Whispers Beneath the Ivy


















In the hallowed halls of Princeton, Julian Devereux once crossed a line with his captivating professor, Sydney Matthews. Now, years later, as he returns as a powerful heir to start hotel project near campus, the rules have changed — but the dangerous game between them is just beginning.




















Prologue

The sleek black car eased to a stop beside the familiar campus road, its tires whispering on the gravel lined with fallen amber leaves. Julian Devereux slid open the door and stepped down with a practiced grace, his polished Oxford shoes clicking softly against the brick path. The sharp autumn sun caught the tousled blonde of his hair, contrasting with the crisp lines of his tailored coat.
Around him, Princeton breathed in the crisp midday air—clear blue sky stretching above, the occasional swirl of red and gold leaves drifting lazily from towering oaks.
His footsteps echoed softly as he passed by the small café where students gathered, their laughter mingling with the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Just ahead, the familiar red-and-white sign of JJ Diner came into view—a warm, timeless beacon nestled among the historic buildings.
Julian paused for a moment, memories flooding back of late-night talks over greasy fries and endless cups of coffee, of quiet moments stolen between deadlines and dreams.
He made his way toward the university library, its stone arches wrapped in thick ivy. Inside, the heavy oak doors creaked open, revealing a hushed sanctuary of knowledge. Julian’s eyes were drawn immediately to the wall of distinguished alumni—a gallery of faces and names etched in bronze. He scanned the plaques, lingering on the faces of friends he once ran with—now leaders in technology, finance, real estate, and public relations.
Finally, his gaze settled on his own polished plaque, reading:
Julian Devereux
Heir and Visionary Leader
Transforming Hospitality with Passion and Precision
Princeton Class of 2015
A surge of pride mixed with bittersweet nostalgia coursed through him. 
Julian turned away from the alumni wall and began ascending the grand staircase, his polished Oxford shoes tapping softly against the gleaming marble steps. The sunlight filtered through stained-glass windows, casting flickers of colour that danced across the stone walls. His mind drifted over memories, the weight of the past mingling with the present.
Halfway up, he suddenly caught sight of a figure standing at the top landing—Sydney Matthews. She was poised in a tailored blazer and knee-length pencil skirt, clutching a slim folder and a worn book in one arm, a cup of coffee balanced delicately in the other.
Their eyes met without warning, locking in a moment suspended between surprise and something far deeper. Neither had planned the encounter, yet the tension was immediate—sharp, charged, impossible to ignore.
Julian’s next step faltered for just a heartbeat, the space between them suddenly electric. For a brief moment, the bustling library faded away, leaving only the two of them, caught again in a silent conversation neither had expected.
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September 2014 – Fall Semester, Senior Year
McCarty Hall, Room 206 – Advanced Economic Theory & Power Structures
The room was colder than it looked.
Julian slid into the third row of McCarty 206, notebook in one hand, coffee in the other, and the slight trace of chlorine still clinging to his skin from water polo practice. He dropped his bag beside Kaia and stretched out with casual arrogance, the kind only senior year could buy.
Kaia gave him a side glance. “Still smell like you came straight out of the pool.”
“Good,” Julian muttered. “Keeps the sycophants nervous.”
Behind him, Damien took his seat—quiet, calculating, already flipping through a marked-up case study. Matteo arrived next, hoodie half-zipped, hair damp, tossing a pen across the desk that clattered and rolled until it landed squarely at Julian’s feet.
“You’re late,” Matteo said.
Julian kicked the pen back. “You’re predictable.”
Grayson Vale entered last—buttoned-up, polished, always one breath away from quoting something philosophical. He didn’t say anything. Just nodded once at the group before settling in next to Damien.
Kaia eyed the board, unimpressed. "Advanced Economic Theory & Power Structures,” she muttered. “Sounds like a nap.”
“You chose it,” Julian reminded her.
“I panicked,” she said. “I liked the professor’s name. Sydney Matthews? Sounds like she carries brass knuckles in her Birkin.”
Julian snorted but said nothing.
Then the room shifted.
She walked in.
Sydney Matthews.
Blazer. Pencil skirt. Low heels. Hair pulled into a clean twist, not a strand out of place. A folder tucked under her arm, three thick books pressed to her chest, and a tall paper coffee cup cradled in one manicured hand.
She looked… too young. Too polished. Too still.
There was a pause—just long enough for everyone in the room to recalibrate what they thought a professor was supposed to look like.
Sydney moved toward the desk without acknowledging the stares. She set the books down with quiet precision, placed her coffee beside them, and then turned to face the room.
"If you're here because you think this class will look good on your résumé," she said, skipping introductions entirely, "you should drop now. If you're here for an easy A, you'll be disappointed. This seminar doesn't handfeed anything. There will be no laptops, no extensions, and no coddling."
Matteo gave a low whistle under his breath. Kaia raised a slow eyebrow. Grayson stopped flipping through his syllabus.
Sydney continued, her tone measured and cool. "This class will study the ways power moves through systems of capital—how wealth is created, who holds it, and what happens when they decide to consolidate it. We'll be reading political economists, legal theorists, and corporate histories. If that bores you—go.”
Silence.
And then Kaia raised her hand.
Sydney’s eyes flicked to her. “Yes?”
Kaia didn’t lower her hand. “How can you be our lecturer today when you're… what, twenty-four?”
Julian tilted his head, amused. Matteo smirked. Damien exhaled through his nose. Grayson looked up, then laughed quietly under his breath. Matteo joined him, louder this time, while a few other students chuckled behind their notebooks—uncertain whether they should be laughing or taking notes.
Kaia didn’t flinch. She raised an eyebrow. “No offense. You just look like one of us.”
Sydney didn’t blink.
“Twenty-five,” she corrected, unfazed. “PhD at twenty-four. This is my first semester teaching at Princeton.”
Kaia blinked. “You’re new?”
“I’ve taught elsewhere,” Sydney said simply. “And yes. I’m new here.”
There was a silence after that—not tense, exactly, but sharp.
“I don’t expect you to respect me because of my age,” she added, her voice cool and crisp. “I expect you to respect the work.”
Kaia blinked once. Then nodded. “Fair.”
Julian leaned back in his seat, still watching.
Sydney turned, picked up the marker, and uncapped it with a quick flick. On the whiteboard, in clean block letters, she wrote:
EXTRACTION. CONSOLIDATION. ILLUSIONS.
Then she underlined the last word twice.
Julian tilted his head, eyes narrowing slightly—not in challenge, not yet. But in interest. Real interest. He hadn’t expected to feel that today.
Sydney set the marker down and faced them again.
“Any other questions?”
Julian raised his hand lazily, slow and deliberate.
“Mr. Devereux,” she said without pause. She already knew his name.
He smiled. “Just wondering how long before you start breaking hearts.”
A few students laughed—some nervously, some boldly.
Matteo laughed again, shaking his head. Grayson gave a low, “Jesus Christ,” under his breath, grinning at his notebook. Even Kaia cracked a crooked smile.
Sydney met Julian’s eyes with razor precision.
“That depends,” she said smoothly.
A beat.
“How fragile is yours?”
The silence that followed wasn’t empty.
It was electric.

McCarty Hall, Room 206 – After Class
The final slide faded into black.
For a moment, no one moved.
The air held still—taut, intelligent, charged with all the things that hadn't been said out loud. The kind of tension that made people lean forward or walk out fast. Today, it did both.
Chairs scraped. Binders snapped shut. The smell of old wood, cheap floor polish, and printer ink lingered in the corners of the room like ghosts from every class before them.
Kaia stood first, slinging her worn leather tote over one shoulder. “Switching to Theatre History never looked so good,” she muttered, already halfway to the door. Her smirk, though, gave her away.
Julian didn’t even look at her—just leaned back lazily in his seat, arms stretched along the back of his chair like he was on the cover of a collegiate GQ spread. “You’re not switching,” he said. “You’re already obsessed.”
“Obsessed with the drama, not the content,” Kaia replied over her shoulder. “There’s a difference.”
Matteo zipped his backpack and grinned. “I give her three weeks before she starts a quote journal just for Sydney Matthews.”
Grayson didn’t look up from his phone. “Three days.”
Julian stood slowly, rolling the tension out of his shoulders like someone warming up before a fight—or a performance. He adjusted the cuff of his shirt, Oxford crisp, watch gleaming.
Then, as if the idea had only just occurred to him:
“JJ’s?”
Four heads turned.
Kaia paused in the doorway. “Right now?”
“Yeah,” Julian said, already gathering his things. “First week back. Tempers flared. Honour challenged. The only natural next step is diner diplomacy.”
Matteo laughed. “You buying?”
Julian didn’t blink. “Do I ever?”
Damien was already halfway to the door, no visible reaction. Just his usual cool, calculated pace. “You had me at JJ’s.”
Grayson clicked his phone shut and stood. “I could eat.”
Kaia rolled her eyes but followed. “You always could.”
They filtered out like a practiced formation—each step instinctive, familiar, the rhythm of four years' worth of shared inside jokes, late-night debates, failed experiments, broken hearts, and too many takeout containers.
Kaia gave Julian a loaded glance as she passed him. “Good luck with that,” she said, chin tilting toward the front of the room where Sydney was still packing up.
Matteo clapped Julian’s shoulder. “Next time just ask for her number. Might save us all the poetry.”
Grayson lingered at the back, tapping something into his phone—probably an email, probably strategic—before glancing up. His eyes met Julian’s for a moment, one brow raised, the kind of look only best friends could decode. Then he nodded once and stepped out, leaving the door swinging open behind him.
Damien didn’t break stride. He didn’t look back, but he saw everything.
Then it was quiet again.
Julian stayed where he was.
The silence didn’t scare him. He let it settle like dusk, like something earned. The rustle of paper, the faint click of a pen cap, the almost imperceptible inhale across the room—he caught all of it.
Sydney was still packing up—precise, efficient, posture perfect in that tailored blazer and high-waisted pencil skirt. Her heels clicked softly against the hardwood as she shifted her weight. She hadn’t looked at him once.
He admired her restraint.
“I expected fireworks,” she said finally, voice calm and clipped.
Julian stepped forward, slow and easy. “You got them.”
“You expected a reaction,” she said, eyes still on the folder. “That’s not the same as a result.”
“I’d argue it is.” He paused. “You knew my name before I raised my hand.”
That made her still—just for a beat.
“You’re here on special approval,” she said. “Senior thesis candidates don’t usually take this seminar.”
Julian tilted his head slightly. “Maybe I’m not like most candidates.”
“Then don’t waste my time like most of them,” she replied, finally looking up.
Their eyes met—direct, deliberate. Her stare was razor-sharp, but it wasn’t cold. It was controlled. Calculated. Like a woman who played chess three moves ahead and didn’t waste breath on bluffing.
Julian met her gaze without flinching.
“I won’t,” he said. “But I might waste a little of yours.”
Sydney blinked slowly, then turned back to her papers.
“I’ll see you next week, Mr. Devereux.”
He lingered for one last second, gaze brushing over her knuckles, her coffee cup, the careful curve of her mouth as she said his name. Then he turned, pushed the door open, and stepped out.
Outside, the wind had picked up. The sky was an endless blue, the kind that only happened in September—sharp enough to cut through memory. Gold leaves spiralled across the cobblestone path like confetti from a celebration no one remembered starting.

JJ’s Diner – Fifteen Minutes Later
Princeton’s favourite place that serves absolutely everything
The bell above the door gave its familiar crooked jingle as they stepped inside. It still smelled like syrup, bacon grease, and burnt coffee. The menu hadn’t changed in decades—JJ’s served everything. Pancakes, BLTs, crab Rangoon, Korean BBQ, banana splits, falafel wraps. It made no sense. It was perfect.
Kaia slid into the cracked red vinyl booth and grabbed the giant laminated menu. “I still don’t understand why they have tikka masala and clam linguine next to each other.”
“Because America,” Julian said, sliding in beside Grayson. “And because JJ loves us.”
Matteo was already peeling the corner of the menu apart. “God, I missed this place.”
Grayson leaned back. “So,” he said casually. “You going to tell us what you said to Professor Matthews?”
Julian picked up the coffee pot and poured for himself. “Nothing inappropriate.”
“Define nothing,” Kaia said, squinting over her mug.
Julian didn’t answer. Just smiled and stirred in too much sugar.
Damien finally looked up. “You like her.”
Julian shrugged. “I like a challenge.”
The waitress—Marla, still in her JJ’s apron after all these years—took their orders without writing anything down. She didn’t need to. She knew them all by memory: Matteo’s double cheeseburger with no tomato, Kaia’s indecisive combo platter, Grayson’s exacting poached eggs and dry toast, Damien’s black coffee and whatever soup was left in the pot, and Julian’s always-unexpected special—this time, the lobster omelette again.
Menus closed. Orders placed. The conversation simmered back to life.
“So,” Grayson said casually, resting one arm across the back of the booth, “you like older women now?”
Julian didn’t look up from his coffee. “Why?” he asked, voice cool. “Do you?”
Kaia nearly dropped her fork. “Oh my god,” she said, slowly turning toward Grayson with the grin of someone who’d just pulled a loaded memory from the vault. “You’re one to talk.”
Grayson raised an eyebrow. “Am I?”
Matteo looked up, smirking like he already knew where this was going. Damien, per usual, said nothing—but the corner of his mouth twitched, which, for him, was practically a monologue.
Kaia leaned in like she was about to deliver a TED Talk. “Remember Serena?”
Grayson exhaled once through his nose. “Kaia—”
“No, no, let’s take a moment for the group,” she said, waving her fork for dramatic effect. “Serena. Twenty-two. Your dad’s new hire. You fell in love with her the moment she walked into that boring quarterly meeting, in her white silk blouse and navy pencil skirt. You nearly dropped your cold brew.”
Julian blinked. “Wait—Serena?”
Kaia nodded solemnly. “Yes. Serena Vale.”
“Oh my god,” Matteo whispered.
Grayson rubbed his jaw, unimpressed. “I was nineteen. It wasn’t love.”
“You wrote her a poem,” Kaia deadpanned. “In Latin.”
“She had a degree in classical studies,” Grayson muttered.
“She ended up engaged to your dad three months later.”
Julian snorted. “Wow.”
Kaia looked delighted. “We didn’t speak to Grayson for a week after the Christmas announcement. He ghosted the friend group. We thought he died. Turned out he was just… emotionally compromised.”
“She made a good stepmother,” Grayson said dryly, sipping his coffee.
“Don’t say that like it’s normal,” Matteo muttered.
Julian leaned back, clearly enjoying himself now. “So you do like older women.”
Grayson didn’t blink. “I like capable women.”
Julian grinned. “Same thing.”
Damien finally looked up from his black coffee. “Both of you need therapy.”
Kaia raised her mug. “But until then—JJ’s and trauma bonding.”
Matteo leaned forward, resting his forearms on the sticky table surface. “So what?” he said, grin lazy but eyes sharp. “You a little bit interested in the new professor?”
Julian didn’t answer right away. He stirred his coffee slowly, deliberately, the spoon clinking against the ceramic mug.
“Little bit feels like an understatement,” Kaia muttered, watching him like a hawk.
But it was Damien who cut in next, voice low but serious enough to cut through the noise.
“May I remind you,” he said, eyes still fixed on the table, “that it’s highly wrong. And she could lose her job.”
The table went quiet—not awkwardly, but noticeably. The kind of hush that only happens when someone finally says the thing everyone else was ignoring.
Julian didn’t flinch. He set his spoon down, carefully, like he’d expected that reaction from Damien.
“I’m aware,” he said simply.
“She’s faculty,” Damien continued. “You’re a student. That’s not grey area. That’s fire.”
“Okay, but like—” Matteo gestured vaguely, “He’s not just any student. He’s Julian. Thesis-track. Special approval. She probably—”
“Still fire,” Damien said, sharper now. “Still real. And if she’s smart, she’ll never go near it.”
Kaia tilted her head, watching Julian with interest. “Do you think she’s smart?”
Julian smiled faintly. “I think she’s dangerous.”
That got another moment of silence.
Then Grayson raised one brow again. “Well, at least you’re honest.”
“Always am.”
“And reckless,” Damien added.
Julian didn’t deny it.

