
The Billionaire Alpha’s Forbidden Professor
An Obsessive Stalker, Fated Mates, & Age-Gap Romance
Avery Blake

Copyright © 2026 by Avery Blake

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 The Scent of Ruin

Chapter 2: Two Years of Starvation

Chapter 3: The Torn Button

Chapter 4: The Execution Order

Chapter 5: The Deadly Sin

Chapter 6: You Are My Poison

Chapter 7: Midnight Detention

Chapter 8: The Thirty-Year Time Bomb

Chapter 9: To Love Is to Leave

Chapter 10: The King's Collapse

Chapter 11: Global Manhunt

Chapter 13: Death By You

Chapter 14: Coughing Blood

Chapter 15: This Time, I Choose You

Chapter 16: The Queens Assemble

Chapter 17: My Perfect Creation

Chapter 18: The Oracle Lycan

Chapter 19: Fighting as One

Chapter 20: The Mark

Chapter 21: The Re-Choice

Chapter 22: She Makes the Rules

Chapter 23: The Final Credit

Chapter 24: The Choker

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 The Scent of Ruin
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POV: EVELYN

––––––––
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THE FLIGHT WAS AT 11:47 PM.

I'd checked the confirmation email four times since this morning. Gate 34B. Seat 2A—business class, because if I was going to run away from everything I'd spent twelve years building, I was at least going to do it with legroom. My suitcase was already in the trunk of my car. Two bags. Everything else I was leaving behind.

Everything else was a deliberately vague category that included my research post, my apartment lease, and the particular memory of a sixteen-year-old boy looking at me across a dinner table with eyes that had no business being that old.

I clicked my laser pointer. Slide fourteen.

"The Voss Mutation." My voice came out exactly right—measured, slightly bored, the tone of someone who had explained this forty times and would explain it forty more. "First documented in the Shadow Moon bloodline, 1887. Note the structural difference in the PRKN allele cluster—"

Row C, seat seven. A girl's hand shot up.

"Professor Chen, is it true the Voss Alpha heir is doing his Emergence tomorrow?"

Forty-three pairs of eyes swiveled to me with the particular hunger of students who wanted gossip more than genetics.

"That information," I said, "is not on the exam."

I clicked to slide fifteen.

My suppressant patch was fresh. I'd replaced it at 7 AM—the pharmaceutical-grade kind, not the drugstore variety, the kind that cost four hundred dollars a month and smelled faintly of antiseptic and burned the skin underneath slightly raw. I'd been wearing them for two years. Two years of chemically convincing my own body that I was nothing, that I smelled like nothing, that whatever biological catastrophe lived underneath my sternum was adequately contained.

Athena had been quiet for so long I'd almost forgotten she was there.

Almost.

I was mid-sentence—something about allelic dominance in second-generation Alphas—when the air in the room changed.

It didn't happen slowly. It happened the way a power grid fails: everything working, working, working, and then a sound like the world exhaling, and then nothing.

The girl in row C stopped writing.

The boy beside her looked up from his laptop.

In the back of the auditorium, someone's water bottle hit the floor, and nobody flinched to pick it up, because flinching required a nervous system that was currently being overridden.

I smelled it before I understood it.

Ozone. Wild mint. The electric pressure-drop before a storm system that hadn't been forecasted. And underneath all of it—underneath the clean top notes and the animal aggression—something older. Something I recognized the way you recognize a piece of music you wrote yourself.

My work.

My throat closed.

The suppressant patch on the back of my neck went from a low chemical cool to a searing, desperate heat, like it was working so hard it was burning itself alive. My fingertips went numb. The laser pointer in my hand drew a red scribble across the projection screen—frantic, involuntary—before I made my fist stop shaking.

He's not here. The thought was almost convincing. He has his Emergence tomorrow. He's at the estate. He's not—

One hundred and twelve students turned their heads toward the auditorium doors at the exact same moment.

Seth Voss walked down the center aisle like he owned the building, the campus, the airspace above it. He was wearing a black shirt that had, at some point today, been expensive—now it clung to him with a kind of brutal honesty, dark with sweat across his shoulders and chest, the collar pulled open at the throat where his pulse beat visibly against his skin. He was six-foot-three of barely-contained catastrophe, and he moved through the rows of frozen students like they were furniture he'd already mentally rearranged.

