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 Chapter One 
 
    "Ohmygod. Please tell me that's not what you're wearing." 
 
    Maggie Andersen didn't bother to look up, just rolled her eyes and continued shoving things into her backpack. Two thick text books, a dog-eared notebook, a binder of loose-leaf paper. Pens, pencils, highlighters. She frowned, wondering what she was forgetting. She knew she was forgetting something, she usually did— 
 
    Her best friend, Cindy Miller, reached for her arm, pulling her away from the desk and spinning her around. "Maggie! Please tell me you're not wearing that." 
 
    "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?" 
 
    "What—what—" Cindy sputtered, her green eyes going wide in her thin face. She waved a frantic hand toward Maggie, the motion taking in the frayed, oversized sweatshirt, the black leggings with the white and gray cats, and the furry brown boots. She sputtered one more time then threw both hands in the air. 
 
    "What's wrong with it?" The question ended in a desperate squeal that had Maggie rolling her eyes again. "Everything is wrong with it. You just totally cannot wear it." 
 
    Maggie shrugged into her worn leather bomber jacket, zipped it, then wrapped a scarf around her neck. She grabbed the backpack from the desk and slung it over her shoulder. Cindy grabbed it and pulled it off her arm. "No. You can't. I'm not going to let you." 
 
    "Cindy, I'm going to be late. And there's nothing wrong with what I'm wearing." 
 
    "Are you serious? Do you know who you're meeting?" 
 
    This again? Maggie bit back a sigh. How many times was Cindy going to bring this up? And honestly, could she make any bigger of a deal out of this than it was? Silly question. Knowing her friend's penchant for drama and over exaggeration, of course she could.  
 
    "Yes, I know who I'm meeting. And no, it's not a big deal." 
 
    "Not a big deal? Not a big deal!" Cindy squealed, her voice notching up to a pitch that made Maggie wince. "Have you seen his picture? He's like, ohmygod, so cute. And so single. And so—" 
 
    "So stupid." 
 
    Cindy's mouth snapped shut and her eyes went wide with astonishment. And maybe just a little censure. After all, Maggie had just insulted the object of Cindy's latest obsession.  
 
    "I can't believe you just said that! He is not stupid. Would he be making millions if he was stupid?" 
 
    "Somehow I doubt he's 'making millions'. Just like I doubt he's as smart as you say he is, especially since he needs a tutor." 
 
    "He is. To both. I read this thing online about him and that's what they said." 
 
    So of course, it must be true.  
 
    Maggie didn't say that out loud. Cindy wouldn't pick up on the sarcasm. And then she'd just start defending him all over again, quoting statistics and one-liners from whatever gossip she had recently gathered online. Cindy meant well, and her heart was in the right place, but Maggie didn't have time to get into it again. And she didn't want to risk hurting her friend's feelings. 
 
    "Maybe he is. Maybe he isn't. It doesn't matter to me. The only thing that matters is that I get paid." Maggie slung the heavy backpack over her shoulder then moved to the large wired cage. She opened the small door and held out her hand. "And I won't get paid if I don't show up." 
 
    "But this could be your chance!" 
 
    "My chance for what?" Maggie snapped her fingers inside then cage then waited, not bothering to look at Cindy. She didn't have to, not when she knew exactly what Cindy was doing: watching her, hands on her hips and a frown on her face. 
 
    "For true love! I can just see it: the famous hockey player and the studious chemist. Love at first sight." 
 
    Maggie snorted. "More like the arrogant jock and the broke geek. Don't get your hopes up, Cindy, because that's not going to happen."  
 
    "You don't know that." 
 
    "Yes, I do. And do you know why? Because jocks are arrogant, stupid, and only have one thing on their mind. And trust me, smart girls aren't it." She leaned closer to the cage and gave a little whistle. Slinky finally uncurled her long sleek body from her bed and scampered up the ramp toward Maggie's hand. "About time, sleepyhead. Come on, time for a trip." 
 
    "He's not arrogant." 
 
    Maggie slipped the small harness over Slinky's head then let her climb to her shoulder. "And you know that how?" 
 
    "Because I do." Cindy reached out and stroked Slinky's head then pulled her hand back with a frown. "Do you really think you should take her with you?" 
 
    "Why wouldn't I?" 
 
    "Because maybe Slinky might scare him. I think you should leave her here so you can make a good impression. Right after you change." 
 
    "I'm not changing. And if the stupid jock is scared by Slinky, then it only proves what I was saying." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts. I always take Slinky with me. That's not changing." She rubbed the tip of her nose against Slinky's short fur then narrowed her eyes at Cindy. "And neither am I." 
 
    "I still think—" 
 
    "I know. And you know what I think. We're at a stalemate." Maggie glanced at her watch and stifled a groan. "And I need to go or I really will be late." 
 
    Cindy looked like she wanted to say more but Maggie waved her off and walked out of the small studio apartment. A chilly gust of damp wind hit her as soon as she turned the corner of the building and she paused to tighten the scarf around her neck. Slinky jumped from her shoulder and burrowed into the oversize pocket, curling into a ball before stretching her neck just enough for her pointy nose to peek out. Maggie smiled and reached into another pocket for a small treat. Their ritual finished, she lowered her head against the biting wind and headed up the block, wondering what she had gotten herself into. 
 
    This wasn't even a normal tutoring session. If it was, she'd be heading to the library instead of the small coffee shop. But the meeting place hadn't been her idea. None of this had been her idea. If she had her say in it, she would have said no. 
 
    A big, fat, unequivocal no. 
 
    Yes, she tutored. Yes, she needed the money tutoring gave her. Yes, every little bit helped. That didn't mean she was desperate enough to take just any tutoring job that came along. 
 
    Except obviously she was, because she had taken this one—against her better judgment. Although she really hadn't had a choice. Oh, Professor Haslup had made it seem like she did, but she didn't. Not really. 
 
    So now she was stuck with a client she knew she wouldn't like. And her best friend was busy spinning a fantasy love story that would never happen.  
 
    Not exactly what Maggie needed. 
 
    Maybe she was worrying about nothing. Maybe the meeting wouldn't go well and she wouldn't be stuck after all. Well, she could certainly help that along. She didn't like the idea of being interviewed, anyway. Whoever heard of such a ridiculous thing? The student interviewing the teacher to see if they connected? Really? 
 
    Well, when you were famous in your own mind, you probably expected everyone to fawn all over themselves to impress you. Fine. She could use that to her advantage. All she had to do was make sure they didn't connect and that would be that. 
 
    Except she really needed the money. 
 
    But did she need it that bad? 
 
    Maggie pushed the question—and the depressing answer—right out of her mind as she opened the door of the small coffee shop with wind-numbed hands. Tiny bells tinkled overhead. Warm air, humid with the scent of fresh ground coffee and spicy cinnamon, wrapped over her. She paused inside the door and took a deep breath, feeling her nerves calm as warmth seeped into her chilled skin. 
 
    The shop wasn't very crowded, which suited her just fine. It was the first week of January and most people were still on break. It would be different in a few weeks but for now, this was perfect. She moved to the small seating area in the far corner and dropped her bag onto one of the overstuffed chairs then headed straight for the counter. A few minutes later, she was seated on the edge of the faux-suede chair, her bag between her feet and a chai tea latte in one hand. Now all she had to do was wait. 
 
    And wait some more. 
 
    Where was he? Not here, that much was obvious. At least, she didn't think he was. One foot tapped a staccato rhythm against the tile floor as she looked around. No, there was nobody in the shop that looked like they were waiting. In fact, she was the only one in the shop who was sitting alone. 
 
    Which was the way she liked it. She had always been more comfortable by herself. If only she had a book to read, or papers to study or review. But she hadn't brought anything like that, not here, not today. 
 
    Did she have the day wrong?  
 
    A clear image of her appointment calendar flashed in her mind. Tuesday, circled in bright yellow, with 1:15 pm scrawled in purple ink, followed by an angry face. She didn't need to pull her planner out to see, not when she could picture it so clearly. 
 
    No, she didn't have the day or the time wrong. What she had was a potential client who obviously had no concern for being punctual. Of course not. His concern probably revolved around himself.  
 
    It was just like she told Cindy: he was nothing more than an arrogant jock. And she didn't have time for this. It was better that he didn't show. That way, she wouldn't have to waste her time with a senseless interview to see if they connected. She knew she wouldn't and this just proved it. 
 
    Too bad she had just wasted a half hour that could have been spent working on her own projects. 
 
    She pulled another treat from her pocket and gave it to Slinky, smiling when she grabbed it and disappeared back into her cozy space. If only her own life was so uncomplicated. 
 
    She drained the last of her now-cold chai tea then reached for the backpack. Maggie stood, slung the heavy bag over her shoulder, and turned in one smooth motion. Or rather, it would have been smooth if she hadn't turned face-first into an expansive chest harder than a brick wall. 
 
    Air left her lungs in a loud whoosh and she stumbled back. Her free hand searched for something, anything, to grab for balance and latched onto a fistful of heavy denim. The room made a wild tilt and she felt herself lurch forward, only to slam into the same brick wall she had just encountered. Her mind registered three things simultaneously: the brick wall smelled faintly spicy; tentacles made of steel were wrapped around her, catching her before she could fall; and Slinky was being crushed between her body and the spicy brick wall. 
 
    "What the—" 
 
    "Slinky!" Maggie shrieked her name as the poor animal scurried from her pocket with a small squeak. Instead of scrambling up her shoulder, Slinky made a beeline for freedom—straight up the steel tentacle that was actually a man's arm. Maggie tried to catch the trailing end of Slinky's small leash but missed it. All she could do was watch in horror as the sinuous body stopped on the man's shoulder long enough to nip his ear before scurrying down his back and jumping to the floor. 
 
    "Ow! Holy shit. What the fuck was that?" 
 
    Maggie ignored the man's outburst and pushed past him. It was like shoving a tank. "You idiot! Look what you did!"  
 
    She moved after Slinky, running in a crouch in a frantic effort to catch her. The brick wall-slash-tank was faster, stepping around her and scooping Slinky up with one large hand. He held her out at arm's length, like she was some kind of contagious virus released from a top-secret lab. Dark brows, browner than the red-brown hair that curled past his neck, pulled low over flashing hazel eyes. His lip curled like he had just stepped in a pile of something he couldn't quite make out but didn't like.  
 
    Maggie ignored the small drop of blood on the lobe of his ear and the scowl on his face. All she could see was Slinky, her long body caught in the man's grip as her back paws scratched and scrabbled for purchase.  
 
    "Please don't hurt her! You can't hurt her!" 
 
    "Hurt her? She just bit my ear off!" 
 
    "That is such an exaggeration—" 
 
    "And probably gave me rabies." 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous." 
 
    "What the hell is this thing?" 
 
    Maggie ignored him, ignored the racing of her own pulse, and stepped forward. She held her hand out, hoping she looked intimidating instead of intimidated. "She's not a thing. Slinky is a ferret. And smart. Now if you don't mind—" 
 
    She stepped even closer, wondering if he could see how much her hand was shaking. Yes, he probably could, if his sudden grin meant anything. And cripes, she wished he wouldn't grin because it totally transformed his face, even if it did expose a chipped tooth. Actually, the chipped tooth was kind of cute. And so was that small scar at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    What was she doing? She didn't care about his face. Or the chipped tooth or cute scar. Or anything else, for that matter. What she cared about was getting Slinky back. 
 
    Except he didn't give her back. Instead of handing Slinky over, he did the most unexpected thing: his smile grew larger and he pulled Slinky closer to him, supporting her long body with his second hand as he lifted her to his face. 
 
    "A ferret? Cool." He brought her even closer, lowering his face to hers. 
 
    Too close. And too fast. 
 
    Maggie darted forward, ready to tell him that he shouldn't do that, that Slinky didn't like that and she might— 
 
    She was too late. Slinky uttered a quick squeak and nipped at his lip. The brick wall let out a curse as Slinky scrambled from his hand and scurried down his leg. Maggie dove to the floor and grabbed her leash, catching her before she could run away. 
 
    She rolled to her back and looked up, then thought that maybe Slinky had the right idea.  
 
    Maybe they should both run away. 
 
    Because the brick wall was no longer smiling. In fact, he looked like he was ready to go into full-tank mode and plow over everyone in his way. Maggie swallowed a gulp and lowered her eyes. 
 
    That was when she saw it. Right there, in big bold blue letters printed across the front of his gray sweatshirt: Property of The Baltimore Banners. 
 
    And now she knew exactly who the brick wall was: Dillon Frayser, her prospective student. 
 
    Yeah, it was probably a good thing she had convinced herself she didn't need the money, because there was no way he'd hire her now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Dillon stared at the woman sprawled on the floor in front of him and wondered if this was what it was like to have women falling at your feet. If it was, he wanted no parts of it. 
 
    At least, not with this particular woman. Or maybe she was a girl because she certainly looked young. In her teens maybe? It was hard to tell, with her brown hair falling into her face and her eyes hidden behind wire-framed glasses. Not completely hidden: he had no problem seeing the flash of fire in those brown eyes. Then she blinked and the fire was gone, replaced by—he wasn't sure. Impatience? Irritation? Resignation? 
 
    He should probably help her up, instead of staring at her like she had lost her mind. Dillon leaned down, extending his hand, then snatched it back when the small animal turned toward him. "That thing doesn't have rabies, does it?" 
 
    "Don't I wish." 
 
    Dillon was fairly sure she didn't mean to say that quite as loud as she did. A bright flush exploded on her cheeks and she mumbled something else, too low to hear. He frowned and held his hand out again, still keeping an eye on the ferret in case the thing wanted to come back for seconds. No, make that thirds. 
 
    The girl frowned, eyeing his outstretched hand like it was a snake. He frowned right back, silently daring her to refuse his help. She exhaled with enough force to blow the hair out of her face then put her free hand in his. Her skin was surprisingly warm, her fingers surprisingly fragile. A jolt shot up his arm at the contact. His eyes shot to hers and he wondered if she felt it, too. Probably not, since she was more focused on getting to her feet while cradling the pesky ferret against her chest. 
 
    And she didn't even bother to say 'thank you', either. She just brushed off her bottom and the backs of her legs then moved past him to retrieve the backpack she had dropped. She picked it up and tossed it on the chair with a heavy thud, only it immediately fell back to the floor with an even heavier thud. 
 
    "Really? Really?" She blew the hair from her face again and planted one hand on her hip, eyeing the backpack with distaste. Dillon wondered if she was expecting it to answer back because she just stood there, watching it.  
 
    And kept on watching it. 
 
    Dillon moved past her, leaning down to pick it up.  
 
    "Be careful. All that higher learning might be a little too heavy for you." 
 
    "Excuse me?" He flashed her a disbelieving look, one eyebrow cocked in her direction. Why the hell would she say something like that? She didn't answer him, just stared at him, like she was waiting for…something. 
 
    He grabbed the pack and tossed it back on the chair with a little more force than necessary. At least the damn thing stayed put, because wouldn't that have been completely embarrassing if it hadn't? He pinned her with another glare when she didn't say anything else. "You're welcome." 
 
    The girl looked away, another blush staining her cheeks. She pulled something from one of the pockets of her jacket and held it out to the animal cradled against her chest. The thing's teeth closed around the treat then disappeared into another large pocket of her leather coat. Too bad. He'd been kind of hoping it would have bit her like it bit him. 
 
    She finally faced him, her gaze darting to his for a brief second before focusing on something behind him. "Thank you." 
 
    "What?" Dillon held one hand up to his ear and leaned forward. "What was that? I don't think I heard you." 
 
    "I said 'thank you'. Cripes." 
 
    "Hm." Yeah, he heard her the first time. But he also got a small sliver of satisfaction at making her repeat it, which was completely out of character for him. Good thing his family wasn't there to see him because he'd never live it down. 
 
    "You, uh—" The girl cleared her throat and held something out to him. "Your lip is bleeding." 
 
    Dillon wiped the back of his hand across his mouth then looked down at it. Sure enough, a small streak of blood smeared his knuckles. He wiped his hand on his jeans then ran his tongue along his bottom lip. Nothing felt swollen and nothing stung so he'd survive. 
 
    Unless the thing really did have rabies. Could that be why the girl was staring at him? No, not at him: at his mouth. He ran his tongue over his bottom lip one more time. Sure enough, her gaze was fixed on his mouth and her cheeks flushed again. 
 
    "Why are you staring at me?" 
 
    "What?" Her head snapped up. "I wasn't staring." 
 
    "Yeah you were." 
 
    "No. I wasn't." 
 
    "Are you sure I'm not going to get rabies from that rat?" 
 
    "Slinky is not a rat. And she's had all her shots, which is probably more than I can say for you." 
 
    "Really? Then why are you staring at me?" 
 
    "I wasn't—" 
 
    "Yeah you were. Aren't you a little young to be staring? Shouldn't you be in school or something?" 
 
    "I'm sorry?"  
 
    Definitely not an apology, not with the heavy sarcasm lacing the two words. And she wasn't asking a question, either, despite how the words came out. Brown eyes flashed with impatience as her chin tilted up a notch in a classic move of stubbornness. 
 
    "You heard me. Aren't you a little young—" 
 
    "Not as young as you think." 
 
    Dillon rolled his eyes. Sure she wasn't. But he wasn't going to argue with her, not here. Not anywhere. He was supposed to meet the tutor Professor Haslup had arranged for him—except practice ran late, which meant Dillon was late for the appointment. 
 
    He pushed all thoughts of the girl from his mind and glanced around the small coffee shop. It wasn't crowded, not like he had been afraid of. That was probably why Professor Haslup had suggested it, knowing that Dillon wanted this whole mess to be low-key. 
 
    Actually, Dillon wanted the whole mess to just go away. Too bad it was too late for that to happen. 
 
    He scanned the coffee shop one more time, his gaze resting on each of the patrons. None of them looked old enough to be a chemistry tutor. And none of them even resembled what he imagined a tutor to look like.  
 
    He glanced at his watch then sighed. Whoever he was supposed to meet was long gone, which meant he'd have to call and reschedule. Not what he needed, not with their upcoming road schedule. 
 
    "Damn." 
 
    "Something wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing you need to worry about, kiddo." 
 
    "Kiddo?" The girl snorted then reached behind her, doing something with her hair. He had no idea what because it looked just as sloppy when she finished as it had before she started: long brown hair pulled back in a pony tail that did nothing to contain the loose strands falling in her eyes and around her face.  
 
    She blew the loose strands away then jammed her hands into the pockets of her oversized jacket. "So who are you looking for?" 
 
    "Nobody. They must have left." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "I told you: nobody." 
 
    "Well who was it? Maybe I know them." 
 
    Somehow he doubted that. He watched her for a few seconds then shrugged. What was the harm in letting the girl know? It wasn't like she would know who he was talking about. And it wasn't like he'd ever see her again anyway. 
 
    "I was supposed to meet a Chem tutor here but I guess he left." 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted behind her glasses, making him think of an owl. "He?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Hm." She watched him, a thoughtful expression on her face that he didn't understand. "Wonder why he would leave if you were supposed to meet him here." 
 
    "Probably because I was late." 
 
    "You always late for meetings?" 
 
    "No." Was she always this annoying? "And why do you even care?" 
 
    "Because I hate wasting time on people who can't bother to show up when they're supposed to." 
 
    "Yeah? Then I guess it's a good thing this doesn't even concern you, huh?" 
 
    "Actually, it does." 
 
    "What? Yeah, sure it does." 
 
    "Yeah, it really does." She took a step toward him, a certain smugness in her eyes as she extended one hand. "I'm the guy you're looking for. You know? The tutor?" 
 
    Dillon glanced at her small hand, the words not quite making sense. His gaze drifted up, past her bulky sweatshirt and old oversized jacket, past her stubborn chin and pursed lips, to the brown eyes staring at him from behind wire-rimmed glasses. The smugness was still there—and so was amusement. 
 
    Dillon narrowed his own eyes and glanced back at her outstretched hand. "No. Freaking. Way." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    No freaking way. 
 
    Dillon stared at the paper in front of him, the questions and formulas spinning and blurring. None of it made sense. It was like every single brain cell he possessed was on permanent vacation. They just up and left, abandoning him when he needed it the most. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath. Maybe, if he just cleared his mind, everything would fall into place. 
 
    One more deep breath then he slowly opened his eyes, looking back down. 
 
    Nothing had changed. 
 
    There was no freaking way he'd be able to do this. None. And he felt like an idiot because of it. 
 
    Correction. He felt like an even bigger idiot. Yeah, because making an ass out of himself yesterday wasn't bad enough. Now he wasn't just going to look like an ass, he was going to look like a stupid ass. How the hell could he have known that the girl was actually his tutor? She didn't look old enough to vote, let alone old enough to be tutoring anyone. In any subject. 
 
    And he had been shocked enough to make the mistake of saying that out loud. Definitely not the smartest thing he had ever done. Which made him wonder why he hired her, especially when she told him he didn't have to. 
 
    Almost like part of her was hoping he wouldn't. 
 
    So why did he? 
 
    The answer to that was easy enough: he had waited too long. He couldn't waste any more time looking for someone else, not when he had dragged his feet until the very last minute before making his final decision to actually follow-through with what he wanted to do. 
 
    "Hey, Frayser. What are you doing over here all by yourself?" 
 
    Dillon looked up in time to see two of his teammates heading his way: Brad Goodrich and Harland Day. He swallowed his groan and quickly shoved the papers into his gear bag. Brad wasn't too bad, kind of quiet and serious. But Harland was too loud and obnoxious, especially recently. The last thing he needed was for Harland to see what he was working on. He'd never live it down. 
 
    "Just looking at something." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Uh, some play notes, that's all." Dillon pulled the zipper closed on the bag and shoved it under the bench. Harland would have to physically move Dillon out of the way if he wanted to get to it. 
 
    But Harland didn't seem interested. He mumbled something under his breath and dropped to the bench next to Dillon. "You're too serious. You need to lighten up." 
 
    "Okay." Dillon grabbed his stick and a roll of tape, hoping Harland would take the hint and go somewhere else. He didn't, which made Dillon briefly consider following Brad to wherever he was going. But that wouldn't work, not this close to game time. Brad was probably heading off to do his freaky goalie-prep rituals. Nobody bothered the goalies when they were prepping for games. 
 
    "What are you doing after the game?" 
 
    "I don't know. Heading home, I guess."  
 
    "You should come out with us." 
 
    Dillon ripped the tape from the roll and smoothed it over the blade of the stick. He didn't want to look at Harland, worried that he wouldn't be able to hide his surprise. Since when did Harland invite him anywhere? 
 
    "I don't know. Maybe." 
 
    "No maybes. You should. You're too fucking serious all the time. And too intense. You need to lighten up." 
 
    "Okay." He risked a sideways glance and noticed Harland's gaze was fixed on something across the locker room. Dillon shifted on the bench, following the man's gaze and trying not to be obvious about it. Kenny Haskell and Mat Herron were in the corner, joking about something. 
 
    "So you're going, right?" 
 
    "I don't—" Dillon caught the flash of irritation in Harland's gaze. "Yeah, sure. Maybe. Who all's going?" 
 
    "Just us cool kids. You know, all the single guys." 
 
    Which was more than half the team, unless Harland was counting the guys with girlfriends instead of wives. He glanced across the room then looked back down, wondering what he had missed in the whole team dynamics thing. Obviously something. He just didn't know what. 
 
    "So, like who?" 
 
    "Me. You. Brad. Maybe Jens and Murdoch. I haven't talked to Ethan yet." 
 
    "Kenny going?" 
 
    Harland snorted and looked away, but not before Dillon noticed the muscle jumping in his clenched jaw. "Hell no, he's not going. Too busy with his girlfriend to worry about anyone else." 
 
    "Oh." Dillon tapped the blade of his stick against the rubber floor then twirled it in his hand. "Uh, didn't she get sick or have an accident or something?" 
 
    "Yeah, you could say that. Her freak sister tried to kill her. Makes me glad I didn't take her up on her offer." 
 
    "Who's offer? Kenny's girlfriend?" 
 
    "No. The sister. A wild one, no doubt about that. Like I said, good thing I didn't do her since she turned out to be such a freak." 
 
    "Nice talk." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    Dillon shook his head, not surprised he had to explain it. "What would you do if someone said that about your sister?" 
 
    "I don't have a sister." 
 
    "That's not the point. You don't go talking about women that way. Didn't your father teach you anything?" 
 
    A shadow crossed his eyes, there and gone in a flash. "My father. Yeah, there's a joke for you. My father didn't teach me shit. Now are you going to stop being so damned uptight and go out with us? Loosen up a little?" 
 
    "What the hell's wrong with you lately? You and Kenny have a squabble?" 
 
    "What's that mean?" 
 
    Dillon snapped his mouth closed, deciding not to say anything else. He had no idea what was going on and he didn't want to know. Not really. It didn't help that everything he said only seemed to irritate the other man more. 
 
    "So are you going or what?" 
 
    Dillon should say no. He wasn't much into the social scene—at least, not with the guys like Harland, who thought partying and getting lucky was just another sport. He didn't mind being by himself, didn't mind quiet and solitude. Harland wasn't the only one who called him intense, a lot of the guys did. But Dillon wasn't intense, he was just quiet. And focused. 
 
    Except, apparently, when it came to the one course he needed to finish to get his degree. And wouldn't the guys just crack up over the fact that Dillon was still going for his degree? He couldn't let that slip, not unless he wanted to be harassed until the season ended in four months.  
 
    And suddenly going out seemed like just the thing to do. Maybe getting out would be the break he needed and help him focus. So what if the logic didn't make sense? 
 
    And so what if he saw it for exactly what it was: a chance to put off completing his 'homework' so his tutor could gauge where he was and come up with a study plan. Yeah, because feeling stupid wasn't bad enough. Now he had to add being embarrassed by a girl to it. 
 
    "Yeah. Sure. Count me in." 
 
    "Excellent! It'll be fun, you'll see. Break you out of that damn shell you live in." 
 
    "I don't live in a shell." But his words were lost in the loud conversation around them as Harland pushed off the bench and walked away. Dillon followed his progress through the locker room, wondering if maybe he hadn't made a mistake by agreeing to go. 
 
    Well, he could always change his mind before they left. He probably would change his mind.  
 
    He sighed and reached for the gear bag, pulling it out and unzipping it to retrieve his homework.  
 
    Homework. He still couldn't believe it. Everyone else around him was relaxing and getting ready for the game and he was sitting there doing homework. 
 
    Dillon stared down at the paper without seeing it, frustration building deep in his chest. His hand fisted around the paper, crumpling it into a ball. Screw it. He didn't need homework. What he needed was to loosen up. Harland was right, he was too uptight all the time. 
 
    He pushed off the bench and made his way across the room, tossing the crumpled paper into the trash can.  
 
    "Hey Harland, wait up." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four  
 
    Maggie looked down at the paper. She blinked then looked up. Blinked and looked back down. She was blinking so much she was giving herself a headache. 
 
    "It's blank." 
 
    "No shit." The words were nothing more than a gravelly rumble, spoken so low she could barely hear them. She smoothed the paper out then studied the man sitting across from her. 
 
    He had a serious case of bedhead. Strands of his thick reddish brown hair stuck up here and there, mussed and tousled like he had gone to bed with wet hair then hadn't bothered to brush it when he woke up this morning. It didn't help that he kept dragging his hands through it. His eyes—when he had bothered to look at her, which was for all of maybe two seconds—were bloodshot and bleary. 
 
    And his face was a little too pale, making the small spattering of freckles that dotted his cheeks stick out.  
 
    How could she have missed the freckles the other day?  
 
    Why was she noticing them now? 
 
    She looked back down at the paper, smoothing her hands over it once more. "Why is it so rumpled?" 
 
    He muttered something and she leaned closer, then wished she hadn't. Well, at least now she knew why he looked so awful. The guy was seriously hung over. Or maybe even still a little drunk. 
 
    Disappointment swept through her, surprising her with its bitterness. Not just its bitterness—with its presence. She had no business being disappointed, not when this was exactly what she had expected. So what if a small piece of her had secretly hoped he wouldn't be the stereotypical dumb jock? It had been a stupid hope—and an obviously misplaced one. Exhibit A: the hungover-or-possibly-still-drunk stereotypical dumb jock sitting across from her. 
 
    She pushed the paper across the table then sat back in her chair. "Well? Why's it all rumpled?" 
 
    Dillon raised his head, his eyes narrowed in a frown. His tongue darted out and licked at his dry lips. Maggie looked away, calling herself a fool for being so obsessed with the guy's mouth.  
 
    "I threw it in the trash." 
 
    She turned back to him, not bothering to hide her surprise. "You threw it in the trash?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Uh. Why?" 
 
    He dropped his head back into his hands and muttered something unintelligible. She had a feeling she could sit there all afternoon and still not get an intelligent answer from him.  
 
    So why was she still sitting there? This whole thing was a waste of time, for both of them, and had been from the very beginning. She had no idea why Professor Haslup had referred her. And she had no idea why the man sitting across from her had bothered to hire her. He obviously wasn't interested in learning anything, so why waste their time and his money? It didn't make sense. 
 
    And it didn't explain why she was still sitting there, like something would miraculously change in the next thirty seconds. Or thirty minutes.  
 
    She rolled her eyes, mostly at herself since Dillon was still bent over the table in obvious agony. This was ridiculous. She grabbed books and binders and pens and started shoving them into her backpack, each movement short and jerky. And loud, just because she liked seeing him wince with each little noise. 
 
    "I can't afford to have my time wasted like this." She scooted the chair back, making sure the legs scraped against the tile floor of the coffee shop. It was a bonus that the noise echoed around them. His head shot up, his bleary eyes focusing on her. Well, maybe not focusing. But he was definitely watching her. 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "I'm going back to my place then to the lab to do some work. Not that you'd know anything about work." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "You really need to ask?" She grabbed her scarf from the back of the chair and wrapped it around her neck.  
 
    "I work." 
 
    She snorted. There was no other way to describe the sound. Any other time, she might have been embarrassed by the noise but not right now. No, she was still too disappointed to be embarrassed. 
 
    And she really needed to get over this whole disappointment thing. It so wasn't like her. 
 
    She reached for the backpack, ready to stand and toss it over her shoulder. A hand clamped around her wrist, stopping her. The grip was strong but not forceful, the fingers long. Maggie glanced down and swallowed back her surprise. Holy cripes, she didn't realize anyone could actually have muscles in their wrists. But he did. Shapely, well-formed, muscular.  
 
    Duh. Weren't all muscles muscular? And why did she even care? She was into brains, not brawn—something the man sitting across from her obviously lacked. The brains, not the brawn. 
 
    He tugged on her arm, preventing her from standing up. Hazel eyes pinned her in place, his gaze almost hypnotic in spite of being red-rimmed and bleary. "So why do you think I don't work?" 
 
    "Seriously? You're a jock." 
 
    "So that means I don't work?" 
 
    "Yeah. You play games. Big deal." 
 
    "It's more than a game." 
 
    "If you say so. I mean, look at you. You're still drunk." She expected him to argue with her, or maybe deny it. He didn't. Instead, he just kept watching her with those intense bleary eyes that gave nothing away. "And you couldn't even bother working on this. I don't need to waste my time on someone who won't even try." 
 
    "You're not wasting your time." 
 
    "Obviously I am if you can't even be bothered to do one small assignment." She wriggled her arm, trying to dislodge his hand. He raised his eyebrows and readjusted his grip. Not hard—she could pull away if she really wanted to. But she didn't because part of her wanted to know why he seemed reluctant to let her go. 
 
    "Where's your rat?" 
 
    "Slinky is not a rat." 
 
    "Could have fooled me. Where is it?" 
 
    "She. And I left her home so she wouldn't scare you." Maggie tugged on her wrist without any real energy or force behind it. "Do you mind?" 
 
    "If I let go, are you going to leave?" 
 
    "That's the plan, yeah." 
 
    "Then yeah, I mind." 
 
    "Oh my God. You're, like, twelve years old." 
 
    "Multiply that by two." 
 
    He was twenty-four? He didn't look it. The only problem was, Maggie couldn't figure out if she thought he was younger—or older. Had she even given it any thought? Probably not. 
 
    "You're acting like you're twelve." That much, at least, was true. Especially since he was still stretched across the table, his hand clasped around her wrist and a look of bleary-eyed impatience on his face. Like a kid who had just been told 'no' for the very first time. 
 
    Her own impatience finally bubbled to the surface. What was she doing, sitting here playing games with a spoiled jock who was obviously used to getting his way? She didn't know but she wasn't one to play games. Ever. 
 
    Maggie twisted her wrist, pulling it from his grasp in a smooth—and entirely too easy—move. She ignored the disappointment in his eyes as she grabbed the backpack and stood. She had things to do, things that were much more important than playing games with Dillon Frayser. 
 
    A blast of bitter wind slammed into her as soon as she walked outside. She readjusted the scarf over her face then jammed her hands into the pockets of the sweatshirt, wishing she hadn't left her coat at home. The walk back to her place wasn't far but she'd still be a popsicle by the time she got there. 
 
    "Maggie! Wait."  
 
    She rolled her eyes and kept walking. Footsteps sounded behind her, heavy and hurried. Why was he following her? No, not following. He caught up to her then stepped in front of her, walking backwards. She frowned and tried to step around but he blocked her. She hurried her steps, thinking that maybe he'd get out of her way if he thought she'd trample him. He picked up his own pace instead, staying two feet in front of her.  
 
    The wind tousled his hair even more, causing thick strands to blow into his eyes and face. He ignored them, his gaze never leaving hers. 
 
    "Where's your coat?" 
 
    "At home." 
 
    "Why'd you leave it at home? As cold as it is?" 
 
    Because she had lost track of time and rushed out without it. She wasn't about to tell him that, though.  
 
    "Because I did." She came to an abrupt halt and glared at him. "Do you mind?" 
 
    "We need to set up our next appointment." 
 
    "No. We don't. I told you I wasn't wasting my time." 
 
    "But I'm paying you so it's not a waste, is it?" 
 
    "It is if you can't even be bothered to do one crappy assignment." She tried to step around him but he blocked her. Again. She was losing patience—and body heat.  
 
    "I'm sorry. Okay? It was—" He frowned, his lips pursed in a tight line. Whatever he was going to say, he must have changed his mind because he blew out a short breath and stepped closer. She could feel the heat of his body and had to stop herself from moving toward him. Temporary insanity brought on by impending hypothermia, that's all it was. 
 
    "Listen, I need help with this, okay? I have to pass this course." 
 
    "If you're so desperate, just pay someone to take the stupid exam for you. That way you won't be wasting my time, and you'll get your passing grade." 
 
    Horror flashed in the depths of his eyes. His mouth dropped open then snapped shut as he shook his head with enough force to dislodge the hair hanging in his eyes. "I could never do that!" 
 
    Something warm tingled inside her, a warmth that had nothing to do with his body heat. It was the righteous indignation she sensed coming from him at her suggestion, which surprised her. She knew people who had done just that. Maybe he had more morals than she was giving him credit for. 
 
    And maybe she just needed to get inside and get warmed up because the biting wind was obviously zapping her brain. She shook her head and tried stepping around him for a third time. Instead of blocking her, he reached for her arm, holding her in place not only with his hand, but with the expression in his bloodshot eyes. 
 
    "Are you hungry?" 
 
    Now she must be hearing things. Why would he even ask her that?  
 
    "No." 
 
    "How about we get something to eat?" 
 
    "I said I wasn't hungry. Now if you don't mind—" 
 
    "Then keep me company while I eat and I'll tell you why I didn't do the assignment." 
 
    "That's bribery." 
 
    A grin split his face, giving him the look of an innocent kid. With dimples. Of course he had dimples. Maggie tried to hold on to her stubborn conviction even as it slipped through her cold-numbed mind. 
 
    "Lunch?" 
 
    She should say no. In fact, she opened her mouth to say just that. But hypothermia had finally taken hold of her brain because that wasn't what came out of her mouth. 
 
    "Fine. But you're paying." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    It was probably a good thing Dillon was paying. Not that Maggie couldn't afford it—they were at a popular diner in Towson that boasted huge portions at low prices. It wasn't the price that worried her though; it was the huge portions part. 
 
    She glanced down at her club sandwich and fries, already knowing she'd only eat half of the ginormous serving and take the rest back to her place for dinner. She didn't think Dillon was going to have that problem. 
 
    She picked up a fry and dragged it through a puddle of spicy mustard then popped it into her mouth. Her gaze darted to the other heaping plates surrounding her. Eggs. Bacon. Toast. Home fries. Pancakes. Anyone looking would think at least four other people were eating with them, instead of just the two of them. 
 
