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    First Edition


	During a faculty meeting, I instinctively snuck to the back row.

	The principal puffed up like a balloon. "Get back here! You're a teacher now, not a student! Sit up front!"

	I shuffled to the front. Halfway through the meeting I was nodding off.

	A clear, gentle voice beside me, with a faint trace of amusement:

	"Stay awake. The principal is glaring at you."

	Me: !

	


Chapter 1

	Staff meeting at school.

	Teachers filed into the conference room.

	Without thinking I drifted to the back row. Principal Hartley barked at me: "Brooke Sumner, get up front!"

	I dragged myself to the front row, sulking internally.

	I had graduated years ago. I was still being bossed around by Old Hartley.

	I glanced sideways without thinking.

	Wait. What.

	Some male teacher had clearly gotten hair transplants. His hair was thick.

	I turned my head fully and met a strikingly handsome face.

	I blanked for a beat. I racked my brain — when had Central High acquired such a young, attractive male teacher?

	He felt my gaze. He curved his mouth and gave me a polite, gentle little nod.

	I was about to strike up a conversation when Principal Hartley rapped on the table and theatrically cleared his throat.

	I looked over. Principal Hartley sent me a deadly glare. We're in a meeting.

	I straightened. I sighed and propped my chin on my hand and forced myself to listen.

	Halfway through, I was falling asleep.

	My eyelids were drooping when the warm voice beside me said:

	"Stay awake. The principal is glaring at you."

	I jolted up. Principal Hartley was indeed glaring at me with the energy of someone planning a slow public humiliation.

	"Miss Sumner. Repeat what I just said."

	…

	I tugged at my lip awkwardly.

	I'd graduated and I was still getting cold-called in meetings.

	I exhaled and ventured: "Mrs. Reilly's class won the Class of the Month award again?"

	His expression didn't shift correctly. I tried again. "Mr. Stevens made Teacher of the Year?"

	That… also wasn't right.

	"The faculty cafeteria changed the menu?"

	Principal Hartley's mouth twitched. His face went darker.

	The only remaining option was…

	"You called out Miss Sumner for poor attendance?"

	Principal Hartley huffed. "You actually have the nerve. Sit down. I want the meeting minutes copied out ten times."

	I muttered: "Again?"

	I thought I heard a faint, light laugh from beside me.

	Principal Hartley snorted and continued. "I'll repeat myself. Mrs. Wells in Section 6 is going on maternity leave. Her math classes will be covered by Mr. Mercer this semester."

	He looked at my visibly suffering face. Something glittered in his eyes. He lifted his chin. "As for Section 6's homeroom teacher — Miss Sumner will take that over too."

	I came out of my misery. "What?"

	He looked at me sideways. Pride in his voice. "Mr. Mercer is a math professor at the state university. If he hadn't had time this semester, I wouldn't have been able to get him."

	"Miss Sumner. The school is giving you the best. You'd better show up for those kids."

	I nodded and watched him walk, beaming, over to the handsome man beside me.

	"Aiden. Introduce yourself."

	I raised an eyebrow. So that was him.

	Aiden Mercer stood. A modest smile on his clean, elegant face.

	"Principal Hartley is generous. My experience is limited. I look forward to learning from all of you."

	The senior teachers murmured modest and young talent, while their eyes drifted to Aiden's thick hair with a mixture of envy and grief.

	Me: "…"

	


Chapter 2

	After the meeting, Principal Hartley told me to show Aiden around campus.

	So I walked Aiden through the school.

	We attracted a fair amount of attention.

	I was strolling him past the track when I observed the eyes of every passing student locked on him.

	"Mr. Mercer. I think your teaching career is about to hit a wall."

	Aiden raised an eyebrow. "Hm?"
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