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CHAPTER ONE
The Way He Looked At Me
Rain hammered against the tall glass windows of Blackthorne University like it had something to say but no permission to speak.
The lecture hall was half full, buzzing with tired students, damp coats, and the smell of wet concrete drifting in from the hallway. I sat near the middle—third row from the back—where I always tried to disappear but somehow never fully managed to.
My notebook was open.
Blank.
My pen clicked once… twice… then stopped.
Because I could feel him before I even saw him.
That wasn’t normal.
At least, it shouldn’t have been.
The room shifted subtly—chairs creaking, whispers fading, attention redirecting like a single invisible thread had been pulled tight.
And then he walked in.
Professor Adrian Laurent.
He didn’t rush. He never did.
Like time adjusted itself around him instead of the other way around.
Tailored suit. Dark charcoal. No wrinkles. No imperfections. Not even the smallest sign of effort. His presence was controlled in a way that made everything else feel slightly unsteady.
His eyes scanned the room once.
Once.
And somehow it felt like he saw everything anyway.
I lowered mine immediately.
That was my rule.
Don’t look too long. Don’t think too much. Don’t notice anything you’re not supposed to notice.
Especially him.
“Good afternoon,” he said, voice calm—measured. “Close your laptops. We’re not here to hide behind screens today.”
A few groans spread through the room.
He didn’t react.
He never reacted.
That was part of the problem.
Or maybe the reason.
I shifted in my seat, forcing my attention down to my notebook again, pretending to underline the same sentence I’d already underlined three times.
But it didn’t matter.
Because I felt it again.
That awareness.
Like I was being watched even when I wasn’t looking up.
I shouldn’t have looked.
I knew that.
But I did anyway.
Just a glance.
A mistake.
And the moment it happened, everything tightened.
His gaze was already there.
Locked.
Not obvious. Not dramatic. Not something anyone else would notice.
But directed at me.
My breath caught so fast it almost hurt.
And I looked away immediately, heart suddenly too loud in my chest.
No.
No, that was nothing.
Professors looked at students all the time.
That’s what I told myself.
That’s what I had to tell myself.
He began writing on the board.
Slow, precise movements. Each word forming like it had weight.
“Behavioral psychology,” he said, “is not about control. It’s about understanding why control fails.”
The marker paused.
For half a second.
Then he added, without turning around, “Especially under pressure.”
Something about the way he said it made my stomach tighten.
I adjusted in my seat again, crossing one leg over the other, forcing my attention down.
Focus.
Just focus.
But my mind wasn’t cooperating anymore.
Because I remembered last week.
Office hours.
A closed door.
A conversation that should’ve been normal but somehow wasn’t.
He had leaned against his desk, arms folded, watching me answer a simple question like it mattered more than it should have.
“You think too fast,” he’d said quietly.
I’d laughed nervously. “Is that… bad?”
His pause had been too long.
“No,” he said finally. “Just noticeable.”
Noticeable.
That word had stayed with me longer than it should have.
A sharp clap pulled me back to the present.
“Miss Lennox.”
My head snapped up.
The entire room went quiet.
Of course.
My name.
He stood at the front of the room, marker still in hand, expression unreadable.
“I asked a question,” he said calmly.
Heat rose instantly in my face. “Sorry—I—can you repeat it?”
A few students shifted. Someone whispered something I couldn’t hear.
His eyes didn’t leave mine.
“I asked,” he repeated, slower now, “what happens when perception overrides reality in decision-making?”
My mind scrambled.
I knew this. I did. I had written notes on it.
But under his gaze, everything felt harder to access.
“People… misinterpret situations,” I said carefully. “They react based on what they think is happening instead of what’s actually happening.”
A pause.
Then he nodded once.
“Correct.”
But he didn’t look away.
That was the part that made my pulse misbehave.
Not the question.
Not the answer.
The fact that he was still looking at me like I hadn’t just answered.
Like there was something else he was measuring.
Something I couldn’t see.
“Sit,” he said finally, turning back to the board.
I did.
Slowly.
Carefully.
Like movement itself might expose something.
My pen stayed frozen above my notebook for the rest of the lecture.
I didn’t write a single word.
Not because I didn’t know what he was saying.
But because I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he said my name.
Not sharp.
Not soft.
Just… deliberate.
Like it meant something more than it should.
When class finally ended, chairs scraped against the floor and the room came alive again with noise.
But I didn’t move immediately.