    Maggie washed the fry down with a sip of tea then nodded at the pile of food. "Can you say carb overload?" 
 
    "What?" Dillon finished dumping half a container of syrup onto his pancakes then looked up, a simple grin on his face. "Don't tell me you're one of those girls who refuses to eat carbs." 
 
    "My sandwich has bread, doesn't it? No, I don't have anything against carbs. It's just—" She raised her brows and shook her head. "You're going a little overboard, aren't you?" 
 
    "With as much as I burn this time of year? Not even close." 
 
    "Are you sure it doesn't have anything to do with being hungover?" 
 
    He popped a forkful of syrup-soaked pancakes into his mouth and shrugged. She watched the muscles of his throat work as he swallowed, then forced herself to look away when she realized what she was doing. Really? Since when did she even notice things like that? Since never, that's when. 
 
    At least, she never used to. 
 
    "Maybe I'm just a little hungover." 
 
    "A little?" Maggie snorted and reached for another fry. "If that's a 'little hungover', then I'm a Nobel Laureate." 
 
    "Okay, maybe more than a little." 
 
    "And is that something you do a lot?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Drink. Get drunk. Eat your way through a hangover." 
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    "Yeah, okay." 
 
    "You going to tell me you've never been hungover?" 
 
    "Not really, no. I'm not much into the whole drinking thing. I happen to like my brain cells just where they are, thank you." 
 
    Dillon dropped his fork against the plate and stared at her, those hazel eyes studying too closely. "You've never been hungover? Never, ever?" 
 
    "No, never." Maggie pulled her gaze away from his before she did something stupid—like fall straight into their bleary depths. Although they weren't quite as bleary as before so maybe the food was helping him. 
 
    "Well, neither have I. Not really. I think this is only the second time." 
 
    "Wow. Second time, huh? You must be so proud." She winced at the sarcasm in her voice, wondering why she sounded so bitter. Had he noticed? Yeah, he had, if his scowl was any indication. 
 
    "Not really, no. If you want me to be honest, it kind of sucks. I don't like feeling this way." 
 
    "Then why'd you drink so much?" 
 
    Dillon shrugged, his gaze not quite meeting hers. Probably for the better. "I was just…being stupid, I guess." 
 
    "Hm." There were other things she could say, words that would make him feel better. Reassurances that he wasn't stupid and that everyone did things like that. She wasn't in the mood to reassure him. 
 
    No, that wasn't quite true. The way he looked, with his tousled hair and hazel eyes and the spattering of freckles that she could barely see now that his face had some color to it—he looked too endearing. Too innocent. Something about him made her comforting instincts rear up. Funny, because she never realized she even had comforting instincts. 
 
    Maggie took a large bite of the sandwich, figuring she wouldn't be able to say anything that would get her into trouble if her mouth was full. They both sat there, eating in a silence that was oddly companionable. Maggie finished half the sandwich and half the fries then pushed the plate away. Dillon glanced over at her, looked down at her still-covered plate, then raised his brows. 
 
    "You're not going to finish?" 
 
    "No. I'll take the rest home for dinner." 
 
    He grunted then stacked two empty plates on top of each other before sliding another one in front of him. Maggie watched him for a minute, wondering where he was putting all of the food. Her own stomach hurt from just watching. 
 
    She took a long swallow of tea then shifted in the booth, reaching for her backpack. The crumpled paper rested on top. She grabbed it and placed it on the corner of the table, the only clear spot in front of them. 
 
    "So. You told me you'd explain this. Start explaining." 
 
    "I'm not finished eating." The words were mumbled, directed at the plate in front of him instead of at her. Was it her imagination, or did he suddenly look uncomfortable? And why did she even care? 
 
    "If I waited for you to finish, it would be time for dinner." 
 
    He blew out a heavy sigh and pushed the plate away. With careful precision, he pulled the napkin from his lap and slowly wiped his mouth. He picked up his glass of soda and took a long swallow, then wiped his mouth again. Maggie leaned back, watching him, and wondered how long he could drag this out. 
 
    He twisted the napkin and placed it on the table next to an empty plate then shifted on the bench. Then he looked at her with a completely blank expression on his face. "So. What was the question?" 
 
    "Ohmygod. Seriously? You can't be serious." 
 
    "I was only—" 
 
    "Please don't waste my time, okay? I don't need—" 
 
    "Calm down." He reached across the table and grabbed her wrist, though why, she didn't know. It wasn't like she was going anywhere. "I was only joking." 
 
    "Well don't. I'm not real big on patience today." 
 
    "No kidding." He released her arm and grabbed the paper from the table, moving it closer to him. Was he actually studying it, or just staring at it? Maggie couldn't tell. 
 
    And that was the whole problem. She couldn't tell anything about him. She couldn't get a read on him at all, which was driving her crazy. One minute, she was convinced he was the stereotypical dumb jock that she wanted him to be. The next minute, he was endearing and innocent and charming and…cute. Entirely too cute. She didn't want him to be cute. Or charming or endearing. She wanted him to be the peg that fit into the tiny little stereotype hole she reserved for all jocks.  
 
    What did that say about her? That she would rather him fit into that stereotype than accept him as anything else? It didn't say much, is what it said. Hadn't she been painted with the stereotypical geek brush for as long as she could remember? Yes, she had, since the sixth grade. But it no longer bothered her. That was who she was.  
 
    And jocks weren't nice to geeks. Ever. She knew that from personal experience. So why was she so determined for him to be what she hated most? 
 
    Cindy would have so much fun analyzing that. She could just imagine what her friend would say if they were having this conversation. But they weren't. And Maggie didn't have time to waste arguing with herself—or analyzing her motives. 
 
    She propped her elbows on the table and leveled a no-nonsense stare at the man across from her. "So, start explaining." 
 
    He sighed, much like a kid who knew he couldn't get out of whatever trouble he had gotten himself into. He gave her one last look, ran a hand through his hair, then smoothed the same hand over the rumpled blank paper. 
 
    "I was embarrassed." 
 
    Maggie blinked, not sure she heard him right. "You were—?" 
 
    "Embarrassed." He spoke a little louder, his voice a little rough. He cleared his throat, glanced up at her through long lashes, then shrugged. "It was game day yesterday and I tried working on it in the locker room but all the guys were around and—well, it just made me feel stupid." 
 
    "So…trying to get educated made you feel stupid?" 
 
    "Yes. I mean, no. Not like that. It's just—sometimes the guys can joke a little too much. I didn't want to get teased." 
 
    "Wow. Okay. So, you're saying your teammates are all a bunch of dumb jocks?" 
 
    "What? No way. They're not dumb at all." 
 
    "Then why would they tease you?" 
 
    "Because that's what we do. Tease each other." 
 
    "So instead of being teased, you just threw this into the trash and got drunk instead?" 
 
    "That's not what I said. You're twisting everything around."  
 
    "No, that's pretty much what you said." Maggie bit the inside of her cheek, trying to tamp down the spurt of irrational anger. What did it matter to her anyway? It didn't. Or at least, it shouldn't. 
 
    Which was one more reason why this was never going to work. For some reason, the man across from her pushed all the wrong buttons and she had no idea why. Maybe she really should talk to Cindy and let her friend analyze her.  
 
    And cripes, she was in bigger trouble than she first thought if she was even thinking about doing that. 
 
     "Listen, I'm sorry. It was stupid. And immature. I know that. But I need help with this." 
 
    "Why? I mean, why are you even taking this course? You don't need chemistry to bat a ball across the ice." 
 
    "It's a puck." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "And we don't 'bat it around'. We use sticks to shoot and pass." 
 
    "Whatever. I mean, what difference does it make?" 
 
    "What difference?" Dillon's eyes widened and his mouth opened and closed in disbelief. Part of her wanted to laugh at the expression on his face. She curled her hand into a fist and dug her nails into her palm so she wouldn't do just that. "Don't you know anything about hockey at all?" 
 
    "No, and I don't need to. And you haven't answered my question: why do you even want to take this course? It's obvious you don't want to, just like it's obvious you don't know anything about chemistry." 
 
    "I know more than you think I do." 
 
    Maggie nodded toward the blank paper. "Not based on that, you don't." 
 
    "It's been a few years since I've been in school. And chemistry was never my best subject, which is why I kept putting it off. But now I need it." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "It's the last course I need for my degree." 
 
    "Your degree?" Was he actually trying to tell her he was one course shy of a degree? He had to be teasing her. Only he looked serious. And almost a little frantic. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and reached for the glass of tea. "Then take art appreciation or theater study or something easy that won't tax your brain. The last time I checked, you didn't chem for a degree in liberal arts or Phys Ed or whatever it is you're going for." 
 
    "I'm going for my BS in Environmental Science." 
 
    Maggie choked on the swallow of tea. She made a frantic grab for the napkin and held it to her mouth, turning her head as she coughed and saying a silent prayer of thanks that tea didn't spew from her mouth. She coughed a few more times then sucked in a deep breath of air before looking across the table. Dillon watched her, his brows lowered in a frown even as smug satisfaction glowed in the hazel depths of his eyes. 
 
    "You're—" She cleared her throat and wished her voice wasn't quite so hoarse. "You're doing what?" 
 
    "You heard me." 
 
    Yes, she heard him. She just couldn't believe him. She cleared her throat one more time and watched him. "Environmental Science?" 
 
    "Is that so hard to believe?" 
 
    Yes. But no way was she going to tell him that. "You expect me to believe you're going for a degree in the sciences but you don't do chemistry?" 
 
    "I do chemistry. Just not as well as I need to. And I told you, it's been a few years. I need a refresher so I can finish this last course." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    "Because—" Dillon lowered his gaze to his folded hands and shifted on the bench, a small flush coloring his cheeks. Maggie narrowed her eyes, wondering why he suddenly seemed awkwardly shy and embarrassed. She almost didn't want to ask. Almost. But she hated mysteries. 
 
    "Because why?" 
 
    He shrugged, still not looking at her. "I promised my mom after I got drafted that I'd still get my degree. She turns fifty this summer and I want to surprise her with it." 
 
    Something shifted inside her, creating a warmth in her stomach that grew and spread throughout her body. Not just warm—dangerous. Cripes. No. No, no, no. She was not getting the warm fuzzies from his words. She couldn't be, she wouldn't allow it. 
 
    Maggie reached for the tea, hoping to tamp down the warmth with some of the cold beverage. But her glass was nearly empty, with no more than a quick sip left in the bottom. She gulped it down, opening her mouth wider to get some of the ice into her mouth. Maybe ice would help. It certainly couldn't hurt— 
 
    Dillon leaned across the table and rested his hand on her arm. His warm, large hand, with long, strong fingers. She glanced down at his hand, the heat of it too warm through the sleeve of her sweatshirt, then looked up at him. 
 
    Hazel eyes fixed on her, specks of green and gold and brown holding her gaze, mesmerizing her. Then he grinned, a simple boyish grin that brought out his dimples. 
 
    "So will you help me keep the promise to my mom?" 
 
    Maggie bit down on the ice but it was too late. She had been suckered in by boyish dimples and mesmerizing eyes—and by the sincerity in his voice as he spoke about a son's promise to his mother. 
 
    Maggie swallowed the ice then leaned back, unable to look away from his eyes. 
 
    "Oh cripes." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Dillon's phone vibrated in his pocket, startling him enough that he actually jumped and nearly bumped into Harland. He ignored Harland's dirty look and muttered an apology then moved the overnight bag to his left hand so he could pull the phone out. He looked at the screen then slowed his steps, waiting until Harland was a few feet ahead of him before answering the call. Maggie's face filled the rectangular screen, her eyes looking at something he couldn't see. 
 
    "Are you there?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm here." He moved the phone to eye level. "Can you see me okay?" 
 
    Her eyes met his then darted away as a frown creased her face. She pushed the hair out of her face then leaned off-screen, disappearing for a second. "Yeah. This is weird. I've never done this before. So. Are you ready?" 
 
    "Um—" Dillon stepped to the side of the hallway, out of everyone's way—and out of everyone's hearing. "Not yet. It's too early, we just got here." 
 
    "But you said to call you at two. It's two now." 
 
    "No, it's two where you are. We're in a different time zone." She glanced at her watch and frowned, the expression almost cute on the small screen in front of him. Somebody bumped him from behind and he glanced over at their new back-up goalie, Corbin Gautier. Corbin muttered an apology, the words softly accented, and moved away. 
 
    "Did you hear me?" 
 
    Dillon moved closer to the wall then looked back at the screen. "I'm sorry, what?" 
 
    "I said you didn't tell me about the time change. Where are you?" 
 
    "We're out in Arizona." 
 
    "Oh. I didn't think you had a game tonight." 
 
    "We don't." 
 
    "Oh." She shifted, moving off screen again. He caught a glimpse of a battered text book before she shifted and pushed her glasses up with the end of a pencil. "Okay. So whenever you're ready—" 
 
    "Um, can I call you back? Now's really not a good time." 
 
    She frowned again, the lines across her forehead deepening. "Dillon, I told you I don't have the patience to be—" 
 
    "We just got here." He cut her off before she could get started. "I mean, literally. I'm not even in my room yet. See?"  
 
    He turned the phone around and scanned the hallway, ignoring the comments and questions from his teammates as they moved past him. He flipped the phone around in time to catch her smiling and felt himself smiling in return. The smile didn't really make her look younger, but it did something to her. A glow, that was it. There was actually a little glow around her with the smile. 
 
    Or maybe it was just the reflection of the light behind her and the fact that he hadn't slept much. 
 
    "Are those your teammates?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Wow. I'm impressed. Cindy's going to be upset she missed that. Are they really in suits?" 
 
    "Hey, I'm in a suit, too." Did he really say that? He sounded like a little kid. It didn't help that she actually laughed at him. He started to roll his eyes—at her reaction, at his own juvenile stupidity—then caught himself at the last minute when he realized she'd be able to see. 
 
    "So why are you wearing a suit?" 
 
    "Because we have a dress code. Listen, can I call you back in a few minutes? As soon as I get settled into the room." And find a place to hide in private since he was rooming with Derek Caulton. But maybe that would work in his favor, since Derek usually took a long nap whenever they checked into a new place, or disappeared to call his girlfriend. 
 
    "How about I just call you back in a few hours?" 
 
    "No. No, I'm good. Just a few minutes, really." 
 
    "A few minutes, hm?" 
 
    "Well, maybe more like fifteen. But no longer than that." 
 
    "Should I watch the clock and time you?" 
 
    "That would be funny if I didn't know you were being serious." 
 
    Maggie laughed, the sound surprising him and bringing a smile to his own face. "The clock's ticking. Mr. Jock. I'll talk to you in fifteen minutes." 
 
    The screen went dark before Dillon could say goodbye. He didn't understand the disappointment that went through him so he shrugged it off, blaming it on lack of sleep and jetlag. There wasn't time to do anything more than that, not if he wanted to get into the room and get changed and get settled so he could call her back in fifteen minutes. 
 
    No, make that fourteen. And there was no doubt in his mind that she really would be watching the clock. 
 
    He shoved the phone back into his pocket then checked his room number. Room 3114, just a few doors down. Derek was probably already inside, getting ready to nap or disappear—and Dillon really hoped it would be the latter. 
 
    He slid the keycard into the lock then eased the door open, not wanting to disturb Derek if he was getting ready for a nap. He stopped a few feet inside the room, the door slamming shut behind him when he saw Harland standing in the middle of the room. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Thanks for warm welcome, asshole. What the hell?" 
 
    "I didn't mean it like that." Not really. "I thought I was rooming with Derek." 
 
    "He switched, wanted to room with Mat instead. You got a problem with that?" 
 
    "No. Uh, no, not at all." Dillon bent down to retrieve his bag then moved to the far bed, his mind hurriedly going through excuses to get rid of Harland. There was no way he'd be able to focus on studying with the other man in the room. Not just from embarrassment; part of him didn't want Harland to know about Maggie. Not just because she was his tutor. No, it went beyond that. Dillon just wasn't sure how far beyond—or why. 
 
    He pulled the tie from around his neck then moved to the closet and shrugged out of his suit coat. Harland didn't move, just kept watching him with an expression Dillon couldn't read and didn't understand. Then he laughed, the sound almost forced. 
 
    "Get changed so we can go out, find some fun." 
 
    "Uh, I wasn't planning on going anywhere. I, uh, have some things to do." Like find a quiet place to call Maggie back. Maybe he should just go to the lobby and look for a quiet place there. Yeah, because nobody would notice him sitting there with a text book open in front of him as he took notes and asked questions. 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Just things." 
 
    "Really? What's with you? I thought you were going to stop being so intense all the time." 
 
    "I'm not intense. I just have things to do." Dillon moved back to the bed and reached for his overnight bag, digging for a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He snuck a glance at his watch. Ten minutes. He could do this, he just had to move a little quicker. And get rid of Harland. 
 
    Except Harland was still standing there, watching him. And frowning.  
 
    "You in a hurry to get somewhere?" 
 
    "What? No, of course not. What makes you think that?" 
 
    "Because you keep looking at your watch and acting like you're not in a hurry—which makes you look sneaky, by the way." 
 
    "I'm not sneaking—" 
 
    "Good. Then tell me what you're up to." 
 
    "I'm not up to anything. I told you, I just have things to do." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Like nothing." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what I call sneaky. Come on, out with it. What are you hiding?" 
 
    Dillon shrugged out of the dress shirt and yanked on the t-shirt, his mind still searching for an excuse to give Harland. Which was stupid. So stupid. Why did he have to give Harland an excuse for anything? He didn't. 
 
    Except Harland had been acting different lately, too moody and preoccupied and upset. Yeah, he'd been trying to hide it but he wasn't very successful at it. And he kept standing there, just watching Dillon. Like he was waiting, like he knew Dillon was hiding something. 
 
    Or maybe he just had a guilty conscience. 
 
    "I'm not hiding anything. I just—I need to make a phone call, that's all." Dillon gave him a pointed look. "In private." 
 
    "In private? Oh, this could be good. Who are you calling?" 
 
    "That's not your business." 
 
    "Let me guess: a sex line. Or one of those hook-up places here in town. Our little boy is getting adventurous, huh?" 
 
    "What? No. Hell no. Are you out of your mind? I would never—" 
 
    Harland laughed, cutting him off. "I was just kidding you. I know you wouldn't. But maybe you should. Maybe then you wouldn't be so uptight." 
 
    "Seriously? What is wrong with you? I'm not uptight. Or tense. And I can't believe you'd—" 
 
    "Then who are you calling?" 
 
    "None of your business." And why was Harland even pushing? This wasn't like him. Yes, he could be obnoxious—painfully so, sometimes. But he'd gotten worse the last month, like something else was going on. Like he was trying to prove he could be more obnoxious and an even bigger ass than anyone ever gave him credit for. 
 
    "If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to hide something." 
 
    "And if I didn't know better, I'd think you were deliberately pissing people off. What the hell's your problem lately?" 
 
    Harland stepped back, almost like Dillon had physically punched him. A painful expression crossed his face, gone almost as quickly as it appeared. He forced a smile and shrugged, Mr. Happy-Go-Lucky once more. 
 
    "You're reading too much into things. There's nothing wrong with me. You, on the other hand, are hiding something." 
 
    "I'm not hiding anything." Dillon glanced at his watch and winced. Three more minutes. There was no way he was going to make it in time. 
 
    "Yeah you are. Out with it. What's going on that makes you keep looking at your watch?" 
 
    "I told you, I just need to make a phone call. That's it." 
 
    "And you need to make it in private?" 
 
    "Yeah, that was the idea." 
 
    "Then why didn't you just ask me to leave?" 
 
    Dillon narrowed his eyes and stared at Harland. "Okay, fine. Leave." 
 
    "Not a chance. Not until you tell me who you're calling." 
 
    "Fucking shit, Harland. Really? What the hell?"  
 
    "Ooo. Language. Now you really have me curious." Harland sat on the edge of his bed and leaned forward, his hands clasped between his legs. "Go ahead, make your call. I won't stop you. Then we can get out of here and do something fun." 
 
    "I'm not making any calls while you're here." 
 
    "See? You're hiding something. Curiouser and curiouser." 
 
    "Why do you have to be such an ass?" 
 
    "Because that's how I roll." 
 
    Dillon opened his mouth, ready to tell Harland the truth. What would it hurt if he admitted he had hired a tutor? That he was trying to finish his degree? He wouldn't be the first player to do that, and he certainly wouldn't be the last. Sure, he'd probably get some teasing because of it. That shouldn't be a problem, not with the amount of teasing everyone dished out—and received in return. It was part of life, part of being a member of the team.  
 
    But the words wouldn't come. At least, not the words he had planned to say. His mouth opened and he heard himself talking…and inwardly winced at the words that came out. 
 
    "I was going to call my girlfriend. Happy now?" 
 
    Harland straightened, his eyes widening in surprise. "Girlfriend?" 
 
    Dillon looked away, heat filling his face. "Uh, yeah." 
 
    "Since when do you have a girlfriend? You didn't have one last week when we went out." 
 
    "Uh—" Dillon swallowed, his mind reeling. "We, uh, just started seeing each other." 
 
    Not exactly a lie. But certainly not the truth, either. And Dillon didn't understand the look on Harland's face. Serious, thoughtful. Stunned. And maybe even a little hurt. Or betrayed. No, he must be reading too much into things, or seeing things through a guilty conscience. Why the hell would Harland be hurt or betrayed? That made no sense. 
 
    And of course his phone chose that exact moment to ring. Of course it did, because that was just the way his luck was running right now. He glanced at the screen, already knowing who it was without looking.  
 
    Fifteen minutes, exactly to the second. Only he was supposed to call Maggie, not the other way around. Wasn't he? 
 
    Harland jumped from the bed, a look of eager anticipation on his face. "So is this the girlfriend? Go on, answer it." 
 
    Dillon didn't want to. He really didn't want to. His thumb hovered the 'ignore' button, ready to press it. He could call Maggie back, explain what happened. Or at least make up an excuse. But he hesitated too long because Harland grabbed the phone and answered it, angling the screen so they were both visible to Maggie. 
 
    "Hey there sweet thing." 
 
    Maggie leaned back, her brows lowering into a frown behind her glasses as she glared at the screen. "Excuse me?" 
 
    "Not exactly what I imagined." Harland elbowed Dillon in the side with a quick wink. "But cute enough. Are you sure she's old enough for you, Frayser? She looks a little young." 
 
    Dillon made a grab for the phone but Harland pulled it away with a chuckle. "Come on, man. Give it to me." 
 
    "Not a chance. Not until you introduce me to your underage girlfriend." 
 
    "Girlfriend? Underage?" Maggie's voice came out in a squeak. Dillon hurried to Harland's side, needing to see her face. No, he needed her to see his face, in the hopes she would pick up his silent message and not say anything. 
 
    "She's not underage." Hell, he didn't think she was. Was she? It had never come up in conversation. No, she couldn't be. She was tutoring, for shit's sake. Of course she wasn't underage. 
 
    "No, I'm definitely not underage." There was an uncertain edge to her voice, along with a little stubbornness. Her eyes darted to him then back to Harland. "And who are you, anyway?" 
 
    "I'm the hot player who's going to steal you away from this too-intense guy here who's about to slug me." Harland laughed and stepped to the side as Dillon made a grab for the phone. 
 
    "Harland, come on, man. You're not funny." 
 
    "No, you're really not." Maggie's voice was faint but Dillon still caught the impatience lacing her words. He held his breath, wondering what she'd say next. There was no reason for her not to tell Harland the truth— 
 
    "I happen to like my men intense. And honestly, he's hotter than you. Now if you don't mind?" 
 
    "Whoa! I guess you put me in my place. I think I like you. Fine, here's lover boy. But we're definitely going to meet. In person." Harland winked at the screen then tossed the phone to Dillon. He nearly dropped it and had to fumble for it before it hit the floor. Maggie's face filled the screen. Color bloomed on her cheeks and her brows were raised in surprise. And yes, he could see a sparkle in the brown eyes behind the glasses.  
 
    "I guess this isn't a good time?" 
 
    "Uh, no. Sorry. I tried—" 
 
    "It's okay. Call me when you can, we can go everything later." 
 
    "Yeah, sure." He saw her lean toward the screen, a sure sign she was ready to disconnect. "Maggie?" 
 
    She paused, her eyes darting to his. "Yeah?" 
 
    "Sorry. And, uh, thanks." 
 
    "Yeah. We'll talk later, okay?" 
 
    Dillon nodded, hearing the warning under the words. The screen went blank once more and he tossed the phone to the bed, then turned to face Harland. "What the hell is your problem?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "What? You don't do shit like that." 
 
    Harland brushed him off and moved to the closet, shrugging out of his suit. "You're overreacting. I was just having some fun." 
 
    "Well stop. It's not funny. And one of these days you're going to go overboard and push the wrong person too far." 
 
    "Lighten up. Christ. It was just a little harmless fun. You're too fucking serious." 
 
    "And you're not serious enough. What the hell has gotten into you lately?" 
 
    "Nothing." A shadow passed across his face, quickly replaced by a forced smile. "Just having fun. Enjoying life. All that happy shit." 
 
    "Harland, if something's going on—" 
 
    "Nothing's going on." He jerked a polo shirt over his head then moved to the door. "Do you want to go out or not?" 
 
    "No. No, I have things to do." 
 
    "Suit yourself. I'll catch you tonight." The door closed behind him with a loud click. Dillon stared at it for several long minutes then moved to his overnight bag and reached into the bottom. His fingers closed around the text book and he pulled it out then settled back on the bed. 
 
    He'd go over the last chapter then call Maggie back for their tutoring session. And to answer whatever questions he was certain she was going to ask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    "Why are you zoning out?" 
 
    "Hm?" 
 
    "You're zoning out. Totally." 
 
    Maggie blinked and pulled her gaze away from Slinky's cage. She pushed the glasses up her nose with a quick stab of her finger then let out a deep sigh. "I wasn't zoning. I was watching Slinky sleep." 
 
    "You were totally zoning." Cindy flopped down into the oversized sac pillow with a dramatic sigh then giggled. "I think you have a crush." 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous. There's nobody to have a crush on." 
 
    "Then why were you zoning?" 
 
    "I told you, I wasn't zoning." Maggie turned toward the desk and pretended to straighten the paperwork scattered over the marred surface. "I was deep in thought." 
 
    "About?" 
 
    "Nothing. Stuff." 
 
    "Which is it?" 
 
    "Neither. Both. Cripes, I don't know. Why are you so worried about it?" 
 
    "I'm not. It's just not like you. I mean yeah, you zone out when you're working. But you have a different look on your face when you work-zone." 
 
    "What? I do not. And I definitely don't 'zone' when I'm working." 
 
    "Yeah you do. All the time." Cindy straightened in the sac and leaned forward, her face scrunching up into a comical expression, almost like she was in pain. "You look like this, all focused and completely out of it. Like you're in a different world." 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes. "If I actually look like that when I'm working, please shoot me next time. That's hideous." 
 
    "Whatever." Cindy waved a dismissive hand in her direction. "It doesn't matter because that's not how you just looked when I walked in. You know? Like, when I walked in and stood in front of you for five minutes and you totally didn't even know I was here." 
 
    "I have a lot on my mind." 
 
    "Uh-huh. Sure you do. Is he about six-two with thick gorgeous hair and to-die-for hazel eyes that can see deep into your soul?" 
 
    "Oh please. You are totally in the wrong field. You should have taken up drama." 
 
    Cindy laughed again then shifted once more in the oversized pillow chair, this time folding her legs under her in a pseudo-yoga pose that looked painfully uncomfortable. "Admit it. You were thinking about Dillon." 
 
    Maggie would admit no such thing—especially because it was true. And not in the way Cindy meant, either. Well, mostly not. She wasn't thinking about him as much as she was trying to analyze what had happened the other day during the disastrous call. Okay, maybe not disastrous. But she couldn't think of another word to describe it.  
 
    Except disastrous actually did a pretty good job of describing her reaction. It had been silly and juvenile and immature and totally out of character. She knew why he had told his friend she was his girlfriend: because for some insane reason, he was embarrassed to admit what he was doing, and why. On the most basic level, she actually mostly kind of understood that. She didn't agree with it, but she understood it. But to call her his girlfriend? 
 
    And then for her to have that silly reaction? She had actually blushed! And a funny little quiver had made her stomach dance. Stupid. So stupid. She didn't fall for jocks. 
 
    More importantly, jocks didn't fall for geeks. Not geeks like her. Hadn't she learned that lesson already? Yes, she had. Painfully so. 
 
    Which only made her silly reactions confuse her more. 
 
    "You're doing it again." 
 
    "Hm?" 
 
    "Zoning out. You're doing it again." 
 
    "I told you, I was just thinking." 
 
    "I know you are. About Dillon." 
 
    "No, not about him." 
 
    "Um. Hello? Besties? Yeah you are. I can tell. I know you, remember?" 
 
    Maggie leaned back in the swivel chair and propped her feet on the edge of the desk. Not the most lady-like pose but it was comfortable. She made a noncommittal murmur and ran the palms of her hands down the soft fabric of her leggings. Back and forth, back and forth, her fingers distorting the wildly colored geometric patterns. She blinked and shook her head, then crossed her arms in front of her. 
 
    "Okay. So maybe I was thinking about him. A little. But not like how you think." 
 
    "Then how?" 
 
    Should she tell Cindy about the phone conversation? It was so silly. And he hadn't said anything about it when they talked an hour later—although she had to admit he had looked wary. And embarrassed. Maybe. But definitely wary, like he was waiting for her to bring it up and maybe admonish him or something.  
 
    But he hadn't been the only one embarrassed and she figured that maybe if they both ignored it, the whole thing would go away. She knew she was overreacting. She knew why he had said it.  
 
    But she still couldn't get over that silly little quivering jump that came to life in her stomach when he'd introduced her as his girlfriend. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Well what?" 
 
    "Ohmygod. For someone who's borderline genius, you can be so stupid sometimes. How were you thinking about him? You know, that hot and cute and totally adorable hockey player you keep pretending doesn't exist?" 
 
    "I actually called him 'hot'." The confession left her mouth before she even knew the words were forming and she immediately wished she could call them back. Especially when Cindy made a high-pitched squeal of excitement and waved her legs in the air. 
 
    "No. Way. Ohmygod. I knew it. I knew you liked him!" 
 
    "I never said I liked him." 
 
    "You called him 'hot'. That means you like him! So, details. What happened? What did he do when you told him he was hot?" 
 
    "I didn't tell him. Well, not exactly. I told a friend of his. A teammate, I think. But he was standing right there so I know he heard." 
 
    "What? Ohmygod, what haven't you told me? We're besties, you're not supposed to keep things from me! Okay, out with it. I want to know everything." 
 
    "There's nothing to tell. We were supposed to have a tutoring session but we had to do it on the phone because he was away for a game or something. Only when I called him back, one of his teammates took his phone and started talking." Maggie frowned, recalling the conversation. It still bothered her that the guy thought she was underage. She knew she looked younger than she was but underage? Really? 
 
    "Okay. And? Why does that bother you?" 
 
    Maggie shook her head, still frowning. "Do I look underage to you?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Nothing, never mind. Anyway, I guess Dillon is embarrassed or whatever so he told the guy I was his girlfriend. And the guy said something about stealing me away and called himself 'hot' and that's when I said Dillon was hotter." 
 
    Silence greeted her rapid confession. Maggie's glance darted to Cindy and froze. Her friend was still sitting in that awkward curled pose but she wasn't moving. Not even blinking. Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung open. For a brief second, Maggie wondered if maybe her friend was doing some serious zoning of her own. Or maybe time had actually stopped and everything around her was frozen. 
 
    Or maybe she had just really stunned her best friend. 
 
    Yes, definitely the latter. A split second passed and then another loud squeal erupted from Cindy's mouth. She bounced in the seat, her arms flailing up and down at her sides. 
 
    "He called you his girlfriend? No. Freaking. Way. Oh, this is so cool! I knew it! I knew you guys would fall for each other and have a whirlwind romance and live happily ever—" 
 
    "Don't even say that!" Maggie held her hand out in the universal 'stop' sign. "No. Don't go there. It is so not like that. Not even close." 
 
    "But he called you—" 
 
    "I know what he called me. Trust me, he didn't mean it. I told you, he's just embarrassed and didn't want that other guy to know I was his tutor. So don't read into anything." 
 
    "But you said you called him 'hot'." 
 
    "It was a slip, nothing more." 
 
    "You never slip. Never ever. Not once in all the years I've known you, so I'm not buying it." 
 
    "So then I was just playing along with his game. Don't read into it." 
 
    "Fine. I think you're delusional but whatever." Cindy finally uncurled her legs, bounced into a new position, then rested her chin on one fist. "So what did he say after that?" 
 
    "After what?" 
 
    "Wow. You really are being thick. What did he say after he called you his girlfriend and you called him hot?" 
 
    "Nothing. We both hung up and when I talked to him again, we just went over the lesson." 
 
    "That's it?" 
 
    "Of course that's it. What did you expect?" 
 
    "I don't know. That maybe he'd ask you out or something." 
 
    "Don't be silly. That's not going to happen and you know it." 
 
    "It's not silly and it could happen. Why do you always get so down on yourself?" 
 
    "Because jocks don't fall for geeks. We both know that." 
 
    "Why are you letting what that jerk did to you in high school still get to you?" 
 
    "Um, I'm sorry. How can I not let it get to me? I was sixteen and he slayed me." 
 
    "He didn't 'slay' you." Cindy frowned. "Well, okay, maybe he did. But that was six years ago. And he was a jerk." 
 
    "I was impressionable." 
 
    "You were naïve. We both were." 
 
    "Whatever." Maggie waved her hand in dismissal. "It doesn't matter. What matters is that nothing is going to happen with Dillon so stop convincing yourself it is." 
 
    "You don't know that." 
 
    "Yes. I do." Maggie's phone alarm chirped and she turned to shut it off with a sigh. How had she lost track of so much time?  
 
    Because Cindy was right: she had been zoning. She should have been working, instead. Now she'd have to stay up late—which was exactly what she deserved for being so silly. 
 
    She dropped her feet to the floor and pushed up from the chair. The bell on Slinky's collar tinkled as she came awake, her lithe body uncurling from the bed. The ferret blinked then focused her dark eyes on Maggie as she approached the cage. 
 
    "Come on, Sleepy Head. Time to go." Maggie unlocked the cage and held her hand out, waiting for Slinky to move up the ramp. 
 
    "Where are you off to now?" 
 
    "I've got some lab work to do, then a staff meeting, then back here to work on some reports." 
 
    "Did you want to go grab dinner later?" 
 
    "Maybe. Probably not. If I don't get those reports done tonight, they're going to be late." Maggie placed the harness over Slinky's head, smiling when she darted up her arm to rest on her shoulder. 
 
    "You have no life." 
 
    "I have plenty of life." 
 
    "Okay, you have no excitement in your life." 
 
    "Yes, I do. I have my work and I have Slinky. And you. What more do I need?" 
 
    "Um, maybe a social life? A boyfriend? Some fun?" 
 
    "I have plenty of fun. I have to get going. Lock up when you leave?" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, yeah." Cindy sunk deeper into the sac chair and grabbed her e-reader from the bag next to her. Why she couldn't read in her own place across the hall was one of life's greatest mysteries.  
 
    Cindy looked up, her eyes narrowed at Maggie. "I'll pick up a pizza and bring it by later. And don't say a word. I don't care how busy you are, you still need to eat." 
 
    "Fine. Pizza. But that's it." 
 
    "Be careful, Maggie, you don't want to overwhelm yourself with all the excitement." 
 
    "I told you, I have plenty of excitement." Maggie waited for Slinky to settle into the coat pocket then headed out the door, ignoring Cindy's muttered reply.  
 
    Cindy was wrong: Maggie really did have plenty of excitement in her life. And she wasn't just saying that to convince herself. 
 
    She really wasn't. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Dillon slammed his hand down on his knee, forcing his foot to stop bouncing. Maggie glanced over at him, her eyes slightly unfocused behind her glasses. She was wearing a different pair today, the lenses smaller and surrounded by dark frames. They made her look a little older. More studious, like she was a real professor or something. He thought they looked good on her and he was about to say that, then clamped his mouth down. 
 
    She blinked, twice, then shook her head. Was that a good sign? A bad sign? Maybe it didn't mean anything at all. 
 
    He swallowed and nodded toward the papers spread in front of her, especially the one she had been busy studying before his foot started tapping so hard his knee had banged into the table.  
 
    "Well? How bad is it?" 
 
    Disappointment swept through him when she didn't answer right away. She wouldn't even look at him. Well fuck. He didn't think he had done that bad. In fact, he actually thought the test had been easy. Easier than he expected, anyway. That's what he got for overestimating himself. 
 
