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YOU CANNOT ESCAPE THE reality of tomorrow by evading it today...

Whitney Dahl only wanted one thing—freedom. 

Freedom to explore, to travel, to live a life outside the confines of her family’s elite inner circle of billionaire business moguls and upper East Coast socialites. Freedom especially from a relationship that was dragging her closer and closer to the life her parents desperately wanted for her—barefoot and pregnant in some billionaire’s kitchen. 

Whitney did everything she could to keep them off her back. She excelled in her undergrad, graduating valedictorian and president of her sorority. She was the It Girl on campus, a track star, the one everyone wanted to be, or date. But now she’s in her first semester of graduate school, and the picture-perfect façade she’s built over the last four years comes crumbling down the second a tall, handsome man bumps into her and shatters everything she ever knew about the world and about love. 

Rhys Ellis accepted Gatlington University’s offer of a one-year tenure without hesitation. Sick of sleeping in tents and digging for artifacts or spending his nights pouring over manuscripts, being a professor for a year sounded almost like a vacation. He was expecting a bit of culture shock. 

He wasn’t expecting a dark-haired beauty to take his breath away and steal his heart. 

There’s one problem, though. 

She’s his student. 
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Whitney
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WHITNEY ELIZABETH DAHL, Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology. It has a nice ring to it, right?

My parents didn’t think so. In fact, they spent the entire summer trying to convince me I was educated enough. Why would a girl as pretty, popular, and filthy rich as me need a master’s degree? Let alone a doctorate? Why, for the love of all things holy, would I want to spend another three to four years in school when I could do what my mother, and her mother, and her mother’s mother did? 

Marry rich. Laterally, if not up. Never work a day in my life as long as I looked the other way when it came to my future husband’s affairs. Be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen of some Hampton estate and breed the next generation of haughty billionaires with a half a brain who at least look good in an Armani suit while in the board room of a company their great-grandfather built. 

Nope. That kind of life was never for me. Even from the beginning of my life, I knew I was destined for something other than designer clothes, fast cars, and garden parties. I wanted more. I needed more. My father liked to say that I’ve never been satisfied a single day in my life, and he was right. 

I spent the summer lying out by my parents’ pool in the Hamptons while my mother chided me about wrinkles from beneath her UV blocking umbrella. I sipped white wine while she listened to her friends cooing and comforting her while saying things like, “Rachel, you poor thing! She’ll get tired of those books and marry into the Brockford family soon enough.” And my mother, poor thing, had held back tears as she whispered that I’d already turned down three proposals from the man in question. 

It wasn’t like they wanted me to marry Christian Brockford because they loved him and wanted him to become part of our family. No, marriages were a business arrangement if someone came from a family like mine. Love was never part of the equation. Building and maintaining dynasties was the golden rule.

I wanted more. 

So I decided to reach out and take it. 

***
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FIRST SEMESTER OF GRADUATE School

“All hail the Queen, XOXO”

I pulled the sticky note from my bedroom door, smoothing it between my manicured thumb and forefinger as I nudged my way inside the bedroom I’d called home since freshmen year. Cream-colored walls illuminated by string lights welcomed me into the cozy space, and the familiar scent of honeysuckle and vanilla brought me back to the moment I’d first stepped foot in the Theta Nu Delta house four years ago. 

I’d been starry-eyed and shy, unsure of what my future held. All I knew for sure was I was meant to be at Gatlington University, and I was born to be in Theta Nu Delta. Just like my mother, and her mother, and her mother’s mother, so on and so forth. 

That moment felt like yesterday and an eternity ago all at once, especially after catching my reflection in the mirror over my vanity. I was older now and wiser but still as bright-eyed and bushytailed as I had been as an ecstatic freshmen dead set on making a name for myself. 

I set down my shopping bags on my bed and sat down to unzip my Prada boots. I patted down my thick, black hair that had spent the entire morning rolled and pinned in the biggest hot rollers I could find. Eyebrow wax? Check. Makeup on point? Of course. New designer clothes that would make the rest of my sorority drool? Always. 

I glanced down at my Cartier watch—gold and dusted with little diamonds—and felt my stomach tighten with anticipation. I’d come home to Gatlington for one more year. 

I felt happy to be back, even if this year would be completely and utterly different than the rest. 

Thank goodness.

Rain pattered the double-pane windows in a steady, rhythmic thrum. The late August heat still hugged the humid air, but there had been a definite shift in the seasons since I’d arrived at campus a little under a month ago after a long summer spent lounging at my parents’ estate in the Hamptons. I unpacked my shopping bags and organized the notebooks, pens, and highlighters I’d just picked up from the campus store. I packed them into the leather satchel I’d been wearing on my hip to class for the past four years, and then moved across the room to pick through the massive stack of textbooks arranged haphazardly on top of my dresser. 