Thursday – McCarty Hall, Room 206
The lights were dimmed just enough for the projector to glow against the screen. Sydney Matthews paced the front of the room with the precision of someone who knew exactly what power looked like—and how to wield it.
“Behavioural signals in economic decision-making,” she said, her voice cutting cleanly through the quiet. “Not emotion, but interpretation. Not instinct, but pattern. And above all—rationalization.”
She spoke with her hands lightly clasped behind her back, her blazer crisp, her heels soft but certain on the floor. A few students typed. Others scribbled notes furiously. Damien sat like a stone, focused and unreadable. Grayson leaned slightly forward, brows furrowed, already making connections. Matteo twirled his pen, absorbing everything but never looking like he was.
Julian, on the other hand, was halfway tuned out.
He sat leaned back in his seat, elbow resting on the edge of his desk, his attention tilted toward Kaia beside him.
Kaia, who was mid-story about their neighbour setting off the dorm fire alarm with a hair straightener and a too-bold attempt at popcorn. Her voice was low, conspiratorial, her smirk practically trademarked.
Julian snorted under his breath.
“Did you see his face?” Kaia whispered.
“I live for the drama,” Julian murmured.
Grayson looked sideways at them from the row ahead. Matteo gave a slow, deliberate blink. Damien didn’t move—but his pen paused mid-note.
At the front of the room, Sydney stopped walking.
Her gaze swept the room—cool, surgical.
And then it landed.
Right on Julian.
“Okay,” she said, adjusting the clicker in her hand, tone deceptively calm. “If you keep talking, or not paying attention—there will be a pop quiz.”
The room collectively froze.
Matteo stopped spinning his pen.
Grayson turned in his seat, a full-body pivot, eyebrows raised. “Told you,” he mouthed at Julian.
Damien looked straight ahead, expression carved from stone.
Julian lifted one brow, but otherwise didn’t move. Kaia blinked, straightened like she’d just remembered they were in an Princeton seminar and not brunch.
Sydney didn’t break eye contact. She held it for one more beat—sharp, precise—before clicking to the next slide.
"Now. Anchoring bias. Let's talk about how you can be wrong, confidently, and why people still believe you."
Sydney continued speaking, her voice smooth and practiced, but she could feel it—the low, deliberate pull of defiance from the second row. The kind that didn’t shout or disrupt, but unravelled her lecture thread by thread.
Julian Devereux didn’t stop.
Not the whispering.
Not the quiet laughing.
Not the phone he now held openly in one hand, scrolling as though he were on a break between classes rather than sitting in the middle of one of Princeton’s most exclusive seminars.
Kaia leaned slightly away from him, her smirk long gone, her lips pressed together in a thin line that tried to say don’t drag me into this. But Matteo grinned anyway, tilting toward Julian to glimpse whatever was on the screen. A second later, the two of them chuckled—low and sharp—just loud enough to break the room’s rhythm.
Grayson shifted in his seat, casting a sideways glare over his shoulder. Matteo didn’t notice. Julian did. He didn’t care.
Damien didn’t move at all. But the muscles in his jaw flexed—once, then again.
Sydney kept going.
Her sentences tightened. Sharpened. Precision was her comfort zone, but now it was armour.
“Anchoring bias,” she said crisply, clicking to the next slide. “Especially common in negotiations. It’s what happens when someone offers the first number, and it becomes the foundation for every judgment after that—even if it’s wrong.”
She walked slowly back toward the whiteboard, eyes skimming the room but not settling. Not yet.
“It’s the illusion of logic. The confidence of a lie told early enough to seem like truth. Like a stock price. A first impression. Or…”
She turned, her gaze slicing directly toward the second row.
“…sitting in a classroom, pretending you’re not being watched.”
The temperature in the room seemed to drop.
No one breathed.
Julian didn’t look up.
Instead, he pulled a piece of gum from his coat pocket. Unwrapped it slowly. Deliberately. The snap of foil sounded loud as a firecracker.
He popped the gum into his mouth, chewing once.
Matteo stifled another laugh.
Kaia dropped her head into her hand.
Sydney stopped.
She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t frown.
She clicked the remote.
The projector blinked to black.
She turned away from the screen and faced the room fully, expression cool, voice as level as ever—but quieter now. Controlled in a way that only made the tension worse.
“I said,” she repeated, “if you keep talking or not paying attention—there will be a pop quiz.”
Silence.
Kaia shifted beside Julian like she suddenly wanted to disappear into her seat.
Julian didn’t look up from his phone. He was half-smiling at whatever he was reading.
Sydney’s eyes narrowed just slightly.
Then:
“Mr. Devereux.”
He blinked up at her, slow. Lazy. “Hmm?”
“You’ll stay after class,” she said. “Pop quiz. Just you.”
The room froze.
Even Damien’s head turned.
Grayson stared. Matteo choked back a laugh that died in his throat. Kaia mouthed oh my god without breathing.
Julian, to his credit, didn’t flinch. He locked eyes with her and said, “Seriously?”
“I’m deadly serious,” Sydney replied. “And since you haven’t absorbed a single concept all hour, let’s see how you do without a lecture.”
Julian’s lips twitched. “You sure that’s not a bit... personal?”
Sydney’s smile was paper-thin. “I assure you, Mr. Devereux—if it were personal, the test would be longer.”
The entire class was silent.
No one moved. No one even breathed wrong.
Then Matteo muttered, “Dude.”
Julian exhaled slowly and leaned back in his chair again. “Can’t wait.”
Sydney turned back to the projector like the conversation hadn’t happened. “Anchoring bias,” she said again, as if nothing had shifted. “Let’s continue.”
But everything had shifted.
Because now, the rest of the class was scribbling notes and watching Julian from the corners of their eyes.
And Julian?
He was finally paying attention.
Sort of.

After Class – McCarty Hall, Room 206
The last chair scraped back.
Backpacks swung over shoulders. Kaia threw Julian a look as she passed—equal parts amusement and good luck, dumbass. Matteo gave him a slow, dramatic salute. Grayson didn’t say anything, but his eyes said enough. Damien was the last to leave, as always—precise, silent, unreadable.
Then the door clicked shut.
And it was just the two of them.
Julian remained seated in the second row, long legs stretched out in front of him, chewing his gum like this was a dentist’s waiting room and not academic detention. His blazer was draped over the back of his chair, sleeves rolled to the forearms. A pen still balanced in his hand, twirling idly.
Sydney didn’t speak right away.
She gathered her papers at the front desk, spine straight, movements clean and sharp. Her coffee cup was nearly empty. Her patience, even more so.
The silence stretched long enough for tension to fold into it.
Then—
“You’re staying,” she said, not looking at him.
Julian raised an eyebrow, just slightly. “Apparently.”
Sydney turned to face him fully. Her heels clicked once on the tile.
“This is not a joke, Mr. Devereux.”
“Didn’t say it was.”
“You treated my lecture like a sideshow.”
“I’ve treated worse lectures like operas,” he said mildly.
Sydney blinked once. “Congratulations.”
Julian smiled. “Thank you.”
There was a long pause.
Then she walked toward him, stopping at the edge of his row. She held out a single page of paper—blank, sharp, decisive—and a printed quiz stapled on top. Three questions. Essay-style.
“Ten minutes,” she said. “No notes. No talking.”
Julian took it from her hand. Their fingers didn’t touch, but the air between them felt charged anyway.
“Will you be timing me?” he asked, eyes on hers.
“I don’t need to,” she said. “I’ll know when it’s over.”
He flipped the page once, glanced at the questions. Smirked. “These are hard.”
“They’re designed for students who listen.”
Julian pulled out his pen, leaned forward on his desk, and set to writing without another word.
Sydney didn’t move.
She crossed back to the front of the room, sat at the desk, and watched him.
Not because she didn’t trust him.
Because she couldn’t help herself.
12 Minutes Later
The scratching of his pen was the only sound in the room.
Sydney sat behind the desk at the front, eyes narrowed but unreadable, her posture still perfect. She wasn’t watching him—she was studying him. And he knew it.
Julian wrote like he talked: loose, smooth, almost bored. But the way he moved his wrist—no hesitation, no second-guessing—hinted at something else entirely.
At eight minutes in, he paused—not because he was stuck, but because he wanted her to think he was. He leaned back, tapped the pen against his bottom lip, and glanced toward the window, where golden leaves spun lazily past the glass.
He could feel her watching.
He didn’t look at her.
Then he leaned forward again and wrote the final paragraph, handwriting more deliberate now. More precise.
At the ten-minute mark, he signed his name with a flourish and stood, the scrape of the chair echoing in the near-empty room.
Sydney’s eyes flicked up. Their gazes locked.
He walked the quiz to her desk and placed it down—not too close, not too far. Centred.
She didn’t reach for it.
He didn’t step back.
They hovered there for a breath. Two.
“I listen more than you think,” he said quietly.
Sydney looked up at him, her expression calm—but her eyes said something else. Something she hadn’t decided on yet.
“I don’t care if you listen,” she replied. “I care if you waste my time.”
Julian smiled slowly. “Guess we’ll find out.”
He stepped back, slid his hands into his pockets, and turned toward the door. As he reached it, he glanced over his shoulder—just once.
“You should put a warning label on this class,” he said. “It’s addictive.”
The door clicked behind him before she could reply.
Sydney looked down at the quiz.
Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she pulled it toward her.
The first answer was infuriatingly articulate. The second… layered, thoughtful. The third—
Her eyes narrowed.
It wasn’t just that he understood the material. It was that he understood her lecture—her tone, her subtext, the rhythm of how she taught. He’d heard everything. Even when he looked like he wasn’t listening at all.
She exhaled through her nose. Closed the paper.
And muttered, under her breath, “God help me.”

Group Chat: “Boardroom & Bad Decisions 🥂”
👥 Elliot, Alyssa, Jasper, Damien, Rowan, Grayson, Xavier, Julian, Dorian, Matteo, Kaia, Sabrina

Julian
12:14 PM
does academic humiliation count as character development

Kaia
you earned that quiz, king
congrats on your first public spanking 🫡

Grayson
a one-man pop quiz? brutal
tell me you made eye contact the whole time

Julian
of course I did
what am I, new?

Damien
you are
and she knows it

Jasper
wait wait wait
HE GOT A SOLO QUIZ?
what is this, Victorian scandal hour?

Alyssa
she teaches behavioural econ
but apparently also how to end a man with one stare

Matteo
he flirted his way into punishment
honestly? power move

Rowan
remind me again why we let him back on campus?

Julian
because I look good in fall lighting and you all missed me

Elliot
you’re there to build a hotel, not wreck tenure tracks

Dorian
plot twist: he’s going to propose by midterm

Kaia
and she’ll write her rejection in APA format

Sabrina
She’ll highlight it. Track changes. Submit it to The Economist.

Xavier
no but fr
is she single

Alyssa
not for you

Julian
she gave me that quiz like she wanted to ruin me
and I can’t stop thinking about it

Grayson
so you're obsessed

Matteo
classic case of academic enemies to soulmates

Sabrina
Sounds like a lawsuit waiting to happen

Jasper
and I, for one, would represent him in court
purely for the drama

Rowan
“watch me” – Julian’s last words before he gets emotionally ruined by a woman with a PhD

Julian
and I will go down smiling

Kaia
you say that like you haven’t already

Damien
drop the class

Julian
or win it

Sabrina
just don’t end up naming the hotel after her

Dorian
too late
he already checked if “Hotel Matthews” was taken

Julian
…it is
but I’m working on it

Julian
12:24 PM
ok but where are you guys
trying to hang

Grayson
I’m at my dorm pretending to read strategy decks
name the place

Matteo
I’m literally across the street from JJ’s
say the word and I’ll grab the booth

Kaia
I’m in the library. allegedly.

