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  Chapter 1
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Scott missed the net by three feet. 
Three. Feet.
The puck sailed wide, clanged off the boards, and skittered away while his teammates froze mid-drill. Coach Reynolds' whistle shrieked through the arena, sharp enough to make Scott's teeth ache.
"Davidson! Bench! Now!"
The ice crunched under Scott's skates as he glided toward the boards, every player carefully not looking at him. His chest burned, lungs working too hard for how little he'd done. This wasn't fatigue. This was his brain misfiring, his hands forgetting how to grip his stick, his eyes unable to track the simplest plays.
He slumped onto the bench and yanked off his helmet. Sweat dripped down his temples.
"What the hell is going on with you?" Coach Reynolds planted himself in front of Scott, arms crossed. The man's weathered face showed zero sympathy. "You're the captain. Junior year. Scouts are watching every game now, and you're out there playing like a freshman who's never seen ice before."
"I know." Scott's jaw clenched so hard his molars ground together.
"You know? You KNOW?" Coach's voice rose. "That's all you've got? Six missed passes in the last twenty minutes. Two breakaways you didn't see. And now you can't hit a stationary net from ten feet out?"
The other players circled through their drills, but Scott caught Jake glancing over, concern etched across his linemate's face.
"Get your head sorted out." Coach pointed his clipboard at Scott's chest. "Whatever's eating at you, fix it. Because right now? You're a liability."
The word hit like a physical blow. Scott had been called a lot of things in his hockey career: aggressive, competitive, intense. Never a liability.
Coach skated away, barking orders at the defense line. Scott sat frozen, his reflection staring back at him from the glass partition. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. When had he last slept properly? Two days ago? Three?
Practice ended forty minutes later. Scott went through the motions in the locker room, shoving gear into his bag while conversations flowed around him.
"You coming tonight?" Jake appeared beside Scott's stall, already changed into jeans and a worn Northwood Hockey t-shirt. "Kappa Sig's throwing a thing."
"Not in the mood."
"Dude." Jake dropped onto the bench. "That's exactly why you need to come. You've been a zombie all week. When's the last time you did something that wasn't hockey or homework?"
Scott couldn't remember. The days blurred together: classes, practice, film sessions, weight training, more practice. His usual routine felt like moving through concrete.
"Come on." Jake stood, slinging his bag over one shoulder. "Two hours. A few beers. Then you can go back to your cave and brood in peace."
"I don't brood."
"You're literally brooding right now." Jake grinned. "I'm not taking no for an answer. You're spiraling, and I'm not watching my center crash and burn before playoffs."
The Kappa Sig house vibrated with bass that rattled Scott's sternum. Bodies packed every room, the air thick with cheap beer and cologne. He'd been here fifteen minutes and already regretted letting Jake convince him to come.
"See? Not so bad." Jake handed him a red cup filled with something that smelled vaguely like fruit punch and gasoline. "Just relax. Talk to people. Remember what fun feels like."
Scott took a drink and immediately regretted it. "What is this?"
"No idea. Don't ask questions you don't want answered." Jake vanished into the crowd, leaving Scott alone near the kitchen.
He found a relatively quiet corner and claimed it, content to observe. Groups clustered throughout the house: hockey players by the beer pong table, some girls from the volleyball team near the speakers, random people he vaguely recognized from classes. The noise pressed against his skull, but at least no one bothered him here.
Then Emma walked in.
Scott's brain stuttered to a complete stop.
She wore a dress. An actual dress. Black, fitted, hitting mid-thigh with thin straps that showed off her shoulders. The fabric caught the dim party lights, clinging to curves Scott had somehow never noticed before. His mouth went dry. His pulse kicked up like he'd just taken a hit against the boards.
Her dark hair fell in waves past her shoulders instead of the usual messy bun or ponytail, soft and shining under the overhead lights. Heels made her legs look impossibly long despite her being barely over five feet tall, muscles defined in her calves with each step she took.
Scott's heart hammered against his ribs. Heat crawled up the back of his neck.
This was Emma. Emma Porter. The girl who'd declared war on him in kindergarten. The girl who'd replaced his shampoo with maple syrup last month. The girl who argued with him about everything from economics theory to the correct way to load a dishwasher.
When did she get hot?
The thought slammed into him with the force of a body check. His fingers tightened around the cup, plastic crinkling.
Emma laughed at something Jess said, her whole face lighting up. She'd always been pretty in an abstract way Scott refused to acknowledge, but this? This was different. This was curves and smooth skin and a smile that made his chest feel too tight.
He stared. Couldn't stop staring. His eyes traced the line of her neck, the dip of her collarbone, the way the dress hugged her waist.
Then she turned, scanning the room, and her gaze locked directly onto his.
Her eyes narrowed immediately.
