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      Juliette stared at the course syllabus, the confusing words and nonsensical terms swimming before her eyes. Phrases like quadratic equations and rational expressions.

      Why had she put off college algebra until her very last semester before student teaching?

      At the front of the room, the professor droned on and on, his thick Eastern European accent testing the limits of her concentration. Had he just said matrices? The word had her entire body breaking out in a cold sweat.

      This was why she’d put off college algebra—the nauseating frustration that had her praying for the sweet release of death. Well, okay, maybe not death. That was perhaps a bit dramatic. But why did she have to take college algebra, anyway? Juliette was going to be a high school English teacher, not an accountant. Did accountants use linear equations, or whatever the professor was talking about? She wasn’t really sure.

      Her mind wandered to the book she was reading—a toe-curling romance where a prince pretended to be engaged to a commoner to satisfy the press. The couple was so perfect for each other, but the lines between reality and fantasy kept blurring and both the hero and heroine were afraid of admitting their true feelings for each other.

      Maybe if she pulled out her tablet, she could read the last few chapters under the guise of taking notes.

      “Your grade will be fifty percent tests, thirty percent quizzes, and twenty percent homework,” Professor Horvat said.

      Juliette blinked, focusing again on the syllabus and trying to push the book out of her mind. She had to pass this class—the only one she was seriously concerned about this semester. If she didn’t pass, she couldn’t do her student teaching next semester and graduate. She’d also lose her scholarship, along with the internship she had lined up for next fall at a prestigious private high school that heavily emphasized liberal arts. Not only did it fulfill her student teaching requirement, it paid half salary and gave her an in with the principal should an opening arise.

      Not passing this class wasn’t an option.

      “We’ll dive right in then,” Professor Horvat said. “Let’s start by reviewing basic algebra so that we’re all on the same page, and then next class we’ll jump into graphing.”

      Juliette barely held back a sigh. It seemed not even a day’s reprieve would be granted to the prisoners. The professor intended to commence with the torture immediately.

      He uncapped a dry erase marker, the tangy chemical scent wafting to where Juliette sat on the front row. She usually loved that scent. Today, she loathed it. The fumes were already giving her a massive headache. Or maybe that was from the equations Professor Horvat meticulously scrolled across the whiteboard.

      Ten minutes later, despite her best attempts at concentration, she was already hopelessly lost. The endless parade of numbers swam before her stinging eyes.

      Romantic heroines never had to deal with this kind of crap. Juliette devoured more than a hundred books a year, and she had yet to read one where a character had to worry about something as mundane as math—not unless it was in direct relation to money, which those heroines always seemed to have plenty of.

      She was totally jealous of those heroines right now. They always got to embark on amazing adventures with swoony hunks, and they did it all without ever using a single rational expression. Did you use a rational expression, or did you solve it? Juliette was pretty sure she’d never figure it out, and she didn’t really care.

      Except she did care, at least a little. Because she cared about the internship, which meant she cared about passing this class.

      By the time Professor Horvat dismissed them for the day, Juliette could already feel the tension forming into a knot behind one shoulder blade. Her backpack made the spot ache as she trekked across campus toward her dorm. Brilliant white and pink blossoms clung to the trees lining the sidewalks, the green of leaves just poking through the flowers. The warm late-spring sun shone brightly overhead, and Juliette could hear the chaos of California traffic in the distance. But the campus seemed blanketed in a calm that only ever seemed present during the less-crowded summer semester of school.

      Why couldn’t life be like a romance novel? Juliette could do with a hunky heartthrob sweeping her off her feet. Instead, she had to put up with Troy, her roommate’s obnoxious best friend who seemed to think their kitchen was his personal all-you-can-eat buffet.

      At least he was nice to look at, even if he drove her crazy more often than not.

      The elevator in her apartment had been out of order for nearly a year, so Juliette trudged up the three flights of stairs to her floor. She threw open the apartment door and dropped her backpack on the floor. With a dramatic sigh, she flopped onto the couch.

      It was only day one of classes, and she already felt more stressed than she ever had been by midterms.

      “Is that you, Juliette?” Erica called from the direction of their shared room.

