
Tackled by Trouble

He plays hard on the field... but she’s not playing at all.
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Chapter 1: The Tackle Heard 'Round Campus
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Roman Maddox didn’t expect to get body-slammed before noon on a Saturday.

To be fair, he also didn’t expect to be wearing a giant banana costume for a charity obstacle course, but here he was—sprinting across the campus quad, foam football in hand, with a hot mic taped to his chest and a crowd of students cheering like it was game day at the stadium.

His cleats dug into the grass. Ten yards from the finish line. All he had to do was vault the last inflatable hurdle and—

WHAM.

Something—no, someone—slammed into his side with the force of a rogue linebacker. Roman hit the ground with a grunt, the banana headpiece flying off like a decapitated fruit, landing two feet away.

"Are you kidding me?!" a voice snapped near his shoulder.

Roman blinked up through a halo of sun and pain to find a girl sprawled across his chest, tangled up with his foam football and tangled even worse with his nerves. Wild curls. Sharp green eyes. A scowl that could turn milk sour.

"I told you not to cut across my camera angle!" she barked.

“You tackled me,” Roman said, breathless. “That was assault. With... journalistic intent?”

She rolled off him and stood, brushing grass off her jeans like she hadn’t just taken down the star quarterback of Central State.

"I'm Ivy Monroe. Journalism major. Not your PR prop."

Roman stood, adjusting his jersey and ignoring the throbbing in his ribs. “Roman Maddox. Quarterback. Also now banana roadkill, apparently.”

The crowd hooted from behind the caution tape. Someone shouted, “Yo, did she just sack Maddox?!”

“She did,” Ivy muttered, grimacing as she picked up her tripod. “And it felt incredible.”

Roman watched her march off toward the camera crew, half-annoyed, half-impressed. Maybe even... intrigued? He'd been tackled before. But never by someone with combat boots and eyeliner so sharp it could cut through defensive lines.

His teammate, Darnell, jogged up, grinning. “Bro. That was the most dramatic takedown since your fumble last season.”

“Shut up,” Roman muttered, rubbing his shoulder. “Who the hell is she?”

“The Independent. That student paper that goes hard on scandals and rumors. Think Woodward and Bernstein, but with better hair.”

Roman frowned, watching Ivy bark orders at her cameraman like she owned the world. “She’s a menace.”

Darnell smirked. “You’re into it.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Uh-huh.”

Roman didn't reply. He just stared as Ivy walked away, arms full of gear, curls bouncing, boots stomping like she was headed into battle.

Something told him this wasn’t the last time he’d get knocked on his ass by Ivy Monroe.



Ivy didn’t want to tackle the school’s golden boy. But he’d blown through her shot, knocked over her equipment, and—if she wasn’t hallucinating—he winked at her as he fell.

Winked.

As if being charming could fix everything.

“Did you get any of that?” she asked Logan, her cameraman, as they packed up.

“Uh, yeah,” he said, squinting at the playback. “The tackle was brutal. But gold.”

Ivy groaned. “This was supposed to be a piece on the over-budget event planning of the university, not a stupid viral clip of me committing football homicide.”

Logan shrugged. “Well, now it’s both.”

She sat down on the edge of the fountain, massaging her temple. Her phone buzzed.

UNKNOWN NUMBER:


That tackle should be illegal.
— R.M.

Ivy frowned. R.M.? How did he get her number?

Her thumbs moved before her brain could stop them.

IVY:


So should your acting skills in that banana suit.


A beat later:

R.M.:


Ouch. You always this charming, or just with quarterbacks?


She tossed the phone back in her bag.

The last thing she needed was a flirtatious quarterback texting her during her already impossible day.

Between her two jobs, the Independent, and keeping Pickles—the most emotionally unstable rescue goat in three counties—from eating her notes, she didn’t have time for any distractions.

Especially not tall, cocky, surprisingly witty ones with shoulders like Greek statues.



Later that night, Roman leaned back in his dorm bed, scrolling through the tackle clip.

It was already on three meme pages.

Someone had captioned it:
"When you're trying to score but life hits you with midterms."
He should’ve been annoyed.

Instead, he kept replaying the moment she stood over him, fire in her eyes, like she hadn’t just flattened the guy every sorority on campus dreamt of dating.

He didn’t know why he texted her.

Maybe it was boredom. Maybe it was the concussion.

Or maybe it was the fact that Ivy Monroe didn’t seem impressed by him at all—and Roman Maddox was used to being impressive.

It was... refreshing. Like ice water to the face.

