leather workout equipment. The familiar scents tickled my nose and I envisioned my locker room back home. I remembered giving speeches to my team, rallying them against our foes. I felt like a general sometimes. Here, I just listened. Sure, I liked everyone, but I really wished I could just be myself. I rolled my stiff shoulders and decided that tape wasn’t all I needed—a long hot shower would do my body a world of good. And I didn’t want to let the guards have the satisfaction of getting me out of their hair so soon.

			I dropped my clothes at the threshold of the locker room and the adjoining shower room. I was never weirded-out by the team showering together. It was what athletes did. When you’re there, making jokes under the steaming water, splashing and commiserating, it was almost better that you were naked. It showed your trust. The team saw you at your most vulnerable. I wanted them to know they could trust me, so, therefore, I let them see my boobs. Common sense. It did kind of make me sad that even though we’d been playing together since September, I couldn’t really call many of them my friends. Except for my roommate, Callie.

			The weirdest thing was the only person I had met besides Callie that I really felt a connection to was the team’s landlord, whom they had nicknamed the Red Devil. Her real name is Scarlett. I had actually never spoken to her, but something about her drew me in. She was intimidating as hell—tall like us basketball folk, flaming-red curls that hung to her waist, and heels that could kill small animals that skittered into their path. The team hated her strict curfews and neat-freakery. I liked her. Powerful women were cool, and it pissed me off when they were labeled “bitches” just because they knew what they wanted. Plus, I liked that she owned a little new-age shop in town that, rumor has it, has a secret back room. So yeah, Scarlett was cool. Scary, but cool.

			I made my way across the white tile floor, dodging cold puddles, and cranked my lucky showerhead number thirteen to a scorching blast. Every time I had picked this one, we won, so I never showered anywhere else. Except at home—my real home, that is. I stood under the scalding deluge and tipped my head up to feel the hot spray in my mouth. I had to singe off the thin layer of failure from last night’s game. I grabbed a loofah and scrubbed my skin to a near polish. Rolling my shoulders, I took a squirt of the lavender-scented shampoo and worked it into my long curls.

			Sighing, I let my naked back slouch against the cold tiles as I worked my scalp. My ex, Ty, had loved giving me massages. But that was all he wanted, touching. College was supposed to be a fantastic dating scene, but all I ever got were guys who wanted me for the wrong reasons. Boys who were lazy and easy. Not that I had an ideal guy in mind, but I just wanted to work for it. I wanted the hunt. Lamenting my permanently single status, I watched the last few soap bubbles drop from my hair to the floor. Absentmindedly, I turned and reached for my towel and found nothing.

			I glanced around the empty room. Always, without fail, I’d put my towel within arm’s reach of my lucky showerhead. How could I forget that today? I really was off my game on several levels. Padding wetly, dripping like a mermaid, I made my way toward the locker room’s entryway where my clothes sat.

			Only, my clothes weren’t there either.

			I took a tentative step into the locker room and turned toward my locker, where at least a practice uniform would be waiting for me. Or maybe I left my clothes there. Get your head together, Thea.

			Every time I saw that locker, I’d chuckle. My obnoxious Greek last name was too long to fit on the nameplate, or my jersey for that matter, so instead of reading PAPASTATHOPOULOS, it just said PAPAS. That’s why the team had taken to calling me “Pops.”

			But instead of seeing my truncated name or a pile of clothes, I saw a guy.
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			The tall, gorgeous man stared at me with a smirk. Some fucking punk, sitting under my name and number and pulling a cigarette out of his thick leather jacket. He looked bad, dangerous, and delicious and my body reacted to seeing him with a jolt of fear and euphoria. I skittered back and covered my nakedness, hoping he hadn’t seen me fully naked. I peeked around the corner to get another look at him. I couldn’t help myself.

			His blue eyes twinkled at me and he grinned. A lopsided, roguish grin that begged you to join him in sharing the mirth. But I wasn’t about to smile at this fool who was taking up residence in front of my locker. Especially while I was naked. He didn’t look like a student—a few years too old and a few drinks too seasoned, and from the rebellious appearance of his black-polished fingers and calloused hands. His hair, a mess of black roots and blue spikes arranged into a halo of sharp peaks, didn’t look very UConn at all. He looked as if he belonged in a tattoo parlor, not here in my locker room. For a moment, I imagined shoving him against the tile wall and punishing him for transgressing into my domain.

			“It’s all right, love, I have your towel right here,” I heard him tease in a smoky, tempting voice.

