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  Gage Tackett comes off as a bad boy—detached and maybe a little dangerous. Definitely not Vet Sciences Professor Derek Paulson’s type.  
Which he tells himself, repeatedly, every time the other man attends his class. 
Until the day he looks over to see Gage’s seat is empty.
When Gage arrives at Derek’s veterinary clinic with a frostbitten stray dog, the lines of their teacher/student relationship are blurred. Derek realizes his most difficult student has a few things to teach him.
Things he’s more than willing to learn. 
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  Chapter One


Strong winds blew snow across the campus, rattling the windows as the storm raged; yet all but one of the seats in the classroom were filled. Professor Derek Paulson smiled at his students as he prepared to begin the day’s lesson. He started off by asking random questions from the required reading, pleased by how quickly answers were shouted out. During his brief stint as a professor at Cathia University, he’d gained the reputation as a hard, uncompromising teacher, but most of his students were thriving. 
At the end of the day, he still preferred the company of the animals he worked with in his veterinary clinic, but he didn’t regret accepting the position teaching his future peers. His tough course load had weeded out those who weren’t serious about a future in animal care.
Which was why the one empty seat kept distracting him.
Three days a week he looked over at the seat by the window to see Gage Tackett, one of the few students he hadn’t pegged from day one as either a dropout or completely dedicated. Gage turned in papers that were thoughtful, well-researched, and showed promise, but he never voluntarily answered questions in front of the class. He always seemed distracted, yet, when called upon, replied in a way that proved he was listening.
Derek knew Gage didn’t live on campus, so perhaps the storm had delayed him, but the young man was religiously prompt. Gage dressed like a biker, but he sat up straight in class and his manner didn’t fit his delinquent appearance. He was the ultimate contradiction, and Derek didn’t know what to make of him.
But he had almost thirty other students who were present and deserved his full attention. So he forced himself to focus on them and forget the empty chair.
A soft knock at the door made focus a little more difficult when Derek saw Gage through the small window. He gave the front row of students worksheets to hand back before going to the door. He braced himself to address Gage as he would any other student who couldn’t show up on time. His policy had been made clear from the start. There was no excuse for tardiness. Gage had already been marked absent.
The young man stepped aside as Derek opened the door. Gage’s coal black hair was weighed down with melting snow, and there were patches of white on his leather jacket. His clean-shaven cheeks were red with windburn.
Gage lifted his broad chin, standing stiff with his arms at his sides. “I apologize for interrupting, sir, but there were extenuating circumstances—”
“Perhaps, but I have no time to hear about them. You’re disrupting my lesson, Mr. Tackett.” Derek gave Gage a hard look as his lips parted. “I hope to see you Wednesday. On time.”
There really wasn’t much more to say, but Derek wasn’t surprised when Gage inched forward, his evergreen eyes darkening with rage. “Listen, you—”
Holding up a finger, Derek pulled the classroom door shut. At the beginning of the semester he’d dealt with several students who thought they were entitled to special treatment. He’d never considered Gage to be one of those, but if he was, Derek wouldn’t allow him to make a scene.
“No, you listen. Missing class will affect your grade, but not as much as being dismissed from this course will. I’d consider carefully before continuing on this path, Mr. Tackett. Perhaps this behavior worked in high school, but it’s time to grow up.” Derek wasn’t even sure how old Gage was, but he could picture him as a star quarterback who’d had the world in the palm of his hand until reality showed him he wasn’t such a special little snowflake. He hadn’t made the cut in his dream job, and this was just his second choice.
Not a fair judgment when Derek knew very little about him, but the undertone of aggression in Gage’s stance was much like that of the muscle-heads Derek had dealt with in school. He was well aware of the fact that Gage could break him in two without much effort. Derek was in pretty good shape; he swam laps almost every morning and watched what he ate, but Gage was huge. No more than an inch taller than Derek’s six feet but much wider. Easily intimidating if Derek forgot who was in charge.
Moving a little closer, Gage met Derek’s unblinking stare. From the corner of his eye, Derek caught the man’s fists clenching. He braced himself, positive he couldn’t move fast enough to protect himself if Gage was going to punch him.
Then Gage shook his head and took a step back. “I thought you were one of the good ones. I apologize again, sir. I’ll see you on Wednesday.”
