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Claimed By Him
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HUNTER

I should’ve known this class was going to screw with me the moment I stepped inside.

Psych 214: Human Sexuality.

Guys on the lacrosse team swore it was an easy A — sit through a couple PowerPoints, turn in a reflection essay about “modern intimacy,” and coast.

But the second Professor Silas Hale walks into the lecture hall, everything in my body goes tight.

He moves with this slow, controlled confidence, like the room bends around him. Dark shirt, sleeves rolled neatly up his forearms, sharp jaw, hair slightly graying at the temples — all combined like a punch to the chest I don’t understand.

He sets his leather folder on the desk, taps the mic once, and the entire class falls silent without him raising his voice.

“Good morning,” he says. Deep. Even. Calm. “Today we begin with an overview of consensual power dynamics in adult relationships.”

Power... dynamics?

The girl next to me perks up in interest.

I choke on my own spit.

“This includes dominance, submission, bondage, discipline,” he continues smoothly, “and the psychological frameworks behind why some individuals crave structure or surrender in intimate environments.”

My heart starts thudding like I ran a sprint.

He keeps lecturing — clinically, professionally — but I swear his eyes flick toward me. Just once. Just enough to see me squirm.

I shift in my seat, trying to discreetly adjust myself.

Why am I reacting to this?

Silas Hale moves to the whiteboard, writing in clean strokes:

Six Core Principles of BDSM Dynamics

My throat tightens.

He turns back toward us, expression unreadable.

“First,” he says, “consent. Contrary to common misconception, BDSM is not about harm. It is about permission. Mutual agreement. Clear boundaries. Open choice.”

I feel heat crawl up my neck.

Why do I feel like he’s talking directly to me?

“Second,” he continues, “communication. Dynamics fail without it. Negotiation forms the backbone of any power exchange.”

His voice does something to my spine — a low hum, a pull I can’t explain.

“Third. Trust.”

The word lands heavy.

Some girl raises her hand. “Trust in what sense?”

“In the sense,” Silas replies, stepping closer to the front row, “that one individual agrees to relinquish control. Sometimes physically. Sometimes psychologically. Sometimes both.”

My stomach drops.

My hands grip my notebook too tight.

I don’t know why I can’t breathe right.

I catch him looking at me again — or maybe I’m imagining it.

“Fourth,” he says, “structured power dynamics. Dominance and submission are not random roles. They arise from need. Desire. Internal wiring.”

Desire.

I swallow hard.

“Fifth,” he goes on, “aftercare. A dominant is responsible for the emotional safety of the submissive after an intense experience. The bond often strengthens here.”

Something twists in my chest.

This is too intimate.

Too raw.

Too much.

“And finally,” Silas says, writing on the board again, “internal versus external control.”

A guy in the back snorts. “Kinky way to start the semester.”

Silas turns his head slowly.

Just a look.

Cold. Sharp.

The guy shuts up instantly.

Silas returns to the lectern, eyes sweeping the room again.

“For some,” he says quietly, “structure is liberation. Surrender is peace. Control is connection. Understanding these dynamics is essential to understanding human sexuality.”

My pulse is pounding.

Why am I reacting like this?

This isn’t me.

I force myself to look down at my notes, but the lines blur.

Every word he says gets under my skin and sits there.

Deep.

I’ve never responded to anything like this before — not to any guy, not to any teacher, not to any voice.

But him?

It’s like he’s explaining a part of me I didn’t know existed.

A part I don’t want to exist.

When class ends, students start packing up.

I stay seated a second too long, pretending to organize my bag while trying to calm down.

Silas Hale closes his folder and looks up.

Our eyes meet.

Something in the center of my chest pulls toward him — like gravity.

He doesn’t smile.

Doesn’t look surprised.

Doesn’t look away.

Then, in the softest, most devastating voice I’ve ever heard, he says:

“We'll continue next class. Make sure you’ve reviewed the readings.”

My entire body goes hot.

I mutter something like “yeah,” though it probably comes out wrong.

I shove my things into my bag and head for the door, trying like hell not to let anyone see the way I’m adjusting myself.

As I walk out, I can feel him watching me.

And for reasons I can’t explain,

I don’t want him to stop.

***
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BY THE TIME I MAKE it halfway across the quad, my pulse is still thudding in my ears.

I keep my head down so no one stops me. I need air. Water. Something.

I’m a ladies’ guy.

Always have been.

I’ve had girlfriends. Hookups.

People on the team joke that I could walk into a bar and walk out with someone in twenty minutes.

It’s not even bragging — it’s just been my life.

I know what I look like.

