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          Rick “Brick” Blanick

        

      

    

    
      “What’s the matter with you?” Roman shoves past me into the kitchen as I stand like a stone on the threshold, feeling like I’ve been struck by Medusa.

      “What the fuck, Brick?” Dylan asks as he falls in next to me, coming off the back stairs.

      Good question. Simple question. Right?

      Not. The answer is far from simple. The answer stands across the room at the sink washing pots and pans, banging them around like she’s playing in the rhythm section of a heavy metal band. Either that or she’s fucking pissed at the world.

      Well, I know what that’s like. Except it’s her I’m pissed at. What the fuck is she doing here at St. Paul University? At BMOC House? My house. Big Man on Campus House where I’m responsible for the well-being of a dozen of the school’s elite athletes. Unofficially responsible. I put it on myself to make sure we’re all in a prime mindset to win.

      “Someone pull your plug out?” Allie says as she comes up on my other side. She’s Dylan’s girlfriend and I don’t usually pay much attention to her, which makes her try harder to get a rise from me. Occasionally we’ll banter, trading increasingly bizarre insults and witticisms like dueling banjos playing faster and louder until the strings pop. In our case, it’s usually Dylan who pops. Or threatens to pop me if I don’t back off his girl. She’s funny and smart, I’ll give her that. If she were a guy, I’d pal around with her. But she’s not.

      Dylan snickers at her sideways crack about me being a robot. It’s an ongoing theme of Allie’s barbs. What she doesn’t understand is that I truly don’t care, aside from the entertainment value, what the fuck she hurls at me. For the record, I'm more implacable than robotic. But it's all in the name of fun.

      Roman walks through the kitchen straight to the dining room to get his seat. As if someone would take his chosen spot from him.

      He’s a fucking offensive lineman on St. Paul University’s football team. No one is going to take his fucking seat. Not even at BMOC House, where all the best athletes from SPU live, where I rule as president. Dylan elbows me and juts his chin in the direction of the girl at the sink, a question creasing his brow.

      Finding my voice, I pull my shit together but I don’t particularly want to share the answer to the WTF question. It’s long and complicated and all about the girl standing at the sink, the girl who hasn’t even bothered to acknowledge us, barely turning her head.

      “Nyla,” I scrape out her name.

      She turns around. My heart taps hard and fast like I just downed a gallon of Red Bull. It’s her. Nyla Rhoades, the last girl on earth I ever wanted to see again. The girl who haunts my dreams like an evil temptress.

      Get a grip, Brick. What happened to your famous indifference? Your world class cool and disregard for emotional entanglements with all females?

      I do allow myself to feel lust because, hell, I’m male, and lust isn’t an emotion. And that’s all I feel for Nyla. But after four fucking years, that explosive heat shouldn’t be shooting down my spine straight to my cock like a shot of epinephrine to the heart, making it throb to life. Yet it does.

      “If it isn’t Brick aka Rick Blanick,” she says. Same sassy mouth as always. Same wrap-around-your-cock-and-squeeze voice. Something about the low velvety sound of it, the musical lilt, hits me where it counts every time. Then the slow smile, like she knows she’s stirring the pot of my desire, drags itself across her face, sure and warm at the same time. Fuck. She hasn’t changed—unless you count getting even better at turning on the heat, her shield of confidence growing strong enough to bounce boulders.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You two know each other?” Dylan asks me. There’s a tease in his Captain Obvious question. I spare him a quick shut-the-fuck-up look and note Allie’s curious glance ping-ponging between me and Nyla.

      Shit. I wrap up tight whatever I’m showing on my face because the last thing I need is Allie getting a whiff of the truth about my past with Nyla. That secret isn’t ever going to see the light of day. For too many reasons to contemplate.

      Shoving the heap of trash that constitutes everything that’s happened between us to the basement of my mind, I force a cool smile at Nyla. Then I join her on the other side of the kitchen as if she’s any other girl, an acquaintance.

      “Nyla worked for my family.”