    She looked away and reached for a pen, her fingers curling around the marker. A streak of red marred her index finger when she grabbed it and she frowned before mumbling something as she picked it up. 
 
    A red pen. Dillon hated red pens. Weren't teachers supposed to use something besides red now, because red was so negative? And great, now he was sounding like a little kid, whining because his feelings were hurt. 
 
    Maggie made a few marks on the sheet then looked over at him, her face completely blank. She slid the paper across the table, the tip of her index finger hiding whatever she had scrawled in the top corner. Dillon glanced down at the paper then up at her. 
 
    "Well go ahead and take it. It's not going to bite." 
 
    Easy for her to say. Dillon grunted then reached for it, tugging it closer. He took a deep breath and fought the urge to close his eyes. It was just one test. His first since they started the tutoring sessions two weeks ago. It didn't mean anything— 
 
    Air escaped him in a rush when he saw the grade, the numbers written in a tiny and oddly neat scrawl. He couldn't help the grin spreading across his face. "Really? Are you serious? I did that well?" 
 
    "If that's what you want to call it, then yes." 
 
    Okay, so maybe a seventy-eight wasn't the greatest score. But at least he hadn't failed. He said as much, only to have her raise her brows at him. He shrugged and looked over the answers, his eyes searching out the wrong ones. "Well, at least I know where my weak spots are and what I need to focus on." 
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    "What do you mean, maybe?" 
 
    Maggie leaned back in the chair and reached for her drink, then frowned when she realized it was empty. She placed the cup to the side and turned in her seat, reaching for the pocket of the leather coat hanging over the back of the chair. A fuzzy head poked out with a tiny squeak before disappearing back inside, a treat held between its tiny paws. 
 
    "How do you get away with bringing that rat in here? Don't they say anything to you?" 
 
    "For the thousandth time, Slinky is not a rat. And she doesn't bother anyone so nobody says anything." 
 
    "She bit my ear off!" 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes then brushed a few strands of hair from her face. Today was the first time he'd seen her wear her hair down. It was longer than he thought, hanging in loosely-tousled waves. The dark brown strands looked thick and soft, shiny with highlights that almost glowed under the lights of the coffee shop. 
 
    Maggie looked back at him and he looked away, worried he had been caught staring. And why was he even staring? There was nothing to stare at. Not really. Okay, so maybe she was cuter than he first thought. That meant nothing. Maggie was his tutor, that was it. They had nothing in common. In fact, he was pretty sure she didn't even like him that much, because she always seemed to be a little standoffish around him. Which made him wonder why she hadn't brought up that stupid conversation from last week. He was sure she would have jumped all over him for that— 
 
    Long fingers snapped in front of his nose. He jerked back and frowned as Maggie stared at him. "Did you even hear what I just said?" 
 
    "Sorry, no. I was thinking." 
 
    "Yeah, I can imagine." She leaned back and reached for the empty cup then rolled her eyes and put it down. "I said that yes, we know what we need to focus on now. But you're trying to cram a refresher and a full semester plus lab work into one day a week for a few short months and this is just the very beginning. I'm worried that we're not going to get everything covered that you need in time." 
 
    "I can do it." 
 
    "It's insane. If I had realized this is what we were going to be doing, instead of just some basic tutoring, I don't think I would have taken the job." 
 
    The bottom of Dillon's stomach opened up, letting in a freezing blast of air. There was no way she could back out now. No way. He leaned across the table, his gaze focused on her. "This is just the first test. I'm going to do this, and you're not backing out." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "I don't care. This is what you agreed to. Once I get back into the swing of things, we can go even faster. I told you, it's been awhile since I've been in school. I just need to get my feet back under me. And we've been busy—" 
 
    "But aren't you going to be busy from now until whenever?" 
 
    Dillon waved away her concern. "I told you, I'm getting back into the swing of things. It'll be easier to manage from here on out. Besides, the All-Star break is coming up this weekend. After tonight's game, I'll have a few days with nothing else to do but study." 
 
    Maggie didn't look convinced. In fact, she looked she was ready to argue with him. He pushed away from the table, reaching for her empty cup.  
 
    "I'll get you another drink—" 
 
    "I don't need another drink." 
 
    "Well I do, so I'll get you one, too. We've got another twenty minutes left before I have to leave so just get out whatever else we need to go over next so we can do this thing." He walked away before she could complain. Or tell him no. Or try to argue with him again. 
 
    Except she didn't really argue. In fact, she was actually pretty decent. A little odd around the edges maybe, like she wasn't sure how to act around people all the time. But he could relate to that. He always used to feel like the oddball, especially growing up. He was the geeky kid who loved science and studying and sports—not exactly a real common combination. His teammates would tease him about having his nose in a book, and his chess club friends never understood his burning need to be on the ice. If he hadn't been drafted, he'd have his degree and be working in the field right now, and probably playing pick-up hockey in a beer league somewhere. 
 
    But it hadn't worked out that way and he had been drafted—and he hadn't looked back since. He attacked his work on the ice with the same focus and intensity that he had used to attack his studies. 
 
    It was just a damn shame that he had let his brain get a little rusty. No, that wasn't quite true. The shame was that he had waited two years to take the final course he needed. 
 
    Well, he was rectifying that now. And with luck—and help from Maggie—he'd be able to surprise his mom this summer. Now he just needed to convince Maggie that he could keep up the pace and that he wasn't really an idiot. 
 
    He grabbed the two new drinks and turned, heading back to the table. Something made him pause, he wasn't sure why. His gaze drifted over to Maggie and he just stood there for a minute, watching her.  
 
    Did she feel as out of place as he always did when he was growing up? If she did, she hid it well. Or maybe he was just seeing what he wanted to see.  
 
    She was hunched over the table, the man-eating ferret resting on her shoulder, its pointy nose poking around her hair. She absently brushed the hair away from the ferret and leaned closer to whatever she was reading in that battered text book in front of her. Knowing his luck, she was probably trying to pick the next hardest chapter, just to see how he would hold up under the pressure. He knew she didn't think he was very smart.  
 
    Maybe that was the wrong word. Yes, it was definitely the wrong word. Dillon didn't think she was the kind of person to judge someone else's intelligence. He had no doubt, however, that she had something against his occupation. The way her mouth curled into a sneer and her eyes narrowed whenever she said 'jock' was a pretty big clue. So what did she have against jocks?  
 
    Well, it didn't take a genius to figure that part out. At least, in general. 
 
    Which just made him wonder again why she hadn't said anything about his ruse last week. It hadn't been one of his brighter moves and he still wished he could take it back. He could have found something better to tell Harland. But he froze, which was completely unlike him. And instead of calling him out on it, she'd actually called him hot. Granted, she was comparing him to Harland, but still. 
 
    So why hadn't she said anything about it yet? 
 
    He moved to the table and placed her chai tea latte in front of her, then used his free hand to spin the other chair around backwards. He straddled it and took a sip of his own coffee, watching the silly ferret nibble on her hair. 
 
    "Aren't you afraid that thing will chomp your ear off?" 
 
    "Hm?" Maggie looked up, that faraway expression in her eyes. She blinked then turned her head, a smile brightening her face as she rubbed noses with the ferret. "I told you, Slinky is harmless." 
 
    "Yeah? Tell that to my ear. And my lip. I think it's still swollen." 
 
    Her gaze dropped to his mouth. Was it his imagination, or did a small flush spread across her cheeks? She looked away and reached for the cup in front of her. "Don't be such a baby. Your mouth looks fine to me." 
 
    Yes, that was definitely a blush turning her cheeks pink. And yes, she had been looking at his mouth. Why did that fact send a little jolt of awareness through him? 
 
    "I'm not a baby. Trust me, I've had worse happen on the ice." 
 
    "Sounds lovely. And totally barbaric." 
 
    "It's not barbaric." 
 
    "Yeah, okay. If you say so." She took another sip then placed her cup down. "I think we need to double-up. As much as you're able to, anyway. I think that's the only way—" 
 
    "You should come to the game tonight." 
 
    "I'm sorry, what?" 
 
    "You heard me. Come to the game. Then you'll see that it's not barbaric. And that I really do work." 
 
    "Thanks, but no. I have things to do—" 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    She rolled her eyes but the pink on her cheeks deepened. "Like your lesson plan, for one. Lab reports. I want to run some analyses and get caught up—" 
 
    "Sounds boring." 
 
    "It's not boring. It's what I do. And I like what I do." 
 
    "Is that all you do?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Is that all you do? Just work?" 
 
    "No, of course not. Don't be silly. I do things." The words came out a little too forceful, a little too light. And she wouldn't meet his gaze, looking instead at the pages of the text book in front of her. The fingers of her right hand played with the edges of the pages, fanning them up and down so they made little whooshing noises.  
 
    "Good. Then come to the game tonight." 
 
    "I can't—" 
 
    "I'll get two tickets for you and leave them at will-call, that way you can bring a friend." Not a boyfriend, he hoped. 
 
    And where the hell had thought come from? Shit. From nowhere good, that was where. He took a quick swallow of his coffee then bit back a gasp as the hot liquid seared his throat. Did she notice? No, thankfully, because she was still staring at the book. 
 
    "Well, Cindy would probably like it…" Her voice trailed off, like she was actually thinking about it. Or maybe trying to convince herself. Dillon leaned forward and grinned, wanting to take advantage of her hesitation. 
 
    "Good. Two tickets at will-call. Bring Cindy." Whoever the hell that was. "After the game, we can go grab a bite to eat or something." 
 
    Her head shot up, her eyes narrowed as she studied him. Was she looking for an out? Or just trying to understand his sudden offer? He was almost tempted to have her explain it to him if she ever figured it out, because he sure as hell didn't know where the offer had come from. 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Nothing to think about." Dillon stood up and grabbed his jacket, shrugging into it with one smooth move. "I'll be starving and you need to eat, too. We can take care of that while you go over everything you want me to do during the break. It's perfect multi-tasking." 
 
    "Oh. Multi-tasking. Yeah, okay."  
 
    Was that disappointment he heard in her voice? Why would she be disappointed? No, he was probably reading into things too much. He grabbed his books and papers and shoved them into his own backpack, then picked up his coffee. 
 
    "Puck drop is at seven, but you should probably get there earlier. You can watch us warm up. Don't forget, will-call." 
 
    "I'm not—" 
 
    "Will-call. See you tonight." Dillon slung the bag over his shoulder and walked away, resisting the urge to whistle. Why the hell would he be whistling? There was nothing to get excited about. His tutor was coming to his game, to watch him play. To see that he really did work. Nothing to read into there. 
 
    That didn't stop him from grinning as he left the coffee shop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Cindy bounced in the seat next to her, a wide smile on her face and excitement dancing her eyes. "This is so freaking exciting. Don't you think?" 
 
    Maggie murmured a noncommittal reply, one Cindy would never hear, not with all the noise around them. 'Exciting' wasn't the word Maggie would use, not really. Crowded, yes. Loud, yes. Overstimulating and noisy and claustrophobic and suffocating and deafening. Yes, to all of those. But exciting? 
 
    No, not really. 
 
    She wasn't used to crowds, not like this. Filled study halls in the auditorium, absolutely. But it was quieter there, any conversations completed in hushed whispers. This was not quiet. And every conversation around her seemed to be screamed, each person shouting louder than the next just to be heard.  
 
    Maggie had always known she was an introvert—she had just never realized how much of one until tonight. How did Dillon do this, every night? Or almost every night? She couldn't even imagine. And it wasn't just the noise and the crowds and the lights and…and everything else. It was the actual game itself, too. 
 
    Cindy had shared what little knowledge she had with her. The game was played in three twenty-minute periods, with a fifteen-minute intermission in between each period. Each team had a goalie—who even Maggie knew was the guy wearing all the gear in front of the funny looking net. They also had five other players on the ice. Cindy had explained their positions but Maggie couldn't keep it straight. All she had really been able to follow is that one team tried to get a black slab of rubber—the puck—into the other team's net, and vice versa. 
 
    Maggie glanced up at the large score board suspended over the ice. Right now, the Banners were doing a better job of doing what they were supposed to do, because they were winning by two points. And she didn't care what Cindy said, the periods were way longer than twenty minutes. If they wouldn't keep stopping the game to do silly things like fight or send people to the holding area a few seats to the left of where they were sitting, it would go much faster. 
 
    Because when they were actually playing, the game definitely moved fast. So fast, in fact, that she had trouble keeping an eye on that rubber thing. Cindy kept nudging her and pointing, usually in the opposite direction of wherever Maggie was looking. 
 
    Like right now. Maggie was trying to figure out why two guys on the ice to their right seemed to be getting into a shoving match. Nobody else seemed to be worried about them, not even Cindy. She poked Maggie in the side and pointed to their left. 
 
    "There's Dillon. See? He's going for the puck." 
 
    Maggie turned her head and pushed the glasses up her nose. She had to crane her neck because the huge sheets of plexiglass right in front of them were in her way. "How can you tell?" 
 
    "Because he's skating after the puck, that's why." 
 
    "No. I mean, how can you tell it's Dillon?" 
 
    "Ohmygod. Seriously? His name is on the back of his jersey. And his number. See that big forty-three? That's Dillon." 
 
    "Oh." Now she just felt silly, because she was pretty sure Cindy had pointed that out once already. But how was she supposed to remember? They all looked the same, dressed in those bulky pads with their helmets on. Maggie squinted and almost pressed her face against the sheet of plexiglass to see—only everyone had moved again and she was having trouble following them. 
 
    "Here they come!" Cindy jumped to her feet just as a loud crash thundered directly in front of Maggie. She squealed and sat back as the heavy sheet of glass wobbled in its metal frame. Two bodies were pressed against the glass, their faces only inches from hers. Maggie's eyes widened as she recognized Dillon's face right in front of her. His brows were pulled low over his eyes, an expression of fierce concentration and mind-startling intensity on his face as he did something below the waist-high wall in front of them. She sat, frozen, as the player behind Dillon kept shoving him against the small wall, pushing his face against the glass.  
 
    The two disappeared almost as quickly as they appeared, skating off in the other direction with Dillon in the lead. Cindy's hand latched onto her arm and pulled her to a standing position. Maggie came to her feet, afraid her friend would draw blood if she didn't. Everyone around them screamed, louder than before, as Dillon raced toward the net. He made two funny turns and did something with the stick in his hand. A loud horn sounded, drowning out the scream and cheers. Then Dillon raised his hands in the air and skated away from the net on one knee as a few of his teammates hurried over and pounded on his back with their gloved fists. 
 
    "Did you see that? That was great! Did you see it?" 
 
    "No." Maggie shook her head, knowing something important had happened but not knowing what. Cindy rolled her eyes then pointed to the giant scoreboard above them. 
 
    "Dillon just scored. See? It's his second one tonight!" 
 
    Maggie focused on the giant screen, her eyes following each little move as it played overhead in slow motion. Okay, so it helped a little having it on the bigger screen. And slower. But she still didn't see exactly what Dillon had done. 
 
    She frowned and started to sit back down but Cindy grabbed her arm again and made her stand. Players moved to the middle of the ice, almost directly across from them, and lined up to do something. The ref—even Maggie could tell the guy in stripes was the ref—stood between the two teams, looking small and insignificant among all those bigger bodies. He dropped the puck in between two players, there was a momentary explosion of action, then another horn sounded, longer this time. The players left the ice, heading back to the boxes they had come from.  
 
    Maggie looked around, wondering what she had missed. "What happened?" 
 
    "That's it. The game's over." 
 
    "It is? But they were getting ready to do something." 
 
    "Doesn't matter. The game's over. See?" Cindy pointed to something on the scoreboard but Maggie didn't know what. And she didn't want to ask because that would only make her feel stupid again and she hated feeling stupid. 
 
    Someone jostled her from behind, pushing her. Maggie tossed a dirty look over her shoulder as Cindy tugged her toward the end of the row. She had no idea why the guy behind her was in such a hurry because there was a line of people waiting to climb the steps and there was nowhere for them to go. 
 
    "Look, they're announcing the three stars." 
 
    "What? What stars?" 
 
    "Of the game. Watch." 
 
    Cindy pointed to the ice. Now that Maggie was paying attention, she could hear the announcer saying something about stars and calling names. She didn't recognize the first two, couldn't even make the names out, but the third one she heard clearly: Dillon Frayser. She couldn't help the little smile that spread across her face when he came out to the ice and skated in a small circle, the stick held high above his head. It was actually kind of cute. 
 
    "Cool. Dillon's the top star tonight." 
 
    "Is that a good thing?" 
 
    "Of course it is." 
 
    "So does he get something for that?" 
 
    "I have no idea." Cindy tugged on her arm, leading her into the pushing throng making its way up the stairs. They reached the landing and made their way to the concourse, where Cindy pulled her closer to the wall, out of everyone's way. 
 
    "So now what?" 
 
    "What do you mean, now what?" 
 
    "Just what I said. Now what? You said Dillon said to meet him after the game. Where are we supposed to meet him?" 
 
    A brief second of panic settled over Maggie. "I don't know. Don't you know?" 
 
    "Why would I know?" 
 
    "Because you've been to games before. Where do people go to meet the players?" 
 
    "They don't. At least, not normal people. I don't think. Didn't Dillon tell you where to go?" 
 
    Maggie shook head even as her mind raced over everything Dillon had told her. Tickets at will-call. Meet after the game. Food. Study plans.  
 
    Nope, nothing about where to go. 
 
    "He didn't say." 
 
    "Well let me see what else is in that envelope they gave you at will-call." 
 
    "It was just tickets. I think." Maggie dug into the recesses of the battered cross-body bag, pulling it closer to her face so she could get a better view. She grabbed the small envelope and passed it to Cindy. "See? Just tickets." 
 
    Cindy pulled everything out of the envelope. A victorious smile spread across her face as she held something up in her hand. "Not just tickets. Come on." 
 
    Maggie followed her through the thinning crowd, letting Cindy do the talking as she approached someone who obviously worked at the arena. The man looked at whatever Cindy was holding, nodded, then pointed along the hallway stretched out before them as he spouted off directions. Maggie hoped Cindy had been paying attention because she only caught every other word the guy had said. 
 
    "Are you sure we're going to the right place?" Maggie asked several long minutes later as they stepped off an elevator and turned down another long hall. This one was nearly empty, their footfalls echoing off the concrete walls around them. 
 
    "I'm positive. I think." 
 
    Three turns and two stops for directions later, they were finally shown into another large room. At least in this one, the concrete walls were decorated with two contrasting shades of blue. A large eagle with two hockey sticks crossed behind him took up most of the far wall. Several other people—women and one or two small children—milled around the room, talking to each other or standing off to the side. 
 
    Maggie struggled with the urge to hide, especially as several pairs of eyes looked their way. She leaned in closer to Cindy, her voice pitched low when she spoke. "So where are we?" 
 
    "I have no idea. I guess this is where the players meet whoever they're meeting after the game." 
 
    Cindy was right. A few agonizing minutes later, the doors at the other end of the room opened and a stream of big men wearing suits and sporting a myriad of bruises walked through. Maggie took a hasty step back, bumping into Cindy. Her friend didn't notice, not when she was too busy gaping. Maggie couldn't blame her, not when she was pretty much doing the same thing. 
 
    "I wish I was a sculptor because I would be in heaven right now. What am I saying? I am in heaven right now. Oh. My. God. They're just…wow. Wow. I can't even." 
 
    Maggie blinked, her mind embarrassingly blank. She knew exactly what Cindy met. These were the sweaty, barbaric men under those pads she had seen on the ice not that long ago? It didn't make sense and for a dizzying minute, she thought that maybe they were in the wrong room. 
 
    But they weren't, because here came Dillon. At least, she thought it was Dillon. She squeezed her eyes closed then reopened them. Yes, it was definitely Dillon. But he looked…different. 
 
    His thick hair was damp, like he had just gotten out of the shower. It was swept back off a broad forehead instead of hanging down like she was used to seeing, the ends curling past the collar of his suit jacket. 
 
    That was another reason he looked so different: he was wearing a suit instead of the faded jeans and sweatshirt he usually wore. Yes, she had kind of seen him in a suit before. Last week, through her computer screen when they had that one call. But that had been just a brief glimpse and mostly from his shoulders up, nothing like now.  
 
    Dillon Frayser definitely knew how to fill out a suit.  
 
    She had no idea what kind of suit it was but there was no doubt that it was a designer label. Just like there was no doubt it had been tailored to fit him. Broad shoulders, lean waist, trim hips. Strong, muscular legs. How had she never noticed his build before? 
 
    Because she hadn't wanted to notice. Because he had always been dressed down whenever they met in person. Well, he wasn't dressed down now.  
 
    Maggie glanced down at her own outfit: bright blue and pink leggings; a long oversized gray sweater; furry black boots. And her bomber jacket. Her old, worn, vintage, brown bomber jacket, that didn't even come close to matching anything she had on. Except her hair. And her eyes. Did that count? 
 
    And cripes, what was with her? Since when did she worry about what she looked like? Never. Except for now. Because Dillon was walking toward them, a crooked grin deepening the dimple in his left cheek and making him look endearingly charming.  
 
    And totally out of her reach. 
 
    Out of her reach? Maggie gave her head a hard shake. What was she even thinking? Nonsense, that was what. Cindy's excitement and silly words must have gone to her head for her to even be thinking what she was thinking. Dillon was a jock. Her student, if she wanted to get technical. And her boss, if she wanted to get even more technical, since he was paying her to tutor him. They had nothing in common and never would. She was being the worst kind of fool. 
 
    "Hey. You found it." Dillon stopped in front of her. Like, right in front of her. So close in front of her that she could feel the heat from his body and see the small cut on his jaw. Maggie stepped back, straight into Cindy. 
 
    "Yeah. Yes. We found it. Uh, this is my friend. Cindy." 
 
    "Hi Cindy. Nice to meet you." Dillon extended his hand, taking Cindy's smaller one in his. A breathy squeal escaped her friend. Maggie shoved a quick elbow into her side and tried to give her a dirty look. It didn't matter because Cindy wasn't paying any attention to her.  
 
    Maggie couldn't exactly blame her. 
 
    Dillon's gaze slid over to Maggie and he grinned even wider. "Did you enjoy your first hockey game?" 
 
    "Yeah. I think. I mean, I didn't understand anything I was watching but it was fun." Great, now she sounded like a gushing idiot. "You scored. That was good." 
 
    He chuckled, the sound deep and warm. Or maybe it was just Maggie who was warm. And why wouldn't she be, bundled up in a baggy bulky sweater and heavy leather coat? 
 
    "Yeah, that was good. So, you guys ready to go grab something to eat? I thought we could—" 
 
    "Hey Frayser, aren't you going to introduce me?" Another player came up next to them and tossed his arm around Dillon's shoulders. Maggie didn't miss the way Dillon tensed, or the slight grimace that crossed his face. She tilted her head and studied the other player. 
 
    About Dillon's height, maybe just a smidge shorter. A little leaner but still built, if the way the suit clung to him was any indication. Dark blonde hair, longer in the front so it nearly hung in his eyes. Light brown eyes, a little too laughing. Wide smile, almost a little too forced. Maggie narrowed her eyes, studying him. There was something about him, almost like he was putting on a show or playing a part. And he looked familiar for some reason— 
 
    "Hey. I know you. We talked on the phone, didn't we?" 
 
    Now she knew why he looked familiar. Her eyes darted to Dillon, wondering if he was as uncomfortable as she was. After all, he had introduced her as his girlfriend. Maybe the guy wouldn't say anything. Maybe that embarrassing conversation wouldn't even come up again. 
 
    "What was your name again?" 
 
    Dillon moved away from the other guy and stepped closer to Maggie. He hesitated for a brief second then draped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her stiff body closer. No, this couldn't be happening. He wouldn't— 
 
    "This is my girlfriend. Maggie. Maggie, this is Harland. Don't believe anything he says." 
 
    Maggie's mouth opened but no sound came out. How could it, when all coherent thought flew from her mind? But she didn't need to say anything, not when Cindy was standing next to her, squealing with excitement. 
 
    Maggie narrowed her eyes and glared at her former best friend. It didn't matter because Cindy wasn't paying any attention. She was too busy hopping up and down, clapping her hands together with glee.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Dillon pulled the car into the small parking lot where Maggie pointed. He had barely put it into Park when her hand reached for the door handle. 
 
    "I had fun. Thanks." Her words were rushed, a little breathless. Like she was in a hurry to escape at the earliest opportunity. Had the night been that bad? He didn't think so. At least, not for him. And he thought she had had fun, too. Well, once they were alone, that was. It had been easy to sense her discomfort at the arena and he couldn't blame her for that. Hell, he'd been uncomfortable, too. Him and his fucking mouth. But he had wanted to stop Harland before he got started and couldn't think of a better way to do it. 
 
    Too bad there had been a lull in the conversation and half the team had heard him introduce Maggie as his girlfriend. Or was it? Part of him still wondered why he had chosen that moment to say it. Coincidence? He didn't want to think too closely about it. 
 
    "I'll walk you to your door." 
 
    Maggie's head swung around, causing several thick strands of hair to fall into her face. She pushed them away and shook her head, her eyes wide behind her glasses. "You don't have to—" 
 
    "Yes, I do. That's what gentlemen do." He didn't give her a chance to argue, just turned off the car and got out. A blast of icy wind blew beneath his wool coat as he hurried around to the passenger side. Maggie was faster than he was, because she was already climbing out and closing the door. He didn't say anything, just followed her up the narrow sidewalk to the old brick building ahead of them. Or maybe chased would be a better description, as fast as she was walking. 
 
    He tried to convince himself it was because of the biting wind and cold air, and not because she was trying to get away from him. 
 
    "Are these dorms?" 
 
    "No. We're, uh, actually off campus right now. Not by much, though. These are apartments. Such as they are." The last words were muttered. The only reason he heard them was because a gust of wind caught them and sent them back to him.  
 
    She hurried up the front steps, the soles of her fuzzy black boots soundless against the concrete. Her hand reached for the door handle and she hesitated, letting it drop to her side as she turned to face him. Her gaze met his then dropped to the ground between them. 
 
    "I, uh, I really did have fun. Thank you." 
 
    "You're welcome." And shit, that sounded so lame. He cleared his throat and reached around her, pulling the door open for her. His arm brushed against hers and he felt her stiffen.  
 
    "Are you really that uncomfortable around me?" 
 
    Her head shot up, a frown on her face. "What?" 
 
    "Are you really that uncomfortable around me?" 
 
    "No. Of course not." She made a little noise, something like a laugh—except it was forced. Maybe she realized how it sounded because she sighed and shook her head. "I'm sorry. I just—no, you don't make me uncomfortable. Really." 
 
    "Then why were practically jumping out of the car before I even pulled in? And just now, when I accidentally touched you. You got all stiff." 
 
    "I—" She sighed again and looked away. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other then ran a hand through her hair, making it even messier than when the wind caught it. "I'm not really uncomfortable. I just—I'm not sure how to act around you. Or anyone I don't really know." 
 
    He would have believed her if she had managed to look at him when she said it. But she was still looking down at the concrete pad that passed for a small porch, her feet shuffling beneath her. Dillon sighed and pulled open the door. 
 
    "Okay. Well. I guess it's goodnight then, huh?"  
 
    "Yeah. I guess." She glanced up at him then looked back down, not making a move to go through the door. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Okay." She turned and moved past him. He almost reached for her, stopping her. Why? Because he was stupid, that was why. Maybe she sensed that because she stopped, an odd expression on her face. Confusion. Hesitation. Uncertainty.  
 
    "Oh. We, uh, we never went over the schedule for the next few days." 
 
    Shit. She was right, they hadn't. They had talked about a lot of things the last two hours while they were eating, but not about schedules or studying or assignments.  
 
    "Did you want me to call you in the morning?" 
 
    "Okay. I guess. Or, um, you could just come up and we can go over it now. I mean, since you're here. If you want." 
 
    A grin spread across his face. It must have surprised her because she stepped back, her eyes going wide. "I mean to just go over the schedule." 
 
    Her words didn't make any sense at first. Why would she repeat herself like that? He had heard her the first time. Then his brain kicked in and he realized what she meant. His grin disappeared. "I didn't think you meant anything else." 
 
    "Oh. Okay. Good." She hesitated, like she wanted to say something else. But she didn't, just turned around and walked through the door. He followed her as she made her way up to the second floor, her hand digging inside the worn messenger bag slung over her shoulder. 
 
    "I hope you're not expecting much because it's only a studio. That's all I really need right now. Mostly." She tried putting the key into the lock, missing twice before she finally opened the door. 
 
    "Your friend Cindy doesn't room with you?" 
 
    "No, she lives across the hall." Maggie pointed behind him without looking, and he was pretty sure she muttered the word 'traitor' before she walked into her apartment. He bit back another grin, remembering Maggie's look of surprise when her friend had insisted on going home instead of joining them for dinner. He was smart enough not to say anything as he followed her inside. 
 
    Maggie turned on the light then stepped to the side, dropping the messenger bag on the desk chair. She shrugged out of the jacket and turned back to him, like she was waiting for him to make a comment about something. 
 
    Dillon looked around, taking in the area with one slow glance. For a studio, it wasn't too bad. Not cluttered and cramped like his old dorm room from years ago. The kitchen area—a basic refrigerator and stove, sink, single counter, a few cabinets—took up the far wall. A double bed was pushed against the right wall, precisely between two other doors. Probably a closet and the bathroom. The bed was partially hidden by a decorative screen. He tried to pretend he didn't see the frilly comforter or throw pillows, or the small pile of clothes tossed on the foot of the bed.  
 
    A large desk was pushed against the wall to his left, where Maggie was standing. The desk looked like it was close to collapsing under the combined weight of a computer and laptop and assorted text books and binders. Another stack of books and papers rested against the leg of the desk, threatening to topple over at the slightest provocation. A large combination bulletin board and white board hung on the wall behind the desk, crammed with more papers and neatly scrawled notes. 
 
    His gaze scanned the room once more and he frowned. No television or entertainment center anywhere, just a small bookshelf stuffed with books next to the largest beanbag chair he had ever seen. And next to that, shoved against the wall like it had been placed there as an afterthought, was a small table with two folding chairs…and a chessboard. 
 
    He turned back to Maggie and grinned. "You play chess?" 
 
    "Sometimes. I usually can't find anyone to play with me so…" She shrugged and moved to the side, stepping away from the large cage behind her. Dillon leaned forward then rolled his eyes when he realized what it was: a deluxe wire condo for her pet rat. 
 
    "Well, if you ever want to play, let me know." 
 
    Her head swiveled toward him so fast he worried she might get whiplash. Her eyes widened, disbelief clear in their warm depths. "You play chess?" 
 
    "Yeah. I was actually in the chess club in high school." 
 
    "You? In chess club?" 
 
    "Does that surprise you?" 
 
    "Actually, yeah. It does." Her honest answer surprised him because he had expected her to pretend it didn't and say no, to make up some other answer or comment. 
 
    "So why does that surprise you?" 
 
    "Because you're a jock." She turned away and leaned over the cage, whispering something in a low voice as she dropped a few treats into the top. "Jocks aren't into intellectual pursuits." 
 
    "Wow. A bit judgmental, aren't you? And maybe even a bit snobbish." 
 
    "Snobbish? Me?" She spun around to face him, her voice a disbelieving squeak. 
 
    "Yeah. You." 
 
    "Whatever." She turned away from him, busying herself with digging through one of the stacks teetering on the edge of her desk.  
 
    "So what do you have against jocks, anyway?" 
 
    "Who said I had anything against them?" 
 
    "Really? You really need to ask me that? You sneer every time you say the word." 
 
    "I do not." 
 
    "Yeah you do." Dillon looked around, wondering if she was going to make him stand all night. Probably, since there weren't that many places to sit. He pulled his long coat off and moved to the overgrown beanbag chair, eyeing it dubiously. "Is this thing safe to sit in?" 
 
    "The sac? Of course. It's the best." 
 
    "It looks like a beanbag chair on steroids that'll swallow me whole." 
 
    "You've never seen a sac chair before?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Oh, they're the absolute best." She tossed him a grin over her shoulder and nodded toward the big ball. "Go ahead, try it." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Uh, yeah. It's harmless. Watch." She grinned then kind of ran toward the bag, spinning as she flopped back into it. A small laugh escaped her as she sunk into the chair. "See? Harmless. And super comfortable." 
 
    "I'll take your word for it." 
 
    "Just try it." Maggie pushed herself out of the huge bag then stepped out of the way, waving her hand. "Go on. Try it." 
 
    She was serious. And if he didn't know better, she was actually daring him, too. He narrowed his eyes at her then at the large bag. Well hell, if she could do it— 
 
    He took a running start and threw himself into the bag, closing his eyes just before he landed in a belly-flop. His entire body sunk into the cushiony bag, his face enveloped by the soft upholstery. He chuckled and turned himself over, then shifted so he was mostly sitting in it. 
 
    "Okay, you were right. This is nice." He ran his hands along the material then grinned. "I may have to get me one of these." 
 
    "Told you so." She kicked off her boots then settled into the desk chair, thumbing through a small binder. He had seen it before: it was her planner, always with her. 
 
    "You said you had the next few days free?" 
 
    "Yeah. Until Tuesday." 
 
    "So when did you want to meet?" 
 
    "I'm open every day, you tell me." 
 
    She glanced over at him, her brows lowered, then looked back at the book. Her lips moved silently and she made a few notes on the pages then looked back at him. Down at the book, back at him. "I, uh, I'm actually free every day after eleven." 
 
    "Then we'll meet every day." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "That I can do it?" 
 
    "That's not what I was going to say." 
 
    "Maybe not, but it's what you were thinking." He watched her for a long minute, wondering if she was going to deny it. She didn't, which almost surprised him. Then again, maybe not. She'd been up front and totally honest ever since he'd met her. Maybe he didn't always like what she had to say, but he had to give her credit for being open. Too many people weren't. 
 
    He shifted on the bag then patted the large empty space next to him. "Come on over here and have a seat." 
 
    Her eyes widened and she quickly shook her head. "I don't think so." 
 
    "Why not? This thing is big enough. And it's got to be more comfortable than that chair." 
 
    "No, I don't think—" 
 
    "Maggie. I'm not going to bite. Now get over here and bring your calendar." 
 
    The air grew thick with suspense. Or maybe it was just a clash of wills. Dillon held his breath, wondering if she was going to come up with a reason she couldn't. Or wouldn't. His mind was already working, coming up with counter-arguments for every excuse she might give him. He didn't want to think too hard about why he wanted her to sit next to him, didn't want to give it more importance than it deserved. 
 
    But it was important, and he wasn't sure why. 
 
    He was certain she was going to say no when she finally stood, muttering under her breath. The words were too soft and too quick for him to understand, which was fine by him. He had a pretty good idea of the general gist of her mumbles, he didn't need to actually hear them. 
 
    She stepped closer then eased her body onto the large bag, shifting around for a few seconds. He noticed she was careful not to touch him, not to settle in too close to him, and he gave her extra points for her dexterity. 
 
    "Better?" 
 
    She snorted, not looking at him. "Sure." 
 
    Dillon chuckled at the sarcasm in her voice then shifted his weight. The bag itself shifted and Maggie rolled toward him until their thighs pressed together. She stiffened again. 
 
    "So tell me why you don't like jocks." 
 
    "I thought you wanted to go over the schedule." 
 
    "We already did. Every day after eleven in the morning. Now why don't you like jocks?" 
 
    "We're not having this discussion—" 
 
    "Let me guess: you had a crush on one who happened to be an asshole." 
 
    Maggie didn't respond. She didn't have to. Her pursed lips and clenched jaw said it all. Dillon shifted once more, bringing her even closer without actually touching her. He started to move his arm, to drape it around her shoulders. Not just because he wanted to, but because it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do. He caught himself at the last minute and dropped his hand back into his lap. 
 
    "High school?" 
 
    Maggie turned her head, her eyes narrowed. "What about high school?" 
 
    "When it happened." 
 
    "We're not having this discussion—" 
 
    "You said that already." 
 
    "Because I meant it." 
 
    "Okay, fine."  
 
    "Fine." 
 
    "Most teenage boys are assholes." 
 
    "I could say the same for most grown boys, too." 
 
    "Ouch. That's not very nice." 
 
    "I didn't say it to be nice." 
 
    "Obviously." Dillon chuckled, which only made her frown deepen. "So. Did you have fun at the game?" 
 
    She turned her head, eyeing him with suspicion. Her body relaxed next to his, just the slightest bit. A small victory. "Yeah, I did. Like I said, I didn't understand any of it, but it was still kind of fun." 
 
    "Maybe I can teach you a little about hockey. You know, after you teach me all about my shortcomings in chemistry." 
 
