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Prologue
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Tony lingered outside Penny Potsdamn’s classroom, the muffled drone of yet another Professional Development session echoing down the hall. He had never been one to shirk duty, but today felt different. He found himself drawn here instead of the library where the staff had gathered, his knuckles brushing lightly against the doorframe before he finally knocked. The sound startled Penny, who glanced up from her computer with wide eyes.

She was hunched over her desk, already half-buried in lesson plans and the endless tabs open on her monitor. A stack of papers waited beside her, each neatly clipped and sorted, a testament to her methodical mind. But the weariness in her shoulders betrayed her. She blinked at Tony, flustered by his sudden appearance. “You’re supposed to be at the workshop,” she said, though her voice wavered more with curiosity than reprimand.

Tony smiled, his accent warm as ever. “So are you. But maybe,” he leaned against the doorframe, lowering his voice like it was a shared secret, “we should skip it. Come with me instead. No more endless slides. No more monotone lectures. Just... something else.” His gaze held hers steadily, and for the first time that day, Penny realized her fingers had stilled on the keyboard. She wasn’t thinking of grades or prep. She was thinking about him.

Penny froze when Tony leaned against the doorway, the muted light of the hall framing him like a portrait. His dark hair was brushed neatly back, his tailored shirt rolled at the sleeves, showing strong forearms she couldn’t stop staring at. His olive-toned skin, the faint stubble along his jaw, and that unmistakable Italian poise made him look more like a film star than a high school teacher. She caught herself holding her breath, flustered by how effortlessly magnetic he was. She cursed to herself, “Is he even trying?”

Tony, meanwhile, watched Penny gather her things. The way her long black hair fell like ink across her pale cheeks, the way her glasses slipped down as she leaned forward to close her laptop — she was stunning without even knowing it. Her lean frame, her quiet focus, and even the nervous way she smoothed her turtleneck all pulled him in. She stepped from behind the in flast to mild disappointment, but he looked past such things. Where others might overlook her, he couldn’t stop seeing her.
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The Staffroom Game
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Professional Development days were supposed to sharpen the minds of the staff at Cream City High. In reality, they sharpened only pencils and boredom. Veteran teachers found ways to escape from the tenth time they had to listen to the same speaker. 

New teachers, eager to learn, found some of the workshops helpful, but would rather spend time grading papers or working on lesson plans. The workshop facilitator’s monotone echoed from the library, where half the staff were stuck pretending to be engaged.

Down the hall, however, the break room told another story. The teachers who were neither older veterans nor new teachers found a loophole in the system. One person signed up to be a “presenter,” while the others opted for a workshop that seemed so dull that no one else was interested in joining. However, the group, known to the veterans as the young guns, signed up to provide a reprieve from the endless drudgery of the rest of the workshops. 

Lucy Harper leaned against the counter with a soda, a conspiratorial smile on her lips. “Coffee break,” she’d said when she slipped out, though she hadn’t so much as looked at the pot. She knew she wouldn’t be alone for long.

The door opened, and sure enough, Katie Clarkwall poked her head in. Behind her, Gloria Hernandez strolled in with her usual calm authority, Damon “Trouble” Carter with his lazy grin, and Evan Cross, already cracking jokes. Mark Evans trailed after them, shoving his glasses up his nose.

But the room shifted when Tony Markos walked in.

Tall, olive-skinned, perfectly tailored even in a school-issued polo, Tony carried himself like he belonged on the cover of an Italian magazine. His accent, smooth and melodic, was enough to hush a room when he spoke, though he did so humbly. The five o'clock shadow lights up the room perfectly. He taught Italian literature, though half the staff suspected he could’ve read the phone book and still drawn a crowd.

Lucy smirked to herself. This was why they’d all gathered. The playful innocence of the librarian gave way to one of the spicy Italian romance books. The sight of the man sparks a tinge of something forbidden. Her secret boyfriend was in the room. She found the blush forming on her chest with the thought of stupid things like football and boxing. 

And then came the last straggler: Penny Potsdamn, the computer teacher. Tall and lean, pale as milk, with long black hair cascading down her back like an ink spill. She had the aura of someone more comfortable behind a monitor than in a crowd, her black-framed glasses adding to her quiet, geek-girl mystique. Her black turtleneck and gray slacks didn’t hide how striking she really was — but her hunched shoulders did.

