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        For Mari and Erin. Because no matter what, you’ve got my back.

        And for Kristin. Where would we be without our lunch and dinner dates?

        Mr.C, what can I say. I’m here because you believe.
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      Toby Moreland leaned against the wall outside the principal’s office and smiled.

      How many times over the years had he found himself here?

      If he asked his mother, she’d answer with a resounding ‘too many’. Of course, these days she didn’t get a phone call and he wasn’t in trouble.

      A tight female voice drifted into the hall. “You cannot believe Mr. Moreland is a suitable option?”

      Toby’s muscles tensed. Okay, maybe he was in trouble.

      “Ms. Keibler. Madison⁠—”

      “Don’t attempt to gain my agreement by using the familiarity of first names, Mr. Richardson.”

      “Look, I understand where you’re coming from.” The principal’s voice held a hint of frustration, a touch of irritation—even a little defeat.

      “I don’t think you do. This is a serious educational endeavor and the students need to know they can rely on those in charge to deliver the necessary time and knowledge.”

      “Mr. Moreland is qualified⁠—”

      “His skills on the sports field do not translate to the classroom.”

      Toby pushed off the wall. Time to make an entrance. Plastering on a smile, he rapped his knuckles on the doorframe and plunged into what would no doubt be a charged encounter.

      “Hey, Ted.” He nodded at his friend and boss as he took a seat in front of Ted’s desk. Settled, Toby acknowledged the irritated woman standing behind the chair to his right. “Ms. Keibler.”

      She responded with a brisk nod, but with a stubborn lift of her chin, refused to make eye contact or utter a word.

      To hide his grin, Toby faced their boss and asked, “What’s this special project you need help with?”

      Beside him, Madison huffed. “I can’t agree to this, Mr. Richardson.”

      Ted frowned at her. “You’ve got no choice. Toby is the only one who might be available and holds the necessary license to drive the bus, but if you feel you can’t handle it, we could postpone or cancel.”

      From the corner of his eye, Toby saw Madison’s spine jerk ramrod straight as though someone had shoved a hot poker up her ass. He ducked his head and smiled at Ted’s tactic. She was bound to agree now, because Madison Keibler didn’t strike him as the type to resist a challenge. And their boss had not only challenged her ability to do whatever this project was, he’d challenged her professionalism and held the threat of cancellation over her too.

      Triple whammy.

      Madison wouldn’t allow her ‘serious educational endeavor’ to be cancelled. He’d never seen a more dedicated teacher. At times he thought she was too devoted to her job.

      Over the six years he’d worked at the prestigious private high school, Huntington College, Toby had seen Ted use this method to gain a teacher’s cooperation many times. Nine times out of ten it worked. That tenth time usually involved Toby, and he never let himself be manipulated by anyone. Although, he more often than not agreed to Ted’s requests.

      Best to know all the details before he jumped in to help; he still had no clue what it was they were discussing. “So what’s up?” he asked.

      “The scholarship class is scheduled for an overnight excursion and needs two teachers to supervise. It’s Ms. Keibler’s class, and she had Grant lined up, but he’s come down with a stomach flu and can no longer go.” Ted glanced at her quickly before returning his gaze to Toby’s. “I realize it’s short notice but they need a second teacher to accompany them on the trip.”

      “How short?” Toby asked.

      “Tomorrow,” Ted answered. “But it’s only the one night.”

      “Sure. Count me in.” He had the time. Besides, he had every intention of being Madison’s partner for this excursion even if he had to rearrange a few things. He’d wanted closer contact with the woman since she’d joined the faculty at the beginning of the year and this was the perfect opportunity to get it. “What do I need to do?”

      “Madison has organized everything.” Ted pushed a folder across his desk. Tapped the top. “Details are in here.”

      Toby picked up the thick binder and flicked through it, quickly skimming the pages to determine the input needed from him. He was stunned at the depth of her organization. She’d laid out the activities and objectives for every hour of the excursion. Including the bus ride there and back. Dedicated didn’t begin to describe Madison’s work ethic.