			My heart raced. All I had to do was scream loud enough and Matt would be down here in a flash. I didn’t want to, but it was an option. Just keep it together.

			Keeping my nude form out of his sight, I shouted to the intruder. “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

			A white towel sailed my way and I stuck my wet arm out to grab it. I wiped myself off and discreetly examined the very bad boy who was about to stink up my precious domain.

			“I needed a butt,” he said, placing a cigarette between his mocking lips. His sexy, curvy lips that went so well with his stubbly jaw and sharp features. Shit, what was wrong with me? He was invading my turf. He was also unashamedly checking me out from head to toe.

			“Take your butt and get out of my locker room,” I growled.

			With a flick of his fingers, the unlit cigarette disappeared. I assumed up his leather jacket’s sleeve, but I couldn’t be sure. His leather pants were far too tight to hide a cigarette, and I caught myself staring. Under his leather jacket was a threadbare tee that hugged his lean muscles tightly. I wanted him to take the jacket off. Hell, all of it.

			“Whatever you say, Goddess,” he replied. I noted a slight accent, but couldn’t place it. Possibly British. “Is this seat taken?” he asked, looking behind him at the name on the nameplate and the name embroidered on my jacket.

			I emerged, pretending to be unfettered by the whole bizarre situation, and nodded. “That’s my locker.”

			“Is it now?” he asked, British accent coming through clearly now.

			“Thea Papastathopoulos, future Rookie of the Year, and I need my clothes. And my lucky tape.”

			His eyebrow quirked up. “Tape, eh? What’s a nice girl like you need something like that for?”

			I hugged the towel closer to me and tried not to join in his contagious grin. He was such a scamp, this carefree weirdo sitting in the women’s locker room, about to light up. “What’s wrong with tape?”

			I didn’t notice his hand reaching around to my supply, but within seconds he was holding my lucky roll in his right hand. “This stuff is far too naughty for a good girl like you. A goddess of war and wisdom.”

			I felt my mouth dry up at the oddly accurate yet strange observation. I am a classics major, and Thea is short for Athena. “I need it for my knee,” I said, holding out my hand, keeping my towel pinned with my armpit. “I have some big games coming up. We made it to the tournament.” I nearly clutched my head with embarrassment. How would a punk like this know what the tournament was, or the significance of it? I was making myself out to be an idiot, but I didn’t care. I didn’t go for his type, the gothic, pierced, tattooed kind of guy.

			Normally.

			“I like games,” he said, tossing the roll into the air and catching it behind him with a flourish.

			“And yet you clearly don’t respect rules, given that you were about to smoke in our locker room.”

			He waved his hand dismissively. “You going to show me how you use this tape, Goddess? Although I admit I’d rather see it binding my wrists rather than wrapped around your pretty knee.”

			I reached forward and attempted to take the roll, but he just tossed it in the air again and caught it in his other hand before I could take a swipe. He shrugged off his leather jacket and exposed his muscular arms, which were ensleeved in tattoos. Not wanting to stare, but unable to stop myself, I admired the artwork. Swirling waves up his left arm, words spiraling his right.

			But it was what was on his left forearm that gave me pause.

			“The Lion Gate?” I asked, pointing.

			He nodded. “Like what you see?”

			I clutched the towel to my body and shook my head. “It’s Mycenaean. I’m a classics major. Now let me change in peace! Get out.” My cheeks were flushed and I was nearly as embarrassed as I was after last night’s game.

			“Getting caught unawares in the bath, then blustering with a fiery temper. Just like your namesake,” he said, licking his teeth.

			I had no idea what to make of him, other than the fact that he annoyed me with his don’t-give-a-fuck attitude and absurd hotness I wanted so badly to ignore. Maybe it was just my nakedness that was making my body think this way. And by that I meant slamming him against the tiles under the water’s spray and relieving him of his leather. I felt my heart pound and I rejected the fantasy. He was an intruder. How did this guy get past security if they stopped me?

			I leaned toward him. “My friend upstairs, Matt, is a security guard. All I have to do is call up to him and he’ll be hauling your punk ass out of here. But I won’t do that if you just give me my goddamn tape so I can fix my bum knee and get home to watch the game.” I wasn’t about to ask him about my clothes, so I pretended I was totally cool with being in a towel and waited for his response.