    "I never said you had shortcomings—" 
 
    "I was joking. Lighten up." He nudged her in the side then inwardly winced. Nudging her? Really? She wasn't one of the guys, not even close. What the hell was he thinking? 
 
    Maggie was obviously wondering the same thing because she leaned closer, watching him from beneath lowered brows. Dillon shifted, wondering how to apologize. Or if he even should apologize. Would apologizing make it worse? 
 
    Probably. And he didn't want to make it worse, not when she was looking at him like that. She was so close, close enough he could see little flecks of gold in the warm brown eyes behind the lenses of her glasses. From this close, her skin looked rosier than he first thought. And soft. Was it as soft as it looked? He suddenly wanted to know. 
 
    He raised his hand, his fingers outstretched, inches away from her cheek. She blinked, her eyes widening a fraction as he hesitated. Then he reached out and ran the tip of his index finger along her cheek, down to her jaw then up across her bottom lip. Her mouth parted on a small gasp, barely more than a breath of surprise.  
 
    He had been right. Her skin was soft, almost like a petal. Her lip was even softer and he suddenly wanted—needed—to feel how soft her mouth would be against his. 
 
    Dillon shifted, leaning closer. Would she stiffen? Push him away? Slug him? She did none of those things so he leaned closer still, closer until his mouth closed over hers. Soft, gentle, tentative. 
 
    She gasped again, her mouth opening under his. He took advantage and swept his tongue inside in a gentle invasion. Seeking, learning. Slow, so slow.  
 
    She leaned closer, her hands hesitating before settling on his shoulders. Dillon cradled the back of her head in his hand and deepened the kiss, falling back into the downy softness of the oversized sac until she was resting partially across his chest. 
 
    He kept kissing her, deep explorations of her mouth, learning more with every sweep of his tongue. She tasted like spice and wonder, warm and inviting and mysterious. 
 
    He groaned, the sound muffled between them. Desire, swift and burning, swept through him. He wanted to do more than kiss. So much more. But he couldn't. He wouldn't. Not with Maggie. 
 
    He wanted more than kisses: he wanted her trust. 
 
    Dillon gentled the kiss and eased away, his fingers still stroking the soft strands of her hair. Maggie's eyes fluttered open, wide and dazed as she watched him. Her mouth was slightly parted, her lips moist and rosy. She looked…stunned. Dillon could empathize, because he felt the same way. 
 
    "I should go." His voice was hoarse, ragged, the sound surprising him. He cleared his throat but made no move to stand.  
 
    Maggie blinked, almost like she didn't hear him at first. Then her body stiffened and she placed her hands against his chest, trying to push away. Dillon tightened his arms around her, holding her in place as he read her mind. 
 
    "If I don't leave now, I'm going to want to do more than kiss." 
 
    "Oh." Her body eased, but only slightly. He held his breath, hoping for an invitation, but he heard only silence. And he should leave, he really should… 
 
    He captured her mouth once more, unable to fend off temptation. The kiss was sweeter, spicier. Deeper. And oh, so tempting. He pulled away again with a groan of regret then shifted on the bag. 
 
    Maggie was the first one to move, sliding away from him and pushing to her feet. She ran a trembling hand through her hair and offered him a small smile as she stuck her hand out. 
 
    He took it in his, smiling when her fingers tightened around his own and tugged to help him up. It would be so easy to tug harder, to pull her back into his lap. But no, he couldn't. Wouldn't. Not yet. Not tonight. 
 
    He jumped to his feet, reaching down to adjust himself when Maggie turned away. Already he was regretting his decision to stop. 
 
    No, that wasn't true. Not really. Maybe it would be a long night once he left, but he'd regret it more if he just jumped her. He'd had one-night stands before, here and there. Not long after he'd been drafted. That's not what he wanted with Maggie.  
 
    He didn't know what he wanted with Maggie. 
 
    "So. Tomorrow at eleven?" 
 
    Dillon shrugged into his coat and nodded. "Tomorrow at eleven. Meet here?" 
 
    The question seemed to surprise her. She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip for a brief second, then finally nodded. "Okay. We can meet here. Sure." 
 
    "Perfect." He turned toward the door, stopped, moved two steps toward Maggie. Then he leaned down and pressed a quick kiss against her mouth, smiling at the small gasp of surprise. 
 
    "See you tomorrow." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Dillon Frayser was nothing more than a big fat liar and Maggie had the proof right in front of her. In black and white. 
 
    Right there. In front of her. 
 
    She glared at the paper, wondering if she could make it go up in flames with her stare. She had never been one to wish for superpowers before, but she did now: the power to ignite with a single look.  
 
    Knowing her luck, the stupid power would backfire and set her on fire when she looked in the mirror. Because yeah, that was the kind of luck she was having today. 
 
    And it was all because of that kiss last night. One silly, stupid, kiss. Okay, so maybe it was more than one kiss. And maybe it wasn't exactly silly. Or stupid. But she couldn't stop thinking about it, which is why she overslept this morning. That made her run late, which cut her time short in the lab. That made her cranky, because she had been so close to finishing her project. 
 
    Then to learn that Dillon Frayser was a liar…that was more than she could handle on one meager cup of tea this morning. Regular tea, because she didn't have time to swing by the coffee shop and get her normal chai tea latte. 
 
    Because she had overslept. Because she had been up all night thinking about that stupid kiss. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    She looked up from the paper and focused her laser glare on the big fat liar sprawled in her sac chair. He didn't burst into flames like she wanted. In fact, he didn't do anything except sit there, sprawled out like he actually belonged there, a look of innocence on his too-charming face. 
 
    "Nothing." 
 
    "Are you sure? You look like something's wrong." 
 
    "I said: nothing." She pushed the words out through clenched teeth, which only made him watch her more closely. And could he look any more innocent and charming? Sitting there in a pair of faded jeans that hugged his long powerful legs and a faded sweatshirt that did absolutely nothing to hide his broad muscular chest. And she knew it was muscular and solid and hard as a rock because she had been draped across it last night. Right there, in that stupid soft sac chair where he was sitting. 
 
    Life wasn't fair. At all. 
 
    Because Dillon Frayser was a big fat liar. 
 
    Yeah, maybe he was a jock. But he was a jock with brains. He played chess! Cripes, this wasn't good. This wasn't good at all. 
 
    She looked back at the paper and fisted her hand in her lap. If she didn't do that, she'd end up crumbling the paper into a big fat wad and throwing it at him. Only she didn't have very good aim so the wad would probably land at her own feet and bounce harmlessly away. And where was the fun in that? 
 
    "So how'd I do?" 
 
    Maggie resisted laughing, just one short, loud HA. Yeah, like he didn't know how he did. She narrowed her eyes at him, trying to figure out if he was teasing her. 
 
    "Was it that bad?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Oh." He shifted and took a sip of whatever was in the giant cup he'd brought with him. Of course, he brought her one, too. A large chai tea latte. No water. Extra hot. And cripes, how had he figured out so quickly how she liked her drink? He'd heard her order it maybe once. Once. He shouldn't be able to remember.  
 
    Except he did. And now that she thought about it, she realized he'd done the same thing yesterday: ordered her favorite drink without having to ask what it was. 
 
    She eyed the cup sitting on the edge of the desk then finally reached for it. No, she wasn't betraying herself by taking a drink. She needed the caffeine, even if it was too little, too late. 
 
    "Are you going to keep me in suspense all day or are you going to let me know how I did?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    He chuckled, the sound warm and maybe even a little confused. "Okay. Is that yeah, you're going to keep me in suspense? Or yeah, you're going to tell me?" 
 
    "I'm going to tell you." 
 
    Several minutes went by, filled with nothing more than the tiny patter of Slinky's paws against the bottom of her cage. Dillon took another long swallow of his drink then sat the cup off to the side. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "You passed." 
 
    "Cool. How many did I get wrong?" 
 
    Maggie clenched her jaw and glanced at the paper then looked back at him. Well, in his direction anyway. She couldn't really look at him. "None." 
 
    He straightened in the bag, shifting so he didn't lean to the side. "Really? None wrong? Awesome." 
 
    "Yeah. Awesome." Maggie grabbed the paper and stood, reminding herself once again that she couldn't crumple it and throw it at him. She closed the distance between them and dropped it in his lap then kept going, heading toward the kitchen. There was absolutely nothing in the kitchen she needed but she couldn't just sit there.  
 
    "Is it my imagination or are you angry about something?" 
 
    "I'm not angry." 
 
    "You sure about that?" 
 
    "Positive." She opened one cabinet and stared into it. Closed it and moved to the next one, then the next one. The spot between her shoulder blades tingled a little and she knew it was because Dillon was watching her. 
 
    Probably wondering what she was doing, opening and slamming cabinet doors. Well, let him wonder. 
 
    "Did you want to start the next module? It's early still." 
 
    Not really, no. But she couldn't tell him that, not when that was the whole reason he was here.  
 
    She slammed the last cabinet door then turned around. She crossed her arms in front of her and leaned back against the counter, not quite looking at him. 
 
    "You said this was the last course you needed for your degree." 
 
    "Yeah. What about it?" 
 
    "How come you never bothered with it before now?" 
 
    "I told you, I got drafted—" 
 
    "Yeah, but that was a few years ago. Why didn't you bother with until now?" 
 
    "I just never did." 
 
    "But you changed your mind because you want to surprise your mother." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Okay. But why now?" 
 
    "You're not making any sense." 
 
    "I mean, why did you leave this course for the last? You should have taken it earlier in your studies." 
 
    "I didn't." 
 
    "Yeah, obviously. Why not?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" 
 
    It would, if she would actually get to the point. If she even had a point. She did, she just needed to figure out how to ask.  
 
    She blew out a heavy sigh and ran a hand through her hair. "Why did you leave chemistry for last?" 
 
    "Not all chemistry. Just this one course." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Honestly?" 
 
    "No. I want you to lie to me. Of course honestly. Cripes." 
 
    Dillon chuckled, the sound wrapping around her and sending little tingles of warmth shooting through her. She tightened her hands around her arms and narrowed her eyes at him, but he didn't seem to notice. 
 
    "I hate chemistry." 
 
    "You hate chemistry?" 
 
    "Yeah. It was my worst subject and always pulled down my GPA." 
 
    "It pulled down your GPA. And what was that?" 
 
    Dillon finally looked away, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. Maggie narrowed her eyes and waited, somehow knowing she wasn't going to like the answer. He mumbled something, still not looking at her. 
 
    "I'm sorry. What was that?" 
 
    Dillon cleared his throat, his gaze darting back to hers then skipping away. "I said it was a three-point-eight." 
 
    Maggie clenched her jaw, not wanting to believe her ears. Three-point-eight. Of course it was. "You lied to me." 
 
    "What?" Dillon's head spun around, his astonishment clear. "When did I ever lie to you?" 
 
    "You're not a stupid jock." 
 
    "I never said I was." 
 
    "You're smart." 
 
    "Well—" He shrugged, the color on his cheeks darkening. "I guess. Maybe. If you want to call it that." 
 
    "You lied to me!" 
 
    "How did I lie to you?" 
 
    "Because you did." Maggie knew she wasn't making any sense. And the more she opened her mouth, the less sense she made. It was obvious Dillon was thinking the same thing because he was looking at her like she had suddenly morphed into an alien lifeform. 
 
    He stood up and walked toward her. No, not walked. Stalked. Yes, he was definitely stalking, like a predatory cat, each step slow and deliberate as he closed the short distance between them. He stopped less than a foot away, his hazel eyes flaring with impatience as he glared at her. She tried to back away but there was nowhere for her to go, not with her back already against the counter. In the few weeks since she had met him, she had developed a myriad of impressions about him: charming, innocent, funny. Jock. Cute. Now she added another impression: intimidating—especially with the way he seemed to suddenly tower over her. 
 
    "Let me get this straight: you assumed I was a dumb jock because of your own prejudices. And now, because I don't fit into your neat little preconceived image box, you're telling me I lied to you. Is that it?" 
 
    Cripes, he made it sound like this was her fault. Okay, so maybe it was. But did he have to phrase it like that and make her sound so…so…judgmental? 
 
    Maggie lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. "Yes." 
 
    His mouth dropped open. "Yes? Did you just say yes?" 
 
    Yes, she had—and she had no idea why. That made her sound crazier than she really was. But she couldn't take it back now, not without really sounding like she was losing it. And who knew? Maybe she was. And that was all his fault, too, because if he hadn't kissed her last night, she wouldn't be sleep-deprived and her mind would be functioning at full capacity. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Silence stretched around them for nearly a full minute, tense and wary. At least, she was tense and wary; she had no idea what Dillon was feeling. And then he laughed. A full-blown hearty laugh that broke the silence and made her jump in surprise. 
 
    "You're insane." 
 
    "I am not!" 
 
    "Yes, you are." He rubbed his knuckles across his mouth, wiping away the smile. Then he reached down and grabbed her hand, pulling her away from the counter. Her heart slammed into her chest because, for a brief second, she thought he was going to pull her into his arms and kiss her. Okay, maybe she didn't just think it, maybe she was hoping that's what he would do. But he didn't because he half-turned and started to pull her toward the living room area of her studio. She pulled back, suddenly wary—and maybe even disappointed. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "We're going out." 
 
    "I don't want to go out. We still have a few hours left to study—" 
 
    "No more studying. I need a break. You need a break. So we're going out." He grabbed her coat from the back of her desk chair and pushed it toward her. It slipped through her fingers—probably because she made no attempt to hold it—and fell to the floor. Dillon's brows shot up and a small grin teased the corners of his mouth, giving her an unwanted glimpse of his dimples. 
 
    But he didn't say anything, just leaned down to pick up her coat and started to put it on her. He was dressing her, like she was a little kid! 
 
    "I'm not helpless, I can do it myself." 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    "I don't want to." 
 
    "Wow. How old did you say you were? Three?"  
 
    Maggie yanked the coat from his hand and stepped back, glaring at him. "You're not funny." 
 
    "I wasn't trying to be." 
 
    Maggie shot him another glare then jammed her right arm into the sleeve of the coat. "I don't want to go anywhere." 
 
    "Tough." He grabbed her scarf and quickly wrapped it around her neck, covering half her face as he did. She made a little growling sound and pulled the thick wool from her nose. 
 
    "Are you trying to suffocate me?" 
 
    "Don't tempt me." He shrugged into his own coat then grabbed her hand and led her toward the door. Maggie thought about dropping to the ground in silent protest then decided against it. 
 
    "I don't want to go anywhere." 
 
    "I know you don't. We're going anyway." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because you're so stressed out that you're stressing me out, and there are only two things I can think of right now to destress." 
 
    Maggie stumbled to a stop in front of the door and thought about pulling her hand from his. She pushed the thought away and narrowed her eyes at him instead. 
 
    "Two things? Like what?" 
 
    Dillon leaned forward, his face only inches from hers. Laughter shone in his eyes and that teasing grin played at the edges of his mouth as he watched her. 
 
    "Skating and sex. Now if you want to stay here—" 
 
    Maggie yanked her hand from his and tore open the door, his warm laughter echoing in the hallway as he followed her down the steps. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The rink was deserted, just like Dillon had hoped. He pocketed the key then grabbed Maggie's hand and led her toward the back. She didn't exactly hesitate but she didn't seem to be in a big hurry to follow him, either. At least she didn't pull her hand from his, which he took as a good sign. 
 
    "Are you sure we're even allowed in here?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm positive." 
 
    "Are you sure you're sure?" 
 
    Dillon chuckled but didn't answer, just led her to one of the benches and motioned for her to sit. "I'm sure I'm sure. What size shoe do you wear?" 
 
    "Um. A seven. I think." 
 
    Seven? Dillon had no idea how that translated to a men's size. He looked down at her feet and frowned. Small. A lot smaller than he realized. Well, he'd find something. 
 
    "Stay here. I'll be right back." 
 
    She shifted on the bench and tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. "Where are you going?" 
 
    "To get skates. I'll be right back." He headed toward the back of the rink, his steps echoing oddly around him. He'd never been to the rink when it was closed, even though he knew several of the guys used it during off-hours to get in more ice time. He didn't think any of them brought their girlfriends here, though. 
 
    Girlfriend? Dillon gave his head a quick shake and kept moving. Maggie wasn't his girlfriend. She was his…he didn't know what she was. Not yet. Yes, he'd kissed her last night. Yes, he wanted to kiss her again. More than kiss her. And he would have done just that—or tried to, at least—if he hadn't dragged her from her apartment an hour ago. 
 
    Now he was hoping an hour or so of skating would help her loosen up, get her to relax. And get her to see him as something more than a dumb jock. He still wasn't sure how to react to her earlier outburst, when she accused him of lying to her. Part of him wanted to laugh about it. 
 
    And part of him wanted to shake some sense into her and do whatever he could to make her forget all about her preconceived notions of stupid jocks. 
 
    He found the gear he needed and hauled it all back, dropping it in a huge pile near the bench. Maggie's eyes widened and she looked up at him. "What's all that for?" 
 
    "I told you, we're going to play some hockey." 
 
    She slid back on the bench and shook her head. "I don't really do sports." 
 
    "We're not 'doing sports'." He grabbed a skate and began loosening the laces. Maggie shook her head again and pointed at the pile of equipment in front of her. 
 
    "That's sporting equipment." 
 
    "No. It's hockey equipment." 
 
    "Same thing." 
 
    "It is so not the same thing." Dillon lowered the skate and leveled a serious look at her. "Hockey isn't a sport. It's a way of life. A calling. A passion. It's way more important than just any sport." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "Stop arguing and take those fuzzy boots off." 
 
    She watched him for a long minute, her lips pursed as her hands clenched the edge of the bench. Dillon honestly thought she was going to argue again, or give him some excuse why she couldn't at least try. But she finally sighed and toed off her boots, surprising him. 
 
    He reached for her leg and chuckled when he noticed her socks. Bright orange and yellow, with black cat heads scattered in a random pattern. They totally clashed with the green and black patterned leggings she was wearing. 
 
    Her leg tensed in his hand as she looked at him. "What are you laughing at?" 
 
    "Your socks." 
 
    "What's wrong with my socks?" 
 
    "Nothing. They're cute. Come on, get your foot into the skate so I can lace it up." 
 
    "Are you sure this a good idea? What if we're not supposed to be in here? What if we get in trouble?" 
 
    Dillon ignored half her questions, only answering a few here and there as he helped her with the skates. No, they weren't going to get into trouble. Yes, this would be fun. No, she wasn't going to break her neck. 
 
    They were both finally ready to hit the ice. He held her hand, letting her lean on him as she wobbled to the door. He hit the latch with his stick and held it open for her, then wisely decided to move in front of her. Just in case. 
 
    Sure enough, her left foot hit the ice and almost slid out from under her. Her free arm waved about like a frenzied sea serpent, almost catching him under the chin. He stepped closer and wrapped his arm around her waist, supporting her until she regained her balance. Her body was soft next to his, curves and dips that fit so perfectly against his own. He cleared his throat and put some space between them, hoping she hadn't noticed his body's reaction to hers. 
 
    She didn't—she was too busy muttering under her breath and trying to stand up straight. "Dillon, I don't think this is a good idea." 
 
    "Want to know what your problem is?" 
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    "You think too much." 
 
    "There is nothing wrong with using your brain—" 
 
    "Didn't say there was. But there's nothing wrong with just letting go and enjoying yourself, too." 
 
    "I do that." 
 
    Dillon readjusted his grip on the two sticks and skated a quick backward circle around her. "Really? When?" 
 
    Her mouth opened then snapped shut. Her brows lowered and she got a faraway look in her eyes, like she was trying to see something only she could see. Her lips pursed and she turned a frown on him. "I happen to enjoy my work." 
 
    "Which is what? Tutoring? Studying? Working in a lab?" 
 
    "And interning." 
 
    "Let's not forget that. That's probably the most exciting of all." 
 
    "You wouldn't understand—" 
 
    "Maggie." He skated to a stop right in front of her, his face only inches from hers. "I'm not arguing. I happen to think what you do is pretty cool and I respect it. Okay? But for now, I want you to let go of all that and have some fun, to see what it is I do and enjoy it." 
 
    "Is that why you brought me here? To show me how big a jock you are? You didn't need to. I saw you play last night, remember?" 
 
    "Is everything an argument with you?" He shook his head and pressed two fingers against her mouth. "Don't answer that. Just give me thirty minutes. If you're not having fun after thirty minutes, I'll take you back home. Can you do that?" 
 
    A full five seconds went by before she finally nodded. Grudgingly, and obviously against her better judgement, but she agreed. Dillon smiled then tossed the sticks on the ice against the boards. 
 
    "First things first. We're going to do a lap or two so you can get used to skating." He held his hand out, waiting for her to take it. A little thrill shot through him when she placed her hand in his, and he told himself it was because she had finally done something without arguing about it. Yeah, of course that was the reason. 
 
    He threaded his fingers through hers then led her in a slow lap around the boards. A really slow lap, because she was actually trying to walk instead of skate.  
 
    They stopped and he spun around, facing her. "You're supposed to skate, not shuffle. Put your hands on my shoulders and move with me, like we're dancing." 
 
    "I don't dance." 
 
    "Then just pretend. Just glide your feet, like me. Follow what I do." He placed his hands on her waist, surprised at how small she felt. It took more effort than he expected not to tighten his hold around her, to not pull her into his arms. Thankfully she didn't seem to know the direction of his thoughts. If she did, he was certain he'd be sprawled out on the ice by now. 
 
    At least her stride was getting a little better, a little more even and not as hesitant. He led her for two more laps then slid to a stop and moved away to get the sticks. 
 
    "Now what?" 
 
    "Now you're going to pretend you're a hockey player and shoot the puck." 
 
    "Dillon, this is crazy. I get your point. Really. I do. We don't need to keep this up." 
 
    "You agreed to thirty minutes. We still have twenty minutes left." 
 
    "Seriously?" She reached for the stick he handed her and studied it with a frown. "It's really only been ten minutes? That's it?" 
 
    "That's it." He tossed the puck on the ice in front of her then placed the blade of his stick on the ice. "Hold your stick like I am. No, not like that. It's not a baseball bat. Yeah, that's better." 
 
    "It feels weird." 
 
    "You'll get used to it. Now come over here to the puck and push it with your stick." 
 
    "Push it? Not swing at it or something?" 
 
    "Not yet. I want you to get used to where the puck is by your stick, how it feels against the blade." 
 
    "The what?" 
 
    "The blade." He pointed with a quick motion of his head. "The fat part of the stick." 
 
    "Oh. Okay." She shuffled over to the puck and adjusted the stick, then made another quick shuffle to move it ahead of her—by a whopping two inches. She moved closer to the puck and repeated the same odd shuffle-push motion. Her eyes squinted in concentration behind her glasses and her tongue peeked out between her lips. Dillon forced his gaze away from the moist tip of her tongue, forced his thoughts away from where they wanted to go, and watched her move across the ice. 
 
    Shuffle, shuffle, push. Shuffle, shuffle, push.  
 
    She had gone maybe five feet when she finally stopped and drew in a deep breath then glanced over at him. "How was that?" 
 
    "Not too bad. Give it a little more time and you'll be ready for this." He snagged the puck with his stick, flipped it into the air and bounced it against the blade three times, then dropped it back to the ice. He skated off, moving the puck ahead of him, darting back and forth. Between his legs then straight ahead, two spins, forward again, then around the boards and back in the other direction. He drew even with Maggie then pulled the stick back and shot it forward, sending the puck flying through the air. It hit the glass with a loud thwack that echoed around them then bounced to the ice, spinning away. 
 
    "Now you're just showing off." 
 
    Dillon skated over to her, a grin on his face. "Maybe." 
 
    "No 'maybe' about it." Maggie laughed then twirled the stick in her hand. Well, mostly twirled. She fumbled it and had to make a quick grab for it, nearly losing her balance in the process. "Can I try to shoot it like that?" 
 
    "The puck? If you want. Just be careful so you don't lose your balance." He skated off after the puck then passed it toward her. It slid to a stop right in front of her, which earned him another look. 
 
    "Spread your feet apart a little so you're better balanced. And it's not golf, you don't need to swing it back over your head or anything crazy like that." Dillon skated up behind her, adjusting her grip on the stick. "There, like that. Now just pull back and let the blade connect with the puck. Not too hard, not until you get a feel for it." 
 
    Maggie nodded and he stepped away, giving her room so she wouldn't high-stick him in the face. She glanced over her shoulder at him, her tongue sticking out between her lips once more. And damn, she really needed to stop doing that. Did she have any idea what kind of thoughts she was putting in his mind when she did that? 
 
    Apparently not, or she wouldn't be doing it. 
 
    She turned away and he let out a deep sigh of thanks. The sigh turned to a yelp of warning as she swung the stick behind her, like a golf pro going for the long drive. "Maggie, wait—" 
 
    Too late. The momentum of her swing threw her balance off and she did a crazy spin on the ice. Her arms flailed around her, the stick flying through the air as she let go of it. Dillon ducked, managing to missing being hit at the last minute. He pushed forward, trying to catch her before she fell. 
 
    He didn't make it in time and she dropped to the ice with a muffled thud and sharp squeal—followed by a very clear expletive he had never heard from her before. 
 
    "Shit. Maggie. Are you okay?" He slid to a stop next to her and dropped to his knees, his arm reaching behind her to help her sit up. "Did you hit your head? Is anything hurt?" 
 
    "I'm fine." She let him drape her arm around his shoulder without any argument, which told him she wasn't fine. He helped her to her feet, ready to check her over, when she uttered another small squeal—this one of pain. 
 
    "What is it? Where does it hurt?" 
 
    She leaned against him, her eyes bright, her face twisted in a grimace. She shook her head, then nodded, then shook her head once more. "I think…I think I hurt my wrist." 
 
    Dillon looked down, finally noticing that she was cradling her left arm against her chest. Making sure she was still supported against his body, he reached for her arm and gently tugged on the sleeve of her sweater, pulling it up past her wrist. 
 
    Her groan was long, drawn out, ending in a hiss of pain. "Is it broken?" 
 
    Dillon glanced at her, a wave of guilt washing over him when he saw her closed eyes and pinched face. He looked back down at her wrist, which was already swelling. "I don't think it's broken, but it's definitely sprained." 
 
    "Sprained?" Her eyes fluttered open and focused on his, a little too bright. "What's that mean?" 
 
    "It means we need to get you checked out. Come on." He picked her up, ignoring the sharp squeal of panic that pierced his eardrum.  
 
    So much for trying to impress her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    "It's my wrist. You don't need to carry me, I'm quite capable of walking." 
 
    Dillon just grunted instead of answering. Maggie thought about arguing again then decided against it. It felt too nice to be cradled against his chest, his strong arms around her, the heat of his body warming her. At least she didn't lean her head on his shoulder and sigh—that would be too much of a cliché. No, she was happy enough just leaning her head on his shoulder. 
 
    So okay, maybe she really was being a cliché. She didn't care. It was probably from the pain medicine they gave her, just enough to make her worries—and the throbbing in her wrist—disappear. She'd probably regret cuddling against him tomorrow. If not regret, at least be back to normal enough to be embarrassed. 
 
    But that was tomorrow. For right now, she just wanted to enjoy the sensation of being curled against Dillon's hard, warm chest as he carried her up the stairs. It was a nice chest, broad and full of muscles that stretched and moved with each step. And he was cute, with his shaggy red-brown hair that was just a little too long and his teasing grin and those adorable dimples. And he smelled nice, too. Kind of a light outdoorsy fresh clean smell. 
 
    "Did you just sniff me?" 
 
    "What? Of course not. Don't be ridiculous." She closed her eyes and sniffed again, then rested her head back against his shoulder. Definitely a fresh outdoorsy smell. 
 
    He chuckled, the sound soft and low, rumbling through his nice broad chest. She didn't understand why he was laughing but she didn't care, not when it felt nice just to be in his arms. 
 
    He paused in front of her door and shifted her in his arms. What was he doing? Oh, getting the keys from his pocket. Of course. She should have known that. His body shifted again as he put the key into the lock and opened the door, moving inside.  
 
    Maggie frowned when she heard another door open. That didn't make sense. He already opened the door, how could another one be opening—" 
 
    "Ohmygod, Maggie. What happened? Is she okay? What did you do to her?" Cindy's voice moved up and down an octave with each question: high in disbelief, low in accusation. Maggie peeled open one eye—the other one was mostly pressed against Dillon's chest—and tried to frown at her friend. Could her timing be any worse? 
 
    "I played hockey." 
 
    "You did what? You don't do sports!" 
 
    Dillon coughed. At least Maggie thought it was a cough. Or maybe he was choking. If it wasn't for the hoarse rumble echoing in her ear, she'd think he was trying not to laugh. Maybe that's what he was doing: trying not to laugh. There was something not quite right about that, something that told her she should probably admonish him or something. She'd worry about it in the morning. 
 
    "She sprained her wrist." 
 
    "What? Ohmygod. Is she okay? I mean, really?" 
 
    "She will be. I don't think she's feeling much of anything right now." 
 
    Cindy giggled. Giggled! Maggie should probably say something about that but she didn't want to, not right now. She was still enjoying being cradled in Dillon's arms too much to worry about anything else. 
 
    He moved again, his steps a little hesitant then more confident as he carried her across the room. She suddenly wished her little studio was bigger, like the size of a lecture auditorium or something because he reached the sleeping area entirely too fast. 
 
    And holy cripes, had she made the bed this morning? Picked up the pile of laundry and put it away? A sliver of panic shot through her as she tried to remember. Yes, yes she had, because she had known he was coming over. 
 
    "Was she really being hockey?" 
 
    "Um…" Dillon's voice trailed off and Maggie frowned. He shifted her in his arms and then she was falling. She reached for him, a hiss of pain escaping her when she tried to use her left arm. "Easy, I'm just putting you into bed." 
 
    Maggie nodded and tried to ignore the new throbbing in her wrist. She didn’t want to look like a big baby but cripes, it hurt. Dillon said something to Cindy, Maggie didn't hear what—she was too busy trying not to focus on the throbbing.  
 
    Then she was in her bed and this time she really did moan. Not because of her wrist, but because she really liked being in Dillon's arms and now she wasn't. Maybe if she asked— 
 
    Gentle hands lifted her left arm then eased it back down. Okay, that felt a little better. He must have propped it on a pillow. A weight settled on her wrist, not exactly uncomfortable but definitely unexpected. It took a few seconds—or maybe minutes—for her mind to realize what it was: an ice pack. Or something like that, anyway, because soothing coolness slowly settled into the throbbing, easing it. 
 
    "Better?" 
 
    "Mm-hm." 
 
    Another chuckle, low and deep, then something soft brushing against her forehead. Had he just kissed her? On the forehead? Cripes, not exactly what she had been hoping for. Didn't getting hurt playing her very first hockey game deserve more than a brush of lips on her forehead? 
 
    Her tongue moved around in her mouth, searching for words. Words…what words? They were right there, she just couldn't find them— 
 
    "Get some sleep. I'll be here if you need anything." 
 
    Maggie forgot the need to search for words and nodded. Dillon was staying. Good. She liked that idea for some reason, liked the warm tingly feeling spreading through her. The gray behind her eyelids darkened, settling over her, and she felt herself drifting off.  
 
    A minute later, her lids popped open as panic pushed through her. She tried to sit up but a gentle hand on her shoulder held her still. "Slinky! I need to take care of Slinky!"  
 
    Dillon leaned forward and brushed his lips against her forehead again. He grinned and pushed the hair away from her face. "Don't worry about your rat, I'll take care of her." 
 
    "She's not a rat." 
 
    Another chuckle, another gentle brush against her skin—her cheek this time. "She's not a rat. I know. Now get some sleep." 
 
    Maggie's eyes drifted closed once more, the darkness settling around her with a welcoming warmth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Something wasn't right. Maggie wasn't sure what, just had this niggling feeling that something was…off. She struggled to open her eyes, wondering why her lids felt so heavy, why her body felt sluggish. She took a deep breath, forced her eyes open, and pushed herself up— 
 
    "Ow!" She dropped back to the bed and cradled her left wrist. Throbbing hammered through her arm, a heavy pulsing that kept time with the rapid beating of her heart. Cripes, that hurt. Like, really hurt. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    Maggie's eyes flew open at the deep voice, so close to her bed. Dillon. He was still here. She had a vague memory of him saying something about staying but she was surprised to actually see him standing there. 
 
    Probably because she thought she had dreamed the whole thing. Yeah, not so much. The throbbing in her wrist let her know that. 
 
    He moved closer and sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight. "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. I guess." 
 
    "How's the wrist feel?" 
 
    "It doesn't tickle." 
 
    He chuckled then shifted on the bed, leaning closer. She watched, afraid to move when his hand reached for her. Was he going to brush her hair away again, or stroke her cheek? She was pretty sure he had done that earlier. Or maybe she had just been dreaming. She held her breath, waiting— 
 
    And no, he was only adjusting the pillow under her arm from where she had dislodged it when she tried to sit up. Maggie swallowed back her disappointment—and her hiss of pain. 
 
    "I'll get you some more ice. Are you ready for another pill?" 
 
    "Didn't I just have one?" 
 
    "Not since you left the clinic, which was five hours ago." 
 
    "Five hours? It doesn't seem that long." At least that explained why the light in her apartment looked funny. It also explained the sudden rumbling coming from her stomach. 
 
    Heat filled her face at the loud noise and she really, really hoped Dillon hadn't heard. But of course he did. How could he not, when he was sitting right next her? He grinned but didn't say anything, just pushed himself off the bed. 
 
    "I'll get you some fresh ice, a pill—and some toast." 
 
    "I don't want toast. I want pizza. I smell pizza." Or maybe she was just hallucinating. 
 
    Dillon glanced at her over his shoulder as he pulled something from the tiny freezer. "Cindy had some pizza delivered earlier." 
 
    "Perfect. I'll have some of that." 
 
    "I don't think that's a good idea. Your stomach might not like it." 
 
    "My stomach always likes pizza." 
 
    "Yeah, mine too. But not after getting hurt. Toast and some tea. We'll see how you do with that first." 
 
    "I don't want toast and tea." And wow, could she whine any harder? Probably, if she really concentrated and put her mind to it. At least Dillon didn't call her on it. He didn't have to, not with the way he was grinning at her. 
 
    A few minutes later, he was helping her sit, his arm supporting her as she shifted on the bed. The pain in her wrist throbbed then slowly settled back into something more bearable as he placed ice on it. He handed her a small pill and a glass of water then moved back to the kitchen area, returning with a small cup of hot tea and two slices of toast. 
 
    "Why are you punishing me?" 
 
    He chuckled and settled next to her, holding the plate of toast while she sipped the tea. "I'm not punishing you. Trust me, your stomach will thank me later." 
 
    "Somehow I doubt that." She handed him the cup in exchange for the toast. Back and forth: a sip of tea, a bite of toast. A sip of tea, a bite of toast. She thought about telling him she could manage on her own but she didn't—there was something too enjoyable about him sitting next to her in bed, helping her. 
 
    Maggie finished the first slice then eyed the second with caution. She reached for it then let her hand drop. Cripes, he'd been right. One slice of toast and she was finished. There was just something wrong about that. 
 
    At least he didn't say anything when he took the plate and cup back to the kitchen. He didn't say anything when he returned, either, just settled on the bed next to her. He shifted and draped his arm around her, holding her against his chest. As hard as his chest was, she shouldn't be comfortable, but she was. Yes, she'd take his chest over a pillow any day. 
 
    "Better?" 
 
    "I guess." 
 
    "Close your eyes, get some sleep." 
 
    "Don't you have anywhere to go? Or anything to do?" And cripes, why had she said that? Was she trying to get rid of him? No. Not on purpose, anyway. 
 
    "Just study, and I can do that here." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "Unless you wanted me to leave?" 
 
    "No. No, this is good." 
 
    "Because Cindy could come over if you wanted me to leave." 
 
    She shook her head. "I don't want Cindy to come over." Which was a lot better than saying she didn't want him to leave. So what if it mostly meant the same thing? At least it didn't sound as desperate. Or needy. Or whatever. 
 
    Several minutes passed by and her lids drifted shut, her head easing against his chest. His hand moved along her shoulder, his fingers gently brushing her hair. She sighed and snuggled closer, enjoying the small caresses.  
 
    And telling herself not to get used to them, no matter how good they felt. He probably didn't even realize what he was doing. Or he was doing it because he felt guilty. Or worse, because he felt sorry for her. She didn't like that last thought, not at all. 
 
    "Don't feel sorry for me." 
 
    His hand paused and she sensed him looking down at her. She didn't open her eyes, couldn't bear to see how he might be looking at her.  
 