Six-one, broad shoulders, clean cut, that whole “jock next door” thing.

Coach calls me “made of fast-twitch muscle and bad decisions.”

And he’s not wrong.

I’ve never questioned myself.

Never been confused.

Until now.

I don’t get it — I shouldn’t be reacting like this to a professor, let alone a male professor.

But something about Dr. Hale gets in under my skin in a way I can’t explain.

And it’s not just the physical stuff, although... yeah, okay, that’s part of it.

He’s... put together. Sharp.

His shirts fit in a way that makes you notice the lines of his body even when he’s standing still.

He has this quiet grace, controlled but strong, like he’s always thinking ten steps ahead.

But what really screws with me is the emotional part — the way he talks.

The way he holds the room.

The way he gets inside your head with a single sentence.

I don’t know how to describe it except...

He’s calm. Unshakeable.

Like nothing surprises him, nothing rattles him, nothing touches him unless he decides it should.

And when he talked about power dynamics?

Consent?

Trust?

It didn’t feel dirty or taboo or wrong.

It felt... intimate.

Like he was revealing something real.

Something vulnerable.

Something I wasn’t supposed to hear, but he wanted me to hear anyway.

My face heats just thinking about it.

I actually bring my hand up to my cheek to check, because it feels like I’m burning.

Why him?

Why now?

Why at all?

I’ve never reacted to anyone this way — not even girls I’ve been crazy about.

Not with this weird electricity under my skin, or whatever this tight feeling in my chest is.

It’s like he woke something up in me I didn’t even know was sleeping.

I shake it off, trying to clear my head, but the whole walk back to my dorm, I can’t stop replaying little things:

His voice.

His hands.

The slight curve of his mouth when he spoke.

The way he looked at me like he already knew something I didn’t.

And that’s the part I can’t handle.

Because I’ve always been the guy who knew exactly who he was — athlete, ladies’ man, confident, uncomplicated.

But for the first time in my life, I feel like someone else is... reading me.

Like Dr. Hale saw something in me today — something I’ve never let anyone see.

Something I’m not ready to admit.

I open the front door of my dorm and head straight to my room, ignoring Mason calling from the couch.

I need a minute.

A cold shower.

A brain reset.

Anything.

Because right now, the last thing I want to do is admit that the only face I can’t get out of my head...

is his.

***
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PROFESSOR HALE

I close the door to my office and let out a breath I didn’t allow myself to exhale in class.

Hunters like him always arrive eventually.

A certain type:

jock, confident, comfortable in his skin, charming without effort.

The kind who walks through life assuming he understands the world because the world has made itself easy for him.

The kind who has never had to question his own desire.

And the kind who crumbles the moment he feels something he can’t name.

I sit at my desk, straighten the papers I already straightened twice, and press my fingertips against my temple. My pulse is steady, but my thoughts... less so.

I am gay.

Openly, clinically, professionally.

There’s no scandal in it — half the faculty knows, most of the students know, and the tenure committee certainly knew.

Nothing I teach is inappropriate.

Everything I lecture on is academically justified.

And yet...

Hunter Ward unsettled me today.

Not because he looked at me — plenty of students do.

Not because he’s attractive — many of them are.

But because he reacted.

That is rare.

That is dangerous.

And that is... intriguing.

He tried to hide it, but I saw everything:

the flush creeping up his neck,

the way he shifted uncomfortably in his seat,

the sudden tension in his posture,

the way his breath caught when I spoke about trust, control, surrender.

His body language betrayed him long before he even realized it was happening.

His pupils dilated.

His posture stiffened.

His chest rose in uneven breaths.

Even the faintest signs — the way the muscles of his arms tightened, the way his knee bounced under the desk — told me exactly what he was feeling.

Fear.

Curiosity.

Arousal.

All tangled together.

It was... beautiful, in its own way.

Not the arousal itself.

But the moment he realized he was no longer in control of himself.

I lean back, steepling my fingers.

Men like Hunter don’t come into my orbit often — not ones who have that specific mix of resistance and hunger.

A straight man who isn’t entirely straight.

A confident man who doesn’t know himself.

A dominant body with a submissive core he’s terrified to confront.

He is the definition of a contradiction.

And contradictions make for interesting candidates.

Candidates for what?

My eyes flick to the far corner of the office — the blank section of wall that hides the panel, the panel that hides the door, the door that hides the room.

The Obsidian Room.

My most private sanctuary.

My most dangerous indulgence.

My one tether to the world I walked away from years ago.

I don’t bring students there.

I don’t bring anyone there lightly.

But Hunter...

He responded instinctively to the material.