No. No, no, no. Scott jerked his attention away, focusing very hard on the wall behind her. His face burned. Had she caught him staring? Of course she'd caught him staring. He'd been practically gawking like an idiot.
Emma cut through the crowd with the determination of someone on a mission. Scott contemplated escape, but she moved fast for someone in heels.
"What are you plotting, Davidson?"
She stood directly in front of him now, arms crossed, head tilted back to meet his eyes. Even in heels she had to look up. Something about that made his stomach flip in a way he absolutely refused to examine.
"What?" He straightened, trying to project casual indifference despite his heart suddenly hammering against his ribs.
"You were staring at me." She stepped closer, suspicion radiating off her in waves. "With that look on your face. I know that look. That's your scheming look."
"I don't have a scheming look."
"You absolutely do. You get this little crease right here." She pointed at the space between his eyebrows. "So what is it? Another prank? Did you do something to my apartment? Oh my god, did you touch my engineering project?"
The genuine panic in her voice at that last part almost made him laugh. "Your project is fine. I wasn't plotting anything."
"Liar." She poked his chest with one finger. "You're always plotting something."
Her finger against his sternum sent an electric shock through his system. Scott's brain scrambled to form coherent thoughts.
"Maybe I was just standing here minding my own business," he managed.
"You don't know how to mind your own business." Emma's eyes narrowed further. "Every time you look at me like that, something explodes or breaks or gets covered in googly eyes."
"That was one time."
"It was THREE times!"
They were yelling now, voices rising above the music. A few people glanced over, but most ignored them. This was normal. This was Scott and Emma, doing what they always did.
Except Scott's pulse raced for entirely wrong reasons, and he couldn't stop noticing how close she stood, how good she smelled despite the competing scents of the party.
"I'm getting a beer." He moved to step around her.
"That's mine!" Emma grabbed the last beer from the cooler at the same moment Scott reached for it.
"I was here first."
"Your hand wasn't even on it!"
"My hand was closer!"
They both gripped the can, neither willing to let go. Scott stared down at her. Emma glared up at him. The beer can crinkled between their fingers.
"You're being ridiculous," Scott said.
"ME?" Emma's voice hit a pitch that probably scared dogs. "You literally can't let me have ONE thing without making it a competition!"
"This from the girl who turned the campus coffee shop into a war zone over a corner table!"
"That's YOUR fault for always taking the good spot!"
Someone bumped into Scott from behind, pushing him forward. Emma stumbled back but didn't release the beer. They ended up even closer than before, her chest nearly brushing his, faces inches apart.
Heat crawled up Scott's neck. This close, he could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes, could count the freckles scattered across her nose. Her lips parted slightly as she caught her breath from arguing.
His gaze dropped to her mouth.
Bad idea. Terrible idea. Abort mission immediately.
"Are you..." Emma's eyes widened. "Are you BLUSHING?"
"No." The word came out too fast, too defensive.
"You are! You're actually blushing!" She looked delighted and suspicious in equal measure. "What is wrong with you tonight?"
"Nothing's wrong with me." Scott finally released the beer and stepped back, putting necessary distance between them. "You're the one acting crazy over a drink."
"I'm not crazy! You're being weird!" Emma cracked open the contested beer and took a long drink, maintaining eye contact the entire time like she'd won some battle.
The sight of her throat working as she swallowed sent Scott's thoughts scattering in seventeen different directions, none of them appropriate.
He needed to leave. Now. Before he did something astronomically stupid like continuing to stare at his childhood nemesis like she'd hung the moon.
"Whatever." Scott turned to find another drink, anywhere else, preferably on a different planet.
"That's right, walk away!" Emma called after him. "Just like the fifth grade science fair!"
Scott stopped dead. Turned slowly. "What about the science fair?"
"You KNOW what about the science fair!"
"I won the science fair!"
"You got SECOND place!" Emma's voice rose to a shout. "I got first! My volcano actually worked!"
"Your volcano was basic chemistry! My robotics project was actual engineering!"
"It fell apart during judging!"
"Because someone" Scott stepped closer, "bumped the table!"
"That was an accident!"
"Was it? WAS IT?"
They were in each other's faces now, both shouting, sixteen years of competition compressed into one incredibly stupid argument about something that happened when they were ten.
"Your robot was held together with duct tape!" Emma poked his chest again with each word.
"Your volcano looked like a kindergarten art project!"
"FIGHT ME!" Emma actually shoved at his chest with both hands. She might as well have been pushing a brick wall for all the good it did.
Scott didn't budge. Couldn't budge. She was five foot two and maybe a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, and she was trying to physically fight him while wearing a dress and heels. Something hot and possessive and completely insane coiled in his chest.
"You wouldn't last two seconds," he heard himself say.
