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For those who dream of being fucked by their serial-killing professor who murders people for their university assignments.

Too specific? Fine.

This is for everyone who wanted to fuck their professor.

(I hope you’re doing well, Mr. B.)




[image: A dark monochrome collage on a black background with a broken lightbulb, blooming and wilted flowers, a floating glass vial, scattered petals, glass shards, and textured splatters.]




[image: ]
TRIGGERS

Nut allergy (but make it romantic), unadvised use of a paintbrush, unethical university conduct, trauma art, impact play, breath play, exhibitionism, roleplay, cock warming, sex without a condom, gore, bodily mutilation, serial killers, torture, sacrilege, scarring, arranged marriage, cheating (not between main characters), reference to off-the-page SA and CSA, drugging (in a movie), reference to self-harm, death of parents caused by cancer and a car accident (off the page), reference to off-the-page child abuse, and assault against the main character (not by the love interest).
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PLAYLIST


	“Forbidden Fruit” by Cray, in collaboration with Avina St. Graves for Pink Ink

	“Running Up That Hill” by Kate Bush

	“Never Felt So Alone” by Labrinth

	“Sick Thoughts” by Lou Bliss

	“Psycho Killer” by Talking Heads

	“Good Looking” by Suki Waterhouse

	“my strange addiction” by Billie Eilish

	“White Lie” by Lenii

	“Money Power Glory” by Lana Del Rey

	“Tainted Love” by Soft Cell

	“Knee Socks” by Arctic Monkeys

	“older” by Isabel LaRosa

	“Art Deco” by Lana Del Rey

	“Talk” by Hozier

	“Teacher’s Pet” by Melanie Martinez

	“Rhinestone Eyes” by Gorillaz

	“Serial Killer” by Moncrieff x JUDGE

	“Happiness Is a Butterfly” by Lana Del Rey

	“All I Wanted” by Paramore

	“Drowning” by Banks

	“get him back!” by Olivia Rodrigo

	“Flawless” by the Neighbourhood

	“Verbatim” by Mother Mother

	“One More Hour” by Tame Impala
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HIERARCHY

Grand Magistrate

The supreme and undisputed leader of the Order.

High Saint

The second highest rank an acolyte can hold.

Six individuals are elected every five years as the high saints of their respective houses. Each high saint represents and commands the acolytes pledged to their house.

The current houses are House Shaw, House Dornmont, House Hopkins, House Sutherland, House Ellis, and House Ortiz.

Medicus

The prestigious rank granted to high saints’ relatives, and acolytes of exceptional influence.

A medicus holds authority over lower ranks and often extends their power beyond the Order, into financial or political spheres.

Paladin

The second lowest rank within the Order, yet one that bears significant responsibility.

Paladins execute crucial assignments with the ambition of one day ascending to medicus.

Neophyte

The lowest rank within the Order, reserved for new recruits and Cresswell students. They represent the vast majority of the Order’s population.

Neophytes perform menial, unsavory tasks, learning the Order’s ways through service and obedience.

Acolyte

The general term encompassing all who belong to the Order, regardless of rank.
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I’ve always been fascinated by death.

I thought my life would flash before my eyes as I lie there dying. I’d see my mother taking me to my art lessons. I’d see the day my father gifted me my first camera, right before disappearing for the rest of the year again. I thought I would relive each moment like it was yesterday.

I was wrong.

There’s a certain serenity that overcomes me whenever I’m killed; it washes off the burdens of my day, and for one peaceful second, I’m free.

I have a part to play in all this that makes the sweet call of death feel more like acceptance than fear, because to die is to know what it means to have lived.

Warm liquid oozes from a single, vertical slash above my still-beating heart. He trails the back of his latex-covered fingers down my cheek, smearing the wetness with a lover’s caress. I blink up at him against the hazy yellow light, meeting his deep-brown eyes. His gaze pierces through me, as if we’ve found love moments before the grave catches us.

I’ve lost track of how long I’ve sat in this chair, focusing on the weapon in his hand and the heat emanating from his touch. I’ve stopped struggling against the ropes tying my wrists together as I surrender to the inevitable. Death is death, no matter what way it comes.

The tip of the kitchen knife brushes along the column of my throat, like an artist tracing a figure in pencil before permanently marking it with ink. He cups my cheek as he stands behind me to face the darkness together.

In a single swipe, the blade slides along my throat, and I choke on air.

He undoes the rope around one of my wrists, then lowers my bound body onto the cold tile floor. My lungs burn with my shortening breaths, but I don’t cry or pray.

This is how it has to be.

“Hold.”

The thick pink liquid gurgles from my neck, pooling around my twitching body. It seeps into my hair and sticks to my skin. I lie still, unblinking, as footsteps sound around me. A beady black eye appears before my blurry vision. The shutter of a camera fills the silence to capture the moment I meet the grim reaper.

He kneels beside my head and moves my arm to point a single finger toward the lens as if I were reaching for God like in The Creation of Adam.

Then he rises to his feet and leaves me on the floor.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

“And cut,” Nicole calls.

I slump against the tile and stare at the ceiling. Two seconds is all I give myself before untying my wrists.

I’m exhausted to the bone.

Everyone in the room starts murmuring, and someone in my periphery slaps my dickhead of a co-star’s back as if he were the one who had to pretend to die. That takes some serious skill, and I’m not the theater major here. I should be the one behind the camera.

“Hold up.”

I freeze. Please, for the love of God, no more.

We’ve been filming for thirteen hours, and this is the fifth time we’ve had to redo this scene. My back hurts, I have a rope burn, and I think I’m developing an allergic reaction to one of the products the SFX artist used. To top it off, there wasn’t enough pizza for me to have a slice.

If I have to sit through another round of hair and makeup to reshoot the scene, I’m going to nose-dive straight into hysterics.

I need food, solitude, and sleep. Immediately.

“Wait, nope. We’re good,” Nicole says, reviewing the tape even though it’s meant to be my job since this is for my assignment. We take turns being on the other side of the camera whenever we have a project due for this class.

Biting back a yawn, I attempt to untie myself, silently cursing Chad and the SFX artist he’s chatting up. Was he a Boy Scout or something? We aren’t actually trying to hold me hostage here. The least this dimwit could do is give me a hand.

Look, I get it. It’s been a long day, and my call sheet hasn’t exactly been followed to a T. But the sooner I say the holy W word, the sooner we can get home, and I can wash the goddamn glitter out of my hair.

