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      Something was off tonight. He could feel it. As he sat in the locker room listening to the coach drone on about the game and what was at stake, all he could do was think about the horrible smells coming from his teammates and old, musty socks left behind from the last group.

      “Jett!” Coach Rivard yelled and Jet’s head snapped up. “Did you hear me? Don’t blow it!”

      Jett wanted to take in a deep breath to center himself a bit, but since his teammate had on more cologne than was in a bottle, he couldn’t without choking. He nodded instead. “Yes, sir.”

      The crowd beyond the doors yelled the Hawthorne State fight song in an attempt to counter the Warwick University fight song. The fans were in rare form tonight. Maybe because of the moon. His entire body prickled with anticipation. He couldn’t wait to get out of this room. It was suddenly too small, everything was too loud, and stank too much. After a group chant, they were on their way down the concrete corridor to the field. 

      It was a crisp, fall night and darker than usual. The fluorescent lighting bathed the field and caused such a glare he nearly tripped over his own feet. What the hell is wrong with me? This wasn’t his first game. It wasn’t even his fiftieth. He’d been playing football since he could tie his own shoes. So much of his future rode on this game. NFL scouts were in attendance and his post-college career might be made or broken based on tonight’s performance.

      He pushed the guy next to him and heard the “yeah!” response as he pushed the person in front of him, and so on until the entire team was hyped up, pushing each other, pounding on the shoulder pads, and jumping up and down in that primal call that signified it was game time. Once they were on the field, the coin tossed, and everyone in formation, he started to feel a little bit better. 

      He lined up for the first snap of the ball. He could actually smell the aggression from the left tackle on the opposing team. He was gunning for Jett. He knew once that ball snapped his defensive lineman on that side was not going to hold him. He knew this because he could somehow smell the fear on that recently assigned team member. That tackle was coming and while that didn’t usually bother him, tonight it was like a challenge and instead of wanting to make sure he got the ball out of his hands to a receiver and his body ready to land properly, he wanted to charge headlong against him and...no. Not bite his head off. He shook that thought and called out. “Blue 42! Blue 42, hike!” 

      Was it wrong to actually feel the blood moving through his veins? Was he about to have a heart attack at twenty? The moment the ball left his hands and the defensive tackle broke through the line and got a decent hit on him, he knew he had to get out of there. Something was definitely not right. He could not—would not–entertain the thoughts in his mind. He wanted to hurt this guy. A lot. A whole lot. The urge to do something, anything was overwhelming him, and as the wide receiver crossed the line for the first touchdown of the game, Jett did what he felt the absolute, unabating desire to do. He ran. 

      They called him Jett because he was fast and his full first name was Jethrow. He heard the coach calling for him, but it was a whisper of a sound as the call of the forest beyond the parking lot flooded through him in a wave. He felt something breaking inside of him as he dropped his helmet on the way out. Everything was too hot. Everything was too tight. He couldn’t breathe. He felt things shifting, moving as if they belonged in new places. Everything was going dark and getting too bright all at the same time. He was sure he was about to die, to spontaneously combust. Something stepped in front of him and he sniffed it, recognized the bloodstream. Knew he needed to activate those genes. 

      He was barely conscious and trying to process these insane thoughts, but they weren’t his. It was like something, someone was taking over. Someone he had no control over. Someone that was running on instinct alone. He started to wonder as he fell further into the darkness. Who would do this to him? A scream. That was the sound he heard. A very long, loud, blood-curdling scream.
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      Fall sunshine filtered through the dorm room window. Olivia Cromwell rolled over and pulled the covers back over her head. The pervasive cold that infected the building was doing its level best to freeze her out.

      The old dorms weren’t this damn cold.

      Also, old wasn’t quite true–it was ancient and historical. This particular building was one of the originals from when Henbane University was established back in the early 19th century. For the past three years, she and her dorm mates had been perfectly happy across campus residing in Barrow Hall, a construction from less than twenty years ago.

      When they’d received their assignments for this year, administration had decided to house all incoming freshmen together in Barrow and move the other classes into different houses. Her particular group had been given Laughton Hall, named for one of the founders of Henbane.

      The alarm went off, eliciting a groan from her as she added the pillow over her head. 

