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    Chapter One


    Chessly


    The first semester of my junior year at Mountain State College settled nicely into its regular rhythms.


    Then I met Finn McCabe.


    Usually, I attended the Homecoming bonfire with Piper Maxwell and Saylor Davis—friends I’d made during freshman year when we all lived on the same floor in Hanover Hall. We did our best to coax our fourth partner in crime, Jamaica Winslow, to join us, but she’d made it as clear as glass she had zero interest in sports or any of the trappings that went with it. She never attended football games and couldn’t be dragged from her books for such a waste of time as a Homecoming bonfire.


    But Jamaica had recently started hanging out with Callahan O’Reilly, starting tight end for the Wildcats, and he’d bribed her other best friend, Axel Benson, to make sure she made it to the bonfire. Axel had commandeered me as his second in case she tried to bolt before Callahan could finish up with the football team’s bit and join us.


    That was how I ended up catching a ride back to the dorms with Finn after the team tossed the effigy of the Tigers onto the bonfire and all the fireworks had faded into the night sky.


    “You sure you don’t want to ride with us?” Jamaica asked for the third or fourth time since Axel and his boyfriend Drake had “abandoned” her, “forcing” her to catch a ride home with Callahan. Sometimes my friend could be a bit of a drama queen.


    “I’m sure I want to avoid being up close and personal with the PDA I saw in front of the dorms last Sunday morning.” I didn’t even try to hold back my grin at my friend’s wide-eyed response. Everyone in the lobby of Hanover had seen the lip-lock Callahan had laid on Jamaica before she let herself out of his truck the previous weekend. They’d practically steamed up the entire courtyard in front of the lobby.


    “You’ll be a gentleman with my friend—right, Finn?” Jamaica narrowed her eyes at the man in question. Clearly, his size—he was a defensive end—didn’t intimidate her in the least.


    Then again, she’d made her demand from the safety of the circle of Callahan’s arm.


    “Aren’t I always a gentleman?” Finn sounded utterly perplexed, but I didn’t miss the twinkle in his whiskey-colored eyes.


    I kind of hoped he had his fingers crossed behind his back. After all, we’d spent the better part of the evening covertly eye-fucking each other at every chance we’d got. The way he looked at me left tingles on my skin that had nothing to do with the late-October chill in the air.


    “I’m counting on it. Chessly is good people, not some jersey chaser with a dubious agenda.” My friend’s tone held all kinds of warnings.


    Finn shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, and I wondered at what Jamaica wasn’t saying.


    “She’ll be fine. Promise.” Finn saluted her with two fingers in what I supposed was his version of Scout’s honor or something. To me he said, “My truck is over here.” He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and nodded in the direction of some vehicles parked in the next row of the parking lot behind the stadium.


    The autumn breeze coming off the mountains carried a definite shiver of winter with it. Even dressed in my jeans and my favorite fleece-lined hoodie, I was missing the heat the bonfire threw off when we were standing near it. I didn’t know how Finn couldn’t feel the cold while wearing only his game jersey and jeans.


    Stepping over next to him, I said, “Thanks. “As we started walking toward his ride, I called over my shoulder, “Don’t keep Callahan out too late. He has a big game tomorrow.”


    Snickering at the not-so-discreet bird Jamaica flipped me, I double-timed my stride to keep up with Finn’s long-legged amble. When we came up alongside an old blue Chevy that had weathered some hard times, he kind of ducked his head and opened the passenger door for me.


    “Your chariot, milady.” Under his breath he added, “Such as it is.”


    His deceptively ambling gait around the front of his pickup threw me because a second later he joined me in the cab, sliding in gracefully behind the wheel. For such a big man—he stood north of six foot six and must’ve tipped the scales above 250—he moved with the grace of a panther.


    Clearing my throat to cover for ogling the guy as he slid his key into the ignition, I pulled the seat belt across my chest and buckled it. “You have wheels. That’s a big step up from having none.” I glanced around the inside of his truck. Though Spartan in terms of state-of-the-art bells and whistles, the interior was clean—a plus I also appreciated.


    “You don’t have a car?” he asked as he carefully pulled out of his parking space and headed toward the front of the lot.


    “Nope. Haven’t managed that yet.”


    As we waited in a line of vehicles to exit the stadium parking lot, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and slid side-eyes my way. I couldn’t help the tiny smile that quirked the corner of my mouth. From the way he was acting, he was casting around for something to say. It kind of tickled me that this great big man who had his way with opposing offenses every Saturday afternoon was nervous sitting in the cab of his truck with me. I could have rescued him, but I wanted to hear what he came up with.


    When we reached the stop sign, he had a decision to make. Clearing his throat, he said, “Where am I taking you?”


    “To Hanover. You know where that is?”


    “The all-women’s dorm?” A wisp of a chuckle escaped him. “Yeah, I know where that is.”


    I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you a player off the field too?”


    Though I’d been eyeing him all evening, maybe I needed to rethink my interest.


    He hunched his shoulders, and his mouth flattened into a line. “No. I just meant that’s where Callahan’s girl lives.” The car in front of us inched into traffic, and he slowly pulled the truck forward for his turn. “Do you live on Jamaica’s floor?”


    “No. I’m the RA on the floor above hers.”


    That tidbit seemed to relax him. His shoulders dropped as he eased us out onto the main road. “What year are you?”


    “Junior.”


    With a nod, he added, “Physics major.”


    My brow shot up. The kind of mesmerized stare he’d given me when Jamaica had introduced us had made me think he hadn’t heard that part.


    “And you’re bio-chem.”


    Simultaneously we said, “Science nerds.”


    The awkward tension that had filled the cab of his truck from the minute we climbed into it evanesced with the grins we exchanged.