Not intellectually.

Physically.

Emotionally.

He has the raw markers of someone who could thrive there — the vulnerability, the curiosity, the suppressed need for structure.

But he is young.

Too young, perhaps.

Too uncertain.

Too unaware of the fire he’s walking toward.

And I am not reckless.

I am not impulsive.

I do not pursue.

I am the one who is pursued.

Still...

When his eyes met mine today, something in his expression flickered — a silent question he didn’t know he was asking.

And an answer I’m not sure I should give.

I straighten a stack of papers that doesn’t need straightening.

Adjust my sleeve.

Force my mind back into order.

This is fine.

He is fine.

He is just a student.

A curious one, yes.

A reactive one, yes.

But nothing more.

I will treat him as I treat all the others.

Professionally.

Calmly.

Without interest.

Without indulgence.

But as I lean back in my chair and close my eyes for just a moment, I can still see the way he looked at me — unsettled, confused, almost pleading for something he doesn’t understand.

And in the quiet of my office, with no one around to hear it, I let myself whisper the one truth I won’t admit aloud:

He could be extraordinary.

***
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HUNTER

The water is freezing.

I crank the shower knob all the way to cold and step under it anyway, letting the shock hit me hard. My breath catches, my muscles flinch, but the chill is the only thing that feels like it might snap me out of whatever the hell just happened in that lecture hall.

It should work.

It usually does.

I’ve taken cold showers after tough workouts, bad games, nights where I drank too much — but never because of a person.

Never because of... a man.

I press my hands against the tile, bow my head, and let the icy stream run down my back. My pulse is still pounding like I’m mid-sprint.

“Come on,” I whisper to myself. “Get it together.”

But I can’t.

Even with the water hitting me like needles, I can’t stop seeing him.

Silas Hale.

Professor Hale.

Whatever.

His voice keeps replaying in my head, every word landing deeper than it should:

Trust. Control. Surrender.

I squeeze my eyes shut, and instead of clearing my mind, it just... sharpens everything.

I see him standing in front of the class, sleeves rolled up, face calm, explaining the psychology behind dominance and submission like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like he wasn’t lighting my entire nervous system on fire.

And the worst part — the part the freezing water can’t wash off — is that I felt it.

Physically.

Emotionally.

In places I don’t want to admit.

I’ve always been the confident one.

The ladies’ guy.

The jock with the easy smile and easier dating life.

I know who I am.

Or at least... I thought I did.

But the way Silas talked?

The way he looked at me — once, for barely a second, but enough that I felt it in my chest?

It did something to me I can’t explain.

I push my wet hair back, trying to breathe.

The steam from the rest of the bathroom mixes with the cold water hitting me, confusing my senses even more.

My body refuses to calm down.

My thoughts won’t settle.

That tight, restless heat keeps pooling in my stomach, rising up my spine, stubborn and relentless.

“Seriously,” I mutter under my breath, “what the hell is wrong with me?”

I’ve been turned on before — obviously — but this is different.

This is... deeper.

Weirder.

Stronger.

And it won’t go away.

Eventually, shivering from the cold, I turn the water off.

I grab a towel and dry off fast, hoping the physical discomfort will keep my brain from circling back.

It doesn’t.

Not even close.

Back in my room, I collapse onto my bed, staring at the ceiling, heart still racing.

Every time I blink, I see him again — the way his voice dipped, the way he explained power like he understood it on a level the rest of us couldn’t fathom.

And the second I think I’ve calmed down, that same restless heat surges again, low and insistent, tightening everything inside me.

I turn onto my side, pulling the blanket up even though I’m still damp, trying to quiet it... to quiet me.

But lying there in the dim room, pillow cool against my face, Silas Hale is still in my head — and the truth hits me like a punch I can’t dodge:

A cold shower isn’t going to fix this.

Nothing is going to fix this.

Because what I felt today wasn’t just attraction.

It was awakening.

***
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PROFESSOR SILAS

The office is quiet at night — quieter than the rest of campus ever gets.

Most professors have gone home. The hall lights hum softly overhead.

My desk lamp casts a warm circle across the papers I’ve been pretending to grade for the last hour.

I’m not grading anything.

I’m thinking about him.

I flip open my lecture notes for tomorrow — a continuation of the BDSM foundations we began today, this time focusing on psychological arousal patterns, how desire often forms from stimulus people don’t recognize as sexual until their bodies betray them.

A fitting topic, considering what I witnessed.

Hunter Ward.

Even writing his name in my mind feels... risky.

He is not the kind of student I allow myself to think about.

He is too young.

Too unguarded.