    He made a little sound, a cross between a snort and a grunt. His fingers moved again, stroking her head, playing in her hair. "Trust me, I don't feel sorry for you." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Sorry is the last thing I'm feeling." 
 
    "Hm. Good." She snuggled even closer, the grayness settling over her. "That is good, right?" 
 
    A minute went by, maybe longer, and she drifted deeper into the fuzzy gray warmth surrounding her. She may have dreamt it, but she thought he might have dropped a kiss on the top of her head and said something. 
 
    "Yeah, I hope it's good." 
 
    At least, that's what she thought he said. Or maybe she really was dreaming. If she was, she didn't want to wake up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Dillon was dreaming. 
 
    No, dreaming was the wrong word. It was more like fantasizing, the stuff of those hot but embarrassing dreams from when he was a teenager. Shit, wasn't he too old for that? 
 
    No, you never got too old for that. But damn, he didn't want to wake up and embarrass himself. He wasn't home, in his own bed. He was conscious enough to realize that. And he didn't want to wake up from a wet dream in bed, next to Maggie. He'd be fucking mortified.  
 
    But shit, this dream was a good one. Warm lips trailed along the hot skin of his chest. Lips, and the teasing ends of soft hair. Back and forth. Gentle, playful. Lips closed around one flat nipple and bit down, the pressure just hard enough to make his cock twitch. And fuck, this would be so much better if his cock was free instead of being held back the confines of his jeans. But even that didn't matter, not when a delicious pressure traced and cradled the length of his cock through the soft denim.  
 
    No, he was a fucking liar. He wanted to feel hot flesh along his cock, rubbing. Gliding. Squeezing.  
 
    In his dream, a soft hand popped the button of his jeans and eased the zipper down. He sucked in a sharp breath and held it, waiting. Yes, there, finally. His cock sprung free and a warm hand closed over him, stroking the length of his cock from tip to base and back again. 
 
    And fuck, he needed to wake up, before he did something stupid. Before Maggie woke up and saw him jerking off right next to her, in her own bed. He'd never be able to look at her again, he'd be too mortified. 
 
    But fuck, it felt so good.  
 
    In his dream he moaned, his hips thrusting up as the hand grew bolder, the strokes longer and more intense. He'd give himself another minute to enjoy it, another minute to revel in the sensation of the hand stroking his cock and the hot mouth trailing along his chest, down. Down… 
 
    The hot mouth closed over him, sucking. Dillon moaned and thrust his hips up, sinking his cock deeper into the warm wet dream mouth. He groaned and thrust again, harder. Over and over. And fuck, he needed to stop, needed to wake up. Maggie must hear him, he could hear her own little moans— 
 
    Dillon's eyes shot open and he froze. 
 
    He wasn't dreaming. Fuck, this wasn't a dream at all. 
 
    He reached down, his hand closing over the back of Maggie's head, his fingers tangling in her hair. Desire swept through him, burning and intense, threatening to push all reason from his mind. Fuck, her mouth felt so good on him. Slick and hot. Tempting. Demanding. It would be easy, so fucking easy, to just give in, to let himself be carried away. 
 
    But he couldn't. It wasn't right, he couldn't allow himself to get carried away, to be swept into this dream-turned-reality. He tightened his fingers in her hair and tugged, gently pulling her mouth away from him. A gasp of loss escaped him and he swallowed, fighting for reason. 
 
    "Maggie." Her name was nothing more than a harsh gasp. He swallowed again, searching for his voice. "Maggie. What are you doing?" 
 
    She moved her head to the side, trying to shrug away from his hold. "Shh. I'm dreaming." 
 
    Fuck. Not good. So not good. He shifted, moving his hips—his cock—away from her hot mouth. "Maggie. Sweetheart. You're not dreaming. You need to stop." 
 
    "Don't want to." Damn if her mouth didn't find his cock once more, taking him all in and making him lose his mind. He couldn't, he needed to find control. Take control. 
 
    But fuck, it felt so good. 
 
    A shudder wracked his body and he groaned. No, not like this. It wasn't right. He groaned again, this time from frustration as he called on the last ounce of willpower from somewhere deep inside him. He loosened his hand from her hair and grabbed her shoulder, tugging her until she finally moved away. 
 
    No, not away. At least, not all the way. She pushed her way up his chest, her lips trailing kisses all the way to his neck. He tightened his hold around her shoulder and rolled, mindful of her left arm as he pinned her beneath him. Warm brown eyes looked up at him, the desire in their depths clear even through the shadows of the darkened room. He took a deep breath, doing his best to fight for control as she wriggled beneath him. 
 
    "Maggie, you're not dreaming. You need to wake up, sweetheart." 
 
    She sighed and ran her good hand along his arm, her fingers tangling in the hem of the shirt that was bunched under his armpits. "I am." 
 
    "You are?" Dillon held his breath, waiting. Then he let it out, deep and slow. "You are what?" 
 
    "Awake. I just wanted to pretend." 
 
    His mind struggled to understand the words. He knew what he wanted her to mean, what he hoped she meant. But that didn't mean that's what she was really saying. "You, uh, you wanted to pretend what?" 
 
    "That I was dreaming." Her hand slid down his arm to his ass and squeezed. He sucked in a breath then groaned when her fingers closed around him once more, stroking. Seconds went by as he fought with himself, fought not to give into the insanity spreading through him with each long stroke of his cock. 
 
    He shuddered and reached down, closing his hand over her own and stopping her. But not moving her hand away. Not yet. Not just yet. "Maggie, I need you to wake up." 
 
    "I am awake. Very much awake." 
 
    But was she? He forced his eyes open and looked down at her. She was watching him, hesitation and desire clear in her eyes.  
 
    Her wakeful eyes. 
 
    "Are you sure you're awake? Like, really awake?" She nodded. Her fingers tightened around his cock, squeezing as she wiggled under him again. He sucked in another breath. "Are you sure? Maybe it's the medication—" 
 
    "It's not the medication." 
 
    "But your wrist—" 
 
    "I'll survive." 
 
    There were other arguments he needed to make, he knew that. He just couldn't figure out what they were, not with the way her hand kept teasing him. Not with the way her soft body kept moving under his, torturing him. He closed his eyes, a sigh-turned-moan escaping him as she moved her hand under his, stroking him. 
 
    "Maggie, are you sure—" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    That was all he needed. He thrust his hips toward her, his hand tightening over hers, teaching her how he liked to be stroked. Over and over until it was almost too much to bear. Then he pulled away and pushed to his knees, practically ripping off his shirt. He struggled to pull the wallet from the back of his jeans, flipped it open and dug for the condoms that should be in there. Please, God, let them be in there— 
 
    Yes, thank you. He tossed them on the bed then twisted, yanking off his jeans and briefs and socks. Who knew where they landed. And who cared? Not him, not by a long shot. 
 
    Maggie shifted on the bed, reaching for him. He grinned and captured her arm, stopping her. "No. It's my turn." 
 
    He pulled her to a sitting position, his mouth capturing hers for a long hard kiss. It would be so easy to lose himself in the kiss but he couldn't, not yet. Not just yet. 
 
    He trailed his hands along her sides, capturing the hem of her sweater and pulling it up. She tugged, pulling her right arm from the sleeve. Her body tensed and he knew she was trying to do the same with her left arm. He grinned and shook his head. "No." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "I said no." He kissed her then pulled away and eased the sweater down her left arm. But he didn't take it all the way off, just left it hanging from her arm. He grabbed her hips and tugged, pulling her down on the bed so she was stretched out. Then he eased her left arm out to the side and looped the free material around the end spindle of the headboard and back over her arm, just below her elbow. That done, he grabbed a pillow and gently placed it under her wrist then leaned over her and kissed her again. 
 
    "Don't move your arm. No matter what." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    He cut her off with another kiss, this one longer. Deeper. She sighed, giving into the kiss as he stretched his body along hers. And fuck, he could lose it just from her kisses. He didn't remember ever being so turned on from just a kiss. Or maybe it wasn't just the kiss. Maybe it was the way her body hummed and the way little tremors prickled her bare skin everywhere he touched. Or maybe it was the way she surrendered herself to him, so open and trusting.  
 
    He dragged his hand along her side, to the waistband of her leggings. She raised her hips, allowing him to push the material away, down to her thighs. Then he moved his hand up, his fingers caressing the soft skin of her inner thigh. Up, higher, higher still until he dragged the tip of his thumb across the soft flesh between her legs. Wet, hot, as smooth and soft and bare as the skin of her thighs. 
 
    He groaned and pulled his mouth from hers, struggling to suck in air. "You are so fucking wet." 
 
    Maggie moaned, her head dropping to the side as he ran his thumb along her clit. Over and over, the tiny nub of flesh hardening beneath his touch. She moaned again and raised her hips, rocking against his touch. Her legs moved, trying to open for him.  
 
    He moved his hand away, dragging the wet tip of his thumb along her legs. He slid down the bed and grabbed the leggings, yanking them off and tossing them to the side. Maggie sighed and shifted, bending her legs and letting them drop to the side. 
 
    Dillon kneeled in front of her and ran the tips of his fingers up each leg. Gentle, soft, barely grazing her skin. Slow, inch by agonizing inch, until he reached the damp folds of her pussy. Her hips bucked and she brought her knees closer to her chest, opening herself even more. 
 
    "Fuck." The word left him in a harsh growl. The sound was filled with wonder, impatience, desire. Need. So much need. All that and more. He shifted to his side and lowered his head, his mouth closing over the sweet saltiness of her damp flesh. Her hips thrust up, a long moan escaping her as he ran his tongue along her clit. Licking, tasting. Over and over, each flick of his tongue harder as her hips pumped against his mouth. 
 
    "Dillon." His name was a harsh whisper, uttered between ragged breaths. He moved his mouth from her clit and dropped kisses along her inner thigh, down to her knee and back up. He watched, holding his breath as she ran a hand across her chest. She pulled one nipple, pinching it between her thumb and forefinger with a soft moan as her body gently rocked against the mattress. 
 
    He watched, mesmerized, as she played with her nipples. First one, then the other. Pinching, pulling. His cock grew even harder, twitching in need every time she touched herself. 
 
    "Fuck. That is so fucking hot." Her eyes fluttered open and she dropped her hand to the side, as if she hadn't realized what she was doing. "No, don't stop." 
 
    She pulled her lower lip between her teeth, chewing in hesitation. And fuck, he so didn't want her to stop. Didn't she know how fucking hot that was? He shifted to his knees and moved closer to her, settling between her legs until the tip of his cock brushed against her wet clit. He clenched his jaw as heat and need swept through him. Not yet. He pushed the need away and wrapped his hand around his cock, stroking, letting her watch and hoping she'd do the same. That she'd touch herself again because he was doing the same. 
 
    "Please, Maggie. Don't stop. I want to watch." And fuck, was that his voice, so full of desperate need? Yes, it was. And he didn't care, not when her hand skimmed along her side and moved back to her breast, her fingers teasing each nipple. 
 
    And then, holy fuck, she dragged her hand along her stomach, down to her pussy. Her fingers hovered over her bare flesh, hesitating for a long second. Dillon stopped stroking, stopped breathing, waiting to see what she would do.  
 
    She lowered her hand, her middle finger resting against her clit. And then she started rubbing, her touch light at first, then harder as her hips rocked. A shuddering breath echoed in the warm air surrounding them. His? Hers? Dillon didn't care, not when all he could focus on was the sight of Maggie playing with her clit. 
 
    He groaned and moved his hand away from his cock, reaching out to run the tips of his fingers along her bare flesh. Then he spread her lips apart, opening her even more. She groaned, the sound high and keening. Her finger rubbed harder. Faster. Against her clit, down to dip inside her pussy, back to her clit. Over and over. Faster, harder, until she dug her heels into the mattress and raised her ass into the air with a strangled cry. 
 
    "Dillon. Please. I want you inside me. I need you to fuck me. Now." 
 
    Holy fuck. Holy shit. 
 
    Dillon's breath lodged in his chest as he stretched across her shuddering body, reaching for the condoms. He grabbed one, yanked it open and rolled it down his cock with trembling fingers. Then he grabbed her hips and held her writhing body still as he drove into her. 
 
    Sweet holy fuck. She was wet, tight, her pussy already convulsing around him. Squeezing, teasing. Dillon threw his head back and closed his eyes, lost to everything but sensation as Maggie climaxed around his cock. 
 
    He held himself still, reveling in her wet heat, then pumped his hips, driving into her. In, out. Slow at first, then faster. Deeper. Over and over. Nails raked against his left thigh, scoring flesh and sending a new pleasure shooting through him as he pounded into her. 
 
    "Again." He didn't think she heard, didn't think she understood. Hell, he didn't understand himself. But then she dragged her nails along his skin again, her groan matching his. "Fuck. Yes. Don't stop." 
 
    His hips pumped, faster and faster, his balls drawing tighter. She met each thrust, her nails digging into him, her high-pitched breaths drowning out his own. In. Out. Deeper. Harder. Faster. 
 
    She screamed again, her pussy clamping around his cock in one long pulse. Dillon groaned and thrust once more, lights exploding behind his eyes as his climax shattered the air around him. 
 
    He held himself still, his cock twitching in release as Maggie pulsed around him. Time slowed, stopped, disappeared until there was nothing left except his body entwined with Maggie's. A final shudder went through him and he fell forward, no longer able to bear his own weight. He caught himself at the last minute, shifting so he didn't crush Maggie. He draped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. Her breathing echoed his own: deep, harsh, almost panting. He should say something. Something reassuring, something romantic or sweet. But his mind was blank, and he didn't have the energy to search for the right words. 
 
    Maggie shifted closer, her breath warm against his neck. She murmured something but he couldn't make it out. 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "I said I think that was the best dream I ever had." 
 
    Somehow Dillon found the energy to chuckle. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and tightened his arm around her. "Yeah. Me too. Now get some sleep." 
 
    A quiet murmur was the only sound he heard. A small smile played with the corners of his mouth as the darkness spread around him, pulling him into a deep slumber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    "You two look guilty. Why do you look so guilty?" 
 
    Maggie almost choked on the tea. She tossed a panicked glance at Dillon but he wasn't any help. He just sat there, sprawled out in the sac, a heavy book open on his lap. His hair was still damp from their shower and he had changed clothes, thanks to carrying extras in a bag he kept in his car. He met her gaze, one eyebrow shooting up in silent question. 
 
    Or maybe it was a reminder. No, it was a silent question. She thought. Maybe. Cripes, she couldn't think straight, not when he was sitting there like that, a small grin on his face. Heat filled her face and she looked away, carefully avoiding Cindy's curious look. 
 
    "You still look guilty. You know that, right?"  
 
    "I think you're reading too much into things."  
 
    "Hm. I don't think so." She moved into the room and closed the door, then stopped. A frown creased her face but at least this time, it wasn't directed at Maggie—it was directed at Dillon. "You're sitting in my chair." 
 
    "What?" He looked up, his bewilderment clear.  
 
    Cindy stepped closer and placed a hand on her hip, giving him her evil-eye. The look would have been more effective if she didn't look so much like a pixie, with her short blond hair and slightly tilted green eyes. "You're in my chair." 
 
    "Sorry, I didn't know—" 
 
    Cindy waved him off then turned back to Maggie. "Is this what I have to look forward to now? Him being here all the time, worming his way in, stealing my chair?" 
 
    Maggie knew she was joking, she could tell from the gleam of amusement flashing in her eyes. She shook her head, feigning ignorance. "I don't know what you mean." 
 
    "Oh sure. Forget all about the bestie now that the hottie is sleeping with you. Uh-huh. I see how it is." 
 
    Maggie smothered a laugh. Not so much at Cindy's words, although they were bad enough. No, it was Dillon's reaction that made her laugh. His face turned beet red and he struggled to jump from the sac, not an easy feat when he was trying to juggle a book, papers, and a drink. 
 
    He finally stood, a small wince crossing his face as he rubbed at his left thigh. Heat rushed to Maggie's own face as memories from last night flooded back to her. She still couldn't believe how out of control she'd been—or how much she had dug into his leg with her short nails. Dug? No, more like gouged. 
 
    More than once. 
 
    Three times, to be exact. And the only reason it hadn't been more than that was because Dillon had run out of condoms. That didn't stop their earlier shower play, though. Why would it, when he had a creative streak running through him? 
 
    "Oh yeah, you two are so guilty." Cindy laughed and pushed by Dillon, dropping into the sac. She waved her hand and pointed behind her. "You can go sit on the bed. Normally I would, but somehow I don't think Maggie's had the chance to wash the sheets yet." 
 
    "Cindy!" Maggie croaked her friend's name. 
 
    "What? The walls are thin. You know that." 
 
    "Oh God, I can't believe—" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. I know." Cindy leaned forward, her eyes turning serious. Well, mostly serious. A little. "So how's your wrist? Better? Or did you hurt it again during your marathon sessions last night? And this morning?" 
 
    "I—" Maggie snapped her mouth shut, finally refusing the bait. Cindy was having too much fun with the teasing and she'd keep at it if Maggie kept reacting. Better to just ignore the teasing and focus on her wrist. 
 
    She looked down at it, gently moving it back and forth. Still a little swollen, a little sore, but nothing she couldn't handle. Dillon had wrapped it for her and made sure she kept ice on it—when they weren't otherwise occupied. The throbbing was more of an annoyance than anything else right now, so she had opted for ibuprofen instead of a pain pill. She might take one of them tonight, before bed, if it still hurt.  
 
    Unless she was otherwise occupied, of course. 
 
    She ignored the blush creeping up her face and shrugged in Cindy's direction. "It's not too bad. Definitely better." 
 
    "Good, that means we can go out for something to eat. I'm starving." 
 
    "Cindy, we were studying—" 
 
    "Is that what they call it now?" 
 
    "You're not funny." 
 
    "Yes I am, you just don't want to admit it." She flopped back in the sac and looked over at Dillon. The poor guy—he was still standing there in the middle of the room, a slightly dazed look on his face. Probably trying to figure out if he should make a run for it or not. Maggie couldn't blame him, not when she sometimes felt the same way under Cindy's onslaughts. He'd get used to it, though. 
 
    Maybe. Oh, what was she doing? One night and already she was making long-term plans. Was she insane? She didn't want long-term. Dillon probably didn't want long-term. It was just one night. And okay, she hoped it would be more than just one night. But not like that. They'd have some fun and enjoy themselves until his tutoring sessions stopped, and that would be it. They were both grown adults. Mature adults. No expectations, just some fun. 
 
    Sure. Absolutely. Just some fun. That was it. 
 
    "Hellooooo." 
 
    Maggie jerked in the chair, startled by Cindy's voice. Oh yeah, she was busted. She shot Cindy a careful look, silently begging her not to ask why she had been zoning out. Cindy narrowed her eyes then shrugged—silent code to let Maggie know she'd be getting interrogated later. Fine. She could handle later. 
 
    "So. About that food. Can we go get something to eat now?" 
 
    Dillon stepped forward, still looking a little lost but at least more lively. "I, uh, I need to go anyway. I have to get my workout in before this evening." 
 
    Was it Maggie's imagination, or did he actually blush? Yes, he was blushing because some of his freckles were more visible. He tossed Cindy an odd look then stopped in front of Maggie and leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    A full-blown, mind-blowing, deep, thorough kiss. With tongue. Maggie leaned into him, a little moan tickling the back of her throat as she wrapped her good hand in his shirt and held on. Cripes, but he could kiss. And she suddenly wanted more than a kiss. Much more.  
 
    Until she realized Cindy was still there, giggling and squealing with delight.  
 
    Dillon pulled away with a rough growl, frustration clear in his gaze. He tossed a look over his shoulder then dropped another kiss on her, this time a quick one on her forehead. "I'll see you in a few hours?" 
 
    It was a question, not a statement. Warmth spread throughout Maggie and she nodded. "I'll be here." 
 
    "Good." He leaned to the side and grabbed a treat from the bowl on her desk then dropped it into Slinky's cage. "I'll be back." 
 
    Maggie could only nod, certain her mouth was hanging open. She looked over and saw a similar expression on Cindy's face. He just fed Slinky! Nobody had ever done that before, with the exception of Cindy. Nobody. 
 
    "Oh. My. God." The words fell from Cindy's mouth in a squeal as soon as Dillon closed the door behind him. She bounced up and down in the sac, her legs swinging wildly in her excitement. "He is so hot. And cute. And hot. And ohmygod, so hot." 
 
    "Did you see that?" 
 
    "Uh, yeah. How could I miss it? What a kiss! Tongue and everything. Right in front of me." 
 
    "I wasn't talking about the kiss. He fed Slinky." 
 
    "I saw that, too, but it wasn't nearly as exciting as that kiss." She waved a hand in front of her face with a dramatic flair. "I think I need a cold shower. Or time with George. Or maybe time with George in the shower." 
 
    "Okay, no. I don't need to hear about George." 
 
    "You had no problems hearing about George before. Or even George's twin, who I'm pretty sure is resting up in the top drawer of your dresser. Guess you won't be needing him for a while, huh?" 
 
    Maggie ignored her friend's comments—and the heat filling her face—and leaned closer to Slinky's cage. Her beloved pet was deftly holding the treat between her front paws, nibbling at it as her whiskers vibrated with excitement.  
 
    Okay, so maybe she was overreacting and getting excited about nothing. It was just a treat. Not a big deal.  
 
    Except Dillon had actually taken the time to think about Slinky, when even Maggie had been in too much of a daze to worry about her. And now she felt guilty. How was it that Dillon could remember her pet and she couldn't? 
 
    She unlatched the cage and stuck her hand inside, wiggling her fingers to get Slinky's attention. The ferret finished the treat then scrambled up the walkway and onto Maggie's hands. She sniffed her palm, made a little squeaking noise, then scurried up Maggie's arm and settled on her shoulder. 
 
    Maggie snagged another treat from the bowl and held it up to her, then stroked the ferret's smooth fur as she nibbled on it. 
 
    "Okay, details. I want details." 
 
    Maggie turned back to Cindy, hoping for a nonchalant expression. "Details about what?" 
 
    "Oh no you don't. You don't get to do that. I'm playing the bestie card." Cindy curled her legs under her and leaned forward. "So how was it? Is he hung? Does he have stamina?" 
 
    "Cindy!" 
 
    "What? You know I'm dying here, right? He's so hot. And he looks like he'd be built right—everywhere. But you can never tell. Sometimes bigger guys aren't, you know?" 
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes and looked away. Heat seared her face but she was helpless to stop her grin. "You, uh, don't have to worry about that." 
 
    "Oooooo. Okay, details. Don't leave anything out." 
 
    "I am not giving you details." 
 
    "But you have to! This is the first time you've had any action in…in…too long. Entirely too long. So fess up. How was it?" 
 
    How was it? Maggie leaned back in the chair and sighed, the sound entirely too dreamy—especially for her. She didn't sigh dreamy sighs over guys. Never. Only she was sighing now. 
 
    She had been sighing ever since last night. 
 
    Cindy made an impatient sound, making a 'hurry up' motion with her hands. "Well?" 
 
    "It, uh, it was fun." 
 
    Cindy's brows shot up in disbelief. Or maybe it was disappointment. "Fun? That's it? Fun? No no no. George is fun. I need to hear that the real thing is better than George. Please tell me the he was better than George." 
 
    "Okay, yes. Better. Definitely better." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And what?" 
 
    "Ohmygod, you're really not going to share, are you? That is so wrong!" 
 
    No, she wasn't going to share, no matter how much Cindy begged. At least, not the details she wanted to hear. Those were for Maggie, nobody else. And not just because she felt funny and awkward sharing such intimate details. No, it was more than that. Almost like she'd be jinxing things if she shared too much. She didn't want to jinx anything; she wanted to enjoy whatever they were doing for however long they were going to do it. 
 
    And then, when it was over, she'd treasure the memories for however long she needed. After that, then she might share. But not until then. And hopefully not for a while.  
 
    She hoped. 
 
    Why did that idea suddenly depress her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Dillon snagged Maggie's hand and held it between his, threading his fingers through hers. It was cold out, cold enough they were both wearing gloves, so it wasn't like they were really touching. Not flesh-to-flesh. But he still liked the idea of holding her hand. 
 
    "How's your wrist?" 
 
    Maggie glanced down at her other arm, held gingerly against her chest. She had refused to wear the sling he got for her, telling him it was overkill. And okay, maybe she was right. But he still felt a little guilty about it—she wouldn't have gotten hurt if it hadn't been for him. And he didn't want her to overdo it and hurt it again just because she thought it was better. 
 
    "It's better. Hardly hurts at all." 
 
    "You still need to be careful. Not use it or anything." 
 
    A small smile spread across her face to accompany the slight flush on her cheeks. Or maybe that was just the cold night air. "I know. It's fine." 
 
    He didn't say anything, just grunted as they walked along the sidewalk outside the theater. The movie had just let out, a wildly popular sci-fi thriller that everyone had been talking about. He hadn't been to a movie in forever and jumped at the chance to take Maggie when the subject of the movie had come up.  
 
    Why wasn't he surprised that she enjoyed science fiction almost as much as he did?  
 
    The crowd around them was light, probably because it was a week night and they had gone to the early movie. But enough people moved past him that he pulled Maggie in closer, dropping her hand and draping his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    "Are you still up for getting a bite to eat?" 
 
    "I shouldn't, not after all that popcorn we ate, but—" She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip as if she was truly thinking about saying no. Dillon held his breath, waiting. "Okay, twist my arm." 
 
    The breath left him in a rush and he hoped she hadn't noticed. Probably not, because she was looking ahead as they moved through the light crowd. "Did you want to go to that sports bar over there? Or something closer to your place?" 
 
    "No, this is good. It's not like we're that far from home." 
 
    They weren't. Not from her place, anyway. He had decided on the movie theater in Hunt Valley, a large cinema with twelve screens and easy access in the northern part of Baltimore County. It was attached to an updated town center with upscale strip shops, a gourmet grocery store, and several restaurants, which made it convenient. And it was only fifteen or twenty minutes from her apartment in Towson. 
 
    They made their way along the sidewalk, passing a crowded bar and a Japanese hibachi steak house. He committed the name of the hibachi place to memory, thinking that would be a nice place to take her when they got back from their upcoming road trip. Maybe even for Valentine's Day, which wasn't too far off. Depending on his schedule, that was. 
 
    Funny. He'd never worried about making plans for Valentine's Day before. He'd never had to. But now he was actually looking forward to it. Did Maggie like roses? Didn't all women like roses? No, not if what his mom and sister said was true. He'd ask Cindy, she would know. 
 
    They finally reached the well-known local sports bar, one of a chain that had started in Ocean City. He pulled the door open and held it, motioning for Maggie to move ahead of him. Noise wrapped over them as soon as they entered, a loud combination of music and conversation. Dillon hesitated, surprised at the Monday night crowd. 
 
    Not exactly what he had been planning for their last night together before he left tomorrow. 
 
    He leaned closer, his mouth near her ear. "Did you want to go somewhere else?" 
 
    She glanced up at him, her brows pulled low over her eyes. "No, this is fine." 
 
    He bit back his disappointment and grabbed her hand again, leading her toward the podium. The hostess seated them right away, at a booth toward the back, away from the main part of the crowd—and the noise. That was a bonus, at least. Now they wouldn't have to scream to be heard. 
 
    Maggie picked up the menu, moving the glasses down her nose and peering over the lenses to read it. He chuckled at the cute picture she made, then tried to hide it with a discreet cough. He wasn't very successful, not judging by the look she gave him. 
 
    "Don't laugh. It's always a pain to see when my glasses fog up." 
 
    "Sorry." He mumbled the apology, a grin still on his face. And she was smiling, which meant she was only teasing him back. He settled into the seat and grabbed the menu, studying it, trying to decide what to order. Nothing too heavy, not this late. But he was still hungry, so something more substantial than a freaking salad. 
 
    A waiter finally came by, barely looking at them as he took their drink order: two beers, and two glasses of water. He disappeared with a nod, leaving them both to study the menu again. 
 
    "Did you want to get an appetizer to share?" 
 
    "I could do that. How about a crab dip?" 
 
    "Crab dip it is. What else?" 
 
    Maggie raised her brows. "What else? Isn't that enough?" 
 
    "You're kidding, right? Do you want me to starve?" 
 
    The tip of her boot nudged him under the table, the motion playful and maybe even a little flirty. She grinned and rolled her eyes, then propped her chin in her hand. "No, I don't want you to starve. I couldn't bear it." 
 
    Dillon laughed at the sarcasm lacing her voice. "You're such a bleeding heart. So sympathetic and caring." 
 
    "Yup, that's me." 
 
    "Okay. But seriously, don't you want anything else? How about wings? Would you eat some of those if I ordered any?" 
 
    "Maybe—if they're boneless." 
 
    "You're killing me. They're not wings if they're boneless. Those are nuggets." 
 
    "So sue me. I like them boneless." 
 
    He gave a long-suffering sigh, grinning when she rolled her eyes at him again. It was so refreshing having someone around who didn't automatically agree to everything he said, just because of who he was. That was just one of the many things he liked about Maggie. 
 
    "What kind of sauce? And please don't say wimpy mild. My heart wouldn't be able to handle it." 
 
    "Mild? The horror. No, I like them hot. With ranch, not blue cheese." 
 
    "A woman after my own heart. Okay, now we're talking." 
 
    The waiter reappeared with their drinks, then grabbed a pad from the pocket of his apron. Dillon gave him their order, stopping to debate on how many boneless wings to get. Maggie said a dozen would be enough, which made Dillon laugh. 
 
    "Make it three dozen." 
 
    The waiter finally looked up at them. He hesitated, eyes going wide as he stared at Dillon. "Hey. I know who you are. This is even better than that other crowd. I love watching you play, man. So freaking intense." 
 
    Dillon squirmed in the seat, suddenly uncomfortable. The muffled laughter he heard coming from across the table didn't help. Neither did the playful foot nudge Maggie gave him under the table. 
 
    Heat filled his face and he muttered something to the waiter, not bothering to look back up until he walked away. Then he narrowed his eyes at Maggie and reached for the frosty mug of beer. 
 
    "I hope you're enjoying yourself." 
 
    "I am." She wiped a strand of hair from her forehead and reached for her own beer, then started laughing again. "'So freaking intense, man'. That was funny. I was waiting for him to say 'dude' and 'totally'." 
 
    "Haha. And please, not 'dude'. Mat says that all the time and it drives me insane." 
 
    "Who's Mat?" 
 
    "One of the guys on the team. I'll introduce you the next time you come to a game. Or maybe when the team has a big family get-together." 
 
    "That—" Maggie cleared her throat, her gaze dropping to the table. "That would be fun." 
 
    It was his turn to nudge her foot under the table. She finally looked up, but her gaze wouldn't quite meet his. He nudged her again until she actually looked at him. Then he leaned forward, his hand wrapping around hers. "It would be fun." 
 
    Which was such a fucking lame thing to say. Fun? Great, now he sounded like he wanted her to be his buddy. But maybe she understood his botched attempt at…well, at whatever he was trying to say. Her fingers tightened around his as her smile grew a little wider. 
 
    "Well no shit. It really is you. I thought he was lying." 
 
    Dillon jumped at the voice, then let out a groan when he turned and saw Harland standing next to the table. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I was hanging out with some of the guys from the Bombers. They drove down for dinner." 
 
    "Really? From York? Isn't that like over an hour away?" Why would any of the guys from the Banners' minor team be driving all the way down here? And why would Harland be hanging with them? Yeah, he used to play with them before being called up, but that had been at least two years ago. He was going to ask Harland then decided against it. It wasn't like Harland was even paying him any attention. 
 
    No, of course he wasn't. He was watching Maggie, his eyes studying her a little too closely. He slid into the booth next to Dillon, pushing him closer to the wall. Dillon gave him a dirty look but it didn't matter: Harland's gaze was still focused on Maggie. 
 
    "So. You guys on a date or something?" 
 
    "Yeah. Not that it's your business." 
 
    Harland swung his head around, a lopsided grin on his face. "And you bring her here? Nice. Real romantic, Frayser. Shit." 
 
    "It was my idea to come here. We just left the movies." 
 
    "Yeah?" Harland's grin grew wider and he leaned across the table, his outstretched arms resting on the surface. One of his hands knocked against Dillon's mug and it would have spilled if he hadn't been watching. Harland frowned at him then turned his attention back to Maggie. "So what'd you see?" 
 
    "Harland, leave it alone—" 
 
    But Maggie interrupted him, her voice a little clipped and impatient when she told him. 
 
    "Really? That's what he took you to see? Honey, leave with me. I'll show you how to have a good time." 
 
    "Alright, enough." Dillon shoved but Harland didn't budge. He ran a hand through his hair in frustration and shook his head. "What are you even doing here? Leave us alone, will you?" 
 
    "What? Trying to get rid of me already?" Harland laughed and dropped his arm around Dillon's shoulders. That was when he got a whiff of his teammate's breath and realized he must have been her for a while. Drinking. A lot, from the smell of it.  
 
    He brushed Harland's arm away and frowned. "How much have you had to drink? You know we leave tomorrow." 
 
    "Yeah. Tomorrow, not tonight. And I'm fine. Lighten up, will you?" 
 
    "I will—as soon as you leave." 
 
    "Christ, you're fucking cranky. What? Isn't your girlfriend giving you any?" He laughed, the sound harsh and brittle. Dillon clenched his jaw and shoved against him again, trying to get him to move. He couldn't look at Maggie, afraid of what he might see on her face if he did. 
 
    "Harland, you're making an ass of yourself. Now leave." 
 
    "Yeah, okay. In a minute." He stretched across the table again, his smile even wider. "So. Mags. That's your name, right?" 
 
    "It's Maggie, not Mags." 
 
    Harland waved his hand in careless dismissal. "Sure. Whatever. So, Maggie—what is it you do?" 
 
    Dillon clenched his jaw and looked over at Maggie. Her gaze met his, cautious and questioning—and maybe even a little stubborn. She took a deep breath and turned back to Harland. "I'm going for my Master of Science. In chemistry." 
 
    Dillon nearly choked. Her Masters? She was getting her fucking Masters? But she was younger than he was! How old had she been when she started? 
 
    "So you're in school? You don't work?" 
 
    "No, I work, too." 
 
    "Whoa. Overachiever, aren't you?" Harland turned toward Dillon and nudged him in the side. "She's too smart for you, Frayser. What are you doing hooking up with a geek?" 
 
    "Maggie isn't a geek." 
 
    "Yeah, sure she isn't. Fuck. No wonder she let you drag her to a stupid sci-fi movie." Harland laughed like he had just told the world's biggest joke. The sound grated along Dillon's spine, deeper still until he felt it shatter his nerves. He muttered under his breath and pushed at Harland again, not stopping until the other man nearly fell off the bench.  
 
    Harland caught himself at the last minute and staggered to his feet, holding onto the table for balance. Something flashed in his eyes, hard and biting and full of regret. Then he blinked and the look was gone, replaced by phony amusement. 
 
    "Why are you so fucking testy? Christ, I was just teasing." 
 
    "Well stop. Just get the hell out of here. Even better, go home. Coach catches you reeking of alcohol tomorrow and there's going to be hell to pay." 
 
    Harland waved his hand in dismissal. "No worries. I'll be fine." 
 
    Another thought raced through Dillon's mind and he swallowed a groan. He didn't want to ask, didn't want to get in the middle, but he had to. "You're not driving, are you?" 
 
    "Nah. We're all being responsible." He drew the word, carefully pronouncing it to the point of exaggeration. "One of the guys is acting as our designated driver." 
 
    "For all of you?" 
 
    "Yup. We're adults, man. Seriously." Harland laughed and rolled his eyes then turned toward Maggie. "So, Mags. See you around I guess, huh?" 
 
    Her gaze darted to Dillon then back to Harland. "Yeah. Sure. Whatever." 
 
    "Perfect. Excellent. Okay kiddos, you all have fun doing your geeky kid things. I'm going back to hang with the adults." Harland gave them an exaggerated salute then spun on his heel, staggered with a chuckle, and finally headed off in the opposite direction. Dillon watched him for several minutes, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Is he going to be okay?" 
 
    Maggie must have been reading his mind. He turned to her and shrugged, trying to downplay the interruption. "Yeah. He'll be fine." 
 
    "Is he always like that?" 
 
    "You mean obnoxious and annoying? He never used to be, not until the last few months. I have no idea what's going on with him." 
 
    "Have you asked?" 
 
    "Asked Harland? Seriously?" Dillon laughed, the sound sharp and short. "Yeah. It's like pulling teeth. Everything's fine according to him." 
 
    He shifted on the bench then reached for the beer, taking a long swallow. "I'm, uh, sorry about that. I don't know what got into him." 
 
