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The neighborhood was one of Albany, New York’s quiet, manicured pockets, nestled high on a ridge where the houses were designed less for warmth and more for impression. Drea’s family home was a sprawling colonial, its pale brick facade sheltered by mature oaks and framed by a lawn so meticulously edged it looked like velvet carpet. The street was wide and silent, a landscape of wealthy, predictable prosperity where nothing was ever out of place.

Inside her large, comfortable room, Andrea, Drea for friends, sat on a cushioned bench in front of an antique vanity mirror. She was in the middle of a serious consultation. She dragged a brush through her long, dark hair, catching the light and watching the strands spring back.

“I’m telling you, Tessa, if the stylist can’t do the keratin extensions and the full tape-ins by Thursday, I might actually cry,” Drea whispered dramatically into her phone, her voice tight with real anxiety. “I need these nails done on Wednesday night, and my eyebrow girl is only free Tuesday morning. It’s an insane schedule.”

“Chill, Drea, you always get it done,” Tessa’s voice crackled cheerfully from the speaker. “You’re a magician. Just squeeze the mani-pedi in right after the brows, then hibernate until Thursday.”

Drea giggled, tossing her hair over her shoulder. To them, managing these appointments was a high-stakes logistical operation, far more critical than any academic deadline. It was the most important thing in the world: ensuring her personal aesthetic was perfectly calibrated for the return to campus.

Tessa was still chatting, happily recounting her social life. “So, I was at this terrible happy hour with my cousin last night, and there were these two guys, seriously handsome. But whatever, we went home alone. Honestly, who has time for a boyfriend right now? I mean, where would I fit in the dates? I barely have time for spin class!”

Drea listened intently, occasionally murmuring a supportive “I know, right?” or a low, cajoling “You didn’t even get his number?” She was genuinely amused by her friend’s drama, and her infectious giggles bubbled up into the quiet room.

It was exactly at that moment her mother, Mrs. Sillger, entered.

Mrs. Sillger stood by the doorway, taking in the scene: the half-organized clutter of makeup, Drea's intense concentration on her reflection, and the trivial, high-pitched urgency of the phone call. A look of weary, familiar disgust settled on her face.

“Andrea,” she said, her voice firm, cutting through the chatter. “I am listening to you plan your entire week around false hair and shaped eyebrows. You have time for the nails, the tans, and the drama, but I have yet to see you open a single book for more than twenty minutes.”

Drea rolled her eyes playfully, putting her hand over the mouthpiece.

“These things are not trifles, Drea! They are simply nonsense,” her mother continued, stepping fully into the room. “You are going back to a university, not a pageant! Your studies are paramount. You are there to learn, not to manage a social calendar.”

Drea slid off the bench and crossed the room, her cheerfulness intact. She wrapped her arms around her mother and gave her a quick, comforting kiss on the cheek. “I know, Mom! I’m going to study tomorrow. I promise. I’ll be fine, I always am.”

She gave her mother a final, sweet, dismissive giggle, gently guiding her toward the door. Mrs. Sillger sighed, accepting the temporary truce, knowing Drea was too close to leaving to risk a serious argument.

As the door clicked shut, Drea immediately pulled the phone back to her ear, her anxiety about the extensions returning instantly.

“Okay, she’s gone. Where were we? So, if the stylist can only squeeze me in at 8 PM on Thursday, what am I going to do about the Willowy party Friday night? It needs to be perfect, Tessa, you know it does. I’m not exactly a brilliant student, I mean, I manage to get by, but I can’t show up looking like a disaster zone.”

Drea was a cheerful girl, loving her friends and family deeply, but the undeniable truth was simple: when it came to her priorities, studying always came last.
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Chapter 1: The Award
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Mid-day at Willowdale University was less a moment of quiet reflection and more a synchronized rush, the controlled chaos of excellence in motion. The campus, nestled in the rolling green foothills of upstate New York, was not merely built; it was endowed, every square inch radiating the accumulated weight of tradition and old money.

The landscape was one of deliberate, stately grandeur. Towering oak and sycamore trees, centuries old, formed cathedral-like canopies over the main quad, casting deep, cool shadows even under the brightest September sun. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of newly cut grass mingling faintly with the aroma of brewing coffee wafting from the student union.