I regret letting Kimi sprinkle glitter into the fake pink blood to take pictures for her portfolio. It went everywhere. That’s poor planning on my part because I’ve spent the whole day sparkling in certain lights—which could’ve ruined my tapes. If any of it shows up in my footage, I’ll have to claim it’s an Edward Cullen moment.

When I’m less tired, I’ll come up with a metaphor that will make Professor Bradford raise a single bushy brow, hum, and then go back to pretending I don’t exist.

Or I could spend an unholy number of hours editing it out in post.

Right now, I prefer the sound of the former.

Kimi rushes to my side with a towel in hand and easily undoes the rope. “They’re talking about going out after this, but the only shot I’m planning on taking is a diazepam,” my roommate whispers, glaring at Chad, who’s still flirting with the beautician I’d rather not lose.

I snort, rubbing the towel into my hair to absorb as much of the pink blood as possible. “Lucky for some. I have a hot date with hours’ worth of film.” And an essay I’ve procrastinated on for far too long.

Plus another online quiz, and a wedding video I still need to deliver.

Nicole yawns, swaying slightly as she rewatches the A-roll. If you had told me thirteen hours ago that she’d stay the whole time, I’d have called you a liar. Yet here she is, spending her entire day assisting on a project she won’t receive any credits for.

Fair’s fair. She had me waist-deep in a lake three weeks ago when I was helping her with her assignment that Professor Bradford hailed as a masterpiece, proving that he is capable of giving out A’s. Just not to me.

This entire day has been a collaborative effort that theoretically benefits everyone.

Chad can use the video for auditions, Lindsay can use it for her social media, and the pictures Kimi took will be for her portfolio—even if her art degree is just an excuse to attend university to get out of her mother’s hold.

Three short films down. Four more to go.

It hurts that thirteen hours of filming will only amount to a seven-minute film.

I wish I could vent to Mom about all of this.

Kimi helps me to my feet, and I snatch the knife covered in pink goo off the floor so no one injures themselves, then watch the most recent scene with Nicole. I hit pause when the camera pans to my fallen frame on the floor, and pull up the crime-scene images on my phone, careful to angle it away from Nicole, and triple-check the pose is the same.

No one here needs to know they’re helping me re-create real-life murder scenes—a side effect of my unhealthy obsession with true-crime podcasts and dream to direct horror movies. This whole thing we’re doing is a byproduct of having a “friend” who likes to play show-and-tell with the juicy murders that come through his precinct.

Like this particular one.

I frown, scrutinizing the composition of the corpse. According to my guy on the police force, the subject was a hotshot lobbyist who fell from grace after doing something he shouldn’t have.

Lawrence never gives me any details about the investigation or the victims’ names, so usually I make them up, except the late Mr. Hogarth has been all over the news for embezzlement.

For the sake of art, I improvised and guessed he was a lonely man with nothing but a job and an empty house. That’s what we filmed today—except Chad’s dingy flat was my unfortunate substitute for the fancy apartment overlooking the Manhattan Bridge.

Lawrence tells me about any murders he thinks might have been committed by “my guy.” He and the rest of his precinct are unconvinced there’s a prolific serial killer roaming around, but I’m certain there is. All of my projects for this class are based on the murders committed by Böcklin’s Shadow, or the Shadow for short—the serial killer I named that the police have been too useless to notice.

There’s no obvious MO or trophy collection that I’ve been able to identify, only the artistic touches to each scene. Sometimes, it isn’t so obvious—a strategically placed hand here, oddly symbolic clothing there, things so artfully done that it’s too perfect to be an accident—but then came Mr. Hogarth.

The reference to the most well-known painting in the world is so obvious it’s mind-boggling, and borderline embarrassing, that not a single detective has spotted it. The killer is making a mockery of New York’s finest, with Mr. Hogarth as the star of the show. He was pointing at a cross like in The Creation of Adam. The fact that he’s half naked and lying on a green towel is a literal dead giveaway that the Shadow was re-creating Michelangelo’s painting.

It’s dark, depraved, and simplistically genius.

Even with the forensic team’s bad angles and flat lighting, I could stare at the crime-scene photos for hours, picking apart every detail, questioning whether the Shadow added certain items into the frame as filler or for symbolic meaning.

I’ve seen thousands of artworks throughout my life because of my mom and the years I spent working at the museum. None have come close to the artistry of his kills.

He’s the inspiration behind every film I’ve produced this year.

For this project, instead of God, the camera I’m pointing at is Big Brother, all-seeing and omnipresent. But Professor Bradford might be too thick to make the connection.

I hope I’ve got the shot. Even if I don’t, none of us have the time or energy to refilm the scene. Especially since this is due next week.

Screw it.

“Okay, that’s a wrap,” I call out the glorious W word.

The collective exhale makes me feel only semiguilty for making everyone stay longer than planned.

“Thank fucking Christ,” Chad huffs.

That’s it. I’m never asking him to join again. He wasn’t exactly butterflies and roses to work with either. The prick. His ego, bad acting, and shitty attitude were the reason our eight-hour day turned into thirteen. I’ll get revenge by picking the footage that makes him look like the tool he is.

Alas, someone needs to act like an adult. “Thank you, everyone, for all your hard work today. You all did amazing”—Not you, Chad—“and I couldn’t have done it without you.” That last part wasn’t for you either, Chad. “I’ll email the final edit next week, but please don’t post about it anywhere until the end of the semester.”

Everyone—except Chad—smiles and contributes to the clean-up process. Nicole helps me pack up the combo stands and the other film gear while Kimi and Lindsay clean up the rest, peeling gaff tape and wiping pink liquid off the floor and props.

By the time we’ve all said our goodbyes, it’s almost midnight, and I can hear my bed crying out my name.

“I think I threw my back out when I fought off Chad,” I grumble to Kimi, hugging my light stands as we trudge down the streets of New York City, looking like a couple of basket cases from the pink corn syrup still on me.

“I wish you had punched him for real.”

I chuckle and readjust the strap biting into my shoulder. My back feels like it’s going to break from the weight of the equipment.

Maybe I should have agreed to Kimi’s offer to call us an Uber. But I’ve said yes far too many times in the past year I’ve been here. This city isn’t exactly the best place to live with limited funds.

Our moms went to high school together back home in Indonesia, and drifted apart when Mom moved to the States before I was born. They didn’t reconnect until Mom got diagnosed with cancer two years ago, shortly after Dad died.