      This morning was her appointment with her academic advisor to review her senior portfolio and she couldn’t be less motivated. Not that she didn’t want to graduate. Not that she didn’t like her advisor, Dr. Gaines. She just didn’t want to get up so early for a meeting. 

      And on a Saturday. What was he thinking about having office hours on a Saturday? Didn’t that go against the Geneva Convention?

      She rolled onto her back and blinked up at the ceiling. Without her glasses or contacts the world was fuzzy, but she swore she saw cold air moving as she breathed.

      This was completely ridiculous. 

      Did administration want their students to contract pneumonia? The alarm continued to sound, and she heard her neighbor next door yell for her to shut it up. Amazing how sound carried through stone walls.

      Olivia sat up and dug for motivation. Nope. None there. But she had to go. Only a semester and a half and she could apply to the Crestwell Institute for her grad studies. Actually, she was preparing to apply for next fall, which was why it was so important to have clear direction and professional input on her portfolio. 

      Every senior, regardless of their major, had to submit a portfolio of their work before graduation. It counted as one-fifth of their overall grade. Heavily weighted so students took it seriously and maintained it throughout their entire college career. The thought behind it was that once completed it would represent their breadth of talent to potential employers and act as part of their CV. 

      As a literature major with creative writing concentration, she had selected a collection of her poems, short stories, essays, and one short script to show the wide range of her craft. She only hoped Dr. Gaines appreciated the effort she’d put into it. Rumor had it that he himself had graduated from the Institute so had some influence over the admissions board.

      After a quick shower to warm up and donning clothes that were both professional, yet casual, she entered her room from the bathroom and stopped dead. 

      The ghost of a man stood in her doorway, blocking her exit. His spectral hands were lifted in entreaty as he mouthed the words, “help me.”

      Olivia glanced down at her phone. “Dude, I don’t have time. I’m going to be pushing it to make it across campus to the office as it is.”

      Encountering ghosts in Laughton Hall wasn’t out of the ordinary. Usually, they didn’t appear as fully formed apparitions, though, so that was new. 

      He reached out a hand to stop her. Icy fingers chilled her flesh. 

      She tried to shake off his hold. “Later. I promise.” 

      A bewildered expression filled his face as she moved around him. “Please.”

      Man, she hated to do that but judging from the clothes he’d probably been dead for a couple hundred years. Nothing he had to do was that pressing and could wait for her to finish her meeting. 

      Not that she knew what to do for him. Hell, she wasn’t a ghost whisperer for God’s sake. Why did they always come to her for their issues?

      She hurried across campus, picking up her pace as she glanced up at the big clock tower that stood as the focal point of the library center. 

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Going to be so late.

      Not like her at all. She was always so much more punctual than this. To a fault. But damn that ghost for chilling up the room so she didn’t even want to get out of bed. Damn, Dr. Gaines for wanting to do this on a Saturday.

      As she neared the office, a commotion was apparent as several of the professors, and a few of the students were gathered and divided up into teams. 

      Olivia approached Lucy, one of the girls from her dorm. “What’s happened?”

      “You didn’t hear?” Lucy’s eyes were wide with surprise that Olivia was out of the loop.

      “Apparently not.” She looked around and spotted Dr. Gaines directing the action. Needless to say, her review wasn’t going to happen. 

      Lucy bounced with excitement. “One of the football players from Hawthorne State walked off the field during last night’s game. He hasn’t been seen since. None of his teammates or family, no one’s heard from him.” 

      The chill returned. Her heart hitched. She had gone to high school with a few of their players. One in particular stood out among them. 

      She swallowed. “Which one? There’s a lot of players on a football team.”

      “Jett Manning, the quarterback.”

      The chill turned to a blizzard. Oh, God, not Jett. She had sat next to him in English and followed his rising football career. He had pestered her most of the time, sending her notes to try and get the answers to test questions instead of doing the work himself. He wasn’t a bad guy, but she always got the feeling he spread himself too thin–or worse, tried to be everything to everyone. Not that she knew firsthand because other than those sporadic notes, she doubted he could pick her out of a crowd. 

      The local university community had high hopes he’d get drafted by a pro team at the end of the season. He had been the talk of the town and most sports stations had him as a front runner for a Heisman Trophy. 