I carefully eased my copy of Primitivism and Its Effect on the Modern Art Movement from the stack and tucked it into the satchel, as well as a few others I would need for my first day back on campus as a graduate student. 

Pinch me. I never thought I’d get here. Not because of my grades—those were always stellar. No, it had nothing to do with me or my ability to fight my way into Gatlington’s prestigious graduate school for the liberal arts. It had everything to do with my parents and their inability to envision my life as anything more than a rich housewife.

Going to Gatlington University for college had been nonnegotiable for them, but only because it was an opportunity for me to meet my future husband. Someone, they hoped, who already ran within the elite social circles they were accustomed to. 

My getting a real education was likely at the very bottom of their list. 

I didn’t dwell on that fact I’d disappointed them. I mean, how could anyone be disappointed that their child got into grad school? 

I’m doing this for me, and I’m damn proud. 

“All right, let’s do this,” I said to myself in the mirror, adjusting my makeup once more. The smoky eye I’d perfected over the course of several years really made my green eyes pop. Freckles dusted my nose from a summer spent lying out at my parents’ pool.

Yes, I looked great. I felt great. And I was ready to step out on campus as a graduate student for the first time and shed the carefully crafted persona I’d spent several long, arduous semesters of my undergrad building. 

Once upon a time, I was the It Girl on campus. President of my sorority. Track star. Loved by the students and professors alike. 

I hosted parties. I organized charity balls every spring. I volunteered my time as a tutor. 

I did what I needed to do to get here, to this very moment, but now I needed to get serious.  

Hiking my satchel across my chest, I made my way through the narrow halls of the Theta Nu Delta house. The old brick mansion was a maze of bedrooms and study spaces that I knew like the back of my hand.

“Ugh, Whitney, is that this season’s Chanel? That jacket is to die for!”

“You know it is. Her dad always gets her the best stuff. I bet that’s straight off the runway.”

“Thanks.” I grinned at two of my sorority sisters as I passed them on the stairs. “I’ll see you at the chapter meeting tonight. Big night, I think.” I winked at Melissa, a bleached blond beauty who happened to be in the running for sorority president this year.

In passing, I heard someone say, “Big shoes to fill, Lissa,” and then Melissa’s incoherent grumble before their voices faded and I stepped out into the drizzle and started walking down Greek Row and toward campus. 

Gatlington was one of the oldest universities in the United States. While not Ivy League, the admissions were fiercely competitive, and the only sure way to get in was to have family as alumni. 

I smiled and waved at various acquaintances. I directed groups of dazed-looking freshmen to the buildings where their first classes would be held. Then I walked into the commons building and set a trajectory for the coffee shop, where one of my dearest friends, and my “little” in our sorority, said she’d be waiting. 

Nicole was already set up at a table near one of the ceiling height windows overlooking the courtyard when I arrived and hung my bag over the back of the chair. 

“Earl Grey tea with honey and milk.” She beamed, sliding the cup toward me as I sat down. 

Nicole tucked her dark blond hair behind her ears before sipping from the eight-dollar iced latte in front of her. Her deep brown eyes scanned the crowded café, tucked away in the corner of the commons, an ancient stone building three stories tall and likely inhabited by ghosts. 

“Looking for someone?” I asked, smiling slyly as I brought my tea to my lips. Bergamot and vanilla cut through the heavy scent of wet stone, parchment, and freshly ground coffee. 

“Fresh blood, I guess.” She sighed heavily and turned her attention back to me. “You’re so lucky, Whit. You found one of the only good ones and snatched him up before anyone else could. Dating at Gatlington is like trying to get an invitation to the Met Gala. Impossible.”

True. Everyone knew everyone at Gatlington. “Come on, Nicky! It’s your senior year. Shouldn’t you be focused on graduating?”

“Ring by spring? Ever heard of it?” She rolled her eyes and swirled her straw, making little scraping sounds that made me want to claw at my ears. She glanced down at my ringless left hand and arched a brow. “I guess I won’t be the first woman to graduate without a six-carat heirloom diamond ring weighing down my hand.”

“Getting married isn’t the point of going to college—”

“Then what is? How else am I going to meet the son of a wrinkly old billionaire?”

I rolled my eyes and leaned back in my chair, giving her a feline grin over the rim of my cup. Nicole exhaled deeply and tapped her fingernails on the table.

“Enough about me and my trials.” She yawned, looking more than defeated. “How are you and Christian? Didn’t he fly in, like, yesterday?”

