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  Note to Readers


The characters in this book are unapologetic and dramatic. The scenes are steamy and the road to happily ever after may be twisted. This book is meant for audiences 18 years old and older.







  
  Chapter One

The First Look


Sloane 
It is the first day of the new semester and I don’t rush across Blackwood University’s Campus like the other graduate students. They are in such a rush all you can see is their coffee sloshing out of the cups, backpacks half-zipped, one girl is running and drops all the books in her hands. There is so much panic going on this morning, but me, I move at my own pace. I am like that in everything I do. It’s how I got to be at the top of my class with a full scholarship. I have built a reputation of being the most focused in my studies. 
I make it to Hawthorne Hall and push open the heavy wooden doors to the lecture room on the right, near the end of the hallway. I step inside, already scanning the room. It is about half full. I see clusters of students talking quietly, some are flipping through notebooks, while others are opening laptops. 
I pause just inside the doorway for a second longer before deciding where I want to sit. I normally don’t like to sit in the front row, but usually always the center in row two or row three. But in this class, I have Professor Adrian Cross. I’ve heard the name so many times. His reputation perceives him. People talk about his brilliance, but he is also demanding and the kind of professor who doesn’t care if you fail. So, I choose a seat near the front so that I can be able to see and hear everything he says clearly. I set my notebook down, uncap my pen, and pull up the syllabus on my tablet. I’ve already read it twice, annotated it and cross-referenced the reading list. One thing I am not going to be for his class is unprepared for anything. 
The room quiets, but not all at once. It happens gradually, like something unseen just entered the space and everyone feels it at the same time. I look up and there he is. He doesn’t announce himself. He is wearing a charcoal blazer over jeans and no lie at first glance of him, my breath catches. He is one sexy man. I have to take a deep breath and gather my composure before anyone, especially him, notices. He walks up to the podium and sets a folder down.
“Good morning.” His voice is low, steady, and it carries without effort. Conversations die instantly.
“I don’t believe in wasting time,” he says, glancing briefly at the clock. “So, we’ll begin.” There is no introduction, but I guess he really doesn’t need one.
He turns and writes on the board in clean strokes. Narrative Authority and Power
Then he faces us again. “This course is not about what a text says,” he says. “It’s about who is allowed to say it and why you believe them.”
A few people shift in their seats. I lean forward slightly, pen ready. This is exactly the class that I want to be in.
His gaze moves across the room, slow and assessing. I can tell he is not just looking to be looking, he is evaluating each and everyone of us. When his eyes land on me, they pause for a second, but I don’t look away and he moves on.
“Let’s start with a simple question,” he says. “Who here believes a narrator is inherently trustworthy?”
I see a few hands fly up and a few hesitant hands go up, but I don’t raise mine.
“You,” he says, nodding toward me. “You didn’t raise your hand.”
I feel everyone’s attention settles on me, but I don’t let it bother me.
“No,” I say.
“Why not?”
“Because trust isn’t inherent,” I reply. “It’s constructed. A narrator only has authority if the reader decides to give it to them.”
“Chosen,” he repeats. “So, you’re suggesting the reader holds more power than the text.”
“In some cases, yes.”
“Then explain,” he says, stepping slightly closer. “If the reader holds the power, why do unreliable narrators work at all?”
I tilt my head, considering, then answer. “They work because readers want to believe them. We’re conditioned to trust the voice we’re given. It’s only when that trust breaks that we realize it was never guaranteed.”
He studies me openly now, and I know he is testing me. But I don’t change or defend my answer.
Finally, he nods once. “Name?”
“Sloane Bennett.”
“Miss Bennett,” he says, my name precise on his tongue. “You’ve just dismantled half the assumptions this course is built on.”
A quiet ripple of laughter moves through the room.
“Good.” He turns back to the board like nothing happened.
At the end of class, students pack up quickly, murmuring about how intense it was, how hard it’s going to be. I stay seated for a moment longer, finishing a note. Authority is not given. It is taken. I underline it once before I close my notebook.
When I stand, he’s still at the front, organizing his papers. I consider leaving and blending into the crowd, but instead I walk toward him.
“Professor Cross.”
He looks up immediately. Up close, he’s even more handsome. 
“Yes, Miss Bennett.”
“I wanted to clarify something from the reading,” I say, keeping my voice steady.
He watches me for a second before saying, “Go on.”
I ask my question using a lot of thought and preparation. He answers with the knowledge I was expecting. We go back and forth with the debate of questions and answers for I guess about ten minutes. I really don’t know how long it has been.
“You prepare,” he says.
“Yes Sir.”
“Most students don’t.”
“I’m not most students.”
“I’ve noticed. I expect a great deal from my graduate students,” he continues. “Especially those who show a lot of potential.”
I meet his gaze evenly. “Then I won’t disappoint you.”
He nods once. “I suspect that you won’t.”
I turn and walk toward the door without looking back. When I step into the hallway and close the door behind me, I exhale. My pulse is racing and I don’t like to admit it, but this class isn’t going to be easy.