Elliot
in a zoom meeting
but emotionally available

Dorian
in a construction site office
watching concrete dry and losing the will to live
pick somewhere with strong cocktails

Alyssa
if this turns into one of those “quick coffee, five-hour spiral” afternoons
count me in

Xavier
free after 1
bring sarcasm and scandal

Jasper
can we do that café with the lavender lattes and existential dread?

Sabrina
that’s half the cafés in this town
be more specific

Julian
JJ’s?
nostalgic, greasy, humiliating lighting—feels right

Damien
I’m coming
but only to supervise

Matteo
he means “judge silently and order pie”

Kaia
dibs on the booth with the ripped seat
the chaos corner

Grayson
on my way
this day was too normal anyway

Jasper
sending thoughts and prayers to JJ’s waitress
she doesn’t know what’s coming

Sabrina
she’ll learn. we tip well but talk louder than morally acceptable

Julian
see you there
first one in gets to choose the soundtrack
hint: it’s “woman in STEM breaks my heart” playlist

Alyssa
oh we are so debriefing the professor

Elliot
don’t worry
I’ll catch up
someone order fries and moral support

JJ’s Diner – 12:46 PM
The bell above JJ’s gave its usual broken jingle as Julian stepped inside. The place hadn’t changed—same cracked booths, same laminated menus the size of tabloids, same smell of syrup, grease, and bottomless ambition.
They were all already there.
Grayson and Damien were side by side in the corner booth. Matteo leaned too far back in his seat like he always did. Kaia was perched across from Alyssa, sipping something suspiciously green. Jasper and Xavier were mid-debate. Dorian was quietly dismantling a stack of sugar packets, and Sabrina was scrolling through her phone like it owed her money.
Julian dropped into the open seat next to Matteo, tossed his coat onto the bench, and leaned back like he hadn’t just been roasted alive in a Princeton classroom.
Kaia grinned. “Look who survived the gauntlet.”
“I heard she popped a quiz just for you,” Jasper said, raising an eyebrow.
“Solo quiz?” Matteo blinked. “Damn. Even I never managed that.”
Julian grabbed a menu. “Iconic, honestly.”
“What did you do?” Jasper asked, calm and clinical. He wasn’t judging. He was studying.
“I existed,” Julian replied, deadpan. “Also, I talked. A lot.”
“Shocking,” Grayson said. “Truly.”
“She hated it,” Julian added. “But she graded it. She read it.”
Kaia narrowed her eyes. “You’re weirdly proud of that.”
“I think he’s in love,” Sabrina said without looking up.
“I think he’s delusional,” Alyssa added.
“I think I want pancakes,” Matteo cut in.
“JJ’s serves everything,” Dorian muttered without glancing up.
Julian flipped his menu over. “Including humiliation.”
“I repeat,” Sabrina said, leaning in. “She gave you a personal quiz?”
“On behavioural economics,” Julian said, like it was a love letter.
“You’re doomed,” Xavier told him.
“You’re toast,” Grayson agreed.
“You’re obsessed,” Jasper concluded.
Elliot slid into the booth, just arriving. “Wait. Is this about the hot professor?”
“Assistant professor,” Alyssa corrected.
“She has tenure-track energy,” Kaia said.
“Is she single?” Xavier asked for the third time.
“Not for you,” the table answered in unison.
Julian finally looked up, smirking. “You guys are so invested in my academic suffering. It’s sweet.”
“We’re invested in the storyline,” Kaia said. “It’s giving dark academia meets delusion.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Matteo raised his coffee. “Here’s to the one-man war against reason and restraint.”
Julian clinked his mug. “And here’s to the professor who made it interesting.”
The bell above the door jingled again. Leaves gusted in from the street. Someone yelled for more syrup. And inside the diner—with its tired jukebox and warped table edges—the story kept unfolding.
Julian was mid-sip of coffee when Alyssa leaned forward, elbows on the table, brows raised.
“So… you want me to find out if she’s into you or not?” she asked, casual as a knife in silk.
Julian paused. “What? No.”
Alyssa tilted her head. “Right. Of course not. You just brought her up five times. In ten minutes. After quoting her word for word.”
“She assigned me a pop quiz,” Julian said. “That’s newsworthy.”
“That’s foreplay,” Matteo muttered.
Grayson nodded solemnly. “That’s academic edge play.”
“Okay, seriously,” Julian said, trying not to smile. “It’s not like that.”
Alyssa smirked. “Mmhmm. So I shouldn’t casually mention your name at the faculty mixer this Friday?”
Julian blinked. “There’s a mixer?”
“There’s always a mixer,” Sabrina said, glancing over the rim of her water glass. “And she’ll be there. Alone. Probably in that grey blazer that makes men stupid.”
“I’m not asking anyone to—” Julian started.
“Done,” Alyssa said, already opening her Notes app. “I’ll be subtle. Or at least hot about it.”
“Define subtle,” Jasper asked.
“Subtle is making her think she’s the one who brought him up,” Alyssa replied, typing. “It’s a game of mirrors and well-timed compliments. I practically invented it.”
“Honestly,” Dorian said without looking up, “if she survives one Alyssa Ryder conversation without falling at least curious… she’s a robot.”
“I give it twenty minutes,” Xavier said. “Before Alyssa has her doubting everything. Career. Morals. Sanity.”
Julian set down his coffee. “This is insane.”
“This,” Grayson said, “is family.”
Julian looked around the booth—their grins, their conspiracies, their chaotic loyalty—and sighed.
As laughter rippled through the booth, Damien finally spoke—quiet, steady, and impossible to ignore.
“She could get fired.”
The table fell still.
Julian’s smile faded just a fraction. Across from him, Alyssa slowly lowered her phone. Even Kaia’s playful grin dulled at the edges.
Damien folded his hands on the table, gaze level. “It’s not a game for her. Not when she’s barely five years older than us, new to the department, and under twice the scrutiny.”
“She’s twenty-five,” Grayson said softly. “And Julian’s not even in her official department.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Damien replied. “It’s about optics. About power. And let’s be real—if this thing went public, the fallout would hit her ten times harder.”
Sabrina let out a slow breath, her voice low. “He’s right.”
Julian stared down at the worn menu, jaw tight.
Kaia broke the silence first. “Okay, so… maybe we don’t matchmake them in a public faculty mixer. Just... observe?”
“Observe what?” Damien asked. “That she’s brilliant? Beautiful? Intimidating? We already know. Doesn’t mean he gets to wreck her career because he’s bored.”
“I’m not bored,” Julian said quietly.
No one said anything for a beat.
Then Xavier leaned forward. “Okay. So what are you?”
Julian glanced up—at the booth, the friends, the judgment and loyalty flickering across their faces.
“I’m interested,” he said. “And trying not to be an idiot.”
“Well,” Matteo muttered, “good luck with that.”

Whitman College – Faculty & Senior Mixer
The room smelled like old money, crisp wine, and academic ambition.
Tucked inside Whitman College’s wood-panelled reception hall, the Faculty & Senior Mixer was Princeton tradition: a soft-glow evening of string quartets, polite applause, and conversations that sounded casual but carried weight. The kind of night where careers started with handshakes, and secrets began with eye contact.
The seniors arrived in waves—pressed blazers, tailored dresses, silk ties borrowed from internships and summer fellowships. Waiters circled with flutes of champagne and napkin-sized hors d’oeuvres. Professors clustered by department, drink in hand, watching the students who’d one day fund their endowments.
Alyssa Ryder slipped in just past six, alone by design. Her blazer was black, structured. Her heels clicked quietly as she scanned the room with practiced ease. She didn’t need backup—she knew exactly where she was going.
She spotted Sydney Matthews near the tall library shelves, talking with a Political Science professor. A slim glass of red wine in one hand, a portfolio under her arm. Sydney looked poised, precise, and unapproachable in the way only a young professor with a PhD at twenty-five could be.
Alyssa waited for her moment.
When the conversation thinned, she stepped forward.
“Professor Matthews?”
Sydney turned—mildly surprised, but not unkind. “Ms. Ryder. From my Monday seminar.”
Alyssa smiled. “I just wanted to say—your lecture on narrative framing in economic policy? Absolutely brutal. In the best way.”
Sydney gave a small nod. “Thank you. Most students don’t stay after five-thirty.”
“I stay for value,” Alyssa said. “And because I’m afraid to show up late.”
That earned her a rare smile. Sharp, but real. “Fear is underrated.”
“I heard you also teach the behavioural econ seminar?”
Sydney sipped her wine. “Yes.”
“I know someone in it.”
“I assume that someone is Devereux.”
Alyssa laughed softly. “Word travels. He said you gave him a solo pop quiz.”
Sydney’s expression didn’t change. “He was distracted.”
“That’s… not surprising.”
“Is he always like that?” Sydney asked.
Alyssa tilted her head. “No. Which is why we’re all watching.”
“Should I be flattered?”
“I think you already are.”
Sydney didn’t answer, but the corner of her mouth twitched—barely.
Alyssa smiled, more softly this time. “He quotes you.”
Sydney blinked. “Excuse me?”
“In debates. In papers that aren’t for your class. Even casually, over lunch.”
“That seems… unusual.”
Alyssa nodded. “He doesn’t usually care that much. But with you, I think it’s different.”
Sydney glanced at her, then away. “It doesn’t matter.”
Alyssa hesitated. “May I say something, off the record?”
Sydney didn’t answer—but didn’t walk away either.
“I just want to say,” Alyssa said, more gently now, “you’re very good at what you do. You’re sharp, composed, brilliant—and students see that. I see that.”
Sydney’s eyes softened, if only a fraction.
“I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable,” Alyssa continued. “But if anyone’s drawing lines where they don’t belong—it’s not you.”
Sydney took a slow breath. “This isn’t an easy position to be in.”
“I imagine not.”
Across the room, the door opened.
Julian stepped in—shoulders relaxed, coat open, walking like he owned the floorboards.
He hadn’t seen them yet.
But Sydney had already looked.
Alyssa followed her gaze.
“I won’t say anything,” she said. “I just wanted you to know I noticed.”
Sydney said nothing.
But her fingers tightened—ever so slightly—around the stem of her wineglass.
The doors opened without fanfare—just a quiet creak of polished wood and a gust of late-fall air. But it was enough.
Julian Devereux stepped in like he owned the place. Which, in some ways, he did.
Black wool coat unbuttoned, black dress shirt, no tie. Hair slightly mussed like he’d been out in the wind—or like he didn’t care. He moved with a kind of relaxed confidence that didn’t beg attention but always got it. The legacy son. The Devereux name. The kind of person who made faculty glance twice—not because of who he was now, but because of who he would inevitably become.
Grayson, Xavier, and Elliot trailed behind him, laughing at something Julian had just said. It was probably inappropriate. It was probably brilliant.
Across the room, Sydney Matthews noticed the shift in energy before she even turned. And then she did turn.
He hadn’t seen her yet.
But Alyssa noticed Sydney watching. Quietly. Carefully. The kind of watching that came with too much awareness.
“Speak of the devil,” Alyssa murmured.
Sydney said nothing.
Julian’s gaze swept the room once—quick, practiced. He was already halfway into a conversation with someone from the Architecture department when he spotted them.
And then—
He saw her.
His posture changed, just subtly. Like a thread had gone taut in his chest. Like the game had started again, and only he knew it.
He murmured something to Elliot, then broke from the group.
Walked straight toward them.
No hesitation.
Alyssa lifted her glass, dry amusement curling at the edge of her mouth.
Sydney didn’t move.
Julian stopped just a breath closer than was appropriate. He looked first at Alyssa, smiled.
“Alyssa, darling.”
He kissed her cheek—left, then right. Unhurried. Familiar. Disarming in a way that made it hard to tell if it was affection or performance.
“You look like trouble,” she said.
“I am,” Julian replied, eyes already sliding toward the woman beside her. “But tonight, I’m well-dressed.”
His gaze met Sydney’s.
“Professor Matthews.”
“Mr. Devereux.”
Cool. Even. Like two chess players starting from opposite ends of the board.
Julian’s smile tilted. “Didn’t know you made faculty mixers part of your weekly routine.”
“I didn’t know you made mixers at all.”
“I came for the music,” he said, glancing at the string quartet. “And the conversation.”
Alyssa gave him a look. “Be honest. You came to cause problems.”
Julian’s smirk deepened. “That too.”
Sydney’s expression didn’t change, but her voice dipped a note colder. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“And yet,” Julian said, “I am.”
Sydney narrowed her eyes. “This isn’t a classroom, Mr. Devereux.”
Julian leaned in just enough to lower his voice—not enough to cross the line. “That’s the first thing I liked about it.”
Sydney’s jaw tightened.
Alyssa cleared her throat. “I’m going to refill my drink,” she said, backing away slowly like a stagehand during a live explosion. “Good luck with… this.”
She left them standing there.
One professor. One student. Too much air between them. Not enough space.
Julian looked at her.
Sydney looked back.
And for one breathless moment, it was just the two of them—and every rule they were trying not to break.
Sydney shifted slightly, enough to reclaim her composure. Julian was standing just a bit too close, but not enough for anyone else to notice. He always knew where the line was. He just didn’t care about crossing it—only about how long he could hover near it.
“I’m not here to entertain you,” she said quietly.
Julian tilted his head. “Who said anything about entertainment?”
“You don’t intimidate me, Mr. Devereux.”
“I’m not trying to,” he said. “That would imply I had power in this dynamic.”
“You don’t.”
He smiled, slow and unhurried. “Then why do you keep looking at me like I do?”
Her jaw tightened.
From across the room, the quartet shifted to something slower. Softer. Something that didn’t belong in a room filled with polished ambition and networking name tags.
Julian stepped back, just enough to let her breathe again.
“I’m not here to make a scene,” he said. “Or to start anything.”
“But you will,” Sydney replied, her voice low. “You always do.”
“Only if someone finishes it.”
She stared at him. His confidence wasn’t cocky—it was curated. Worn like armour. It was tempting, in the way cliffs were tempting. You didn’t want to fall. But you wanted to know what falling felt like.
She took a step to the side. “You should re-join your friends.”
He didn’t move. “They’ll survive.”
“You’re making a mistake, Julian.”
His name in her mouth—it landed like an echo from a memory they hadn’t made yet.
He leaned in, voice just above a whisper.
“Then stop me.”
And then, as if he hadn’t just said something unforgivable, he turned. Walked back toward Grayson and Xavier, lifting a glass from a passing tray without missing a step.
Sydney didn’t move for a long moment.
Then she exhaled—one slow, steady breath. Recentred her posture. Found the edges of herself again.
Across the room, Julian laughed at something Grayson said. But his eyes, just for a flicker of a second, drifted back to her.
He walked away like he hadn’t just slipped a blade between her ribs—with charm, with a smile, with his hands in his pockets.
Sydney didn’t turn to follow him.
She kept her chin lifted, her spine straight. The room reassembled around her—faculty laughter, soft cello, the clink of glasses and silver. But her pulse was off-rhythm. Her skin too warm beneath the wool of her blazer. The wine tasted like metal now.
She should leave.
She should’ve left ten minutes ago—before he arrived, before Alyssa started asking questions, before she let herself look for him in a room she had no business scanning.
He was still a student.
A final-year senior. A Devereux. Brilliant, infuriating, dangerous in the way only boys with power and nothing to lose could be.
Sydney had everything to lose.
She had fought for this job, clawed her way through a doctorate program where she was the youngest, the only woman in her cohort, the one with the voice always called “sharp” instead of “smart.” She had waited tables, defended her thesis during a flu, worn the same coat for three winters.
Now she had a nameplate on an office door, two published papers, and a barely renewable contract.
She could not afford a mistake.
Not with him.
Not with anyone.
And yet—
When she closed her eyes, even for a second—
She could still hear the way he said her name.
"Julian," she whispered to herself. Not in fondness. In warning.
She turned away from the crowd and moved toward the back wall, letting the shelves of old books shield her. From him. From herself. From the fact that her breath hitched when he smiled. That her body reacted before her brain did.
Proximity is not the problem, she reminded herself.
Indulgence is.
From across the room, she felt his gaze again—like a heat behind glass. She didn’t look. But she felt it.
So she took a sip of her wine. Composed her face.
And smiled at the next faculty member who approached.
Like nothing was wrong.
Because nothing could be.