“We’re fine, and yeah. I think so. I haven’t seen him yet.” Christian Brockford, the king of campus, president of his fraternity and star lacrosse player and I had been dating since my sophomore year. Christian was a year behind me, currently a senior. Blond hair, baby blue eyes, and a body built like a brick wall, he was the most popular guy around, and I’d been on his arm for three years, biding my time to make a run for it. 

It sounds awful, I know, but I never envisioned myself settling down and planning frivolous garden parties while our nannies pushed our children in strollers around some affluent, gated community. At least, not yet. My plans for after college didn’t involve that, or him. 

I’d tried to tell him that this summer when he proposed to me and I turned him down. He’d just given me that charming smile and patted me on the head like a dog, telling me he’d wait for me to come back to the real world after years spent burying my nose in useless textbooks about art and sociology, two things he knew absolutely nothing about. 

Unless it had something to do with sports, beer, or fast cars, Christian was uninterested. 

Having him around kept my parents off my ass, though. 

“Melissa is going to be voted in as president of the sorority tonight. I’ll be at the meeting as an advisor.” I changed the subject and glanced down at my watch before quickly starting to gather my things. “You’re a shoe-in for recruitment chair, you know, after your performance during bid week.”

“Oh, crap. I don’t even want to think about it,” Nicole replied, then slurped loudly from her iced coffee. “The last thing I need is to sit on the board this year. Plus, I hate that you’re still living in the house but not in control of it anymore. Melissa only wants to be president because her mom promised her new tits if she got the role!”

I nearly choked on my tea. “You’ll be fine, all of you. It’s not like I moved off campus. I’m just not...I’m not an undergrad anymore. It’s time to pass the torch. I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Fine. Have fun in your fancy graduate classes!” Nicole crossed her arms under her breasts and pouted.

I walked away, tossing my empty paper cup into a recycling bin and balancing my heavy textbooks in my arms while I walked through the commons and back outside. The courtyard was full of students, especially freshman, all of them giddy with excitement while gathering in small, nervous groups. Some groups stopped their chattering as I passed them by and stared as if in awe. 

I was fully aware of my reputation. They didn’t call me the queen for nothing. 

I reached Hollis Hall, the building that housed the lecture halls where my classes would take place this semester. Hollis Hall stood four stories tall and was totally made of brick covered with crawling ivy. Stained glass windows cast long, multicolored shadows over the sidewalk as I walked up the steps and entered the building I’d been drooling over since my first day on campus. 

The whole building smelled like ink and parchment. I walked over the same stones generations of scholars and historians had tread upon. 

I smiled despite myself. This was my dream come true. Me, a graduate student. Me, one day closer to eventually having a doctorate degree. I turned a sharp corner and started down a narrow hallway lined with offices belonging to the graduate staff. 

Thrumming with nervous excitement, I didn’t notice the sudden flash of movement and lifted voices as I wove through the crowded hallway. I didn’t notice the students in front of me who suddenly skipped out of the way as a door opened right in front of us and a man backed out of the threshold and into the hallway, his voice lifted in a deep, rasping laugh. A British accent filled the air in front of me, and time stood still, my world effectively tilting on its axis. 

Or, maybe it was just me tilting, because I ran right into him and fell backward, my books sliding from my arms and thudding to the floor. I yelped in surprise, and a warm, large hand clasped my arm and stopped me from landing on my ass. 
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Rhys
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I LIFTED THE SMALL, dark-haired woman upright by the arm. She glared up at me, her angular face twisted in a scowl and dark green eyes blazing with righteous fury.

She was, hands down, one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen in my life. 

“Watch where you’re going!” she snapped, yanking her arm out of my grasp. “You can’t just back out of doorways like that.”

“I—”

“What are you doing here, anyway? This building is for graduate classes only.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, her books still scattered at her feet. 

I bent to pick up her books, ignoring her scoff and protests as I stacked the heavy textbooks in her arms. I held on to one, turning it to look at the spine, and handed it back to her with a smirk. “A fan of sociology?” I asked. 

She screwed up her face in a scowl and whirled back around, stomping off down the hall. 

A chuckle in the doorway I’d just come out of caught my attention. I turned to Dr. Dan Montague, a man of roughly forty, as he motioned me back inside his snug office. 

“I should have warned you about the morning rush,” he laughed, sitting back down behind his desk. “Maybe you should wait a while.”

“Might as well.” I shrugged, sitting down at the chair in front of his desk. His office was small and cozy, all stone and dark wood like every other room on campus. 

I’d been here for a few weeks but still felt like a fish out of water. While I’d been to the United States on a few different occasions for conferences and the like, I hadn’t ever spent this much time in the States, nor had I spent time on an American college campus for very long. 