			He studied me for a moment, all sexy grin and naughty blue eyes. Baby blue, like the color of clothes you buy a newborn. Powder blue, impossibly clear. Ringed with a smudge of black liner, the color popped even more. And his face, despite being in his twenties or maybe even thirties, had a youthful, almost kiddish quality when he smiled that softened the harsh angles of his nose, cheeks, and jaw. He tossed me the tape.

			“What’s your name?” I asked, curiosity overtaking my anger.

			“I’d let you call me anything you want. Give me a name.”

			I frowned. “What are you talking about?” I asked, feigning disgust to hide my nerves.

			He shrugged. “I know things, Goddess. My great-great-Gran said we had oracle blood.”

			“Oh really.”

			“Yes, and so that means I know you want to give me a name and make me your pet. If you do, I’ll give you some clothes to put on . . .” he taunted.

			My body felt a rush not unlike when it was game time. I finally gave in to what the subtle hints of my body were telling me.

			I was completely and totally hot for him.

			“How about you do a little something for me?” I asked boldly, surprised at myself. He grinned and my knees wobbled. “How about you hand over those cigarettes you were going to use in my locker room.”

			The grin didn’t falter as he handed me the pack.

			“Have I earned that nickname yet?”

			“Baby Blue,” I blurted. A smile slipped up one side of his face and I felt myself flush again. “It’s stupid.” I felt my knees wobble and I didn’t know if it was fear or endorphins. He reached forward and took my hand. His touch scorched. With his free hand, he procured the tee and shorts I had worn over here.

			“Now don’t you go losing that fire,” he said, “because your blush is cute, but your eyes flash in the loveliest way when you’re angry.”

			I breathed in through my nose and readied a verbal assault. Gorgeous or not, I didn’t have time for this guy, this Baby Blue. “Who are you?” was all I managed. Fighting the urge to check and make sure he didn’t swipe my panties, I kept my face impassive as he answered.

			“Keaton Lowe,” he said, dipping his voice an octave as he said his last name.

			He looked at me expectantly.

			I stared back, hot breath flooding in and out of my nostrils.

			“Well,” he said, stretching his toned arms and lacing them behind his head, “this tape isn’t going to bind itself.”

			I wanted to wring his neck but kiss the smile off his mouth. “What are you talking about?!”

			“I might as well do it myself,” he said, and turned away from me. He spun and showed me his handiwork—his wrists were taped together behind his head. My body reacted with a flood of tingles from my hairline down to my panty line. Had I been wearing any, that is.

			I looked down. My tape was no longer in my hands. My body took over my mind and I stood over him, looking down at him through a cascade of damp brown curls.

			“Have a seat,” he rasped.

			Some primal part of me wanted to sit my bare legs down on his lanky, leather-clad body. I wanted to get rough with him, pin him down, and have my way with him. Another part of me didn’t want him bossing me around. It should be the other way.

			“No, you stand,” I replied.

			His blue eyes sparked and he met my request with a smile that left me dazed and breathless. I felt the towel slide incrementally down.

			“I’m glad you want to call the shots, darling.”

			I placed my hand on his chest. “Don’t call me darling.”

			“Goddess, then.”

			His laughing eyes met mine for a moment and my body begged me to kiss him. I wanted him, I didn’t know why, but in a million ways. Especially the ways he had suggested . . . something about calling the shots. He made me feel weak and powerful at the same time. I imagined throwing him to the ground, slinking off those impossibly tight leather pants, and having wild sex on the laminate floor. I marveled at the fact that I had three distinct and separate fantasies about him in the span of two minutes.

			I blushed and met his gaze, which was now fixed on the door.

			“If you’re going to tie me up and ravish me, oh feisty one, the least you could do is lock the door,” he said over my shoulder as three other roguish-looking men entered the room.

			“What the—” I started.

			“Kea, we leave you for five minutes and you start getting your kink on?” one asked, guitar case in hand.

			“You’re the worst,” another said, scratching his stubble. “Sound check is in ten minutes, asshole. Hooking up with the students can wait.”

			Keaton just leaned back into the locker, seemingly enjoying this embarrassing situation. I snatched the tape from his bound hands and stuffed it in my pocket. “I didn’t tie him up. He’s not hooking up with me,” I said, arms crossing tightly beneath my breasts. “What are you all doing here?”

			Keaton snickered behind me. “I’ve been waiting for a girl like her, you know,” he said over my head toward the newcomers. “A fiery, wild goddess who doesn’t give a fig who I am.”

			I looked back and forth between the men and my eyes went wide.