Neither did he.
That was the second mistake I noticed.
Most professors left right away.
He didn’t.
He stood by the desk, organizing papers slowly, methodically, as if time wasn’t pressing him the way it pressed everyone else.
I packed my bag carefully, avoiding eye contact with everyone.
Then I stood.
That’s when it happened again.
That pull.
That awareness.
I looked up without meaning to.
And he was already watching.
Not the room.
Not the exit.
Me.
For a moment, neither of us moved.
It was brief.
Maybe three seconds.
Maybe less.
But it stretched too long to feel normal.
Then he spoke—quietly, so only I could hear it over the fading noise of students leaving.
“Miss Lennox.”
I stopped.
My fingers tightened on my bag strap.
“Yes, Professor?”
His expression didn’t change.
But his voice lowered slightly.
“You should be more careful about distractions.”
My throat went dry. “I’m not distracted.”
A faint pause.
Almost like he was considering that answer more than he should.
Then, calmly:
“You are.”
And then he picked up his papers and walked out the side door like nothing had happened at all.
Like he hadn’t just rewritten the air in the room.
Like I hadn’t felt it.
But I had.
And worse—
I knew I would feel it again.
 
CHAPTER TWO
Detention After Dark
By the time evening settled over Blackthorne University, the campus had changed.
It always did.
During the day, it was noise, movement, and pretending. At night, it became something quieter. Something heavier. Hallways stretched longer. Shadows deepened in corners that didn’t feel like they belonged to the same building anymore.
I should’ve gone home.
That was the logical choice.
Instead, I stood outside the administrative office holding a printed notice I didn’t even fully understand.
Mandatory academic review.
That’s what it said.
No explanation. No warning. Just a signature line at the bottom with one instruction:
Report at 7:00 PM. Room 3B. Professor Laurent.
My stomach had been tight ever since I read it.
And now it was 7:03.
The hallway was almost empty when I arrived. The kind of empty that made every sound feel louder than it should’ve been—my footsteps, my breathing, even the soft rustle of my bag against my hip.
Room 3B was at the far end of the corridor.
Of course it was.
I slowed as I approached the door.
Light spilled out from the small glass panel beside it—warm, steady, nothing like the cold fluorescent lights in the rest of the building.
I hesitated.
Then knocked.
Once.
A pause.
“Enter,” came his voice from inside.
Low. Calm. Unshaken.
I pushed the door open.
Professor Laurent was standing by the desk, sleeves rolled up slightly now, tie loosened just enough to suggest the day had gone on too long—or maybe that he had decided appearances didn’t matter anymore.
The room was smaller than I expected. One desk. Two chairs. A stack of papers neatly aligned like everything else he touched.
He didn’t look up immediately.
“Close the door,” he said.
I did.
The click sounded louder than it should’ve.
Only then did his eyes lift.
And the air shifted again.
It wasn’t dramatic.
It never was with him.
It was subtle. Controlled. Like pressure changing in the atmosphere before a storm you didn’t realize was already forming.
“Miss Lennox,” he said.
My name again.
Same tone as before.
But here, in this room, it felt different.
“Professor,” I replied carefully.
A faint pause.
Then he gestured toward the chair across from him.
“Sit.”
I hesitated for half a second too long.
He noticed.
Of course he did.
I sat.
The chair was too close to his desk. Closer than any normal office arrangement needed to be.
My hands stayed folded in my lap to stop them from fidgeting.
He flipped through a folder in front of him.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
“You missed two questions on today’s assessment,” he said.
My brows pulled together. “I didn’t know there was—”
“There wasn’t,” he interrupted calmly.
That made me stop.
I watched him now, fully.
“What does that mean?”
He finally looked at me directly.
And didn’t answer right away.
That silence again.
The same kind that made it feel like I was missing something obvious everyone else had already figured out.
Then he said, “It means I wanted to see how you think under pressure.”
My pulse kicked.
“That’s not exactly fair.”
A faint shift in his expression.
Not amusement.
Not irritation.
Something in between.
“Fair,” he repeated quietly, like he was testing the word. “Interesting choice.”
I straightened slightly. “Is this… part of the class?”
His eyes stayed on mine.
“It is now.”
That should’ve annoyed me.
It should’ve made me stand up and leave.
But I didn’t.
Because something about the way he spoke made it feel less like a punishment…
…and more like an evaluation I hadn’t agreed to but couldn’t ignore.
He leaned back slightly in his chair.