Dangerous, too.

His coach had a rule: no distractions senior year. Eyes on the championship, nothing else.

Roman had plans—real plans. He needed a clean record. Good PR. No drama. No scandals. And definitely no strong-willed journalists who could break his heart and leak the footage.

But as he scrolled to her number again, thumb hovering over the screen, he realized something:

This girl might not be a part of the game.

But she sure as hell had him playing.
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Chapter 2: Hot Jock, Cold Coffee
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Roman Maddox had survived triple overtime, torn ligaments, and Coach Davis’s infamous “Monday Hell Drills.”

But nothing—nothing—prepared him for Ivy Monroe holding a scalding cup of iced coffee over his freshly washed hoodie like it was a weapon of mass destruction.

"You," she said coldly, as if his name tasted sour.

Roman blinked at her from across the crowded campus café, hand mid-reach for a packet of sugar. She was standing directly behind him in line, an eyebrow arched, lips pursed, iced latte in hand—and no banana costume this time.

“Me,” he said with a grin, spinning to face her. “Still bruised from your linebacker impersonation, thanks for asking.”

“I was aiming for your ego,” Ivy replied, brushing past him to grab a napkin. “Didn’t realize it was that well-padded.”

“Oof. That was savage.” Roman leaned against the counter, eyes twinkling. “You sure you’re not pre-med? Because those were surgical burns.”

She exhaled sharply. “Are you always this annoying before 9 a.m., or is this just a special service for me?”

“Only for you,” he said easily. “You’ve earned the premium package.”

The barista slid two drinks across the counter at the same time.

Roman reached for the iced caramel macchiato just as Ivy did.

Their hands touched.

She pulled back like she’d been zapped.

“That’s mine,” she said flatly.

Roman raised an eyebrow. “Caramel, extra ice, splash of oat milk, cinnamon on top?”

Ivy narrowed her eyes. “You stalked my order?”

“I guessed.”

“You guessed oat milk?”

“I read vibes.”

“You’re a menace.”

“And you’re holding my drink.”

She shoved it into his chest with just enough force to make it slosh over the lid. “Fine. Take it. But if I’m late to my 8:30 and fail journalism ethics, I’m blaming you.”

Roman held it up like a peace offering. “We could share. Like a truce latte.”

She blinked. Then rolled her eyes so hard he was surprised they didn’t fall out of her head.

“No offense, banana boy,” she said, already turning, “but I don’t share caffeine with quarterbacks. Or clowns.”

He watched her storm off, her curls bouncing, that familiar stomp in her boots echoing through the café.

And damn if it didn’t make him grin.



Ivy regretted the coffee slapdown before she even reached the crosswalk.

Why is he everywhere? she wondered, sipping the backup latte she grabbed at the library vending machine. And why does he smell like clean laundry and sinful decisions?

She didn’t have time for this.

Midterms were creeping up. The paper had three exposés in the works. And her professor had just paired her with some clueless freshman to cover the university's latest PR spin: a joint community outreach program designed to make athletes look “well-rounded” and “media friendly.”

Barf.

She was about to throw her phone into the campus fountain when it buzzed again.

R.M.:


Next time I’ll let you keep the coffee.
As long as you don’t tackle me again.

Ivy groaned. Who texted like that?

Also, who was she kidding—of course she’d tackle him again. He had the kind of cocky, teasing smirk that practically begged for it.

Still, her fingers hovered over the reply button.

She didn’t type anything.

Didn’t have to.

Because five minutes later, she walked into the media lab—and nearly tripped over the very same quarterback sprawled on the couch like he lived there.

“Are you stalking me now?” she asked, arms crossed.

Roman sat up. “Not my fault you haunt all the best places on campus.”

“Let me guess,” she said dryly, “you’re here to bribe the media team into editing your highlight reel?”

“Actually,” said a new voice behind her, “he’s here because you two got assigned to the new community service pilot.”

Ivy turned, eyes wide. Her professor, Dr. Kline, stood by the door holding a clipboard—and looking way too smug for this early in the week.

“I was very intentional with the pairings,” she added. “Roman represents the athletic side. Ivy, you represent the journalism department. You’ll co-lead the first ‘Bridge the Gap’ project—starting this Friday.”

Ivy’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

Roman raised his hand. “Just so I’m clear... what is the Bridge the Gap project?”

“Trash pickup,” Dr. Kline said brightly. “And community interviews. Around town. Off-campus. Together.”

Ivy stared at her professor in horror. “This
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