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Sunlight glints warm across the grassy quad,
painting everything in cheerful contrast to Ryan's shitty mood. His
three best friends laugh and chatter, not so much oblivious to his
scowl as ignoring him. They're not being cruel—they all know from
experience that Ryan would rather fly below the radar when he's in
a snit. Even under normal circumstances, he hates explaining why
he's upset.

And these are definitely not normal
circumstances. Ryan's got no business being cranky about the
information he just obtained, and the thought of admitting the
source of his upset to his nosy, good natured, well-intentioned
friends…

He'd rather give up coffee for a year, or
take the stairs to his dorm room on the fifteenth floor, or work
double shifts at the writing center during finals week.

It's not that his friends would be awful to
him. It's that they all have an unreasonable amount of good sense,
and the last thing he needs is a lecture about something he already
knows is fucked up.

Worse, what if they think Professor Price is
somehow to blame, when the man's only ever been kind to Ryan?

It isn't Price's fault Ryan went and fell in
love with him. It sure as hell isn't his fault that three years of
support and friendship have only cemented Ryan's hopeless crush on
an utterly distracting university professor. And it
definitely isn't his fault Ryan has devolved into a jealous
disaster upon realizing Marcus Price—a man with whom he never had a
realistic shot in the first place—isn't single.

How did Ryan not know? He's been
Price's top student since practically Ryan's first day on campus.
He's been Price's friend since his very first semester. They've
occupied their strange dual rolls—teacher and student, confidant
and colleague—for so long Ryan doesn't remember what it was like
not having the powerful wall of support at his back. Hell,
he's told Price things he would never admit to the trio surrounding
him now. Price has confessed his own vulnerabilities, albeit with
grudging caution. Ryan thought their quiet confidence was
mutual.

He doesn't know what to do with the fact that
he only found out by accident about Price's… what? Girlfriend?
Partner? Fiancé?

Not wife, surely. Price has never worn a
wedding band, and he definitely seems the traditional sort. Ryan,
in all his hyper-focus, would've noticed a ring.

"You coming to Lucky's?" Lucy asks, startling
Ryan from his sullen revery.

"Lucky's?" Ryan blinks in confusion.

"For the meetup," Lucy explains, like that's
supposed to clarify. "End of semester? The whole department will be
there, way more than usual because of Professor Lang."

Right. The unofficial sendoff for one of the
math department's most popular instructors. Students and teachers
alike always swarm the local bar after the last day of finals, but
this year will be worse than usual. Professor Lang's retirement
means the end of an era, or so Ryan keeps hearing, and
everyone will be there to congratulate her.

Jockeying for space in an over-crowded bar,
while the servers and kitchen struggle to keep up with orders for
fries… Sounds like hell, honestly. Ryan isn't fond of crowds to
begin with. Never mind the fact that this will be the first year he
can order a beer with his own actual legit license—instead of
fretting that someone will call out his fake—he still can't make
the prospect sound appealing in his own head. He's never shown up
for this thing before. None of his friends can reasonably expect
him tonight.
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