			A concert, Matt had said. Shit. Now that I knew he was a musician, his look totally made sense. He looked like he should be playing in Green Day, or some other energetic punk band. Fuck, a rock star.

			“Go put on your show,” I said, turning toward Keaton. I figure I’d cut him out of his little self-made bondage, but I saw him peeling the last of the tape off his wrists.

			“Give us a moment, boys,” he said, shooing away his bandmates. “Are you coming to see me tonight? I’d like to sing for you.”

			I clutched my clothing and didn’t bother searching, but I could feel something in the pocket of my shorts. “I have plans.”

			He stood, eye-to-eye with me, and grinned. “Don’t deny it, you want to come.”

			I retorted like a spoiled toddler. “No, I don’t.”

			He chuckled and shook his head slowly. “I told you, I know things. We will continue this, you and I.”

			“Right, right, oracle blood.” I narrowed my eyes at him, stunned and somewhat disarmed by that grin again. “Wait, continue what?”

			Again, my tape was in his grasp. He stretched out a long strip and shoved it in his pocket. “You’ll have me bound for your pleasure by the end of the month.” For once, he wasn’t smiling, but completely serious. His eyes searched around the room, seemingly for answers. Finally, he spoke. “Miami, perhaps?” His voice seemed louder and slightly ominous.

			Miami . . . that’s where our regionals games would be set. Did he actually know where the tournament events were set? I’d never been there, but if we kept winning, we’d eventually play there. In less than a month.

			I fumbled for words as he raised his hand to my chin and touched my lips with his thumb. “Pleasure to meet you, Goddess.”
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			I shut the door behind me, and I leaned back against it, glad to feel something solid. I was worried my legs were going to give out. Callie looked up at me from the floor, where she sat in a deflated purple beanbag, flipping through a chemistry book.

			“Damn, Thea, what’s wrong?” she asked, slamming the text shut and standing quickly. “Did Wes put the picture up? Is your knee bothering you?”

			I looked around. “Is it that obvious I’m upset?” I asked, wondering if the jitters that plagued my body as I dashed back to my dorm hadn’t subsided. That man, that punk, he had really thrown me off. I almost liked it.

			“You look like you saw a ghost,” she said, taking my trembling hand. “Is everything okay?” It was rare to see Callie this serious, but she was good at being attuned to those close to her. I shuffled three steps to my bed and threw myself down, exhausted but still electrified. I didn’t know what to do with myself.

			“I met this guy,” I began, and she screamed. I held my finger to my mouth, worried the RA would be by. With the possibility of getting caught for underage drinking looming over my head, the last thing I’d need is the RA coming into our room. Callie had squirreled away some booze she got from her cousin who was a senior. The team would never give us liquor to keep.

			“Tell all!” she shouted, hopping from my bed onto the couch, then popping back up. “No, wait. I’ll make popcorn.” Of course she would make popcorn right now. Dorm food was so bad that we pretty much packed away two bags of Orville Redenbacher’s a day.

			I breathed in. “It’s not like that,” I began, but then questioned whether or not that was true. He was into me, no doubt, calling me “goddess,” “darling,” and “love.” And he definitely wanted to, well, do stuff. Considering he was talking about, I don’t know, having me tape him up in Miami. I wondered whether or not I should leave that part out. It was kind of the most interesting part, but I didn’t want to sound like a major pervert.

			“So what is it like?” Callie asked, slamming the microwave door shut and pressing some buttons.

			“I went down to the locker room to get my lucky tape and there was some guy there.”

			“Ew!” she shouted. “In our locker room?” Callie’s face had gone from interested to horrified. “Who was on duty? They’re going to get their ass fired,” she said, grabbing her phone and starting to text wildly.

			“Trust me,” I said with a huff, “he was supposed to be there.”

			Callie frowned. “Maintenance?”

			“Rock star.”

			She squeezed her eyes into slits. “Come again?” The microwave dinged and she pulled out the steaming bag.

			“His name was,” I said, fishing around in my brain for that weird name, “Keaton something. Keaton Down?”

			A few moments of stunned silence. I could see the little hamster in the wheel turning in her mind. “Not Keaton Lowe . . . ?” Callie asked with a slack jaw, pinching the corners and pulling the bag apart.

			I nodded. “That’s it. Keaton Lowe.” I dropped my voice the way he had.

			Callie screamed so loud I cringed and listened for Renee the RA to come plodding down to our room.

