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HUNTER

The GPS whispered that I had arrived, but the parking lot was dark and silent, the kind of quiet that settles over a town long after everyone’s gone to bed. Only one car sat near the building — sleek, familiar, the exact shade of gray I used to watch pull into the faculty lot back on campus.

My chest tightened.

Silas was here.

Silas Ward — my former professor.
The man who spent months pretending I was just another student.
The man who studied me in class like he could see through me.
The man who hid a secret room behind his office door, a room no student should ever have known existed.
And the man who kissed me like he’d wanted to for far too long...
then vanished the very next day.
I walked up to the glass door of his new practice and tugged the handle.

Locked.

Of course it was. It was nearly ten at night. The lights inside were off except for a faint hallway glow, like someone had forgotten one switch — or like someone didn’t want to sit in total darkness.

I could’ve left. Should’ve left.

But I stayed.

I waited.

The cold settled into my jacket, through my clothes, deep into my bones. My breath fogged the air as I stood there, unable to move, unable to think about anything except the last time I saw him. The secret panel in his university office. The forbidden room behind it. The way he grabbed my shirt. The way he kissed me like a confession.

And the note he left in that same room hours later:

For your safety — and mine — this must end.
Do not follow me.
He signed it “the professor.”
Not Silas.
Not the man who touched me.
Just the title he hid behind.
Ten minutes passed.
Twenty.
Thirty.
Every second stretched thin with hurt and anticipation. The note in my pocket felt like a weight dragging me under. I kept touching it like it was a bruise that would only get worse if I pressed harder.

Forty-five minutes.

A soft sound echoed from inside — the click of a door, quiet footsteps, the kind of footsteps I’d learned to recognize long before he ever kissed me.

My pulse stumbled.

I stepped away from the glass just as a shadow crossed that last sliver of hallway light. And then he stepped into view.

Silas.

My professor.
My mistake.
My obsession.
My unfinished story.
He looked different outside the university. Softer lighting, rolled sleeves, tie loosened, hair slightly mussed like he’d spent the last hour dragging his hands through it. He reached for the light switch — and froze.

His gaze locked onto mine through the glass.

For a moment, the world held its breath.

He unlocked the door slowly, pushing it open just enough to stand in the doorway between his new life and the one he thought he left behind.

“Hunter...”
My name sounded like it scraped something raw in him.
I swallowed, the cold burning my throat.
“Silas.”
His eyes flickered at the sound of his name — a tiny, betrayed reaction that told me he wasn’t used to hearing it from me. That he’d been hoping I’d never say it like this.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly.

“And you shouldn’t have run.”

A tense breath escaped him, fogging in the cold between us.

“I asked you not to follow me.”

“You left me a note,” I said. “You didn’t give me a choice.”

Silas looked away — only for a second — then back at me with something unguarded and painful in his eyes.

“Hunter... this isn’t safe.”

“For who?” I whispered.
“You? Or me?”
He exhaled a shaky breath.

I stepped closer.
Just one step.
Close enough to feel his warmth even though the night was freezing.
“Why did you leave?” I asked, voice low.
“No hiding. No title. Just you. Silas.”
Something broke in his expression — a crack in the mask he’d worn as my professor, the mask he tried to rebuild by moving here.

He took a slow, reluctant step toward me, like he was fighting gravity and losing.

“I didn’t leave,” he said, “because I wanted distance.”

My heart hammered.

“I left,” he whispered, “because I knew if I stayed... I wouldn’t have let you walk away.”

The cold air between us thinned.

He stepped closer still, eyes flicking to my mouth before he forced himself to look away. His next words were barely a breath.

“That kiss,” he said, “made me realize I didn’t know how to stop wanting you.”

My breath caught.

“Then why run?” I whispered.

Silas swallowed hard, his jaw tightening like he was holding himself together out of sheer will.

“Because I was afraid,” he murmured. “Afraid of what I’d do next. Afraid of how far I’d go. Afraid of how much you’d let me.”

The world tilted.

All the hurt, all the longing, all the obsession that drove me here...
finally had a shape.
Silas wasn’t hiding from the kiss.
He was hiding from himself.
And tonight?
He wasn’t hiding well enough.
Not from me.
Not anymore.
***
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SILAS

Redwood Valley never felt small until this moment.

The parking lot behind me was empty, the street quiet, the air sharp with winter. But none of that explained the tightening in my chest. None of it explained why my pulse hammered like I’d been running. None of it explained why opening the door and seeing Hunter standing there... felt like something inside me finally snapped into place.

He shouldn’t be here.
I told him not to follow me.
I wrote it. I meant it. I believed it.
Until I saw him.

Then everything I’d convinced myself of for the last three days collapsed quietly, like a building gutted from the inside.

He stood inches from the doorway, breath forming small clouds in the cold. His eyes held the same look they did the night we kissed — wide, raw, unguarded. A look I’d never earned but took anyway.

“Silas,” he said again, softer this time.

My name shouldn’t have felt like that.
Like a hand sliding under my ribs.
Like a reminder of everything I tried to shut down.
I looked away. I had to.

“You shouldn’t be here.”
My voice came out lower than intended — too quiet, too frayed, too honest.
“And you shouldn’t have run,” he shot back.