Whitman College – Lawn Behind the Faculty House
Later that night, post-mixer
The mixer was still going strong behind them—quartet music trailing through the open doors, low murmurs of faculty laughter, and the delicate clinking of glasses. But out here, on the stretch of cool grass just past the ivy wall, it felt like another world.
Kaia dropped down first, heels in hand, sighing like she’d been freed from a corset. “God, I forgot what standing felt like.”
Alyssa followed, immediately tugging the pins out of her updo. “I couldn’t smile at one more tenured man explaining derivatives to me. Couldn’t do it.”
Grayson tossed his jacket over a tree root and sat back, long legs crossed like he was still calculating something in his head. “My father’s colleague just told me I had my mother’s ambition and his nose. I think it was supposed to be a compliment.”
Damien sat beside him in silence, already scrolling through his phone. Jasper collapsed like a fallen soldier, hands over his face.
“Did you all see Julian?” Kaia said, eyebrows raised. “He went full Gatsby for a minute.”
“I only kissed her cheek,” Julian said, strolling over last—still too composed, still too casual. His tie was loose, sleeves pushed back, and he dropped onto the grass with the kind of smooth energy that made it impossible to tell if he was tired or smug.
Alyssa gave him a look. “You kissed my cheek to make a point.”
“I make a lot of points.”
“Mostly on her,” Dorian muttered, passing around a flask like it was tradition.
Julian took it, didn’t deny it.
“She looked like she wanted to kill you,” Kaia said, plucking a leaf from her hair.
Julian shrugged, glancing back toward the lit windows of the mixer. “She hasn’t yet.”
“She said you weren’t supposed to be there,” Damien said quietly.
“She said that,” Julian agreed. “She didn’t mean it.”
“You sure?” Grayson asked. “Because I saw her hand grip that wine glass like it was your throat.”
“I think that’s just her version of a compliment,” Julian murmured.
Alyssa stretched out on her back, hair fanning over the grass. “This is how professors lose tenure, you know.”
“This is how people fall in love with bad ideas,” Kaia added.
Julian didn’t answer.
The wind picked up. Leaves danced across the lawn, red and gold in the moonlight. For a moment, none of them said anything.
Then Jasper rolled onto his side and said, “If you’re going to ruin your life, can you at least wait until after finals?”
Julian finally smiled.
“I’m not ruining anything,” he said. “I’m just… observing a pattern.”
“God,” Kaia groaned. “You’re quoting her already.”
“She teaches behavioural economics,” he said, voice lazy, eyes half-closed. “And I’m just reacting to stimulus.”
Grayson chuckled. “You’re a walking case study.”
Dorian nodded. “And she knows it.”
Alyssa closed her eyes. “This is going to be a slow-motion car crash, and I’m calling shotgun.”
Julian said nothing. Just leaned back, hands behind his head, eyes on the stars—and one window glowing in the faculty wing.
The one she hadn’t drawn the curtains on. Yet.
📍McCarty Hall – Room 206
Thursday After the Mixer – Fall 2014
The seminar room was packed—twenty-some seniors seated around the long table, notebooks open, coffee cups steaming, tension clinging to the air like static.
But at one end of the table, five students stood out.
Julian Devereux sat like he owned the place—tie loosened, sleeves rolled, legs stretched just far enough to make his presence known. If he was tired from last night’s mixer, it didn’t show. Or maybe it did, in the smug slant of his mouth.
Kaia lounged next to him, twirling a pen between her fingers, boots half-kicked off under the table. Matteo sat beside her, relaxed but alert, his fingers drumming a silent rhythm. Damien’s posture was perfect—sharp, straight, silent. Grayson was angled slightly forward, eyes on the front, always observing.
At the head of the room: Sydney Matthews.
She stood poised and polished—slate-grey blazer, hair pinned up, a single gold pen in her hand. She looked untouched by last week’s whispers. Like she hadn’t nearly been dragged into something dangerous.
But Julian knew better.
He could still hear her voice from the mixer:
“Then stop me.”
He hadn’t.
And today, she hadn’t looked at him. Not once.
“Let’s begin,” she said crisply. “Today’s topic: strategic irrationality—how power alters behaviour, and how incentives distort logic. These decisions are rarely clean. They’re human.”
She clicked the projector. First slide. A graph lit up on the screen.
Students began to write.
Except Julian, who sat back, arms folded, smirking faintly like he’d seen this all before.
Kaia elbowed him lightly. “You’re not even pretending.”
Julian didn’t look away from the board. “I’m actively incentivizing her attention.”
Matteo shook his head. “You’re going to get murdered.”
Sydney continued lecturing, but every time she paced, every time she looked across the room—her eyes skipped him. Purposefully. Like he didn’t exist.
Mid-lecture, Kaia raised her hand. “Quick question.”
Sydney turned, still neutral. “Yes?”
Kaia leaned forward, smile too sweet. “Does this theory apply to—like—intentional disruption? You know, when someone tests the boundaries just to see if the system flinches?”
A few students laughed quietly.
Sydney blinked. “That depends on the structure of the system.”
Julian’s smile widened.
Grayson murmured, “Here we go.”
Kaia kept her voice innocent. “So if someone knew exactly where the line was… and kept tap dancing on top of it?”
There were more laughs now. A few heads turned toward Julian.
Damien didn’t move, but his jaw tightened slightly.
Sydney stopped walking.
And finally—finally—her eyes found Julian.
“Pop quiz,” she said, cool as ice.
The room stilled.
A few students groaned. One girl dropped her pen. Even Damien blinked.
Julian didn’t flinch.
Kaia gasped, hand on her chest like someone just delivered news of a death. “Wait—all of us?”
Sydney was already walking toward her desk. “Yes. Since certain people insist on pushing boundaries, we’ll all learn something today.”
She picked up a thick stack of papers, pristine and double-stapled.
“Ten questions,” she said. “You have ten minutes.”
Matteo let out a low whistle as he took the stack from Damien and passed it along. “Wow. Group punishment. Savage.”
Grayson bit back a grin. “You earned this, Devereux.”
Julian leaned back in his seat, watching her.
She passed by him without a glance, distributing pages like weapons—her posture crisp, her mouth unreadable. Not a flicker of hesitation. Not a trace of acknowledgment.
Which was worse than being scolded.
Kaia leaned in and muttered, “You pissed off a professor with cheekbones sharp enough to commit crimes. Are you proud of yourself?”
“Deeply,” Julian murmured, though his eyes were still on Sydney.
She returned to the front of the room and folded her arms.
“You may begin,” she said.
The sound of scribbling, clicking pens, shifting chairs filled the air.
Julian didn’t move at first. He just looked at the quiz.
Then back at her.
And then he picked up his pen.
Kaia whispered across to Matteo, “This is like a Bond film in slow motion.”
Matteo replied without looking up, “Except the villain’s hot and might be the one getting played.”
Damien didn’t say anything. He was already on question three.
Grayson watched Julian. Closely. Like he was waiting for a crack that never came.

📍Faculty Housing – Whitman Circle, Unit 5
Thursday, 11:57 PM
The only sound was the soft, steady click of her red pen.
Outside, the lamps along Whitman Circle glowed pale gold. Perfect hedges. Still trees. The kind of night where time seemed to hold its breath.
Inside Unit 5, Sydney Matthews sat at her desk in a cream sweatshirt and bare feet, sleeves pushed to her elbows. Her laptop was closed. Her tea, cold. And her focus narrowed entirely on the last few quizzes in the stack.
She always graded the same way—top performers first, distractions last.
Which is why she saved his for the end.
Julian Devereux.
But before him, she flipped through the others:

Kaia Devlin’s quiz was scattered but sharp.
Half her logic was sound, the other half purely chaotic intuition—but her examples were always clever. Too clever sometimes. She referenced dating apps and corporate apologies in the same sentence. Sydney smiled despite herself and wrote:
“Unexpected but not wrong. Ground your reasoning next time.”
Kaia reminded her of a matchbox: bright, a little volatile, and definitely watching more than she let on.

Damien Blackwell’s quiz was immaculate.
His answers were methodical. Measured. Clean.
No stray thoughts. No colour outside the lines.
Sydney respected him—deeply—but sometimes wished he’d show a pulse on the page. His logic was airtight, but his language read like it had been tested in a sterile lab.
“Excellent. Push further. Don’t just echo the model—challenge it.”

Matteo Rowe’s answers were—
Well. They existed.
Sydney frowned as she flipped through. Matteo had a way of sounding brilliant just long enough to fake his way through a concept before skating out of depth. This quiz had one or two real flashes of insight, surrounded by sheer bluff.
“Don’t charm the rubric. Show your work.”
Still, she smirked at one line comparing market irrationality to romantic rebounds. It was dumb. It was exactly the kind of dumb that meant he’d be running a think tank in five years.

Grayson Vale wrote like he thought he was already in the boardroom.
His sentences were clean, strategic, and a little too polished. But his breakdown of anchor bias was surgical—and his application to inter-corporate price wars read like someone already rewriting a textbook.
“Strong analysis. Try not to write for shareholders. Write for clarity.”

Finally.
The last quiz in her stack.
Julian.
His name was written in tight, slanted script. Dark ink. Not pretentious—just… confident. Like someone who didn’t need to press hard to leave a mark.
Sydney leaned back slightly, red pen poised.
Question One: Perfect.
Question Two: Slightly off, but argued with such charm she almost let it pass.
Question Three: He rewrote the framework to make a case for risk as seduction.
She reread that one.
Twice.
His metaphors veered toward the provocative, but his conclusions were infuriatingly sound. He knew the material. Too well.
He wasn’t trying to impress her.
He was trying to get a reaction.

Sydney set her pen down and flexed her hand.
Then flipped to the last page.
There it was.
His “bonus” commentary—entirely unsolicited.
“Power doesn’t always hide. Sometimes, it walks into the room and dares you to stop it.”
Her jaw tensed.
Not because he was wrong.
But because he wasn’t.
She hovered the pen above the comment for a moment, then wrote:
“You’re conflating proximity with power. Try again—without the performance.”
Her handwriting was cleaner than she felt.
Sydney sat back, arms crossed.
The quiz lay in front of her. Neat. Arrogant. A chess move disguised as coursework.
He was circling.
And she hated—hated—how much of her brain he took up after hours.
The stack of quizzes was done.
She could go to bed now.
But she stayed seated, her eyes fixed on the paper, on the last word he'd written.
She wasn’t afraid of the game.
She was afraid of how much she wanted to play it.