      Juliette almost asked Who else would it be? but stopped herself. She knew who else it could be—Troy. By this point, Erica had probably given him a key to the apartment.

      Juliette and Erica had met last year in one of their child development classes—Erica was also a secondary ed major, although her subject was health and physical education. They’d become fast friends, and when Erica’s roommate had gotten married over Christmas break, Juliette had bought her contract and gratefully moved in. The apartment was cramped and dated, but thanks to campus housing, it was also affordable. The tiny kitchen and private bathroom felt like a luxury after spending three years in the dorms.

      It wasn’t until moving day that Juliette had realized that Troy and Erica were kind of a package deal. They’d been friends since they were in diapers, and the two were attached at the hip.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Juliette said. “Are you done with classes for the day?”

      It only took two steps for Erica to cross from the bedroom threshold to the living room. She had on tight exercise capris and a racer-back tank. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and a thin sheen of sweat covered her forehead. She’d probably just come from a run.

      “I’m done by two o’clock every day this semester,” Erica said.

      “Nice,” Juliette said. “I’m done by three.”

      Erica grabbed a water bottle from the fridge, unscrewing the cap. “Should be a pretty easy semester, then. I can’t believe we start student teaching in four months.”

      Four months. On the one hand, Juliette knew the time would fly by. But on the other, she had a feeling every minute spent in college algebra would feel like an eternity. “An easy semester for you, maybe. It’ll be a miracle if I pass this math class.”

      A short knock sounded on the door, then it swung open without waiting for a response.

      Troy waltzed into the room like he owned the place, instantly raising the temperature inside by ten degrees. He was tall and lean, but not lanky—sometimes, when his shirt stretched across his chest just so, Juliette could see the definition of the muscles underneath. His dark hair was trimmed short on the sides and a little longer on top, and those green eyes…

      Juliette swallowed hard, unzipping her backpack. Really, there was no justice in this world. It wasn’t fair that such a thorn in her side was so drop-dead gorgeous.

      “Afternoon, ladies,” Troy said with a knee-melting grin. The dimples that popped in both cheeks when he smiled made her heart pound every single time.

      He headed to the fridge and pulled it open, rifling through the contents. What was it about college boys that made them constantly hungry?

      “Out of food again, Troy?” Juliette quipped. “You know, they have this marvelous invention called a grocery store that can help with that.”

      “Yes, but the cashier there never treats me to sarcastic remarks.” Troy shut the fridge, a bag of bread with Erica written in black marker across the top in one hand and a smirk on his lips. He lived in the apartment complex across the street—a dorm with no kitchen facilities. California rent rates were insane, especially near campus, so a lot of upperclassmen still lived like Freshmen to save money. “Okay if I make some toast, Erica?”

      “Sure,” she said easily. “Make me a slice, too. Want some, Jules?”

      Juliette imagined Troy eating the toast, crumbs clinging to his full lips. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to give him a falsely sweet smile. If he knew how attracted she was to him…

      “No, thanks.” Juliette smirked. “Suddenly I’ve lost my appetite.”

      Troy leaned against the counter, his arms folded across his chest. It took a lot of effort not to stare. “Perfect—I’ll have your slice, then. I’ve got a date in thirty minutes to some grandparents’ wedding anniversary, and food is really hit and miss at those.”

      Ah, yes. Troy’s ridiculously absurd business.

      “Still only dating girls who pay you?” Juliette asked.

      Troy grinned. “Always.

      Boyfriend-for-hire. Juliette hadn’t even known that was a job until she met Troy. It was part of what drove her crazy about him. What kind of person let women pay to date him? He certainly never seemed to have a shortage of clients.

      “Want butter on your toast?” Erica asked Troy. She’d already popped two slices in the toaster and was looking at him expectantly.

      “Sure,” Troy said, turning to grab the butter dish from the cabinet. Were those new jeans? They hugged his body in all the right places, making Juliette’s mouth go dry.

      Juliette rose, grabbing her backpack and hoisting it back on one shoulder, making the knot there ache. “I think I’ll head to the library, since it’s apparent I won’t be able to get any studying done here now.”

      Troy lifted a hand in a wave. “Always a pleasure, Jules.”

      Juliette stuck out her tongue, making Troy laugh.