“Tell me something, Miss Lennox.”
I held his gaze despite every instinct telling me not to. “What?”
“Why do you hesitate before answering me?”
My throat tightened.
“That’s not true.”
“It is,” he said simply.
No accusation. No pressure.
Just certainty.
Like he had already studied the answer and was waiting for me to catch up.
I forced my voice to stay steady. “Maybe I’m just careful.”
A pause.
His gaze sharpened slightly at that.
“Careful,” he repeated.
Then he stood.
Slowly.
The chair behind him didn’t scrape. Didn’t disrupt anything. Even movement seemed controlled when he did it.
He walked around the desk.
Not toward the door.
Toward me.
My breath changed before I could stop it.
I noticed that immediately.
And so did he.
He stopped a few feet away—close enough that the space between us felt noticeable, but not crossed.
Yet.
“You’re not careful,” he said quietly.
My fingers tightened in my lap. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.”
A faint pause.
Then, softer:
“I think I do.”
That landed heavier than it should’ve.
I looked away first.
A mistake.
Because now I could feel him more than I could see him.
“That’s enough,” I said, trying to regain control of the situation. “If this is about grades, just tell me what I need to fix.”
A beat of silence.
Then he said, “It isn’t about grades.”
My eyes flicked back up instantly.
The room felt smaller than before.
“Then what is it about?” I asked.
For the first time since I met him, something flickered in his expression.
Not emotion.
Not weakness.
But intention.
And before he could answer—
A knock sounded at the door.
Sharp.
Sudden.
Both of us went still.
He stepped back immediately, turning slightly toward the desk like nothing had shifted at all.
“Come in,” he said evenly.
The door opened.
A faculty assistant peeked in. “Professor Laurent, the dean is requesting the report files for tonight.”
He nodded once. “They’re ready.”
She glanced briefly at me, then left without another word.
The door closed again.
And just like that, the air snapped back into place.
Except it wasn’t the same anymore.
Because now I knew something I hadn’t known before.
Whatever this was—
It wasn’t accidental.
He turned back to me, expression fully composed again.
“You should go,” he said.
I blinked. “That’s it?”
A faint pause.
“Yes,” he said.
But neither of us moved.
Seconds stretched.
Then he added, almost quietly:
“Before someone sees something they shouldn’t.”
My stomach tightened again.
I stood slowly, unsure why my legs suddenly felt different.
“Goodnight, Professor,” I said.
He watched me for a moment too long before responding.
“Goodnight, Miss Lennox.”
I reached the door.
My hand hovered over the handle.
And just before I opened it, I heard him say one last thing—so low I almost thought I imagined it.
“Try not to think about me.”
I froze.
Just for a second.
Then I opened the door and walked out anyway.
But the problem was already there.
I was thinking about him.
And I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop.
CHAPTER THREE
Lines We Shouldn’t Cross
I told myself I wouldn’t overthink it.
That was the plan.
A simple, reasonable plan.
Professor Laurent was strict. Unusual, maybe. Intense in a way that made him stand out in a room full of people who barely cared. That didn’t make him dangerous.
Just… different.
That was what I repeated to myself as I walked across campus the next morning.
Different.
Not what my thoughts kept trying to turn him into.
The sun was out today, but it didn’t feel like it mattered. The warmth didn’t reach the parts of campus that still felt like last night—Room 3B, the closed door, his voice saying my name like it wasn’t just a name at all.
I tightened my grip on my bag.
Stop.
Just stop.
I pushed into the lecture hall and chose my usual seat like routine could anchor me back into normal thinking.
It didn’t work.
Because five minutes later, the room shifted again.
Not as dramatically as before.
But enough.
Enough that I didn’t need to look up to know he had entered.
Professor Adrian Laurent always made silence feel intentional.
“Good morning,” he said.
Same voice.
Same control.
But today, something felt slightly… restrained. Like he was holding himself in place instead of simply existing there.
My pen stayed still on the page.
I refused to look at him immediately.
That was new for me.
I usually avoided him out of instinct.
Now I was avoiding him out of awareness.
Like looking would confirm something I wasn’t ready to accept.
“Today,” he continued, “we’re discussing boundaries.”
My pen paused.
Of course.
Of all topics.
“Psychological, social, and ethical boundaries,” he added. “And what happens when they’re ignored.”
A few students chuckled quietly, assuming it was just another lecture topic.
I didn’t laugh.