      “I used to date Brick’s brother,” she adds. Shit. And just like that, one small corner of my past shame is exposed. I need to shut this down now.

      “Long time ago,” I say. “So you’re working with Majik? She told me she was hiring someone to help in the kitchen.”

      “I’m here on scholarship.” She smiles, the joy and pride bursting from her like a ray of sunshine, and I’m worried I’ll go blind. I have a severe sensitivity to sunny female personalities. Then her words register.

      “You’re a student at SPU? A freshman?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I went to Wilkinsburg Community College for two years so I’m starting here as a junior. Only a year behind you.”

      I nod, pretending this is all fine and dandy with me, that she didn’t just slap me with the threat of exposure, a threat I’ll need to deal with for the entire next year.

      As if she didn’t just turn my entire world upside down and turn my senior year that was supposed to be my year of triumph as QB1 and President of BMOC House, into a fucking living hell.

      “That’s great,” Allie says. “What’s your major?”

      “I’m here on Majik’s culinary arts scholarship.” She inflicts another painfully elated smile on us, but no one else seems to mind. “I’ll be doing more than washing pots and pans here at BMOC House.” She zeroes her eyes in on mine. “Brick knows all about my cooking and baking skills. He was a fan of my pastries.”  My chest tightens and my heart stutters out of whack, but I manage not to show that I want to strangle her. At the same time, she’s right about the pastries. I salivate, my tastebuds overcoming the seething hate that has the rest of me in a stranglehold.

      “You cooking tonight?”

      “Yes. One of your favorite dishes.” I nod and head for the dining room with no intention of eating whatever the fuck she cooks. On a good day I might eat a meal cooked by a woman without waiting for someone else to take the first bite like a royal taste tester. Long story rooted in my childhood. Though there was a time I’d eat anything Nyla cooked.

      Now she has my gut twisted to hell. She’ll probably spit all over my food or possibly has a poison vial ready to dose my plate. Half kidding.

      Dylan sends Allie out the back door and follows me into the dining room, taking the seat next to me at the big old banged-up table for twelve. Roman sits on my other side. I’m across from Trey Eagleton, aka eagle eye, the SPU hockey team’s goalie, Kace’s replacement at the table. Also Kace’s replacement as captain of the hockey team, which is unusual for a goalie. I hear he’s a sure thing for the Mike Richter Award for best NCAA goalie.

      I’m trying to hold my shit together. There’s no way I can tolerate having Nyla cooking for us all semester. Seeing the girl who nearly undid my family, every day, the girl who turned my brother into a fool and me into a fucking traitorous asshole, isn’t going to work for me.

      If I’m honest, it wasn’t all her fault. But that fact makes her no less my enemy and doesn’t lessen the fact that she could spill my secret and ruin everything in my life, tear the last fragile threads of my family apart, and kill my chance at the NFL at any given moment, if I sneeze the wrong way.

      Why would she do it now after four years?

      Why is she here now if she doesn’t have some kind of agenda? Which can only be bad for me.

      Claire Majisky, in all her fleshy glory, the best cook at St. Paul University and the entire Northeast, as far as I’m concerned, walks into the room carrying a big-ass platter of steak and puts it at the end of the table. Nyla follows right behind her with another platter filled with potatoes and vegetables and puts it down in the empty space reserved for it.

      “Listen up jocks,” Majik commands. “We have an assistant cook this semester. Approved at the end of last year by Kace and Brick.” She flashes her eyes in my direction with no change in her always neutral expression. She outdoes me in the look-of-stone department and I admire her talent for it almost as much as I admire her cooking ability.

      “Meet Nyla Rhoades, the new assistant cook. She’s also my scholarship recipient and a full-time student here at SPU.” She looks around the room and there’s a smattering of congratulations, and some nods of approval. Nyla smiles and her eyes dart around everywhere except at me before she looks down. She takes a deep breath as if she’s bracing herself.

      A cold shiver goes through me as I instinctively brace myself. Here comes the bad news, although I already classify the news of Nyla’s presence on campus and in our kitchen as a shitshow of hellish proportions.