    We rolled along at about five miles per hour below the speed limit. Apparently, Finn wanted to spend some time with me. The idea warmed me far better than the seemingly nonexistent heater in his truck. When I glanced at the dials, I noted he didn’t have it turned on. Coupled with the fact he was wearing only his game-day jersey and no hoodie, jacket, or even an undershirt, I figured this guy’s motor never stopped. I clamped my thighs together as thoughts of what that meant sizzled my brain.


    As though he’d read my mind, he reached over and flipped a dial. The scent of dust filled the cab. “Sorry. I don’t use the heater in this much.” His sheepish tone pulled my eyes to his face, the dash lights revealing a dull red hue high on his cheeks.


    “Guess you run hot.”


    Finn chuckled as I clamped my hand over my mouth.


    “Sorry. That didn’t come out right.”


    We pulled up to a red light and stopped. “From what I’ve heard tonight, I get the idea you always say what you mean.”


    The atmosphere inside the cab kept shifting, and I was struggling to keep up. My cheeks, already heating beneath my hand, flamed to red-hot as I recalled how rude I was when Jamaica introduced us earlier this evening in the bar at Stromboli’s. I’d heard from my friend that Finn entertained jersey chasers—specifically Tory Miller and her posse of mean girls—on the regular, so my comments were admittedly harsh. Then I’d met him in person, and the only excuse I could make was self-defense in the face of how freaking hot he was. Until this evening, I’d never come up close and personal with Finn McCabe, so I had no business stereotyping him like that.


    “Look, I’m sorry for what I said at Stromboli’s about your taste in women and who you hang out with. I was way out of line.”


    He smiled over at me. “No offense taken.”


    His genuine smile momentarily stunned me. Did I mention how gorgeous the guy was?


    We rode a couple of blocks in silence, the awkwardness different now as if each of us was aware of the other. He broke first.


    “Why physics?”


    “It’s a good premed major for sports medicine.”


    A sly smirk tipped up the corner of his mouth. “You maybe want to work with football players?”


    I shrugged. “Possibly.” Before he could chase that thought, I asked, “Why bio-chem?”


    It was his turn to shrug. “I want to help cure childhood cancer.”


    “Any particular reason?” I slapped my hand over my mouth again. “Sorry. Sorry. That was super-personal.”


    His warm chuckle filled the cab of the truck. “Relax. My major isn’t because of some childhood tragedy.” He sobered. “I saw those commercials on TV of those little kids hooked up to machines with tubes stuck in their arms, and it bothered me that they couldn’t play with other kids their age.” He turned down a side street, taking the long way to my dorm.


    Hiding a smile at his not-so-subtle extension of our conversation, I said, “So that’s the truth about Finn McCabe. You’re a big ol’ softy.”


    The terrified expression on his face as he pretended to look for eavesdroppers cracked me up. “Shh! Don’t say that out loud. Everyone knows I’m a badass defensive lineman.”


    I pretended to zip my lips shut and toss away the key. “I wouldn’t dream of revealing your secret...Softy.”


    “And you absolutely cannot call a 280-pound lineman ‘Softy,’ especially not in front of his roommates. Do you have any idea what that kind of nickname could do to a man?” He shuddered.


    Tapping a finger to my lips, I added, “You’re also more sensitive than I imagined. I mean, the way you blow through the line when you blitz would cause a person to think you have no feelings at all, and yet here you are, all Mr.Soft and Sensitive.”


    Pulling into the horseshoe drive in front of my dorm, he put the truck in park and turned in his seat, a wicked twinkle in his gorgeous whiskey-brown eyes. “I can show you soft and sensitive, if you’re interested.”


    Now it was my turn for a full-body shiver. “Um.” I bit my lip. “We only met tonight.”


    His eyes strayed to my mouth, and involuntarily, my tongue slipped out and soothed the indentation my teeth left behind.


    With a subtle move, he unclicked his seat belt but otherwise stayed where he was. “And we’re getting to know each other, yeah?” The low rumble of his voice rippled through me.


    “I think so.”


    Wait. Since when was I ever anything but assertive? How had the tables turned? How had he gone from Mr.Bashful with pink cheeks to Super Hottie coming on to me with that heated stare?


    How was it possible Finn could initiate that relentless pulsing between my legs with only his eyes and his voice?


    Someone pounded on the window beside me. The only reason I didn’t jump through the ceiling of the truck was that I was still buckled in.


    “Finn! Hey, Finn!”


    Even above the rumble of the truck’s engine, I recognized that evil, high-pitched voice. Slowly turning my head, I came face-to-face with the biggest nightmare of my life.


    “Finn! What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded loud enough for the entire dorm to hear, even the rooms upstairs in the back.


    Giving my attention back to my ride, I caught a guilty expression crossing his face for a split second before he shook his head and leaned forward to see around me. He gave her a one-finger wave.


    Knotting my hands in my lap, I asked, “How do you know Tory Miller?”


    “She and her friends like to hang with the team.” His eyes darted to mine when he clocked the disdain in my voice. “Callahan keeps telling me not to let her hang out with us, but she’s harmless.”


    Narrowing my eyes, I said, “Harmless, huh? You should listen to your friend.”


    Tory had made her way around the front of Finn’s truck and was now banging on the driver’s window. “Finn McCabe! You can’t be serious.”


    “Sounds like you have something else to do.” I unbuckled my seat belt. “Thanks for the ride.”


    When I grabbed the door handle, Finn stayed me exiting his truck with his hand on my arm. That one touch sent sparks cascading through my blood, but I ignored them.


    “Wait. Can I get your number?”


    “You said you weren’t a player, but that out there”—I nodded to the cacophony still going on outside his driver’s window—“tells a different story. I don’t have time for players. Or for guys who hang out with girls like Tory Miller.”