By then, they both had very different lifestyles. My mom was single and worked every day, while Kimi’s mom married her boss and didn’t have to lift a finger ever again. Kimi got to grow up as a trust-fund baby with an endless bank account, zero responsibility, and living parents.

My inheritance pays rent, the scholarship covers most of my tuition, and I’m hired as a videographer often enough to cover the bare minimum of my expenses. The money from my dad might have been sizable to some, but if I wanted to make it last, I shouldn’t have moved to one of the most expensive cities in the world.

“I just had the most depressing realization.” Kimi’s jet-black braid slaps her cheek as she whips her head toward me. “I have class in nine hours. Maybe I can skip it.”

Oh. Good. It’s just a her problem. Actually…

“Shit. I have a quiz tomorrow morning.”

She curses. “I have a test tomorrow—which reminds me, I’m gonna need to pass on going to that exhibition. Mom is forcing me to meet with her and her friend who coincidentally has a son our age.”

Shrugging, I say, “It’s no big deal.”

It’s a bit of a big deal, but it’s my issue to bear. I just need to get over myself, because I shouldn’t need someone to hold my hand to do the things I used to do with Mom.

I’d have more friends and a support system or whatever if I hadn’t moved across the country and transferred to Cresswell University, an Ivy League school, in the final year of my degree, after Mom died last year. But it was my only choice. I need to know more about my father’s life before he died. Why he was never around. How my mom could love a man who only ever kept us at arm’s length.

Am I any closer to figuring out why I only saw him once a year? No.

Has moving here felt like a waste of time and money? Partially.

After months of researching, I still have no idea what his life consisted of beyond the usual My work keeps me very busy, Reyna. Just listen to your mother and do as she says.

Really sage advice, Dad. Thanks. Appreciate it. So glad we had our annual bonding sessions before you carked it.

My phone buzzes, and I play a game of Twister to fish it out of my inside pocket. Lawrence’s name flashes across the screen, and the corners of my lips tip up at the message.

LAWRENCE:



I’ve got another case for you.
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There’s something to be said about human creativity. Give a person a piece of paper, and they might fold it, draw on it, or turn it into ash.

It’s one of the reasons I chose to go into the film industry. If three people are given a camera, not one will capture the same exact footage.

Mom loved art because of that too.

My footsteps hum through the otherwise deserted exhibition. It’s a hollow, foreboding sound coming from the creak of a decades-old wooden floor, combined with a high ceiling and glass roof that lets in light from the slate-gray sky.

Thunder cracks in the distance, promising a long, dreary day. Paired with the flicker of a single sconce, the weather drags the space back into the ages long before digital cameras were ever a reality. The official gallery of Cresswell University is the picture-perfect definition of melancholy, built for morbidly curious minds.

I’ve been studying here for a year now, and not once have I made the trek to the south end of the university to see any of the exhibits. I’ve been telling myself that if I’d befriended a fine-art major, then I would have gone. Unfortunately, I’ve found the whole befriending part rather difficult.

I tap my fingers against my leg, trying and failing to focus on the art. I check my phone for the tenth time in ten minutes. Lawrence still hasn’t replied to my question about how far away he is. He’s not about to look at the art with me, but having him here will make me feel a little less alone, and like it’s not wrong of me to be here without Mom.

She took me to every art event and exhibition that was held in our city—sometimes, she even had her own work up on display. I’m sure she’s beside me in spirit, critiquing the ever-living shit out of the pieces hanging on the cobalt walls. She’s probably happy as can be right now, finally reunited with her soulmate. But I’m selfish. I wish she could be with me instead.

Taking a deep breath, I slip my phone into the front pocket of my pinafore and move away from the odd light display to return to the paintings. Neither Mom nor I had an eye for conceptual or contemporary art, but it didn’t stop us from pretending that we did.

Each work of art I pass has me imagining the ruthless things she’d whisper when she thought no one could hear her.

She used to be a surrealist painter with an Indonesian flair. She still has her art displayed in museums all around the world, even one in the Merdeka Palace. The portion of her royalties that she didn’t leave to be donated to charities back in Indo have been accruing in a trust I can’t touch until I’m twenty-five.

She may not have known the first thing about operating a camera, but she taught me the art of cinematography and sent me to every class that came up so I could become the very best.

Or at least try to be. I seem to be woefully failing in that department if my grades are any indication. Before Mom died, I had a stellar GPA. Now I have—well, nothing worth bragging about.

I stop at a painting of a shepherd herding a pack of wolves through a maze, and a pit forms in my stomach from the memory of Mom’s dying words.

Find shepherd.

I never got the chance to ask whether there was meant to be a the before shepherd.

Honestly, I’m probably looking into it too much. Mom was never very religious, but as she was nearing the end, she sought comfort from anything she could, even if it didn’t make sense to me. Whatever it was that went through her head, it’s too late for me to get answers.

I pause in front of a painting of a dead angel hanging upside down. Folding my hands behind my back, I tip my head to the side. The piece in front of me is… fascinating, to say the least.

Shaw’s pieces usually are. Mom took me to his exhibit in Chicago a couple years back. She had been watching his rise to fame ever since he first hit the news as a teen. The man has talent, but he’s nowhere near as good as he used to be. I suppose what comes up must come down.

The angel is holding together his shattered body with broken fingers. Midnight hues and flecks of crimson blot along his porcelain skin. Pools of scarlet and royal-blue velvet, vases, jewels, and golden filigree decorate his surroundings.

The longer I look at it, the clearer it becomes—the subject is a woman, not a man.

I edge closer to get a better look. Her eyes are hollow. Darkness colors between the cracks of her skin, except for the dull light trickling though from her center. Her fragile hands and fraying threads of gold hold her shattered pieces together. Skin flaps at her hairline like she might have been scalped. Once I lean in, I realize she’s wearing a wig.

The most jarring realization isn’t that she’s trying to hold her body together; she’s covering the swell of her stomach where the shadows within are five shades lighter.

Sat against the backdrop of the neoclassical building of the fine-art department, and the sullen hues from the indignant sky, Shaw’s painting is beautifully grotesque.

The level of detail and thought that has gone into this piece is nothing short of genius. A hundred years from now, critics will look back at this and sing praises about the masterpiece. Any art major could have a field day trying to unpack its meaning. Except something fundamental is missing.

I want to know more about the woman. But I’m not knocked off my feet. I’m not going to go to bed feeling the soul-deep ache the artist is trying to achieve. Simply put, it’s lacking.

“Quite the piece.”