      What had happened to him? 

      A sick feeling gripped her insides. 

      Maybe she should learn to listen to ghosts.
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      Jett opened his eyes as the sound of chirping birds reminded him he was alive. He ached all over. He groaned as he began to realize he was naked. Leaves rustled and crackled under the weight of a body moving. He looked to the left and cringed. Next to him was a woman, a really pretty one, but one he had no knowledge of before. She wore the opposing team’s colors–in fact, a cheerleading uniform—and had blood on her skirt. He gulped and tried for a cool he didn’t possess in this bizarre situation. 

      After grabbing some of the fallen leaves to cover his junk so she wouldn’t think him a perv, he cleared his throat and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “Um. Hey.”

      Her eyes blinked open and awareness set in. He had to give her credit. She popped up from that spot like she was on springs. “Ouch!”

      Her hand went to her thigh and he winced with her. “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look okay?” she snapped. “Where are we?”

      He put his hand on his chest and admitted. “I’m a part of the visiting team. I have no idea.”

      She quirked her brow and looked lower. He moved his hand quickly and recovered himself. If he could burst into flames from the embarrassment, he would. 

       “Did we?” Her gaze raked over him, taking in his naked torso. The implication of what she meant filled both her voice and expression.

      “I’m pretty sure you did something to me.” He hated to admit it, but he was feeling like she had taken advantage of him. After all, he was stark naked and she was fully dressed. “I would like my clothes back now.”

      Her expression was of shock and then anger as she looked around them finally pointing in the distance. “Look, I don’t know what happened here. I do know I did not take advantage of you, and unless you are the thing that bit me, I don’t think you took advantage of me. Something took advantage of us.” 

      She pulled at the skirt and the punctures at the top of her inner thigh. That dog bit pretty high up. Why was it just punctures now and why wasn’t she still bleeding? It looked like they were sealed and healing. “What kind of dog?”

      “Big one. Huge!” She indicated. “I had to run out to my car to grab something and on my way back...I saw you. You were running toward me...I can’t quite remember what happened but then I was in the woods and this dog...bit me...like a wolf...a really big one.”

       The whole night was a blur for him. It came as flashes of the game, leaving the field, and then...nothing. He cleared his throat and asked, “Would you mind?”

      “Superstar Jett Manning, modest. Who would have guessed?” she mocked.

      He wanted to crawl into the nearest ditch and die there. She knew him. She knew who he was and she had done this to him. He was convinced of that. It must have been a prank of some sort. They drugged him, lured him, and then took his clothes. 

      She stood and brushed the leaves off her skirt and plucked some from her long blonde hair. Her gait had a slight limp on the right where that bite was. She returned with the shredded uniform bottoms and he pulled them on. They were not much coverage, but better than the leaves. “Do you know where we are?”

       “I’m Brittney, by the way.” She tilted her head and looked at him as if she wanted to ask him something but decided not to at the last moment. She looked beyond them and pointed. “I think the stadium is that way.”

      He felt hungover as he pulled himself to his feet and began to follow her. A strange taste was in his mouth. His head pounded with all the percussion of a marching band. It wasn’t the first time he had been sidelined by a pretty face, but he hadn’t been reckless since his freshman year. He hadn’t been drunk since his sophomore year, and he hadn’t woken up next to a cheerleader since high school prom. He tried to check his body for a bite. He reached back and remembered about a month ago, heading back from a run, he got that creepy vibe and then...did he finish that run? He woke up in his room. He had four scars on his shoulder but they faded fast so he didn’t think much of it. Why didn’t he remember entering the dorms, going to his room, getting into his bed? 

      “Do you know who won the game?” he asked because he felt like they needed to say something to each other. 

      She stopped. Turned to look at him and then with a casual perusal of his mostly naked body said, “I don’t know, but since I have all my clothes and you had none, I’m pretty sure I did.”

      “You think someone did this to us?” He considered that a moment. “Like drugged us and set us up so someone would find us and...ruin my chances with the NFL, or anywhere for that matter since it would no doubt land on me being naked and you having blood on your skirt.”

      “Who would do that to me?” She shook her head. “No. I have a boyfriend I love. I would never cheat on him and everyone knows that. I think maybe the dog bit me and you ran after it and...that doesn’t explain your clothing, but maybe you run faster naked?”