“Sit,” Lucy urged, patting the couch. “We’re making our own PD.”

“What are we doing?” Penny asked, voice soft but curious. She wasn’t part of the cool crowd, but when Tony saw her by herself, he asked her to come. The words of power forced her out of her comfort zone and into the lion's den. 

“Truth or Dare,” Lucy said, her grin wicked. The long white dress of the flower woman didn’t match the tone or excitement until she giggled like one of the high schoolers. 

Evan laughed nervously. “Seriously? We’re not twelve.”

“Scared?” Damon Carter asked, his smirk daring him. His baritone voice penetrated Evan’s chest. The huge former football player leaned in with the challenge. A masculine challenge that he couldn't challenge if he wanted to keep his man card. The light shone on her bald head, and his eye sparkled.

The room buzzed with low laughter at Evan. Penny slipped into the corner of the couch, Tony dropping into the chair beside her. When his dark eyes turned toward her, she blushed instantly, burying her face in her soda can. The masculine energy now dominates the room, which is uncommon for her. Externally, Penny seemed calm. Internally swirled a question and answer with herself. The main question and most recurring question was “What am I doing in here?” 

Lucy clapped her hands. “Perfect. Then it’s settled. Welcome to the Staffroom Game.”
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Evan sprawled across a chair, cracking his knuckles. “Fine. Truth or Dare. I’ll go first. Somebody hit me.”

“Dare,” Lucy said immediately. The long blond hair hides a devious face until she brushes back the hair, placing it behind her ear. The grin was from cheek to cheek, as if she had a list of questions already formulated. 

Evan squinted at her. “Why am I not surprised you’re the instigator?”

“Because I always am,” Lucy replied sweetly. She tapped her chin, then grinned. “Alright, Coach Cross. Ten pushups. Right here. Shirt optional.”

Evan looked at Damon and knew what he had to do. The room erupted with laughter as Evan dropped to the floor, muttering about unfair advantages. Trouble clapped mockingly. Gloria rolled her eyes but smiled despite herself. Evan took off his shirt and tossed it to the side. The crowd erupted in cheers before he took on the dare. Katie actually counted out loud like she was officiating a soccer drill.

“Eight, nine, ten!” Katie called, and Evan jumped to his feet, bowing dramatically. The man flexed his muscles, retrieved his shirt, and then gave Damon a dap. The two female coaches, Gloria and Katie, both in coach chic attire of yoga pants, soccer team sweatshirts, and sneakers, steal a quick look and a touch from Katie to Gloria's leg. This was all noticed by Lucy, but to no one else. 

“Your turn,” he said, pointing at Mark Evans.

Mark groaned. “Truth. Definitely truth.”

Damn leaned forward, grin wide. “Okay, history boy. Which teacher’s class do you secretly sleep through during cross observations?”

The room howled. Mark flushed scarlet, stammering. “I— I don’t— okay, fine. Math. Don’t tell Harper.”

Lucy gasped in mock offense. “How dare you?”

The laughter echoed around the break room, light and contagious. Penny chuckled softly into her can of soda, though she still sat folded up in the corner, hoping the attention wouldn’t swing her way. As he felt her nervousness, Tony gripped Penny’s hand and squeezed to reassure her. 

Penny felt a wave of heat overtake her once again. The mere touch of the man is near orgasmic. His grin was powerful in many ways. Then he let go of her hand. She felt safe once again. The subtle gesture was quick, but Lucy also saw it. The librarian grinned, ready to cause a little trouble, and she wasn’t talking about Damon’s nickname that the woman of the building gave him. 

“Alright, Penny,” Evan said, grinning. “Truth or Dare?”

Her eyes widened behind her glasses. The safety Tony provided seconds prior was already gone. “Me? Oh, um... dare?”

Lucy leaned forward like a cat spotting a mouse. “Perfect.”

Evan smirked. “Okay. Easy one. Take off your shoes.”

The room went quiet for half a beat — then burst into teasing oohs and laughter. Penny froze, cheeks flaming. “What? Why?”

“It’s a dare!” Evan crowed. “Besides, fair’s fair.”

Trouble leaned back, folding his
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