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Tara

“Do you have a hall pass?”

The man standing in front of me is tall, dark, and dangerously sexy. It’s taking all of my energy not to throw myself at him right now. His hair is too long for a teacher, but it goes well with his beard and his eyes, which are so dark that they’re almost black.

“No,” I say tightly. I do not have a hall pass because I’m not a student. There’s also no way at all that I even look like a student, so I’m not really sure why he’s asking me this question unless he just likes screwing with people.

If he’s anything like the rest of Fate’s many citizens, it’s a strong possibility.

“I’m afraid I’m going to need you to come to the office,” he says. There’s a little bit of a twinkle in his eye, but it’s almost completely hidden by his dark edges.

“Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“I don’t remember giving you a choice.” The man reaches out and grips my elbow. We’re alone in the hallways of Fate High School. Yes, I’m 10 minutes late to school today, but it doesn’t matter because I’m not teaching the first hour. This is an office hour for me, so there’s no reason anyone should be flipping me any crap at all.

“Let go of me,” I hiss, tugging away from him. He seems surprised by this because he loosens his grip on me for just a moment. It’s enough for me to keep walking, making my way past him down the empty hallway. The lockers lining the hallway bring back terrible memories I’ve always wanted to forget.

Actually, there’s not much in my life that I don’t want to forget.

It seems like everything I’ve ever worked for or fought for has been a waste. I’ve lost more in the last two years than most people lose in a lifetime. At least, that’s the way it feels. Maybe I’m just dramatic.

“Hey,” Hot Dude grabs my arm again and this time, his grip is so hard that it’s hurting me. 

“Stop touching me, asshole.” I try to pull away once more, but there’s no chance he’s letting me go. 

“That type of language isn’t tolerated at Fate High,” he snaps.

“Good thing I’m not a fucking student then, dipshit. Let me go!”

He doesn’t. He just shakes his head like he can’t believe I’d make up such a stupid lie. I don’t find the fact that he thinks I’m a student to be endearing. The idea of someone thinking I’m younger than I am isn’t a compliment. Maybe when I’m in my 50s or 60s I’ll like the idea that someone views me as young, but right now, this face is kind of a burden.

“Where are you taking me?”

“The principal’s office.”

“Oh, good. That’s where I was headed, anyway.”

“With that attitude, I’m sure.”

“What’s your name, anyway?” I ask as he hauls me along. He’s walking fast: almost too fast for me to keep up with those lengthy strides. He doesn’t seem to mind the fact that I’m practically falling as he hauls me down the hall toward the office. I’m more than a little bit familiar with “the office.” Not that I ever spent much time there. That was my brother’s honor. I was just the one who picked him up when he got in trouble.

The man grunts something that I don’t understand.

“Hey, co-worker, try enunciating. How are you supposed to be a hall monitor if you can’t even speak up?”

He stops walking and turns to me. His eyes look so angry. I hate the way this turns me on. In any other situation, I’d be on my knees begging this guy to fuck me ten ways to Sunday. Right now, though, I’m just hoping that he doesn’t make me any later than I’m already going to be to get my day started.

“Try showing a little respect,” he snaps.

“I could say the same thing to you. You’re the one who grabbed me and who’s hauling me to the principal’s office like I’m a little kid who’s tardy!”

“You are a little kid who’s tardy!”

“I’m a fucking teacher!” I scream the words. I didn’t mean to yell so loudly. Apparently, it surprises the man because his eyes suddenly widen, and then I hear a couple of classroom doors open. I turn to see that almost every single doorway in the hall has faces filling the little windows on them that lead to the classrooms themselves.

“Could you perhaps keep it down a little bit?” One teacher calls out. “We’re trying to study here.”

“Sorry about that,” I said, blinking. “I’m just trying to check in. It’s my first day of work and this guy,” I jerk my head toward the bully, “doesn’t believe that I’m actually a teacher.”

Fortunately for me, the teacher peering out into the hallway seems to know that I’m new and has been expecting me.

“What’s your name?”

“Tara Dove.”

“Maddox’s sister, right?”

I grit my teeth. Yeah. Yeah, I’m Mad’s sister. Unfortunately, my brother’s reputation as the high school bad boy is going to be something I’m dealing with for a long time. I know that he’s a little bit of a freak and that he’s a whole lot in love. Hopefully, that girlfriend of his has tamed him, at least a little bit.

“Yes, that’s me.”

I keep it simple. Nobody needs to know that my return to Fate has been less-than-stellar or that I’m struggling to figure out who I am and why I’m here. Nobody in this place needs to know that my brother thinks I’m super lame or that he’s busy with college and his girlfriend and their two polyamorous partners. Well, maybe polyamorous isn’t the right word. They’re more of a throuple, but there are four of them. Quadrouple? I’m not sure what the right term is.

“She’s new,” the teacher turns to Beard Man. “Let her go.”

“What? She’s obviously a student.”

The teacher sighs. “Austin, nobody has time for this. Let her go. Sort it out later. She’s supposed to teach in like 36 minutes. She needs the keys to her classroom.”

“Thank you,” I say, nodding to the teacher. Austin is no longer holding my arm, so I ignore him and turn, heading down the hall to the principal’s office alone. I take a deep breath as I walk. My shoulders are back and my head is held high. I’m certain that he’s watching me as I walk away, but I refuse to look.

I don’t want to know if the tall asshole I just met is looking at my backside as I move away. Is it terrible that I wiggle just a little bit? I do. I don’t even care. Serves him right for ruining my morning. He had no right to try to make things so rough on me, yet he did.

It doesn’t take long before I round the corner and I’m out of his sight. That is, if he’s even looking. I think he is, though. Once I know for sure that he can no longer see me, I hurry into the office. The administrative assistant for the principal is sitting there looking at me. She raises an eyebrow.

“Can I help you?”

“Hey,” I step forward. “I’ve got a meeting with, uh, Principal Potter.”

“Oh?” 

“Yes.”

I watch as the woman takes me in. I’m not sure why she’s staring so hard at me. She raises an eyebrow like I’m doing something wrong, and to be honest, I’m a little tired of people looking at me like that. What the hell, right? 

“Is he in or not?” I finally snap. I’m ashamed of myself for being short-tempered with her, but I’m starting to feel frazzled, and this really isn’t the way I should be starting my first day at work. I don’t want to walk in and have people be like “ah, yes, Tara sucks.” I want them to think I’m good at what I do.

Besides, I know that I’m young. I’m fresh out of college and this is my first real job. It’s the kind of job I’m hoping will keep me happy and that will challenge me. Besides all of that, it gives me a chance to be close to home.

Not that home feels like a welcome place anymore.

“He’s in,” she nods. “Please take a seat.”

She doesn’t call the principal or buzz him or anything like that. Instead, she gets up and gives me one more confused look before heading into what must be the principal’s office directly. A moment later, she returns and points to the door. 

“He’ll see you now.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

I head over to the door, but before I reach for the doorknob, I pause. I take a deep breath. Glancing over my shoulder at the secretary lady, I see her watching me. She gives me a tentative thumbs-up, and I nod at her. I’m not sure if this is her way of telling me that she believes in me or if it’s a girl-power kind of thing, but I’ll totally take it. 

Suddenly, I’m nervous as hell and I don’t think that I need to be.

I know that no matter what comes next, I’m more than ready for it. My education prepared me for teaching the kids, but my life experience as a Dove taught me far more than college ever could have. My dad was a shark when I was growing up, and he taught me to be cautious, careful, and unpredictable. It wasn’t that he wanted me to be flaky or wild, but he wanted me to be the kind of person people couldn’t pin down.
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