📍McCarty Hall – Room 206
Tuesday, 11:05 AM – Behavioral Economics Seminar
The air in the seminar room was crisp, sunlight slanting in across the long table. The windows were cracked just enough to let in the faint rustle of early fall leaves outside.
Sydney Matthews stood at the head of the room, perfectly composed in navy slacks and a soft ivory blouse, sleeves rolled to her forearms. A single ring on her right hand. A coffee she hadn’t touched. Her quiz stack—graded and clipped—sat neatly beside her laptop.
“Today’s theme,” she began, clicking to the first slide, “is narrative risk—when the story of a choice outweighs its logic.”
Julian sat three seats from the end.
He didn’t look up.
Not immediately.
He had the graded quiz in front of him, folded once and slid just beneath the corner of his notebook like it wasn’t worth unfolding.
Sydney noticed.
She always noticed.
Damien was already writing. Kaia was chewing on her pen cap. Grayson leaned back in his seat, arms folded, reading the room more than the material.
And Julian?
Julian was tapping his pen once, twice, against the edge of his desk. Then finally—slowly—he unfolded the quiz.
Did he read the red-ink note?
Not visibly.
But he flipped it open and traced the last page with his fingertip, pausing exactly where she knew the comment was.
Still, he didn’t react.
Instead, he raised his hand.
Sydney’s eyes narrowed—barely. “Yes, Mr. Devereux?”
He leaned forward, calm and poised. “Would you say narrative risk is inherently irrational—or just improperly measured?”
Sydney blinked. “That depends on whether the narrative is reactive… or manipulative.”
Julian tilted his head. “And what if the person shaping the narrative knows the exact line between seduction and performance?”
The entire table stilled.
Kaia gave a low, drawn-out “ohhhh” under her breath. Damien didn’t even glance up—he just exhaled like he was preparing for impact.
Grayson, smirking now, muttered, “Careful, she has the red pen.”
But Sydney didn’t flinch.
She clasped her hands lightly in front of her. “If the performer understands the line,” she said, evenly, “then they’re accountable for what happens when they cross it.”
Julian’s smile was small. Knife-sharp. “What if they never cross it?”
“Then they’re wasting potential,” she replied, cool and clipped. “And class time.”
A flicker passed across Julian’s face. Not quite defeat. Not quite amusement. It looked almost like respect—but sideways.
He sat back again. “Noted.”
Kaia scribbled something in her margin and grinned like she was watching the slow burn of a Wes Anderson romance.
Sydney clicked to the next slide without another word.
But her heart was beating faster than it should’ve been.

📍Princeton Campus – Path to Fisher Hall
Thursday, 3:28 PM
Julian’s shoes hit the pavement with the kind of rhythm that belonged to someone who wasn’t sure why he was going—but was already halfway there.
He didn’t need clarification. He didn’t need help.
What he needed was... not to let her win.
That comment, in red ink—
“Try again—without the performance.”
She knew exactly what she was doing.
It wasn’t critique.
It was control.
And Julian Devereux had never responded well to control.
It should’ve been simple: take the note, adjust the tone, carry on. Graduate with honors. Charm the panel. Open his hotel.
But it wasn’t simple anymore. Because she saw through him.
Worse—she didn’t flinch when she did.
And part of him hated that.
Part of him… didn’t.
His fingers curled tighter around the quiz, folded twice, tucked in his coat pocket. He hadn't told anyone where he was going. Not Damien. Not Kaia. Not even Grayson.
Because this wasn’t about class.
This was about the game.
And if she wanted to play, he’d meet her on the board.

📍Fisher Hall – Office 3B
Thursday, 3:42 PM
The knock was light but intentional.
“Come in,” her voice called.
Julian stepped inside, letting the door fall shut behind him. He didn’t speak at first. Just let the air shift around him.
She didn’t look up right away.
Which annoyed him more than it should have.
When she did—face unreadable, hands folded on the desk—he didn’t sit. Just stood like he was still debating why he came.
“Mr. Devereux,” she said smoothly.
“I wanted to talk about the quiz.”
“Which part?”
He let a breath out through his nose, like a laugh that had changed its mind.
“The part where I was told to ‘try again—without the performance.’”
She raised an eyebrow. “Was that unclear?”
“Not at all. Just thought it was… ironic.”
Sydney didn’t blink. “Do explain.”
Julian leaned against the bookshelf. Not too close. Not far enough to escape the charge in the air between them.
“This entire course is about performance. Framing. Behavioral illusion. But I hit a nerve—and suddenly it’s inappropriate?”
“You didn’t hit a nerve,” she said calmly. “You hit your own ego.”
He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I could say the same to you.”
Sydney’s tone sharpened—just slightly. “You’re clever, Mr. Devereux. But clever isn’t new. It’s exhausting.”
“And still,” Julian murmured, stepping forward, “you circled that answer. You read every word.”
Their eyes met.
Neither moved.
Sydney kept her tone flat. “I read every student’s work.”
“But not every student’s voice lingers on your desk at midnight,” he said.
The silence stretched like a pulled wire.
She crossed her arms. “You're walking a line.”
“And you're pretending there isn't one.”
He took one step closer.
“Tell me something, Professor,” he said, voice low. “Did you leave that note to test me—or to dare me?”
Her jaw tensed. “You want a line so you can feel rebellious for crossing it. But it’s still a classroom. You’re still a student.”
“And you’re still pretending this is about a grade.”
Sydney stood now. Slowly. Controlled.
“Unless you’re here to discuss course material,” she said, each word like a door shutting, “this conversation is over.”
Julian stared at her, just long enough to make it a challenge.
Then he nodded once. Turned.
At the door, he paused.
“One day,” he said softly, “you’ll write something in red ink you can’t take back.”
And then he left.

📍Sydney’s Office – Later
She didn’t move for almost a full minute.
Then—quietly—she sat back down.
And reopened his quiz.
Because for all his arrogance…
She had read every word.
Twice.
And the part she’d never admit?
She almost wrote something back.
Something she couldn’t take back.

📍Princeton University – Firestone Library, Thesis Carrel 112
Saturday, 4:30 PM
The library was almost empty.
The kind of empty that buzzed like quiet was alive. Pages turning three desks away. The soft hum of fluorescent lights. The occasional wheeze of a too-old radiator.
Julian sat with one leg pulled up beneath him, his laptop glowing cold blue against the dark wood. Three half-finished coffees surrounded him like offerings. A single red-inked quiz sat folded beside the keyboard.
He hadn’t moved it in hours.
He hadn’t needed to.
Because it was already living in his head.
“Try again—without the performance.”
So he did.
But not by trying less.
By trying her.
He scrolled back to Section III of his thesis:
Framing Theory and the Fallacy of Rational Seduction in Hospitality Strategy.
And then—like a confession he was daring her to catch—he added a new paragraph:
“It is not irrational to want control over how you are perceived. It is a survival strategy. One sharpened, especially, by those who have been misread often and early. In this context, ‘performance’ is not a deception—it’s a boundary. A weapon. A seduction. A resistance.”
He paused. Let the cursor blink.
Then typed, slower:
“Some audiences demand honesty. Others demand restraint. The dangerous ones? They ask for both—then penalize you for delivering either.”
He read the line back once. And smile.
He took out his phone. Scrolled past his unread emails, past a few half-written thesis notes in his drafts, and tapped open the group chat
📱 “Boardroom & Bad Decisions 🥂”
Friday, 4:17 PM
Grayson:
who’s alive and wants a drink
campus bar. 20 mins. let’s go
Dorian:
^ translation: he lost a debate to a freshman and needs comfort
Julian:
4:37 PM
oh so it’s grief drinking. understood.
Alyssa:
I’m in if someone promises to not quote Hobbes during happy hour this time
Matteo:
no promises
freedom is just fear with prettier lighting, etc etc
Kaia:
why are we like this
Elliot:
define “like this”
Kaia:
emotionally complex with overpriced shoes and generational trauma?
Jasper:
accurate.
but also: I’m in. who’s paying?
Grayson:
julian.
Julian:
I will absolutely not
unless sydney matthews shows up
then it’s open bar
Xavier:
so we’re bribing fate now?
Alyssa:
no, he’s just spiraling publicly again
ignore him
Dorian:
I already ordered nachos. clock’s ticking
Damien:
I’m ten minutes out. don't start philosophical shit before I get there.
Sabrina:
I just finished mock trial. I need fries and silence.
Rowan:
not you participating in social activity. proud of us.
Julian:
Sabrina's coming? finally this group has moral balance
Grayson:
headcount. twelve?
Kaia:
eleven and a half if Matteo wears that scarf again
Matteo:
you’re all just mad I pull it off
Elliot:
it’s giving tortured French poet
Xavier:
it’s giving asthma
Julian:
okay. drinks. 20 minutes. booth in the back.
I’ll be the one not talking about ethics unless Sydney’s name comes up.
Alyssa:
so we’re definitely talking about ethics.
Jasper:
see you degenerates there.