      They arrived at the parking lot for the stadium. Police cars were parked over the lines as if all the cops had failed driver’s ed. What had happened to bring so many of them out? 

      Then it dawned on him. Crap. He was in big trouble.

      “I’m not getting into trouble!” Brittney knew her way around and headed one way as he started for the locker room and hoped he could still get in. 

      “Jett, Jett Manning, where have you been?” A reporter held up a mic to him and he shook his head and kept walking. The lady with the mic and the camera guy stopped where the police blockade began. 

      The officer asked, “What happened?”

      “I think someone drugged me, maybe. I felt sick, I ran, I woke up in the woods that way.” He pointed. 

      “You need to get checked out. Where are your clothes?” the officer asked. 

      “I woke up without them. I found these and put them on.” He was barefoot, thirsty, and starving. He could hear people in the distance whispering. He could sense the panic, the relief, the concern, and the scandal. 

      He didn’t like the fact that it suddenly felt like he was doing the walk of shame through the row of onlooking cops, a few confused teammates, and finally, his very angry coach standing with hands on hips before the entry.  

      “Where the hell have you been, son?” Coach Rivard pointed as if he didn’t know who anyone was. “Your team has been looking for you and you show up looking like the poster boy for the Walking Dead shows.” 

      “Sir, I…”

      “Not one word. Not one more word. You get your ass in that locker room and get dressed. We are going home, and your ass is heading to the bench for the rest of the season. Oh, by the way, there will be a piss test, son. You hear me?” 

      “Actually, coach, he needs to go to the hospital.” The officer stepped up closer to the coach and Jett knew he shouldn’t have been able to hear the conversation, but he did, and the thought was horrifying. 

      “He needs to be examined. Young man feels sick, runs out, wakes up naked in the woods...it’s not a pretty thought, but I’ve seen enough victims to know he might have been…”

      “No.” Coach Rivard shook his head. “Who would do that? Look at the size of him...he’d...have to be drugged.”

       The officer nodded. 

       “All right, son. I’ll, uh...take you to the hospital instead.”

      “I’d like to get a shower, change my clothes…” He was not looking forward to whatever exams they thought they might need to do. “I’m fine, coach.”

      “You can’t take a shower. You can’t change your clothes. You need to go to the hospital right now. There’s an ambulance waiting.” The cop looked at him. 

       “I’m fine,” he insisted.

      “Son, none of this is fine.” Coach went to put his hand on his shoulder and then didn’t because obviously that would leave his handprint on him.

      Jett puffed out a breath and nodded. All he wanted was to escape the look on his teammates’ faces and get a drink of water, get a shower, brush his teeth, and put some clothes on. That was not in the near future.

      After his extraordinarily invasive exam and another round of questions by the police officer, he was on the way back to his dorm room. He had insisted the coach leave and with his team bag, he had his clothes, wallet, phone, and everything else he needed. He walked back because he wanted the time to process everything. Henbane was on the route and he didn’t know why, but he always liked that college. No football team, but the creepy, gothic architecture always drew his photographer’s eye and this time was no different. 

      He pulled out his phone since he didn’t have any other camera and took a picture of one of the gargoyles atop one of the buildings. He could have sworn it moved. He shook his head and cleared his thoughts. Great, he suspected the toxicology report would come back with something for sure. 

      He kept walking and passed the coffee shop, Potions and Poetry. He looked in the window and caught a glimpse of Livvy. Well, Olivia. She was studying at a table. His heartbeat kicked up for all the right reasons. They had gone to high school together. He tried multiple times to get her to notice him. Every other girl noticed him, but not this one. She was always nose deep in a book. 

      He liked that about her. Now that he knew where she hung out, he was going to try to bump into her. Maybe now they were in college she would notice him. A part of him wanted to go in and talk to her right now, but since he was still feeling pretty vulnerable and violated, he wasn’t ready to talk to anyone, much less her. 