      She closed the apartment door firmly behind her, fighting back a smile. It was wrong to let Troy bait her like that. But there was just something about him that drove her deliciously insane.
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      Saturday morning found Juliette at the small bookstore where she’d been attending book club for years. She arrived early, determined to do some homework.

      Juliette found a quiet reading nook and settled in. One hour until book club. She’d spend at least half of that on homework, then let herself enjoy the last few chapters of the fake relationship romance she was reading.

      She pulled out her textbooks, eyeing the math one distastefully. She really should get started on that first math assignment, but she was also supposed to read the first five chapters of Frankenstein for her British literature class, and that sounded a lot more appealing.

      “Be good, Juliette,” she whispered to herself. Then she pulled out her math textbook and got to work.

      By the time she flopped into a chair in the back room where they met, she was frustrated and cranky. She’d barely managed to slog through a quarter of the math assignment and hadn’t managed to read any of her novel. She wasn’t even sure she’d answered a single math problem correctly.

      She should have finished reading her romance novel. At least then she’d have been able to give the ladies in book club a complete assessment, and she would have been a lot less frustrated right now, too.

      The room began filling with the members of the book club. Juliette smiled and greeted them, her tensions easing a little more with each hello.

      Lexi flopped into the chair next to Juliette’s with a dramatic sigh. She was a few years older than Juliette, with wavy copper-colored hair that she typically pulled back in a gloriously wild ponytail. Thick eyelashes drew attention to her dark green eyes. The two had bonded at their first book club over college woes. At the time, Juliette had been a freshman hoping to make new friends in an unfamiliar environment, and Lexi had been about to graduate with her bachelors. Now Lexi was working on a Ph.D in European history.

      “Bad day?” Juliette asked sympathetically.

      “Just another dead end on my research,” Lexi said, her brow drawn together in a scowl. “I’m running out of time. How am I supposed to write a five hundred page dissertation on Queen Alexandra of Durham when I barely have a file folder’s worth of research?”

      “I’m sorry,” Juliette said sympathetically. Lexi said she’d been fascinated with the queen since childhood, but she hadn’t had much luck uncovering the ruler’s mysteries. “Are you sure there isn’t time to switch your thesis to someone else? I’ll bet there’s loads of information on… I don’t know… Napoleon or something.”

      “I wish there was time to switch,” Lexi said. “Because if I don’t get a breakthrough soon, I’m toast.”

      Toast. Troy had probably eaten the entire loaf of bread by this point. Juliette shook her head, dispelling the image of Troy licking crumbs off his full lips. She seriously had to stop fantasizing about him.

      Their newest book club member entered the room, her ash gray hair instantly drawing Juliette’s attention. She was middle-aged, with a friendly smile and kind eyes.

      “I see Nancy is back again,” Juliette said to Lexi. She was happy the woman had decided to return. It was nice to have a new face to add some interest to the group.

      “Oh, I’m so glad,” Lexi said. “She seems really nice.”

      Juliette nodded, looking around the room. “I wonder where Dana is? She never misses a meeting.”

      Lexi frowned. “Maybe she’s sick or something.”

      “I hope not.”

      “Me too.”

      Soon the group was discussing the books they’d read since last seeing each other in animated voices. By the time they’d finished up, Juliette was feeling lighter and more positive about things. Maybe math didn’t make sense to her. But stories did.

      “I hope you find a breakthrough on your research soon,” Juliette told Lexi, giving her a quick hug.

      “Me too,” Lexi said. “Don’t stress too much about math. It’ll all work out.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Lexi hurried away—probably to squeeze in some more research before bedtime. Juliette moved at a slower pace, zipping her fake relationship romance safely inside her backpack.

      She stood to leave and bumped into someone. Juliette glanced up, smiling at Nancy.

      “Oh, sorry,” Juliette said. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Not a problem.” Nancy smiled, patting her chic chin-length bob. “Were you heading out?”

      “Yeah,” Juliette said.

      “Mind if I walk with you?”

      “Of course not.” Juliette fell into step beside the woman. “I’m Juliette, by the way. There are so many of us, you’re probably having trouble keeping up with all the names.”