He was eighteen years old tomorrow.

He looked forty years dangerous right now.

The desk at the center of the front row—built for a normal human body—shrieked against the floor as he pulled it out and sat down. Both arms came up to rest on the surface. His hands were too large for it. All of him was too large for it. He looked at me across fifty feet of auditorium like we were the only two people in the room.

His eyes were red.

Not bloodshot. Not the irritated pink of exhaustion. The deep, arterial crimson of an Alpha in Pre-Rut whose body had stopped asking his brain for permission.

His throat moved. A slow, deliberate swallow.

"Professor." His voice came from somewhere below language—a register that hit the base of my spine and pulled. "Don't stop on my account."

Athena.

My wolf didn't growl. She didn't posture or snarl. She simply rose to her feet inside my chest—slow, enormous, awake for the first time in two years—and went completely, terrifyingly still.

He came, she said. He actually came.

"Mr. Voss." My own voice was a clinical miracle. Twelve years of lecturing to rooms full of apex predators had given me this: the ability to sound perfectly calm while my entire endocrine system staged a coup. "This is a closed lecture. Second-years only."

"I know." He didn't blink. "I audited it anyway."

In row B, a girl's head dropped to her desk. Not asleep—the sound was wrong, too sudden, the particular boneless collapse of someone whose body had simply decided to opt out. The boy next to her grabbed the edge of his desk with white-knuckled hands, fighting to stay vertical.

The scent rolling off Seth was a weapon, and he wasn't even trying. This was him leashed. This was him maintaining enough control to walk through a door and sit in a chair, and the ambient pressure of it was shutting down human nervous systems like a city dimming its lights before a storm.

My patch was screaming.

I could feel it—the suppressant breaking down in real time, molecules failing against something they had not been engineered to withstand. A cold, sick sweat gathered at the back of my collar. Underneath the pharmaceutical burn, something else was waking up. Something sweet and warm and catastrophically ill-timed.

Don't, I told Athena. Don't you dare.

She didn't respond. She was watching Seth the way prey watches something that isn't hunting it yet.

"I need everyone who is feeling lightheaded—" I started.

"I said don't stop." Seth's voice dropped another register. The acoustics of the amphitheater carried it perfectly, lovingly, into every corner. "You were explaining the Voss Mutation." A pause. The corner of his mouth moved—not quite a smile. Something more patient than that. "I'm very interested in the Voss Mutation."

Row D. Row E. A cascading series of quiet impacts as students lost the fight against his alpha radiation and slumped, heads down, against their desks.

The emergency panel on the wall—the one I'd never once needed in twelve years of teaching—began to flash.

Amber. Amber. Amber.

Biological event. Biological event.

"Everyone who can hear me and is still conscious—" My voice finally cracked on the last word. Minuscule. I covered it. "—proceed to the nearest exit. Now. Do not run. Do not panic."

They moved. The ones still standing grabbed the ones who weren't, and the auditorium filled with the shuffle and stumble of a hundred students trying to evacuate while their bodies ran on backup power. Someone was crying quietly near the back. Someone else was on a phone, voice high and breathless—campus security, yes, Hargrove Hall, yes, please hurry—

And through all of it, Seth Voss sat in the front row with his hands folded on a desk built for someone half his size, and he did not move.

He watched me.

He watched me the way I'd watched genetic sequences for fifteen years—like he had all the time in the world, like he'd already read the ending, like the only remaining question was whether I'd understood it yet.

The last student stumbled through the exit doors.

They swung shut.

The alarm kept flashing.

Amber. Amber. Amber.

The auditorium held the two of us and four hundred empty seats and a silence so complete I could hear my own blood moving.

I set the laser pointer down on the lectern. My hand was steady. I was proud of my hand.

"Seth." I kept my voice at professor-register. Calm. Authoritative. The voice that had redirected three Alpha students from dominance challenges and talked a Beta graduate student down from a panic spiral during finals. "Your Emergence is tomorrow. You need to go home."

He tilted his head.

"Do I."

"Your body is in Pre-Rut. You're not in control of your output right now—you just shut down my entire lecture hall."

"I know." No apology. No embarrassment. Just the flat acknowledgment of someone reporting the weather. "I've been in Pre-Rut for six hours. I drove here anyway." His eyes tracked down to the back of my neck—to where my patch was burning itself to ash against my skin. "How's that working for you, by the way?"