      Majik puts a hand up signaling the room to quiet, then she looks at me with implacable confidence, and speaks in that rumbling voice of hers that sounds like boulders moving.

      “As part of her scholarship award, Nyla will be receiving room and board.” Majik pauses a beat, but doesn’t blink, her eyes still on me. Every muscle in me goes rigid. My pulse roars as if I’m racing through a tunnel and I can’t see a thing, have no idea what to expect ahead except that it’s bad. Very bad.

      “She’ll be staying here at BMOC House.” Majik folds her arms across her mighty chest, daring me to defy her. “The back room is hers and it has a strong lock. I shouldn’t need to say it, but I will. Nyla is off-limits to all you filthy animals.” One corner of her mouth twitches in what passes for a smile. Another one of the things I like about Majik is there’s never a danger of a sunny smile erupting on her face.

      Nyla watches me but I remain focused on Majik as my mind frees itself from petrification. I force a deep breath to slow my heart rate so I can speak in a neutral voice.

      “Absolutely not,” I say. The edge in my voice is minute, but it’s there. Fuck. I don’t need anyone to know about my intolerance for Nyla, but no way can she stay here. We converted the storage room off the back of the kitchen for Majik so she could stay over when it snows. It may be technically Majik’s to loan to Nyla, but no fucking way. Several long beats of silence fill the room.

      “Then I quit.” Majik doesn’t move a muscle, doesn’t frown or smile. Her arms remain folded across her chest, rising and falling with perfectly normal breathing. Everyone at the table is still and quiet, except the tension has ratcheted up as if the oxygen has thinned and we’re all competing for a dwindling supply. I’m getting the stare-down from every guy in the room, mostly questions in their eyes, some confusion, and a whole shitload of anticipation. Dylan nudges me with his leg under the table.

      “You wouldn’t,” I challenge Majik. My voice is steady, but scratchy. I clear my throat. “You need to work.” My mind churns, rational thought fighting a heated battle with runaway emotions, fear and desperation chief among them.

      “I’ll get a job over at Kappa Kappa Gamma.”

      “What would happen to Nyla’s scholarship?” Dylan asks.

      “She would keep it, stay with me at the girls’ house. I’m sure they’d appreciate the extra help in exchange for a small room.” There’s some uneasy stirring and I get nudged on both sides by Roman and Dylan.

      “You’re dead set on this?” It’s a useless question since I know the answer. My gut churns and I can taste the bile of defeat rising in my throat. As much as it pains me, I know I have no choice. She knows I have no choice. My housemates confirm my lack of choice with the release of tension and relieved breaths.

      Majik shrugs one of her enormous shoulders, the death-threat look returning to her face, worse than a scowl. She doesn’t care what I think or say because she knows I’d get holy hell if I let her leave. Majik is part of the growing legend of BMOC House, started four years ago when Jack Hunter, the legend himself, hired her.

      “It would have been nice if you’d asked or given me a heads-up before she moved in,” I say in a low, casual voice. On the inside, I shout how outrageous this is, even for Majik. She knows I know Nyla, that we have a connection. The horror of what Nyla might have told her starts spreading panic like cracks in a windshield until I clamp down, literally clenching my jaw. She wouldn’t have spilled all the dark secrets to Majik, wouldn’t have taken a chance going against me, knowing I’m established here. But there’s something more to this deal with Nyla than giving some needy chick a scholarship.

      “I knew you’d be reasonable.” Majik doesn’t elaborate, thank fuck, but I know she knows something about my history with Nyla and I need to find out what. There’s no way I’ll ask her, especially not now in front of the guys.

      Then it hits me. In bringing her here, Majik has actually chosen Nyla over me. The sting of betrayal spreads across my shoulders like I’ve been lashed.

      You knew better than to trust a woman, didn’t you?