      Still, something deep inside of him was happy and hopeful. He hadn’t been either of those in a long time. Aside from football, he didn’t have much else to look forward to. Now, he had Livvy to reconnect with and he was not going to give up easily. Something told him they were meant to be together. This was his chance and he was going to go to that coffee shop every day at various hours until he ran into her.
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      The door to the coffee shop, Potions and Poetry, opened bringing in the scent of wet pavement and wood smoke. Olivia looked up from the Hawthorne Tribune’s top story—well, former top story—as the good news or retractions were usually buried. Local Sports Hero Tests Negative. 

      At least the rumors of a supposed bender were just that and not factual. She looked up from the paper as a tingle moved across the back of her exposed neck. She reached up and played with the tendrils of hair that had escaped her messy bun. When she turned it was to catch the gaze of the accused himself—Jett Manning. 

      He blinked at her and then turned back to the counter to order. The other patrons began a low murmur as they pointed at him or nodded their heads in his direction. 

      Olivia watched him. Subtle body language of the shoulders going up a bit and his back straightening showed he wasn’t immune to the atmosphere of ridicule or speculation. 

      Rumors abounded that he’d been found half-naked and his uniform shredded. So, what had happened to him? None of the reports ever said how he’d come to be in that state. Of course, her mind made up all kinds of crazy scenarios, including alien abduction. What Olivia didn’t understand was why he’d taken the risk of blowing his scholarship by flaking out on the team. What made him leave the field in the first place? If he was sick, why didn’t he simply go to the team doctor and plead illness? 

      Hell, he could have faked an injury and sat on the bench the rest of the game. Idiot. And why did she even care? She was thinking way too much about the situation. Still, by nature she was a curious person. It was the creative side of her brain that wanted everything figured out and details revealed. 

      Oh, God!

      She’d turned into a damn stalker.

      As if reading her thoughts, he glanced over at her again. 

      Humiliation at the self-knowledge heated her cheeks. She looked back down then folded the paper so the article about him wasn’t showing. Not that he’d notice or even come over her way. 

      She gripped her tea in both hands. The warmth from the beverage barely registered against her palms. She’d need another cup soon if she was going to continue working here—though she’d as yet even picked up her notebook to begin composing the thousand-word short story she needed for her creative writing class the next morning. 

      The tingle grew to a definite warning as a shadow fell across her table and those around her hushed. 

      “Hey.” She knew that voice.

      Olivia glanced up with her heart in her throat. “Hello?” It came out tentative and small and she immediately hated herself for it. 

      Of course, he hadn’t remembered her. She had known he wouldn’t. Not with any accuracy.

      “I know you, right? I mean you keep looking at me and you look familiar. Where do I know you from?” He was sincere and that made it worse. 

      She tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Um. Third period English. Mrs. Boson. We went to high school together. You sat next to me.”

      “Mrs. Boson! Oh yeah.” He pulled out the seat and now sat in front of her. “That has been a long time. I don’t remember sitting next to you. Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure. You tried to get me to give you answers to test questions.” 

      “Well, you never gave them to me.” He winked. 

      “I felt confident you should have known who Nathanial Hawthorne was by the time we finished House of the Seven Gables.” Warming up to her topic she leaned in. “As a matter of fact, I think you knew a lot more than you let on.”

      “Maybe I was trying to get you to talk to me.” He lifted the cup of coffee to his lips a moment then asked, “Why didn’t you ever talk to me?”

      She raised a brow to show he wasn’t going to charm his way into her pants. “Because I didn’t want to be part of a harem?” 

      “Ah yes, the high school harem. Sadly, they didn’t follow me to college. Even sadder, they didn’t do much more than want to follow my career even then.” He tilted his head as if studying her a moment. “But you follow your own path. Don’t you?”

      She narrowed her eyes, considering him. “Why would I want to follow anyone else? Seems short-sighted to me.”

      He smiled that smile that made panties drop and she crossed her legs to ensure hers stayed in place. 

      “Well, I have a meeting I need to get to…”

      Instant sympathy filled her. They guy was going through some shit lately. That was true. “With the coach?”

      He nodded. “Looks like you follow some part of me after all. You read about it in the paper?”

      Olivia glanced around the coffee shop and all the interested faces bending ears to eavesdrop. “Me and most of the incorporated parts of Hawthorne. Probably the smaller, more rural sections as well.”