My jaw tightened.

He can smell it failing. The thought landed like a scalpel. He's been able to smell me this whole time.

"I'm going to call your parents—"

"My father is in Singapore." He stood up.

The desk didn't scrape this time. He moved it out of his way with one hand, unhurried, like it weighed nothing. Which, to him, it didn't.

"My mother is at the estate preparing the ceremony hall." He walked toward me. One step. Two. The scent pressure in the room spiked with each footfall, and my throat worked against something thick and involuntary. "There's no one to call, Professor."

Back up, said every functional neuron I had left. Back up, pick up the phone, activate the emergency protocol—

Athena sat down in my chest and pressed her weight against my sternum like a hand over a wound.

Stay, she said. Stay still.

He stopped at the base of the lecture platform. Eye level with me from there, even with the raised floor between us.

I had not stood this close to Seth Voss in two years. I had managed it with precision—holiday dinners where I found reasons to be in the kitchen, summer visits I rescheduled, his mother's texts about you should come see how much he's grown, Evy that I'd answered with soon, definitely soon.

He'd grown. God, he had grown.

The boy I'd bounced on my knee at three years old. The one who'd had a gap in his front teeth at seven and shown it to me with absolute pride every time he smiled. The one who, at sixteen, had looked up from his father's bookshelf with an expression no sixteen-year-old had the right to wear—something knowing, something patient, something that had reached directly through my professional distance and touched a nerve I hadn't known was exposed.

The same expression he was wearing right now.

"Evelyn." My name in his mouth without the title was a different word entirely. Lower. Older. A word that assumed a kind of permission he had not been given. "You booked a flight tonight."

The cold that moved through me had nothing to do with Pre-Rut physics.

"How do you know that."

"Because I know everything that moves in and out of this campus." He said it simply. A fact. A statement of infrastructure. "And because you've been trying to leave me for two years, and I've been letting you practice."

The alarm flashed.

Amber. Amber. Amber.

I forgot, I thought—not to Athena, not to anyone, just to the part of myself that had apparently needed the reminder. I forgot that wolf cubs grow teeth. And when they finally lose their patience—

His eyes held mine across the four feet of charged air between us. Red-rimmed. Burning. The eyes of something that had been starving for a very long time and had just, finally, decided it was done being hungry.

—they only go mad for one thing.
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Chapter 2: Two Years of Starvation
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POV: SETh

The last student cleared the exit at 3:47 PM.

I knew the time because I'd been watching the clock above the auditorium doors since I sat down—not from anxiety, but from the same calm, methodical attention I gave to everything that mattered. The second hand swept past the twelve. The doors swung shut. The amber alarm light painted the empty room in slow, rhythmic gold.

Three forty-seven PM, November 14th.

Eighteen years, zero days, thirteen hours before I was legally an adult.

Close enough.

Loki didn't agree with the math. Loki had stopped agreeing with anything approximately six hours ago, when the Pre-Rut hit like a freight train and every rational argument I'd spent a decade constructing dissolved into a single, deafening instruction: go find her.

I'd been in the middle of a sparring session with my father's security chief when it happened. One moment I was running a standard defense drill, the next I was on my knees on the mat with my hands braced against the floor, breathing through my teeth while Loki threw himself against every wall I had. Coach Harlan had taken one look at my eyes and backed out of the room without turning his back to me. Smart man. Twenty years of training apex predators had given him that particular instinct.

I'd driven ninety miles an hour on the highway with all four windows down, because the inside of the car smelled too much like me and not enough like her, and I needed to be able to think.

I was still thinking now. That was the part nobody expected.

She expected a boy, Loki said. He was pacing behind my sternum—agitated, enormous, but still mine. Still listening. Show her what we are.

Evelyn stood at the base of the lecture platform with her shoulders back and her chin up and that expression she'd been wearing for two years—the one that said I am a professor and you are a variable I have already accounted for. Her white coat had a small chemical burn near the left pocket from a lab experiment three weeks ago. I'd watched her walk across campus in it from the window of the administrative building where I had no legitimate reason to be.

I knew the burn was there because I'd been paying attention.

I'd been paying attention for ten years.