      I turn away from Majik’s implacable stare, pain shooting across my shoulders. My gaze shifts to Nyla and I send my silent message. I’ll be having a private talk with her later. The air vibrates with the tension between us, the low murmurs in the normally loud dining room enhancing it. She looks away and I know my message is received.

      Probably everyone in the room knows I’ll be visiting her room later. I’ll have to come up with something to say to the guys about me and Nyla, but I’m not going to worry about it now. Turning back to the food Majik and Nyla set on the table, I reach for a T-bone steak on the overfilled platter, concentrating on the aroma and filling my stomach in spite of the unease.

      “Let’s eat,” I say. I can’t let her get to me and I can’t exactly afford to go without a meal. “Food smells … decent.” Everyone’s looking at me as I fork a steak onto my plate because I’m never the first one to eat. I stare back, arching a brow at Dylan, and he moves quick.

      “Smells more than decent.” He gets a steak on his dish and has the first bite in his mouth before I pick up my knife. The room revs up to the usual mealtime raucous commotion and I watch Majik go back to the kitchen, Nyla following her. But Nyla glances over her shoulder at me. It’s not a happy look. It’s unreadable and that’s the most troubling thing of all because she’s usually an open book to me. Or she always was. Back when.
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      Dylan and Roman follow me into my room after dinner. I don’t bother to stop them as I simmer with fury and fear. They’re on my side. Even if Majik isn’t. As soon as the door is closed behind Roman, Dylan starts in.

      “Who the fuck is Nyla to you besides your brother’s old flame?”  I can’t say much until I’ve had a chance to talk to Nyla and we get our story straight.

      “I told you.  She cooked and cleaned for my family. My brother dated her for a short time.”

      He snorts and sits in my desk chair. I sit in the oversize bronze leather chair my dad gave me last year after we won the championship. We call it the king’s chair. It’s hard and uncomfortable, but I make the most of it. Grabbing the football off the table next to me, I toss it in the air to just short of the ceiling and catch it, then repeat. It’s a small but effective exercise in ball control I got in the habit of at twelve because I saw my brother doing it. My attention on the ball signals the close of the discussion about said brother.

      I look at Roman. “How’s Tony’s shoulder? Is he ready?” The team’s trainer says he is and Tony says he is, but I want Roman’s opinion since he lines up against Tony in practice and can tell better than anyone if he’s off. This game is against our hottest rivals, and they have a kickass defensive line. We need Tony.

      “He’s at ninety percent. He’ll hold up. And you know Sam is killer this year. Lost a little weight and improved his quickness.” I nod and smile.

      “Exactly what I like to hear. Just enough stress to make it interesting.”

      “We’re going to win,” Dylan says. “No question.” I fire the football at him, hitting him in the breadbasket. He emits an audible oomph, steps back, and laughs. “What? Too cocky for you?”

      “You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t a shade too cocky. But don’t change on my account.”

      “Don’t worry,” he says, stretching the grin across his face. “Allie likes me the way I am and her opinion trumps yours. Sorry, bro.”

      I shake my head. He’s not the first guy to change his allegiance from the team and his friends to his girl. Kace, my former best friend, is a case in point. A frown starts to form, but I shut it down.

      Roman says, “Who knows, maybe this girl Nyla will make the mighty indifferent Brick change⁠—”

      “Fuck you.” I grin because there’s no malice. But a sliver of fear trickles in, slipping up from the depths of where I’ve hidden all those soft feelings, the kind I once felt for the fairer sex. I shove it down with gusto. “She’s just another girl I once knew.”

      “You sure that’s all she is?” Dylan says. He’s relentless with his curiosity. Literally. I could threaten to beat him up, though we’ve never actually come to blows, but it wouldn’t discourage him. He claims that’s what makes him a true friend, being undaunted by conflict between us. “The spark between you two could light an igloo on fire.”

      Roman laughs and I try to stay neutral, but it’s damn hard to do with my gut in knots. I usually have no problem keeping women at arm’s length, strictly in the acquaintance and entertainment zone. I’ve kept out of all relationships with females since stepmother number three left.