I whip my head toward the person beside me and nearly jump out of my skin. How long has he been standing here?

My eyes widen before I force my attention back to the painting, imprinting his side profile into memory. Dark hair, chiseled jaw, glasses, tall, British accent. There’s a relaxed, alluring air about the way he stands, and my God if it doesn’t make me feel a little unsteady.

We can add him to the list of artworks in the building.

If I sneak another peek, I might gawk, and I was raised to be better than that. I can see him out of the corner of my eye, observing the painting just as I’ve been for the past ten minutes. But all I can focus on is the six-foot-something fine specimen beside me.

And the fact that I have no idea what I should be doing in this situation.

What would be normal in these circumstances? Nod? Hum my agreement? Say something mundane about the shitty weather?

“You can tell it was painted by a man.”

Shit. Too direct.

He snaps his attention to me. “Is that meant to be an offense?”

Retreat. Retreat.

Fuck, I should have mentioned the weather. I shift my weight to look him directly in the eyes—which is a big mistake on my part. They’re the most stunning shade of green I’ve ever seen, with deep rings of emerald and rivers of sage. It’s almost unnatural.

My fingers twitch with the urge to draw my camera to capture the details of his face, like the dip beneath his bottom lip and the dark flicks of eyelashes. Even the way the strands of his perfectly styled hair fall atop his head—clean and tidy, but effortless, as if he rolled out of bed, ran his hands through his hair with his fingers, then stepped out the door.

He’s got the whole English countryside business attire down pat with the knitted vest, button-up, Chelsea boots, and a tweed jacket hanging from the crook of his elbow. The five o’clock shadow he’s sporting is the cherry on top.

Actually a lens wouldn’t be able to capture his refined beauty. If Aphrodite saw him walking down the street, she would smite him out of jealousy. Maybe I shouldn’t have engaged at all.

My breath stutters as I rack my brain, trying to remember what he said. I clear my throat, then respond, “An astute observation made by someone with an eye for detail.”

It’s a physical feat not to stare at how the tendons in his forearms ripple as he places his hands in his pockets. I’m not falling for the nonchalant demeanor he’s dishing out. If I weren’t studying every angle of him, I would have missed the slight flattening of his thick brows.

“And what made you draw this conclusion?”

I could listen to that British accent all damn day. Deep and elegant, it even sounds like he’s smoldering.

He straightens, silently challenging me, with every expectation that I would back down, and by God does that irk me. He looks like someone who’s used to getting his way.

Unfortunately for him, I’m sleep-deprived, stressed, overcaffeinated, and I have many things to say. He can stare me down with those pretty green eyes of his all he wants, nothing will change the fact that I would kill for a distraction right now.

I don’t want to think about the corrupted footage waiting for me once I get home. Or the essay I haven’t started. Not the ridiculous test I have for an elective class I only chose because of how it worked in my schedule.

Pursing my lips, I twist back to scrutinize the painting. If this man wants to argue over something I’m right about, then I’m game.

“There’s profound meaning behind the piece—that much is apparent. There’s harmony, the detailing is phenomenal, the colors are complimentary, and the composition is superb.” I look over my shoulder at him. “But it lacks intimacy.”

Lately, all of Shaw’s works do.

He scoffs like I might really be insane. “It’s hardly meant to be a piece about love.”

I roll my eyes. Typical man brain. This is probably the first time he’s stepped into an art gallery.

Honestly, I’m not a hundred percent sure that Shaw’s the artist. I haven’t looked at the plaque. It simply looks like something he’s made.

Mom and I would never read the inscription until we were about to leave. She’d always say that you haven’t done a good enough job if you need to read something to understand it. The painter has made it clear that there’s meant to be some level of relationship to the woman. I have no idea what it is.

Herein lies part of the issue.

The other problem being this guy’s attitude.

“To be understood is to know intimacy, as they say. The artist knows the subject; beyond all the symbols, and the pretty background, the people do not. It’s a one-sided relationship between a painter and an object.”

Now would be a good time for me to shut up. Our stares are clashing. His irritation is rolling off him in waves, and I can feel him burning holes into the side of my head.

Yet I continue, “Take Maria van Oosterwyck’s paintings for example. They’re just bouquets of flowers, yet you can feel the connection with every stroke of the petal and each angle of the leaves. She worships those flowers, adores them with every fiber of her being, and she wants you to as well. Only a woman could love something inanimate like that. This?”

I narrow my eyes at the name on the plaque. I was, predictably, correct.

“It seems like Shaw is more interested in showing off his fine motor skills than making a strong connection. That woman is a subject, not his muse.”

It’s not always obvious if a piece of art was created by a man or woman, but back in the olden days—especially when artists ran in the same circles—it can be painfully apparent. But sometimes, throw in a bit of critical analysis, and it’s as clear as day.

“It’s a violent painting.” I hazard a glance his way. He’s so rigid, he looks carved from stone. “There isn’t meant to be intimacy,” he says through gritted teeth. “ ‘When it comes to art, it’s important not to hide the madness.’ ”

Maybe he deserves more credit than I gave him if he’s quoting Atticus. “That’s right. But what else? There’s blood and gore, and…?”

“Are you a painter?” he says abruptly.

I frown, taken aback. “No.”

He raises a brow. “Sculptor?”

“No, but—”

“Illustrator? Designer? Photographer?” he lists. “What about an art degree?”

I shake my head, my annoyance rising. “Not technically, however—”

“What qualifies you to be making any of these comments? You’re clearly not any kind of esteemed critique.”

Ass. Hole.

He shouldn’t have started a conversation about the damn painting if he couldn’t handle a difference in opinion.

I huff. “Maybe I should have been asking your earlier question: Are you offended?”

His eyes harden. “No. I don’t see any merit in listening to the baseless opinions of someone who has no skill, experience, or expertise in the area.”

So he’s just insecure. Got it.

“To put your art on display is to bear your heart open.”

That’s what my mom told me the first time I submitted a short movie for my school’s film festival and bawled my eyes out when the judges ripped into my work. She sat me down, held my hand, and said, You’re a Sinaga, Reyna. A naga. Dragon. You don’t wait for acceptance. You take it, and you burn everything in your way if you have to.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be going to an art gallery if you’re going to get hurt on another person’s behalf,” I say.

“Or maybe you shouldn’t comment on things you know nothing about.”

My heart lurches when he rounds on me. The proximity of his towering frame feels like I have fingers wrapped around my throat, slowly seeping oxygen from my lungs.

