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​Chapter 1: The Flesh and the Word
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The gates of New Horizons Christian College were tall, black wrought iron with golden lettering. Beyond them: red brick buildings, white columns, trimmed hedges and students walking the paths, all models of decorum.

Ben adjusted his backpack and stepped out of his dad’s car, heart thudding with anticipation and something harder to name. He smiled weakly as his parents prayed over him one last time at the curb, hands gripping his shoulders, reminding him, again, that this was a place where he would "stay on the path." Where he would grow into a man of discipline. A man of God.

New Horizons Christian College was a university for the devout. Much like the boys’ school he’d attended before, it was built on discipline, routine, and rigid adherence to scripture. The pamphlet has described how there were prayer groups, accountability partners, spiritual advisors, and courses on Theology, Ministry Leadership, Christian Counseling, and a smattering of practical majors deemed “God-honoring”, Education, Business, Biblical Archaeology, even Nursing. There were more secular-sounding programs like English or Communications but they came with caveats: ethics requirements, spiritual integration modules, and mandatory chapel notes submitted at midterm.

And yet what had caught Ben’s eye was that the campus was co-ed. Having been kept separate from girls for most of his life, aside from rigorously chaperoned church events, youth retreats with mandatory daylight curfews, and purity talks delivered with the enthusiasm of fire-and-brimstone sermons.

He had been excited to go but guilty over that excitement knowing that it was not the learning opportunities, or the chance for spiritual development that was driving him. 

It was hotter than expected. Late summer sun beating down on his new khakis, his shirt clinging to his back already. He swallowed, took a breath, and walked toward the registration tent.

There were smiling older students greeting new arrivals, some handing out welcome packets, others giving directions. Ben tried not to stare at the girls. They were modestly dressed, sure, knee-length skirts, blouses with high collars, but that didn’t stop his mind from noticing the curve of a waist, a flash of collarbone. He hated that about himself. He was here to be better.

Mind on your walk, not the world, his youth pastor had said once. He repeated it to himself like a mantra. If he concentrated on putting on foot in front of the other it was easier to distract himself from the sinful thoughts. 

It was working, his mind was settling until a new voice said “You must be Ben.”

He turned, and there she was.

She wore the school colors, white blouse, grey pleated skirt, but they fit her in a way that made his thoughts stumble. Her dark blond hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, and her face was clear, elegant, the kind of beauty that crept up on you rather than shouting for attention. Her eyes were sharp, slate-gray. She took his breath away, his mindfulness shattering. 

Ben blinked, then nodded. “Yeah. That’s me.”

“I’m Claire,” she said, offering a hand. “Fourth-year. I’m one of the student volunteers helping with orientation. I’ll be showing you around and making sure you don’t get lost in your first week.”

He took her hand and shook it, maybe too fast. Her grip was cool, confident. He pulled away quickly, hoping she hadn’t noticed the flush rising in his face.

She smiled just a little, like she had. “You’re in North Hall, right?”

He nodded again, speechless.

“Come on,” she said, gesturing toward the path. “I’ll walk you over and give you the crash course.”

Ben followed her through the courtyard, trying not to look at the way her skirt moved as she walked. Focus, he scolded himself. This is a Christian school. She's just helping.

Claire walked a step ahead of him, posture straight, steps purposeful. She moved with teasy grace, her voice was calm and clipped, clearly practiced from giving this tour a dozen times, but it didn’t feel cold, it felt precise.

“That’s the main chapel,” she said, pointing toward a white-steepled building at the center of campus. “Daily worship is required of course, there is a morning and evening service so you can go to whichever your lessons allow.”

Ben nodded, watching the way her hand moved as she gestured. Long fingers. Neatly trimmed nails. He told himself not to notice, not to picture them doing something other than gesturing.

“Over there’s the dining hall, the food is great. They’ve got vegetarian options if you’re into that.”

Ben didn’t know how to respond to that, so he didn’t. He just kept walking beside her, listening to her voice, trying not to think about the way her skirt brushed against her legs with every step. Or the way the fabric of her blouse stretched just enough when she moved.

“Here,” Claire said, stopping suddenly. “This is your dorm. North Hall.”

Ben nearly bumped into her, catching himself just in time. She turned to face him, folding her arms casually across her chest. The pose pulled the blouse slightly tighter. He looked away.

“You’ll be in room 218. Rules are on the door. Lights out at ten. No girls inside, no phones after curfew, and no exceptions.”

“Right,” he said, eyes on the ground.

“But if you have questions,” Claire added, her voice dropping just slightly, “you can come to me. I live just across the quad. As a counselor I’m allowed to have men visit, I’m in room 101 on the first floor. Most people do, eventually, It can be hard adjusting to this place”

Ben nodded, trying to keep his breathing steady.

“Thanks,” he said. “Really.”

She tilted her head at him for a moment, as if weighing something.

“You’ll do fine,” she said at last. “Just don’t pretend you’re not human. That’s how people crack here. We’re all trying to be saints, but some of us are better at hiding our thoughts than others.”

Ben’s ears burned. He couldn’t tell if she knew what he’d been thinking, or if she just said that to mess with him.

Either way, it worked.

“See you around, Ben.”

She turned and walked away, her presence still lingering in the air even after she disappeared behind the chapel steps.

Ben stood there alone for a long moment before finally heading inside.

He was beginning to realize purity might be a lot harder than the brochures made it sound.
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