    "Not your fault." 
 
    "I know but still. He's, uh, not usually so rude." 
 
    "It's okay." 
 
    "No, it's not, but I don't know what to do about it to make it up to you. I mean, I guess I could go knock some sense into him or something. Get all macho and beat him up. Or—" 
 
    "Dillon." Maggie placed her hand on his arm and squeezed. A smile teased the corners of her mouth. "You don't have to beat him up." 
 
    "Well, that's probably a good thing. I don't think Coach would understand." 
 
    "But you can still make it up to me if you want." There was a light in her eyes, something teasing and playful. A leap of excitement surged through him and he leaned forward, hoping he didn't look as eager as he felt. 
 
    "Yeah? What's that?" 
 
    "Get our order to go and take me back to my place. I, uh, I think you need to study some more." Her gaze dropped to the table as a flush stained her cheeks. Dillon reached for hand, squeezing it, then slid from the bench. He hesitated then leaned forward and planted a quick kiss on her soft lips. 
 
    "One to-go order coming up. And then one study session like you've never had before." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    "Great shot." 
 
    "Fan-fucking-tastic, man." 
 
    Dillon accepted the congratulations with a nod then sat back on the bench. He grabbed the water bottle someone held over his shoulder. Two squirts into the mouth, one over his face, followed by a quick swipe of the towel. His eyes darted to the Jumbo-Tron overhead as they replayed the last play. 
 
    The stick work looked fancy, almost as fancy as the foot work, like he had planned on doing exactly that. He wished he had, because the move looked beautiful: a hit from behind as he was moving in with the puck. A sliding drop to his knees and a crazy reach with his stick that kept him from sprawling down the ice on his ass. One well-timed and crazy lucky swing of the stick. He still couldn't believe the puck went in, even after watching it.  
 
    Unbelievable. 
 
    Now the Banners were up by two over Colorado and going into a power play, thanks to the hit he took.  
 
    "Pure dumb luck, you stupid son of a bitch." The low words hissed in his ear, an almost exact echo of his own thoughts. He wiped his face with the towel again and glared at Harland. 
 
    "No thanks to you. Where the fuck were you at? You were supposed to be ready for that damn set-up." 
 
    Harland opened his mouth then snapped it shut, his gaze darting to something off to Dillon's left. He turned his head and saw Coach LeBlanc watching them, his gray eyes flat and emotionless, the scar running down his cheek deepening to an angry red. 
 
    Dillon turned away and focused on the action unfolding on the ice. Fuck. Coach wasn't angry with him, was he? No, it had to be Harland. 
 
    And Harland knew it, too. He dropped his head and spun the stick around, his shoulders sagging under the pads. Dillon should say something to him—but what? He'd tried, and so had a few of the other guys on the team. Even Justin Tome, who'd gone through a pretty rough patch last season. But Justin had fought through it and come out even stronger. Hell, if Harland wouldn't listen to Justin, who would he listen to? 
 
    Apparently nobody. He had it in his thick skull that everything was fine. Only it wasn't. Something was going and it was sending Harland's play into a tailspin. Their last shift had been Harland's first this period and he had screwed that up big time. Dillon didn't think he'd get much more ice time this game, not with them already halfway through the third period. 
 
    He figured Harland knew that, too. Why else would he be sitting there, looking as dejected as a kid skipped over by Santa? Or maybe he was like that for another reason. Who knew with Harland? 
 
    And that was the problem right there. Nobody knew, because he wasn't talking. 
 
    Dillon adjusted the strap on his helmet and put his mouthpiece back in place, getting ready for the line change. A few more seconds— 
 
    Mat Herron raced to the bench and Dillon jumped the boards, taking his place on the ice just as the puck crossed into the offensive zone. They still had the man advantage, but for less than a minute. If they could get into position, cycle the puck, get the shots off… 
 
    Dillon took the pass from Ethan Kincaid, cradling the puck against the blade of his stick. He eased it back and forth, moving forward then skating back, keeping everything in play as Justin got into position.  
 
    A little more, just another second. There.  
 
    Dillon pretended he was going to take a shot then spun around at the last minute, passing the puck to Ethan. Ethan moved forward then passed it back to Dillon. Once, twice, each of them moving closer, trying to draw attention away from Justin until he was in position. 
 
    And now. 
 
    Dillon slammed the puck in Ethan's direction then skated toward the net, getting into position for the rebound. But there was no need to, not when the play went off with choreographed precision. Ethan passed the puck to Justin just as he came around the far side of the net.  
 
    Justin moved in with a hard shot and sent it flying top shelf. Dillon heard the whoosh as rubber hit the back netting, saw the goal light flash red. No loud horn, no cheers, just some booing and jeers from the home crowd. 
 
    It didn't matter, not when they were cheering themselves. Ethan and Dillon hurried over to Justin, pounding him on the back and giving him fist bumps as they moved as a unit back to the bench. Justin skated along the boards, bumping gloves with everyone before moving onto the bench. 
 
    Dillon looked up at the screen, his eyes focusing on the clock. Just under five minutes, and they were leading by three—not a bad place to be in the third period. But this was hockey, where things could change in fractions of a second. He'd relax when the final horn sounded. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were in the visiting team's locker room, celebrating their win. Coach gave them their normal talk, congratulating them, telling them what they did right, what they needed to work on. They had two games left this road trip, they needed to keep up the momentum. Corbin was going to be in net the next two games to give Brad a break, all the more reason to keep their focus. 
 
    Dillon's gaze slid over to the new goalie, wondering how his nerves were holding up. He'd been called up from the Bombers a few weeks ago because the team's primary goalie, Alec Kolchak, was out with a knee injury. The problem was, nobody knew for how long. 
 
    Not exactly reassuring news for them, not when Alec had been such a strong presence in the locker room.  
 
    But Corbin would be fine, Dillon was certain of it. He wasn't sure why, just a hunch. Like his hunch that Harland wasn't. But he wasn't his babysitter. Hell, he didn't even really know Harland that well, not like some of the other guys. And after Harland's stunt the other night when he had made an ass of himself in front of Maggie, he wasn't sure why he was so worried. 
 
    But Maggie had been cool with it. Better than cool…especially after he made it up to her when they got back to his place. A grin spread across his face as he grabbed his kit and headed to the shower. And fuck, now was not the time to be thinking about their last study session, not unless he wanted to be the subject of more teasing than he'd ever be in the mood for. 
 
    He pushed all thoughts of Maggie from his mind and stepped into the shower, turning the water to moderately cold, just in case. He finished up and dried off, wrapping a towel around his waist as he moved back to the main room to change. Mat stopped him on the way, trying to hide a grin. 
 
    "Dude, you need to be more careful." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Mat leaned closer then nodded, his gaze dropping to the towel around Dillon's waist. "I said you need to me more careful." 
 
    "What the hell are you talking about?" 
 
    "Hey, I get it. Really I do. Nicole gets the same way sometimes. But if it happens again, you need to be more discreet." 
 
    Dillon stepped back, staring at Mat as if he was speaking a different language. And maybe he was, because what he was saying made no sense. He was ready to ask him once more what he meant when Derek came up and clapped him on the back, a grin on his face as he said two words: "Claw marks." 
 
    "What?" But even as he asked, Dillon could feel heat flood his face.  
 
    "Claw marks, dude. On your thigh. And your back. Nice souvenir." 
 
    Well fuck. How had he forgotten about them? His mouth opened and closed but he couldn't get words through his clogged throat. Not that any words would make a difference. No matter what he said, nothing would make a difference. 
 
    Derek and Mat both laughed, but in a friendly teasing way. Dillon looked around, wondering who else had seen. Fuck, probably everyone. 
 
    "Don't worry about it, dude. Not a big deal. But now you're going to have to tell us all about her." 
 
    "No, I don't—" 
 
    "Oh yeah you do. I definitely want to know who she is." Derek laughed then shook his head, his gaze darting between Mat and Dillon. "And then the two of you can explain to me why in the hell it's always the quiet ones who turn out to be the wildest ones." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Dillon yanked on the tie, undoing the knotted mess then straightening the strip of silk. His fingers felt heavy, useless. A knot of tension sat low in his gut, silently threatening to grow. 
 
    He hadn't napped before the game, not like he usually did. He'd tossed and turned, any attempt at sleep thwarted by Harland's pacing. Why the fuck had he been paired with Harland again? For the last two nights, he had roomed with Ethan Kincaid, one of the other young guys. That had changed this morning when they arrived in Chicago and checked into the hotel, and he learned he was rooming with Harland instead.  
 
    Probably because everyone else was getting tired of his attitude. And his mouth.  
 
    Or maybe Coach had it in for him for some reason. No, that didn't make sense, not after Coach's talk yesterday. Dillon's play was steady. Focused. Intense. So no, Dillon wasn't being punished. 
 
    More than likely, the coaching staff thought that maybe he could have a positive influence on Harland. Yeah. Big fucking chance of that happening, especially after that fiasco earlier in the week when he and Maggie ran into Harland at the sports bar. Things had been tense since then and he'd barely spoken to Harland.  
 
    At first he had tried, thinking that maybe Harland just needed someone to talk to. That maybe he was dealing with some shit. Yeah, no maybe about it. There was definitely something going on. But Harland wouldn't talk. To anyone.  
 
    And everyone was tired of trying. 
 
    Not that it mattered, because he hadn't even really seen Harland. He disappeared somewhere last night soon after they got here. Dillon had no idea where he went and no idea what time he got back.  
 
    Harland had been a little too quiet at their practice earlier, uncharacteristically withdrawn. When they got back to the hotel after practice, it had been like a switch had been turned on and instead of being quiet and withdrawn, he'd been pacing, full of excessive energy. Nervous energy.  
 
    And Dillon hadn't been able to nap, not with Harland pacing around the room like he was. At least, not until he got that phone call and left the room. Dillon had finally been able to grab a quick nap, but it had been too quick and he felt more tired now than he had before. 
 
    And now Harland was quiet again, lost deep in his own thoughts as he got ready for the game. Twice Dillon had asked him if everything was okay, and each time that switch had come on and Harland acted like his old normal self. Smart, funny, the straight-up hockey player he used to be until a few months ago. But as soon as Dillon turned his back, he returned to the surly, brooding guy he had become recently. The tension in the room increased by ten each time. 
 
    Yeah, Harland was definitely going through something. But how could anyone help if he wasn't willing to accept it? Or at least talk about it? 
 
    Dillon muttered under his breath, trying to push all thoughts of his roommate from his mind. His fingers fumbled the knot in the tie once more and he swore. One last time. Hopefully.  
 
    "You about done in there? I need to use the head." 
 
    "Yeah. Sure." Dillon tightened the knot and gave it one last look in the mirror. There. Not too bad. Not perfect, but acceptable.  
 
    He grabbed his shower kit and left the room, barely acknowledging Harland as the man pushed past him. Two minutes later, Dillon was packed and ready to go. He shrugged into the suit jacket, adjusted his collar, then grabbed his overnight bag just as Harland came out of the bathroom. His face was a little pale, tension pulling tight around his eyes. He jammed his phone into his pocket and pushed past Dillon. 
 
    Dillon stopped, eyeing him, wondering if he was imagining the wall of desolation that seemed to surround the other man. "You okay?" 
 
    And just like that, the switch came on again. Harland smiled, too bright, a little too forced. "Yeah, man. Fine. Perfect." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Absofuckinglutely. You about ready?" 
 
    Dillon bit back a sigh and slung the overnight bag over his shoulder. "Yeah, all set." 
 
    They left the room, entering the hallway the same time as several of the other guys. Kenny was arguing with Mat about his phone while he tried to do up his tie. Randy Michaels, one of their defensemen, stopped him, teasing him about something as he fixed Kenny's tie. Dillon blocked most of it out, trying to clear his mind in time for the game. 
 
    And okay, maybe thinking a little about Maggie, too. Maybe more than a little. He hadn't seen her all week, hadn't had much time to talk to her. But they had plans for tomorrow afternoon and Dillon was already looking forward to it. Okay, so they were study plans. And yeah, she'd probably give him a stern lecture because he hadn't had time to get much studying done on this road trip. But after that—yeah. He was definitely looking forward to the after part. 
 
    Apparently Kenny had similar thoughts on his mind because he was obviously talking to his own girlfriend. Mat yanked on Kenny's suit coat and pulled him into the elevator with everyone else when the door opened. And of course nobody talked, not when they were all trying to listen to Kenny's conversation. 
 
    Dillon made a mental note to remind himself never to have a phone conversation with Maggie if he was in an elevator with any of his teammates. Not even one, let alone six. 
 
    Someone made soft kissing noises as Kenny talked, drawing muffled chuckles from everyone else. Had Kenny heard? It was hard to tell. And then the elevator doors were opening and everyone was pushing out, trying to hurry through the noisy lobby. The rest of the team was waiting, including the entire coaching staff. Dillon moved forward, trying to push the noise and chaos from his mind—until a shouting pushing match erupted right next to him. 
 
    "Christ Haskell, just tell her you love her and hang up the damn phone. We need to leave." Harland yelled the words, leaning close to Kenny—who was still on the phone with his girlfriend. Conversation stopped around them as everyone turned to look, some of them laughing and shaking their heads.  
 
    But not Kenny. Kenny wasn't laughing. He wasn't even smiling. He looked furious. No, not looked. He was furious. He muttered something into the phone, his eyes still narrowed at Harland, then disconnected the call and dropped the phone into his jacket pocket. Then he dropped his bag and lunged at Harland, grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket and shaking him. 
 
    "What the fuck were you thinking? Huh? Why the fuck do you always have to run your mouth—" 
 
    Dillon jumped forward, along with a few of the other guys, and got between Kenny and Harland. Voices shouted, the noise echoing in the cavernous lobby. Dillon grabbed Harland and pulled him away as Randy grabbed Kenny.  
 
    Kenny yelled something and stumbled, trying to brush Randy away. But Randy was slightly bigger and more determined and he grabbed Kenny again, pulling him back with Mat's help. Anger and bewilderment colored Harland's face as he stared at Kenny. Seriously? Harland really didn't understand why Kenny was furious? 
 
    "What the hell's your problem?" 
 
    "You are! You and your big fucking mouth, shooting off all the time." 
 
    "Christ, I was only joking." 
 
    "That's your fucking problem. Joking around, never stopping to fucking think—" 
 
    "Dude, knock it off. Come on, calm down." Mat patted him on the chest, pushing him back, away from Harland. Kenny shook his head and looked like he wanted to lunge at Harland again, but a warning look flashed in Mat's green eyes. "Let it go." 
 
    "He shouldn't have—" 
 
    "I know. But not here. Not now." Mat lowered his voice and nodded at something over Kenny's shoulder. Dillon looked in the direction Mat had indicated and swallowed back a groan. The coaches were huddled together, watching them. The slash of Sonny's scar burned bright red as a muscle ticked in his square jaw. 
 
    "Not now," Mat repeated. Kenny nodded, his body slowly relaxing. He glared at Harland, his eyes holding the other man in place. Randy stepped between them again, breaking the eye contact, then bent down and picked up Kenny's bag.  
 
    "Let it go, Haskell." 
 
    "But his big fucking mouth—" 
 
    "I know." Randy grabbed one of Kenny's arms and, together with Mat, turned him around and led him toward the door. "There's nothing you can do right now." 
 
    "Did you fucking hear what he said?" 
 
    "Yeah, we all did." 
 
    "Which meant Lauren did, too. Fuck him." Kenny skidded to a stop and looked over his shoulder. "Fuck you, Day. You need to grow the fuck up—" 
 
    "Not. Now." Mat pushed him as Randy pulled, dragging him outside to the bus. 
 
    Dillon tightened his grip on Harland's arm to keep him from following. The two of them—Harland and Kenny—needed space right now. And probably for the next week, at least. Probably longer. A few long seconds that felt like an eternity passed by before Harland yanked his arm free. 
 
    "Get the fuck off me, Frayser." 
 
    Dillon spun around, his anger boiling over. "What the fuck is wrong with you?" 
 
    "Nothing. Get out of my face."  
 
    "Harland, come on man. What are you trying to do? Are you deliberately trying to sabotage your career?" 
 
    "I said leave me the fuck alone." Harland tried to push past him but he wasn't fast enough. Dillon caught up to him, grabbing his arm again. His gaze darted to the coaching staff, coming to a rest on Coach LeBlanc. Yeah, the man was definitely furious, that scar of his shining like a red strobe in his granite-hewn face.  
 
    "Seriously, Harland. Look." Dillon tried to nod in Coach's direction without being obvious. "You really think Coach isn't watching you? Are you trying to get cut?" 
 
    "I said—" Harland clenched his jaw and leaned in closer, anger flashing in his eyes. "Leave me. The fuck. Alone." He ripped his arm from Dillon's grasp and stormed across the lobby, his strides long and angry. 
 
    Dillon hesitated, watching him walk away, frowning. Yeah, something was definitely going on with Harland, because it hadn't just been anger flashing in his eyes: he'd seen regret and pain as well. But from what? It didn't make any sense— 
 
    "Frayser. Get a move on. Now." Coach's voice boomed across the now-deserted lobby. Dillon nodded then readjusted his grip on the bag and hurried out the door. 
 
    He couldn't worry about Harland, not when the man wouldn't worry about himself.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty  
 
    Maggie brought her hand to her mouth, trying to cover the jaw-cracking yawn. It probably didn't work, considering how loud it was. Well, that—and this was about the fourth time she had yawned in the last thirty minutes. Dillon seemed almost as distracted as she was, but even he had to notice that. 
 
    And yeah, he noticed. He looked up from his spot on the sac and raised his brows in silent question. She brushed him off, knowing if she said anything, they'd both get sidetracked by conversation—and neither one of them could afford it. He had some serious catching up to do since he hadn't had much time to do any studying during his road games this past week. And she had a stack of reports to organize. And a lesson plan for another tutoring job she had just taken on. Not to mention her own work, since classes had officially started. 
 
    Yeah, no wonder she was tired already. 
 
    She pushed the glasses up her nose and blinked, trying to focus on the blurry formulas scrawled across the page. A few more blinks and she was finally starting to get back into the zone, blocking everything else out as she focused on her work. 
 
    And then Dillon's phone chirped, the sound loud in the silence surrounding them. Maggie jumped, startled enough that the pencil flew from her hand. She muttered to herself then bent down to pick it up, watching Dillon from the corner of her eye as she did. 
 
    He was reading something on his phone, his brows lowered in a sharp frown. His lips moved, forming a few profanities that she had no trouble understanding, even if he didn't say them out loud. She straightened in the chair then sent it spinning with a quick push of her toe. 
 
    "Everything okay?" 
 
    "Hm?" Dillon looked up, the frown still on his face, a vacant look in his eyes. He blinked, shrugged, then tossed the phone next to him on the overstuffed sac. "Yeah. Maybe. I'm not sure." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    He opened his mouth like he was going to say something then closed it with a snap and shook his head. "Nothing. I don't think." 
 
    "Oh." She kept watching him, wondering if he'd maybe change his mind and elaborate. It was obviously something, for him to look so worried. But he didn't say anything, just bowed his head and went back to studying. 
 
    And she should do the exact same thing, instead of sitting there, watching him. But she enjoyed watching him, especially when he sprawled out in the sac like he belonged there. It hadn't taken him long to claim the sac as his own. And okay, maybe he didn't really have much choice, considering she didn't have a whole lot of furniture in the tiny studio, but still… 
 
    And okay, she was being way too…sentimental. Dramatic. Dreamy. Something. She was probably just overreacting. Or over-compensating, since she hadn't seen him since last week. And maybe she was even pouting, just a little.  
 
    Because it had been a week since they'd seen each other and here they were, sitting miles apart. Studying. 
 
    No. Dillon was studying. She was sitting there daydreaming.  
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes and swiveled back to the desk, her gaze dropping to the top paper. Okay. Time to get back to work. If Dillon could do it, so could she— 
 
    His phone chirped again, twice in a row. Maggie sighed and glanced over her shoulder, ready to ask him if he could put the thing on vibrate or something. No way would she be able to get back into her zone if his phone kept going off. 
 
    "Fuck. No fucking way. Shit." Dillon's voice rose with each word. He jumped to his feet and started pacing, one hand running through his hair as his other typed something into the phone. 
 
    "Everything okay?" 
 
    "Shit. No." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    His phone chirped again. And again. Three more times. He kept swearing to himself, his pacing becoming more clipped with each message he read. He finally stopped and dropped into the sac chair, like the bones supporting him had turned to limp noodles and just gave out. He lowered his head, running his hand through his hair one more time. 
 
    "Fuck." 
 
    Okay, now she was worried. Maggie pushed away from the desk and made her way over to him, honestly afraid something catastrophic had happened. Her heart pounded against her ribs, making it hard for her to take a deep breath. She dropped to her knees next to him and reached for his hand, squeezing his fingers tight.  
 
    "What happened? Is everyone okay? Was there an accident?" Please, no. She didn't want to think the worst but her mind was spinning with possibilities, each of them worse than the one before. The look on Dillon's face didn't help: lost, bewildered, stunned. Like he still couldn't process whatever news he'd just received. Like he was still in denial. 
 
    "It's Harland." 
 
    Harland? Maggie frowned as she tried to place the name. A split second later, a face pushed to the front of her mind: young, cocky. Hair longer in the front, brushed low over his forehead, hanging in a pair of light brown eyes that seemed to dare life to throw whatever it had at him.  
 
    She hadn't been impressed with him, either time she'd met him. Not because he had been too cocky and sure of himself, coming across like the typical arrogant jock she was so used to. At least, not only because of that. 
 
    It was because he was hiding something behind that façade. And maybe it wasn't a façade, maybe it really was his true personality, but he was still hiding something. That was why she had been uncomfortable around him: she didn't like people who hid things, because she couldn't trust them.  
 
    But that didn't mean he deserved to have something bad happen to him. 
 
    She tightened her fingers around Dillon's and took a deep breath, preparing herself for the worst. "What happened? Was he in an accident? Is he hurt?" 
 
    "No. Worse." 
 
    Worse than hurt? Oh, no. No wonder Dillon looked so stunned. What must he be feeling? Maggie leaned forward, running her free hand up his arm, resting it on his shoulder. "Is he…what happened?" 
 
    Dillon blinked, his eyes finally focusing on her, like he was only just now aware of her kneeling by his side. "He got sent down." 
 
    "He got—" Maggie's mouth snapped closed and she frowned. Sent down? What did that mean? She didn't know, but she didn't think it meant he had been in an accident or something. She dropped her hand from his shoulder and sat back on her heels. "What does 'sent down' mean?" 
 
    "Just that. He's not playing for the Banners. Coach just cut him and sent him back to the Bombers." 
 
    "The Bombers? I'm not following you." 
 
    "They're our minor-league team. Up in York."  
 
    "New York?" 
 
    "No. York. In Pennsylvania." 
 
    "Oh." Maggie still didn't understand. "So, your friend isn't hurt?" 
 
    "No. I mean…well, probably. If I know Harland, he's fucking furious. Dammit. I told him to get his head on straight. I fucking told him. We all did. I knew this was going to happen. I knew it." 
 
    Maggie pulled her hand from his and stood up. "So he wasn't in an accident or anything. He's not hurt." 
 
    "No. Why would you think that?" 
 
    "Because you were acting like something catastrophic had happened. I thought it was going to be bad." Maggie moved back to the desk and picked up a fresh pencil, ready to get back to work. 
 
    "It is bad." 
 
    Maggie bit back a sigh then placed the pencil on the desk. "Okay, I give up. Why is it bad?" 
 
    "Because he got sent back down to the minors, that's why." 
 
    "Does that mean he's not a hockey player anymore?" 
 
    "No, he'll still be playing hockey." 
 
    "Then what's the big deal?" 
 
    "He won't be playing in the pros." Dillon leaned forward, a crease furrowing his brow as he stared at her. He didn't show it but she could pick up on his impatience. And even though he didn't say as much, she knew he didn't understand why she wasn't placing as much importance on it as he was. 
 
    "Don't you get it? Playing in the pros is what everyone aims for. It's a big deal, and not many people get the chance. And Harland just threw that chance away." 
 
    "Okay, maybe. But he'll still be playing hockey, right? So no big deal. There are more important things in life than sports." She didn't mean for the words to come out so sharp, so biting. The tone surprised even her and she looked away, trying to think of something to say to soften her comment.  
 
    She heard footsteps behind her, a little hesitant. A pair of hands settled on her shoulders, warm and strong. Her head tilted to the side as Dillon's mouth traced tiny kisses along her neck. 
 
    "You're right. There are more important things. Like saying hello the right way. I never did that tonight, did I?" 
 
    "That's, uh—" Her eyes dropped shut as he nipped the corded flesh at the base of her neck. What had she been saying? Oh, yeah. "That's not exactly…what I meant." 
 
    "No? Then how about this?" He ran his hands down her arms, down past the hem of her sweater. His fingers dipped inside the waistband of her leggings, immediately finding the hot dampness between her legs.  
 
    Her breath left her in a rush and her hips tilted up, seeking more of his touch. His chuckle was nothing more than a warm breath of air against her ear as he bent down and picked her up from the chair, cradling her against his chest.  
 
    His mouth descended on hers as he carried her the short distance to the bed. The breath hitched in her chest as he lowered her to the bed, following her down. 
 
    "I, uh, was talking about studying—" 
 
    "I love studying with you." 
 
    "That's, uh, not what I meant."  
 
    She felt him grin against her mouth, felt a tickle of cool air against her bare skin as he dragged the leggings down past her thighs, pulling them off. Her hands reached for him, yanking at the button of his jeans, tugging at the zipper.  
 
    She was going to say something, the words were there…about something. But their clothes disappeared and the only thing that mattered was the feel of Dillon's hot flesh against hers. The sound of his harsh breathing as his mouth explored every inch of her body. 
 
    The feel of his heavy fullness entering her, filling her, completing her. 
 
    Words didn't matter, not right now. Not when she had Dillon.  
 
    Not when he made her body come to life, not when he sent her soaring. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The tension of the last month was finally starting to ease. At least, the tension among the team. Harland's departure hadn't been a big surprise to anyone, not really. That didn't mean it didn't have an effect on the team dynamics. It did. 
 
    Another player had been called up to replace Harland: Kostya Stepichev, a twenty-year old Russian from Moscow who had been drafted this past summer and was now spending as much time learning English as he was on the ice. The language barrier aside, Kossy was a great player who promised to get even better. At least he understood enough English to get by during practice. And what he didn't understand, their defenseman, Nicolai Petrovich, helped translate. 
 
    Coach had been making changes in the lines, testing out different combinations to see what worked. Not just what worked, but who worked better together. Dillon was on the second line now, along with JP Larocque and Ethan Kincaid. The three of them had chemistry together, sensing where the others would be most of the time. Dillon was enjoying it and secretly hoped Coach would keep their line intact. 
 
    Corbin seemed to have found his groove as their back-up goalie, too. Probably a good thing, since the latest rumors going around said that Alec may not be back at all and was thinking of retiring. Dillon had no idea what to make of that and didn't want to think too much about it. Alec had stopped by practice the other day but didn't say anything. Dillon knew a lot of the guys were taking that as a good sign. 
 
    So yeah, the tension was finally starting to ease—for the team. His personal life was a different matter. 
 
    Maggie was quieter now whenever he showed up, and she looked exhausted all the time. He got a glimpse of her schedule and understood why: she was busy. All the time. With her course work, her additional classes, her recent internship at some research lab. And her tutoring. She had two more students now besides him.  
 
    And he got the feeling she was more impressed with their progress than she was with his. Part of him couldn't blame her. Even he had to admit he hadn't been spending as much time getting caught up as he needed to. At the beginning of the year, when he first started, he thought it would be a piece of cake. Buckle-down for some hard-core studying, take two exams, and that would be it.  
 
    But now it was March, and the hard-core studying had flown out the window. He'd been able to take the first exam and barely passed. Now, in addition to the studying, he had to find time to get in some mandatory lab work as well. Why the hell had he thought it would be so easy? 
 
    Because he hadn't been thinking, that was why. 
 
    It didn't help that he hardly saw Maggie, either. Between her insane schedule and his, they were lucky to see each other in person once a week—if that. It sure had been one hell of a lot easier at the beginning of the year, in that tiny lull right after the holidays. 
 
    But he was seeing her tonight. Actually seeing her for something besides studying. She had invited him to a party at some dorm or something, he couldn't remember the details. He just knew he was meeting her there, and that he was dragging Ethan with him to introduce him to Cindy. They might hit it off, they might not. Dillon didn't care one way or the other. He just hoped Maggie didn't want to spend the entire night at the party, because he was really hoping for some alone time. 
 
    Some serious alone time. Some long overdue alone time. 
 
    He pulled up in front of Ethan's apartment building, not even bothering to put the car in Park as Ethan climbed in. Then he was driving off, trying not to speed in his hurry to get there. 
 
    "So where are we going again?" 
 
    "Some party. A friend of mine invited me." 
 
    "And you're dragging me along, why?" 
 
    "Just for company." Dillon readjusted his grip on the steering wheel and tossed a quick glance at Ethan. "And, uh, maybe to meet Maggie's girlfriend." 
 
    "What?" Ethan turned in the seat, not bothering to hide his surprise. "Oh, come one. Are you trying to set me up? For real?" 
 
    "No, not a set-up. Just, you know, like a meet. That's all." 
 
    "Shit. Really? I wish to hell you would have told me this before. I never would have agreed to come." 
 
    "Yeah, that's why I didn't tell you." Dillon glanced in both directions, looking for traffic, then merged onto the highway heading north. "Listen, it's no big deal. Seriously. No expectations. Besides, it's a college party. You know how those things are." 
 
    "No I don't. Not a clue." 
 
    "Really? You're trying to tell me that you never went to a party when you were in college?" 
 
    "Never went to college, man." 
 
    "No shit. Really?" 
 
    "Yeah, really. Thought about it but—" Ethan shrugged, dismissing the whole idea. "How about you?" 
 
    "College? Yeah. One course away from getting my degree." 
 
    "One course? That sucks. What were you going for?" 
 
    "A Bachelors in Environmental Science." 
 
    "In what?" 
 
    "Environmental Science. You know, conservation, go green. Shit like that." 
 
    "Yeah? One course away, huh? That totally sucks. I don't know, I think I'd have to go back just to finish." 
 
    "I am." And fuck, he hadn't meant for that to come out. Dillon held his breath, waiting for the sarcastic remarks and teasing. There were none. Ethan just tossed him a glance then shrugged again. 
 
    "That's cool. When are you going?" 
 
    "I'm, uh, actually doing it now. I've got some lab work to do and then my final in a few weeks and that's it." 
 
    "No shit." Ethan nodded. "Pretty cool. No idea how you're doing it, though, not with as crazy as things get." 
 
    "Tell me about it. But Maggie's helping me so that's all good." 
 
    "Maggie. That's the girl who's having the party?" 
 
    "The one who invited us, yeah. She's my girlfriend." 
 
    "And she's into all this environmental stuff?" 
 
    "No. She's actually going for her Masters. In chemistry. That's the course I'm taking: chemistry. I hated that shit in school." 
 
    "So she's helping you? Pretty convenient." 
 
    "Yeah, if you say so." Dillon hit the off-ramp for the road leading to the campus. Now all he had to do was fine the right building. He glanced down at the GPS then took a right. 
 
    "So how'd you guys meet? I mean, that's pretty awesome that you got a girlfriend who can help you with your work and all."  
 
    "She's, uh, actually my tutor." Dillon made a series of turns, following the GPS prompts. He glanced over and noticed Ethan staring at him, his mouth slightly open. "What?" 
 
    "You're banging your teacher? Isn't that some kind of fantasy every guy has?" 
 
    "What? What the fuck are you talking about? No. Just—what? No. I can't believe you even said that. Christ." 
 
    "What? It's the truth, isn't it? You going to tell me you didn't fantasize about that one hot teacher in school?" 
 
    "No. Well, not really. Okay, maybe. But no." Dillon shook his head, trying to bring the conversation back out of the realm of absurdity. "Maggie's not my teacher. She's my tutor." 
 
    "There's a difference?" 
 
    "Of course there's a difference." Dillon turned onto a side street, his eyes scanning the road for a place to park. This must be the right place, because cars lined both sides of the street. There were even some haphazardly parked on the grassy areas. 
 
    Ethan leaned forward then pointed. "There's a spot up there. Maybe." He settled back in the seat then looked at Dillon. "So what's the difference?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "What's the difference between a teacher and a tutor? You said there was a difference. What is it?" 
 
    Dillon eased the car into an opening that barely passed for a parking spot. He cut the engine and pocketed his keys. "A teacher is someone who teaches an entire class. You know, like in school. A tutor is just someone who helps people who need help in a specific subject." 
 
    "Sounds like a teacher to me." 
 
    "It's not." 
 
    "I think you're splitting hairs." 
 
    "No, I'm not. It's totally different." 
 
    Ethan laughed and held his hands up in surrender. "Okay, fine, it's different. It's still kind of hot, though." 
 
    Dillon opened the door then hesitated, shooting Ethan a warning glare. "Do me a favor, and don't say that to Maggie. Okay? If you do, I swear I'll—" 
 
    "Fine. I won't say a word. Honest." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Dillon hoped Ethan wouldn't let anything slip, because he was pretty sure Maggie wouldn't see the humor in it. Although okay, now that he thought about it, it was kind of a hot fantasy. But no, Maggie still didn't need to hear it, not with her hang-up about jocks. At least she had gotten over that. 
 
    He and Ethan moved up the sidewalk, following the loud music and handful of people heading in the same direction. Strings of lights were wrapped around the large porch of the nearest building, trailing across the lawn and over to several large oaks on the side. Whoever strung the lights had probably been going for a festive look. Instead, it looked like the decorating fairy had been partying too much and just hurled lights all over the place. 
 
    And the place already looked like it was filled to capacity. People were crammed on the upstairs balcony and the downstairs porch. Even more were milling around outside. Dillon figured the place must be packed inside if the party had already spilled onto the lawn. 
 
    "Nice crowd. How are we going to find your girlfriend?" 
 
    Good question. Maggie hadn't given him any specifics on where to meet, just gave him the address of the party. Had she known it was going to be this crowded? Probably not. She wasn't really the type to hang out with such large and rowdy crowds. At least, he didn't think she was. 
 
    No, she wasn't. But she had been tense and uptight lately, too, so maybe she was just trying to unwind. And if she wasn't—well, there was nothing saying they couldn't cut out early. In fact, he was hoping she'd want to do just that. 
 
    "I guess we're going to have to go look for her. It shouldn't be too hard, right?" 
 
    No, it shouldn't. But fifteen minutes later, Dillon still hadn't seen her. Of course, they'd barely made it inside. Not just because the place was so crowded, but because they kept getting stopped—by guys and gals alike. The guys were mostly jocks or fans who wanted to talk or pose for selfies. The girls, on the other hand, wanted more than just a selfie pose—after they found out who they were.  
 
    Dillon shot a look at Ethan and figured his teammate was getting nearly as frustrated as he was. Frustrated, impatient, and ready to call it quits. Dillon kept pushing through the crowd, figuring he'd give it five more minutes then head back outside and call Maggie instead. That might be the only way to find her. 
 
    And it's what he should have done in the first place, as soon as he saw how crowded it was. 
 
    Dillon pushed through a throng of people, every single one of them with a drink in their hand. How long had this party been going on? Long enough that a majority of the students were feeling no pain. Dillon shook his head at the absurdity of it. Yeah, he understood the need to blow off steam, but to this extreme? Damn if he remembered ever going quite that far when he had been in school. The thought made him feel older than everyone around him. A lot older. 
 
    Someone pushed him from behind and he turned around, expecting to see Ethan. But Ethan was beside him, not behind him. The guy behind him was stumbling and weaving, liquid sloshing over the top of the large mason jar he was carrying. He mumbled something then lurched sideways, crashing into more people.  
 
    Dillon rolled his eyes and entered the next room, his gaze scanning the crowd. Was that Maggie, over by the far wall? Yeah, he thought so. She was turned to the side, facing away from him, but he was pretty sure it was her. 
 
    And two jerks were surrounding her, leaning in way too close. Dillon's hands curled into fists and he moved forward, only to have Ethan grab his arm. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "It looks like some assholes are bugging Maggie." 
 
    "Looks like? Are you sure?" 
 
    "Pretty sure." 
 
    "Okay, I'm right behind you. But don't do anything stupid until you know for sure." 
 
    That's what Dillon liked about Ethan: he had everyone's back, no questions asked.  
 