			“Shush!” I shouted, wanting to smother her mouth with my hand. Where had that impulse come from? Probably all that suggestive, tie-me-up stuff Keaton had said. Oh no, I was starting to get tingly in my unmentionables. Stop, Thea!

			“Trickster City, Thea! Trickster-Fucking-CITY!”

			I groaned. “Speak English, please.”

			“Trickster City is amazing! And Keaton Lowe is only the sexiest lead singer in the last decade, woman!” she said, grabbing her hair and pacing. “How do you not know him?”

			I frowned. “A four-point-O doesn’t earn itself. And do I look like I follow celebrity gossip? I could care less who he is.” That part was a lie.

			She shook her head, still dazed. “Keaton Lowe talked to you? What did he say?!”

			“That he wanted me to tie him up in Miami,” I said.

			She spewed out a mouthful of hot kernels. “He wants to tie you up? At regionals?”

			“No,” I said slowly, “he wants me to tie him up.”

			She shoved the popcorn bowl into my hands and popped a few kernels into her mouth, completely ignoring the ones she had spat onto the floor. “Tell me what he really said or I will call Coach and demand that he bench you for last night’s shit show.” She crunched loudly and spit out an unpopped kernel.

			I rolled my eyes. Callie was a benchwarmer, and even when her insults cut, I knew it was only out of self-consciousness on her part. “I am telling the truth. He’s like, weird. Kinky.” I said the word and felt it tingle through my body. I had never thought of tying anyone up, or using tape for any purpose outside physical therapy. But the way his hands looked bound behind his head, and the way he said with such certainty that we were going to “continue” what we had started, I couldn’t help but get goose bumps. For some reason, an image of the Red Devil flashed through my mind.

			Callie put her hand over her mouth and started panting. “Shut. Up.”

			“I swear on the great Husky,” I said, placing my hand over our team mascot on my jacket.

			“How did you not know who he is?!” she shouted. “He’s dated and dumped dozens of celebrities. In Touch calls him the Heartbreaker of the Century.”

			“Uh-huh,” I said, not really knowing how to reply. It bothered me a bit that he was a man-whore, but it also made me surprised that after being with celebrities, he’d proposition me. Maybe that was how he got that much action—he just hit on everyone. Cast a broad net. I still felt a weird pang of jealousy. So unlike me.

			“You’re full of shit,” she said, crossing her arms. “You found out I wanted tickets to tonight’s show, but couldn’t go because of having to watch the game tonight, and you wanted to tease me.”

			I unzipped my bag and began to put away my dirty clothes when I saw something hanging out of the pocket of my shorts.

			A ticket. That cheeky bastard slipped me a ticket to the show. I was delighted and pissed at the same time.

			I pulled it out and handed it to Callie. “Go.”

			She looked at me in awe. “No way.”

			Pressing it into her palm, I steeled myself. He was a heartbreaking asshole and I didn’t want any part of it. So by giving this ticket to Callie, I’ll have rid myself of him and the raging fantasies that were still going on in one part of my mind. He wasn’t good for me and that was that.

			“I said no way,” she said, recoiling as though the ticket were hot. “This is yours. Your chance to go bang the most gorgeous celebrity bad boy in history! Fuck, I want you to live tweet that shit!”

			I frowned. “I don’t tweet, and I don’t fuck bad boys. Take the ticket and enjoy the show.”

			“Nope. Not going to do it. You go.”

			“Technically neither of us can, we have to watch the game with the team.”

			“True,” Callie said, tapping her foot. “So you wanted me to go and get in trouble with the captains so the pressure was off you?”

			I jokingly pinched her. “Bitch.”

			“Psycho prude.”

			Shoving a mouthful of popcorn into my mouth instead of retorting was my way of admitting defeat. I lost the last game for us, so no way could I act on my desperate and decidedly not-prudish impulses and go see him.

			Winning was more important. Right?

			[image: ]

			THE UPPERCLASSMEN ON THE TEAM all lived together down the road from campus. Callie, myself, and a few underclassmen would make the trek there often to watch games and talk shop. Or, in our case, sit there and listen to what the older teammates had to say. Sometimes I thought they were total robots, doing nothing but talking about the game. I mean, there were other things in life, right? What about class? Families? Dare I say boys? At that thought, I felt my stomach tighten and Keaton’s Lion Gate tattoo flashed in my mind. Why would he have a symbol of the Peloponnese tattooed on his shoulder? He didn’t look Greek. Then again, he didn’t make a face at my last name, which usually made people grimace with its length and complexity.
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