      The urge to needle her—to get under her skin and break through that icy façade—inched up his spine and proved too hard to resist. “You know, Ted, if Ms. Keibler isn’t up to it, I can handle this on my own.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of doing my job,” she snapped.

      Repressing a smirk, he glanced up to find Madison glaring at him and Ted shaking his head.

      “No can do. School policy requires two teachers on off-campus excursions, and besides, it’s overnight and a mixed group. Ten boys. Ten girls. We need male and female supervision,” Ted explained.

      Toby nodded at Ted then looked Madison over. She stood, fingers curled around the back of the chair next to him, her slender digits pressing into the padding under her tight grip. Her body was rigid, and deep lines marred her brow and bracketed her mouth. Her displeasure with the situation was obvious. Even a blind man would feel the tension radiating off her.

      He wasn’t going to let her annoyance make him back off though. His fascination with getting a reaction from this woman grew with every second he spent with her. “Great. We’ll have dinner tonight and go over the details,” he said with the smile he knew won over most people—particularly those with two X chromosomes.

      She looked down her nose at him and ice dripped from her voice. “That won’t be necessary. You don’t need to do anything more than show up.”

      He wanted to laugh at her attempt to exclude him while including him but he held himself in check. She wouldn’t appreciate the humor in their current positions.

      He’d approached Madison at the start of the year—he and every other single male on the school’s payroll—and while she’d been polite, she left no doubt she wanted nothing to do with her male colleagues outside of school. None of the females either, according to Melanie in the English department. Madison kept to herself, only interacting with the rest of the staff when necessary.

      Huntington’s faculty was a tightknit group that often socialized after school hours. As a whole, they’d worked together for a few years. Well, except for Madison Keibler. She was a new addition. Last year, when Gordon Rodgers tripped midway through the final term and broke his hip, he’d required a hip replacement and decided to take early retirement.

      Enter prim, proper, schoolmarm-ish Madison Keibler.

      She reminded Toby of someone out of the eighteen hundreds. Back when teachers were required to be spinsters. At least that’s what she made him think of, with her long, dark skirts and starched white blouses buttoned up to her chin. The hair pulled ruthlessly into a bun low on the back of her head didn’t help the look either. She couldn’t be any older than late twenties but she behaved as though she were in her fifties.

      Straitlaced and standoffish. Cool. Like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Actually, that shit would probably freeze solid.

      It made Toby want to ruffle her. Peel away those don’t-touch outer layers and see what was hidden beneath. He had a feeling she’d surprise him.

      He liked surprises.

      Liked them very much.
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      Madison refused to look at the man beside her. She was sure he’d overheard her objections to him accompanying her and waited on tenterhooks for him to call her on it.

      Ted was right. All that was required were male and female teachers to supervise, so Tobias Moreland could do the job. She just didn’t want him to partner her on this trip.

      Something about him set her nerves twitching. She had no idea what it was. He just annoyed her. His whole Mr. Cheery persona rubbed her the wrong way. No one could be that carefree and get their job done—do it well—and Madison believed education was a serious business that required dedicated individuals to perform the job properly.

      Her parents had taught her the importance of learning at an early age, and while she might have been a little envious of her peers and the time they spent away from books and libraries, she believed the sacrifices were worth it.

      Not that she was as strict as her parents when it came to studying, but she did believe learning didn’t finish at three in the afternoon when the school bell rang, signaling the end of formal lessons for the day. Good marks required commitment to study in and out of the classroom.

      She knew Moreland’s type. They coasted through with minimum grades to pass and spent too much time on frivolous things such as sport and parties…women. Very few individuals succeeded at professional sport and by all accounts, he’d failed, like hundreds of others searching for fame and fortune. Besides, as far as she was concerned, there was nothing special about using a natural talent to make your way through life.

      No. True success should be earned, not given.

      “We’re set then? You’ll be ready to leave tomorrow morning at eight?” Ted asked.