    Dillon pushed ahead, his gaze never leaving Maggie. Yeah, the guys were definitely messing with her. Not touching her or anything like that—hell no, he'd already be all over them if that had been the case. But they were leaning too close, crowding her, phony smiles on their faces. Maggie was standing too straight, her back stiff and her shoulders tense. Now that he was closer, he could Cindy standing next to her, her body language almost identical to Maggie's. 
 
    No, whoever the guys were, they weren't just having a casual conversation. 
 
    Dillon shoved a few more people out of the way, ignoring their grunts of complaint or exclamations of recognition. He stopped beside Maggie and draped his arm around her waist, feeling her stiffen at his touch. She turned her head, relief flashing in her eyes as her body relaxed. He leaned down and pressed a kiss against her mouth, too quick but still possessive.  
 
    "Sorry we're late. Took us longer to get here than I thought." Dillon narrowed his eyes at the two guys in front of him then nodded at Ethan. "Maggie. Cindy. This is Ethan. My teammate." 
 
    Ethan nodded and moved to Cindy's side, his hand gently resting on her arm. Casual, easy. He exchanged a glance with Dillon then both of them turned to the two guys still standing there. 
 
    Dillon wanted to roll his eyes. What the fuck? It was assholes like these two that gave people preconceived notions about jocks. Hair slicked back, chins jutted at a cocky angle, more brawn than brain. Too much brawn. Football players? Wrestlers? Maybe. Juicers? Dillon wouldn't be surprised. 
 
    "Everything okay?" He directed the question to Maggie but didn't look away from the guys. Were they so thick-skulled they couldn't pick up on the message that they weren't wanted? Or maybe they were just too drunk. Or both. 
 
    Maggie sidled closer, her hand wrapping around his waist. "Yeah. Now, anyway." 
 
    Something in her voice caught his attention, even through all the noise surrounding them. He turned his head, watching her, looking for something off. But he didn't see anything and she didn't offer him any clues. Had he imagined it? He wasn't sure but he didn't think so. 
 
    "Wait. No way. No. Fucking. Way. I know who you are." The first guy leaned closer, waving his plastic cup. Beer sloshed across the back of his hand but he didn't seem to notice. "You play for the Banners. Both of you do." 
 
    The second guy blinked, the excessively slow blink of someone who's had too much to drink, and leaned forward. He squinted then straightened, turning to look at his friend. "Who?" 
 
    "The Banners. Ice hockey. You dumb ass." 
 
    "Oh. Oh, yeah. Yeah, you're right. Cool." 
 
    The first guy stepped closer, like he was suddenly Dillon's best friend. He took a long swallow of the beer, belched, then gave Dillon a wink. "So how do you know our little Mags?" 
 
    Maggie stiffened. "I told you, it's—" 
 
    "Her name is Maggie. Not Mags." Dillon's voice was cold and flat, and a lot more threatening than Maggie's. The guys didn't seem to pick up on it. 
 
    "Nah. I like calling her Mags. So how do you know her? You guys friends or something?" 
 
    "She's my girlfriend." 
 
    The guy choked on his swallow of beer, sending it shooting all down the front of his shirt. He brushed it away, his eyes wide in disbelief. "Girlfriend? Get the fuck out. No fucking way." 
 
    "Yeah, okay, we're done here." Dillon grabbed Maggie's hand, intending to turn around and lead her back through the crowd, outside and away from this place. But the guy dropped his hand on Maggie's shoulder and she froze, her body stiffening more than before. 
 
    "Mags! What the fuck?" The guy laughed, the sound loud and obnoxious. "If I had known for sure you put out, I would have just carried you upstairs and done the deed." 
 
    Dillon dropped Maggie's hand and turned in one fluid move. He didn't think, didn't stop, just kept moving. Someone called his name. He heard a sharp cry, heard someone else say no. He didn't care, just moved from instinct, his fist connecting with a jaw. 
 
    A jaw made from concrete and steel. 
 
    Dillon didn't stop, just swung again until the guy staggered back. One more swing and he finally fell, his beer spilling all over him. His buddy just stood there, his mouth hanging open in bewilderment.  
 
    "Oh wow. Holy cripes. Ohmygod. I can't—" The words fell from Maggie in a whispered squeal, stopping when she her mouth snapped shut. She turned, her eyes wide, and stared at Dillon. "Holy cripes, you just—" 
 
    "Yeah. We can talk about that later. Come on, let's go." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "No buts. Let's go." He grabbed her hand and pulled her through the crowd closing in on them. The noise was growing, shouts uttered here and there. Nobody else had realized what had happened, not yet. But they would, and he didn't want to be there when they did. 
 
    He glanced behind him. Good, Ethan was on his heels, a firm grip on Cindy's hand. Their eyes locked and Ethan grinned, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief. 
 
    "I had no idea what I was missing out on by not going to college." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    "I still can't believe you did that!" Maggie stepped away from the counter, a cup of tea in one hand and a bag of ice in the other. Dillon shifted, ignoring the stinging along the back of his knuckles, and frowned at the ice. 
 
    "I can. What else was I supposed to do? And what is that for?" 
 
    "For your hand." Maggie placed the cup on the small tray table she set-up next to the sac chair then sat down next to him. She curled her legs under her and reached for his hand, trying to put the bag of ice on it. He pulled his hand back and shook his head. 
 
    "I'm fine. I don't need ice." 
 
    "I saw your knuckles. Yes, you do." 
 
    "No, I don't. Trust me, I've been hurt a lot worse on the ice." 
 
    She drew back, a frown on her face. "Really? And they don't do anything for that? They don't do anything if you guys get hurt?" 
 
    "Of course they do. I've been stitched up between plays, had ice baths, even had to wrap a broken finger after one of my shifts." 
 
    "This isn't any different." 
 
    "The hell it isn't." 
 
    "Really? How?" 
 
    Dillon looked away, his mind searching for reasons. Not a single one appeared. But it was different—he just wasn't sure how yet. He turned back to her and went for a charming grin. "It is different. This is minor. Like, it doesn't even rate on the boo-boo scale." 
 
    "A boo-boo scale? That is so lame." 
 
    "No it's not." 
 
    "There's no such thing as a boo-boo scale." 
 
    "Sure there is. Like, if you miss a shift, that rates low. Maybe a one. If you miss a period, that's maybe a little higher. Like a two. And if you have to go to the quiet room—" 
 
    "What's the quiet room?" 
 
    "That's where they send you if they think you might have a concussion. That sucks. But if you go to the quiet room, then that might be a three or a four. Maybe even a five." 
 
    "On the boo-boo scale?" 
 
    "Yeah, absolutely." He snuck a glance at her, wondering if she was buying any of this. No, it didn't look like it. But that didn't stop him from making things up as he went. 
 
    "And if you miss a game?" 
 
    "Well, that would depend on how many games and what the injury is and why you're missing it. Just one game, and that could rate a four or five." 
 
    "I thought you said the quiet room was a four or five." 
 
    He waved her correction away. "Same thing. If it's, like, a broken bone—a real broken bone, like your leg or your arm, not a finger or nose or anything small like that because they don't count—then you could miss more games so that would be higher." 
 
    "You are so totally making this up." 
 
    "And if you're going to be out an extended time, then you're looking at something like a seven. Maybe. Like our goalie, Alec. He had knee surgery and he's not coming back this season, so he scored an eight. Although, from what everyone's saying, he might not come back at all." 
 
    "So that would be a ten?" 
 
    "No, that might be a nine." 
 
    "Then what rates a ten?" 
 
    "That's when you get your throat sliced open or even die during game." 
 
    "What? Ohmygod, that's not even funny!" 
 
    "Hey, it's happened. At least two guys have had their carotids sliced open by skates and damn near bled out on the ice. Both of them came back to play. And one guy actually had a heart attack on the bench during a game. He woke up in the hospital and asked to be put back in." 
 
    "How gullible do you think I am? I know you're making that up." 
 
    "No, actually, I'm not. Look it up if you don't believe me." 
 
    Maggie sat there, not moving for a long minute as she watched him. Trying to judge if he was making everything up? Probably. And he knew the exact second she realized he was telling her the truth. Not about the boo-boo scale, but about everything else. Her eyes widened behind her glasses and a gasp escaped her parted lips. 
 
    "That is barbaric! Absolutely, horrifically, barbaric." 
 
    "No it's not. It's hockey." He leaned forward and dropped a kiss on her forehead. "And that's why I don't need ice for my knuckles. Trust me, I'll survive." 
 
    "You're an idiot." She tossed the ice bag onto his hand and tried to push away. The sac shifted beneath her and instead of getting to her feet, she fell forward so she was sprawled across him. Dillon didn't waste any time taking advantage, just wrapped his arm around her and held her close. She struggled against him, but only for a second, and only half-heartedly. She shifted again, turning so she was mostly sitting on his lap, and rested her head against his chest. 
 
    "Thank you, by the way." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "You know. Defending me. I've never had anyone do that before." 
 
    He tightened his arms around her and pressed his lips against her temple. "I'm really hoping that's because you haven't needed anyone to do that before." 
 
    She didn't say anything, just made a little humming noise. Dillon clenched his jaw and wished he could go back in time and flatten every asshole that had ever even thought of giving her a hard time. 
 
    "Well, at least I understand now why you don't like jocks." 
 
    She turned toward him and wrapped her arms around his neck, a smile teasing her mouth. "Not all jocks." 
 
    "No? So you mean there's some you might actually like?" 
 
    "Maybe one or two." 
 
    "Yeah? Anyone I know?" 
 
    She pressed her lips against the corner of his mouth, the kiss soft and teasing. "Maybe." 
 
    "Hm. Should I be jealous?" 
 
    She kissed him again, this one a little longer—but still just a teasing touch against his lips. Dillon tightened his arms around her and tried to swallow his groan when she pulled away. 
 
    "Maybe." Her voice was soft, a little raspy. It took him a second to figure out what she was talking about. Oh yeah, if he should be jealous or not. 
 
    He ran one hand along her cheek and around to the back of her head, tugging on the fabric-covered elastic band holding her hair in place. "Tell me who it is and I'll go beat them up." 
 
    "I can think of something better for you to do." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Definitely." 
 
    Dillon smiled then captured her mouth in a long, slow kiss. Her lips parted on a sigh, opening in invitation—an invitation he wasted no time accepting. Sweet, hot, maddening. He tilted his head, deepening the kiss, his hands running along her sides. She sighed again and pressed herself closer, her delicious ass wiggling against the hard length of his cock.  
 
    This time it was his turn to groan. He tightened his hands on her waist and partially lifted her, resettling her legs so she was straddling him. He cupped his hands around her ass, squeezing as he rolled his hips, pressing his cock against her. 
 
    She moaned, a soft throaty sound that sent his blood roaring through his veins. But then she ended the kiss and pulled away, her hands flat against his chest. "We shouldn't." 
 
    He shook his head and leaned forward, dragging his mouth along the delicate skin of her throat. "Shouldn't what?" 
 
    "You know. This." 
 
    He skimmed her throat, moving up to her ear so he could nibble on the small lobe. A shiver went through her and she moaned.  
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because." The word left her on a small pant. He heard her swallow, felt her body shift against him. "We should be studying. You need to study." 
 
    "I can study later." 
 
    "But you need to get caught up." 
 
    Dillon cupped her face in both hands and shook his head. His gaze skimmed her face: her eyes, shining and glazed with passion. Her lips, moist and swollen. Her cheeks, flushed and bright. He shook his head again. 
 
    "No. What I need is you." And it was true. Truer than he had even begun to imagine.  
 
    His mouth crashed against hers, possessing, demanding. Needy and almost desperate. She moaned and pressed against him, her hands seeking the hem of his shirt, her nails skimming the flesh of his abdomen as she dragged the shirt up between them. 
 
    He shifted and pulled away, letting her yank the shirt over his head. He did the same with hers, tossing it to the side as he cupped her breasts in each hand. Full, round, just big enough to fill each palm. He flicked his thumbs over each nipple, watching as they hardened, pushing against the satiny fabric of her bra. But he wanted more. Now. 
 
    He reached behind her and undid the clasp with a quick flick of his fingers. The straps fell down her arms and she shrugged out of them, the bra falling between them. She cupped her breasts with her hands, pushing them together and up, her own fingers teasing each nipple as he watched. 
 
    He made a noise, more growl than groan, and leaned forward, taking one nipple into his mouth and sucking greedily. He bit down, just hard enough for her to gasp, and thrust his hips up, his cock straining for release. 
 
    He pulled away, his eyes hungry as he watched her play with each nipple. Pulling. Pinching. Squeezing. Her hips rocked against him, short frantic movements that brought a gasp from her lips every time he met her thrusts. 
 
    He had wanted tonight to be slow. Drawn out. He'd wanted to take his time and bring her to the brink, over and over, holding her in place without letting her fall until she begged for release. 
 
    But he was the one close to begging for release.  
 
    He grabbed the waistband of her pants and shoved them down, stretching the material as he pushed them past her ass. He reached between them with his left hand and popped the button of his jeans, yanked on the zipper and shifted, pulling his cock free. He closed his hand around the swollen length of his cock and stroked as the fingers of his right hand traveled between her legs. He flicked the hard nub of her clit then rubbed. Hard, fast, just the way she liked it the most. She gasped and dropped her head back, arching her back and lowering herself onto his finger. He slid a second one in, then a third. Each ragged breath tore free from his lungs, hard and fast, as he watched her ride his fingers. 
 
    His hand tightened around his cock, stoking harder, faster as her hips pumped against his wet hand. Back and forth. Back and forth. Faster, each frantic thrust of her hips drawing a high-pitched moan from her mouth. Her muscles tightened around him, one long slow clench that made his balls tighten and draw up. 
 
    "Fuck. I'm so close, sweetheart. So fucking close." 
 
    Her lids fluttered open, a siren's smile teasing her full mouth. She ran her hands along her sides, up to cup each breast. Dillon's gaze followed her hands, watched as her fingers teased each nipple. "Here. I want to feel you here." 
 
    Fuck yes.  
 
    He clenched his jaw, his fist tightening around his cock as he shifted in the oversized pillow chair beneath him. Maggie thrust against him, her hips moving faster, each breath sharper and shorter than the last. Desperate, reaching. Demanding. 
 
    Her hips stopped, her body going rigid as her muscles clenched around him. Hard, fast, slick. A small cry escaped her and she fell back, bracing her hands on the floor as her hips bucked against him. 
 
    Dillon shifted, so close. So fucking close. The stroke of his hand along the length of his cock grew bolder, stronger. Hard. Fast. Faster, until his release built inside him, growing, finally shooting out of him. He thrust his cock up, spilling himself onto Maggie's chest, each throaty moan from her throat prolonging his ejaculation. 
 
    She reached up with one hand, her fingers smearing the hot liquid over her nipples. The clenching of her inner muscles slowed, each spasm gentling against his fingers as he eased his hand away. He brought it to his mouth and licked, tasting the sweet saltiness of her body before reaching for her hand and helping her up. 
 
    She smiled and pressed her mouth against his, her tongue dancing with his. She pulled away with a soft sigh and collapsed against him. 
 
    Dillon shifted, turning so they were stretched out more comfortably in the sac. He tightened his arms around Maggie and dropped a kiss on the top of her head as the oversized pillow cradled them in softness. 
 
    He should get up. They should both get up. He knew that. They couldn't stay here, half-naked, their bodies glued together. If he was any kind of gentleman, he'd carry her to the bathroom so they could wash up. Carry her to bed and settle her in his arms before they went to sleep. 
 
    But he didn't want to move. He didn't want to be anywhere else except right where he was. Right here, with Maggie's sleeping body pressed against him. 
 
    He brushed the hair from her face and pressed a gentle kiss against her temple.  
 
    Need.  
 
    He had told her earlier he needed her. He'd meant it, more than he'd meant anything before.  
 
    He just hadn't realized then exactly what that meant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Maggie leaned back in the chair, stroking Slinky's fur as she waited for the call to go through on the laptop. Two rings. Three. Did she have the time right? She glanced at her watch just as Dillon's face appeared on the screen. 
 
    She bit back a smile and buried her nose against Slinky's back. How could he look so good, with wet hair slicked back and tiny droplets of water running down his face? 
 
    Well, because he was obviously at least half-naked. And wet. And gorgeous. That was why. Duh. 
 
    "Did I catch you at a bad time?" 
 
    He grinned and wiped his face with a generic white towel, standard hotel issue. "No, I'm just running a little late, that's all. Coach kept us after practice." 
 
    "Did you want me to call you back?" 
 
    "No, I'm good. Unless you mind talking while I get dressed. I just got out of the shower." 
 
    "Yeah. I, uh, I can tell." And cripes, why did her voice have to get all breathy and soft? It wasn't like she had never seen him naked before. And yeah, he'd definitely picked up on the change in her voice because a crooked grin tilted his mouth, showing off those cute dimples. 
 
    "You complaining? I can always aim the phone toward the ceiling if you want—" 
 
    "Don't you dare!" 
 
    He laughed, the sound deep and warm, even through the computer. Maggie swallowed and tried to look suave and sophisticated—which was kind of hard to do when she was trying not to drool. 
 
    Yeah, she had it bad. Real bad. Too much bad. So bad, she knew she was in trouble. This wasn't supposed to happen. Hadn't she told herself that at the beginning of the year, when they first met? But it had been over three months and they were still together. Still having fun.  
 
    Would it last? Maggie didn't know what to think, and she was terrified of hoping.  
 
    "Hey. What's wrong?" 
 
    Maggie pulled her face away from Slinky and looked back at the computer screen. "What?" 
 
    "I asked what was wrong. For a second there, you looked, I don't know, sad or something. Is anything wrong?" 
 
    "No, it's all good." And cripes, did the man pick up on every tiny little expression that crossed her face? 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Yup. Positive." 
 
    "Okay. I need to put the phone down a sec, okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, that's fine."  
 
    The image on the screen whirled and tilted as he moved the phone. She caught a glimpse of a white tile floor, the back of a plain door, the edge of the shower curtain. More tile, black this time, before the image steadied, focusing on— 
 
    Oh wow. Yeah. Had he done that deliberately? If so, she wasn't going to complain because she had a beautiful view of sculpted abs and lean hips. She leaned closer, looking at the bottom edge of her screen before she realized she wouldn't be able to see lower unless he moved the phone. It was a computer screen, after all, not a window. What a shame. 
 
    "You still there?" Dillon's voice came through the computer, disembodied but still warm and smooth.  
 
    "Yeah. Yeah, I'm here. Can you, uh, move the phone a bit?" 
 
    "Are you looking at the toilet? Sorry, I wasn't—" 
 
    "No, not the toilet." 
 
    The image on the screen tilted again, showing her the plain white ceiling and the glare of the overhead light. Dillon's face came into view but he wasn't looking at her, he was looking at something behind her. Well, behind his phone, really.  
 
    The image whirred again, so fast she couldn't make out anything. "Okay, stop. You're making me dizzy." 
 
    "Sorry." The image steadied again, showing her the same view as before. Well, not exactly the same. This one showed more of his chest. Nice, broad, solid. Maggie sighed and told herself not to lick the computer screen. 
 
    "Better?" 
 
    "Yeah. I suppose." 
 
    "You don't sound too sure about that." 
 
    "Well, I was kind of hoping for a different view. A little, uh, lower." 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end, followed by a quiet chuckle. His arm moved, blocking her view. The image tilted and Maggie sat back, blinking as a wide smile crossed her face. 
 
    Dillon was holding the phone in front of him at waist level, giving her a beautiful view of his flat stomach, his lean hips…and the stunning length of his cock. It grew even longer, harder, becoming erect as she watched.  
 
    "Is this better?" 
 
    Maggie swallowed and nodded. Then she realized he couldn't see her and she cleared her throat. "Uh, yeah. Yeah. Definitely better." 
 
    She heard a groan, the sound a little distant, a little hollow. She swallowed back her own groan as his hand closed around his cock and stroked. Long, hard, slow strokes. 
 
    "You like this?" 
 
    Maggie nodded and shifted in the chair, dampness flooding her as she watched him. Her hand twitched on the desk and she hesitated. Should she? Why shouldn't she? This hadn't been why she called but there was no reason she shouldn't… 
 
    Her hand dropped to her lap, her finger reaching for the wet heat pooling between her legs. She could join him, just for a little— 
 
    A sharp knock echoed around her and she jumped, her hand flying back to the desk. The image on the phone tilted and whirled and she heard a softly muttered "Fuck", followed by another sharp rap and a muffled voice filled with impatience. 
 
    "Come on already. I need to get in there." 
 
    "Fuck." The image whirled again and Dillon's face came back into view, a teasing grin on his flushed face. "We are so doing a raincheck on this one. Hang on a second." 
 
    The ceiling came into view and Maggie bit back a sigh of disappointment. A few seconds later, the image on the screen moved again, whirling and tilting so fast she didn't even try to make anything out.  
 
    "Sorry about that." Dillon's face came back on the screen, showing enough of his shoulders that she could see he had a shirt on now. And probably pants, too. Bummer. 
 
    "No, it's okay. Like you said, raincheck." 
 
    "I'm going to hold you to that."  
 
    "Besides, we need to go over some things for your schedule." Maggie leaned forward, her hand reaching for the planner. 
 
    "How's the rat doing?" 
 
    "Would you please stop calling her that? You're going to hurt her feelings." 
 
    "Nah. She likes me. Don't you, Slinky?" 
 
    Slinky's head perked up and she made a small chirping sound. Then she scurried down Maggie's arm and jumped on the desk, her pointy nose sniffing at the computer screen. 
 
    "Hey girl. Miss me?" 
 
    Slinky chirped again, placed one tiny paw against the screen, then scampered off the desk and made her way to the cage. Maggie stared after her, frowning, as Dillon chuckled. 
 
    "That little traitor. I've never seen her do that before." 
 
    "That's because she likes me. Now what were you saying?" 
 
    "Oh." Maggie pulled the planner in front of her and opened it to the month spread for April. She frowned, then flipped it back to March. "We need to schedule your labs. You have home games this last week, right? I mean, after tonight." 
 
    "Yeah but—" 
 
    "I don't think that's going to work though." She frowned and flipped back to April, running the tip of her finger through each block.  
 
    "Maggie." 
 
    "I'm thinking maybe the second week of April, I just need to check—" 
 
    "Maggie!" 
 
    She looked up. "What?" 
 
    "Labs are already scheduled. Two days the end of this week." 
 
    "But I didn't—" 
 
    "Professor Haslup did. He made the arrangements last week so it wouldn't interfere with my schedule." 
 
    Maggie looked at the calendar and shook her head. "That's not going to work. I don't have anything open this week—" 
 
    "He's already got it covered." 
 
    "Oh." Maggie frowned, not sure why that news bothered her. It almost felt like she was being cut out, which was so silly and made absolutely no sense at all. 
 
    "And the final is already scheduled, too. For the first week in April." 
 
    "The final? But that can't be. Finals don't start until the middle of May." 
 
    "I know, but with us making it into the playoffs, Professor Haslup made an exception. He knew things were probably going to get a little crazy in two weeks." 
 
    "Must be nice." The words left her before she could think better of it. At least she had muttered them under her breath. Dillon didn't hear. Or if he did, he didn't say anything. No, he hadn't heard. If he had, he would definitely say something.  
 
    She cleared her throat, still frowning. "I don't think that's a good idea." 
 
    "What? Why not?" 
 
    "Because I don't think you're going to be ready." 
 
    "You don't think I can do it?" 
 
    "That's not what I said." 
 
    "Then what is it?" 
 
    "We still have a lot to go over and—" 
 
    "I'll be fine." Dillon's voice had lost some of its warmth, the words a little short and clipped.  
 
    "Oh." 
 
    Silence fell between them, awkward and tense. Or maybe it was Maggie who was tense, not the silence. Why? Why was she upset about this? She was overreacting, being silly. But that didn't stop her from feeling… 
 
    Feeling what? 
 
    She frowned and leaned back in the chair. Feeling like she wasn't needed any longer. And if Dillon didn't need her… 
 
    No, she was being silly. And foolish. And just plain stupid. 
 
    "Hey." Dillon's voice came through the computer, a verbal nudge that pulled her from her thoughts. She looked up, saw him give her a small grin. "Don't worry. I've got this. I had a great teacher, remember?" 
 
    Had? What did that mean?  
 
    She pushed the depressing thought from her mind and tried to smile back. "Yeah. Sure." 
 
    "Listen, I need to get going." The image on the screen moved as Dillon shifted. He leaned closer, his face a little larger in front of her. "Everything okay?" 
 
    "Yeah. Fine. Just tired." 
 
    He looked like he didn't quite believe her, looked like he was going to say something else. But he just shrugged and gave her another one of his charming grins. "Then you should take a nap or something. Get to bed early so you're all rested for tomorrow night." 
 
    Maggie tried to smile but her enthusiasm for their date tomorrow had disappeared. "Sure. I will." 
 
    He winked and disconnected the call, leaving her feeling abandoned. 
 
    Abandoned? Really? What was wrong with her? Maybe Dillon was right, maybe she did need some sleep. Too bad she didn't have the luxury of that nap like he did. 
 
    She pushed thoughts of Dillon and worries about her mood from her mind, then grabbed her own books and papers and pulled them in front of her. She had work to do. A lot of work, because she had already spent too much precious time talking to Dillon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    The door to Maggie's apartment burst open, startling her enough that the pencil in her hand shot across the paper, leaving an angry line of No. 2 lead smeared across the surface. She gripped the pencil tighter and spun around, glaring as Cindy stormed inside. 
 
    "Did you forget how to knock?" 
 
    "No, I didn't." She slammed the door closed with her foot and placed her hands on her hips. "What is your problem?" 
 
    "My problem? I don't have a problem." Maggie turned around and stared at the defaced paper. It wasn't anything that an eraser couldn't take care of, but that meant taking the time to look for it. 
 
    "You have a major problem." 
 
    "My only problem is that I'm trying to finish my report and someone I know is stopping me." 
 
    "As if." Cindy stepped closer to the desk and grabbed the pencil from Maggie's hand. 
 
    "Hey! I was using that." 
 
    "We need to talk." 
 
    "No, we don't." Maggie reached for another pencil only to have Cindy take that one as well. "I have work to do." 
 
    "Not until we talk." 
 
    "Cindy, seriously, I'm busy." 
 
    "Yeah, I can see that. So busy that you look like total crap." 
 
    Maggie glanced down. She was wearing cut off sweatpants, a baggy t-shirt, and ankle socks. There was absolutely nothing wrong with what she had on. So what if she had been wearing the same thing for the past three—or maybe it was four—days? She was busy studying, finishing reports, getting caught up, getting ahead.  
 
    "I don't look like crap. I'm busy." 
 
    "So busy you can't even clean Slinky's cage? I mean, look at her! The poor baby. When's the last time she's been out?" Cindy moved over to the cage and opened the door. Slinky squeaked and made a beeline for the opening, darting out of the cage and scampering away. 
 
    A flash of guilt seized Maggie but she pushed it away. Slinky's cage wasn't bad and Cindy knew it. And it wasn't like she had been ignoring Slinky—she just hadn't had as much time to play with her like she usually did. 
 
    "When's the last time you've been outside?" 
 
    "I don't know. A few days ago." 
 
    "You're pathetic." 
 
    "No, I'm busy." Maggie grabbed another pencil and turned her attention back to her reports. A hand shot out and grabbed the stack of papers, pulling them away. Maggie took a deep breath, held it for ten seconds, then let it out. Slowly. Carefully. When she was certain she wouldn't dissolve into a screaming crying mess, she swiveled in the chair and narrowed her eyes at Cindy. "Give them back." 
 
    Cindy pushed the reports behind her and shook her head. "Not until we talk." 
 
    "There's nothing to talk about. Now give them back." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Cindy—" 
 
    "I said no." She pursed her lips, an expression of pure stubbornness crossing her face as she moved across the room. What was she doing? Was she really—yes, she really was putting the paperwork in the freezer. But why? 
 
    Maggie jumped from the chair and moved after her, stepping over the scattered piles of books and binders and clothes. Cindy slammed the freezer door then turned, bracing her back against the refrigerator and stretching her arms out. 
 
    "Cindy. I need those back. Now." 
 
    "Not until we talk." 
 
    "There's nothing to talk about." 
 
    "You need an intervention." 
 
    "No, I don't." 
 
    "Yeah you do. You've become a shut-in. A recluse. A…a lonely, solitary hermit." 
 
    "No, I haven't. I'm just busy. That's all." 
 
    "That's a pathetic, lame excuse and you know it." 
 
    "An excuse for what?" 
 
    "For not seeing Dillon." 
 
    Maggie turned away. If she didn't, she might actually hit her best friend. Worse, her best friend might see the silly pathetic moisture in her eyes. Maggie blinked it away and moved back to the desk, her hand resting on the chair. 
 
    She sighed and moved away, over to the sac, then flopped down into it. 
 
    "So what's going on? Why haven't you talked to him?" 
 
    "I told you: I'm busy." 
 
    "That's just an excuse." 
 
    "No, it's the truth." 
 
    "You're always busy. That didn't stop you from taking the time before. From seeing him before. Or talking to him." 
 
    "That was different." 
 
    "How was that any different?" 
 
    "Because then I was his tutor. It was my job to see him." 
 
    "Wow. Just…wow." Cindy moved away from the refrigerator and grabbed the desk chair. She spun it around and pushed it toward Maggie, then walked over and took a seat. Great, now Cindy was going to psycho-analyze her. Just what she didn't need. 
 
    "So tell me what happened." 
 
    "Cindy, I'm not in the mood for a therapy session. I don't need it." 
 
    "No, what you need is a whack upside the head with a two-by-four." 
 
    "Real professional. I'm sure that'll go over really well with your patients in the future." 
 
    "You're not a patient. You're my bestie. Now tell me what's going on. Why'd you dump Dillon?" 
 
    Maggie's head shot up, outrage spreading through her. "I did not dump him! Is that what he said?" 
 
    "You totally cut him off. Bam, gone." She clapped her hands together then spread them apart with a dramatic whistle. "No calls, no explanation. Nothing. If that's not dumping someone then I don't know what is." 
 
    "That's not true. I told him I was busy." 
 
    "What? One time, when you cancelled your date? That was, like, three weeks ago." 
 
    Maggie leaned back in the sac and folded her arms in front of her, not quite able to look at Cindy. 
 
    Because her friend was right: she had pretty much cut everything off with Dillon. Because she was scared. Because she figured it was better to just quit things now herself, instead of waiting for him to slay her and say goodbye once he was finished with his finals. 
 
    Because she was pretty sure she loved him. 
 
    Pretty sure? No, she was more than 'pretty sure'. She loved him. Well, great for her. Wasn't she the lucky one, giving her heart to a jock who only needed her for her brain? She should have known better. Hadn't she learned her lesson already? 
 
    Except she didn't give Dillon a chance, just automatically assumed she knew what would happen and took matters into her own hands instead of waiting to see what happened. Waiting to see what he wanted. Waiting to give him a chance to put all her fears and worries to rest. 
 
    Well, it didn't matter now. It was too late. His final was over and she was pretty sure he had moved on. Good for him. 
 
    Cindy was right: she was pathetic. Only there was nothing she could do about it, not now, not when it was too late. 
 
    "Are you done arguing with yourself?" 
 
    Maggie looked up, frowning. "I'm not arguing with yourself." 
 
    "Yes you are. I can see it on your brainiac's face. You screwed up and you know it." 
 
    "I didn't—" 
 
    "Yes you did. Don't deny it. You got scared because of something that happened back in high school and you took it all out on Dillon without giving him a chance." 
 
    "Would you please stop psycho-analyzing me?" 
 
    "I'm not. This has nothing to do with psycho-analyzing and everything to do with being your bestie." 
 
    "Telling me I screwed up?" 
 
    "Yup. That's what besties are for." Cindy sent the chair spinning then kicked out with her feet, scooting back until she hit the desk. "Now go take a shower and put on some decent clothes. I'll straighten up the mess around here. And open the windows while I'm out it. Let some fresh air in—" 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere." 
 
    "Yeah you are. We're going out for food. I'm starving." 
 
    "You're always starving." 
 
    "So sue me. Now go. Get moving." 
 
    "I don't want to." 
 
    "Think you might be able to pout any more than you are?" Cindy rolled her eyes then walked over to her. She reached down and grabbed her hand, forcing Maggie out of the sac. 
 
    "I said I don't want—" 
 
    "I don't care what you want. We're going out. Now, you can either go make yourself human again, or I can drag you out just like that. And you know I will." Cindy pushed her across the room and practically shoved her in the bathroom. Maggie opened her mouth to object only to have Cindy hold a hand up in warning. 
 
    "No more arguments. You've got ten minutes." Then she slammed the door in Maggie's face. 
 
    Maggie stared at the door then sighed and turned around. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and stepped back in shock. Cripes, Cindy was right. She looked inhuman. 
 
    Awful. 
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    Cindy's voice came through the door. "Nine minutes." 
 
    Maggie sighed and reached in to turn on the shower. She knew Cindy well enough to know she meant business. So fine, she'd take a shower and throw on some clean clothes then go get something to eat. 
 
    Then she'd come back here and lock herself in again. That would be her punishment to bear, which was no less than what she deserved for being so stupid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six   
 
    "Why are we here again?" 
 
    "Because I'm tired of your damn moping, that's why." Ethan slid into the booth across from him then grabbed a menu, practically burying his face in it. 
 
    Dillon grabbed the other one and flipped it open. His eyes scanned the two pages but he wasn't really seeing the words. He wasn't hungry, and he wasn't really in the mood to be anywhere. He'd rather be home, getting in some extra workouts, getting ready for the playoffs. They had one last home game tomorrow night, then the real games started. 
 
    That's what he had to focus on: the playoffs. Put everything else behind him. He had to, if he was going to keep his mind where it needed to be. One day at a time, one game at a time. And he couldn't look ahead, either. That would be jinxing things too much. 
 
    The waitress stopped by their table, taking their drink orders. She paused, asking if they were ready to order. Dillon put the menu on table and nodded at Ethan. 
 
    "Go ahead and order. I'm not that hungry." 
 
    Ethan smiled at the waitress. "Can you give us a few minutes?" 
 
    The waitress smiled back, a blush staining her cheeks, then disappeared. Dillon rolled his eyes and slouched down on the bench. "I thought you knew what you wanted." 
 
    "Nah, I'm good. It can wait." 
 
    "Ethan, if you're hungry, just order. I don't want to stay here all day, hanging out." 
 
    "Why not? It's not like you have anyplace else to go." 
 
    Dillon frowned, wondering why in the hell Ethan would remind him of that. No, he didn't have anywhere else to go, not considering Maggie had all but disappeared on him. Disappeared? Yeah, that was being nice about it. Disappeared implied that nobody knew where she was. That wasn't the case. Dillon knew exactly where she was: not with him. He hadn't spoken to her, heard from her, seen her. Nothing, not since she had cancelled their last date. And she wouldn't return his calls. Or his texts. Nothing. 
 
    And he had no idea why. 
 
    Dillon clenched his jaw and shifted on the bench, no longer in the mood to be out in public. Not right now. "Listen, if you're not going to order, or eat, can we just go?" 
 
    "What's your hurry?" 
 
    "No hurry. I'd just rather go home, work out." 
 
    "You mean mope around." 
 
    "I'm not moping." 
 
    "The hell you're not." 
 
    Dillon ignored him. "Don't you have something better to do? Go hang out with your new girlfriend or something?" 
 
    "Cindy's not my girlfriend." 
 
    "Yeah, ok." 
 
    "She's not." 
 
    "Listen, I know you guys are dating. You don't have to be nice just to spare my feelings." 
 
    "No, seriously. We're not dating. We're just friends. And if you want to talk about your feelings, we can. I know what happened with Maggie. Maybe if you—" 
 
    "Listen, I don't need a lecture so if that's what this is all about, you're wasting your time. We can just leave right now." 
 
    "Not yet. Give it a few more minutes." 
 
    "A few more minutes? For what?" 
 
    Ethan glanced at his watch then looked back at Dillon, shrugging. "For, uh, for our drinks. We ordered drinks. We can't leave without paying for them." 
 
    His teammate was losing his mind, that had to be it. Hell, everyone around him was losing their minds. Well, he wasn't going to sit here, not when he could be home doing something productive.  
 
    Dillon reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm paying for our drinks." He grabbed a twenty and threw it on the table, then shoved the wallet back into his pocket. "Come on, let's go." 
 
    "Are you insane? You can't just leave a twenty for two iced teas." Ethan grabbed the bill and tossed it toward him. "Just give me a minute, I'll take care of it." 
 
    "I don't have a minute." 
 
    "Yeah, because you're so fucking busy. Would you just sit the fuck down and wait a fucking minute?" 
 
