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Chapter One

 


He strode past me, lancing me with a
side-eye and a scowl. I watched his tall frame navigate the packed
hallway. Even with a slight limp, he moved with grace to disappear
to the right toward his office. Temper heated my flesh into my
bones. I wanted to inflict a well-placed kick to his shin. Or
balls. There were several problems with the particular scenario
playing behind my eyes. Number one was location. We were in the
main hall of a major university. Number two was time, which to say,
I didn’t have a lot of. Number three was related to both numbers
one and two. I had an appointment with my Art History professor to
discuss my upcoming thesis. He happened to be the very asshole I
wanted to kick.

With a deep sigh, I pushed myself forward.
My choices were exactly none. After a few unpleasant encounters,
I’d requested a couple of different professors to supervise my last
few quarters, but the others already had their allotment of grad
students. So, unfortunately, I was stuck with Prince Charming.

I felt like a salmon swimming upstream
within a steady current of undergrads. Being on the short size
didn’t help with my mood, especially when some freshmen boys
grinned at me. One managed to grab my ass and yelped when I landed
a well-placed knuckle punch to his ribcage. I knew embarrassment
would keep him from saying anything, but the action depressed me.
Even though I looked young, I likely had close to a decade on the
kid.

I left the stream and stepped into the
alcove of offices.

Professor Braeden Hurley’s space waited in
the back left corner, connected to the others by a central hub. No
one sat at the desk that anchored the four rooms, and I doubted
anyone often did.

 


I paused outside his closed office door,
took a breath, and knocked.

Despite being relatively certain he hadn’t
slipped out some back way I wasn’t aware of, I didn’t hear a thing.
After waiting a full minute, I raised a knuckle to knock again, but
stopped when I heard his deep voice beckon me in. He wasn’t loud,
but his timbre meant business, like he was lending the little
people his ear, but had plans for an early escape. Swallowing
irritation, I let myself in.

Seated behind his ugly industrial desk and
laptop, he tapped and clicked his mouse, not bothering to look up.
“Miss Ferguson.”

“Braeden.” I expected it would irritate him,
and internally congratulated myself when his mouth tightened. The
first time I’d sat in one of his classes, my first reaction had
been interest. He was an attractive man, late thirties, with hair a
shade lighter than my own raven locks. His face somehow blending a
touch of softness within angles, with hazel eyes that matched his
shirts. I’d initially though they were blue because of it. Right
now, they held a greenish tint to align with his emerald button
down.

Those eyes met mine, and to my horror, I
felt a flutter a little too low in my belly.

“I think a comparison of Pictish stones in
Scottish art and similar styles throughout Europe might be a little
narrow.”

Too bad he was a dick.


Chapter Two

 


“He’s an asshole.” I flopped on the
sectional in the living room of my apartment, and bleakly stared at
my roommate. I threw my arm over my eyes a moment later. Cherie had
been my roomie for only the last couple of quarters, but had become
a great friend on sight. She’d changed majors about four times,
from what she told me, but seemed to have settled on Community
Health and Social Justice. With any luck, this one would be the
keeper.

“Yeah? And so are you, Ry.”

I pulled my arm down just enough for her to
see the glint of one eye.

“Sometimes.” She softened the insult with a
broad grin that split her smooth, dark skin.

She wasn’t wrong. The freshman kid from
earlier today would certainly back her up. It wasn’t so much being
an asshole. I was just constantly on guard, to the point of even
annoying myself. It wasn’t like I didn’t have a reason. “He’s a
different kind of asshole. I’m a defensive asshole. He’s an
offensive one.”

“Oh, yeah. That makes a lot of sense.” She
rolled her eyes, jumped up from the recliner and padded to the tiny
kitchen separated from our living room by a counter covered with
books, papers, and an assortment of other crap. The pop top of a
can of Fanta followed thereafter. Considering it was late
afternoon, it was likely her third. Maybe even fourth. I hoped
diabetes wouldn’t be a thing for her in the future. “He good
looking?”

Her tone sounded measured, even amused.

“I don’t know. I guess.” My stomach curdled
a bit when I remembered my biological reaction to Hurley. Good
thing the psychological side called me on it.

“You don’t know? What kind of
bullshit is that?”

“Look, I have to work with the guy for the
next four quarters, at least, probably five. It’s going to be hard
enough without thinking about him in that way.” Not that he was
exactly eye candy, at least not in glower form. Maybe if he
smiled…

“So, he is then. You should just fuck him
and get it over with.” A snicker followed her advice.

“Sure. I’ll get right on that.” That would
be the last thing I needed. “He wasn’t my first choice,
Cher. I’d hoped for Dr. Hudson, but he wasn’t accepting any more
grad students.”

“Didn’t you say he was about 105?” Her
eyebrows slid upward.

“Yeah. Still sharper than I am.” I was only
halfway joking. Some days I wasn’t joking at all.

“Uh huh. What about the other one? That lady
with, I quote, ‘the energy of a Pilates coach.’ Was she booked up
too?” Cherie finished her can of soda like an Olympian and placed
it on the glass coffee table with a soft ‘ting’ sound.

“Yup.” I’d considered the probability that
Dr. Toth could single-handedly tow a barge, but still had to keep
within university policy, with a cap of six students. I shifted to
shove a pillow behind my back. It was aching again.

“What were you doing all this time, Rylie?
Were you in a coma or some—” She stopped, eyes wide. “Oh, no. Shit.
I’m such an idiot. Honey, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

Every muscle in my body tensed and I
struggled to relax them. It didn’t quite work, but I shook my head
and forced a smile that didn’t look feral. “Cherie, it’s fine.
Don’t worry about it.”

She shook her head and got up to give me a
quick hug. “I really am sorry.”

“I know. It’s not a big deal. Really. It’s
not.”

Cherie shrugged. “It is, but I know we’re
good.”

“Without a doubt.” We were always good.

“If your prof is cute, I still think you
should just fuck him.”

“Cherie!”


Chapter Three

 


Cherie’s faux pas had been an innocent one.
After all, how many people knew someone who’d been thrown out of a
car? It had taken a fair amount of time and effort to come back,
and in the meantime, my family had aggravated assault charges filed
against my ex-boyfriend. Although he’d been a popular guy, his fans
had distanced themselves from him, including his best friend. I
guess some old girlfriends had shared some past experiences with
him. So, five years it was. My dad, being a big and scary
ex-military man, could have done so much worse—and might have if my
mom hadn’t intervened. Our politics didn’t align, but he adored me
anyway.

I now shook my head to dispel the series of
unpleasant memories. I had enough on my mind. To complete my
thesis, I still had to take an additional two classes to be sure my
credits aligned with my eventual graduation. I also had an
internship coming up at the Natural History Museum the following
summer. Luckily, my parents were helping me out a bit, on top of my
own savings and a little bit of student aid, otherwise I’d be
living in a world of Top Ramen. It was a fact that still bugged me
a bit. I was twenty-seven for God’s sake.

“Hey, Rylie! You want to hit The
Alley for a drink or two a little later?” The Alley was
a bar walking distance from
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