    Pushing the passenger door open, I stepped out into the chilly October breeze, and I didn’t look back as I marched into the dorm. I thought I was wrong about him—had given him the benefit of the doubt—but Jamaica was right: I needed to stay away from Finn McCabe.
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    Chapter Two


    Finn


    “Who crapped in your Wheaties?” Bax asked when I stumbled into the kitchen after dropping Chessly at her dorm.


    Making a beeline for the fridge, I grabbed a beer and downed it in one go. It wasn’t enough. I tossed the can at the recycle box and grabbed another.


    Bax’s eyes rounded to dinner plates. “That bad, huh?” Crossing his arms over his latest slogan T-shirt which read “Life is an inherently dangerous sport,” he waited for me to finish my second beer.


    Pointing at his shirt with my third beer, I said, “That should read ‘Dating is an inherently dangerous sport.’”


    He snorted. “Dating? Since when do either of us do that?”


    I drank down about half the can and leaned against the table, facing him. “Well, I thought I had a shot at it tonight.”


    Giving me the universal gesture for “go on,” he said, “You didn’t have a date when I showed up at Stromboli’s.” He stilled. “Wait. Did you go after that cute little doll who showed up with Jamaica? Dude.”


    When he put up his fist for me to bump, I left him hanging. Grinning, he sipped from his beer.


    “She shot you down, huh?”


    “Everything was going well. I offered to drive her home so she wouldn’t have to deal with Callahan and Jamaica’s mush.” I finished my third beer and went for a fourth. “She noticed I was taking the circuitous route to her place—”


    “I was going to say something about slowing down on the beer,” Bax interrupted, “but since you still have your vocabulary, carry on.”


    He laughed when I flipped him the bird.


    “Anyway, we were having a nice getting-to-know-you conversation—one she was enjoying too, or she would have said something when she saw the route I chose to drive her home. But about twenty seconds after I parked in front of her dorm, Tory showed up and everything went to hell.”


    “Wait. Jamaica’s hot friend lives in the dorms? She’s jailbait too?”


    The censure in Bax’s voice irritated my nerves, but I didn’t rise to it. “Nah. She’s a junior, the RA on the floor above Jamaica’s.” Slumping down into a chair, I tipped back more beer.


    “So what’s the problem?”


    Shrugging, I said, “Beats me. Chessly got the wrong idea about Tory, I guess.”


    My friend stared hard at me. “Wonder how that could have happened.”


    Glaring balefully at him, I said, “I didn’t encourage one damn thing with Tory. She showed up out of nowhere and started banging on the windows of my truck right when I was about to talk Chessly into giving me her number.” I swigged back more beer as Bax joined me at the table. “Chessly took one look at Tory and jumped out of my truck as if the seat had caught fire. So while Tory yapped outside my driver’s window, I just had to watch her stomp into her building without giving me a backward glance.”


    Crumpling up my empty can, I threw it into the recycle box and sighed. “The whole time we were at the bonfire, we kept sneaking looks at each other. From how she smiled my way a couple of times, I could have sworn I had a shot with her. Then Tory showed up, and I lost my chance before I could even take it.” I stared at the ceiling and wished like crazy for a different outcome to my evening.


    Chessly was so damn pretty, and she smelled like sunshine and summer. The way she flipped back and forth between self-assured and careful simultaneously intrigued me and put me at ease. Plus, she liked science.


    Damn, did I want to spend time with her.


    “At the risk of piling on the shit, Callahan and I have been warning you about those jersey-chasers, Tory especially, since the semester started. That girl is going to make life hell for some poor schmuck, and you don’t want him to be you.” He tipped up his drink and finished it, tossing the empty into the box and staring between me and the cans on the floor that I’d tossed and missed.


    Dragging myself to my feet, I stepped over to the recycle box and cleaned up. Sitting heavily back on my chair, I asked, “Is it so wrong to enjoy the attention of pretty girls?”


    “Depends on the girls. Tory and her posse are bad news.” Bax leaned his forearms on the table. “Don’t forget what happened to Freeman when he got tangled up with Tory’s sister.”


    With a snort, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Tory’s not interested in me anyway. She keeps asking about Callahan.” My roommate started to say something, but I put my hand up. “So I’ve kept my distance.” Narrowing my eyes, I added, “And as I recall, you’re the one who outed us to her when we all met at Stromboli’s before the bonfire.”


    He looked away, a dull red tinge coloring his cheeks. “Fine. Sometimes I get suckered by a pretty face too. But it sure sounds like the girl cost you a shot at that blonde angel with the smart mouth.”


    “I’ll figure something out.”


    It was my friend’s turn to snort. “Like that’s gonna happen for you with a girl.”


    “Fuck off, asshole.” I sounded petulant even to my own ears, and Bax laughed because we both knew he wasn’t wrong. I didn’t have a clue how I was going to score another shot with Chessly Clarke.


    Yet when a picture of her porcelain skin and Delft blue eyes flashed in my head, I knew I was going to do my damnedest to find a way to make a better impression.
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    I lived for game days. Nothing fired up my blood like the anticipation of stepping onto the field with the goal of wrecking another team’s offensive plays for a few hours. Homecoming was especially sweet because every man in the locker room knew the other team desperately wanted to ruin our big day in front of a sold-out stadium of our fans and alums.


    As I suited up to face the Tigers, a team who was on the rise in our conference, Bax sidled up to me.


    “You gonna be on your game today?”


    I scrunched my brow. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


    “Just making sure some hot blonde isn’t taking up headspace you need for running plays out there.” He nodded in the direction of the field as he adjusted the pads on the fronts of his thighs, his nonchalant movements at odds with the warning in his voice.


    Right then Callahan joined us. “Heard Chessly’s not too impressed with you. You were a gentleman like you promised last night, yeah?”


    I didn’t hold back on the sarcasm. “I kept my hands to myself, Dad.” My eyes took a tour of my brain that I made sure my teammates didn’t miss.