    Dillon sat back, his eyes widening at the rapid succession of F-bombs dropping from Ethan's mouth. He didn't think he'd ever heard him say that many in a row before, at least not off the ice. He opened his mouth to say something then snapped it closed when Ethan glared at him—almost like he was daring Dillon to say something. 
 
    "Okay, Fine. I'll wait a few minutes." 
 
    "Yeah. Thought so." Ethan leaned back, his shoulders relaxing. He glanced around the small restaurant then down at his watch. Looked up, glanced around again, looked back at his watch. 
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Who? Me? Nothing." 
 
    "Then why do you keep looking at your watch?" 
 
    "I'm not." 
 
    "Ethan, what the hell are you up to?" 
 
    "I'm not—" He glanced at something behind Dillon then nodded, a grin splitting his face. "Okay, we're good." 
 
    "What? Are you okay? Or did that hit last night scramble your brains?" 
 
    "No, I'm fine." But Ethan was still looking at something behind Dillon, his grin growing wider. Dillon shifted on the bench to look over his shoulder, wondering what Ethan kept smiling at— 
 
    Dillon's mouth dropped open as his stomach twisted and churned. Tension shot through him, drawing his shoulders up around his ears. His hands curled into fists and he spun back around, glaring at Ethan. "Are you fucking shitting me? No, I'm not doing this." 
 
    Ethan reached across the table and grabbed his arm, holding him in place with a steely grip that might actually leave bruises. The smile was gone from Ethan's face and the blue of his eyes had darkened. This was Ethan's game face, all business and brute strength, serious and deadly. 
 
    "Don't even think about getting up. Your ass is going to stay glued to that fucking bench. You hear me?" 
 
    Dillon didn't have a chance to reply, not that he even knew how to. It was a moot point anyway because the two girls stopped beside their table, throwing a suffocating blanket of awkward silence around all four of them. 
 
    "Wow! Look who it is. What a surprise! Imagine meeting you guys here!" Cindy's voice was filled with forced cheer. Her eyes darted back and forth between Ethan and Dillon, a wide smile on her face. Then she grabbed Maggie's shoulder and shoved her onto the bench next to Dillon.  
 
    Literally shoved. Forcefully shoved. 
 
    Maggie stumbled and grabbed the table, dropping onto the bench with a muffled "oof" before leveling a searing glare at her friend. 
 
    Or maybe that was ex-friend now.  
 
    Dillon slid away from her, as far as he could manage with the wall next to him. That only put a few inches of space between them because the booth was a small one, meant for only two people. 
 
    Now he knew why Ethan had specifically asked for this one. 
 
    "I don't—" 
 
    "This isn't—" 
 
    He and Maggie started talking at the same time. Dillon clenched his jaw and sent his own heated glare in Ethan's direction. But Ethan wasn't paying attention. No, of course he wasn't. Cindy had grabbed his hand and was pulling him to his feet, that same stupid smile on her face. 
 
    "This is so cool. Isn't this cool? It is. Really cool. But, uh, I need to show Ethan something. Or talk to him. Um, about something. So, you know, you two just stay here. And talk. Or something. 'Kay? Cool. Be right back." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Dillon stared after the couple, watching them disappear, too stunned to move after them. Not that he could move anyway, not with Maggie sitting next to him. Although maybe 'next to him' wasn't quite accurate. Her stiff body was perched so close to the edge of the bench that she looked like she might actually fall off. 
 
    "Maybe you'd be more comfortable sitting on the other side." And hell, he hadn't meant for the words to come out quite that short and cold. And he hadn't meant for Maggie to move as fast as she did. So fast that she actually knocked into the table again, sending it wobbling between them. 
 
    She settled onto the bench across from him, her body still stiff and erect. Her head was bent forward, her dark hair forming a curtain in front of her face. He could still see her blush, though: dark blotches of red fanning across her pale cheeks. 
 
    Too pale, like she had been sick or something. And he shouldn't care, he really shouldn't, not after she had just up and ditched him without a single word or excuse. 
 
    But he couldn't not care, and that was the problem: he still cared. Too much. 
 
    Way too much. 
 
    The waitress showed up and placed their drinks on the table, her confusion showing on her face. Dillon waved her way then sat back with a sigh as he looked at the drinks. Two iced teas. He should have known something was up: Ethan didn't drink iced tea. 
 
    "You, uh, might as well drink it. I think Ethan ordered it for you." 
 
    Maggie's head shot up, her eyes a little wide. The color in her face deepened even more and she looked away. "I'm sorry. I didn't know Cindy had planned this." 
 
    "Yeah. Figured as much." And wasn't that just a kick in the gut? His heart had slammed into his chest when he heard the first part of her apology, thinking that maybe she was saying she was sorry for what happened. He was such a fucking idiot. 
 
    He reached for the glass and took a long swallow through the straw, practically draining it. Well, that killed all of ten seconds. Now what? 
 
    Dillon shifted again then leaned forward, propping his arms on the table. "So. I passed my final." 
 
    "That's, uh, good. Good. Congratulations." Maggie nodded but she still wouldn't look at him. Dillon sighed, wondering what the hell to say next. 
 
    Wondering why he should say anything at all. It was obvious she didn't want to be here, obvious that she wasn't interested. But why? That was all he wanted to know. Why? What had happened? What had changed? 
 
    "What did I do?" The question came out of his mouth before he could stop it, before he could think better of it. He wished he could take it back, wished he hadn't said anything at all—especially when it was greeted with nothing but sharp silence. 
 
    He shook his head, calling himself every name in the book. This was ridiculous. He should just leave. Get up and leave, find a ride back home. But he didn't move. He couldn't move. Not yet. 
 
    Maggie finally raised her head, her gaze meeting his for a fleeting second before sliding to the table. She folded her hands in front of her and sighed. The sound was sharp, long and drawn out and full of…something.  
 
    "I—" She stopped, her teeth nibbling on her lower lip as she stared at her hands. Another deep breath, another long sigh. "I'm an idiot. I'm sorry." 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Dillon had no idea. But he could feel her emotions, clear across the table. Thick and heavy, full of regret. And remorse. And confusion. 
 
    Or maybe he was just reading into things. 
 
    "I still don't understand what I did. I thought we were having fun." 
 
    "It's not—you didn't do anything. And we were." Maggie still wouldn't look at him but at least she was talking. Was that a good sign? 
 
    "Then what happened?" 
 
    "Nothing. I just…" Her voice trailed off and she reached for the tea, taking a small sip. She put the glass down but didn't say anything else. 
 
    "You just—what?" 
 
    "Nothing, I just—" Again the pause, like she was stuck on those three words. 
 
    Dillon sighed and ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "Just what, Maggie? Can you at least tell me that much?" 
 
    "I just figured I'd beat you to it, that's all." 
 
    "Beat me to what?" But Dillon didn't need to ask, not really. Anger swept through him, fast and searing. He leaned forward and forced the words through his clenched jaw. "You thought I was going to dump you? Why? Why would you think that?" 
 
    "I just…I don't know." 
 
    "You don't know?" Dillon repeated the words then sat back, shaking his head. "You don't know. Great. That's just fucking great. What the hell did I do to even make you think that? Tell me. What?" 
 
    "Nothing. Okay?" Maggie's head shot up, emotion finally showing in her eyes. Not anger, like he had expected. What he saw was regret, self-crimination, sorrow.  
 
    And something else, something that made the breath leave him in a rush. She blinked but didn't look away, didn't hide anything. "You didn't do anything. It was me. I overreacted and got scared and…and…I'm sorry." 
 
    The anger left him as swiftly as it had appeared. He searched his mind for something to say, his heart racing at the memory of what he saw in her eyes. Was he reading into it? Seeing things that weren't really there? 
 
    "If you were scared, why didn't you say something?" 
 
    "Because I didn't know how to. What was I supposed to do? Come out and ask if you were ready to call things quits?" 
 
    "If you were that worried about it then yeah, you should have." 
 
    Maggie laughed, the sound short and full of sorrow. "And have you laugh at me and tell me yeah, you were only using me? No thanks, I've had that happen before." 
 
    And suddenly it made sense. An awful, gut-wrenching sense that left him feeling cold inside. Cold, and even a little angry. Angry at the past. Angry at whatever asshole had been ignorant enough to do that to her. And even a little angry at her, for letting the past color her judgement of him. 
 
    He leaned forward and almost reached for her hand. Almost. But not yet. "Maggie, I'm not that stupid kid from your past." 
 
    "I know that." 
 
    "Do you? I don't think you do. If you did, you wouldn't have jumped to a conclusion that was so far from the fucking truth that it might as well be on Pluto." 
 
    "I know that! I mean, my brain does. Mostly. But everything else…" She glanced up at him, then back down to her fidgeting hands. 
 
    "I thought you trusted me." 
 
    "I do. I did." 
 
    "Which is it?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Which is it? Do, present tense? Or did, past tense?" 
 
    "Do." Maggie nodded, her brows pulled low over her eyes, like she could drive home the point if she looked serious enough. Then she sighed and looked away. "Although I guess it doesn't matter now, does it?" 
 
    "Why doesn't it matter?" 
 
    "Because I totally messed things up. I know that. Cindy said for someone who's such a brainiac, I'm pretty pathetic when it comes to people. She's right." 
 
    Dillon bit the inside of his cheek to keep the smile from spreading across his face. He cleared his throat and tried to look serious. "You're not expecting me to argue with that, are you?" 
 
    "I—" Maggie's mouth snapped shut, an array of emotions crossing her face. She sighed and looked away, her shoulders slumping. "No." 
 
    Dillon hid his laugh with a harsh cough then slid off the bench. He didn't miss the disappointment that crossed Maggie's face when he stood. She thought he was leaving, he could see that as clearly as he saw everything else on her face. But he still wasn't sure if he was really seeing it, or if he was only hoping he was seeing it. 
 
    Her eyes widened as he stepped around the booth and slid in next to her. She scooted across, her shoulder hitting the wall. Dillon didn't stop, just kept sliding next to her until their hips were wedged tightly together. He shifted sideways and draped his arm around her shoulders, leaning in so close their noses almost touched. Maggie blinked and looked away, another blush staining her cheeks. 
 
    "Maggie. Look at me." 
 
    "No, I'm good." 
 
    "Look at me." 
 
    "I don't think—" 
 
    "I don't want you to think. I want you to feel." He reached for her trembling hand and placed it on his chest. He held it there, just over his heart. "Now look at me." 
 
    She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip again for a few long seconds. Then, slowly, almost as if she was afraid, she raised her eyes and met his own gaze. 
 
    There were so many emotions flashing through the wide brown eyes looking back at him. Hesitation. Fright. Confusion. Bewilderment. Hope. 
 
    But it was the last one, the one he thought he saw, that mattered most. Dillon swallowed back his own fear and hesitation and pressed a quick kiss against her mouth. "Don't tell me what you think. Don't tell me what you think I think. Tell me what you feel. What you want." 
 
    "I—" She closed her mouth, glanced away, swallowed. Looked back. "I wish I could go back and do things over." 
 
    "Do things over?" 
 
    She nodded, swallowed again as color rose on her cheeks. "Yeah. To…to not be a pathetic, stupid, idiot." 
 
    Dillon couldn't stop the quick grin from passing across his lips. "Does that mean you still want to see me?" 
 
    Maggie looked away, nodding.  
 
    "You're cheating. Look at me." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Look at me." 
 
    Maggie turned her head, something flashing in her eyes that made Dillon chuckle. He wouldn't be surprised if she actually rolled her eyes at him. Good, that meant his Maggie was finally coming back to life. 
 
    "Does that mean you still want to see me?" 
 
    "Yes. Yes, it does." She nodded, reiterating the words. But he could still see some of the hesitation in her eyes, almost as if she was afraid he would say no. Or change his mind. 
 
    "Good." He leaned forward and captured her mouth with his, the kiss soft and warm and over much too soon. He pulled away and reached for money Ethan had tossed back at him a few minutes earlier. He tucked it under one of the glasses then stood up, her hand still in his. 
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    "Back to your place. To make a phone call." 
 
    Her steps faltered as confusion flashed in her eyes. "You need to make a phone call?" 
 
    "Yeah. We both do." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    Dillon pulled her outside, pausing in the warm afternoon sun that beat down on them. "You owe me a raincheck." 
 
    "A rain—" Her eyes widened as understanding dawned. She looked around then leaned closer. "From my apartment? Together? But we'll be, you know, together." 
 
    "Not if I lock myself in the bathroom. Come on, let's go." 
 
    Maggie leaned into him, laughing. "That's totally insane." 
 
    "I know, isn't it? But I haven't been able to stop thinking about it so that's what I want to do right now." 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "Seriously. Unless you don't want to—" 
 
    "No! No, I do." 
 
    "Perfect. Now let's find those two so we can get a ride back to your place." 
 
    And if a raincheck was the only thing Maggie was expecting, she was going to be even more surprised. Collecting on the raincheck was just the beginning of everything he had planned for her. And if things went well… 
 
    Yeah, if things went well, she'd never doubt him—or herself—again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Maggie sat on the edge of the chair, her hands clasped in front of her, and looked around. She was in an empty locker room in the lower level of the arena with more than twenty other people. The hockey game—Dillon's last home game of the season—was playing out upstairs. She had no idea what was going on, no real idea why she was down here with all these other people when she should be upstairs watching the end of the game with Cindy. 
 
    All she knew was that the people around her were excited for some reason. Cindy had been excited too, when a trio of girls—and really, she had no idea hockey teams had cheerleaders, although Cindy had called them a dance team—approached her during the second half-time. 
 
    No, not half-time. Intermission. That's right, it was called an intermission. 
 
    Whatever it was called, the girls had approached her, waving sparkly blue pom-poms and smiling and laughing. They gave her an envelope and everyone around them started clapping and cheering. Maggie had looked around, wondering what was going on, then tried to open the envelope. 
 
    Cindy—and a handful of other people around them—yelled at her. No, she couldn't open the envelope yet. She had to wait. And then the cheerleaders—dance team—led her away. 
 
    Apparently, she had won something, like everyone else down here waiting. Somebody had said something about "shirts off their backs" but Maggie wasn't quite sure what that meant. All she knew was that this was supposed to be a really cool thing to win. 
 
    She'd rather be upstairs, watching the game. She had just figured out how to keep her eyes on the puck when it was being batted back and forth, and now she was missing it. 
 
    A muffled horn echoed somewhere above them, followed by a loud din. People cheering? She thought so. Did Dillon's team score again? What if it was Dillon, and she missed it?  
 
    Two ladies entered the room, clipboards held in their hands. Large smiles spread across their faces as they waved for everyone's attention.  
 
    "The Banners just won!" 
 
    People around Maggie applauded. She put the envelope on her lap and clapped, too, still feeling like she was missing something. 
 
    "Okay everyone, we need you to line up in order. There should be a small number in the top corner of your envelopes. If everyone could look at that then line up over here, we can get you upstairs for the fun." 
 
    Were these two women part of the cheer-dance-whatever-team? Maggie didn't think so since they were dressed in casual business attire, but they were certainly cheerful enough that they could be.  
 
    Maggie got to her feet and looked down at the envelope as everyone moved past her. Six. She was number six. Did that mean anything? She almost asked then decided against it as she took her place in line. She didn't want to look any more foolish than she felt. 
 
    It took the women a few minutes to get everyone lined up. Maggie was between a young boy who kept jumping up and down and an older man in an expensive suit. She looked around, really noticing for the first time how everyone was dressed. Most of the group had on jeans and a jersey emblazoned with a large eagle. At least she didn't feel too out of place, with her plain black leggings and Dillon's frayed sweatshirt, the same one he had been wearing the first time they met. It was too big on her, hanging to mid-thigh, but she didn't care. The front said "Property of Baltimore Banners" and Dillon had asked her to wear it tonight, a glint of heat and masculine possession shining in his hazel eyes. Maybe it wasn't a very modern reaction to have but a little thrill of excitement had seared her veins at the look he had given her when he asked. 
 
    "Okay everyone. We're going to walk down the hallway to your right and out through the tunnel to the visiting team's bench and then out to the ice. Please stay on the red carpet that's been put down for you. We'll motion to you one at a time. When Erin gives you the signal, open your envelope so we can see whose jersey you got. That player will skate over and give you their jersey and sign it for you. Once they're done, walk back to Erin then continue through to the penalty box. Any questions?" 
 
    Maggie almost raised her hand. Questions? Cripes, she had plenty of questions. But nobody else seemed to so she wasn't going to ask. At least she wasn't first in line. She could just watch everyone else and follow their lead. 
 
    And now she had a better idea of what was going on. Maybe. A little. She had won a jersey. She wondered who. Not that it mattered, since she didn't know any of the players except for Dillon. And Ethan. Maybe she'd get Ethan's jersey. She'd give it to Cindy if she did. Cindy swore there was nothing going on between them but Maggie didn't quite believe her. 
 
    They were going through a tunnel now, the light getting brighter as they exited. Maggie blinked then almost stumbled, her mouth dropping open in surprise. 
 
    Ohmygod. Cripes. They were really on the ice. Like, the real ice, where the players skated. She blinked and looked around, taking everything in as quickly as possible because the line kept moving and she didn't want to hold anyone up.  
 
    Now she was really grateful she wasn't first, because she was almost too stunned to move. Cheers and clapping filled the arena, echoing around her. It wasn't as crowded as it had been during the game but there were still enough people to give her a slight case of stage fright. What must it be like to be out here every night, skating and playing as thousands of people looked on? Cheering, booing. It was surreal, so surreal she couldn't even imagine it. 
 
    Someone nudged her from behind. She mumbled an apology and moved forward, her eyes still scanning all around her. And cripes, all the players were here, too. Well duh, of course they'd be. How else would they give away jerseys if they weren't here? She squinted behind her glasses, her eyes searching. The players were all near the bench off to her right. Some standing, some leaning, a few of them talking. Where was Dillon? Oh, there he was, leaning against the half-wall, talking to someone. Did he know she was here? 
 
    Well, that was a stupid thing to wonder. Of course he didn't know. How could he, when he'd been playing? Should she wave? No, that would be silly. Just the idea sent a rush of heat to her face. 
 
    The boy in front of her stepped forward, his fingers fumbling with the envelope as he tried to open it. One of the cheer-dance-whatever girls—she must be Erin—leaned down to help him. The boy pulled out a sheet of paper with a large number on it then jumped up and down. 
 
    Erin read the number and a player with huge bulky pads covering his legs skated over, pulling his jersey over his head as he did. 
 
    Oh wow. It really was the shirts off their backs. Like, literally. Maggie tried not to grimace at the thought of how sweaty the jersey must be. But the boy didn't seem to care. He waited for the player to sign it then jumped up and down, even leaning in when the guy draped his arm around the boy's shoulder for a picture.  
 
    Did they have to do a picture? Yeah, probably. Maybe her player wouldn't be quite so sweaty. Or maybe she just wouldn't get that close. She didn't have to get too close, did she? 
 
    And then it was her turn.  
 
    Maggie took a deep breath and moved forward, her fingers shaking as she opened the envelope. And gah, now the paper was stuck. She pulled on it one more time, finally freeing it. She tried to smile as she held it up, knowing that everyone was watching her.  
 
    Erin leaned in close, a bright smile on her face. "And what's your number?" 
 
    Maggie looked down and almost groaned. She had been holding it backward so nobody could see it. She flipped it around, hoping she didn't look like an idiot. Surely Dillon had noticed her by now. Cripes, everyone here had probably noticed her by now. 
 
    "Uh, forty-three." 
 
    "Forty-three!" Erin repeated the number into her microphone then motioned for Maggie to step out onto the other rug. She nodded, her eyes lowered, watching each careful step she was taking. She didn't want to trip and fall, that would be too embarrassing.  
 
    She reached the end of the carpet, let out a sigh of relief, then looked up. 
 
    And almost shrieked.  
 
    Dillon was right in front of her, a large grin on his face. And cripes, he was huge! Big and broad and towering over her by more than a foot. At least, that's what it felt like, looking up at him. 
 
    "You didn't even realize it was my number, did you?" 
 
    "I—" She slammed her mouth shut and shook her head, heat filling her face. He winked then pulled the jersey over his head, moving closer to her. 
 
    "You can get a little closer, you know."  
 
    She nodded and stepped closer, right to the edge of the carpet. But Dillon wasn't looking at her, he was bent over the jersey, signing. Surely it didn't take him that long to sign his name, did it? Maybe his pen wasn't working, especially if the jersey was wet. Maggie was pretty sure it had to be. The t-shirt he had on under his pads was soaked, steam drifting up from it. Steam. She blinked and looked again, making sure she wasn't seeing things. Suddenly the idea of getting close for a picture didn't seem too bad. In fact, she wanted to get a lot closer—and not just for a picture. 
 
    "Maggie." 
 
    "Hm?"  
 
    "You should probably take this." 
 
    She nodded and took the jersey, her gaze still focused on his broad chest and the way the wet shirt clung to it. Dillon chuckled and she finally pulled her gaze away, blushing at his wink. He leaned down, not quite close enough to kiss her. 
 
    "Read it." 
 
    "Read what?" 
 
    "The jersey." 
 
    "Why? I just saw you sign it." 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Maybe you should look." 
 
    Maggie frowned, wondering what he was talking about. She could sense the people who had been in line behind her getting restless. Couldn't she read it later? She didn't want anyone to get upset with her for taking longer than she should. 
 
    She lowered her gaze and glanced at the jersey, looked back at Dillon, then did a double-take. She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them, looked again…and felt her knees nearly buckle. No, not nearly. They did buckle; she would have fallen if not for Dillon's strong arm wrapping around her waist, supporting her. 
 
    She wiped at her eyes and looked back at the jersey, sure she was imagining things. She wasn't.  
 
    Written in big bold letters were the words I LOVE YOU. 
 
    I LOVE YOU. 
 
    Dillon loved her? 
 
    "Well?" His voice was pitched low, thick and hoarse and full of uncertainty, his breath tickling her ear and warming her. No, it wasn't his breath that warmed her. It was him. What he felt for her. What she felt for him. 
 
    She blinked and looked up at him, her hands trembling as she pulled the jersey against her chest. Against her heart. "I love you, too." 
 
    He smiled and pulled her against him. And right there, in front of everyone, he lifted her up and kissed her. A deep kiss that promised a future full of hope. Full of adventure and trust. 
 
    Full of love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue  
 
    One year later 
 
      
 
    Dillon hurried to his seat, mumbling apologies as he bumped into knees along the way. Why did the seat have to be right in the middle of the row? 
 
    It didn't matter. He was here now, that was what mattered.  
 
    That, and surprising Maggie on her big day. She wasn't expecting him, had actually told him it wasn't a big deal, that she understood. Yes, he knew she understood—and it was a big deal. She was graduating. Of course it was a big deal. 
 
    And now he could be here for her, just like she had been there for him when he walked across the stage last year. Only this year, they could at least celebrate the entire night. Last year, he'd had to leave damn near right after receiving his diploma. This year, he didn't have to leave until the morning, when he flew to LA.  
 
    He came to a stop in front of the empty seat and lowered himself into it with a heavy sigh. The woman next to him glanced at her watch then turned toward him, not quite frowning.  
 
    "Cutting it a little close there, aren't you?" 
 
    Dillon leaned forward and brushed a quick kiss across her cheek. "Hi, Mom. Sorry. Everything got delayed." 
 
    She patted his knee and passed him a fancy program. "You're here. That's what matters." 
 
    Dillon shifted in the seat, getting more comfortable, then nodded toward his father. "She doesn't know, does she?" 
 
    "No, she doesn't know. She thinks you left this morning with the team." 
 
    "Good. Is everything set at the house?" 
 
    "Yes, sweetheart. I told you I would take care of everything. Now relax. They'll be calling her name soon." 
 
    Dillon tried to relax. He trusted his mother, knew he had been smart to leave everything in her capable hands. That didn't mean he wasn't nervous. He wanted everything to be perfect, wanted to make sure Maggie had the special celebration she deserved. 
 
    His mother leaned closer, a bright smile on her face. "There she is, sweetheart, up by the stage. Do you see her?" 
 
    Dillon searched the sea of black robes, his eyes finally resting on Maggie as she approached the stage. His heart tripped in his chest, beating faster as he watched her. She was so beautiful. And stubborn. And determined.  
 
    And he didn't want her any other way. 
 
    He heard the clicking of a camera and knew his father was taking pictures with his fancy camera, the one with the super-zoom lens. Good, because Dillon didn't want to look away.  
 
    Maggie climbed the stairs, two more people ahead of her. Then it was her turn. She walked across the stage, head held high, a smile on her face as they announced her name. 
 
    Margaret Elizabeth Frayser. 
 
    Dillon rose to his feet, clapping and cheering as loud as he could for his wife. His wife. He still couldn't believe she had agreed to marry him, to take his name. He had proposed right after receiving his diploma and they had been married a few months later. Some people thought it was too soon—her mother, mostly—but he didn't care. He loved Maggie, and she loved him. That was all that mattered. 
 
    His mother grabbed his hand and yanked, pulling him down. "I thought you wanted to surprise her." 
 
    "I do. She didn't see me." 
 
    His mom rolled her eyes but didn't say anything, And then Dillon got restless, waiting for everyone else's name to be called. He didn't want to wait. He wanted to rush down to the front and grab hold of his wife and carry her home. 
 
    Only he couldn't really do that, either. Number one, she'd probably get a little irritated. Number two, it would be rude. And number three, they had a house full of people waiting back at the house for her surprise party. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, maybe he should have waited for the party… 
 
    Applause exploded around him then the crowd shifted, almost moving as one to their feet. Finally. Now he had to figure out how to get to Maggie without her seeing him. 
 
    His mom helped with that. She and his dad moved through the crowd, down to where Maggie and her parents were. Dillon hung back, drifting through the thinning crowd until he was behind Maggie. His mom kept her occupied, talking about who knew what, a silly grin on her face. 
 
    And why was his mother grinning like that? She'd give the surprise away if she wasn't careful. Even his dad was grinning. If they spoiled his surprise, he'd never forgive them. 
 
    He moved closer, his steps a little faster just in case Maggie suspected something. She still had her back to him and he was less than a foot away. Good, she didn't suspect anything. 
 
    He stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her from behind, pulling her against his chest. Her body stiffened for a brief second then she spun in his arms, squealing. 
 
    "Dillon! Ohmygod, you're here! I can't believe it. How—" 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss, deep and warm. "I got permission to fly out later. I wanted to surprise you." 
 
    "Ohmygod, I can't believe it!" She wrapped her arms around him and held him close, her breath warm against his neck. Her shoulders shook and for a minute he thought she was so happy, she was laughing. Then he heard her breath catch and realized she wasn't laughing. 
 
    She was crying. 
 
    He stepped back, frowning, trying to figure out why she would be crying. "Maggie? Are you okay?" 
 
    She nodded and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. "Y-yes." 
 
    "Then why are you crying?" 
 
    "Because I'm h-happy." 
 
    "Uh, okay." Dillon frowned and glanced over at his mom, hoping for some silent advice. But his mom was just standing there, leaning against his dad, that silly grin still on her face. 
 
    He looked back at Maggie, his heart tripping in his chest when she started sniffling again. "Maggie, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. I just wanted to surprise you." 
 
    "I'm not upset." 
 
    "But you're crying. You never cry." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Oh." He looked around, wondering why everyone was watching them. Dillon frowned and wrapped his hand around hers, pulling her away from their parents so they could have some privacy. 
 
    "Are you sure everything's okay?" 
 
    "Positive. Especially now that you're here." 
 
    "Oh. Okay. Good." Dillon tightened his hand around hers, still not sure what he was missing. "So. It's a good surprise?" 
 
    Maggie nodded and wiped her eyes again. "Yes. And I have one for you, too. I was going to wait but…I can't." 
 
    "You have a surprise for me? But this is your special day. You don't have to do anything for me." 
 
    "Yes I do." 
 
    "No you don't, it can wait. I want today to be all about you." 
 
    "It is. But it's about you, too. About us." She squeezed his hand and moved it between them. 
 
    "Oh. Okay." His gaze darted to their parents then back to Maggie. She kept watching him, her eyes wide and bright, her hand tight over his where it rested against her stomach. 
 
    He opened his mouth, ready to ask what she was doing, what surprise she was talking about. 
 
    His mouth snapped shut. 
 
    He looked at her, stepped back, looked down at their clasped hands. 
 
    Pressed against her stomach. 
 
    Her stomach. 
 
    The edges of his vision darkened and the world spun around him, tilting at a crazy angle. He blinked and stumbled forward, caught himself at the last minute. Blinked again as everything clicked into place. 
 
    A perfect, happy place. 
 
    "Really? You are? You're pregnant?" 
 
    Maggie nodded, her eyes shining with moisture again as a smile played around the edges of her trembling mouth. "I am. Are you happy?" 
 
    "Happy? Happy?" He picked her up and swung her around, laughing as warmth spread through him. "I'm ecstatic!" 
 
    He pulled her to him and claimed her mouth with his, every emotion he was feeling encompassed in that one deep kiss. 
 
    Hope. Laughter. Trust. Joy. Promise. 
 
    And a lifetime of love. Most of all, love. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Did you enjoy this book? Please let other readers know what you thought by leaving a review! 
 
      
 
    And be sure to sign up for Lisa's newsletter, Kamps' Korner, for exciting news, sneak peeks, exclusive content, and fun, games, and giveaways! You don’t want to miss it! 
 
      
 
    Can't wait for the newsletter? Need to get your fix of hockey, firefighters, passion and news daily? Then please join Lisa and a great group of readers and fans at Kamps Korner on Facebook!  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PLAYING THE GAME 
 
    The York Bombers Book 1 
 
      
 
    Harland Day knows what it's like to be on rock bottom: he was there once before, years ago when his mother walked out and left him behind. But he learned how to play the game and survived, crawling his way up with the help of a friend-turned-lover. This time is different: he has nobody to blame but himself for his trip to the bottom. His mouth, his attitude, his crappy play that landed him back in the minors instead of playing pro hockey with the Baltimore Banners. And this time, he doesn't have anyone to help him out, not when his own selfishness killed the most important relationship he ever had. 
 
      
 
    Courtney Williams' life isn't glamorous or full of fame and fortune but she doesn't need those things to be happy. She of all people knows there are more important things in life. And, for the most part, she's been able to forget what could have been--until Harland gets reassigned to the York Bombers and shows back up in town, full of attitude designed to hide the man underneath. But the arrogant hockey player can't hide from her, the one person who knows him better than anyone else. They had been friends. They had been lovers. And then they had been torn apart by misunderstanding and betrayal. 
 
      
 
    But some ties are hard to break. Can they look past what had been and move forward to what could be? Or will the sins of the past haunt them even now, all these years later? 
 
      
 
    PLAYING THE GAME, the launch title of a brand-new hockey series, The York Bombers. Available February, 2017. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONCE BURNED 
 
    Firehouse Fourteen Book 1 
 
      
 
    Michaela Donaldson had her whole life planned out: college, music, and a happy-ever-after with her first true love. One reckless night changed all that, setting Michaela on a new path. Gone are her dreams of pursuing music in college, replaced by what she thinks is a more rewarding life. She's a firefighter now, getting down and dirty while doing her job. So what if she's a little rough around the edges, a little too careless, a little too detached? She's happy, living life on her own terms--until Nicky Lansing shows back up. 

Nick Lansing was the stereotypical leather-clad bad boy, needing nothing but his fast car, his guitar, his never-ending partying, and his long-time girlfriend--until one bad decision changed the course of two lives forever. He's on the straight-and-narrow now, living life as a respected teacher and doing his best to be a positive role model. Yes, he still has his music. But gone are his days of partying. And gone is the one girl who always held his heart. Or is she? 

One freak accident brings these two opposites back together. Is ten years long enough to heal the physical and emotional wounds from the past? Can they reconcile who they were with who they've become--or will it be a case of Once Burned is enough? 
 
      
 
    Turn the page for an exciting peek at ONCE BURNED, available now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "Oh shit," Mike repeated under her breath, too horrified to do anything more than force herself to breathe. Not an easy task, considering she was literally frozen to the spot. The air was thick with heated tension and the buzzing in her ears made it impossible for her to hear anything. She willed herself to move, to do something.  
 
    Shit, it's Nicky. Shit, it's Nicky. The phrase kept spinning through her mind until she thought she'd be sick with the dizziness of it. Her chest heaved with the effort to breathe and her pulse beat in a tap dancer's rhythm.  
 
    Did anyone else notice the sudden change in the room? Mike forced herself to look away from that face from her past and quickly glanced around. Four sets of eyes fixed on her with varying degrees of bewilderment. She could still feel his eyes on her, too, filled with stunned disbelief.  
 
    Feeling like she was trapped in a nightmare where everything moved with the speed of molasses, Mike pushed away from the counter and walked across the room, straight past the frozen figure of Nicky Lansing and through the swinging door. She turned a corner and rushed through a second door that opened into the engine room, not stopping until she reached the engine on the far side, where she promptly collapsed on the back step.  
 
    Heedless of the dirt and grime, she let her head drop against the back compartment door, ignoring the length of hose line in her way. Her breathing came in shallow gasps that did nothing to help the lightheadedness that caused black dots to dance across her closed lids. 
 
    Hyperventilating. She was hyperventilating. The calm, rational part of her—she was surprised she still had one—told her to lean forward, to get a grip on herself and her breathing. Now bent over, sitting with her head between her knees, Mike grabbed the running board with both hands and concentrated on the feel of the diamond plate cutting into her palms.  
 
    The spots faded away and her breathing slowed to something closer to normal. One last deep breath and she straightened, only to choke on a scream when she came face-to-face with Jay, his brows lowered in a frown as he studied her with concern.  
 
    "Jesus! Don't scare me like that!" She pushed him away then stood, only to sit back down when she realized how bad her knees were shaking. 
 
    "Scare you? What is wrong with you? Are you okay?" 
 
    "I'm fine. I couldn't be better! Don't I look fine?"  
 
    "You look like you're ready to pass out. What the hell is going on? Do you know that guy? He looks like he's seen a ghost!" 
 
    "He probably thinks he has." Mike moved over and motioned for Jay to sit down, ignoring his scrutiny as he twisted sideways and continued staring at her. 
 
    "Are you going to explain that?" 
 
    "No." She ran her hands through her hair, muttering when she pulled a thick hank of it loose from the pony tail. Sighing, she reached back and pulled the elastic band loose, then quickly rearranged her hair into a more secure hold. Jay watched her intently then nudged her leg with his when she continued to ignore him. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Well nothing. He's just somebody I used to know, that's all." 
 
    Jay snorted. "Bull." 
 
    "Okay, fine," she conceded grudgingly. "He's also somebody I never wanted to see again." Mike reached down and gingerly touched her right side, trying not to remember but unable to forget. If Jay noticed the motion, he didn't say anything. 
 
    They sat in silence, the familiar background noises of the station virtually unnoticed. A few minutes went by before Jay spoke again. "You sure you don't want to talk about it?" 
 
    Mike shook her head, ready to make a sarcastic reply when the sound of footsteps echoed through the engine room. The steps paused, then changed directions and hesitantly walked around the side of the engine. Mike knew without looking who it was: the steps were those of a stranger, someone who didn't know his way around. 
 
    Nicky stopped at the back of the engine, not saying anything as Jay slowly stood and positioned himself slightly in front of Mike, shielding her. She touched his arm briefly, in a gesture both of thanks and of reassurance that she was alright. Jay looked back at her, one brow cocked in question, then reluctantly walked away at her nod. Mike didn't see where he went but knew that he would be close by in case he was needed. 
 
    She stood slightly, leaning against the running board, then crossed her arms in front of her, covering the jagged scar that ran along her left forearm. The stance was as close to aloof and detached as she could manage considering her insides were making a milkshake of her early dinner. Too late, she remembered the sunglasses hanging around her neck and wished she would have thought to put them on to hide any emotion in her eyes.  
 
    With an effort that took more strength than she wanted to admit, she let her eyes slowly, coolly rake the man in front of her from top to bottom.  
 
    Dammit. The Nicky Lansing from her past had been ruggedly handsome with dark looks and boyish charm; this Nick Lansing was dangerously gorgeous. A little taller than she remembered, he stood just over six feet, and was definitely broader through the shoulders and chest. The boy she remembered had finally filled out, to all the best advantages. 
 
    The long hair of his past was gone, cut to a length that brushed just past the collar of the light blue shirt he wore. Still too long to be squeaky clean, but short enough by today's standards to be rated as acceptable. His eyes were the same, though. A dark chocolate brown framed in long lashes, they invited a person to swim in their depths and lose their soul without a second thought.  
 
    She would know, since she had done just that.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
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