      Except with Nyla. I’m involved even if my feelings are sheer disgust, even if our relationship is that of enemies. She’s under my skin and crawling all over me and that’s way too close for comfort. I don’t want to feel a thing for her, not even mild dislike or annoyance, let alone the hate that burns in my chest when I lay my eyes on her.

      All the turmoil of the last time I saw her, of what happened with her and my brother and dad, threatening our already precarious family bonds, returns. I thought she was gone from my life. I thought the threat to our family was gone.

      Changing the subject, I say, “I suppose you’re bringing Allie to Kace’s wedding.”

      It’s two weeks away, before the AHL hockey season. He and Glory are getting married and I wish they weren’t. The wedding’s in Rochester, New York, where they moved while Kace plays for the city’s minor league team. I take a black licorice stick from the always-full jar on the corner of my desk, and put it in the corner of my mouth, clamping down on it with my molars for that satisfying sweet and sharp taste, a lot like life.

      “Of course. How about you? You bringing a date?”

      I shake my head. “You know I don’t date.”

      “Sure, but this is a special occasion and you’re the best man. Maybe that just-a-girl-you-once-knew Nyla would go with you.”

      His grin is about to morph into laughter because he enjoys annoying me. I try not to show it, but my jaw clenches, and he always manages to get to me. Usually it’s something harmless. But the topic of Nyla is far from harmless. I can’t tell him she’s my enemy, the last person I would date even if I wasn’t dead set against dating. Dating implies a relationship and caring, and those aren’t things I associate with females.

      “I’m going to the wedding under protest and only because it’s Kace. I don’t believe in marriage.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Dylan scoffs. “Everyone gets married sooner or later. You’ll find someone, meet your match one day. Some woman will break you, get through that vault where you hide your heart. You’ll have to trust her, be vulnerable and take a chance.” He eyes me.

      Somewhere along his speech he went from teasing to serious and I hold myself as still as possible while my heart beats wildly as if he’s taking potshots at the vault surrounding it with his words.

      “You need a good woman.” He tosses the football back to me, relieving the momentary tension. “Besides, your father believed in marriage⁠—”

      “And look how that turned out.” I snort a half laugh because Dylan is one of the few who know about my father’s three horribly failed attempts at marriage. After we lost my mother.

      “I don’t know about marriage, man” Roman says, “but weddings are fun. I’ve been to a million of them. Good place to meet willing chicks. Gets them in a romantic mood.”

      “And you don’t see a problem with that?” I’m not one to lead girls on.

      In fact, quite the opposite. It’s what I’m notorious for. Spelling out the terms right up front to any girl interested in a night of bliss. Another thing I’m notorious for.

      “No, it’s not like that.” Roman shrugs and I know he hides a soft heart under the crust of a so-called player. He doesn’t fool me with his insistence that he’s good with bachelorhood.

      “I date ‘em if I like ‘em,” he says. He gives me a belligerent lift of his chin and I smile, shaking my head.

      “To each their own. Me? I’ve never been to a wedding.” I’m not counting the one where my dad married my first stepmother. I was a child.

      Dylan hoots and Roman opens his mouth in shock and nothing comes out.

      “You have to be kidding?” Dylan slaps my back. “You’ll have a ball.”

      “I always do, but I’m afraid  I’ll have to work hard for it because I’ll be too busy feeling sorry for my best friend who’s making a big mistake.”

      He snort-laughs.  Both of them would have stayed for more if I didn’t push them out of my room.

      “Time to go. I can’t waste any more of my time with you two clowns. I need to get a jump on a reading assignment and get to sleep early.” It’s half true. I do need to start reading for my ethics class, but I won’t be getting to sleep anytime soon.

      Roman scoffs in disbelief, but Dylan drags him out by muttering something about cookies his mom sent him in his room.  Cookies from home baked by his mom. Must be nice.

      Nyla sent care packages to Jimmy at SPU. So what? My lack of care packages from home, which happens to be unique among the guys at BMOC House, is the least of my problems right now. At least not my immediate problem.