    “She shot him down,” Bax helpfully supplied. “Over Tory Miller.”


    With an expression of total disappointment, Callahan said, “Finnegan, Finnegan, you haven’t been listening. Jailbait is toxic. Especially the Tory Miller brand of jailbait.”


    Putting my hands up, I said, “I’m getting that.” Standing, I tugged my jersey over my pads, adjusting them beneath it to make sure nothing pinched. “Maybe you could ask your girlfriend what I can do to get back in Chessly’s good graces.”


    Callahan shook his head, but he said, “Get a sack in this game and I’ll see what I can do.”


    “Ladies, stop gossiping and get your asses over here,” Coach Ainsworth interrupted.


    Coach Ellis, the Wildcats’ head coach, stood in front of the massive whiteboard at the end of the locker room, opposite the showers. Ainsworth, our defensive coordinator and assistant head coach, stood beside him. Once the whole team was standing in a semi-circle around them, Coach Ellis launched into his pregame speech.


    “The Tigers have been down for a few years, but they’ve shown some spark this season. They beat the Trojans on their home turf and gave the Golden Bears a game before they imploded in the fourth quarter. We are not going to give them one second of hope that they can beat us today. Understood?”


    He stared hard at every player in the room before we broke into a booming chorus of “Understood, Coach!”


    “We are going out onto that field as Wildcats. Wildcats win championships because we give no quarter. Understood?”


    Another echoing chorus of “Understood, Coach!” answered him.


    “No quarter,” he repeated.


    Again the team echoed him loud enough to be heard in the visitors’ locker room.


    The senior captains then led us in a rousing chant of “Wildcats! Wildcats! Go! ’Cats! Go!”


    As one unit we tugged our helmets over our heads and headed to the tunnel leading out onto the field.


    For the next forty minutes, my brain only entertained thoughts of football. But when I strip-sacked the quarterback on the Tigers’ twenty and Bax recovered the fumble, I allowed myself a brief scan of the student section. Not that I truly expected to find Chessly cheering there. At the bonfire, she’d mentioned something about taking Jamaica’s call and staying in the dorms today. Intellectually, I knew she wasn’t at the game, but I hoped she was watching it on TV or online or something. The woman liked football, so maybe my play would impress her.


    When I returned to the sidelines, Coach Ainsworth slapped my back with a rousing, “Fuckin’ A, McCabe! Great work on that series.” Turning his attention to my teammate, he added, “Excellent fumble recovery, Baxter. You boys make me look good.”


    As I made my way over to the bench, a trainer squeezed some Gatorade into my mouth. I swallowed the mouthful of energy and sat my ass on the cold metal seat. Bax joined me on one side while our nose tackle, Jeremiah Fitzgerald, a.k.a. Fitz, flanked me on the other side.


    “It’s good for us when you play angry, Finn.” Fitz laughed.


    “It’s good for me when you open holes big enough to drive a truck through. Makes my job that much easier.”


    He laughed again. “I’m enjoying having my way with their center. That big ol’ farm kid is too easy.”


    “He’s a sophomore, you big bully,” Bax said with a smirk. “You’d better have your way with him.”


    Fitz reached behind me to give Bax a good-natured shoulder punch. I might have leaned forward to accommodate him. Bax rubbed his bicep and grinned.


    A loud roar interrupted their antics when Mick Patterson, our quarterback, connected on a pass to Callahan. We were off the bench in a second, running out to the edge of the sideline to see our buddy shake off defenders as though his uniform were made of Teflon as he ran the ball into the end zone. He pointed the nose of the ball toward someone in the stands behind our bench—didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who—then tossed the pigskin to the ref while the rest of the offense mobbed him.


    When he returned to the sidelines, I fist-bumped him and said, “Thanks for taking advantage of that turnover.”


    “My pleasure. Thanks for giving me an easy chance to show off.”


    “Yeah, we caught that.” Bax laughed.


    Since ESPN was televising the game, following ’Han’s sweet touchdown, we had a media time-out. Coach Ainsworth took advantage by calling the defense into a huddle. “It’s still early, so they’re not giving up on the running game. Fill the gaps. Leave that slippery little son-of-a-bitch of a running back absolutely zero daylight. New set of downs. New game. Get out there and fucking win it.”


    He stuck his hand in the middle of the huddle and every man in it covered it.


    “On three. One. Two. Three.”


    “Wildcats!” we shouted, forcefully dropping our hands and stepping out of the huddle right as the special teams unit trotted onto the field for the kickoff.


    Though he was only a freshman, Dalton Sneed had one hell of a leg. He boomed the kickoff into the back of the end zone, leaving the Tigers no chance for a return. We lined up on the Tigers’ twenty-five, and I heard Fitzy start razzing the Tigers’ center. To his credit, the center didn’t move early and incur the five-yard penalty for doing so. But he couldn’t hold Fitz either.


    Bax shot through the hole Fitz opened up and leveled the running back behind the line. In no time, we’d left the Tigers no choice but to send their punting unit onto the field.


    Though our fourth roommate, Danny Chambers, was a freshman walk-on at wide receiver, he was the same age as the rest of us in our house. While the other three of us had redshirted our freshman year and played the past three years, Danny had served a stint in the Air Force. At the halfway point of the season, his four years away from the field didn’t show at all. He ran the best routes of anyone on the team and didn’t drop Patty’s passes. That meant on the next offensive series, Coach gave him a chance, and his heroics matched Callahan’s.


    By halftime we were up by ten points. By the end of the game, we’d made our point about deserving our ranking in the top ten teams in the nation and as the top seed in our conference. With the way the four of us had played, everyone on the team expected the after-party to be at our place.


