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  Chapter One


“FOR THE RECORD, I think this sucks,” Marcia said as she sat at the edge of his desk, arms over her chest as she watched Reed Walker pack up his office. “There have been a ton of other professors who have endured the same rumors. Hell, it’s a cliché, isn’t it? Older professor sleeps with young college student? You’re not the first to cross that line. So, why are they choosing to make an example out of you?” 
“For the record, I didn’t cross that line.” Wanted to like crazy, but I didn’t do it. Skirted it like hell but didn’t do it. Reed glanced up at his personal assistant and shot her a small smile of gratitude. Marcia would always defend him. She had been his assistant for thirteen years while he taught literature at the college, helping him navigate the political climate of the campus. He didn’t know where he would be today without her guidance as he navigated the treacherous waters. Still, she had the wrong idea about his leaving. “And I told you, I volunteered to leave.” He gave a weak shrug as he stuffed more books into a box. “It’s time for me to try my hand at something else, and these rumors just provided the perfect reason. I was growing stagnant here. I need to stretch myself some more. Try new things.”
“And you can do that by going back home to Dark Moon Falls?” Marcia asked, a look of skepticism on her face. “You’ve told me about that small hometown of yours and the pack you left back there. Isn’t returning like stepping backward instead of moving forward? You’re not stretching yourself; you’re shrinking back into the past.”
He chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s only a brief layover to catch up with family and regroup,” he assured her. “I don’t plan to stay there. I’ll pause, catch my breath, form some plans, and then move on to the next chapter.” He glanced up at her, her dark eyes revealing that she didn’t believe a word he said. He chuckled again, this one hard enough to bounce his shoulders slightly. “I promise. This will be good for me.”
“I hear what you’re saying,” she said, her arms crossed over her chest. “I just don’t believe you. I don’t think you do, either.”
He nodded, smiling over at her. “Well, I’ll have to just prove it to you.”
She stared at him for a moment, and he thought she would argue with him some more, but she kept quiet. That is, until he reached for more books to continue his packing. “You know she dropped out, right?”
He froze, his hand halfway into the box as he stared at its contents without seeing them, Marcia’s words catching him off guard. Forcing himself to act as if he didn’t care, he finished putting the books into the box. “No. No, I actually hadn’t heard that.” Why the hell would she do that? He was leaving to give her the freedom to move forward. He glanced up at his assistant as he reached for even more books. Thirteen years in residence had allowed him to accumulate quite a bit of junk in his office. “Still, I suppose it’s not surprising. The rumors would taint her, as well. It sucks, though. She was a great student, destined to go far. I hope she just transfers somewhere else, leaving this place but a sad memory as she moves on with her life away from petty people.”
“Some are saying it looks bad, Reed,” Marcia persisted. “Her leaving at the same time you resigned. You know that only makes the rumors worse, right? It makes it look as if the two of you are running off together.”
He shrugged, moving from behind his desk and walking over to some shelves along the west wall. “Nothing ever makes rumors better, and we’re not running off together. I haven’t even spoken to her in…” He shrugged. “I don’t know, a week maybe. I can’t help what Hayley does or what people think. I can only do what’s best for me, and what’s best for me is to get out of here and start over.” He snatched a statue of a lighthouse off the shelf, trying his best to keep his wolf from shifting and racing off after Hayley. He had lied to Marcia, and she probably knew it. There wasn’t much about him the woman didn’t know after thirteen years. She would know he cared about what happened to Hayley. Still, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. As much as his wolf craved Hayley Carter, she had been promised to someone else, engaged even. She may have broken up with Chance Holden, but that didn’t mean Reed had a right to interfere until the dust had settled from that relationship. Hell, even then, he had no right. Reed was twice Hayley’s age. Why would a young woman like that want to be stuck with an old man like him? He sighed as he reached for another knickknack on his shelf. Why had his wolf saddled him with this desire?