The auditorium smelled like chalk dust, recycled air, and the ghost-traces of a hundred human students who'd just stumbled their way out the exit. Underneath all of it, barely detectable through four hundred dollars worth of pharmaceutical suppression, was something that made every nerve ending I had go quiet and focused—the way a hunting dog goes still when the wind shifts.

Her.

Old paper. Something botanical—not a perfume, just the faint residue of the dried specimens she kept on her office shelf. Cold winter air that clung to wool. And beneath all of it, leaking through the failing chemistry of her patch like light through a cracked door, the thing she'd been trying to bury for two years.

Closer, Loki said. Get closer.

I stayed where I was. For now.

In the quiet that followed the evacuation, my mind slipped—not far, just enough—to the memories I'd kept locked behind careful walls. The garden table two summers ago. The way she'd looked up at me across the white linen, her fingers pausing on the stem of her wine glass. For one second, her professional mask had slipped. Her scent had sharpened, sweet and warm and unmistakably interested, before she'd shut it down so fast I almost doubted what I'd sensed. But Loki had caught it. He'd caught the way her pulse jumped at her throat, the faint dilation of her pupils, the way her thighs had pressed together beneath the table as if her body already knew what her mind refused to admit.

That single second had kept me alive through two years of starvation.

"Seth." She used my name without the title now—I'd made her do that, just by using hers first. A small victory. I was collecting them. "Your Emergence is tomorrow. You need to go home."

"You booked a flight tonight."

The color didn't drain from her face. Evelyn didn't drain. She froze—a microsecond of perfect stillness, like a system rebooting, before the professor-mask snapped back into place.

"How do you know that."

"Because I know everything that moves in and out of this campus." I stood and moved the desk out of my way with one hand, watching her track the motion with the careful attention of someone cataloguing a threat. Good. Let her catalogue. "And because you've been trying to leave me for two years, and I've been letting you practice."

She's going for the lectern, Loki said.

I was already moving.

She turned—fast, efficient, the motion of someone who'd rehearsed this exit in front of her bathroom mirror at six in the morning—and reached under the lecture platform for the emergency kit bolted to the inside panel. I knew the kit was there. I'd checked it four months ago when the building was empty at 2 AM, held the syringe up to the fluorescent light, read every word on the label.

Lupine-Grade Sedative. Alpha-Specific Formula. Authorized Personnel Only.

My name was not on the authorization list.

I didn't care.

My hand closed around hers on the syringe before she had it fully out of the case. One motion—clean, practiced. I took it from her fingers and squeezed. The glass gave with a sound like a small, definitive argument ending. The sedative hit the floor in a cold chemical splash. The broken neck of the syringe drove three fragments into my palm.

I felt them go in. I noted the sensation the way you note a change in temperature—present, registered, irrelevant.

Warm. The blood was warm against my fingers. Warmer than the glass.

Evelyn looked at my hand. Then at my face. Her jaw was rigid, her breathing controlled—four counts in, four counts out, the rhythm I'd catalogued years ago during a crisis seminar I'd attended specifically because she was presenting. She ran calculations when she was frightened. Not away from the problem. Into it. That was the thing about her that had quietly dismantled me at an age when I hadn't had the vocabulary to explain why.

She wasn't afraid of the blood.

She was afraid of what it meant that I hadn't flinched.

"How long have you been carrying that?"

She didn't answer.

"How long," I said, quieter, "have you been carrying a syringe with my weight class on the label every time you knew I might be within a mile of you?"

"It doesn't have your name on it."

"It has my bloodline category and my mass range on the dosage chart." I stepped up onto the lecture platform. She held her ground—I gave her credit for that, I always did. "You built a protocol for taking me down. How long have you been running it?"

"Since you started radiating enough alpha pressure to make my graduate students nervous in the hallway," she said, sharp and precise. "It's called preparedness."

"Like the biometric scanner on your lab door. The Alpha-exclusion model." A pause. "Or the conference you told your department head nothing about. Or the research trip that produced zero published output." I tilted my head. "You've been building exits for fourteen months, Evy. I've been watching you build them."

Her eyes went very still behind the gold-rimmed frames.

"That's not watching," I said, before she could form the accusation. "Watching implies distance. What I've been doing is knowing you. Living in the same information environment, for ten years, and paying attention to the parts that concerned me." I let that settle. "Everything about you concerned me."