The buildings themselves were monuments to permanence. Constructed from deep gray and reddish-brown stone, they were draped in ivy so thick it looked like the stone itself was growing a green velvet skin. These were halls of learning designed to feel less like classrooms and more like medieval citadels: heavy wooden doors with brass fittings, arched, narrow windows, and the inescapable presence of Gothic Revival architecture. This was the visual representation of Willowdale’s core identity: ancient, rigorous, and utterly uncompromising.

The geographical center of this authority was the Faculty Core, a quadrangle defined by the Library and the main Humanities Building. Here, the energy shifted. Away from the manicured frenzy of the student spaces, a certain hushed reverence prevailed. The sidewalks were less crowded, the footsteps of the occasional professor more measured. These buildings, named for long-dead benefactors, housed the offices where the true power of the institution resided, chambers of quiet, intellectual force.

In this atmosphere, the students were a study in aspirational privilege. They moved with a confident, effortless gait, their attire a carefully curated blend of inherited wealth and casual intellect, designer backpacks slung over tweed blazers, expensive leather boots, and perfectly worn denim. They were the scions of wealthy families, the holders of young hopes meticulously packaged and presented. They carried the weight of expectation: they were here to become the next generation of leaders, artists, and financiers, a destiny Willowdale was designed to guarantee.

The mid-day noise was a specific Willowdale symphony: the rhythmic thud of lacrosse balls from a distant field, the clear, precise chiming of the main clock tower marking the hour, and the continuous, low-level babble of conversation, all contributing to a sense of bustling, contained activity. Every glance, every hurried step, spoke to the high-pressure stakes of their education. The students were a moving river of focus, their lives orbiting the next seminar, the next internship, the next rung on the ladder.

Yet, for all the movement and light outside, the intellectual center of the campus remained still and remote. The highest faculty offices, typically reserved for the most senior and lauded professors, were elevated not just by height but by a tangible sense of scholarly distance. This was where tradition was not just studied, but actively lived.

Inside the venerable stone walls of the Classics and Medieval Studies building, the hustle of the quad was reduced to a faint, distant hum. The air here was dry, heavy with the scent of aged paper, polished wood, and the faint metallic tang of old ink, the scent of pure, unadulterated scholarship.

Arthur Brown, B.A., M.A., Ph.D., thirty-seven years old and proud proprietor of an intelligence that often felt inconveniently sharp, received the news in the form of a heavily encrypted email stamped with the Willowdale University seal.

He was sitting in his office, a sanctuary of leather-bound volumes, framed medieval manuscripts, and a perfectly organized desk, when the subject line, "Willowdale Faculty Excellence Award: Professor Arthur Brown," flashed on his screen.

Arthur didn't react with surprise, only with a quiet, nearly imperceptible straightening of his already impeccable posture. The award was the logical, code-mandated conclusion of two decades of professional rigor. He reached for the heavy silver letter opener lying precisely parallel to the edge of his blotting pad and clicked open the notification. The light from his desk lamp caught the polished surface of the mahogany, reflecting the image of a man defined entirely by his profession, a man whose life was, to the last letter, perfectly in order. He had secured the highest honor the fortress could bestow.

He had everything, yet, in the quiet solitude of his awarded life, he understood less about human complexity than the ancient texts he taught.

Arthur was, by nature, a man of precise, measured reactions. He was a specialist in the arts and history of the Middle Ages, an era defined by grand, often rigid, structures of duty, chivalry, and social order. He respected tradition and excellence above all. And yet, when he read the official, florid confirmation that he had won the university’s most prestigious teaching accolade, his response was merely a slow, satisfied nod.

“Good,” he murmured, leaning back in his tall, leather chair. “The King would be pleased.”

The King, in this case, was not some deity, but the legendary figure who inspired Arthur’s entire career: Arthur Pendragon, King Arthur, legendary king of Britain, from a period of a thousand years ago and more, a folk hero, a magical king of a mythical kingdom, and a central figure in the medieval literary tradition of England. It was a well-known, if often dryly joked about, detail that Professor Brown’s pride in his own name bordered on a professional obsession. 

He taught the Arthurian legends not just as literature, but as the blueprint for ethical behavior, wit, and tragic, beautiful destiny.

––––––––
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THE AWARD, HE KNEW, was due to his innovative seminar on courtly love and the surprisingly high enrollment in his early English history courses. It confirmed his standing as the university’s most brilliant, if slightly aloof, mind. He was a professional; he was a master of his domain. The award felt less like a surprise and more like a necessary ratification of his talent.