      That distinction goes to Nyla and the fact that she’s living here. Rule or no rule, I’ll be making a visit to her room after the house is quiet. Because we need to talk. And I have a feeling she’ll be expecting me.

      Fuck. Why does that idea send a rush of heat through my veins?
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          Nyla

        

      

    

    
      I expect the knock on my door, knew it was coming ever since dinner. My heart pounds and confusion, excitement, and fear have me frozen. Brick is at my door. He’s every bit the hunk he always was, but he’s more man than boy now and the energy of his presence almost knocked me over when he walked into the kitchen today.

      How could I have forgotten the strength of that connection we had? How? Because I buried it under layers of resentment and anger at him for banishing me so completely without another word, or goodbye, or explanation. Most of all, with no apology or regret. All the feelings were not one-sided, I know it, no matter how much he pretends, no matter how thoroughly he and his family erased me from their lives. I lost a lot that day they fired me. But not my hope.

      Not as much as Brick lost, though.

      He raps on the door again, not too loud, but it makes me jump, my covers slipping to the floor, and I stumble from my bed. I don’t know why I bothered to get into bed as if I was going to sleep.

      Fear returns as I throw my robe over the cotton tank top and panties I wear in lieu of pajamas. What am I, a regency heroine? I fling the robe off and onto the chair. What do I have to be afraid of?

      Nothing except him ruining everything for me. What if he insists I leave, threatening my scholarship and my ability to stay at SPU and graduate? He could force the issue with Majik. I knew there was that risk in spite of her confidence that Brick would be reasonable. She doesn’t know our history, that he’s my enemy.

      Leaving BMOC House would be disastrous. I can’t afford to stay anywhere else and I know Majik was bluffing about going to Kappa Kappa Gamma. My whole family is counting on me to make good, sacrificing so I can be here for two years instead of at home working and bringing in a paycheck.

      I need this scholarship to help me work my way out of poverty and to lift my entire family out with me. The last thing I need is for Brick to ruin it. Majik made it clear as the night sky here in New Hampshire that if I fool around with the guys, especially with Brick, I would be out.

      Staying at BMOC House was the only way either I or Majik could afford for me to come to SPU. The scholarship is for tuition, not room and board. My family doesn’t have the credit for a loan and neither do I. So my room and board is all tied up with BMOC House and my agreement to work in the kitchen every day while I’m staying here and fit my classes and culinary practical in between.

      A few times I wondered if this was a mistake. I knew Brick was here. It’s how I found out about the scholarship. His dad bragged about Majik’s cooking and her scholarship program to a reporter who was asking him about Brick. He and his football exploits are in the news nearly every day back home. When my community college advisor heard about the scholarship, she insisted I apply.

      I never thought I’d win. My grades weren’t stellar even if my cooking is. Not that I was flunking. I’m a solid B student. But in spite of all the possible things that could go wrong with me being here at the same place with Rick Blanick, a guy I hate as much as my heart pounds for him, I didn’t hesitate for a nanosecond to say yes to the opportunity. Because this scholarship at St. Paul University means everything to me and my family.

      Now, shivering in the middle of my room as if it’s freezing outside when it’s actually a warm late-August night, I wait to see if my ambition is enough to hold up against the power of my jumbled feelings for the guy I still dream about after four years.

      The third rap against the hard wood shoots me to the door to pull it open before he knocks again, before anyone else hears him. Awareness of every molecule of air sizzles between us, between my thin SPU T-shirt and my bare legs and him in the formfitting T-shirt and gym shorts. His muscular chest heaves.

      Those icy blue-green eyes that he uses to freeze people out laser through me until I feel like he’s seeing the fast beating of my heart, the shallow breathing, the dreams, the longing, and the deep connection we had that’s frayed but still there, resurrected the second he came into the kitchen. Maybe before that, if I’m honest. Maybe I thought of nothing else on the six-hour bus ride up here from Wilksburg, Pennsylvania.