Because for some reason, my chest tightened instead.
I finally looked up.
And regretted it immediately.
He was already looking at me.
Not obviously.
Not openly.
But directly enough that I felt it instantly.
My breath caught before I could stop it.
And then—just as quickly—he looked away and continued speaking.
Like it never happened.
Like I was the only one who noticed.
I forced myself to look down again.
Focus.
Notes.
Anything else.
But the word boundaries wouldn’t leave my mind.
Especially not after last night.
Room 3B.
“You should go before someone sees something they shouldn’t.”
What did that even mean?
Something about me being there?
Something about him keeping me there?
Or something worse—something I didn’t want to name yet because naming it would make it real.
The lecture continued.
But I stopped hearing it properly after a while.
Instead, I noticed small things.
The way he paused slightly before certain words.
The way his gaze moved across the room but kept circling back—always briefly, always subtly—in my direction.
Like I was a point he couldn’t ignore.
Or didn’t want to.
When class finally ended, chairs scraped and conversations started to rise again.
I stayed seated.
Waiting.
Not because I had to.
Because I shouldn’t have been doing that.
But I still did.
I packed slowly, deliberately avoiding the exit until the room cleared out.
Almost everyone left.
Almost.
Then I heard footsteps.
Behind me.
Not rushed.
Not random.
I didn’t turn around immediately.
I didn’t need to.
“Miss Lennox.”
My name again.
But this time, it wasn’t from across the room.
It was closer.
Too close.
I turned.
Professor Laurent was standing just a few feet away near the edge of the aisle, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed in a way that didn’t match the intensity of his presence.
“I wanted to speak with you,” he said.
My throat tightened slightly. “About class?”
A faint pause.
“Partially.”
That word alone made my stomach twist.
I closed my notebook slowly. “I have another class soon.”
“You won’t be late,” he said.
Not a question.
Not a suggestion.
Just a statement.
That should’ve bothered me more than it did.
Instead, it just made my pulse react in a way I didn’t like.
He stepped slightly closer—not enough to invade space, but enough that I was aware of the difference.
“You’ve been distracted,” he said.
I exhaled slowly. “You keep saying that.”
“Because it’s true.”
I lifted my chin slightly. “Or because you want it to be.”
Silence.
That was the first time I’d seen him pause like that.
Not long.
But noticeable.
His eyes held mine a fraction longer than usual.
Then he said, “Interesting interpretation.”
Something about that tone made me feel like I’d stepped slightly off a path I didn’t fully understand.
“I should go,” I said again, more firmly this time.
I moved past him.
I made it two steps.
Then his voice stopped me again.
“Miss Lennox.”
I froze—but didn’t turn around immediately.
“Yes?”
A pause.
Longer this time.
When he finally spoke, his voice had dropped slightly.
Lower.
More controlled than before, if that was even possible.
“You don’t cross lines carelessly,” he said.
My grip tightened on my bag strap.
“That’s a good thing,” I replied carefully.
Another pause.
Then—
“I wonder if that’s true.”
That time, I did turn around.
He was watching me again.
Not with distance.
Not with authority.
But with something I couldn’t categorize quickly enough.
And that was the problem.
Because I was starting to recognize his looks.
Not just the words.
The silences.
The pauses.
The way he seemed to be measuring me even when he wasn’t speaking.
“I don’t know what you’re trying to say,” I admitted.
A faint shift.
Almost imperceptible.
Then he said, “Neither do I.”
That shouldn’t have made anything worse.
But it did.
Because confusion coming from him felt more dangerous than certainty ever would.
A student passed behind us, breaking the moment.
The spell.
Whatever it was.
He stepped back first.
Professional again.
Controlled again.
“You’re dismissed,” he said calmly.
Like nothing had happened.
Like nothing had shifted.
But as I walked away, I could feel it again.
That awareness.
Not gone.
Just waiting.
And I hated that I already knew—
I was going to keep looking for it.
 
CHAPTER FOUR
The Professor’s Rules
By Monday, I had convinced myself things would return to normal.
That was the lie I chose because it was convenient.
Normal meant predictable. Predictable meant safe. And safe meant I could stop replaying every interaction with Professor Laurent like it held hidden meaning.
It didn’t.
It couldn’t.
I walked into Blackthorne University with my headphones in, my gaze forward, and my thoughts locked down tighter than they had been all weekend.
No overthinking.
No analyzing.
No him.
At least… that was the plan.