Seeing Gage turn away, shoulders slumped as he made his way down the empty hall, was much worse than a punch. Derek was tempted to call him back. Give him the chance to explain, maybe let him off with a warning. But how could the students respect him if he started slacking on the rules? If he let one rule slide, then the others would be tested as well.
He was a good teacher and didn’t mind the extra work, but this was a part of the job he hated. He plastered on a smile and returned to the classroom, diving into the lesson and dismissing the urge to let the situation with Gage distract him any longer. The man wasn’t one of Derek’s wounded dogs at the clinic whom he could get through to with affection and special treats.
But, later that day as Derek tended to a young beagle who’d lost a leg and was bravely learning to function with the impairment, he couldn’t help but think how much he preferred working with animals. The rules were simple—he never felt like he was kicking one when they were down.
And he still couldn’t help feeling like that was exactly what he’d done to the young man who’d just needed to be heard.








  
  Chapter Two


Back in the snow, Gage cursed out the professor. Not so much for keeping him out of class, but for proving that going to class at all was a waste of precious time. He found the tracks of the emaciated dog he’d spotted out in the snow. Followed them into the alley where he’d lost sight of the poor thing. He’d grabbed a bag of dog food at the corner store and had a handful in his pocket in case he needed to tempt the mutt close enough to get him off the streets. 
As he trudged through the snow, the cold seeped through his jeans, but he hardly noticed. The dog had probably been sleeping out here, and who knew how much longer the poor pup would survive as the temperature continued to drop? At least the wind had calmed down a bit, making it easier to follow the tracks, though most of them were filled in.
He heard laughter in the distance, past where the alley between the old apartments forked. A dog’s pain-filled whine quickened his pace. He ran around the corner and saw three young teenage boys surrounding the dog, pelting it with snowballs. He wasn’t sure why the dog couldn’t seem to get away. All he knew was he needed to get the little shits to stop.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Get out of here!” Gage lunged at the closest boy, who dove out of reach and scrambled to his feet, taking off without waiting for his friends. The other two boys dropped their snowballs and bolted after him.
Cowering in the snow, the dog stiffened as Gage approached. Tried to stand and dropped hard as though his legs just couldn’t support him any longer. Gage stuffed his hand in his pocket, moving slowly as he offered the food to the dog. The dog sniffed the food. Whimpered and took a little bit, but most of the hard pellets spilled into the snow.
“It’s all right, pal. I’ve got you.” The dog wasn’t small—Gage was pretty sure he was a German Shepherd—but he was frighteningly light as Gage carefully picked him up. Despite the boys’ attacking him, the dog didn’t growl or struggle as Gage carried him to his car. His cold, wet nose pressed against Gage’s neck. He let out a soft whine as Gage lowered him onto the backseat and used his jacket as a makeshift blanket. “I know. We’re gonna get you all warmed up, buddy. Maybe get you something to eat? I got some leftovers. Might be easier than that hard stuff.”
Getting to his apartment took longer than usual since not all the roads were clear, and plows slowed the progress on the bigger streets. He finally pulled into the outdoor parking lot, parked, and got out to lift the shivering dog into his arms. He’d had the heat blasting, so hopefully the shivering was a good sign. He kept his jacket around the dog and brought him inside.
He made it to his apartment before a new problem arose. His nosy neighbor had opened her door just as he was unlocking his. He knew from when he’d first moved in that she would call the landlord over anything—he’d gotten a knock on the door within minutes of unpacking for a noise complaint. Middle of the day and he’d been tuning his guitar without speakers or anything. He never had friends here anymore because he’d gotten warnings just for them talking in the hall.
No animals allowed meant he could expect another pleasant visit from the super. This place fucking sucked, but he couldn’t afford to find another apartment. He’d find the dog a good home after he made sure the poor thing would be all right. He settled the dog on his worn, brown, second-hand sofa and covered him with a few blankets before going to the kitchen to see what he could feed him. He had some leftover chicken, so he put a few slices on a plate. Filled a bowl of water and brought both to the living room.
The dog weakly climbed off the sofa as he came in. Laid on his belly and sniffed the chicken Gage set in front of him. He ate slowly, his gaze darting to Gage every time he moved. It took a while, but the dog cleaned the plate.