      “I see you dressed for our meeting.” He rakes his eyes, those icy-hot eyes, up and down my body and I swear I can feel my nipples pebbling, protruding through my top. But I refuse to feel self-conscious, because he’s the one intruding on my night. I didn’t invite him.

      “Look who’s here. Brick the prick.” I take a shot in defense of my heart, but he laughs, low and sexy, and takes a step further inside and looks around as if he’s curious. Maybe he is. Maybe he’s still as bothered by me as I am by him.

      “In the flesh.” His raspy whisper scrapes against my sensitive skin like a touch, exactly as I remember. Goose bumps rise on my arms, and a flush rises up my body to my neck. He’s sex incarnate. Every male molecule of him speaks to me, whispering , seducing me down to my core. Let’s not go there.

      “What do you want?” I say.

      “Loaded question.” His eyes go dark, caressing me, roaming over me. “But you always were an expert flirt. Naturally sexy in spite of your innocence.”

      I’m surprised at his candor as much as I am at his picture of me.

      “Okaaay. So this is a booty call?” I call his bluff because in spite of the carnal pull between us that feels like a real physical chain impossible to break, there’s too much baggage. Resentment on both our parts. Hate seems to curl off him as much as the rabid irrational physical attraction.

      He chuckles, but he’s still so coiled and tense I almost want to stand on the balls of my feet, ready to flee at any second. But strangely, in spite of logical reasoning, I’m not afraid of him. Whatever fear I felt earlier has disappeared. Familiarity reigns instead.

      “You know better than that. You’re the last girl on earth I want anything to do with. That’s why I’m here. To ask you to leave.”

      Boom. And there it is. My heart hammers and the fear looms up larger than ever. Until I remember my resentment and force my anger forward.

      “No.” I fold my arms across my chest, which has the double effect of communicating my firmness and covering my jutting nipples.

      “Why not, Nyla? There are a million colleges and universities out there you could go to. Why this one? Are you still chasing me after all these years?” I itch to slap the smugness off his face, but I see the vulnerable boy in his eyes, the fear fueling his hate. He’s still that little boy who doesn’t trust women, who fears rejection so much he doesn’t give any female a chance.

      I roll my eyes. “Everything’s not about you, Brick. I wish I had a scholarship somewhere else, anywhere else, but I don’t. Get over it.”

      His jaw goes tight and he stays silent a few beats, the intensity of his eyes mesmerizing me. He’s a an unusually intuitive guy, especially for someone who rejects so heartily emotional entanglements. I wait him out, trying not to let the raw maleness of him get to me in the meantime.

      “Then I’ll tell you how this is going to work,” he says conversationally, reverting to his cool, distant self. I should feel relieved that he doesn’t threaten to tell Majik he’s changed his mind. He has the power to do it as president of the house. But his emotional withdrawal jars me, leaves me feeling empty and wanting. “We don’t say a word about our past, no matter who asks, including Majik. Not one word. Got it? You’ve already said enough. We’ll leave it at that. You worked for my family and dated my brother for a short time. Then you didn’t.”

      I nod.

      “Not one hint about why you didn’t.”

      I hold up my right hand and say, “I swear I won’t tell even if I’m tortured.” I can’t help giving him shit and a pop of joy hits me at the instant frown I cause. Not so indifferent after all.

      “This is serious, Nyla.” He moves closer. It feels like the whole room shrinks, like the floor moves under my feet and the air gets sucked from me. I hold my breath.

      “Why?” I don’t know why I ask because I know the answer, know what he has to lose. “Why would I want to keep your secret?”

      “It was the agreement.” His voice is flat. He’s a breath away and the springtime soapy scent mixed with his male essence rushes through me, seducing me. I shake my head. “You don’t want your mother to know about what happened, do you? You hid Jimmy from her back then.”

      I nod. It’s not even half of what I fear. He doesn’t know my mother doesn’t know I’m living here with him. But he’ll figure it out if I don’t change the subject.

