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HUNTER

The first crack of the whip stole the air from my lungs before I even heard myself breathe.

Leather kissed my back with a sting that was sharp, clean, and impossibly precise—nothing like the softer teasing strikes from my first night in this room. This one landed with purpose. With intention. With him.

My hands clenched around the padded bar above my head as I exhaled, long and shaky, trying to steady myself.

“One,” I whispered.

My voice barely sounded like mine. It felt deeper, pulled from somewhere low in my stomach, somewhere that still hadn’t recovered from the last time the professor brought me in here.

Behind me, his boots shifted faintly on the floor. Slow steps. Controlled. Deliberate. I could feel him watching the way my shoulders tightened, the way my breathing dragged unevenly, the way the strike still echoed beneath my skin like a memory I wasn’t ready to admit I missed.

The professor didn’t speak for a moment.

That was the worst part—

or the best part.

I still hadn’t decided.

Another breath.

Another heartbeat.

Another second where I could feel him circling me without touching me.

Then—

Crack.

The second strike hit lower, crossing the heat of the first. My whole body jerked forward, knees softening until I caught myself against the bar. The sound rang out in the room, swallowed by the black walls and the low, amber lighting. I felt the impact before I could name it, sharp at first, then melting into a slow-burning warmth that spread across my skin like a brand.

I didn’t even realize I’d closed my eyes until I heard his voice.

“Hunter.”

Low. Calm. Like my name was something fragile he was setting on the edge of a table.

My lips parted automatically.

“Yes... sir.”

“Count.”

I swallowed. My throat felt tight, like the air in here was heavier or thicker or charged in a way that only existed when he was behind me.

“Two,” I breathed.

I could feel him react to it.

Not visibly.

Not audibly.

But I felt it.

A shift in the room’s energy.

A soft inhale.

The smallest pause in motion.

Like he hadn’t expected me to answer so quickly.

Or so willingly.

The third strike didn’t land right away. The professor let the silence stretch thin, pressing all its weight onto my shoulders. I waited with my skin prickling, my muscles tense, my mind caught between fear and desire, anticipation and dread.

This was the part that ruined me last time.

Not the whip.

The waiting.

The moment where I wasn’t sure if the next hit would come or if he’d step closer instead—

if he’d whisper something behind my ear, something that made my whole body shiver the way it had when he pressed a steady hand between my shoulder blades during that first session.

A hand that didn’t touch me now.

A hand that wouldn’t.

A hand he was refusing to use.

The whip cracked again.

This one was harder.

Deeper.

A clean slice of sound through warm air.

My breath fractured.

Everything inside me jolted like the strike had hit bone instead of skin.

“T—three.”

It came out broken, uneven.

Embarrassingly raw.

The professor exhaled behind me.

A quiet sound. Controlled. But real.

“Good,” he said.

My knees almost buckled.

I didn’t know why that word did so much to me—why praise from him felt like being handed water in a desert I hadn’t realized I was dying in. My thoughts twisted and blurred, all tangled around the slow heat blooming across my back.

I felt him move to my left.

His presence brushed close—close enough that the warmth of his body pushed against the cool air on my skin. Close enough that I could almost imagine the whisper of his fingertips hovering a hair above my shoulder.

But he didn’t touch me.

He wasn’t going to.

Not tonight.

Not like that.

“This session will be more controlled,” the professor said quietly. “More precise. You understand that.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Yes, sir.”

My voice trembled.

I hoped he didn’t notice.

I knew he did.

“You asked for this.”

I nodded, forehead resting briefly against my forearm.

“I know.”

“And you still want it?”

God.

The way he asked that.

Not seductive.

Not gentle.

Just... controlled.

My mind spun in circles, chasing the truth I didn’t want to speak but couldn’t avoid.

“Yes,” I whispered. “I want it.”

Leather cut the air again.

The fourth strike made me gasp aloud, louder than before. My fingers tightened around the bar until my knuckles ached. The sting rushed through me in a wave, pulling a sound from my chest I hadn’t meant to release.

“Hunter.”

Not sharp.

Not scolding.

Just enough.

I bit down on the inside of my cheek and forced the word free:

“Four.”

The professor hummed.

A low sound.

Approving.

The room felt hotter now.

Or maybe I was losing track of my own body.

I could hear his breathing.

Steady.

Measured.

But different from before—

like each strike affected him more than he wanted me to know.

He walked behind me again, slow and deliberate, the soft brush of his coat shifting as he moved.

“You’re holding tension,” he said quietly.

“I—I’m trying not to.”

“Stop trying.”

A beat.

“Just breathe.”

I inhaled shakily.

Then exhaled.

Leather sliced the air.

The fifth strike landed higher, close to the last but angled sharper, forcing my body forward again. My breath broke apart, the sound rough and vulnerable.

“Count.”

“F-five.”

“Good.”

My eyes burned.

Not from tears—

from something else.

The rise of something I didn’t have a name for.

Something thick and heavy that settled low in my stomach, pulling everything inside me into a quieter place.

A place I hadn’t known existed until the professor showed it to me.

“Hunter,” he murmured, and my whole spine tingled at the sound of my name on his tongue. “Stay with me.”

“I am,” I whispered.

And I was.

Completely.