I’ll be damned if I let him try to intimidate me. “If I’m not mistaken, Maddox Shaw isn’t a woman. So my observations are neither baseless nor incorrect.”

“Please,” he scoffs. “Your ability to read makes you as qualified as a grade-schooler.”

Fine. If he wants to talk shit, then I’ll talk shit.

“Look up Before the Mirror by Édouard Manet, then Woman at Her Toilette by Berthe Morisot. Put them side by side, then ask yourself if you can tell which was painted by a woman. One comes down to the objectification of the subject; the other is the romanticization of it. A painting is a story condensed down to a single frame. The only thing Shaw is glorifying is his ability to use a paintbrush.”

The vein in his forehead throbs like he’s holding back from detonating. “Remembering the names of famous paintings doesn’t make you a valid critic. It makes you a nobody with too much time on your hands and no talent of your own.”

Wow. Low blow.

I can’t imagine why he’d take such personal offense to a critique on someone else’s work.

“Your inability to formulate a valid response to counter my observation is extremely telling of your so-called qualifications since the only comments you’ve offered are weak attacks on my person.” This is reminding me of childish bickering. “Come to think of it, the last time I used that tactic was in middle school.”

He stares at me like he’s trying to rip me apart in his mind.

I hold my breath, counting the seconds, waiting for the next attempt at degradation. Then I stand there dumbstruck, watching him storm out of the exhibition. Did he just… run away?

I blink.

What the fuck?

This needs to go in my imaginary book of bizarre encounters.

Whatever. He’s got some problems he needs to unpack with someone who isn’t me. Shaking my head, I check my phone to see Lawrence is still twenty minutes away. I wish I’d brought my laptop so I could make use of my time. I’ve already been here way longer than I’d intended.

At least I got to talk art with someone.

By the time he arrives, rain is battering down on the glass ceiling, and I’ve looked at all the installations and got in a good glower at Shaw’s Fallen Angel painting.

His face splits into a beaming smile that makes me uncomfortable on a cellular level because I feel nowhere near the same level of glee at seeing him.

Lawrence has a familiar face, one I feel like I’ve seen a hundred times before—the conventional attractiveness of an average man in his mid-twenties.

He’s someone’s type. Just not mine.

“I got you something.” Rainwater sprays from his bleached-blond hair as he shrugs off his backpack.

Excitement thrums through me as he pulls out a folder, and I resist the urge to snatch it from him. I’ve been waiting for him to bring me another one of Böcklin’s Shadow’s kills for weeks. If Dad were still alive, he’d lose his shit if he knew I was in cahoots with a cop so I could be a “copycat” killer who doesn’t properly kill anyone. Even Mom would be mortified that I was probably the one and only person in the Shadow’s fan club.

It’s not like his kills… didn’t have it coming, as bad as it is to say. Every subject I’ve managed to identify has had reasons to have enemies, and a past worth dying painfully for—not that anyone deserves to die. But I can see why the killer thought they did.

I grab the folder from Lawrence before his arm has fully extended, and flip open to the first page. Yes. Finally, I can get some inspiration for—

“I, uh, got you something else too.”

Oh no.

I slowly turn my attention away from the photo of the dead guy up to Lawrence, who’s wearing a bashful expression that I might have called cute in another life, down to his outstretched hand. A part of me dies to keep my expression neutral.

Chocolate-coated almonds.

Again.

The one thing in this world that I’m allergic to. How romantic.

Lawrence and I met last year when I called the police after someone broke into Kimi’s and my apartment. We left it at that until I ran into him a couple of nights later at a fantasy-themed bar that Kimi dragged me to. He gave me his number, and for some unknown reason, I accepted.

I blame it on the three “lunar mating” cocktails I had, and the first positive interaction with a stranger since Mom died. One year later, I am solidly team platonic while he edges the line of “Why not more?”

It’s been a solid no from me since day one.

If I hadn’t based my entire project on his help, I would have cut ties the second he started giving me puppy eyes a couple of months ago. But it was nice having someone who could understand what I was going through. He had lost his mom recently too.

And he knew the one thing that would help: a distraction.

He gave me crime-scene photos and tried to look into my dad, and I dropped him so many lunches as a thank-you that he started to believe we’re on the path to be more.

I give him the warmest smile I can muster. “Lawrence, you shouldn’t have.”

“I wanted to.” If you also wanted me to die, you should have said so. “You were there when I needed someone last week, and it’s the least I can do.”

Guilt leaves a sour taste in my mouth as I offer him a supportive smile.

He’s given me the same thing how many times now? And how many times have I told him that I’m allergic?

I have no intention of taking our relationship beyond the realm of friends, which I’ve made clear to him numerous times. In fact, I’ve said it, word for word.

Lawrence, I think we should just be friends.

Lawrence, I’m not looking for a relationship.

Lawrence, thank you for the gift that I am incapable of eating, but we’re still not happening.

Maybe I’m a bad person for not doing the right thing and cutting ties to save him the heartbreak, and maybe it’s my fault he’s getting mixed signals. We hung out a bit after we realized that we were both sad and traumatized and could bond over our shared misery. But that’s where our compatibility ends—other than the fact that we have a shared interest in, well, dead people.

“Thank you.” I awkwardly hide the packet in my satchel before refocusing on the pictures. “Why do you think this is my guy?”

Lawrence clears his throat and shrugs. “It gives off the vibe.”

The vibe. He doesn’t believe me at all. This man really is just happy to entertain me.

I flip through the crime-scene photos. It’s a gruesome sight, no doubt about it. But it doesn’t look staged. Eight stab wounds, bruises, and several broken bones. It’s a crime of passion more than anything.

Damn it. “It’s not him.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s too messy. See here?” I point to the picture of the victim’s face, which is black and blue with a boatload of red. “He would never do something like that unless he’s trying to make a statement that involves the face. Maybe gouging out the eyes or pulling teeth would be more his style. He’d make it symbolic somehow. This is a simple beating.”

Lawrence frowns at me. “There’s nothing simple about it. This man was brutally murdered, Reyna.”

My lips part. Right. I forgot that I’d desensitized myself to death. I’m meant to be mortified by this. “Sorry, yes. It’s awful. But… usually, people are killed like this for a reason, right?”

“Uh, yeah. Sure,” he agrees, though his lips curl in disapproval.

I clear my throat. Time to change the topic. I pull up a photo on my phone. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something since you’ve lived here your whole life.” I think. “Does this building look familiar to you?”