      “You’re right. I’ll keep our past a secret. But it’s unhealthy to keep it bottled up. We should at least be able to acknowledge it between us.” I don’t know why I insist, except the knots in my stomach tighten, requiring something from him. Some acknowledgement of reality, that what happened was real.

      “No. You and I need to stay in our lanes. You cook. I play football. When our paths cross, which they will regularly, we’re nothing to each other. That’s the way it has to be, Nyla.”

      I know he’s right. The look in his eyes is as much pleading as determined. I raise my chin, but I can’t bring myself to say yes or no. His eyes flash with anger and I can’t help the thrill I get from raising his emotions, even if it’s bad for me.

      He stands close and runs a finger down my cheek, his intense blue-green eyes holding me like they always did. The anger slips to lust, the resentful and mean kind of lust. Licking my lips because they’ve suddenly gone dry, I try to remember the sad little boy he must have been, the innocent lost little boy he was before he grew into this damaged dangerous guy.

      Maybe he can read my mind—or more likely my body—because he backs me against the door and whispers in my ear, low and raspy and hot, making me tremble with as much anticipation as fear. I can’t afford the anticipation of what he has to offer. Fearing the power he has over me is healthy.

      “I wonder if your kisses still taste sweet, if your lips still⁠—”

      “What are you trying to prove, Brick?”

      “That I’m fully under control and immune to you. You’ll never get away with seducing me.”

      “Seducing you? Me? Seducing you?” I have to laugh, but my heart hammers, telling me there’s nothing funny about it. “Is that what you want?” I taunt him, knowing the danger, knowing the reward.  “A test? You can have it.” The words slip out as I breathe into his mouth as nothing else matters but the tiny space between us and the need to show him I can give as good as I take. That I could make the hot dreams that haunt my nights, and sometimes my days, come true.

      I press my mouth against his slightly parted lips and the sharp intake of his breath sends a zing through my core. The here and now thrill takes over as I run my hands up his chest and take his face in my hands to devour him, holding him as if I know he’ll try to get away, that he’ll run as fast as he can to avoid what’s between us. No, don’t think of that. Not now.

      Now all I want to do is revel in the sizzling heat between us as he kisses me back. His mouth opens and his tongue tangles with mine like they’re old friends saying they’ve missed each other, saying they want each other. He breaks the kiss abruptly, pulling back from me, leaving me instantly cold.

      “This is why we steer clear. There can be no more regrets between us. You’re off-limits even for a fling. Besides, I wouldn’t want to poison your hot innocence any more than I already have.” His words sting, but I understand why he’s throwing my relationship with his brother between us again. Off-limits. A word I’ve grown to hate because it’s resonated through my brain for four years.

      He turns to go, as if I’ve agreed to his terms.

      “But what about all the rest of what happened between us, Brick? It wasn’t all about this.” I wave my hands around between us, indicating our ridiculous chemistry.

      “Forget it,” he says, dismissing what we had, dismissing me.

      “What about the letter?”

      “Fuck the letter and fuck you for bringing it up.” His voice goes low and seething, his anger violent as his jaw muscles tense and the veins on his neck pop. He glares at me for a beat and says. “We’re nothing to each other. Remember that. We’re done here.” Then he throws open the door and storms out.

      The thunders up the stairs, apparently not caring who hears him. I shut my door and collapse back onto my bed. Throwing my covers over me, I want to bury myself. I want to smack him, to hate him. I want to cry because I hurt him.

      And that’s the very last thing I want to do.

      I should hate him for being so unfair, for not owning up to his feelings. But deep down in my soul I still weep for that abandoned and rejected little boy he was. And I still long for the guy he’s become. He’s so virile, a gorgeous hunk of muscle with icy blue-green eyes and sensual lips I long to have all over me. He’s so hardworking and serious about his goals.

      That’s something I can identify with, something we have in common, right? I need to keep my goal in mind: to graduate from SPU. Even if that means ignoring Brick. I can do this.

      We can coexist like oil and water, never mixing.

      Except when heated up to boiling point.
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