“You and I both know that’s bullshit,” Marcia scoffed. “I don’t think you’re even fooling yourself, and we both know you’re not fooling me.” She held her hands up to stay off any rebuttal from him, her head tilted to the side a little as she stared at him. “I’m not saying you actually crossed that line. Nor am I saying you even want to step into that territory. However,” she hitched her finger over her shoulder, indicating the outer office, “I sit right there, remember? I know how many times that girl has walked into your office, and I also know how many times there was an actual reason for her to do so. Whether or not you two are straying into questionable waters, I know you care what happens to her too much to permit her to just throw her life away. You need to talk to her at least.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her suggestion. “And you don’t think that will go over like a fart in church? You don’t think people are watching how often the two of us interact now? I promise you, it’ll be more than before.” He shook his head. “No. Talking to her is out of the question.”
“Since when did you care what people thought?” she asked. She shook her head as she dropped her arms and turned around, heading back toward his desk. “I still say this is a mistake.” She stopped at the doorway, turned, and pierced him with her gaze. “And I’m not just talking about you resigning. As I said, I watched the two of you together. That girl was good for you.” She stared at him a moment longer, just to make sure he understood what she meant, and then turned and left him alone with his decision, a decision he didn’t think he truly had any other choice but to make.
With a sigh, he turned back to his packing. However, even though he stared at the stuff he had accumulated over the years, he didn’t see any of it. Instead, he saw Hayley, her dark red hair cascading over her shoulders, draping across her ample breasts, her piercing green eyes and button nose, her curvy figure and perfect ass. Just picturing her was enough to make his cock hard, and he had to take a deep breath to calm himself—and his wolf—down before he rushed from the room to do something he knew he had no business doing, which was another reason he couldn’t go to Hayley and tell her she was making a mistake by dropping out of college. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to keep resisting the strong urges his wolf filled him with every time he saw the college student. No, he just needed to get the hell off campus and away from temptation.
Tamping down on his wolf’s hunger, Reed threw himself back into his packing, focusing on each item he picked up to distract his mind from what it truly wanted to dwell on. After another hour, he had his office packed and was carrying the first of a few boxes he would take with him when he returned to Dark Moon Falls to his car. A moving company would be in tomorrow to finish loading the rest, as well as the possessions in his house, and hauling it all back to his hometown, a town he hadn’t visited in over a decade.
After stuffing the last box into his trunk, he slammed the lid shut, turned, and leaned back on the car to gaze once more at the college campus he had spent so much time at over the years, counseling students, leading discussions, giving lectures—guiding young lives into a chaotic, misunderstood future. He pressed his lips into a thin line as he soaked in the red brick of the structures, the young students sitting in the quad or tossing Frisbees, the teachers giving lectures out on the grounds, the giant maples and powerful oaks. This had been his life. Regardless of the facade he put up in front of Marcia, Reed wasn’t sure himself if he would make it elsewhere or not. He didn’t know how to do anything else. The truth was, he didn’t want to do anything else. He had left to spare Hayley, and the effort was wasted since she dropped out anyway. However, he couldn’t go back and get his job back, even if he wanted to do so. There were too many memories of her here. He allowed her to get too close, to get past his defenses, and his wolf didn’t help matters any.
With a bump of his ass, he pushed himself off the car and moved toward the driver’s door. It was time to go home. However, would that home take him back?






  
  Chapter Two


HAYLEY CARTER STARED at her cell phone, not wanting to answer it. She did not need another lecture from her mother on how she was screwing up her life. She could very well be screwing up her life, but it was her life to screw up. She didn ’t need her mother nagging her to change her mind. There was no changing her mind. Not after everything that happened, not after being rejected the way she had. Not after coming face-to-face with her feelings, feelings she had fought for two whole semesters and had finally chosen to accept. With a sigh, she swiped right, sending her mother to voicemail.
“You sent your mother to voicemail?” Kendra Morrison asked, her brows cocked in surprise as she stared at Hayley. “Are you not planning on returning home? Ever? I’ve met your mother. Not sure that was a smart move.”