“Good boy.” Gage sat on the sofa and scratched behind the dog’s ears. The dog had thick fur, which had probably helped him survive out there, but it was dirty and matted. “Gonna get you to a vet before I worry about cleaning you up, but until then, just looking at you, I’ve got the perfect name. What do you think of ‘Matty’?”
Tipping his head back, the dog grunted then licked Gage’s hand.
“I’ll take that as a yes. All right, Matty, here’s the deal. I can’t keep you here, but I’m gonna find you a real good family. After we make sure you ain’t just lost.” He chuckled as Matty plunked down next to the sofa and closed his eyes. The dog needed to get looked at, but no harm in letting him rest for a bit.
Gage took out a few of his course books and decided to make a dent in the assignments. He was comfortable with most of his subjects, but he’d put off starting the midterm chemistry paper because he was struggling with some of the basics and refused to turn in anything substandard. The professor was a soft-spoken old man who appeared as bored with the work as most of the students, which meant Gage was doing most of his learning on his own.
And sucking royally at it.
He was good at biology though, so he finished his latest assignment and closed the books a couple of hours later with a sense of accomplishment. Quiet while he studied usually made him jumpy, but he hadn’t even noticed the silence. He grinned at the dog. Having him here had probably helped. Matty lifted his head as Gage stood. His wagging tail began thumping against the sofa when Gage knelt beside him.
“Time to go, Matty. Maybe the road will be cleared and this won’t take too long.” Gage sighed as he wrapped Matty in a thick, gray flannel blanket. The dog was great company, but if he kept Matty too long, he’d get attached. Getting attached would be bad. And not just because he wasn’t allowed to have a pet in the apartment. “You remind me of my dog, Gunner. He was meaner than you, though. Those stupid punks would have been sorry if they messed with him.” He laughed as he held Matty against his chest and the dog licked his cheek. “He didn’t like being picked up, but you’re a cuddly thing, aren’t you? You’d probably do great with kids.”
Matty sneezed and rested his head on Gage’s shoulder. His eyes looked sad. Almost as though he knew this was gonna be goodbye.
“I can’t hardly take care of myself, pal. You need a family with a big house, a huge backyard—maybe that organic food that will keep you healthy and fatten you up.” He had to believe letting Matty go was the best thing for the dog. His life was empty without Gunner, but he didn’t have it in him to love and care for a pet when he’d spent so long with a dog as his partner.
A partner he’d lost after serving by his side for three years.
His steps faltered as he pictured Gunner, wagging his tail and hunting for IEDs like finding bombs was a game. Gunner would go still and his posture would change when he’d catch the scent of the explosives. With the last one…he hadn’t had a chance.
Shaking his head, Gage quickly brought Matty back to the car to take him to the closest vet. On the drive, he caught himself rubbing the tattoo on his wrist. H916—the same tattoo Gunner had inside his ear. His chest ached as the memories haunted him. He knew his best bet would be to drop Matty off at the vet and forget about him. He’d spent the last nine months trying to figure out how to rebuild his life. He couldn’t afford to get all sentimental and fuck up his progress.
A tiny receptionist with big brown eyes and a warm smile looked up as he walked into the Cathia veterinary clinic. Her smile faltered as she looked at Matty. “Oh, the poor baby. How long has it been sick?”
“Not sure he’s sick. Found him.” Gage would never let a dog get sick enough to be in this condition. Of course, the girl didn’t know that. “Fed him, but I think he needs a vet to look him over, ma’am.”
She pursed her lips. “Well, I can make you an appointment for later in the week, but unless it’s an emergency, I’m afraid Dr. Paulson is booked solid.”
“Dr. Paulson?” Couldn’t be the professor, could it? Gage frowned, adjusting Matty when he squirmed in his arms. “Listen, he can hardly walk, he was out in the cold for who knows how long, and he’s underweight.” He tried to stay calm, but he couldn’t help the anger that slipped into his tone. He didn’t care who the vet was. Matty needed to be taken care of now. “I’ll wait.”
Blinking at him, the receptionist stood and watched him take a seat with Matty in his lap. She huffed and then spun on her heel, disappearing down the hall and behind one of the wood doors. He rolled his eyes and scratched behind Matty’s ear as he looked around the room. There were six chairs on one side, a large window at the front, and the desk. All clean and smelling a bit like a hospital. Smaller than he’d expected looking at it from outside. The rest of the clinic must take up most of the space.
Only a few minutes passed before the receptionist returned. With Derek
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