My friends and colleagues back in England had warned me about the raucous parties, secret societies, and wild students. But I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I had to accept Gatlington University’s offer for a year-long tenure. For the next year, I’d be free from the restraints of travel and the extensive and sometimes tedious nature of my research. 

“Well, you met Whitney Dahl.” Dan smirked. He poured coffee from his dark Greek thermos. He never went anywhere without it. 

“Who?” 

“The girl you just mowed down in the hallway.” He laughed, bringing his coffee mug to his lips. “Whitney Dahl, the daughter of aerospace tycoon Albert Dahl and his wealthy, old-money wife, Rachel Dahl, nee Rothschild.” He lifted his brows as if I understood a damn thing he said. “She’s the queen here, just so you know.”

“What do you mean?” I couldn’t help but laugh as I thought about the woman in the hallway.

“She’s been running this entire campus since her freshmen year,” he began, swiveling back and forth in his chair. “Let’s see. She was captain of the track team, sat on her sorority house’s board and was president of Theta Nu Delta last year. She occasionally works for the chancellor, planning charity parties and such. Basically, she knows everyone and everything. She’s a bright student, on top of it. Graduated at the very top of her class last year.”

“So she’s a graduate student?”

“Oh, yes. I anticipate she’ll move on to a doctorate after this year.” He exhaled deeply. “I had her in a few of my classes during her undergrad. Again, she’s bright. A top-notch student. The kind you want in your classrooms as long as you don’t let her take over. I’ve been trying to secure her as a TA for a while now, but she’s into sociology, anthropology, history... what else did she study during her undergrad? Art history, I believe, is her favorite.”

“How did she even have time for class?” I asked, beyond curious. Dan seemed pleased enough to continue the conversation. 

“Beats me.” He leaned forward, pressing his fingertips to the desk. “Remember how I said Gatlington’s student body was unique in that most of these students are here because their parents, or grandparents, were once students here?”

I nodded. How could I forget? I’d spent the morning in his office allowing him to help me prepare for what he said would be the ultimate culture shock. Gatlington University should have been an Ivy League school. It was terribly hard to get into and was renowned for its degree programs, especially in business, law, and the social sciences. 

The admissions process was unique in that only a select few outliers—those who didn’t have family donating massive amounts of money to the school—made it in every year. Highly competitive and established before the American Revolution, Gatlington was a historic campus located in a historic college town by the same name in Upstate New York. 

I was a long, long way from Oxford. 

“She could have made it in on her own without her parents’ help. She’s a tough kid, sharp as a tack, and she’ll railroad you and take over your class the second you slip up, so be on your toes.”

“Me?” I laughed. “I’m sure I can handle her.” Unease tightened my chest, however. Especially now that Dan was giving me a knowing grin as he shook his head. 

“Good, because she’s one of your graduate students this year.”

Great. “Well then, I’m off to a great start already with her.”

Dan smiled and waved his hand in dismissal. 

“These old buildings and their narrow hallways... Not your fault. I’ve knocked into a student or two over the last decade and been mowed down by my fair share of them, too.”

The clock on the wall struck ten, and I sighed deeply as I rose. I had my first graduate level lecture in two hours. 

“Thanks for meeting with me this morning,” I said as I took my leave, this time slowly opening the door and checking the hallway before stepping out. 

“No problem. Good luck, Rhys.”

I shut his office door and checked my watch as I walked toward the lecture hall where I’d be teaching the graduate students in the Sociology and History Departments this year. I also had a few entry level sociology classes to teach, but they all catered to the more modern social sciences. My expertise was in the study of the ancients—the arts, the sciences, and the movements of people lost to time. 

I’d graduated from Oxford with my doctorate in archeology five years ago. Before that, I’d pursued dual masters in sociology and history, unable to decide between the two. All I knew during my university days was that I wanted to go into research, so I did, but I’d burned out quicker than I thought after several years in the field. 

A single year tenure at an American university sounded like a vacation compared to trekking through the Scottish highlands in the pouring rain or scouring the desert in Egypt while the relentless sun beat down on my back. 

I pulled a set of keys out of the pocket of my brown leather jacket and unlocked the door to the lecture hall that would be my home turf until next May. 

Like the rest of the buildings on campus, the stones and masonry of the exterior bled into the room. Eight rows of seating lifted above a platform at the base of the room where a table and podium sat—dark wood against rich red and emerald green wallpaper separated by beams and exposed stone. I’d lectured at a few universities in the States. Most of them were modern, shiny, new, and washed with florescent lighting. 