Hayley rolled her eyes. “She’ll get over it.” She reached for her laptop, shoving it into her backpack. “And no, I’m not going home. Not sure that’s a good idea with what’s expected of me back there.”
“Your parents would really go through with it?” Kendra asked as she plopped down on the bed, hands clasped together. “I mean, in today’s day and age, do people still do that? Arrange marriages and such?” She shook her head. “For crying out loud, it’s a whole other century. People barely even get married these days. They just… Who knows what they do? But they don’t marry who their parents tell them to marry.”
Hayley chuckled, shaking her head as she zipped up her backpack. “My parents didn’t exactly arrange the marriage. It was more like they strongly suggested that this was the best match for me, regardless of what I wanted.”
“And this guy back home isn’t who you wanted?” Kendra cocked her head to the side as she studied her friend. “Seems to me, it wasn’t too long ago that you were doodling his name all over your notebook like girls do in high school. What changed?” She grinned, one brow cocked again. “Or should I ask, who changed your mind?”
Hayley closed her eyes, taking a slow, deep breath. She didn’t want to admit what her friend already knew. Saying it out loud just seemed so… Wrong. Instead, she grabbed an empty box and started stuffing her possessions inside.
“Have you talked to him?” Kendra asked, her tone full of sympathy. “The professor, that is. Not, you know, whatever the other guy was. I heard Teach resigned and is heading back to his hometown.”
Hayley nodded. “I heard that, too.” She grabbed more stuff, shoving it into her box. The gossip flew around the campus as soon as Reed ended his teaching career there, most believing he had actually got caught with his pants down. That never happened, damn it. She hated that he was forced out of his position, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.
“You think he knows that you dropped out?”
Hayley gave a weak shrug, moving over to the window. Crossing her arms over her chest, she leaned on the frame and stared out at the courtyard in the middle of the dorms. “I honestly don’t know what he thinks or knows or even feels at this point. I haven’t spoken to him since the accusations came out. I was worried that my being around would make things worse for him.” She stared at her reflection in the window, taking in her long red hair, her thin eyebrows and high cheekbones, the softness of her dark green eyes. It wasn’t vanity that told her she was pretty; it was truth, and that was what people saw when they noticed her with the professor, a pretty college-aged woman half his age, clinging to his arm for special favors. She didn’t want special favors, however. She wanted Reed Walker. She would have left with him if he would only have asked her.
“Don’t you want to at least make sure he’s all right? His entire career is over. He’s lost everything. Do you really want him to lose you, too?”
Hayley glanced back over at her friend, her lips downturned in a frown. “He never really had me,” she said, and the admission weighed down her heart. “We never made it that far before Chance’s goon squad started their shit.”
“You got close enough to make people start wagging their tongues,” Kendra said, brows cocked. “I still can’t believe your ex sent people to spy on you. That’s pretty stalkerish and creepy. He does understand that no means no, right?”
Hayley made a snort of derision. “More like possessive. And no, I don’t think he comprehends the words ‘It’s over.’ It also tells me what my life would be like if I did marry him. It’d be hell. I don’t need some man having me tracked every second of the day, especially when we aren’t even together anymore.” She shook her head, glancing back out the window. “Chance has always had a caveman-like quality to him, and not in the I want him to knock me over the head and take me home to fuck my brains out kind of way. More like the brutish, thug-like, disgusting kind of way. So not my style.”
“Don’t like the strong alpha male?”
“Please, Chance isn’t an alpha. He’s a bully. There’s a major difference.” She shook her head as she saw a familiar gray sedan drive past the dorms. There he goes. Not even a goodbye. She sighed. Not that I blame him. He warned me that we couldn’t be anything to each other. Told me that it wasn’t right, that what I felt was just the chemistry between teacher and student. She leaned her head on the window frame. If that’s all it was, though, why do I feel like shit?
“So, what changed? You liked his type well enough a couple of months ago. Why not now.”
“Because the universe showed me something better,” Hayley said, still staring at Reed’s departing vehicle. I didn’t care how old he was. I just wanted him.