      Madison eyed the principal and wondered if she’d managed to get on the wrong side of him. She might have a strong opinion about the skill level of the Personal Development, Health and Physical Education teacher but she hadn’t been offensive. She’d only put forward the facts as she saw them. Teaching boys to play Rugby League or Union or whatever other brutish sport the PDHPE department deemed acceptable, didn’t qualify as education as far as she was concerned.

      “I’ll be ready.” She would bite the bullet—and her tongue—and spend the necessary time with Tobias Moreland but no more. “I’d like to pack the bus with our equipment at seven before the students arrive.”

      Tobias shook his head. “No can do. Got training.”

      Of course he did. “Then how do you expect to be ready to leave at eight?”

      Long seconds passed without him saying a word. He just studied her through slumberous laughing eyes.

      “Well? When do you suggest we organize the equipment?” Exasperation was beginning to take hold, her voice rising slightly with her inability to control her growing frustration.

      He smiled up from his slouched position in the chair. “I’ve got training right after school today but we can do it after that. Around six. Unless you’ve got a hot date.”

      Madison narrowed her eyes. Was he fishing for personal information? Why? “Not this evening.” And why did she answer him?

      “Good.” He surged to his feet, all six feet two of solid muscle towering over her—crowding her. She had to fight the urge to retreat from his overwhelming presence. “Let’s say six thirty to be sure training’s finished. We’ll grab dinner afterwards.”

      “What?”

      “Dinner. Tonight. After we load the bus. You can go over the information. Give me the key points of the excursion—the aims, what you hope the students will accomplish.” He lifted the folder in his hand and gave it a shake. “Meet you in the car park at six thirty. Catch you later, Ted.”

      Before Madison could open her mouth to argue, Tobias had left the room taking the folder with him, and, she was fairly certain, all the oxygen. She turned to face Ted. Her jaw worked, her tongue moved, but nothing came out until she utter two words she was one hundred percent certain she’d never spoken before. “I’m confused.”

      And she was. Did she agree to have dinner with Tobias Moreland?

      Ted was busy tapping away at his keyboard and didn’t answer right away. When he did, Madison still wasn’t sure what was going on.

      Absently glancing up while shuffling papers around his desk, Ted said, “Thanks. I hated the idea of cancelling the trip and disappointing the class.”

      Right. Her students.

      This excursion was a fun hands-on way to supplement their education about one of the country’s famous landmarks and it would be a travesty if it were canceled. They’d worked extremely hard over the previous months on the history behind the Quarantine Station and it would definitely be a disappointment to them.

      And her.

      She forced a smile. “Of course.”

      The end of lunch bell rang.

      “That’s my cue to head to class,” she murmured.

      “Thanks again, Madison.” Ted returned to pecking at his keyboard with two fingers.

      “Right. Okay. I’ll…go then.” Madison left Ted’s office confused and a little flummoxed. She understood the gist of what had happened in the last few minutes, she just wasn’t sure how it had happened. Her reasons for Tobias’s unsuitability had been solid and yet they’d gotten her nowhere. She’d be spending the next two days with a man she could barely tolerate.

      She might not be looking forward to working alongside Tobias but she couldn’t deny her excitement over exploring and spending the night in one of Sydney’s most haunted group of buildings. And nothing thrilled her more than watching young minds discover new things.

      The group of teenagers had embraced this section of the history syllabus with such enthusiasm and curiosity she couldn’t wait to see them walk the buildings and compound—see through their own eyes the places they’d read about. For their benefit, she’d tolerate her unwanted colleague.

      Although it was a shame her anticipation marched hand in hand with the unfamiliar agitation she experienced whenever she saw—or thought about—Tobias Moreland.
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      Toby swung the door of the storage shed closed, leaned his shoulder into it and gave a good shove. Metal scraped across concrete and he put his full weight against the door to force it those final few inches. They needed to do something about the equipment shed. A new one would be preferable but he’d be grateful for a working door. One that didn’t threaten bodily harm whenever someone tried to close it.