  
  Chapter Two

Teacher’s Pet


Sloane 
By the end of day four, everyone knows my name and it’s not because I try to stand out. I sit in the same seat every class, first row, center close enough to engage and to observe everything he says and writes on the board.
“Miss Bennett.” My name cuts loudly through the room as he looks up from the papers in his hand. He’s reading through our first short analyses. It was just five pages, which tightly argued the topic he gave us.
“Your argument,” he says, tapping the first page lightly, “is… unexpected.”
A few students shift in their seats. I can feel their attention shift toward me without even looking.
I keep my expression neutral. “Is that a problem?”
Something flickers in his eyes. “No,” he says. “It’s rare.” He sets the rest of the papers aside, holding mine between his fingers. “You went back to the first day of class where this topic began and continued your original argument that narrative authority isn’t just constructed by the text or granted by the reader but negotiated between them in real time.”
I nod once. “Yes Sir.”
“And you supported it,” he continues, “with examples that weren’t in the assigned reading.”
“I read ahead.”
He pauses before saying, “So, I see. This is the strongest paper submitted.” There is something about the way he says it, but it’s not praise, maybe shock or intrigue.
“You identified a flaw in the framework,” he continues, setting the paper down on the podium. “And instead of avoiding it, you built your argument around it.” His gaze lifts to mine again. “That’s what this course requires.”
“Thank you,” I say with a steady voice, but my heart is racing again. I don’t know if he makes it race from intimidation, or just the thought of someone of his caliber liking my work. I know what it isn’t and that is fear.
He nods once, like that’s all that needs to be said, and moves on.
When class ends, the whispers start. I take my time packing up my things trying to decide if I say something or ignore them.
“Wow,” a voice says, sliding into the seat beside me. It’s my best friend Maya James. We have been best friends since we started our undergrad studies in the same field. She is in this class, but she likes being in the center of the auditorium. 
I glance over, already knowing the look on her face.
“You’re not even trying to be subtle, are you?” she says.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
She laughs under her breath. “Please. Strongest paper? On day four? You’re practically glowing under his approval.”
“I’m not glowing.”
“You’re definitely glowing.”
I close my notebook, sliding my pen into place with more force than necessary. “It was a good paper.”
“It was apparently the best paper,” she corrects. “According to the most intimidating man on campus.”
I stand, slipping my bag over my shoulder. “Then maybe everyone else should write better ones.”
Maya grins, falling into step beside me as we walk toward the door. “Oh, they’re going to love you.”
“I’m not here to be loved.”
“No,” she says, glancing back toward the front of the room where Professor Cross is still gathering his things. “You’re here to be his favorite.”
“I’m not anyone’s favorite.”
She raises a brow. “You sure about that?”
Before I could come up with an appropriate answer, I hear, “Miss Bennett.” behind me. Maya’s eyes light up immediately.
“Oh, this is going to be good,” she murmurs under her breath, stepping aside just enough to make it very clear she’s not leaving.
I ignore her and turn around. Professor Cross is standing a few feet away, papers now neatly stacked in his hand, his expression exactly as composed as it always is. But his attention is focused entirely on me.
“Yes, Professor?”
“I’d like a moment of your time.”
Maya makes a quiet, exaggerated “mmm” sound beside me. I don’t even give her the satisfaction of looking at her.
“I’ll meet you outside,” I say.
“Will you?” she whispers, already backing away with a smirk. “Or should I just assume you’ve been claimed by academia’s most dangerous man?”
“Maya.”
She laughs and we walk outside the building, she leaves me, “I want to know everything he said tonight!”
“Yea, I'll tell you all about it!”
I turn back towards the door of the building, and he is just stepping out. 
“What did you want to discuss?” I ask.
“You work ahead,” he says finally.
“Yes Sir.”
“You think critically.”
“Yes Sir.”
“You’re not easily intimidated.”
“No Sir, I am not.”
“I’m leading a research project this semester,” he says.
“I’m aware,” I say carefully. “It was mentioned in the syllabus, but wasn’t fully detailed.”
“No, it wasn’t. I’m inviting you to assist as my research assistant.”
Wow this is a once in a lifetime position. And to be working directly with him, contributing to something beyond the classroom that is exactly the kind of opportunity I came here for. Exactly the kind of thing that sets people apart.
I hold his gaze. “Why me?”
His answer comes without hesitation. “Because you’re capable.”
“What would it involve?” I ask.
“Extended research,” he says. “Additional reading. Analytical contributions. Possibly co-authoring sections, depending on performance.”
“And time?” I ask.
“A significant amount.”
I nod slowly. This is exactly the kind of opportunity I’ve worked for so there is nothing to really consider. And the other upside to it is I get to work closely with him and that means more moments of just the two of us.
“You don’t have to decide immediately,” he says, watching me too closely. “But I don’t extend this offer lightly.”
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