    For once I was determined not to fuck up when the girls arrived.
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    Chapter Three


    Chessly


    Settling myself into the oversize recliner that took up most of Jamaica’s dorm room, I left her no doubt that I planned to stay until she’d given me all the details leading up to the lip-lock she’d shared with the Wildcats’ star tight end in front of Hanover.


    “I honestly can’t figure out what it is about Callahan O’Reilly that makes me forget all my personal rules and common sense.” Jamaica sighed and dragged her sweater over her head, tossing it over the back of her desk chair. A second later her leggings joined it.


    With her back to me, she perused the contents of her closet.


    “Stop stalling. Put on your favorite hoodie and your rattiest pair of leggings and tell me everything.”


    We’d known each other since freshman year when we lived on the same floor. I was roommates with Piper Maxwell, and Jamaica had roomed with Saylor Davis. Why the university decided to put two scholarship girls with two rich girls still mystified me, but as it turned out, the four of us had become best friends. Sophomore year, Piper and Saylor both moved off-campus while Jamaica and I joined forces to become two of the youngest resident assistants in the dorms.


    Since my dad ran a hardware store and could help me with some of my expenses, I didn’t need an extra job to supplement my scholarship, and room and board were offered by my RA position. Jamaica didn’t have my same luxury. She’d be heading off soon for her Sunday shift at the Sweet Shop in the Union, which meant she needed to start talking. Now.


    “Jamaica,” I drawled.


    She threw herself onto the bed and stared at me with consternation warping her features. “I truly did not expect to get tangled up with Callahan. But he’s so dang charming.” Sitting up and swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, she added, “And freaking smart. I’m a sucker for smart guys.”


    “Doesn’t hurt that he’s easy on the eyes.”


    Her cheeks echoed the bright pink hue of the flowers in her headband.


    “So?” I circled my hand for her to continue.


    “Nothing happened, Chess. I swear.”


    “Which totally explains you making the walk of shame into the dorm a few minutes ago,” I said, laughing.


    “I was over all the noise and ridiculousness of the party, but we couldn’t find Axel to give me a ride, so Callahan had me wait in his room while he went looking for them. The next thing I knew, I was waking up this morning in Callahan’s bed.”


    “Fully dressed, of course.” The sarcasm lacing my voice added another layer of color to my friend’s cheeks.


    “We were in our underwear. Nothing happened.” She squeezed the mattress on either side of her thighs. “He said he doesn’t put out before the third date.”


    I cracked up. “And you weren’t happy about it.”


    “Get your mind out of the gutter, Chessly Clarke.” Her expression turned sly. “A certain other football player was asking about you.”


    Rolling my eyes, I said, “I can’t imagine why.”


    She leaned forward, rocking a bit on the edge of her bed. “Funny how you didn’t ask which one.”


    “Look, Finn McCabe is one stupidly good-looking guy. But he hangs out with Tory Miller.” Her name dripped from my lips like acid. Crossing my arms over my chest, I dropped my chin. “And he doesn’t see a problem with it.”


    “She-who-thinks-her-shit-don’t-stink and her little posse of freshman wannabes like to hang out with him at the library. But he blew her off at the party last night.” Jamaica gave me the big eyes. “Wait. Did something happen with Tory after the bonfire?”


    “At first, Finn comes across as kind of shy,” I began.


    Jamaica stifled a giggle. “Or supremely awkward.”


    “Shy,” I corrected. “But when he warms up a bit, he’s super-cute. We were having a fun conversation. He even managed to drop a line on me when we were parked in the driveway in front of the lobby. And then out of nowhere, Tory started banging on the windows of his truck.” Wrinkling my nose, I said, “Across the bonfire I caught a glimpse of her flirting with some guy in a frat jacket—couldn’t tell which frat—right before we all left. She must have hopped on her broom to make it back to the dorms ahead of us.”


    “Did he ditch you for Tory?” She flexed her fists. “I don’t care if he’s Callahan’s best friend—if he ditched you for Tory, I’m going to take him out.”


    The image of my best friend, all five foot six and 125 pounds, soaking-wet, taking on the mountain of a man known as Finn McCabe cracked me up. I could picture him with one massive palm pressed to her forehead, holding her at arm’s length as she swung her small fists at him and connected with nothing but air.


    “Thanks, babe. I love you for looking out for me. But I don’t have a clue what happened after I let myself out of his truck.” I stuck my nose in the air. “He couldn’t ditch me for anyone because I didn’t give him the chance.”


    “He’s Callahan’s friend, but I don’t know either of them that well.”


    “Ri-ight.” I dragged the word out a couple seconds.


    Gifting me with one of her around-the-world eye rolls, she continued. “But from what I’ve seen, ’Han despairs of his friend’s taste in women.”


    I shot her a glare.


    “Present company excluded.”


    “Thanks.” My tone was as dry as dust. Picking at my sweater, I said, “So much for the four of us ever double-dating. After last night, I don’t care if I never see Finn McCabe again.”


    Jamaica smirked. “Better work on making that sound like you mean it.”


    Crossing my eyes, I stuck my tongue out at her, and she cracked up. With effort, I dragged myself out of her comfy chair and walked to the door. “I have a paper to finish for Modern Physics, that’ll take me right up to our RA meeting. See you later.”


    I headed upstairs to my room, but I couldn’t concentrate on physics with images of Finn McCabe swirling in my head. Replaying that slow, sexy once-over he gave me in his truck before Tory so rudely interrupted us left me hot and itchy. I stared at the closed drawer of my nightstand and willed myself not to go for my battery-operated boyfriend while pictures of Finn played in my head.