The blood from my palm dripped twice onto her white coat. Small red circles, perfectly round. She looked at them for exactly one second before she looked away, and in that second something moved behind her expression—a hairline fracture, gone before she let it become anything I could name.

She sees us, Loki said. She always has.

That was what nobody else understood about Evelyn. They assumed her professional ethics were an adequate blind spot. They had never watched her work. She built her entire career on the systematic observation of things that didn't want to be observed—bloodlines, genetic drift, the slow mutation of wolf DNA across centuries. She looked at data until it confessed.

She had looked at me at sixteen and she had known.

And she had chosen, every single morning since, to file it under a category that kept her conscience intact.

I'd heard her say it once. Late, in the estate lab, her voice low enough that she was clearly talking to herself. I'd been in the corridor. I hadn't moved.

He's Miriam's son. A pause. He's a child. He's—

She'd stopped there.

Pressed two fingers against the bridge of her nose, under her glasses, eyes closed. Then she'd straightened, rolled her sleeve, and injected a suppressant booster with the efficient calm of someone performing routine maintenance. The next morning she had a new patch on the back of her neck. The morning after that, she'd RSVP'd no to my father's Fourth of July gathering.

Eight hundred days of her redrawing every line between us with professional distance and pharmaceutical intervention and strategic absence, and me watching from exactly far enough away that she could almost convince herself I wasn't watching at all.

Almost.

"You want to know something?" My voice dropped—the Pre-Rut stripping the register I usually maintained for conversations that required precision. I stepped closer. She held her ground. The blackboard caught her shoulder blades, covered in her handwriting, in genetic sequences I could read because I'd spent three years learning her notation system specifically so I could follow where her mind went. "I've known you were my Fated Mate since I was eight years old."

The silence that followed was not shock.

It was the silence of someone who has been waiting for a specific sentence and is now deciding what to do with it.

"You came to my father's study to go over my six-month genetic panel." I kept my voice even, kept my eyes on her face. "You were wearing a gray sweater. You had ink on your left hand, here—" I touched my own knuckle, briefly, a gesture she tracked without meaning to. "—from correcting papers on the train. You smelled like old books and something warm I didn't have a name for yet. And Loki—eight months old, mostly an opinion with teeth—sat up inside me for the first time and said there she is. Like you were a location he'd been trying to find his whole life."

"You were eight," she said. Faculty-hearing voice. Careful and level.

"Wolves don't care about calendars." I held her gaze. "I did, though. I counted every year." A beat. "I was extraordinarily patient. I think I deserve some credit for that."

Something moved behind her eyes. Too complicated to name.

"The problem," I said, "was simple. You would never, under any circumstances that existed at the time, look at me as anything other than Miriam's son. So I needed different circumstances. I needed to become someone you could look at directly—an equal, someone whose intelligence you respected in the same register as your colleagues." I let the next part land clean. "So I made myself that person. Not as performance. As preparation. So that when this moment came, you couldn't dismiss me as a boy who didn't know what he wanted."

"You manufactured this."

"I prepared for it." I didn't defend the distinction further. "I was the model nephew. Warm, measured, sat at the far end of every dinner table, asked you intelligent questions about your research because I genuinely wanted to know what you were thinking. And I watched you, very slowly, start to treat me like someone worth talking to." The muscle in my throat worked. "And then two summers ago, you looked at me across the garden table, and something changed in your face for exactly one second."

Her chin came up.

She didn't deny it.

"Whatever you saw in yourself scared you," I said. "Not me. Yourself. And instead of sitting with it, you chemically rewrote your own biology and started engineering every interaction so we were never alone." My voice stayed level. The effort was considerable. "You made yourself unreachable. I could smell you through three floors of the estate, track you through a building by the way the air pressure shifted near your suppressant chemistry—but I couldn't get to you."

"Because I was right to." Real heat in it now—finally something unmanaged. "Seth, you were sixteen—"

"I was sixteen and I knew exactly what I wanted and I had the self-control to wait." I stepped forward. She stepped back into the board. I braced one hand flat against it, beside her head, not touching her. "What I didn't account for was Geneva. I should have—I know how you solve problems you can't fix. You leave the problem behind and build a new framework somewhere else." I dropped my chin, brought my face level with hers. "I won't be left in a framework, Evy. I'm not a variable you can walk away from."