Too unaware of the signals his body gives off.

And yet... he reacted.

Not like the others who listen with detached fascination or polite discomfort.

His reactions were instinctive. Immediate.

Entirely unmasked.

A flush up the throat.

A stiffening posture.

Eyes that widened, then darted away, then came back again as if drawn by force.

He is attracted, whether he understands that or not.

I shift my pages into a neat stack, though they were already straight. The act gives my hands something to do — a distraction, however small.

There is a line I do not cross.

There is a world I keep separate from this campus, from my students, from anything that would threaten my career or my self-control.

The Obsidian Room exists behind a wall panel for a reason.

I do not invite inexperience.

I do not invite confusion.

I do not invite anyone who doesn’t know what they want.

Hunter Ward is all confusion.

And yet...

My gaze drifts again to the blank corner of the office where the concealed panel blends perfectly into the wall.

Behind it waits a room designed for a different version of my life — a version I locked away years ago and vowed not to revive without caution.

But caution is not what I felt today.

Curiosity, perhaps.

Interest, undeniably.

The way he looked at me — startled, uncertain, hungry in a way he didn’t understand — reminded me of men I’ve guided before. Men who came to me lost, unsure of themselves, unaware of how deeply their desires ran until someone showed them.

Hunter doesn’t need that from me.

He shouldn’t.

I turn a page in my notebook, forcing myself back into focus.

Tomorrow’s lecture:

• Arousal conditioning

• Cognitive-emotional triggers

• The body’s involuntary responses

• Why some individuals are drawn to dominance psychologically

• Why others crave surrender

The irony isn’t lost on me.

Everything I’ll teach has the potential to unravel him further.

I close the notebook slowly.

It would be irresponsible to let this continue.

Better to treat him with distance.

Neutrality.

Professionalism to the point of coldness.

That is what I should do.

But as I switch off my desk lamp and gather my things, one last thought lingers — quiet, dangerous, impossible to dismiss:

If Hunter returns to my class tomorrow...

if he comes back with that same look in his eyes...

if he asks questions he isn’t ready to ask...

I’m not certain I will have the strength to turn him away.

***
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HUNTER

I wake up the next morning feeling like I didn’t sleep at all.

I mean, I technically slept — I remember closing my eyes — but the entire night was just a blur of half-formed dreams about the class, the lecture, and him. Every time I drifted off, something pulled me back up again, like my brain was trying to make sure I didn’t forget a single detail.

Not that I could.

The second I sit up in bed, the same damn feeling hits me again: this tight, hot coil low in my stomach. Restless. Hungry.

Like my body is ahead of my brain and already knows where it wants to be today.

I swipe a hand over my face and groan.

This is ridiculous.

I have practice later, homework due, a shift at the campus gym—but the only thing I can think about is Psych 214.

It’s not normal.

I’m not normal right now.

Mason is already gone. Probably got up early for conditioning. Good. I wouldn’t be able to explain why I’m pacing the room like a caged animal.

I try distracting myself. I scroll on my phone. Check scores from last night’s games. Drink water. Eat cereal. Take another shower—warm this time, because I’m not punishing myself again.

Nothing works.

Every single time my mind goes quiet for even a second, he slips right in.

Professor Hale.

Silas.

I shouldn’t think of him by his first name, but it keeps happening.

Like it fits him better.

Like it fits the version of him that got under my skin yesterday.

I’ve been with girls before.

Plenty.

Attractive ones.

Confident ones.

Girls who flirted, sent signals, made things easy.

I’ve had hookups that should’ve stuck with me more than this.

Moments that were supposed to be the “peak” of attraction.

But none of them ever made me feel like this.

Not even close.

My heartbeat picks up just thinking about the way he spoke yesterday. Calm. Controlled. Like he knew exactly how to peel someone open with nothing but a sentence.

And the way he looked at me—

God.

I feel the heat rise up my neck and I tug the collar of my shirt like it’s suddenly too tight.

I keep telling myself it’s just curiosity.

Just shock.

Just a weird reaction.

But the truth I don’t want to admit settles heavy in my chest:

Whatever I felt yesterday wasn’t some random spike of interest.

It felt... inevitable.

I check the time again.

9:40 AM.

Class is at 11.

Which means I have an hour and twenty minutes left to lose my mind before I see him again.

I grab my backpack and try walking around campus for a while, hoping the movement will drain some of the energy buzzing under my skin. It doesn’t. Every step just makes me more impatient.

I don’t want to wait.

I want to be in that room already — sitting there, watching him walk in, hearing that voice again.

It hits me then, sudden and terrifying:

I want him to notice me again.