    “Don’t go there. Do not even think about going there,” I growled to myself. With a huff at the reflection staring back at me from the mirror on my closet door, I grabbed my yoga mat and headed down to the workout room beside the Passion Pit in the basement of the dorm. One way or another, I’d put myself in a better headspace to focus on what truly mattered, which definitely meant school and not a certain hot defensive end.
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    Mountain State’s sprawling campus took up most of the south side of town at the base of the mountains. With its reputation for landing NASA grants and churning out engineers in every discipline like a well-oiled machine, the college was one of the largest in the Northwest. That made it easy not to run into other students if you truly didn’t want to. The other thing that made it easy to avoid particular students who happened to play on the championship-caliber Wildcats football team was the college’s insistence on listing their schedules on the team’s website.


    For the two weeks following Homecoming, I’d managed to avoid any chance of accidentally seeing Finn McCabe anywhere. Knowing he hung out with my nemesis stung because I’d truly wanted to see where that spark of awareness between us might have led.


    Jamaica, the pest, never missed an opportunity to tell me Finn asked about me on the regular, like every time she met up with Callahan at the library or went over to his place to “study.” As if I needed that info. Cue the massive eye roll here. I guess since she had a thing for a football player, she thought each of her friends should have one too.


    It didn’t help that our other best friend, Piper Maxwell, had hooked up with Finn’s roommate Wyatt Baxter—who everyone knew as “Bax”—recently in what she insisted was only a one-night stand. It seemed she’d impressed him or something because he’d dedicated a pick-six to her during the Wildcats’ big win against the Tigers last weekend. Watching Piper try to turtle down inside her massive yeti-looking faux fur coat when he pointed the ball at her in the stands was highly entertaining. Finn catching my eye after that play? Not so much. At least with the focus on Piper, she and our other friend Saylor missed that little exchange.


    What no one missed was the scene Tory Miller caused in Stromboli’s the Thursday night following that game. If she hadn’t stopped at our table to throw snark at me, I probably would have ignored her. But when it came to looking for ways to make my life hard, Tory couldn’t seem to pass up an opportunity. Even with her dad’s bottomless pockets, she wasn’t able to force me from the university after I busted her for breaking dorm rules when she was on my floor last year. The terms of the settlement with the college stated she couldn’t accost me in the dorm or on campus. A more prudent person might have taken those terms farther afield. Say, anywhere she might run into me.


    Tory was petulant, privileged, and petty—pretty much the opposite of prudent.


    As she stopped beside the booth I was sharing with Piper and Saylor, she’d planted one perfectly manicured hand on her hip. “Did you honestly think you were good enough to hang out with a Wildcats player? You and your truck-stop-trash friend Jamaica Winslow have so much to learn.”


    “You know, Tory”—Piper’s casual tone harbored a dangerous edge—“you’re bad for every rich girl’s reputation. You running around pretending you deserve the princess treatment makes every girl whose dad is well off look bad.” She mimicked the way Tory wound a lock of hair around her finger. “Name-calling is so middle school. If you’re trying to pass yourself off as an adult, you should try acting like one.”


    “Speaking of passing yourself off as an adult, how did you get past the bouncer?” I asked. “Oh, wait. Steve’s not at the door tonight. It’s someone new.”


    An ugly sneer twisted Tory’s mouth. “You were born a bitch, weren’t you, Chessly?”


    I sipped my beer and set the glass back on the table. “Takes one to know one.”


    Our server arrived with our pizza but couldn’t penetrate the knot of Tory’s entourage creating her backdrop in front of our booth. “Excuse me. Excuse me. Hot pie coming through.”


    His words seemed to bounce off the wall of Tory’s girl group and into the ceiling of the bar. From the corner of the booth beside Piper, Saylor threw me a “what are you going to do?” look before addressing Tory and her friends. “I prefer my Stromboli’s hot.”


    When the knot of girls still didn’t move, I caught the server’s eye over Tory’s shoulder. “I think the only way we’re going to have our pizza is if you grab the bouncer.”


    His eyes rounded, then he headed in the direction of the front door, taking our pie with him. Not catching on, Tory snorted.


    “Our IDs passed the test.”


    A minute later a big man who looked like he might be a member of the Wildcats basketball team loomed over the crowd in front of our table. “Is there a problem here?”


    “We’d like to enjoy our dinner in peace, but this bunch of freshmen don’t seem to want to move on—like to a place where they’re legal,” I said, my voice even.


    “We are not freshmen.” Tory threw daggers at me with her eyes, and I had the impression she was about an inch from stomping her foot. Turning to the bouncer, she flipped a switch and piled on the charm. “You checked us when we walked in, remember?”


    “It’s kind of dark by the door, and I’m new.” The megawatt smile on the guy’s beautiful brown face didn’t quite reach his eyes. “May I see your ID again, please?”


    The furtive expressions Tory’s little tribe passed from girl to girl should have alerted him that he’d been had, and maybe they did. But since she was the leader and still impeding the server from delivering our pie, the bouncer started with her. When her girls gave her space to hand over her driver’s license, the server took advantage by slipping inside their half-circle and sliding our pizza into the middle of our table. “Can I get you anything else?”


    “Another lemon drop for me, please,” Piper said with a grin in my direction.


    “You got it.” The server smiled at Piper.


    With a glance at our half-full pitcher of beer, Saylor added, “We’re okay on beer for now.”


    The server disappeared at about the same time as the bouncer slid a penknife into the edge of Tory’s ID. She screeched in outrage as he discovered her subterfuge, her anger aimed directly at me.


    “You are such a freaking bitch!”


    “I’m not the one with a fake ID and a nasty attitude.” With a shooing gesture, I said, “Run along now and leave the bars to the grown-ups.”


    Tory made as if to lunge at me, but the bouncer stuck his massive arm out, shutting her progress down with ease. “Miss, you and your friends need to leave, please. I don’t want to have to call campus police.”


    At the mention of police, Tory’s entourage melted away toward the door. When she caught on that her wall was no longer surrounding her, she threw back her shoulders and glared at me. “You’ll pay for humiliating me, Chessly Clarke.”