He sent a concise reply to the Provost, three sentences, impeccably phrased, then turned his attention back to his latest project: a comparative study of the use of heraldry in the Wars of the Roses. 

The world outside his oak-paneled office in the venerable Arts & Humanities building of Willowdale University could wait.
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The Celebration







Arthur did not believe in delaying necessary communication. Immediately after reading the award announcement, he picked up the secure line on his desk and dialed a familiar number. It rang once, then connected with the crisp clarity afforded by immense wealth and technology.

“Arthur! Darling, you called!” The voice was Hellen Brown’s, a pure New York socialite, and precise blend of pride and barely controlled agitation.

“Mother. I am calling to relay the expected news,” Arthur stated, though his tone held a rare, almost shy satisfaction. “The Willowdale Faculty Excellence Award. It’s confirmed.”

Hellen let out a sound that was half a gasp and half a cheer. “Oh, my brilliant boy! Joffrey, put down that ridiculous earnings report, Arthur won the Willowdale Award!”

A deep, commanding voice, that of Arthur’s billionaire father, Joffrey Brown, came through the line: “About time. Tell him congratulations, Son. Keep the standards high.”

Arthur permitted himself a small, private smile. “Father’s standards are, as ever, noted. Mother, how are things in the city?”

“Oh, chaotic, but marvelous, of course,” Hellen said, the sound of crystal clinking faintly in the background. She was likely in their Park Avenue apartment, a magnificent space of polished marble and museum-quality art, currently overlooking the vast, manicured expanse of Central Park. “I had lunch with Wanda in Amber Pear Restaurant, and then a dreadful gala for the Orchid Opera House, but I managed to slip out early. We’re hosting the Mayor’s benefit next week, and the lighting designer is incompetent.”

“A pity. I’m sure you’ll manage to command him into competence,” Arthur replied smoothly, familiar with his mother’s ability to orchestrate the city’s social calendar with the same strategic ruthlessness his father applied to global business.

“I always do,” she confirmed. “Now, back to you. This award is tremendous, Arthur. It secures your tenure, ensures your legacy. Your father and I are unbelievably proud. We told everyone at the club. 

The Brown name belongs in places like Willowdale, standing for rigorous scholarship.”

The conversation flowed, cheerful and clipped, a typical exchange between the successful professor and his equally successful socialite mother. She praised his books, she praised his precision, she praised the charcoal suit she insisted he wear for the ceremony.

Then came the inevitable pivot.

“But Arthur,” Hellen began, her voice dropping slightly, losing some of its socialite sheen. “The legacy is not just the publications. You’re thirty-seven. I know you’re wedded to your books, darling, but really. The only thing missing from this perfect life is a Mrs. Brown. And an eventual grandchild.”

Arthur braced himself, a well-worn smile touching his lips. “Mother, you know I believe marriage is an institution best left to the medieval peasants I study. The modern world has yet to convince me of its logical efficacy.”

“Logical efficacy?” she scoffed. “It’s about family! It’s about someone to actually call you darling when you’re not referencing Sir Gawain! Find a nice, quiet doctor or a lovely lawyer, Arthur. I want a grandchild before I turn sixty, or I swear I will start adopting stray cats.”

Arthur let out a dry, soft chuckle. “A frightening threat, Mother. But be assured, if I do ever find a woman who is both intelligent enough to engage my mind and reckless enough to endure my routines, you will be the second person I tell.”

Hellen sighed dramatically. “The second? Who on earth would be the first?”

“My publisher,” Arthur answered naughtily. “One has to secure the book deal for the memoir, after all.”

He heard her frustrated huff, but she also laughed. “You are impossible, Arthur. Just remember: looks fade, money stays, and babies are adorable. Call me after the ceremony.”

“Of course, Mother. Good day.” Arthur hung up, the silence of his office instantly returning, the perfect order restored, though the word ‘grandchild’ lingered in the dustless air for a moment too long.

Two days later, the faculty celebration was held in the University's Founders' Hall, a grand space of high ceilings and polished wood floors, deliberately designed to evoke a sense of Willowdale’s tradition despite its location in a small, quietly affluent town in upstate New York.

Arthur, wearing a charcoal suit that was precisely tailored and utterly unremarkable, found himself pinned against a wall by Dr. Sarah Lesley, a chipper colleague from the Classics department.

“Arthur, darling, you were brilliant. Absolutely brilliant,” Sarah gushed, sipping champagne. “The Dean’s
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