      As if by some karmic cue, the solid steel panel sprang back and slammed into him, almost knocking him off his feet. “Shit.”

      “Whoa. We got it.”

      Two bodies—one either side of him—combined their weight and strength with his to wrestle the door into submission. A few grunts, some scrabbling feet and a heavy clank later, the lock engaged and the door stayed in place.

      Taking a breath, Toby stepped back. “Thanks guys.” He chose to ignore the fact he swore in front of two of his students. Best to not bring it up. Besides, he’d heard far worse coming from their mouths on the footy field.

      “No worries, Mr. Moreland.” Jim Landry, Huntington’s star five-eighth, bent to pick up his backpack. Straightening, he added, “It’s the least we could do after you helped us with our English essays.”

      “Yeah. Thanks sir.” Andy Sturgis shouldered his bag. “I’d never pass if you didn’t take the time to walk me through it.”

      Toby smiled. “You’d do fine. You just need to stop thinking it’s too hard. Half the time you talk yourself out of doing well.”

      Andy ducked his head and shuffled his feet with a mumbled, “Thanks.”

      For a senior, the kid was a little lacking in self-confidence, except on the football field. There, Andy overflowed with confidence.

      Toby clapped them both on the back to nudge them on their way. “Go on. Get out of here. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Toby watched them head across the field towards the school’s rear gate. At this time of day the entrance would be locked, but both boys knew the code to open the gate after hours. Being on the school’s League team meant they were on school grounds outside normal operating times in the mornings and early evenings during the footy season.

      Speaking of the time…

      He glanced at his watch. Ten to seven.

      “Fuck.”

      He was supposed to meet Madison twenty minutes ago. Racing around the shed, he bypassed the most direct route—through the building—for the fastest. The school should be deserted by now but there was a chance one or two people were still inside and he wasn’t about to get caught running in the halls. He’d done enough of that as a teenager.

      Sprinting the length of the gym, he took the corner wide in an effort to lose as little speed as possible and pumped his legs harder.

      Dammit. She was going to be pissed.

      His runners lost traction as he flung himself around the final corner and out into the car park. Small pieces of gravel shot out from under his feet as he fought to stay on them and keep moving forward. The school’s bus was at the far end, near the admin building, and at least a hundred meters away yet. There were only a couple of cars left in the lot so Toby had an unobstructed view of the bus.

      And Madison Keibler, trying to load one of the school’s large lockboxes into the rear luggage compartment.

      “Hey!” She didn’t hear his shout—or chose to ignore it—and continued to struggle with the thing. “Dammit.” He dug deeper and gained a bit more speed.

      From ten meters out, he saw it happen. The side of the box clipped the edge of the doorframe and rebounded into Madison. Instead of letting go and jumping out of the way, she tried to control the oversized load.

      “Jesus.” The word exploded on a rush of air as Toby collided with Madison’s back. He flung his arms around her and groped for the box.

      “What—?” Smashed between him and their precariously tilting cargo, Madison yelped in pain.

      “Hang on.” He tried to get a better grip so he could shove the lockbox into the back of the bus. Angling to the left, he cleared the doorframe and propelled the box inside.

      Although his efforts to keep them from falling were useless, because Madison took exception to being pressed against him and threw her arms out as she spun around.

      He tightened his hold as he lost his balance and in the next heartbeat, Toby found himself flat on his back, gasping for breath, with a flailing Madison in his arms.

      “Let me go,” she screeched in his ear.

      Her elbow connected with his ribs knocking the last of the air from his lungs. Knees and feet bashed into his legs, the former coming perilously close to unmanning him, and the latter delivering sharp pain to both his shins. He’d be wearing bruises tomorrow.

      “Easy.” He tried to grab her arms, pin her legs with his, but she was like the Tasmanian Devil, whirling around frantically. If she kept it up she’d hurt herself. It was too late to stop her from hurting him. “Madison!”