My stomach flips, and I want to deny it, shove it down, pretend it’s not true — but the thought won’t leave.

I want to know if he’ll look at me today the way he did yesterday.

By 10:50, I give up pretending.

I head straight for the lecture hall.

My palms feel weirdly damp. My heartbeat is too fast. I’m not scared — I don’t think I am — but something in me is wound too tight, like every nerve in my body is tuned to one specific frequency.

I tug on the door handle and step inside the hall.

The moment I cross the threshold, something inside me shifts — a pull low in my stomach, a rush in my chest, like crossing some invisible line.

The room smells faintly of old books, chalk, and whatever cologne he uses that’s too subtle to name but impossible to forget.

Students are settling in, talking, laughing.

But I’m not looking for any of them.

I’m looking for him.

I take my seat in the same row as yesterday, drop my backpack to the floor, and try to look normal. My leg bounces anyway.

Every second feels slow.

Heavy.

Loaded.

And then the door at the front of the room opens—

And Professor Silas Hale walks in.

***
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PROFESSOR HALE

The moment I step into the lecture hall, I know exactly where he is.

It takes less than a second.

Less than a breath.

There are seventy students in this room, voices echoing, backpacks shifting, laptops clicking — but my attention cuts through all of it, landing on one body, one posture, one barely-contained energy sitting dead center in the room.

Hunter Ward.

He’s here early.

Earlier than most.

That tells me more than any conversation could.

His shoulders are tense beneath his T-shirt, chest rising a touch too fast. His leg bounces in a rhythm he’s pretending isn’t anxious. His eyes flick to the door the moment it opens — and when he sees me, the reaction is immediate.

Not dramatic.

Not obvious.

Subtle.

A sharp inhale.

A shift of the throat.

A flush that climbs just high enough to betray him.

He tries to look down at his notebook, but the movement is stiff. Forced.

He didn’t sleep well last night.

And not because of academics.

I keep my pace steady as I walk toward the lectern, expression neutral, but inside, my mind records every detail with clinical precision.

• He’s wearing a shirt slightly too tight across the chest — likely not intentionally.

• His hair is damp at the ends. A recent shower.

• His jaw is tense, like he’s been clenching it.

• His breathing is shallow.

• His pupils... larger than they should be in this lighting.

He is aroused.

Not visibly.

But physiologically.

And he doesn’t know how to hide it.

I place my folder on the desk, the small sound echoing louder than necessary in my own ears. I do not look directly at him yet — that would be indulgent — but I allow myself a brief glance as I adjust the microphone.

He’s already watching me.

Not the lecture.

Not the notes.

Me.

And when our eyes meet for half a second, his chest rises in a sharp breath. The kind someone takes when they feel something they didn’t prepare for.

Something they don’t understand.

Something they want.

I turn away smoothly, masking the flicker of interest that moves through me.

This cannot continue.

I told myself that last night.

I meant it.

Students like him — young, uncertain, still molding their identities — are precisely the kind I avoid. It would be unethical to entertain the attention he’s giving me. Irresponsible. Dangerous.

And yet...

The way he’s sitting now, slightly forward, back straight, every muscle tuned like he’s waiting for impact — it’s a posture I’ve seen before. In the Obsidian Room. In men who came to me seeking structure before they had words for it.

I inhale slowly and open my notes.

“Good morning,” I say, voice calm, steady.

Hunter stiffens.

Interesting.

“We’ll continue today with the psychological components of arousal conditioning.”

His fingers tighten around his pen.

“And how certain stimuli—verbal, emotional, or physical—can trigger involuntary responses.”

A single drop of sweat moves down the side of his neck.

He is trying so hard not to react that the restraint is becoming a reaction in itself.

I should distance myself.

Create space.

Neutralize this.

But teaching is an exercise in observation.

And he is... remarkably easy to observe.

As I begin the lecture, my tone stays even, clinical.

But beneath it, one quiet truth whispers in the back of my mind:

Hunter Ward is unraveling.

And I am the reason.

***
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HUNTER

I try to sit normally.

I really do.

But the second Silas opens his mouth, it’s like my entire body forgets how to behave.

“Today we’ll be exploring the psychology of arousal conditioning,” he says, voice steady enough that I feel it low in my stomach. “And why some individuals respond involuntarily to specific emotional or verbal stimuli.”

Involuntarily.

Yeah, no kidding.

My breath hitches before I can stop it.

Silas moves across the front of the room with that same controlled pace, hands folded behind his back, every word smooth and deliberate.