      “Well, at least you were interested. I’ll see you round?” He pushed up out of his chair and looked down at her. “Maybe, you would be interested enough to...grab coffee again sometime?”

      Challenge rose to her throat and spewed out her mouth before she had a chance to check it. Here was her secret, high-school crush asking her for coffee and she was going to kick it back to him. She might be sympathetic to his situation, but a girl still wanted to know she was remembered. “What’s my name?”

      He stood there a moment and took a long swig of the coffee before pinning her with that clear-blue gaze and said, “Olivia. But I called you Livvy.”

      “Who in the hell did you call me Livvy to? It wasn’t to me. As I recall you sent me those notes without greeting or salutation. I might have been named Melvin for all you knew.” All right, the fact he even knew her first name shocked her. The fact he might have given her a nickname floored her.

      He laughed. “You were always stuck in a book back then. You didn’t listen or pay attention to anything or anyone that wasn’t at least three hundred pages thick and hard covered.”

      To her utter and complete horror her brain gave the signal to make a slow perusal down his person to see if perhaps he was three hundred pages long and hard covered. 

      Jett cleared his throat. “Well. If you want to see how thick this book is another time, I’ll be here tomorrow, same bat time, same bat channel.” 

       “I have classes all day and a lab in the evening. Wait if you want, but I doubt I’ll have time for you or your ego.” All right. Maybe that was harsh of her, but she didn’t want to make it too easy. Guys like Jett had it easy all their lives and while she hated what he was going through, she wasn’t quite sure exactly what was going on with him. She’d be silly to throw herself at him unless or until she knew. Then again, how was she going to know unless she gave him a chance? 

      Bookish girls should never get involved with jocks. That needed to be on a T-shirt or bumper sticker. 

      “A late-night rendezvous it is, didn’t think you wanted to move so fast, but...Later Livvy.” With a wink and a smile, he walked away. 

      With a huff, she turned to her notebook. People stared at her from the tables around her. “What are you looking at? Haven’t you ever witnessed the birth of a battle of wills before?” 

      She opened the cover and began to write furiously. This was going to be much longer than a thousand words.
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      Jett tossed the coffee in the trash as he left the cafe. He didn’t usually stop in there but seeing her that one night had drawn him to it. After that moment, it was like he needed to go there as often as his schedule allowed. As soon as he walked in, he caught sight of her. Olivia Marie Cromwell, the ungettable get. She had essentially ignored him through four years of high school because, well, he suspected she was in love with Edgar Allen Poe or William Shakespeare. Essentially, if a man had a pulse she had no interest in him. 

      God, she was still beautiful. The softest looking brown hair he had ever seen. Or maybe he just wanted to see her this way. Maybe her green eyes bewitched him that freshman year and then there was the fact that she ignored him when every other girl, and a few guys, seemed to think he was the best thing ever. He didn’t think it was surface-level attraction, though. That wouldn’t linger through four years of high school when he saw her daily and continued through almost four years of college where he hadn’t seen her until recently.

      She sure helped to take his mind off the inevitable situation he was walking into now. 

      “Coach.” He gulped and took the remaining steps into the man’s office. This wasn’t a regular scolding. This man wasn’t just his coach. It was like being punished by his dad. Since he only had his grandparents to look up to and they were gone now, he considered this man family. He hated to disappoint him, yet here he was. 

      Coach Rivard looked up with hard eyes. He wasn’t happy. He wasn’t even going to make it easy. “I’ll admit, son. I’m at a complete loss and it pisses me off. The Alumni Association wants it dropped. The board of Regents wants you to be placed on probation. Which, I think, is the lesser of punishments. However, I want to know how you passed that drug test when I can’t see you doing what you did unless you were under the influence.” 

      Jett couldn’t lie to him, but he didn’t quite know the whole truth, so he shared what he did know. “I honestly don’t know what happened to me. I think someone may have slipped me something, but I know no one on our team would do that. I was okay, then I was...sick. I had to get out of there, my insides were...exploding and I had to leave. I was heading for the locker room and I vaguely remember someone standing there, running into them. The next thing I knew, I was in the woods, it was morning and I could only find what was left of my pants. I had to figure out how to get back to the stadium.” He wasn’t going to drag the cheerleader into this and possibly get her into trouble, too. He told them about her in the police statement, but he wasn’t going to add that information again. 