I have a total of five photos of my father, all taken at different times during my life, except this one. He must be in his early twenties here—I’m guessing. It’s hard to tell because it’s of his profile. I wouldn’t have realized it was him if Mom hadn’t kept it.

I found it underneath Mom’s bed after she’d died. It’s the only lead I have.

Lawrence squints at the screen as I zoom in on the high ceiling. All I’ve been able to figure out is that it’s a vaulted room of some sort. The marble ceiling has a honeycomb-like pattern with different symbols painted in each hexagonal shape. The picture’s quality isn’t clear enough for me to figure out what the designs are. The door behind him also has a filigree design that I can’t make out.

My stomach sinks as Lawrence pales. Taking a big step back, he clears his throat and shakes his head. “Nope. Never seen it before.”

I frown, moving forward. “Lawrence—”

“But if I did know where that was, I’d stay the hell away from it.”

Unease ripples down my spine. He knows where it is. I’ve been searching for this place for months. I’ve asked so many people and spent even more time searching the internet. Nothing.

Both of my parents were taken from me before I had the chance to say goodbye. Learning about my dad is my chance to get a part of him back. If I get to know him, maybe I’ll be able to love him the same way Mom did, and understand all the times she cried over him.

He might have been my father, but he wasn’t present enough to be my dad. He loved his work more than anything else, and I deserve to at least know what he did—not the shitty lie he told me about being a businessman. As a kid, I imagined him working for the CIA, and that’s why he never stayed for more than a day or two per year. Who knows, those childlike suspicions could be true.

That there’s something more to it. I feel it in my bones. Mom and Dad hid something from me. They begged me never to go to Cresswell, and threw me a Just trust us when I’d ask why.

When I lost the only family I had, I started searching for the one I was meant to have.

I move closer. “Lawrence, please, if you know something—anything—tell me. You can trust me. You know you can.”

“No, Reyna. I mean it,” he presses. “Chasing a serial killer is bad enough. You leave that to rest, and don’t ever ask me about it again. I’ll help you with your guy, but that’s it.”

I’ve never seen Lawrence this serious before. He’s been bending the law for me for months, and this is where he draws the line? A picture? What could possibly be so bad about a damn building?

I’m not about to lie through my teeth and make him promises I won’t keep. Still, I nod to keep the peace. This isn’t over.

My parents are gone, along with the secrets they kept from me. I’ll keep digging until I hit bone. I don’t always believe that the dead should stay buried.
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Pink Ink? God, why did I think the premise of this project was a good idea? Re-creating murder scenes with pink blood? That shit is a nightmare to edit to get the tone just right. Don’t even get me started on what a pain in the ass it is when the vibrancy of the corn-syrup mixture differs from batch to batch. I’ve stared at my laptop for so long I’m starting to see double.

The idea came to me when I was eight and I just got caught watching Carrie. I told Mom it would be less scary if the blood was pink. She shook her head, told me I could do that when I’m older, then instilled the fear of God in me for sneaking out of bed.

Bradford laughed at my concept. If he does it another time, Nicole will need to hold me back from supergluing his desk drawers shut.

My alarm goes off, and I tap my screen a little too aggressively. Grumbling under my breath, I pack up my things and shuffle out of the library. I don’t want to say that the assignment I’m submitting tonight is a pile of trash. But I’m not saying my mom wouldn’t compare it to my classmate’s work and passive aggressively point out everything they did better than me.

Some of the framing is definitely off.

Is it worth a C? Absolutely not. Is Professor Bradford going to give me a C? One hundred percent.

I am not sure how many more of those I can afford before I lose my scholarship. I’ve been getting decent enough grades in my other classes, but he’s single-handedly annihilated my GPA. Even the psychology elective I’m suffering through is going substantially better.

Hell, maybe Mom and Dad didn’t want me going to Cresswell because they have issues with Professor Bradford and no one cared to enlighten me about it.

I exit the library, going down the grand steps, toward the fountain that has water pouring from the mouths of sea monsters.

Behind the Gothic gate, the traffic noise disappears, as if this university exists on its own plane. The spires of the neo-Gothic library casts the barest shadow across the courtyard pavement, cutting through the fog where skyscrapers should be. The campus looks like a jigsaw puzzle of buildings erected across multiple centuries. On the left, past the russet four-story Victorian-era liberal arts building, is the Cresswell Art Gallery.

I can just see it beside the glass cheese-grater-looking monstrosity that stands out like rotten fruit. I call it my personal brand of hell. Everyone else calls it Cresswell Law School. It replaced the neoclassical brownstone that burned down about a decade ago.

People walking to and from buildings, wrapping themselves tighter in their coats, juggling books, and balancing canvases. Some perch on the edge of the fountain to eat their late lunch or hang out.

I lower my head to avoid making eye contact with anyone. It’s a big place, with an even bigger student body. Everyone doesn’t know everyone. But anyone who knows who I am, knows I don’t belong here. I’m considered… odd because of my circumstances. The girl with dead parents who moved across the country midway through her final year to make “fucked-up” videos, as someone from the film club called them.

It doesn’t help that I didn’t sign up for any groups or societies. Everyone I know at Cresswell, I know through Kimi. I’m just her tagalong friend. Lawrence didn’t see me that way, and I liked that too much.

Music blares through my headphones, just shy of my ears bleeding. It’s doing a crap job of keeping me from falling asleep while standing. As if that’s not bad enough, I’m panting and peeling my scarf from my sweat-slicked skin after needing to run across campus to the very edge of the east side and into the Victorian brownstone that houses most of the lecture halls.

I need to get to class early so I can ask Bradford to explain why my last assignment was only worthy of a C. He’s usually pissy after needing to teach, so hopefully he’ll be in a reasonably decent mood if I catch him now.

The music cuts off as I lower the headphones down around my neck. The last time I walked into Bradford’s class with them on, he threatened to confiscate them like we were back in high school—but a much prettier high school that takes pride in always having art displayed on the walls and proper mahogany desks that have somehow survived abuse from students.

The muscle in my jaw twitches and prepares to interact with the human embodiment of a viral infection. Except Bradford isn’t lounging behind his desk, hand over his beer gut. His stale stench doesn’t assault my nostrils the second I step inside. No, there’s something… masculine lingering in the air instead—like bergamot.