“Arousal is not always triggered by anything explicitly sexual,” he continues. “Often, it begins with something subtle—tone, power, structure, discipline, or emotional intensity.”

Emotional intensity.

Damn it.

My knee starts bouncing under the desk. I force myself to plant both feet on the floor, but that only makes everything worse. The air in the room feels thick, charged, like there’s not enough oxygen.

Silas doesn’t look at me directly...

but he doesn’t have to.

His voice alone does it.

“With certain pairings,” he says, “the brain begins to associate dominance or firm guidance with heightened sensation.”

I swallow hard.

Too hard.

The girl next to me glances over, but I keep staring at the front like everything is totally fine.

Spoiler alert: nothing is fine.

He turns to the whiteboard, writing calmly:

Triggers → Response → Reinforcement Cycle

“Once the cycle forms,” he says, “the body learns to respond before the conscious mind understands why.”

Before the mind understands.

That line hits way too close.

He continues.

He explains conditioned reactions, emotional imprinting, how the nervous system memorizes the sound of authority.

How some people become aroused not by touch, but by power.

My pulse spikes.

I try to breathe slowly.

It doesn’t work.

Every sentence digs deeper under my skin, and my body reacts before my brain can catch up — warmth rising in my chest, tightening lower, a flush creeping up my neck that I can’t stop.

There’s a moment — just a moment — when Silas turns from the board and his eyes flick over the room.

And land on me.

I swear it lasts half a second, but it hits like a full minute.

A jolt.

A shock.

Like he knows exactly what’s happening to me.

I grip my pen so hard it almost snaps.

I can’t keep doing this.

Not in this stupid lecture hall, not with seventy people around, not while I’m fighting my own body like I’m in some invisible chokehold.

By the time Silas finishes the last section — “psychological reinforcement patterns in D/s dynamics” — I’m practically vibrating.

He closes his notebook.

“Review the chapter summary before next class.”

Chairs scrape. People start talking. Backpacks rustle.

I don’t move.

I sit there for a full ten seconds after everyone else gets up, staring at the blank wall, trying to slow my breathing.

I can’t.

I’m too wired.

Too hot.

Too confused.

Too turned on.

Not by the content.

Not by some weird kink lecture.

By him.

And the more I try to deny it, the more it claws at me.

I need answers.

I need... something.

I stand abruptly, heart pounding, and grab my bag. I move fast, weaving through the students spilling out of the hall, ignoring Mason calling my name from across the quad. I walk around for 15 minutes trying to calm my racing mind.

But I know there’s only one place I can go.

I head straight across campus, cutting through the courtyard, making a beeline toward the psychology building.

My mind keeps racing the whole way:

Why did I react like that?

Why did it feel like he was talking to me?

Why can’t I shake this?

By the time I reach the faculty hall, my palms are sweaty and my stomach is doing backflips.

I stop in front of his office door.

The little placard reads:

Dr. Silas Hale

Office Hours: 1:00–3:00 PM

It’s 1:17.

I swallow hard, wipe my hands on my jeans, and try to breathe.

I’m not here because I’m confused, or turned on, or losing my damn mind.

I’m here because I have questions.

About the material.

That’s what I’m telling myself anyway.

I lift my hand.

And knock.

***
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PROFESSOR HALE

I’m halfway through reorganizing the week’s lecture notes — again — when I hear the knock.

Soft.

Hesitant.

Two taps, not three.

Not the confident rhythm of a senior.

Not the abrupt impatience of a grad student.

Not the gentle courtesy of a colleague.

I know exactly whose knock that is.

Hunter Ward.

Of course he came.

I close my notebook with a slow, deliberate motion, giving myself a second to smooth my expression back into the mask I’ve perfected over the years — the one that reveals nothing and invites nothing.

“Come in,” I say, voice steady.

The door opens a fraction.

A breath.

A pause.

Then he steps inside.

I don’t look up immediately; I give him time to settle, to make the choice to be here fully. But I can feel him — his presence is loud, even in silence. The air shifts when he enters, like a charged current passes between us.

When I finally raise my gaze, the sight hits harder than I expected.

Hunter looks wrecked.

Not physically — he’s still the same clean-cut athlete with broad shoulders, messy hair, and that unintentional boyish charm. But emotionally? His entire posture is a contradiction.

His eyes won’t stay in one place.

His breathing is shallow.

He stands too straight, like he’s holding himself together with sheer will.

And he is flushed.

Not a sunburn.

Not embarrassment.

Flushed from stimulus.

From confusion.

From wanting something he can't define.

He swallows, and even that movement is telling — tight, nervous, betraying more than he intends.