"What you're experiencing right now is a biological cascade." The words came with the force of something she'd been saving. "Pre-Rut distorts perception, amplifies attachment, you know this—"

"Loki has been in love with Athena," I said, flat and quiet, "since the year your wolf first pressed close enough to the surface for him to smell her. My Pre-Rut didn't create this. It just made it loud enough that I stopped calculating whether today was the right day." I held her gaze. "Today was always going to be the day. I just moved up the timeline by about thirteen hours."

My jaw came to rest against the side of her neck. Not touching. Close enough that my breath moved the fine hair at her temple. Close enough to feel the heat coming off her patch in its final failing minutes. Close enough that I could almost taste the sweet warmth leaking through—the scent that haunted every night I spent alone, the one that made my body ache with two years of denied proximity.

"Your patch is done," I said.

"I know." Two words, stripped of everything.

"You've been running for two years," I said against her skin, "and I've been hungry for every single day of it. Every exit you built, every rescheduled dinner, every badge scanner and new protocol—" My bleeding hand pressed flat against the board on her other side, bracketing her without closing the distance. "You didn't protect yourself. You sharpened me. Every obstacle made me more certain."

Her hands were flat against my chest. Pushing. Finding me immovable.

"You hid from me for two years," I said. "I starved for two years." I pulled back just enough to see her face—glasses crooked, one lens catching the amber pulse of the alarm light, her mouth pressed so tight the corners had gone pale. "Now, Professor. Time to settle the debt."

The expression that crossed her face was not fear.

It was the look of someone who has checked every number and cannot argue with the result.

Then Athena moved.

I felt it before I smelled it—the moment her wolf stopped holding its breath and pressed forward, and the suppressant chemistry collapsed entirely, and what came off her skin was nothing like the medicated flatness I'd been navigating for two years.

It hit the back of my throat like the first real meal after a very long fast.

There, Loki said. The pacing stopped. His voice went quiet, almost reverent. There she is.

Old paper. Winter cold. The ghost of dried botanicals. And underneath it all, filling every inch of the space between us like warm light through a window that had been shut for two years—

Something I had been starving for since I was eight years old, standing in my father's study, watching a woman with ink on her knuckles hold my genetic blueprint like it was the most fascinating thing she'd ever touched.

She smelled like mine.

She had always smelled like mine.

And there was no patch left in the world strong enough to argue with that.
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Chapter 3: The Torn Button
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POV: EVELYN

The alarm had stopped.

I didn't know when. At some point between his hands bracketing me against the blackboard and right now, the amber light had gone dark and the campus security system had apparently decided that whatever was happening in Hargrove Hall 104 was no longer its problem.

Smart system.

Seth's nose was against my neck.

Not his mouth. Not his hands. Just his nose, tracing a slow, deliberate line from the hinge of my jaw to the hollow above my collarbone, like he was reading something written in a language I didn't know I was fluent in. His breathing was controlled—four counts in, held, released—the deliberate rhythm of someone managing a significant amount of pressure with a significant amount of practice.

He's been practicing this, Athena said. Managing himself. For us.

Don't, I told her.

He smells like—

I know what he smells like. Stop.

I had both hands flat against his chest. The fabric of his shirt was damp with the particular heat of a body running about three degrees above its standard temperature, which was what happened when a newly-manifested Alpha Heir spent six hours fighting his own biology in a moving vehicle. I could feel his heartbeat through my palms—too fast, too hard, a heavy, insistent thud that vibrated up my arms and settled low in my belly. The ozone-and-wild-mint scent rolled off him in waves now, sharpened by Pre-Rut, threading through the faint antiseptic burn of my failing patch and wrapping around something deeper: the ghost of old paper and dried botanicals that was unmistakably me. The combination made the air feel thicker, heavier, like breathing through warm honey laced with lightning.

My throat worked against the sudden thickness there. Underneath the pharmaceutical flatness, my own body was answering— a slow, treacherous bloom of warmth spreading from my core outward, making my skin prickle and my thighs press instinctively closer together. Athena stirred again, pressing heavy and insistent against my sternum, her awareness flooding mine with the raw, unfiltered hunger she'd been denied for two years.