The professor shifted his stance. I heard the subtle adjustment of his boot against the floor, the faint unspooling of leather as he adjusted his grip. I knew what was coming next even before the air changed—

Crack.

The sixth strike wasn’t harder.

It was... deeper.

Perfectly placed.

Perfectly timed.

Perfectly him.

My body jolted, breath shattering as I pressed my forehead against the bar, eyes squeezed shut.

“S-six.”

My voice cracked right down the middle.

The professor stepped in closer.

I could sense him just inches behind me—his breath warm against the space between my shoulders, his presence draping over my skin like gravity. My heart hammered wildly, the heat in my chest crawling up my throat.

He didn’t touch me.

I could have died from how much I wanted him to.

His voice lowered.

“That’s enough.”

My entire body sagged at the words. Not in disappointment—no. In relief. In surrender. In something that felt dangerously close to gratitude.

The professor took a slow breath.

I felt it more than heard it.

“You did well,” he said quietly.

The praise hit harder than the whip.

My eyes closed.

My hands loosened.

Something fragile and aching in me opened like a cracked door letting in warm light.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Not because I had to.

Because I meant it.

The professor stood there for several heartbeats, saying nothing, breathing slow and steady behind me—like he was wrestling with something I wasn’t allowed to see.

When he finally spoke, his voice was different.

Lower.

Rougher.

Almost pained.

“We’re not done, Hunter.”

A shiver shot straight down my spine.

Not fear.

Not dread.

Something far more dangerous.

I lifted my head, breath shallow.

“Wh-what do you mean?”

The professor stepped closer—close enough that I could feel the faint warmth of his chest at my back, though he still didn’t touch me.

“Tonight was discipline,” he said softly. “Next time... will be something else.”

My knees nearly gave out.

There would be a next time.

He knew it.

I knew it.

My body knew it.

The professor exhaled.

“Get dressed,” he murmured. “And don’t look at me until you’re steady.”

My breath caught.

He couldn’t have known how unsteady I was.

Unless...

he always knew.

He stepped back, and the absence of him was almost worse than the whip.

This man was going to ruin me.

And God help me,

I wanted him to.

***
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THE PANEL SLID SHUT behind me with a soft wooden thud, sealing the Obsidian Room away as if it had never existed.

If someone walked into the professor’ office right now, they’d have no idea what was hidden behind that wall—what had just happened to me inside it.

My legs nearly buckled the second I stepped out.

The office was dim except for the small lamp on the professor’ desk. Warm light, soft shadows. Nothing like the heat and darkness of the Room. The contrast made my breath hitch, made my body feel even more exposed.

Cool air drifted across my back.

I shivered hard.

My skin was burning hot, flushed from the session, but the office temperature was low—the building always chilled after hours. The sudden coolness hit my fresh marks like ice over fire.

I sucked in a tight breath and stumbled forward a step.

“Steady,” the professor murmured.

He didn’t touch me.

He didn’t come close.

But his voice was enough to hold me upright.

I clung to the back of the nearest chair until the room stopped tilting.

Everything felt unreal.

My body was trembling, but it wasn’t fear.

It wasn’t pain.

It was something else.

Something deeper.

Something he had put there.

The professor moved around his desk with controlled, precise steps—no evidence of what he’d just done behind the wooden panel. No tension in his movements, no sign of strain.

But I saw the flicker in his jaw.

The tightness in his breath.

The way his eyes didn’t quite meet mine.

He was affected.

He was holding it back.

He opened the bottom drawer of his desk, pulled out a bottle of water, and set it beside the chair without looking at me.

“Sit.”

My knees gave up before my mind could argue. I sank into the chair, chest rising and falling too quickly, my hands gripping the seat like it was the only thing keeping me together.

The office looked normal.

Bookshelves. Desk. Lamp.

Academic, controlled, ordinary.

But the hidden panel at my back practically hummed. I could feel the presence of the Obsidian Room through the wall—the weight of what had happened, what he’d done, what I’d allowed.

The professor finally looked at me.

His eyes traced over my flushed face, then dropped—slowly, deliberately—to my shoulders, to the heat rising off my skin.

He wasn’t checking for damage.

He was checking for control.

“You’re overheated,” he said.

I swallowed. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

His voice never rose. It didn’t need to.

“You’re still carrying adrenaline. And endorphins. And whatever else that session stirred up.”

I felt my cheeks burn hotter.

He didn’t look away.

“This state will confuse you,” the professor continued quietly. “Your body is reacting stronger than your mind can process.”

He stepped back, giving me space I didn’t want.

“Drink.”

I opened the water with shaking hands. Took a slow sip. Another. The cold slid down my throat like a lifeline.

The professor watched every movement.

When I lowered the bottle, he spoke again.

“You need rest. Hydration. Stillness. Nothing more.”

My voice was barely a whisper.

“What about... us?”

A tiny shift flickered across his expression.

Not softness.

Not warmth.

Something much, much more dangerous.

“This isn’t about us.”

He paused.

“This is about discipline. And you’re not thinking clearly.”

He stepped away from me, putting the length of the desk between us. His hands gripped the edge of the wood like he needed grounding.

“You’re dismissed, Hunter.”

Dismissed.

The word hit me harder than any of the strikes had.

I stood slowly, each movement sending a new ripple of heat across my back. I grabbed my backpack and slung it over one shoulder, wincing at the pressure against the marks.
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