📍 The Stag & Scholar – Friday, 4:47 PM
The bar was full of noise and dim golden light, the scent of beer and fried food layered into the air like history. It was a Princeton institution—leather booths, scratched wooden tables, a menu scrawled in chalk, and a jukebox that hadn’t worked since 2011 but still lit up like it mattered.
At the long table in the middle of the room, twelve students occupied the space like it was built for them.
Julian Devereux leaned back in his chair, one arm slung over the backrest, a bourbon in hand. Shirt sleeves rolled, collar undone, no tie. He hadn’t checked his phone all day—not because he was avoiding anyone, but because there was no one worth texting.
Especially not her.
Sydney Matthews didn’t belong in a screen. She belonged in the sharp crack of chalk on a board, in the slow curl of a lecture that sounded like strategy disguised as seduction. Julian wasn’t about to ruin that by trying to make it small.
Besides—he didn’t chase people. He lured.
Kaia lifted a brow across the table. “You’re quiet.”
“I’m always quiet after being academically humiliated in public,” Julian replied coolly, sipping his drink.
Matteo raised his beer. “Pop quiz hangover?”
“I aced it.”
Grayson smirked. “Did you, though?”
“I’m not the one who asked if anchoring bias was a shipping term,” Julian shot back.
Laughter broke out around the table. Dorian grinned into his glass. Damien didn’t look up from his notes—because yes, he’d brought notes to a bar.
Alyssa leaned in, one elbow on the table. “So... she still not looking at you?”
“Who?” Julian said, too fast.
“Oh, he’s spiraling,” Kaia said sweetly.
“Am not.”
“Are so,” said Sabrina, popping a fry into her mouth. “You’ve been brooding all week.”
Julian lifted a brow. “I don’t brood.”
“You academically brood,” Grayson said. “There’s a difference.”
“Do not,” Julian said, now smiling. “Also—what would that even look like?”
“Quoting your professor in casual conversation?” Alyssa said. “Writing five drafts of your thesis intro? Sitting in the library alone at 9 PM and pretending you’re not hoping she walks by?”
Julian raised his glass again. “I’d sue for defamation, but unfortunately all of that’s accurate.”
Xavier leaned in from the far end of the table. “So… no text? No move?”
Julian tilted his head, studying him. “Why would I text her?”
“To let her know you’re interested?”
“I think the multiple public confrontations gave that away.”
Jasper laughed. “He’s not wrong.”
“But you haven’t done anything actual about it,” Sabrina noted.
“That is him doing something,” Dorian said. “Julian only makes moves in person. In broad daylight. With an audience.”
“Romantic,” Kaia deadpanned.
Julian smirked. “Predictable. Controlled. Intentional.”
“Terrifying,” Damien muttered, finally glancing up.
A beat.
Then Alyssa asked, “So what’s the play?”
Julian didn’t answer right away.
He looked around the table—at his friends, his allies, his built-in Greek chorus. At Kaia, sharpening her sarcasm like a blade. At Damien, studying people like he studied war. At Alyssa, cool and cunning and watching him too closely. At Grayson, whose smirk meant he already knew the answer.
Julian leaned forward, just slightly.
“No play,” he said. “Not yet.”
A beat of silence stretched, just long enough for the jukebox to sputter back to life with something vaguely bluesy.
And then Xavier straightened a little in his seat. He wasn’t the type to interrupt unless it mattered.
“Well,” he said mildly, “you might want to make up your mind faster.”
Julian’s gaze flicked toward him. “Why?”
Xavier nodded once—past the crowd at the bar, past the crush of upperclassmen and half-faculty pretending they didn’t want to be recognized. “Because she just walked in.”
Julian didn’t whip around. That wasn’t his style. He simply leaned back again, turned his head slowly—casual, collected, calculating.
And there she was.
Sydney Matthews, standing just inside the door of The Stag & Scholar, blazer still sharp despite the hour, one hand adjusting the strap of her bag, the other tucked into the pocket of her black slacks. Her hair was pinned back in a way that looked accidental but never was.
She scanned the room once. Not for him. Not directly.
But Julian watched the moment her eyes paused.
Just for a second.
A flicker. Like a match. Like maybe she hadn't expected him to be there—or had expected it exactly.
Alyssa leaned over. “Well, this just got interesting.”
Julian didn’t answer.
Grayson muttered under his breath, “I thought you said there was no play.”
“There wasn’t,” Julian replied. Then he drained the last of his bourbon and set the glass down with a quiet clink. “I’m improvising.”
“Someone warn the economy department,” Kaia said, half-laughing.
Across the room, Sydney was stopped by another faculty member—a Political Theory professor whose name Julian always forgot but whose eyebrows did most of his talking. She answered something with a small, professional smile, then shifted her weight slightly, as if debating whether to stay.
Matteo, already two beers and a whiskey in, slapped his palms on the table and stood with unnecessary flair. “We should say hi.”
Julian didn’t move, but his brow lifted. “We?”
Matteo nodded solemnly, swaying just a little. “As in, ‘we the people.’ You know—for democracy.”
Damien barely looked up from his drink. “What are you doing?”
Matteo gestured vaguely toward the bar, then pointed with exaggerated care. “I am being a responsible citizen of this friend group. That woman,” he said, spinning his finger like it was a compass needle, “has been haunting Julian’s GPA, social calendar, and subconscious for two weeks straight.”
Julian looked amused. “You left out dreams. And her very sharp elbows.”
Kaia kicked Matteo’s shin under the table. “Sit down. You’re going to knock over something expensive.”
“I’m expensive,” Matteo muttered, but didn’t sit.
Damien’s voice was flat. “You’re drunk.”
“And full of feelings,” Matteo added brightly.
Dorian took a long sip of his drink. “I’d pay to see how this ends.”
“You’ll pay for my dry cleaning if this ends in blood,” Alyssa muttered.
Across the bar, Sydney shifted again. She’d finished her polite conversation with Eyebrows McTheory and was now scanning the room for somewhere—anywhere—to land. The only open space? Just past the Twelve’s table. Of course.
Julian was already standing.
Grayson sighed. “Here we go.”
Matteo clapped once, proud. “That’s my boy.”
“Please don’t speak,” Kaia said, grabbing Matteo by the sleeve and pulling him back down. “You’re embarrassing my GPA.”
Julian, still calm, still unreadable, stepped away from the table and into the hum of the crowd.
Not too fast.
Not toward her.
Just toward the bar.
But it was enough.
Sydney saw him now. Really saw him.
And paused.
She didn’t smile. Didn’t frown. But her shoulders straightened half an inch.
Julian leaned one elbow on the bar, eyes flicking lazily toward her as if she were just another face in a very crowded room.
As if his heart weren’t already rewiring itself to the rhythm of her presence.
Behind them, the table of Twelve watched like it was a live show.
“Fifty bucks says he doesn’t speak first,” Jasper murmured.
“Make it a hundred,” Sabrina replied. “And double if she does the thing where she tilts her head like she’s above this.”
“She is above this,” Damien said without inflection.
Alyssa raised her glass. “To poor decisions and excellent narratives.”
The bar roared on, and in the middle of it—
Sydney turned.
One step. Two.
And Julian?
He didn’t move.
Not until she said:
“Mr. Devereux.”
Then he smiled—slow, dangerous, delighted.
“Professor Matthews.”
The bar smelled like old wood and ambition. Julian stood at the counter, a glass of bourbon in his hand, the warmth of it low in his throat. He hadn’t expected her to follow. But then again, maybe he had.
Sydney Matthews didn’t announce herself. She never had to. She appeared at his side like a shift in weather—cool, composed, perfectly pressed in a slate blazer, a gin and tonic untouched in her hand.
“Funny place to run into students.”
“Princeton’s not that big,” he replied. “And you’re not hiding.”
“I wasn’t looking to be found.”
“Then you probably shouldn’t have walked into the bar I frequent every Friday.”
She raised a brow. “Coincidence.”
“You don’t believe in coincidence.”
“No,” she said simply. “I believe in patterns.”
He liked that answer too much. “And what pattern brought you here?”
Sydney’s gaze didn’t flinch. “Same one that brought you to my seminar, I imagine. Impulse. Curiosity. Ego.”
Julian chuckled, low and unapologetic. “You think that’s why I took your class?”
She said nothing, but he could feel her watching him like a problem to be solved.
“I took your class,” he said, voice softer now, “because I knew it’d be the only time in four years someone could outsmart me and not apologize for it.”
That made her pause. Not visibly—but Julian saw it anyway.
“And now?” she asked.
“Now I’m enjoying the discomfort.”
Her smirk was almost invisible. “You play dangerous games.”
“You teach them.”
She narrowed her eyes slightly—not in anger, but in calculation. “You think this is a game?”
“No,” he said. “I think it’s a seminar. And I think I’ve been studying you longer than you realize.”
She lifted her chin. “You’re going to get hurt.”
“You sound like you’ve already decided who’s winning.”
“This isn’t a war.”
“Then why does it feel like one?”
Sydney didn’t answer. Instead, she lifted her glass and took a slow sip of her gin and tonic. Her eyes never left his. When she set it back down, her voice was steady, even.
“Whatever this is, it ends when the semester does.”
Julian’s head tilted, something darker slipping into his smile. “Is that a warning?”
“A boundary.”
“You keep drawing those,” he said.
“And you keep pretending you can’t read.”
“Maybe I’m just reading between the lines.”
She stared at him then—really looked. He felt the weight of it in his chest.
“You’re playing with fire,” she said.
Julian leaned in slightly, just enough for her to catch the scent of his bourbon and the sharp, steady confidence that lived beneath his skin. “Then you should stop handing me the matches.”
She didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. But something shifted in her expression—tightened, cracked, flickered.
And that was enough.
He stepped back, nodding once. “Have a good night, Professor.”
Sydney’s voice didn’t waver. “Good night, Mr. Devereux.”
And for the first time that night, Julian walked away.
And she let him.
From the long wooden table in the center of The Stag & Scholar, eleven pairs of eyes had turned toward the bar the moment Sydney Matthews walked in.
Xavier noticed first.
“Is that…?”
Alyssa didn’t even look up from her drink. “Yep.”
Grayson sat back slowly, raising an eyebrow. “Of all the gin joints…”
“She followed him,” Kaia whispered, sounding thrilled.
“She didn’t follow him,” Damien said, but his tone lacked conviction.
“She absolutely followed him,” Jasper said, chewing a fry like it was popcorn. “Look at the body language.”
At the bar, Sydney and Julian stood close—too close. The lighting hit them like a stage cue, soft and golden, casting faint shadows over the tension neither of them seemed interested in hiding.
Julian was all relaxed confidence, sleeves rolled, one arm leaning casually on the bar. Sydney was composed steel, her spine straight, her blazer sharp, not a hair out of place. But her grip on her glass was a little too tight. And her gaze? Trained on him like a loaded question.
“They’re not touching,” Sabrina noted. “But somehow it still feels indecent.”
“Please,” Kaia muttered. “They’re one thesis paper away from combusting.”
Alyssa finally looked up, mouth twitching. “If they combust, I’m not doing the Title IX paperwork.”
“Same,” Dorian said. “But I will write the anonymous email.”
Matteo just leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. “This is… insane. And also elite television.”
“They haven’t broken eye contact once,” Xavier added.
“They don’t need to,” Grayson said. “They’ve already said everything.”
At that moment, Julian leaned in slightly—close enough to murmur something just beneath the hum of the bar. Sydney didn’t move. She stared up at him like she was memorizing the exact shape of the mistake she wasn’t going to stop making.
Then, slowly, he stepped back.
She didn’t stop him.
She just stood there, chin high, watching him walk away like it hadn’t rattled her bones.
Julian returned to the table like nothing happened.
He took his seat, lifted his glass, and said mildly, “She likes gin.”
No one spoke for a full beat.
Then Kaia said, “You’re a menace.”
Grayson added, “A very pretty, very stupid menace.”
Alyssa stared at him over the rim of her drink. “What exactly is the endgame here?”
Julian didn’t answer.
He just smiled, slow and infuriating, as if he already knew.

📍McCarty Hall – Room 206
October 2014.
The weeks passed like smoke curling from a match—slow at first, then suddenly gone.
Julian kept showing up.
Same seat. Same half-smirk. Same way of leaning back in his chair like he wasn’t listening—except he always was. Every concept Sydney introduced, every model she dissected, every sharp rhetorical pause—he absorbed them all with the lazy intensity of someone who didn’t want to be caught caring.
But he cared.
He started quoting her in arguments with Grayson. He referenced her theories in other classes, with zero context and full confidence. Once, Kaia caught him sketching a model from her lecture in the margins of his thesis notes—except the axis labels were nicknames he’d made up for her, like "Control" and "Consequence."
He kept challenging her in class, too. Not outright—but in those exacting, surgical ways only Julian could manage.
“Wouldn’t that depend on the payoff matrix?”
“Are we assuming rational actors, or are we pretending again?”
“Isn’t the ‘illusion of choice’ a bit dated now, Professor?”
Each time, Sydney responded without blinking. Calm. Sharp. Impeccably dressed and utterly untouchable.
But she looked at him longer now. Paused a second too long when he spoke. And once—just once—she passed back a graded paper with no comments, only a perfectly drawn red circle around his name.
He still didn’t know what it meant.
It didn’t matter.
He kept the paper.
Three days before Halloween, the seminar room felt different.
It was a Tuesday, cloudy and cold, the kind of day where the sky never fully brightened. The heat in McCarty Hall worked, barely. Everyone kept their coats on. Matteo had a scarf wrapped like he was preparing for war. Kaia wore leather gloves and refused to take them off. Grayson had brought a second coffee. Damien just looked unbothered as usual.
Julian sat near the window, watching the wind shake yellow leaves loose from the trees. His notebook was open, half-filled with actual notes, half with nothing.
Sydney entered precisely on time. Her heels clicked once across the linoleum before she paused. Her eyes swept the room, landing for the briefest second on him.
“Let’s begin,” she said, setting down her folder. “Three days until Halloween. Which means—three days before half of you forget everything you’ve learned due to questionable costumes and even worse decisions.”
A few students chuckled. Kaia smirked. Matteo made an exaggerated note.
Sydney clicked to the first slide.
“Today: moral hazard, asymmetric information, and the power of illusion in negotiation.”
Julian leaned back, arms crossed. His gaze never left her.
It wasn’t about power anymore. Not entirely.
It was about resistance.
How much he could push before she pushed back.
How long they could both pretend.
The annual Halloween party at The Stag & Scholar was Friday. Everyone in the room knew it. Sydney probably did, too—though she hadn’t said a word.
Julian wondered if she’d show.
And what would happen if she did.

📍Grayson’s Loft – Friday, 6:42 PM
Three hours before the Halloween party at The Stag & Scholar
The loft smelled like leather, hairspray, and ego. Warm October wind slipped through the cracked window, rustling the sheer black curtains like a stage cue. Costumes hung on the backs of chairs, strewn across the bar, kicked under coffee tables. Half the Twelve were already dressed. The other half were still fighting zippers, eyeliner, or existential dread.
Julian Devereux stood in front of the mirror, buttoning the last ivory button of his bloodless dress shirt. No tie. Slicked hair. American Psycho, if Patrick Bateman had Wall Street looks but Princeton taste and something feral just behind the smirk. His cufflinks gleamed like a warning.
“You’re terrifying,” Kaia Devlin said, adjusting her whip-thin belt. She was Catwoman—leather, claws, and a smirk that could start wars. “Hot, but terrifying.”
Julian tilted his head. “That’s the point.”
Across the room, Damien Blackwell adjusted his black opera cloak, half-mask already secured. He was the Phantom of the Opera in every sense—dark, brooding, carved from discipline and revenge. The mask somehow made him more intense, not less.
“You gonna serenade us tonight?” Jasper asked as he walked by, pirate rings clinking.
“I’m going for ominous silence,” Damien replied.
“Success,” Grayson said from the couch, brushing dust off his velvet jacket. He was dressed as Dorian Gray, which felt too on-brand. Hair too perfect, eyes too knowing, a single crimson rose tucked into his lapel. “You look like a man who’s never sinned. Or never got caught.”
Matteo Rowe buttoned his double-breasted vest with Gatsby flair—champagne-colored, no irony. “I am choosing to be earnest tonight,” he declared.
“You’re dressed as Jay Gatsby,” Alyssa said, sweeping into the room in black silk. Morticia Addams incarnate—flawless, slinky, untouchable. Her eyeliner was sharp enough to kill a man. “Earnestness doesn’t go with champagne and death by parties.”
Xavier Whitmore entered two seconds later, looking like the world’s hottest Gomez Addams in a pinstripe suit and devilish grin. “My wife,” he said immediately, kissing Alyssa’s hand.
“Stop that,” she said, but didn’t pull away.
“Wait,” Kaia blinked. “You guys coordinated?”
“It was fate,” Xavier said. “Or trauma.”
Across the kitchen island, Dorian Reyes poured absinthe cocktails in skull glasses, wearing a silk smoking jacket and white gloves. “I’m dressed as Oscar Wilde on a bad day,” he said.
“You dress like that every day,” Rowan said from the stairwell. He was Sweeney Todd tonight—black vest, red-stained apron, a razor tucked too casually into his belt. His curls were messier than usual, but the intensity in his stare could slice bone.
“Okay, but we need Sabrina,” Kaia said, twirling her cat ears.
“I’m here.” Sabrina Kingsley emerged from the bathroom like a curse. All red. A backless dress. Tiny devil horns. She was the devil in stilettos and she knew it.
“Wow,” Matteo said.
“That’s it?” she deadpanned, grabbing a glass.
Elliot Zane appeared next, dressed as Dr. Frankenstein—lab coat, safety goggles, rubber gloves that looked suspiciously designer. “Why do I feel like I’m the only one who followed the assignment with irony?”
“Because you’re the only one here not trying to get laid,” Kaia said.
“Speak for yourself,” Julian murmured.
Everyone froze for half a second.
Alyssa sipped her drink. “So you’re dressing like a serial killer and being emotionally reckless?”
Julian adjusted his cuff. “Multi-tasking.”