"TRY ME!"
Emma actually jumped at him. Scott caught her wrists on instinct, holding her arms still while she tried to, what? Hit him? The top of her head barely reached his shoulders. She was furious and flushed and absolutely fearless.
She was magnificent.
Oh no.
"Okay! OKAY!" Jake appeared out of nowhere, wedging himself between them. "That's enough!"
"Stay out of this!" Scott and Emma yelled in perfect unison.
Jess materialized at Emma's side, grabbing her shoulders. "Em, come on."
"He's being an asshole!" Emma tried to shake off Jess's grip.
"He's always an asshole!" Jess started physically steering Emma toward the door. "You can kill him tomorrow!"
"I'm holding you to that!" Emma shouted over her shoulder as Jess dragged her away.
Scott stood frozen, chest heaving, hands still raised where he'd been holding Emma's wrists. His palms tingled.
The room had gone quiet. Everyone stared.
"Show's over!" Jake announced, and conversations slowly resumed. He turned to Scott with an expression somewhere between amusement and exasperation. "Dude."
Scott scrubbed both hands over his face. "Don't."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were thinking it loud enough."
Jake steered him toward a quieter corner, away from prying eyes and phones that had definitely been recording. "What the hell was that?"
"That was Emma being Emma." Scott's heart still hammered. Adrenaline flooded his system like he'd just finished a full sixty-minute game.
"That was you losing your mind over a beer."
"She started it!"
"She always starts it." Jake studied him with knowing eyes. "But you usually don't look like you want to..."
"Don't." Scott's voice came out sharp as a blade. "Do not finish that sentence."
Jake's grin spread slowly. "Holy shit."
"I'm leaving." Scott headed for the door.
"You were staring at her!" Jake followed, laughing. "Before the fight! I saw you! You looked like you'd been hit by a truck!"
"Shut up."
"Dude, you're drooling."
Scott whirled around. "That's Emma. EMMA. The girl who put a dead roach in my locker sophomore year of high school."
"The girl who's gorgeous and half the guys at this party wanted to talk to?" Jake's eyebrows rose. "That Emma?"
The words hit wrong. Guys wanting to talk to Emma. Guys noticing Emma in that dress. The image of someone else standing close to her, making her laugh, touching her arm, made Scott's hands curl into fists.
"I need to go." He pushed past Jake and out into the cold night air.
The walk back to his apartment did nothing to clear his head. If anything, the quiet made it worse. His brain refused to shut up, replaying the entire disastrous encounter on loop.
Emma in that dress. Emma poking his chest. Emma looking up at him with fire in her eyes, fearless and fierce and so close he could have...
No.
Absolutely not.
This was Emma Porter. His nemesis. His childhood rival. The girl who'd made his life hell for years. The girl who argued with him about everything, who turned every interaction into a competition, who drove him completely insane.
The girl who'd looked devastating tonight.
The girl who fit perfectly against his chest when she'd tried to fight him.
The girl whose wrists felt impossibly delicate in his hands.
Scott unlocked his apartment and went straight to his room without turning on lights. He stripped off his shirt and fell onto his bed, staring at the ceiling.
Sleep was impossible. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Emma. Emma laughing. Emma arguing. Emma in that black dress. Emma's eyes widening when she'd accused him of blushing.
He had been blushing. Like a teenager with his first crush.
This was a nightmare.
He grabbed his phone, scrolled through social media to distract himself. That lasted thirty seconds before he found himself searching for Emma's profile. She'd already posted a photo from the party: her and Jess making faces at the camera, that dress on full display.
Forty-three likes already. Twelve comments.
Scott recognized some of the names. Guys from his economics class. A defenseman from the team. Some random dude with a man bun who Emma sometimes studied with at the library.
His thumb hovered over the like button before he caught himself and threw the phone across the room.
What was wrong with him?
This was lack of sleep. Stress from practice. His brain misfiring from exhaustion. That's all. By tomorrow, everything would be back to normal. He'd see Emma in their economics lecture, they'd bicker about something stupid, and this weird awareness would disappear.
It had to.
Because the alternative, the idea that he was actually attracted to Emma Porter, was unthinkable.
She'd destroyed his science project in fifth grade. She'd given the better valedictorian speech at graduation, and they'd only tied because the school couldn't handle the drama of picking one over the other. She'd made it her personal mission to annoy him for nearly two decades.
She was Emma.
Just Emma.
Emma, who'd looked at him tonight like she wanted to simultaneously murder him and... something else. Something he couldn't name because naming it would make it real.
Scott rolled over, burying his face in his pillow.
This was fine. Everything was fine. It was just one weird night. One moment of temporary insanity brought on by stress and a dress that should be illegal.
He'd forget all about it by morning.
He had to.
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