“Hey, let’s go get a bite to eat before you take off,” Kendra said when the silence stretched out too long. “After all, you don’t even know where you’re going, right? What’s the point of rushing off?” She made a slight bounce on the bed, standing as she slid her hands to her hips. “Besides, I’m hungry. Watching you pack worked up my appetite.”
Hayley chuckled as she pushed herself away from the window. “I’m glad I could help you out there.” She shook her head, glancing around at her room, boxes stacked along the walls. “What the hell. I don’t feel like hauling this shit down to the car yet, anyway.” She glanced up at her friend, the one person who stuck by her when the rumors swirled around campus and didn’t whisper nasty things about her behind her back. “Let’s go get a bite to eat. But not at the cafeteria. I don’t feel like dealing with dirty looks. Let’s head to Chester’s. I’ll miss his jalapeno burgers.”
“I’ll send you a care package of all your favorite foods,” Kendra promised as she followed Hayley out of the room. “Of course, I can’t guarantee they’ll actually make it there once I get them back to my room, but just know the good intention is there.”
Hayley laughed, shaking her head as she locked her door. “I hear ya. Rude. That’s all I have to say about it. Just plain rude.”
The two turned down the hall, heading for the stairs and avoiding the elevator for Hayley’s sake. Since people started gossiping about her alleged affair with Professor Reed Walker, she had avoided common places where she would run into other students. Rarely would lazy college kids take the stairs, so she had made that her access point to her room.
Once they hit the first floor, she quickly moved her way to the main door and shoved her way outside, forcing herself to hold her head straight up as if nothing in the world was wrong. She may do her best to avoid the drama of the other students, but she refused to allow them to know how much their nasty words and disparaging glares hurt her. She would not give them the satisfaction.
As she crossed the courtyard, she took a glance around at the buildings, the maples, oaks, and hemlock dotting the landscape, the students camped out on the lawn, studying or cuddling, a few playing Frisbee. She soaked it all in, making a lasting memory of everything around her. She knew dropping out of school was the best thing, even if it made her look guilty in most people’s eyes. There was just no way she was going to put herself through their accusatory looks day in and day out. She wanted a fresh start, even if she didn’t know what that start was yet.
When they reached her car, Hayley opened the door and paused, leaning on the roof a moment as she took one more look around. Leaning against one of the brick dormitories stood one of the men she recognized from a few weeks back when all this shit started. Aaron Fuller. A greasy punk who thought he had power simply because of who he knew. Chance had sent him, and Aaron was always around no matter where Hayley went. He just stood there, arms over his chest, as he stared at Hayley. He didn’t move; he just stared at her.
Hayley shook her head, blowing out a frustrated breath. Damn you, Chance. Send your goons home. She stared at the man and then in a burst of childish rage, flipped him off before sliding into the driver’s seat. Asshole. And she didn’t mean the guy leaning on the building.






  
  Chapter Three


REED HAD BEEN driving for a couple of hours when his stomach finally told him he had forgotten to eat earlier. His only thought had been to pack his office and get the hell away from that college, to get away from Hayley, as much as that pained him. He sighed as he gripped the steering wheel tighter. How long would he feel the pain of walking out of her life? He sighed. It was the right thing to do. Even if the college hadn ’t come down on him for his supposed relationship with Hayley, society would have been judgmental enough. The one time the two of them sat at a small café just laughing and talking when two women walked by them, casting ugly looks at him as if he had been fucking Hayley right there on the table. And that wasn’t the first time someone had thought he was either a dirty old man or Hayley a gold-digger. He couldn’t put her through that day in and day out for the rest of their lives.
His stomach growled again, as did his wolf, but for a whole other reason. His wolf had urged Reed to turn his car around and speed back to the campus to claim Hayley as his, but Reed had refused. It wasn’t the right thing to do. Not then, and definitely not now.
He checked his rearview mirror, flipping his turn signal on so he could make his way across
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