Not Gatlington. In fact, I’d heard my fair share of ghost stories from the students and staff I’d talked to over the course of not only the day, but the few weeks I’d been living on campus preparing for this very day. 

I’d been given a small cottage on campus, and after spending several nights there, I tended to believe the ghost stories I’d been told. The campus was the definition of dark academia. 

Whitney Dahl with her long, dark hair and unbelievable green eyes looked like she fit right in. 

I blinked, setting down my laptop and class materials, shaking her from my mind. She wasn’t the first person to think I was a fellow student. Even some of the faculty chided me for walking through faculty housing a few times before they got used to seeing me around. 

At only thirty-three, I was one of the youngest professors on campus. 

I spent the next hour or so going over my notes and the curriculum I planned to teach this class in particular. Sociology when it overlapped with history meant challenging everything one knew about society as a whole. How did we become what we are in the modern age, and what would we be one hundred, two hundred, even five hundred years from now based on what we were before? 

That’s what my students would theorize, and those theories would turn into term papers by the end of semester, and possibly into a thesis if they were masters of sociology students. 

My 11:45 a.m. class began to trickle in. I didn’t step down off the platform to say hello or greet them. I wasn’t that kind of professor. I was here to teach, not to have a good time or make friends. 

A flash of raven black caught my eye. Whitney Dahl walked by without looking at me, her head bent as she fumbled with her cell phone and slid it back into the worn shoulder bag she carried her books in. I followed her with my eyes, noticing that she liked to sit in the very middle of the stands, right in the center of the room. She started pulling her books out one by one, then set her laptop down in front of her. I waited, and waited, for her to notice me. 

When she did, I had to fight to stop myself from smirking at her. Shock played across her startlingly beautiful face and didn’t falter as I left the platform, glanced at my watch, and walked to the door. I locked it and turned to the scattered graduated students in the stands. 

“I don’t tolerate tardiness,” I said firmly as I walked back to the platform and grabbed a piece of chalk, weighing it in my hands. I liked that Gatlington hadn’t replaced their old chalkboards for the more popular white boards, at least in the majority of their classrooms. 

I wrote my name on the board—Doctor Rhys Ellis. Doctor of Archeology and Sociology. Their new professor. 

When I turned around, I made of point of looking at each of them before settling my gaze on Whitney, who sat still and pale, one dark brow raised in surprise. 

“Welcome to Societal Theories.”
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PROFESSOR ELLIS. 

I leaned back in my chair and watched as he got straight to business. A presentation flared across the drop-down projector screen, casting a blue-hued glow across the rows and rows of stadium-like seating. He didn’t use the podium or microphone. No, he didn’t need to. His voice carried through the lecture hall with ease, his thick accent cutting through the shocked haze I fought to claw my way out of. 

There had to be some mistake. This man couldn’t have been more than thirty. I narrowed my eyes on him as he walked back and forth, talking about what we should expect to cover during the semester. 

No way. No freaking way. I’d heard about Professor Ellis. I’d read his research papers on interpretive sociology and his published opinions on the philosophic beginnings of culture, gender, and art. I knew he’d be teaching this class this year. But I’d never seen a picture of him. I’d imagined him old and gray with a long beard and bottle-cap glasses, sitting behind a cluttered dusk in a study tucked on some remote, wind-blown island. 

Not this.

Dark, slightly curly brown hair fell over his ears. He kept it ruffled, not bothering to sweep it back from his face. His jaw was wide and sharp, exquisitely chiseled and shaded by a five o’clock shadow like he hadn’t bothered to shave this morning. Tall and well built, he had broad shoulders and a tapered waist. Dressed in a cream-colored button-down and dark brown trousers, it was impossible to not notice the way the fabric hugged the muscles beneath. 

He was tan like he’d spent a great deal of time in the sun this summer, and freckles dotted the bridge of his nose and high cheekbones. 

But what was most startling were his eyes—a bright, bluish hazel fanned by dark lashes above a sharp nose and wide mouth. 

He wore glasses, which only added to his features. I couldn’t help but stare at him for a moment longer before snapping back to reality and trying hard to stifle my blush. 

I glanced to my right and noticed similar looks of shock and awe on the faces of my classmates, all of them just as enraptured as I was. 

Sighing, I pulled out my laptop and opened it with dramatic flair. 

Well, I couldn’t spend the entire semester drooling over him. I could look him up in the privacy of my bedroom and scour the Internet for any mention of him without him having the satisfaction of catching me in the act of doubting his qualifications to teach a master’s level class such as this. But for now, I needed to pay attention to the screen and not to how well his trousers fit. 

What was wrong with me? I’ve had countless professors, some of them incredibly handsome and charming, and never felt myself taken aback and
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