    I reached for a slice of pie and slid it onto my plate. “No, I won’t.”


    She gasped.


    “I won’t pay for what you’ve done to yourself.” Blinking up at her, I added, “I hope I don’t see you around again anytime soon.”


    Piper started a slow clap that Saylor obligingly took up too.


    When Tory tried again to step in my direction, the bouncer cut her off. A cross between a growl and a shriek escaped her throat before she finally stomped her foot and swung for the door. Pushing through her little group waiting near the front of the bar, she swanned out into the cool evening. A server with a to-go box followed her, shouting about her owing money for their pizza. She turned and stared at one of the girls following her. With a sigh, the girl I recognized as Penelope something-or-other from our dorm stopped and paid for the pizza before following her leader out of the bar.


    My friends and I exchanged a look before I said to the bouncer, “In case you hadn’t noticed, that one’s trouble.”


    “I’ll be keeping an eye out for her. Thanks for the heads-up. I can’t afford a seven-hundred-dollar fine for letting the under-twenty-ones in.” He touched a finger to his ball cap and headed back to his stool right inside the front door.


    Only after the commotion ended did I notice our audience when Piper’s attention zeroed in on the back of the bar. When I turned to see what—or who—she was watching, I caught sight of Finn McCabe. For a second, I could have sworn I saw longing in his features as he stared back at me. Then Wyatt Baxter stood up from their booth and headed back in the direction of the restrooms.


    A few minutes later, Piper excused herself to use the ladies’ room. While she was gone, Finn wandered up to the bar across from our booth. Though I willed myself to keep my eyes on my food, and on Saylor seated across from me, I kept sliding glances his way out of the corner of my eye. From what I’d seen on Homecoming, Finn and Tory had something going on. Now that I thought about it, she was making a scene at the back of the bar before she started in on me. So why was Finn staring at me via the mirror behind the bartender and making no effort at all to hide it? And why did he look so unhappy?


    Wait.


    Was he pissed at me for outing Tory to the bouncer and getting her kicked out of the bar? I slugged back the half a glass of beer in front of me and refilled it to the brim.


    “Was it something I said?” Saylor remarked with a smirk. Her side-eye in Finn’s direction said she’d busted me. Mercifully, she left it at a look.


    “Have you noticed how much bullshit the beautiful people get away with?” I asked around a bite of cheesy chicken and artichoke deliciousness.


    “Calling Tory Miller beautiful is a bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?” She sipped daintily from her glass and wiped her napkin over her mouth.


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Is that why you went after her so hard when she lived on your floor last year?” Saylor pushed her plate with its uneaten crusts toward the middle of the table.


    “Nope. I didn’t ‘go after’ her at all,” I said with air quotes. “From the moment I met her, I picked up on her entitlement and decided not to engage. But in case that little scene just now didn’t alert you”—I nodded toward the empty space where Tory and her girls had stood—“the girl enjoys attention. All the attention.” I sipped the foam off the top of my now overfilled glass of beer before picking it up for a proper drink. “She pushed and pushed until she left me no choice but to do what I had to do.”


    Finn’s gorgeous baritone voice interrupted our conversation. “Hi, Chessly. Um, everything okay?”


    Why does the guy have to have such a pretty voice? I glanced up at him. And those shoulders? And those eyes? It wasn’t fair, especially when he wanted to waste all that delicious manliness on a human wrecking ball like Tory Miller.


    “We’re great, Finn. But I guess I might have ruined your evening, huh?” I shrugged. “Sorry about that.” My tone conveyed the lie in my words.


    He shoved his hands into his pockets, drawing my attention to his perfectly proportioned body, all shoulders and chest tapering down to his hips—and his package. It was difficult to dismiss that with it right there, a touch below eye level. I coughed over the sigh that escaped me and snapped my eyes back to his face.


    “Tory and her girls like to hang out with the team. I don’t think they’re as bad as Callahan says they are.”


    My brow shot up. Across the table Saylor let out a derisive snort.


    “But I could be wrong about that.” His face expressed a combination of consternation and worry.


    “On Homecoming we established you definitely could be wrong about that,” I said.


    He let go of an uncomfortable chuckle. “Well, you probably saved another bouncer’s job tonight. I doubt Stromboli’s will let Tory back in before she’s a senior.”


    “So I did ruin your evening.” My lovely dark beer turned sour in my mouth.


    A ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Not even a little bit. Seeing you here made it all kinds more interesting.”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Saylor’s smirk, and I shot her a glare. She burst out laughing.


    “This”—she waved her hand between Finn and me—“is certainly interesting.” Shoving her outstretched hand at Finn, she said, “I’m Saylor Davis, one of Chess’s bestest friends.”


    Under the table my toe connected with her shin. The wretched woman didn’t even flinch. If anything the gleam in her eyes ratcheted up from naughty to wicked. I absolutely did not appreciate her glee at what she thought was going on between Finn and me.


    With a smile, Finn shook her hand. “Finn McCabe.”


    “Oh, I know who you are. Starting defensive end for the Wildcats. Up close, you’re pretty cute, nothing at all like the animal you are on the field.”


    A dull red spread over his high cheekbones even as he smiled that smile that revealed his one endearingly crooked incisor. “Thanks. I think.”


    Nothing was going on between Saylor and the too-hot-for-his-own-good football player standing beside our table. Nothing.


    So why did the green-eyed monster punch my stomach when he smiled at my friend?
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    Chapter Four


    Finn


    From the first time I set eyes on her sitting in our players’ booth at Stromboli’s weeks ago, all I’d wanted to do was impress Chessly Clarke. Judging by Saylor’s comments, I’d impressed her friend, but the scowl on Chessly’s face said I’d missed the mark with her—again.


    Guess my friends were right. I was a glutton for punishment. “Are you coming to the game this weekend?” I asked, and I couldn’t stop the hope that rose in my voice.