📍 The Stag & Scholar – Halloween Night, 9:06 PM
Three drinks in, one professor not yet arrived.
The bar was alive—dimmed to something wicked, bathed in flickering jack-o’-lantern light and the flash of fake cobwebs strung above the bar taps. It smelled like cinnamon whiskey, sweat, and trouble. There was no line at the jukebox because it was already stuck playing a haunted, slowed-down playlist someone (probably Grayson) had queued up from his phone: Arctic Monkeys, Billie Eilish, a distorted remix of Tainted Love.
The Twelve took the long table in the center like a royal court of dysfunction.
Julian Devereux leaned back in the booth, his white dress shirt spotless, top button undone. His drink—neat bourbon—was untouched. His eyes? Not on the conversation.
They were on the door.
“Stop brooding,” Kaia said, heels kicked up on the edge of the seat. Her tail flicked every time she crossed her legs. “You’re gonna sweat through that murder couture.”
“I’m not brooding,” Julian replied, adjusting his cuffs. “I’m observing.”
“He means stalking,” Alyssa said, sipping her black cocktail through a dark cherry straw.
“He means hoping,” Matteo added, Gatsby tie loose, elbow resting on the shoulder of Kaia’s chair. “Which is worse.”
Xavier raised his glass in Julian’s direction. “To unprofessional crushes and Halloween regrets.”
Grayson lifted a brow. “Bet’s still on. I say she doesn’t show.”
“She doesn’t even drink,” Damien muttered, swirling his glass slowly. “Why would she come?”
“To watch him suffer,” Sabrina said simply, crossing her legs beneath the table, devil’s tail brushing Julian’s shin.
Julian didn’t flinch.
He just said, “I’m not waiting for her.”
“Then why haven’t you touched your drink?” Rowan asked, dry as ever.
Julian’s fingers tightened around the glass.
And then—
The door creaked open.
It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t theatrical. It was just... precise. Timed like a thunderclap in a room already holding its breath.
Sydney Matthews stepped inside like she didn’t owe the night anything.
No costume.
No cape, no mask.
Just a black silk blouse tucked into slate trousers, heels that clicked like a metronome, and a coat folded over one arm. Her hair was swept into a low twist. Lipstick dark. Gaze darker.
She did not look like she was here to party.
She looked like she was here to collect a soul.
Twelve heads turned—first Grayson, then Alyssa, then Xavier.
Julian looked last. He didn’t stand. Didn’t smile.
But he sat up straighter.
Sydney walked straight to the bar, ordered something clear and slow, then turned—eyes scanning the room like she hadn’t already seen exactly where he was.
Their eyes met.
Only once.
Only long enough for the corner of Julian’s mouth to curl—just a little.
And then Sydney looked away.
Dorian let out a low whistle. “This is either going to be war or the worst idea of his life.”

📍 The Stag & Scholar – Halloween Night, 11:04 PM
Everything was too loud. Or maybe Julian was just too quiet.
He sat slouched in the far corner booth, his American Psycho costume still impeccably styled—buttoned shirt, slicked-back hair, the kind of sharp jawline that made people suspicious for no reason. But his eyes were glassy now, unfocused around the edges. A small pyramid of shot glasses glistened in the low amber light.
Four tequilas down. No lime. No salt. Just burn.
The rest of the group had scattered hours ago. Matteo was probably dancing on a table. Kaia had last been seen flirting with two different vampires. Damien? Missing—presumably seducing a TA, or at the very least ruining someone’s academic future. Alyssa and Xavier were God-knows-where being ironically functional. The night was in full entropy mode.
Julian sat still.
It was 11:04. He knew, because he checked his phone. Not for messages—there wouldn’t be any—but out of some quiet habit of control. He hadn’t moved since 9:12, when Sydney walked in.
He’d seen her. Of course he had. There wasn’t a single moment since she entered that he hadn’t been aware of where she was. What she was wearing. Who she was talking to. How carefully she hadn’t looked at him.
He ran a hand down his face.
And then, without ceremony, he stood.
Not gracefully—his equilibrium was off just enough that he had to catch the edge of the table to steady himself. Four tequila shots didn’t make him drunk. Not really. Just… loose. Slower. His instincts were still sharp. But his logic was starting to unravel.
He didn’t look for her on his way to the stairs.
Didn’t need to.
He climbed the narrow wooden staircase that led to the upper level, where the music faded into a faraway throb and the lights were nothing more than dim bulbs wrapped in fake cobwebs. Up here, the party felt like an echo.
Just a few lounge chairs, a warped table, and a view over the railing to the crowd below. A single supply closet sat at the end of the hall, door cracked, light flickering.
Julian exhaled, leaned his forearms on the railing, and stared down at the chaos he’d left behind.
And for the first time tonight, he let the smirk drop.
Because up here—above the noise, the flirting, the expectations—he didn’t have to pretend he wasn’t waiting.
Or wanting.
She hadn’t looked at him all night.
And that made him want to burn the whole bar down.
But instead—he waited.
Sydney Matthews stood half-shadowed in the darkened corner of the upstairs level, arms crossed loosely over her chest, spine resting against the wall. She hadn’t moved in several minutes—not since she watched him ascend the stairs with that uneven, tequila-slicked gait.
She’d seen the way he’d been sitting alone, untouched by the noise around him, head tilted just slightly as if listening for something no one else could hear. And she’d known—without question—who he was waiting for.

Not texting. Not approaching.
Just orbiting.
Daring her to close the distance.
Julian Devereux leaned against the railing now, one foot crossed over the other, shirt still neat despite the slow unravel of his composure. His fingers toyed with the rim of a glass that no longer held anything. His jaw clenched once, then relaxed. And she saw it: the way his mask slipped the second he thought no one was watching.
But she was.
She had been all night.
Sydney had arrived late on purpose. She hadn’t planned to stay long. But the moment she spotted him—untouchable in his white button-down, looking like control incarnate fraying at the edges—she knew she wasn’t going anywhere.
Not yet.
Julian shifted, resting his elbows on the railing, eyes scanning the crowd below with forced detachment.
She didn’t believe it for a second.
From her hidden spot, she studied the slope of his shoulders, the way the costume—the idea of it—fit too well. American Psycho, sure. But he was quieter than Bateman. More dangerous. Because Julian didn’t need an axe to ruin someone. He used silence. Strategy. Long games.
And right now, he was losing his own.
He hadn’t seen her.
But eventually, she knew—he would feel her.
Because that was how it had always been with them.
Magnetism, dressed up as coincidence.
Tension, disguised as timing.
A heartbeat of stillness passed.
Then she stepped forward, one slow heel-click on the wood floor echoing like a dare in the dark.
Julian didn’t turn right away.
But something shifted. A pause in the way he leaned, the tilt of his head. Like instinct had caught up before logic. Like his body knew she was there—before his brain allowed it.
Another step.
The sound of her heels again, unmistakable this time.
And now he turned.
The upstairs lighting was low—dimmed to near-darkness—but when his eyes met hers across the quiet, time compressed. The music downstairs thumped through the floorboards, muffled by distance. Laughter echoed faintly from below. None of it reached them.
Just her.
Sydney.
Black velvet dress. Slit at the thigh. Hair swept back like something out of a noir film. Her lips, painted the exact color of restraint. Her gaze, a silent blade.
Julian straightened, slowly. His glass hit the wooden railing with a soft clink as he set it down. His voice, when it came, was lower than usual. Rougher around the edges.
“I thought you left.”
Sydney stepped into the light just enough to let him see her eyes.
“I didn’t.”
Julian’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Not quite surprise. Something in between. “You were watching me.”
“You were making it easy,” she said simply.
A beat.
Julian closed the distance by half. “Why?”
Sydney didn’t move. “Because you fascinate me.”
That landed like a match in dry leaves. Instant and impossible to ignore.
Julian tilted his head, eyes narrowing like he was deciphering a language only she spoke. “You don’t say that out loud.”
“I didn’t say it in class.”
His brow arched. “Should I be flattered?”
“You should be careful.”
That drew the smile. The real one. Lethal and slow and a little too sure of itself.
“I’m rarely careful with things I want.”
Sydney’s gaze held his. “And I’m rarely patient with students who flirt like it’s foreplay.”
“Who said I was flirting?” Julian asked.
“You,” she said. “Every time you open your mouth.”
Julian stepped in closer.
Now there was almost nothing between them—just breath and defiance.
“You know this is reckless,” she said, quietly.
“Only if it goes somewhere,” Julian replied, softer still. “And it hasn’t. Not yet.”
Her breath hitched just barely. Enough.
But Sydney stood her ground. “You think you’re in control.”
“No,” Julian said. “I think I’m in the same room with the only person who might actually be able to outplay me.”
ydney didn’t blink. Not when his voice dropped. Not when his eyes locked onto hers like she was the next move in a game he already planned to win. But something in her posture changed—barely. A shift in weight. A breath held too long. A nerve just under the skin.
Julian saw it.
Of course he did.
He watched people like a strategist, not a romantic. With precision. With intent.
And now he was watching her.
Like a man who’d read the rules—and decided to rewrite them anyway.
“I should go,” Sydney said. But she didn’t move.
Julian’s voice was a murmur. “You won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know you’re still standing here.”
The space between them crackled. Stillness, not silence. Her perfume lingered like threat and invitation. And when he stepped forward again—so close she could see the flecks of gold in his eyes—her heartbeat betrayed her, pounding just a little too loud in her ears.
“Julian,” she warned.
But it wasn’t sharp.
It was breathless.
And that was all he needed.
His hand moved—slow, deliberate—to her waist. Not pulling. Not yet. Just resting. A question asked in pressure.
She didn’t pull away.
Instead, she lifted her chin.
“Still think this hasn’t gone anywhere?” she asked.
Julian’s eyes dropped to her mouth. “I think we’re already falling.”
And then—finally—he kissed her.
It wasn’t soft.
It wasn’t slow.
It was all the tension, the denial, the hours of restraint crashing into one impossible moment. Her back hit the wall with a quiet thud, his hands anchoring her there. Her fingers twisted into the collar of his shirt, pulling him closer like she hated him for how good it felt.
Sydney kissed like she thought too much and hated that he’d made her stop thinking.
Julian kissed like he knew exactly how far he could go—and intended to go further.
Every breath was stolen, every second longer than the last. The bar below them was still thrumming, alive with oblivious students. But up here—up here, there were only two people, caught in a storm they both thought they could control.
They were wrong.
His mouth moved to her jaw, the curve of her neck. Her fingers slipped into his hair, and she breathed his name like it tasted dangerous.
He didn’t stop.
Didn’t want to.
And neither did she.
Just weeks of tension, glances, subtext, and denial—all detonated in one kiss that felt like consequence. Her back met the wood-paneled wall with a quiet thud, his hands bracing on either side of her, caging her in. She grabbed at his collar, pulled him closer, kissed him like she couldn’t afford to want him and didn’t care anymore.
Sydney kissed like she thought too much—and hated him for making her stop thinking.
Julian kissed like he’d calculated the risk—and decided to double it.
Their mouths clashed and parted, found each other again. She bit his lower lip just enough to make him exhale, sharp and low. His fingers dug into her waist, anchoring her like if he let go, the entire thing would disappear.
And maybe it should have.
But then her hand slid under his shirt, and all his better judgment left with the rest of his breath.
Sydney broke the kiss first, gasping softly, pupils blown wide. Her lipstick was smudged, her mouth redder than it should be.
She looked at him like she couldn’t believe what she was about to do next.
Then she grabbed his hand.
Without a word, she tugged him toward the supply closet at the end of the hallway.
It was barely lit—just a sliver of light from the frosted window above the door—but it didn’t matter. The moment it shut behind them, they were all over each other again. Sydney pressed him back against the door, her mouth finding his like she’d been holding back for years, not weeks. He groaned, hands sliding over her hips, pulling her flush against him. She didn’t hesitate—pushed his shirt up, kissed down his throat, her fingers quick and unapologetic.
His name left her mouth like a confession.
Her name left his like a dare.
And still—neither of them stopped.
Because this wasn’t control anymore.
It was chaos.
And for once, they both let it happen.
Julian's back hit the inside of the door as it clicked shut behind them, but he didn’t flinch. Not when Sydney's hands were already on him, dragging him back into another kiss like she was trying to erase the boundary between logic and want. Her mouth was hot, insistent, and just this side of punishing—like she knew exactly how wrong this was, and how little she cared.
Julian let her take. Let her lead. For a second.
Then his hands found her jaw, tilting her face up. “Slow down,” he breathed against her lips.
Her laugh was a sharp exhale, heady with adrenaline. “Now you want slow?”
“I want to remember it.”
He kissed her again—this time slower, deeper, with the kind of precision that made her knees buckle. Her hand reached behind her blindly, found a shelf for balance. The closet smelled like paper, dust, and something metallic—but all she could register was the clean scent of his skin, the warmth of his breath, the way his thumb was brushing her cheek like he had the audacity to be gentle.
Her blazer slipped off her shoulders.
His fingers traced the line where skin met fabric.
It wasn’t rushed anymore. It was burning, yes—but now they were feeding the fire, not just fanning it.
“You’re—” she began, breaking the kiss, trying to catch a breath.
Julian’s eyes were dark now, almost black. “What?”
“Going to ruin me.”
He didn’t blink. “Only if you let me.”
She shoved him back again, this time harder, lips brushing his ear. “I just did.”
That broke something.
The rest of it blurred—clothes half-unbuttoned, breath stolen in pieces, her back against the shelves, his hand braced beside her head, holding himself up like she was gravity and he’d finally stopped pretending to fight it.
They kissed like they’d never get to again.
And when it slowed, when it softened—when the rush finally ebbed into something quieter—they were both still tangled, breathing in sync, foreheads touching in the dark.
Neither of them spoke.
Because they both knew what came next.
Consequences. Guilt. A Monday morning seminar where they’d pretend this didn’t exist. Where she’d call on him like he was just another name on a list. Where he’d sit there and pretend not to remember the exact sound she made when he kissed her like that.
But not yet.
For now, there was only this.
The dark. The quiet. Her lipstick on his mouth. His breath in her hair. The steady ache of something too powerful to name.

