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Welcome to Nathaniel Thackeray University
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I LOOK AT THE MAP ON my phone, then lift my head and read the sign on the Gothic building in front of me–Lily Goldstein Hall. A sigh leaves my lips. Yep, I'm lost.

Though I've been at Nathaniel Thackeray University for a week for freshman orientation, I have yet to navigate myself around campus without taking a series of wrong turns. The university is so much bigger than Brook Falls High School, which held maybe 300 students (i.e., 10% of Brook Falls’ population).

I look at the time, 15 minutes before Intro to General Chemistry. I should be able to get to class on time–if my terrible sense of direction doesn't continue to make me go around in circles and that’s a big-ass if.

As I tilt down my head to consult the map on my phone again, someone bumps into me, spilling lukewarm coffee all over my shirt. I gape at the big brown stain on the white fabric.

“Fucking Christ, watch where you're going,” a low male voice snarls.

I lift my head to see the scowling face of a blond hazel-eyed guy who towers over me. “Um, sorry?” You're the one who bumped into me, asshole.

He hisses, “You should be. You ruined my shirt.”

I squint at his dark blue button-down. After a few seconds, I detect a few wet spots on his sleeve. “At least you're not wearing white.”

“Are you comparing staining that cheap rag from Walmart to ruining an Armani shirt?”

What is with this condescending asshole? Who pissed in his spilled coffee? Attempting to sound lighthearted, I say, “I got this cheap rag at Target, thank you very much. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get to class.” I wish I could go back to my dorm to change, but knowing me, I'll probably get lost and end up missing my first college class altogether.

My eyebrows shoot up my forehead when he grabs my wrist. “I didn't excuse you,” he says in a low voice.

Is this guy psychotic? When I try to tug my wrist free, he tightens his grip. Panic flooding me, I say, “Let go of me!”

“Do you know who I am?”

“No! Why should I? I just met you, you fucking dickhead!” I look around our surroundings, the panic rising when I find no one but us.

He growls, “You should know better than to mess with–”

I cut him off with a swift kick to the balls. As soon as he falls to his knees and lets go of me, I run in the direction of what I hope to God is the lecture hall holding my Chemistry class.

“You're going to regret doing that, you bitch!” he calls after me.

Did I unwittingly choose a college populated with elitist psychos? Nathaniel Thackeray University sure as hell didn't mention that in their brochure.

Somehow, by some miracle, I make it to the lecture hall a minute before class is scheduled to begin. I flush when I hear a person whisper, “What happened to her shirt?”

As I take a seat in the middle row, people in front of and behind me get up to go sit in the very back of the room, several rows away from me.

What. The. Fuck? I stare at the now empty seats around me. Do I smell or something? Sure, I'm sweating from hauling ass to the lecture hall, but I took a shower in the morning and put on deodorant. Just in case, I sniff myself, just smelling the coffee the Armani-wearing psycho spilled on me. Do my classmates think coffee-stained shirts are contagious?

Before I can come up with another theory for why my classmates seem to be avoiding me like the plague, Professor Ridgewood walks in. After introducing herself with a curt, “I'm Professor Ridgewood, and I'll be teaching you introductory general chemistry,” she launches right into a spiel about quantum mechanics. My heart sinks as she starts scribbling complex equations on the chalkboard. Introductory general chemistry, my ass.

90 minutes later, I've written 5 pages of notes that I understand approximately 5% of. My public high school education did not prepare me for this at all.

After I walk out of the lecture hall, I sit on the bench by a fountain that has a stream of water coming from what looks to be the nether regions of a nymph. I cradle my head. My college experience is off to a fucking rough start. Not only did I come away from my first lecture with a sense of helpless doom, but I undeservingly incurred the ire of an Armani-wearing demon and utterly repelled my Chemistry classmates.

I get up and look at the floor of the fountain, which is covered by coins. I pull a penny out of my pocket. Just as I close my eyes to make a wish–Please have my freshman year not be a total disaster–I fall into the water.

I climb out of the fountain, spitting out water that tastes like copper. After I push my sopping wet hair from my eyes, I see the Armani-wearing demon standing in front of me.

“Oops,” he says with a smirk.

“What the fuck is your problem, asshole?”

He shrugs. “I'm just clumsy.” His smirk widens. “Nice bra.”

I glance down. My white t-shirt has become see-through, making it very apparent that I'm wearing a red bra. Turning as red as my bra, I grab my backpack and hold it in front of my chest.

He waves goodbye and says, “Welcome to Nathaniel Thackeray University, Susan Yao.”

How did he find out my name?

When I turn around, I see Professor Ridgewood, who walks away the moment I make eye contact. I clench my teeth. Did she see him push me into the fountain? She must have. Do professors here turn a blind eye to blatant harassment?

I wanted to get lunch after class, but there’s no way I can walk into the dining hall like this. Cursing the blond asshole, I trudge back to my dorm. Of course, with my shitty sense of direction, which is unhelped by the disorientation of my drenched state, it takes me a full 45 minutes to return to the suite I share with my roommate Raven Kennedy. No relation to the political dynasty, but she does come from a wealthy family as does 90% of Nathaniel Thackeray University’s student body. Her parents own Corned to Death, an Irish-American restaurant chain that The New York Times described as “wildly mediocre but even more successful.”

“What happened to you?” she asks.

“Some Armani-wearing demon pushed me into a fountain!”

“Huh?”

After I rant about today’s events, she asks, “Did this guy happen to be tall, blond, and hot?”

I sniff. “I guess most people would consider him conventionally attractive.” I was too distracted by the demon’s hideous personality to assess his hotness.

She shakes her head. “Oh, bitch, you're cooked.”

“What?”

“You pissed off Finneas Thackeray.” When I give her a blank stare, she continues, “You know Thackeray as in Nathaniel Thackeray, the man who our school is named after?”

Nathaniel Thackeray was one of America's first billionaires (adjusted for inflation) who got rich by discovering a shitload of oil on his land. “So what? Does Finneas being some oil baron's descendant mean he can push people into fountains without suffering any consequences?”

Raven snorts. “Oh, honey, do you know how rich the Thackerays are? They make my family look poor like you.” After a pause that is too long for my liking, she adds, “No offense.”

“Only a little taken,” I mutter.

“With how much money Finneas’ family donates to the school, he could drown you in public and get nothing more than a half-assed lecture from the dean. In fact, he did almost drown a guy for flirting with his girlfriend last year. And you know who ended up leaving the school? Not Finneas.”

“Jesus!”

“You're going to need him to survive college.”

Not caring how soaked I am, I collapse onto my chair, suddenly feeling exhausted. Then I ask, “Wait, have I become a social pariah because of Finneas? Is that why no one wanted to be near me in class?”
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