    “We’re definitely going to the game—right, Chess?” Saylor answered.


    “Can’t pass up an opportunity to tease Piper about her sudden interest in a certain Wildcats player,” Chessly deadpanned. “Speaking of Piper, I should probably go check on her, make sure she didn’t fall in.”


    “Didn’t fall in where?” The purple-haired hottie who’d turned out not to be a figment of Bax’s imagination appeared beside me.


    Our roommates and I had razzed the shit out of Bax about making up a girl he supposedly hooked up with a while back. Then he’d dedicated a sweet pick-six to her a couple of games ago, and we all had to admit she was real. Up close, she dazzled in a punk-style way. But she didn’t make my heart hammer in my chest the way her smart-mouthed friend did. Chessly looked the part of the gorgeous girl next door, but she had an edge to her, a way of focusing on a man that made me feel seen the night we met.


    I’d hated it when she dropped that focus the minute Tory Miller showed up.


    “Glad you could join us. We left you a couple of slices,” Chess said as Piper stepped around me and slid into the booth beside Saylor.


    At about that time Bax, Fitz, and Johnson sidled up beside me. “Time to go, Finn,” Johnson said.


    “Not so fast.” Fitz’s eyes were on Saylor, and I let a little air out. “Hello, ladies,” he intoned in his best James Earl Jones voice. “You coming to the game on Saturday?”


    “Absolutely,” Saylor answered for all the women at the table.


    “And the post-game celebration at our place afterward?” I directed my words to all of them, but my eyes were on Chessly.


    “That sounds fun—doesn’t it, girls?” Saylor replied.


    “Sure.” The lack of enthusiasm in Chessly’s tone worried me.


    “Give me your number, and I’ll text you the address.” Too late, I caught my mistake. Behind my left elbow, Johnson snickered. Bax gave a hopeless shake of his head, and Fitz stared at me as though I’d just whiffed a game-ending tackle.


    Somehow from her seat in the booth, Chessly glared down her nose at me. “Everyone knows where you live, Finn. Big old Victorian on Jock Street, right?”


    “Yeah. That’s the one.” I coughed into my fist. “So we’ll see you there after the game, yeah?”


    “Possibly,” she said while her friend talked over her.


    “Can’t wait,” Saylor said with a flirty grin for Fitz.


    When I opened my mouth to say goodbye, Johnson nudged me toward the door. We followed Bax and Fitz out to the sidewalk in front of the bar.


    “I never thought I’d say this because neither of you two have any moves, but I think Baxter might have scored a touchdown considering the puffy state of Purple-Hair’s lips while you whiffed on every down, Finn.” Fitz’s laughter echoed off the side of the building.


    “Seriously amateur move to ask for her number in front of a crowd.” Johnson shoved my shoulder. “Hope you play better than that on Saturday.” Teasing mischief danced in the depths of his dark brown eyes.


    “Asshole,” I muttered. “You’re all assholes.”


    “Yeah, well, at least we know how to pick up women.” Fitz laughed again. “Here’s a tip: you don’t ask for their numbers in front of their friends—or yours.”


    Throwing up my hands, I headed in the direction of my truck. When Bax didn’t immediately fall into step beside me, I half-turned and said, “You comin’? Or is the rest of the peanut gallery giving you a ride home?”


    Their laughter followed me all the way down the block to where I’d parked my pickup. When I opened the driver’s door, Bax simultaneously opened the passenger door. Guess he was catching a ride with me.


    Before he could keep the joke rolling, I preempted him. “At least I’m classy enough not to do her in the can at the most popular hangout spot on campus. You know, like some people.” I glared at him in case he thought I was talking about someone else.


    “Piper ambushed me in the hallway. All I did was kiss her back.”


    “Which explains why you were away from our booth for days.”


    “What-the-fuck-ever.”


    Yeah, it was childish, but both of us sulked all the way back to our place.


    When we walked through the front door, we heard Jamaica’s soft laughter coming from the kitchen followed by Callahan’s groan. Right about then, Danny stepped out of the dining room with a load of clean laundry piled in his arms. He nodded toward the kitchen.


    “Yeah, don’t go in there unless you’re up for today’s special—mush with a side of more mush.” Danny shook his head. “I detoured through the dining room to grab my clothes from the dryer, but you might want to go all the way around the outside of the house and in through the back door if you have any laundry to do.”


    Shouldering past us, he headed upstairs to his room. Without a word Bax and I followed him.
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    Game day dawned clear and cold, exactly the way I liked it. When I strolled back into my bedroom after my shower, my phone buzzed with a text.


    Ma: Good luck today, Finnegan. We’re cheering for you.


    With a smile, I texted back.


    Me: Thanks, Ma. Love you.


    Ma: Love you more.


    Since the first game I redshirted freshman year, the ritual had never wavered. Mom and I exchanged the same text message in the morning of each game day. Even though I’d had dinner with the folks the night before and she’d said pretty much the exact same thing, here she was with the texts.


    Whistling a little tune, I dressed in dress slacks and a button-down. Didn’t matter to Coach if we were playing at home or away—on game days we showed up to the locker room dressed for success. It drove Bax nuts that Coach wouldn’t let him wear one of his signature T-shirts even under his button-down. Thinking about my roommate’s angst over that tugged a grin from me as I closed my bedroom door and nearly ran into the guy in question.


    “What are you so damn happy about?” he asked as we fell into step down the hall.


    I gave him a once-over, noting his dark blue button-down and gray slacks. “Nothing. Just wondering what T-shirt you’re trying to sneak past Coach today.”


    His shoulders hunched slightly before he straightened and pushed at me so he could go first down the stairs. “Who said I’m wearing anything under this shirt?”


    “Your sleeves have enough trouble stretching over your
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