I lean back in my chair, folding my hands loosely in my lap. A posture of calm detachment. Professional. Controlled.

“Mr. Ward,” I say quietly. “How can I help you?”

The question lands somewhere in him — I see it in the twitch of his jaw, the way his fingers curl in at his sides. He’s trying to answer, but he’s not sure how to name what he’s feeling.

He clears his throat. “Uh... I had some questions.”

“About the lecture?”

Neutral.

Clinical.

He nods, though he hesitates before doing it, like he almost said something else.

I allow a beat of silence — not enough to intimidate him, just enough to see how he reacts to stillness.

He does not handle it well.

He shifts his weight.

His eyes flick to mine, then away.

His pulse jumps in the hollow of his throat.

He is aroused again.

And he has no idea how obvious it is.

I gesture to the chair across from my desk.

“Sit.”

The word isn’t sharp.

It isn’t dominant.

It’s just a word.

But his reaction...

His back straightens.

His breath catches.

He obeys immediately.

My pulse, usually so steady, nudges upward a fraction. Not enough to be noticeable — unless someone was studying me with the same focus I’m studying him.

He sits on the edge of the chair, tense, hands clasped together like he’s afraid they’ll shake.

He’s unraveling.

And I am the catalyst.

I cannot allow this.

I should redirect him, create distance, answer whatever question he pretends he came here to ask and send him on his way.

But the moment he lifts his eyes to mine — wide, confused, searching — something inside me shifts dangerously close to temptation.

He came here because he needs answers.

Not to be indulged.

Not to be flirted with.

Not to be drawn in deeper.

Still...

There is a softness in his confusion, a raw vulnerability most men his age would hide. It is... rare. And powerful. And something I could shape easily if I let myself.

I don’t move.

I don’t lean forward.

I don’t let the hunger show.

Instead, in a voice as calm as I can manage, I ask:

“What questions do you have, Hunter?”

His breath stutters at the sound of his first name.

He’s already gone.

He just doesn’t know it yet.

***
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HUNTER

The moment I sit down, my heart starts hammering like I just finished a sprint.

I don’t even know where to put my hands — on my lap? On the desk?

Every option feels awkward.

He said my name.

My actual name.

I shouldn’t care, but something in me reacted like he touched me.

I clear my throat, trying to make my voice work.

“Um... I just had some questions about the lecture.”

Smooth, Hunter. Very smooth.

Silas watches me with that calm, unreadable expression — the kind that makes me feel like he already knows the questions I’m pretending to ask.

“What would you like clarified?” he asks.

I stare at my hands.

Everything in my brain is out of order.

“How, uh... how someone might react to... to certain things. Without meaning to.”

God, kill me.

Silas doesn’t laugh or judge.

He just tilts his head slightly.

“You mean involuntary responses?”

I nod, throat tight.

“Yeah. That.”

He studies me for a second — too closely, too deeply — like he’s analyzing the way I breathe. It makes something low in my stomach twist painfully.

Then he stands.

The sound of his chair sliding back is soft, controlled.

Every movement he makes is steady, deliberate.

My pulse spikes.

He circles the desk and instead of sitting back down behind it, he lowers himself onto the front edge, only a couple feet from me.

Close enough that I can smell the clean, subtle scent of whatever aftershave he uses.

Close enough that the warmth of his presence hits me like a shove.

I grip the armrests of the chair.

He folds his arms lightly, relaxed but powerful, eyes settling on me with quiet intensity.

“When we talk about involuntary responses,” he says slowly, “we’re referring to the nervous system — not conscious choice.”

I nod again, too fast.

I can’t help it.

All my focus is on how close he is.

“If someone reacts physically or emotionally to a stimulus,” he continues, “it doesn’t necessarily mean they understand why. Or that they intended it.”

My chest tightens.

“It can be confusing,” he adds, voice a little lower, “especially if the reaction doesn’t align with how that person has seen themselves before.”

I look up, meeting his eyes without meaning to.

It feels like he just peeled my skull open and read my thoughts out loud.

He doesn’t look away.

Not once.

“And confusion,” he says, “is not wrong. It’s simply information.”

Information.

I swallow, feeling heat spread up my neck again.

I try to speak, but it takes a second before anything comes out.

“So... if someone reacts to something they didn’t expect... it doesn’t mean—”

“That something is wrong with them,” Silas finishes gently.

My breath leaves me in a shaky exhale.

God.

Why does that make me feel like I’m going to fall apart?

He leans back slightly, not much, just enough to give me space — which somehow makes it worse. I didn’t realize how much I’d leaned toward him until he pulled away.

My fingers grip the armrests harder.