He smells like home, she murmured. Like the thing we've been starving for.

I needed to move.

I needed to get my hands off his chest and create approximately six feet of professional distance and deliver a very calm, very clear statement about what was and was not going to happen in this classroom.

I needed to stop noticing that he smelled like ozone and wild mint and underneath both of those things, something older and more specific—something I had contributed to, genetically, when he was eight years old and his bloodline was an optimization problem I'd spent eleven months solving. The way his pulse beat against my palms felt like an echo of the sequences I'd once traced on a screen, now rendered in living heat and muscle.

You built this, Athena said. You built him.

"The patch," Seth said against my neck. His voice had dropped below its usual register, into something that bypassed the ear entirely and arrived directly at the base of my spine, low and rough like gravel wrapped in velvet. "Take it off."

"No."

"It's already failed. You know that." His nose traced upward again, slow and maddening, the tip barely grazing skin yet sending sparks racing across every nerve ending. The faint stubble on his jaw rasped against the edge of my collar, a tiny friction that made my breath hitch. "I can smell through it. You're just making yourself hurt for nothing."

He wasn't wrong. The patch had gone from a low chemical burn to something that felt distinctly like pressing a bruise—the suppressant fighting a losing battle against biology that had made its decision six hours ago and was not accepting appeals. Heat pulsed beneath it, raw and insistent, my own scent leaking through in sweet, treacherous threads that mingled with his until the air between us felt electric, charged, alive.

Take it off, Athena agreed, unhelpfully, her voice a warm rumble that vibrated through my ribs.

"I'm not removing my suppressant patch because you asked me to." I kept my voice at professor-register through what I can only describe as an act of significant personal will. My fingers curled slightly against the damp fabric of his shirt, feeling the hard plane of muscle beneath, the way it shifted with each controlled breath. "I'm going to need you to step back, Seth. Right now."

"Why?"

"Because you are seventeen years old and in Pre-Rut in my classroom and campus security is going to come through that door—"

"Campus security is standing in the hallway having a very polite disagreement about jurisdiction," he said. "They'll be there for another eight minutes, minimum. I know the response protocol for this building." A pause. "I looked it up."

Of course he did.

He's just a boy. A boy I watched learn to ride a bicycle in his parents' driveway. A boy I helped with his first genetics coursework at fourteen because he'd asked such specific questions that his tutor had called Miriam in a mild panic.

Athena pressed her weight against my sternum, warm and insistent, flooding me with the memory of his scent from years ago—cleaner then, but already threaded with that same wild mint promise.

He's not a boy anymore, she said. Look at him. Feel him.

"Seth." I pressed my palms harder against his chest—not pushing, just holding the boundary, trying to communicate through physical pressure what my voice was failing to convey. The heat of him seeped into my skin, making my own temperature rise in helpless answer, a slick warmth gathering low that I refused to name. "I need you to listen to me very carefully. What you're feeling right now is real, but it's also being amplified by—"

His fingers found the top button of my blouse.

Not fumbling. Not uncertain. The touch of someone who had thought about this specific motion enough times that his hands knew exactly where to go—precise, deliberate, the pad of his thumb brushing the small disc of plastic as if mapping territory he'd already claimed in his mind.

"Don't—"

The button came free with a small, definitive sound.

Pop.

Not torn. Not forced. Just—released. Like it had been waiting. The November air touched my newly exposed collarbone, cool against the flush creeping up my skin, and I felt the exposure like a physical thing, like the classroom had contracted around that one square inch of skin. My breath shallowed, the suppressant’s chemical burn flaring hotter as if protesting the sudden vulnerability.

Athena.

She didn't answer. She was watching Seth the way she'd been watching him since he walked through the door—with the focused, breathless attention of something that had been asleep for two years and was now furiously making up for lost time. I could feel her rising, pressing closer to the surface, her awareness sharpening every sensation: the faint rasp of his breath against my throat, the way his larger frame loomed without crowding, the subtle shift of his weight that brought the solid heat of him a fraction nearer.

"You always button it all the way up." His thumb traced the edge of the now-open collar, not touching skin, just the fabric, just the border. The light callus on his thumb caught faintly on the weave, sending a shiver racing down my spine. "Every lecture. Every seminar. Every faculty dinner." His voice had gone quiet in
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