      She stopped. Sucked in a breath. Her breasts pressed into him and one thigh rested against his cock, which in spite of the recent scuffle and narrow escape from injury, was showing interest in the womanly curves cradled in his arms. “Tobias?”

      “Yeah.” He breathed in and out slowly, willing his body to behave.

      “Oh.” She sagged against him, sending all sorts of interesting ideas through his head—the one on his shoulders and the one in his pants. “I thought…”

      “What?” He frowned. “That I was attacking you?”

      “Yes. No. Not you.” Madison palmed his shoulders and pushed up, causing her leg to press into his groin with more pressure. There was no way she could miss his reaction to holding her close. She looked down at him with wide eyes for long seconds before saying in a wobbly voice, “I didn’t know who’d grabbed me.”

      “But you thought someone was attacking you?” Toby shook his head clear of lustful thoughts and focused on the conversation. “Jesus, woman, you’re in a secure parking lot.”

      “I…well…” She licked her lips, drawing his gaze, and Toby felt that small action in his balls.

      Her face was flushed red and strands of hair floated around her head where they’d come loose from her bun. It was the most disheveled he’d seen her. Toby imagined she’d look similar after an orgasm. His body tightened in response to the new images playing through his mind. Definitely no way she was missing the hard ridge poking her leg now.

      “Um…” She caught the right side of her bottom lip in her teeth and sent his blood pressure soring. Blinking slowly several times as if she were in a trance, Madison stared at him with confusion swirling in her gaze. “I…”

      “Do you need help getting up?” Not that he wanted her to get up. Toby would be happy to lie here with her spread over him all damn day but he figured once she got her wits about her, she’d be in a hurry to move.

      “Oh!” Her eyes opened comically wide and the dark brown color made him think of melted chocolate. “Sorry.” With exaggerated care, she untangled herself and climbed to her feet.

      Trying to drag his mind out of the gutter and force his body to behave, he rolled to the side and stood. Brushing the gravel and dirt from his clothes, he resolutely ignored the hard-on in his shorts. With Madison no longer in his arms, the lust fog cleared from his brain enough for him to remember the small cry of pain she’d emitted as they’d collided. “Did I hurt you?” he asked.

      She glanced around, her hands twisting together in front of her.

      “Madison?” He took a step closer. “Are you hurt?”

      “Oh. No.” Her hands broke apart and smoothed down the sides of her skirt, bringing his attention to the way the material had rucked up her legs to reveal slender thighs.

      Her skin looked silky-smooth and his fingers twitched with the need to reach out and touch. Heat washed over him. Shit. He really needed to rein in his desire for this woman. It was becoming more potent by the second. Swallowing, he ran his tongue over his lips then cleared his throat. “Ah, okay. Good.” He nodded.

      She gave him a tight smile and turned away.

      It didn’t take a genius to work out she was dismissing him. She had this way about her; she wasn’t rude or aggressive, but she conveyed her feelings perfectly without saying a word. For someone who used an economy of words, Madison spoke nonstop with her body and expressions.

      When she tried to move the box again, Toby darted forward. “Here. Let me do that.”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Her prim tone, the clipped words, shouldn’t get him hot. Actually, nothing about her should get him hot. She was the opposite of his type. He went for warm, outgoing, confident, independent… Okay; in some ways she was his type, she definitely had the confident and independent down pat.

      “I know you’re fine but I’m offering to help anyway.”

      “Suit yourself.” She stepped out of the way and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Lord, even the haughty way she held herself got his engine revving.

      He wanted her. More than he’d wanted any woman since he’d been an adolescent teeming with hormones.

      He’d have to be careful though. This woman wouldn’t be easy to win over. She had walls surrounding her. Walls on top of her walls. Except Toby had a feeling they weren’t of her making. Since she’d joined the faculty, he’d caught fleeting glimpses of yearning, sadness in her eyes. He may have imagined them but he didn’t think so. There were emotions lurking in her gaze he wanted to explore.

      She’d barely given him the time of day and he possibly bordered on stalkerville with the way he’d watched her in the last
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