      “Son, if you tell me you were abducted by aliens, I swear I’m not going to be responsible for my actions. However, if the problem is medical, well, I’ll do my best to make sure you get seen by the proper doctors and the problem fixed.” The anger morphed into understanding but continued to lack some of the warmth Jett was used to seeing. This situation had placed a crack in their relationship. Jett realized it was probably for the best. Whatever was going on, football was not his priority anymore. If this man across from him was only primarily concerned about the game, well, then he wasn’t as close as he thought they were. 

      “I understand. I let you down, I let the team down. I don’t know, Coach. I wish I could tell you what happened. I feel fine now. I feel…better than fine, but I understand you have to do what is right. I’ll deal with the consequences.” He could feel the weight of the world settle on his chest, crushing it. He was not fine. Physically, sure. Mentally, he was all kinds of confused and after that exam at the hospital, he definitely still felt violated by whoever did this to him...whatever it was they did. He knew it wasn’t sexual. At this point they had at least confirmed that much for him, but what substance they used to knock him out, why they did this, was still a mystery. 

      “I suspect me, and the team will get over it in time. I’m more worried that you let yourself down. Those pains don’t go away so easily. The probation includes you being placed on the bench for the rest of the season. And I’m working with the department to help keep your scholarship alive, but I’m afraid that might be placed in jeopardy if you don’t play or can’t. Especially over something like this.” 

      His pulse raced. Something wild and foreign tried to surface, to react. He had never wanted to hurt someone like this before, but the challenge, the threat of everything he had worked for all of his life being taken away because of one incident made him want to...grab the coach by his throat and...No! That didn’t make any sense. He stood.

      Coach Rivard backed up. Fear filled his face and he swallowed. His eyes locked on Jett’s. “Are you, all right?”

       “Does it matter? You don’t believe me. They don’t believe me.” He had to get out of there. He needed to go...run or something, find a way to burn this anger off. “I gotta go, Coach. I’ll be at practice.”

      “No. You’ll be suspended for at least two games. Don’t bother to come to practice. Rest. Just get some rest and we’ll talk again when you’re feeling more yourself.” 

      Jett nodded. The fact that he couldn’t even attend practice meant he had nothing to do. What was he going to do? He had to figure some things out. Especially, since his scholarship was in jeopardy. He needed to know what made him so angry so fast these days. The trip back to his room was a blur. He changed into some workout clothes and headed out for a long run in hopes of calming down. 

      As he began his run, he began thinking about the one woman he wanted and never had. Olivia, Livvy. Some odd peace settled through him when he thought of her. Of course, as soon as that peace made purchase, he thought of a very angry, blonde cheerleader. She was arguing with someone. He couldn’t quite understand what it was about, but she settled into his mind as someone he felt...connected to, responsible for, he wasn’t quite sure. She wasn’t afraid or in danger through this argument, she was just mad. He didn’t know how he could know this, but he did. Whatever it was that tuned in, seemed settled enough he no longer had the urge to run to her house. Like he even knew where she lived. Hell, he wasn’t even sure what her name was. Bridget, Brandy, or Brittney. Yeah, Brittney, that was her name. 

      She was not an ungettable get, though he definitely thought he would remember if he had her. How was he naked and she fully clothed? He wondered if she had any more answers as time passed or if she was just as confused as he seemed to be. Calling her meant admitting interest and he was not about to be interested in two women, though he sure seemed to be on some level. 

      Focus on Oliva. Calm, coffee, her smile. Green eyes...he breathed and pushed harder on the run. This might work. 
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      Olivia sat in Dr. Gaines’s office. He held her portfolio with his fingers poised as if to turn the page. A look of bland indifference on his face. 

      Why did they make the students sit in the room as the advisors were going over the work submitted? Nerve wracking didn’t even begin to cover the emotions roiling in her belly. Her entire future hinged on this presentation. 

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. No. She wasn’t going to allow herself to fall apart. This was a preliminary review to steer her in the right direction. If she needed to make corrections, she had ample time before the final review and submission at the end of the spring semester.

      He turned the page and raised a brow, not even stopping long enough to read the text on that particular offering.

      “Miss Cromwell.” He shook his head
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