The room is empty except for the man leaning against the cedar desk, with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows and glasses pushed right up his nose. His imposing frame is relaxed, casual yet refined, lost in the book he’s reading. I can’t help dragging my eyes from his polished shoes to his black slacks, up to his woolen vest and plaid button-up combo with tie. Then to the five o’clock shadow and full lips and, finally, his poison-ivy eyes.

Oh.

Oh no.

“It’s you.”

His gaze snaps up to mine, and the temperature plummets ten degrees.

“You.” He sneers, British accent lacing the single syllable.

Shoot me.

“Where’s Professor Bradford?” I whip my head around the room in case I might spot him hiding in the corner. I’ll pick the Grinch who stole Christmas over the Lord of Darkness.

“Unavailable.”

“Is he dead?” I probably sound a little too hopeful. I’ve been watching too many horror movies.

“No.” He raises an eyebrow like he’s only partially amused by my response.

When he doesn’t elaborate, I follow his line of sight to the whiteboard behind him, where two words are written in cursive letters: Maddox Shaw.

Shaw, like the artist I openly criticized last week. Shaw, like the man I looked right in the eye and said that his painting is lacking.

The only thing Shaw is glorifying is his ability to use a paintbrush.

Oh, I definitely fucked up.

I’m going to lose my scholarship.

“Feel free to drop out of this class,” Shaw says, stirring me out of my existential crisis.

My jaw drops. “It’s midway through the semester.”

Getting my liver plucked out by a big bird every day would hurt less than this interaction. I knew Shaw taught at Cresswell; I just didn’t expect him to look like… like a goddamn dream.

“Not my problem.” He shrugs, returning his attention to his book as if I’m an inconsequential speck of dust.

This is the great Maddox Shaw? Color me livid.

I can’t move a muscle. I’m stuck, dumbfounded, and seething.

He’s the one who wanted me to explain the observation I made about the painting. He’s the one who started the conversation to begin with. Now he’s butt hurt and wants to be a threat to my career? Absolutely fucking not. I have come too far to have it all thrown away by an obnoxious, overly sensitive, entitled man.

Moss-colored eyes flick up to me from above the black frames of his glasses. “Didn’t your mother teach you not to stare? Although, I’m sure she forgot to teach you a lot of things to do with basic respect.”

My blood boils to near-deadly levels at the mention of my mother. If he knows she’s a sensitive topic, what’s the likelihood he’ll use it against me for the rest of the semester?

I’ll be damned if I am going to sit by and let some arrogant asshole talk shit about my mom just because he’s too egotistical to take criticism. Shaw can dish it out, but he can’t take it.

“Yes, just like teaching you how to put emotion on canvas would be a lost cause.” I’m not sure whether it’s the stress or lack of sleep that’s making it so that I don’t give two craps about the trouble my mouth will cause. Logic and reason aren’t registering right now.

His nostrils flare. It’s barely noticeable, but I’m paying attention like my life depends on it.

Shaw slams his book shut, places it on the desk, then casually walks to the storage room near the front of the classroom. Beneath his touch, the old, rickety wooden door releases a squeal that comes from the bounds of hell.

He holds it open, waiting for me to follow. Now that makes me pause.

But any hesitation I have evaporates when he makes a show of checking his watch like I’m boring him. I storm ahead.

It’s like walking myself into a slaughterhouse.

This was a bad idea. There are far worse things than death. Failing this class and being kicked out of Cresswell is one of them. But turning around would make me seem weak.

Shaw strikes me as the type of person who’s never had anyone challenge him. I’m happy to oblige—even though the only thing I should be doing is shutting up.

The small, enclosed space surrounds us, closing in on me as if my soul is about to separate from my body. Old cassette tapes, paperwork, and junk are stacked atop more crap on the old shelves. But it’s he who takes up the most space. I’ve never understood claustrophobia until now.

Dust particles float between us, the only barrier between me and him. Beneath the must and scent of old books, is him. It’s heady, and suffocating, and it makes my lungs squeeze because if I keep breathing him in, the wires in my brain are going to stop firing.

“Name?” he asks.

I blink hard, reorientating myself. “Why? Will you try to guess whether the assignments were directed by a man or woman? I assure you it can be just as painfully obvious.”

There’s no point resisting. He’s got access to all student records. It’d take him all of two minutes to figure my name out.

Slowly, Shaw closes the distance, stalking forward like a beast cornering its meal. Maintaining eye contact is like I’m threatening a lion, and I am nothing if not a stubborn idiot sometimes.

Shivers ripple down my spine under the full weight of his attention. I raise my chin, willing my fraying nerves to stay put for the next two hours so I can leave this class with what little sanity I have left.

And with my scholarship still intact.

His voice a low rumble only God and I could hear. “Hear me when I say this: You are unqualified. You are inexperienced. You do not matter. Your opinions are inconsequential.”

I pause.

This grade-A asshole.

I don’t give a rat’s ass what my résumé looks like, no one deserves to be so demeaned. Shaw represents everything bad about this industry: the ego, the entitlement, stepping on those he deems lesser because he’s set himself up on the gilded pedestal that he made.

I’m getting under his skin, and he hates it. If he wants someone to kiss his ring, there are people in this class who would volunteer to do his laundry. If he wants someone to push around, he’s barked up the wrong tree.

Folding my hands behind my back, I ask, “And what qualifications do you have to teach this class?”

He narrows his eyes. Heat zaps through the air between us, electrifying each of my blood cells. I have to hold my breath to stop taking in his addictive scent. He’s close enough to trail my fingers along the curve of his cheek. Three steps and I could press myself to him to feel his strength against me.

Pretty people like Shaw are giant red flags until proven otherwise. Men like him make you stupid. The fact that I’m still thinking he’s the most attractive man I’ve ever seen while he’s looking at me like I’m the greatest inconvenience in existence is evidence enough.

“Maddox Shaw. Look up the name.”

“Why? Does your Wikipedia bio confirm that you struggle with conveying emotions? Maybe some crayons would help.”

Not only is my inability to keep my mouth shut going to get me kicked out of this university, but it’s a blatant lie. Feeling isn’t the issue. There’s just a disconnect with what he was trying to achieve and the execution. The look on his face tells me that he thinks I believe my words.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to backtrack. Mom would never say anything like that unless she backed it up with suggestions on how to improve. He beats me to it before I can.

“Get out.”

I fight the urge to cower. “You first.”

With how much I need this class to get my degree, an army of the undead couldn’t drag me out of here.

“I’m your professor.”