“And,” he adds, “it doesn’t define them. A single reaction never does.”

I run my tongue over my dry lips, trying to find words.

“It’s just... hard to understand,” I admit quietly.

His gaze softens — just enough for me to notice.

“Discovery often is.”

He says it like he knows.

Like he’s lived it.

And the thought of that — of him understanding me on some level I don’t even understand myself — sends another rush through my chest.

I nod again, breath shaky.

“I just didn’t expect... any of this.”

There.

It’s the closest I can get to admitting the truth without actually saying it.

Silas doesn’t push.

Doesn’t interrogate.

Doesn’t ask what “this” means.

He simply holds my gaze and says, “Most people don’t.”

We sit there in silence — not awkward, not uncomfortable, just... charged.

My chest rises too fast.

My pulse hums in my ears.

I feel like if he says one more thing, even one soft word, something inside me will break open.

I finally force myself to stand.

“Thanks,” I murmur, my voice embarrassingly unsteady. “That... helped.”

It didn’t help.

It made everything worse.

Silas nods once, the corner of his mouth barely lifting — not a smile, something smaller. Something knowing.

“You’re welcome, Hunter.”

My stomach flips at the way he says my name.

I grab my backpack, nearly drop it, mutter another useless “Thanks,” and walk towards the door before I humiliate myself further.

I’m halfway out when I hear his voice again.

“Hunter.”

It stops me instantly.

My hand freezes on the doorknob.

My heartbeat shoots into my throat.

I turn slowly.

Silas is still sitting on the edge of the desk, posture loose, expression unreadable — but there’s something in his eyes.

Something... intentional.

“If you’re finding the material difficult,” he says quietly, “or if you’d like help understanding the psychological components more thoroughly... you’re welcome to come back.”

My stomach drops in the most confusing way.

“Come back?” I repeat.

“Yes.”

He folds his hands together, calm, composed.

“I offer private tutoring for students who need extra support with theory-heavy topics.”

Private.

Tutoring.

My mouth goes dry.

His tone is innocent — professional — but something underneath it hits me like a blow to the chest.

He doesn’t specify what he thinks I’m struggling with.

He doesn’t need to.

He’s giving me an opening.

My pulse starts pounding again.

“I—uh—yeah. Maybe,” I manage, even though my voice sounds like it’s coming from someone else.

“No pressure,” he says softly.

But it doesn’t feel pressure-free at all.

It feels like an invitation wrapped inside a challenge.

“If you decide you want clarification,” he adds, “I’ll be here.”

I swallow, heat creeping up my neck again.

I don’t know what I’m reacting to — the words, the tone, the look in his eyes — all of it hits too hard.

“Okay,” I say, barely above a whisper. “Thanks.”

He nods, nothing but composure on the outside.

But the air between us is thick.

Impossible to ignore.

I slip out the door before I lose the ability to walk.

And as it shuts behind me, my heart beats so loud I’m sure he heard it.

I only make it a few steps down the hallway before the realization sinks in fully:

He wants me to come back.

And God help me...

I already know I will.

***
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I SWEAR I TRY NOT TO go.

I try everything — homework, music, scrolling mindlessly on my phone, even hitting the gym for a late workout.

But nothing works.

My head is in one place.

My thoughts are in one direction.

And every time I blink, I hear his voice again:

“If you decide you want clarification... I’ll be here.”

Clarification.

Right.

What I want has nothing to do with psychology theory.

By eleven o’clock, my body feels like it’s buzzing under my skin.

I’ve never been like this — never felt this restless for anything. Not a person, not an exam, not a game.

This is something else.

Something deeper.

Something that scares me a little.

I sit up in bed, staring at the dark room, listening to Mason snoring faintly through the wall.

I shouldn’t go.

It’s late.

He’s a professor.

This is insane.

But I’m already on my feet.

I throw on a hoodie, grab my keys, and slip out quietly. The hallway is silent.

Outside, the campus is mostly empty — a few windows lit in the distance, the streetlamps casting long shadows across the quad.

My breath fogs in the cold night air as I walk.

Every step feels like a decision I can’t take back.

I tell myself I’m just going to pass by the building.

Just to see.

Just to... check.

But when the psychology building comes into view — tall, old brick lit by security lights — something in my chest pulls tight.

The front door is unlocked.

It shouldn’t be this easy.

Inside, the hall is dim.

The fluorescent lights are on a night timer, half-power, buzzing low.

My footsteps echo as I head toward his hallway.

This is stupid.

This is reckless.

This is—

I stop.

His office light is on.

A warm, yellow glow spills onto the floor beneath the door.
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