      Nancy snapped her fingers. “You’re the one reading all those fake relationship romances. Man, I love those kinds of stories. They’re so mysterious and fun!”

      “I can’t get enough of them, either.” Ironic, really, since Juliette had a lifetime of lies she’d tried her best to ignore. She had no idea who her father was, and her mother had abandoned Juliette and her sister, Kassie, when Juliette was in high school. Luckily, they had a loving Aunt Charlotte who’d taken them in.

      “Maybe you should try out that kind of relationship for yourself,” Nancy said.

      Juliette laughed. They stepped outside, the cacophony of honking car horns and chattering people instantly filling the air. Juliette blew out a breath. “Right now, I’m just hoping I’ll have time to actually finish reading my romance tonight before collapsing into bed.”

      Nancy chuckled. “Too busy to read lately?”

      “Totally swamped with homework,” Juliette agreed. “Sometimes, I really do wish I could just disappear into one of the books I read. The heroines in romance novels have it all—adventure, romance, a complete lack of mathematical equations.”

      Nancy’s eyes twinkled. “I was just made a fairy godmother and given magical powers, you know. I bet that I can make your wish come true.”

      Juliette laughed, shaking her head. A fairy godmother? Nancy really was funny. “That’s good, because finding me a boyfriend would require an act of magic at this point.”

      “Stranger things have happened. I’ll see what I can do.” Nancy raised a hand, and a cab instantly stopped.

      Juliette blinked, staring at the cab. She’d lived in Los Angeles for years and never seen someone hail a taxi so fast. And was Nancy serious about finding Juliette a boyfriend? Her aunt, Charlotte, ran the matchmaking firm Toujour, so Juliette was used to someone begging to set her up. But she’d never accepted Charlotte’s help, and she wasn’t about to accept Nancy’s.

      “Need a ride?” Nancy asked, holding open the cab door.

      Juliette blinked. Nancy was just teasing. She wasn’t really trying to set Juliette up. “No, I drove here so I’ve got my car. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      “Okay. It was nice talking to you, Juliette.” Nancy waved and climbed into the cab, shutting the door behind her. It merged into traffic and soon disappeared among the rest of the vehicles.

      “Find me a boyfriend,” Juliette muttered as she crossed the parking lot. “That’ll be the day.”

      Right now, the biggest adventure she had time for was passing math. That might require a feat of magic, too.
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      Troy peered around the towering stack of books, keeping his back pressed closely against the stacks.

      The second floor circulation desk stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by rows of reference books. But no clingy student librarian sat at the desk, staring at him with those desperation-filled doe eyes that made him want to run for the hills. Instead, a matronly woman with gray-streaked hair and horn-rimmed glasses sat at the desk, scanning the stack of books in the return pile.

      Troy’s shoulders slumped with relief, and he practically sprinted to the desk.

      The librarian looked up, her eyes narrowing in disapproval as Troy slammed the book on Roman engineering advancements down on the desk.

      “I’d like to check this out,” Troy said, feeling a little breathless. He rattled off his student number, but the librarian continued to watch him.

      “Young man,” she said, her words clipped. “This is a library, and here we treat books with respect.”

      “Of course.” He swallowed, eyes darting about the room. Was Mikelle working today? He didn’t know her schedule, although he wished he did so he could more easily avoid her. He was probably worrying for nothing. She might not even be here.

      Or she might be re-shelving books two aisles over. She could pop into existence at any moment and beg him to take her out again. Better to hurry, just in case.

      “So can I check out the book?” Troy pressed.

      The librarian sighed, then turned to her computer screen. “Tell me your student number again. Slowly, this time.”

      Troy did as she asked. The nervous dread churning in his stomach grew exponentially with each second that passed.

      “It’s due back in one week,” the librarian said, handing him the checkout slip. “But you can renew it as long as no one else has it on hold.”

      As if he wasn’t a senior who already knew the ins and outs of library policies. Troy grabbed the slip and the book, backing away. “Thank you.”

      He’d made it. In less than a minute, he’d be safely outside. Home free.

      “Troy.” The high, almost squeaky voice came from directly behind him, making him cringe worse than the sound of nails on a chalkboard.

      He closed his eyes, barely holding back a groan. So close. But of course his luck had run out.
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