“You’re our temporary teacher,” I correct. “You have no authority to kick me out of a class I’ve paid for when you are neither the convener nor named in the syllabus. You’re a fill-in. Your demand holds no weight.”

Shaw stares at me for one long, tense moment, and it’s like a switch goes off in his head. He straightens. Any hint of burning emotion that was flashing through his eyes is gone in an instant. “Very well. I look forward to receiving your assignment tonight.”

My stomach drops. I forgot about that.

I should apologize. Maybe make pretty promises not to misbehave. Shit, I should call a truce. Except I spin on my heels, exit the storage room, and take a seat behind Nicole, who has her nose shoved in her laptop. The lecture hall must have quickly begun to fill while Maddox and I had our little spat.

The vast majority of arriving students are drooling over our new teacher. If I didn’t have prior interactions with him, I’d be falling victim to his charm.

Maddox Shaw is a Cresswell legacy known worldwide for his morbidly beautiful pieces. Born into wealth, he made a name for himself at sixteen. He was the recipient of the prestigious Henry Locket Award for Artist of the Year at age twenty-two, making him the youngest person who has ever received it. He has two paintings in the Louvre, another in Buckingham Palace, and one in the Pentagon.

And I just insulted him.

Again.

I don’t need to look him up, because I know all his accolades. I just didn’t know what he looked like.

Shaw didn’t just jump into stardom; he plunged into it. I can’t remember the exact name of the piece, but I recall seeing photos of it when I was a kid. Even Mom was thoroughly impressed by it. She nudged me and said that I’d be a bigger deal than him one day. It was her way of saying that she was enamored by the piece.

At sixteen, he made a life-size mixed-media painting where he sculpted a woman onto the canvas. She was cloaked in an intricate white cloth, painted with a lace pattern, and she had torn black sinew wings that hung from the canvas, ripping a king’s head off. Parts of the man’s face were shredded to reveal a real pig skull beneath.

The only reason I remembered it was because it traumatized my nine-year-old brain. I asked Mom if a demon made it.

It enraged the animal-rights activist groups. When Shaw was asked about it, he smiled and said that’s part of the art. Saying, people will make assumptions about things they don’t understand based on a single glance. Then he provided evidence he used a diseased pig that died long before Shaw got his hands on it.

That kid turned into the legend standing before me today. God, I’m an idiot. I need to get a handle on myself and make it onto his good side. Give him a gift basket or something. Shaw’s mentorship would be invaluable and push the bounds of my abilities to turn me into the type of person that people make documentaries about.

Still, I know I won’t take all of it back. Buying his forgiveness would be fruitless.

Shaw used to create masterpieces. What I saw in the exhibition wasn’t one. It’s been years since I’ve looked up what the critics are saying about him, and I don’t imagine it would be very good.

He’s been on his high horse for so long that he thinks people will settle for his mediocrity.

It’s hard to believe that his fall from grace landed him here to be Bradford’s substitute. I mean, it makes sense why he was chosen. Shaw has taught many theory-based classes and written several research papers on the history and modernization of art through various mediums, such as film, photography, and 3D printing. Mom told me he held a photography exhibition three years ago involving corpses and skeletons of all species—a decision that shocked many critics. I suppose that makes him qualified to teach this class—even if his mediums of choice are paint and clay.

Shaw clears his throat and introduces himself to the room. I’m sure most students here haven’t got a clue who he is beyond the fact that he belongs on the cover of Vogue. Every fine-art major knows his name. The film students? God, no.

“Professor Bradford had a fall and is not in a state to teach—rest assured, he is still alive, but less than well.” Shaw looks at me when he says it, and I try not to glare back. “I will be teaching this class for the foreseeable future.”

The girl beside me does a mini fist pump. I haven’t met anyone who likes Bradford, either as a person or as a teacher, so while the situation that resulted in his absence is unfortunate, I would have been over the moon if it were quite literally anyone other than Shaw subbing in.

He doesn’t bother explaining his background. He proves he’s perfect for the job within the first five minutes.

Shaw slowly paces the small space at the front of the class, clicking through the slides to a screenshot from a film I’m not familiar with. Half of the subject’s face is pooled in shadow, softer beneath his eyes.

It’s a moody scene. Dramatic. A lower angle to show us we’re lesser than the character. It’s shorthand for power.

“What does this one image tell you?” When no one immediately answers, he continues. “Pay attention to the contrast, where the light falls, the angle. It’s more than a mood. Every frame says something. It’s telling a story. What is the subtext?”

Nicole raises her hand in front of me. Shaw nods at her. “That the character is ambiguous.”

“Correct.” He offers Nicole an approving head tilt that makes my stomach dip unpleasantly. “You can only see half of his face. In a single frame, you know he is half myth, half man. Legendary and unknowable. It’s a world where morality is obscure.”

Fuck me, I didn’t even pick up on half of that. Now that he’s said it, I see it, and I hate it because it means he’s highly competent and perfect for this class.

“Can anyone tell me what the combination of the soft light and the lower angle represents?”

I glance at the guy on my left. We’ve never spoken, but Austin is always happy to give his two cents. Like now.

“It’s slightly off-center.” It is? Shaw is throwing me off my game. “The lighting is basically nostalgic, so it’s a memory.”

“Yes, it’s tilted from where your eye expects it to be because we aren’t in the present. The light, the low angle, and the subject being off-center tells us one more thing: It’s a melancholic power, and it’s fading.”

He pauses, dragging his eyes over the class, conveniently missing me.

I’ve never seen this many people so focused in any of my classes. There must be about seventy students here, and there isn’t a phone in sight. Even the guy who usually plays The Sims in class is fully engrossed, and I’m pretty sure the pupils of the girl on the other side of me have turned heart-shaped.

“Lighting and angle isn’t for visual flair. It is the story. This is not just the act of recording. Angle can become a thematic device. Lighting is a language, and you need to learn how to speak it.”

The room is silent enough to hear a pin drop.

The longer he talks, the more on edge I am. Oh, he’s good all right. Too good.

To Bradford, a camera is just a camera. To Shaw, a camera is an extension of art. Passion oozes from every eloquently worded concept with enough detail to understand without making the waters murky. Even though he’s a grade-A prick, he teaches in a way that ensures we absorb everything he says because he truly wants the best for us.

Or at least, the best for everyone but me.

Not once does he look my way during the whole two hours.

I’m screwed if he kicks me out of this class. I’ll have to retake it next semester if Bradford is back by then; if not, I won’t be able to graduate.

No, I need to get it together, keep my head down, and
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