One Week Before Classes Begin. September 2014
Princeton Athletic Field, Late Afternoon
Sydney’s POV
She hadn’t intended to stop.
The plan was simple: cut across campus, get back to the temporary housing they’d stuck her in while her faculty office was still under construction, and finalize her lecture notes for next week. Efficiency was sacred. She had lectures to tighten, a new advisory committee to charm, and a seminar full of legacy egos to outmaneuver.
Distraction was for people with fewer stakes.
And yet—
The sharp crack of a puck echoed from the rink just off Cannon Green, followed by laughter, a string of low instructions, and the scrape of blades against ice. Something in the sound made her glance sideways—automatic, harmless.
But what she saw made her stop.
Not the game itself. She’d never been one for hockey—too fast, too violent, too much adrenaline and not enough analysis.
It was him.
He wasn’t wearing a helmet. That was the first thing she noticed. His hair was damp at the edges, pushed back, a little too effortlessly disheveled to be accidental. His sweatshirt clung at the collarbone, sleeves shoved to the elbows, the deep navy fabric darkening with sweat at the chest. And on that chest: a stitched C.
Captain.
Of course.
She didn’t recognize him yet. Not fully. But there was something in the way he moved—like the rink belonged to him. Not in arrogance, not exactly. But in certainty. The kind of person who didn’t have to perform authority, because he wasit. Born into it, maybe. But honed, too.
Then he spoke.
Not loudly, but clearly. Directed, efficient. A junior had botched a pass, and he didn’t berate—he corrected. Repeated the pivot move twice, demonstrated edge control, gave the kind of feedback that wasn’t about perfection. It was about improvement.
And that’s what made her pause.
He was teaching.
And not badly.
Sydney stayed behind the fencing, mostly obscured by shadow, and studied him. Not as a woman. Not yet. But as a scholar. As someone who watched patterns and systems and behavior.
He’s observant, she thought. Reads the space before he enters it.
There was ease in his movements, but it wasn’t laziness. No, it was practiced efficiency. Economy of motion. He’s used to being watched, she realized. And he knows how to use it.
That was when she scanned the mental roster. One name flickered into place.
Julian Devereux.
Legacy. Economics. Hockey team captain. Political pedigree. His grandfather had a lecture hall named after him. His father had donated a wing to the economics library. Sydney had seen the name more than once while reviewing the class list for Advanced Economic Theory & Power Structures.
She hadn’t paid much attention.
That changed now.
This one will be a problem, she thought.
Not because he’d fail.
Because he wouldn’t.
He’d coast on charm and sharpness. He’d toe the line and smirk while doing it. He’d say just enough to sound brilliant and never quite enough to let her pin him down.
And she should’ve walked away.
But she didn’t.
Because even now, before the semester started, before a single word had passed between them, she could feel it:
That pull.
Oh no, she thought, still watching him skate backwards, grinning at something one of the younger players said. You’re going to be inconvenient.
She didn’t linger long. Sydney never lingered. Not when it came to students, or weakness, or anything that could be used against her.
But as she turned and walked away, her pulse had already quickened. Just slightly.
And in her head, the question had already started to echo:
What are you really doing here, Julian Devereux?
And more dangerously—
Why do I want to find out?

September 2014 – Fall Semester, Senior Year
McCarty Hall, Room 206 – Sydney’s POV
The room was colder than she’d expected.
Typical of older Princeton buildings—charming in photographs, less so in person. The light buzzed faintly overhead. The whiteboard was already stained with ghost-marker, and the podium wobbled when she set her folder down. No matter. It would hold.
She glanced once at the class roster, then slid it back into the folder.
Thirteen students. Seven legacies. Four political science majors trying to play at being economists. One hedge fund intern. One wildcard.
Sydney reached for her coffee—black, scalding, necessary—and took a sip before turning to face the room.
They stared.
Of course they did.
She was twenty-five. Five years younger than the average adjunct. Ten years younger than the last person who taught this seminar. Her hair was pinned tight. Her blazer pressed. Her heels sensible but sharp. She’d chosen the outfit on purpose—intellectual, not flirtatious. Clean. Defensive. Impeccable. If they were going to judge her by appearance, she’d make sure there wasn’t a seam out of place.
“If you're here because you think this class will look good on your résumé,” she began, “you should drop now.”
No smile. No introduction. She didn’t believe in wasting time—especially not on pageantry. They didn’t need to like her. They needed to listen.
She kept her voice even as she laid out the rules—no laptops, no extensions, no coddling. Power moved quietly through institutions, she told them. Through wealth, capital, and the illusion of meritocracy. If that bores you—go.
Silence.
Until the girl in the front—Kaia Devlin, she remembered—raised her hand with a smirk.
"How can you be our lecturer today when you're… what, twenty-four?"
Sydney didn’t flinch. She’d expected this. Her youth was a vulnerability only if she acknowledged it.
“Twenty-five,” she corrected calmly. “PhD at twenty-four. This is my first semester teaching at Princeton.”
Devlin blinked. “You’re new?”
“I’ve taught elsewhere.” Her tone didn’t waver. “And yes. I’m new here.”
There was a pause then—long enough for power to shift subtly in the room. Not dominance. Not yet. But clarity. They were watching her now with a different kind of interest.
“I don’t expect you to respect me because of my age,” she added. “I expect you to respect the work.”
That landed. She saw it in Devlin’s nod. In the quiet that followed.
She turned to the board, uncapped the marker, and wrote three words—EXTRACTION. CONSOLIDATION. ILLUSIONS.She underlined the last one twice. Not just for emphasis. But because it was the hardest to see when you were inside it.
She faced them again. “Any other questions?”
And that’s when he moved.
She hadn’t looked at him yet—not directly. But she’d felt his attention from the moment she entered the room. Leaned back. Elbow on the chair. Coffee in hand. Watching her not like a student sizing up a professor—but like a rival reading the opening play.
Julian Devereux.
She recognized the name immediately. Legacy. Hockey captain. One of the sharpest economic minds in the senior class—and one of the most undisciplined. A student who never missed a point, but also never played it safe. She’d read his writing samples. Annotated with begrudging respect. He was arrogant, but worse: he was right too often.
And now he was smiling.
Lazy. Deliberate. Dangerous.
“Just wondering how long before you start breaking hearts,” he said.
The room laughed—some bold, some nervous. A few stared at her like she might combust.
She didn’t blink.
“That depends,” Sydney replied, voice like glass.
A beat.
“How fragile is yours?”
Silence.
Not awkward. Not scandalized.
Tense. Charged.
Julian didn’t move, but something in him shifted. A flicker behind the eyes. His interest—no longer casual.
Good, Sydney thought. Let him know she wasn’t here to be flirted with.
But even as she turned back to the board, she felt it—the way his attention still burned on her like a spotlight. The way the air in the room had tilted, subtly, toward him.
She took a sip of her coffee.
This one, she thought, is going to be a problem.
And yet… part of her didn’t hate the idea.
Not yet.
Sydney turned back to the whiteboard, her spine straight, her hands steady. But internally, she adjusted. A recalibration. Not a flinch, not even a shift—but a note. A presence logged.
Julian Devereux wasn’t going to sit quietly. She had known that the second she read his name on the roster. She’d read his thesis outline last week, flagged three footnotes for arrogance and two for brilliance. The boy wrote like he was already being interviewed by The Atlantic.
Now, she could feel him watching her still. Not with distraction. With strategy.
Good.
“I want to start with a premise,” she said, voice clean and sharp. “That markets are not neutral. That policy is not impartial. That power accumulates—and does so with intent.”
She paced slowly in front of the seminar table. No podium. No desk. Just her and the room.
“If you're used to thinking of economics as math without people, you'll need to unlearn that.”
Behind her, pens scratched. Pages turned. She scanned the room without pausing—Kaia was listening, lips pursed in amusement. Matteo was scribbling something that looked suspiciously like a flowchart. Damien’s brow was furrowed, as if he already wanted to fact-check her.
And Julian.
Still leaned back. Still watching. But now… amused.
She barely got through her next point before he raised a hand.
Not fast. Not impulsive. Calculated.
“Yes, Mr. Devereux,” she said, tone cool.
“I’m just wondering,” he said smoothly, “how you define ‘intent’ in that context. Because accumulation of capital—while not neutral—isn’t always orchestrated. Sometimes it’s just… inertia.”
There was no malice in his tone. That’s what made it worse. He was genuinely curious. Engaged. But his question was also a test. A subtle one.
Sydney didn’t flinch. “And what happens when inertia serves the powerful disproportionately?”
Julian’s eyes lit. He hadn’t expected her to volley that quickly.
He nodded slowly, clearly pleased. “Then we can call it a system. But I’m asking—where do you draw the line between an exploitative structure and a chaotic one? If we call everything intentional, do we risk erasing randomness altogether?”
Matteo muttered, “Here we go,” under his breath.
Sydney crossed her arms—not defensively, but decisively. “I’m not erasing randomness. I’m interrogating who benefits from calling it random.”
That silenced the table for a second.
Julian tilted his head. A faint smile touched his mouth—not smug, not yet. Intrigued.
“Fair,” he said. “But some systems don’t need villains. Just momentum.”
Sydney took a breath. “And some villains build momentum precisely because no one calls them by name.”
A beat.
Kaia exhaled slowly, like she was watching a tennis match no one expected to be this fun.
Grayson murmured, “She’s good,” almost to himself.
Sydney watched Julian closely now. Because she’d met students like him before—but not quite like this. He wasn’t trying to dominate the room. He was testing it. Testing her.
And unlike most, he didn’t seem to need to win.
He just needed to know how far he could go.
Julian gave her a small nod. Not of defeat. Of acknowledgement.
Round one, she thought.
She returned the nod—imperceptible to most.
Round one, Mr. Devereux.
Then she turned and clicked to the next slide.
And the class leaned forward, as if they all suddenly understood that this was no longer just a seminar.
It was a game.
And it had already begun.
McCarty Hall, Room 206 – After Class
Sydney’s POV
The final slide faded into black.
Sydney capped her pen, slowly and deliberately, and reached for the stack of notes beside her. She didn’t look up—not yet. The room held too much tension, and she had learned long ago how to let silence do its own kind of work.
The shuffle of papers. The scrape of chairs. The tight-lipped laughter that came from students unsure whether they’d been challenged or outmaneuvered.
That was always her favorite part. The aftermath.
Kaia stood first—sharp, irreverent, unimpressed in the way only a smart girl with nothing to prove could be. “Switching to Theatre History never looked so good,” she said under her breath as she passed, though Sydney noted the telltale smirk. She wasn’t leaving because she hated it. She was leaving because she liked it more than she wanted to admit.
Sydney didn’t need to look to know who was still sitting.
Julian Devereux hadn’t moved.
Of course he hadn’t.
She could feel his posture in the air behind her: arrogant, amused, perfectly calibrated for attention without ever asking for it. She could hear the way he shifted—leisurely, confident, as if every movement was part of a scene he was directing in his own head. She imagined the smirk. The watch. The unbuttoned collar and unapologetic ease of someone who’d never learned how to feel small in a room.
She kept packing. Deliberate, unbothered, until the rest of them filed out.
Kaia. Matteo. Grayson. Damien, with that maddening stillness that masked how much he observed. She marked the way they moved as a group: practiced. Intact. Loyal in the way only senior-year circles ever were. She knew the type. They’d tested each other. Broken things and taped them back together. The kind of closeness built not on kindness, but survival.
Kaia murmured something to Julian on the way out. Something light but loaded. Sydney caught the way he didn’t respond—at least not verbally. But she knew the kind of look that lingered long after the words ended.
Matteo’s voice came next. “Next time just ask for her number. Might save us all the poetry.”
Sydney didn’t blink. She’d heard worse. She’d heard better.
She was still tucking the last paper into her folder when the room fell finally, fully quiet.
She didn’t look up. But she didn’t need to.
She could feel him there. Still.
Julian Devereux.
Of course he stayed.
She felt it first—his gaze. Sharp. Steady. Amused.
He looked at people the way someone might watch a storm roll in: with curiosity, with interest, with no particular concern for whether it would leave damage behind. He watched her like he wanted to be proven right about her—or desperatelywrong.
Sydney stacked her notes slowly. Measured. Precise. She could hear him still breathing behind her. Could feel him—an energy, a presence that took up too much space for someone sitting so still.
He was trouble.
Not because he was inappropriate. Or lazy. Or disrespectful.
He was none of those things. That would’ve been easier.
No—he was the kind of trouble that thought in long games.
That asked clever questions not to learn, but to test.
He didn’t want answers.
He wanted leverage.
“I expected fireworks,” she said, her voice steady.
And he gave her exactly what she expected: a slow, confident, unrushed answer. The kind that cloaked itself in charm while still drawing blood.
"You got them."
She kept her tone neutral. Dismissive. “You expected a reaction. That’s not the same as a result.”
He pushed anyway. “You knew my name before I raised my hand.”
Of course she did.
She knew all their names.
But his—his stood out. Not just for the name itself, though that had weight. The Devereux family was old money. Industrial, storied, complicated. But it wasn’t just that.
It was the file.
His academic record was sharp. Clean. Too clean. Honors in everything, top 2% of his class. Captain of the hockey team, president of a debate society that hadn’t been active since 2008—reactivated solely under his leadership. Recommendation letters written like someone knew he was already a legacy worth preserving.
But it was the interviews that caught her attention.
Words like ruthless. Formidable. Knows how to read a room—and how to bend it.
So yes.
She knew exactly who Julian Devereux was before he walked in.
But she hadn’t expected to see him like this.
Wet hair. Smelling faintly of ice and chlorine. Coffee in hand, casual arrogance wrapped around him like second skin. Watching her like she was part opponent, part puzzle, part… curiosity.
It had been a long time since someone intrigued her.
Too long.
She didn’t show it.
“I’ll see you next week, Mr. Devereux,” she said coolly, finally meeting his gaze.
And when the door shut behind him, she let herself exhale.
Quietly.
Not because he rattled her.
But because she hated that he didn’t.
She hated that he made the room more alive.
She hated that she already knew—he’d come back with sharper questions. With longer stares. With more of that dangerous curiosity she recognized too well.
Because Sydney Matthews wasn’t afraid of hard students.
She was afraid of smart ones.
Charming ones.
The kind that made you forget they were watching you just as closely as you were watching them.
The kind that made you remember you weren’t just teaching strategy.
You were playing it.
