The directness hit me like a blow.
There was no title — no “professor,” no wall, no distance. Just my name and the truth I’d been hiding beneath the façade of professionalism, boundaries, and rationality.
He stepped closer.
Just an inch.
But it was enough to wake every instinct I’d spent months suppressing.
I took a step back into the office — not because I wanted space, but because if he kept looking at me like that, I wasn’t sure I’d stay in control.

“Hunter...”
His name left my mouth like a confession.
“I asked you not to follow me.”
“And I told you — you didn’t give me a choice.”

God. That cut deeper than it should’ve.

I tried to steady my breathing, to anchor myself in reason, professionalism, ethics — all the things that defined me for years. But Hunter had a way of slipping past my defenses like he’d been built for the cracks.

He stood in the doorway I’d forced between us, his silhouette outlined by the last pool of streetlight behind him. He looked exhausted. Angry. Hurt. Determined.

And too young.

God, too young for a man like me.
Too young for the weight of what I could do to him if I wasn’t careful.
“Why did you leave?” he asked quietly. “No hiding. No title. Just you. Silas.”

My chest tightened painfully, the way it did when something was too true to face. I held his gaze longer than I should have — long enough to feel every boundary I’d spent my life building strain like a thin wire.

“I told you,” I said, “that this wasn’t safe.”

“For who?” he whispered. “You? Or me?”

The worst part?
I didn’t have an answer.
Because it was both.
The truth pressed against my chest like a bruise.

I didn’t leave because I stopped wanting him.
I left because wanting him had stopped feeling manageable.
“Hunter,” I breathed, voice unsteady, “I didn’t leave to get away from you.”

“Then why?”

I stepped deeper into the dim office, gesturing him inside without meaning to. He followed — of course he did — shutting the cold night out behind him.

We stood alone in the darkened waiting room, fractured light spilling in from the hallway bulb. It cast strange shadows across his face — softness, hurt, resolve.

I forced myself to speak, though every word scraped raw on the way out.

“I left,” I said, “because the kiss made me realize something I shouldn’t have realized.”

He swallowed hard.
“What?”
“That I didn’t know how to stop wanting you.”

Silence.

Pure, charged silence.

Hunter’s breath caught. His shoulders stiffened. His heartbeat kicked visibly in his throat. The air between us felt hot, electric, suffocating — even with the winter chill still clinging to our clothes.

When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

“You think leaving made me want you less?”

“Hunter—”

“No.”
He stepped closer.
Close enough that his jacket brushed my shirt.
“You kissed me,” he said, his voice shaking, “and then told me to pretend it didn’t mean anything.”

“That’s not what I—”

“You didn’t even let me tell you what it meant to me.”

Something inside me cracked at that — a long hairline fracture snapping into something fatal.

I couldn’t look at him.
Not straight on.
Not without losing the last piece of composure I had.
I turned away, gripping the edge of the desk, fighting my own pulse.

“Hunter,” I said quietly, “you were my student. I had power over you. You trusted me. I crossed a line I never should have crossed.”

“No,” he said, stepping around to face me again.
“You crossed a line we were already standing on.”
That broke me.

Because he was right.

I hadn’t kissed him to teach him something.
I hadn’t kissed him to maintain control.
I kissed him because I lost it.
All of it.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. The truth trembled in my voice.
“You have no idea what I’m capable of when I stop protecting you from me.”
“Then don’t protect me,” he said, breath trembling. “Just tell me the truth.”

I looked up.

Slowly.

Dangerously.

Hunter held his ground, chin lifted, eyes burning with the same mix of fear, desire, and defiance I’d seen the night everything broke open.

“The truth,” I said, barely breathing, “is that I want you more now than I did the night I left.”

The sound he made — soft, stunned, helpless — nearly undid me.

He stepped forward.

I stepped back.

He reached for me.

My hand shook.

We stopped, inches apart, caught in a pull neither of us knew how to fight.

And for the first time since leaving the university, I realized something that frightened me more than the kiss, more than the Obsidian Room, more than any boundary I’d broken:

Hunter didn’t come here for answers.
He came because he was willing to burn the world down to be close to me again.
And God help me...

I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t let him.

***
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HUNTER

Silas looked at me like I’d caught him with every defense down, like one wrong breath from either of us would send everything collapsing.

“Hunter...”
His voice came low, like a warning he’d already lost the strength to give.
“What did it mean to you? That kiss.”
The question hit me like a physical thing.

Because he wasn’t asking as my professor.
He wasn’t asking as the man who ran.
He was asking as the man who felt it too — who was terrified he felt it too.
“You told me,” he continued, “that you weren’t... that you didn’t think of men that way. And then you kissed me back like—”
His voice faltered.
“Like it meant something.”
I stepped closer, my heart thudding so hard it hurt.

“You know what it meant to me.”

“Tell me,” he said.
“Please, Hunter. I need to hear it.”
God.
Hearing him ask for something felt like someone had reached inside my chest and twisted gently.
“I kissed you,” I said quietly, “because I didn’t know how else to show you what you were doing to me.”

Silas’s jaw tightened — not with anger, but with something rawer, something fragile.

“And what was that?”

“You made me want you,” I said.
“Not by accident. Not by curiosity. Want you in a way that scared me because it was real.”
He looked shaken.
Actually shaken.
And it pushed something brave up through me — something honest.

“You think this is confusion,” I continued softly.
“But the truth is... you’re the first person I’ve ever wanted like that. And that kiss was me finally admitting it.”
Silas took in a breath like it hurt to hold it.
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