The lecture hall was already filling when I arrived. Students laughed, talked, stretched across seats like the day belonged to them.
I chose my usual spot.
Third row.
Middle.
Invisible enough.
I sat down and pulled out my notebook.
Blank page.
Pen ready.
Routine.
I exhaled slowly.
This is fine.
The room shifted again.
I didn’t need to look up this time.
I already knew.
Professor Adrian Laurent had entered.
And I hated how easily my body recognized it before my mind did.
The noise faded in layers—first conversations, then movement, then everything settling into a quieter tension.
“Good morning,” he said.
Same tone.
Same control.
But today, something felt… structured in a different way. More deliberate than usual.
I kept my eyes down.
Refused to look.
That was new for me.
He moved to the front of the room.
Set his folder down.
Paused.
Then said, “Before we begin today, I need to establish something.”
That made a few students straighten.
I finally looked up.
He was already writing on the board.
Slow, precise strokes.
When he spoke again, his voice stayed even.
“There will be rules in this course moving forward.”
A murmur spread through the room.
I frowned slightly.
Rules?
He continued without turning.
“Rule one: participation is mandatory. Silence is not acceptable unless instructed.”
Marker paused.
“Rule two: assumptions will be challenged. If you are uncomfortable with that, reconsider your enrollment.”
That got a few nervous laughs.
I didn’t laugh.
Because something about the way he was speaking didn’t feel like standard classroom policy.
It felt personal.
He turned slightly now.
Not fully facing the class.
Just enough.
“Rule three,” he said.
His gaze moved across the room.
Slow.
Controlled.
And then—
It stopped.
On me.
“I expect honesty,” he finished.
My breath caught slightly.
The room didn’t notice.
Of course they didn’t.
But I did.
Because the way he said it felt aimed.
Not general.
Not academic.
Directed.
I lowered my eyes again quickly.
Heart suddenly too aware of itself.
The lecture continued, but I stopped absorbing it properly.
Instead, I kept hearing that word.
Rules.
Like they applied differently depending on who was listening.
When class ended, I waited longer than usual.
Again.
I told myself it was coincidence.
That I just needed time to organize my notes.
But when the room emptied and I was still there, I couldn’t pretend anymore.
He hadn’t left yet.
Of course he hadn’t.
Professor Laurent stood at the front of the room, flipping through papers at his desk.
Calm.
Unbothered.
Like he wasn’t aware of anything unusual happening.
Like I wasn’t still sitting there.
Then—
“Miss Lennox.”
I closed my notebook slowly.
“Yes, Professor?”
He didn’t look up immediately.
“I’d like to clarify something.”
My stomach tightened slightly. “About the rules?”
“Yes.”
That alone made my pulse shift.
He finally looked at me.
And this time, there was no distance in it.
Not the usual academic separation.
Something quieter.
Heavier.
“Those rules apply to everyone in this course,” he said evenly.
A pause.
Then—
“But some students require them more than others.”
My fingers tightened around my pen.
“That sounds… targeted.”
A faint shift in his expression.
Almost imperceptible.
“Observational,” he corrected.
I stood slowly now, slinging my bag over my shoulder.
“I’m not sure I understand your teaching style,” I admitted.
That made him pause.
Longer than usual.
When he spoke again, his voice was lower.
“Most people don’t.”
Something about that answer sat wrong in my chest.
I stepped toward the aisle.
“I think I should switch sections,” I said before I could stop myself.
That got his attention fully.
His eyes locked onto mine instantly.
“No,” he said.
Simple.
Direct.
Not loud.
But absolute.
The word landed heavier than anything else he’d said all morning.
I stopped walking.
“You can’t tell me no,” I said carefully.
A pause.
Then he stepped away from the desk.
Slow.
Controlled.
“I can advise you,” he corrected.
He stopped a few feet from me again—always that distance, never closing it.
“And I am advising you not to make decisions based on discomfort.”
My breath steadied, but only slightly.
“This doesn’t feel like discomfort,” I said quietly.
A silence.
Too long.
Then:
“What does it feel like?”
That question shouldn’t have been asked.
Not like that.
Not by him.
I didn’t answer immediately.
Because the honest answer didn’t feel safe.
Finally, I said, “It feels like I’m being watched too closely.”
Something flickered in his eyes.
Not surprise.
Not denial.
Recognition.
That made my stomach drop slightly.
But his voice stayed steady when he responded.
“Then you should ask yourself why you notice
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