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  The Midterm Reckoning


Donna Bailey adjusted her glasses and stared at the exam booklet in her hands. The red ink across the cover page read 63 percent, a failing grade by her standards. She flipped through the pages, noting where Aiden Moreland had stumbled on basic supply and demand curves while acing the more complex game theory section. The pattern was strange. Almost deliberate. 
She set the booklet down and pulled up his student file on her monitor. Twenty four years old. Returning student after a five year gap. Military service, according to the notation from admissions. His previous coursework showed a similar pattern across all his classes. Strong on conceptual material, weak on application. It was as if he understood the big picture but refused to bother with the details.
A knock at her office door made her look up.
Aiden Moreland stood in the doorway, one hand braced against the frame. He was taller than she remembered from class, with broad shoulders that strained against his navy blue sweater. Dark hair fell across his forehead in a careless sweep, and his eyes held a sharpness that made her instincts prickle.
"Professor Bailey. You wanted to see me."
His voice was low, calm. Not nervous like most students who received her emails.
"Come in. Close the door."
He stepped inside and settled into the chair across from her desk without waiting for an invitation. His legs spread wide, taking up space in a way that felt deliberate. Donna pulled her exam booklet back in front of her, using it as a barrier.
"Your midterm grade is unacceptable, Mr. Moreland."
"I figured."
"You figured." She repeated the words flatly. "That's an interesting response from someone who clearly understands the material. Your game theory section was nearly perfect. But you missed half the points on basic market equilibrium. Why?"
He shrugged, a casual roll of his shoulders that drew her attention to the way his sweater stretched across his chest. "I get bored with the basics. The concepts are simple. Once I understand the principle, drilling the applications feels like busywork."
"It's not busywork. It's the foundation of everything else we cover this semester."
"I know." He leaned forward, resting his forearms on her desk. The movement brought him closer, and she caught the faint scent of soap and something warmer underneath. "That's why I'm here. I need to fix this, or I'm looking at repeating the course. I can't afford that."
Donna studied him over the rim of her glasses. There was no desperation in his voice, no pleading. Just a straightforward acknowledgment of the situation and a willingness to do what was necessary. She respected that, even as it irritated her.
"I'm willing to offer you intensive tutoring. Twice a week, private sessions. We'll work through the material methodically until you can pass the final."
"Private sessions." He let the words hang in the air. "In your office?"
"Yes. My office, during posted office hours or by appointment. We'll cover the areas where you're weakest, starting with basic supply and demand modeling."
"And what do I get when I do well?"
The question caught her off guard. "You get a passing grade, Mr. Moreland. That's the reward."
"That's the expectation. I'm asking about the reward." His eyes held hers, unwavering. "I do better with incentives. Structured goals with clear payoffs. It's how my brain works."
Donna felt heat creep up her neck. There was something in how he said payoff that made the word feel heavier than it should. She straightened her blazer, buying herself a moment to compose her response.
"If you complete our sessions and show measurable improvement on practice problems, I'll consider extra credit opportunities on future assignments. Within reason."
"Within reason." He smiled, and it transformed his face from merely handsome to something more dangerous. "I like that. Room for negotiation."
"There's no negotiation, Mr. Moreland. This is a professional arrangement. I'm offering you a chance to salvage your grade. You either take it seriously or you don't."
He held up his hands in mock surrender. "I'm taking it seriously, Professor. More seriously than you know."
The way he said her name made her stomach tighten. She pushed her chair back and stood, moving to the window to put distance between them. Outside, the campus quad was empty, the last of the evening light fading to gray.
"We'll meet Tuesdays and Thursdays at four. Bring your textbook and your notes. If you're late more than once, I'll cancel the arrangement."
"Understood."
She turned back to face him. He hadn't moved from his chair, but his posture had shifted. More relaxed now, like a cat that had found a comfortable spot in the sun. He was watching her with an intensity that made her feel exposed.
"Is there something else, Mr. Moreland?"
"Just wondering if you always wear your hair like that."
The question was so unexpected that she blinked. "Excuse me?"
"Your hair. You always wear it in that tight bun. I'm wondering if you ever let it down." He tilted his head, studying her. "I bet it's long. Past your shoulders, maybe. Curly when you don't straighten it."
"That's an inappropriate question."
"Is it? I'm just curious. You're my professor. I'm trying to understand you as a person. It helps me learn."
"You learn by focusing on economics, not my appearance."
"I can do both."
The silence stretched between them, charged and uncomfortable. Donna's pulse beat in her throat. She was used to controlling every interaction in her classroom, maintaining the careful distance that authority required. This man was dismantling that distance with casual ease.
"Our first session is Thursday at four," she said, her voice sharper than intended. "Don't be late."
He stood slowly, unfolding his long frame from the chair. For a moment he towered over her desk, and she was acutely aware of how small her office felt with him in it. Then he stepped toward the door and paused with his hand on the handle.
"Professor Bailey."
"Yes?"
"Thank you for this. For seeing something worth saving in my grade. I won't waste your time."
He left before she could respond, pulling the door closed behind him with a soft click.
Donna stood motionless, staring at the empty doorway. Her hands were trembling slightly, and she pressed them flat against her desk to steady them. The exam booklet lay open to the game theory section, his near perfect answers staring up at her.
She had taught for fifteen years. She had tutored dozens of struggling students. She had never felt this unsettled after a conversation.
Her phone buzzed with an email notification. She glanced at the screen and saw it was from Dr. Liana Mercer, asking about the department meeting next week. The mundanity of the message grounded her, pulled her back into the familiar rhythms of academic life.
She sat down and began typing a response, but her mind kept drifting back to how Aiden Moreland had looked at her. Like he could see past her blazer and her glasses and her carefully constructed authority, straight to something she kept hidden even from herself.
She shook the thought away and focused on her email. Thursday at four. She would be ready. She would maintain control.
But even as she told herself this, a small voice in the back of her mind whispered that control was exactly what he seemed intent on taking.






  
  First Study Session


The campus library was a cathedral of silence, its arched windows filtering the late afternoon light into golden shafts that fell across the study carrels and reference stacks. Donna had chosen the most secluded room on the third floor, a glass-walled study space with a heavy oak table and four chairs. She had arrived early, spreading her materials across the surface like armor. 
Textbooks and graded problem sets formed a perimeter around a yellow legal pad covered in her precise handwriting. Everything she needed to maintain control.
She had not slept well since the midterm meeting. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Aiden's face across her desk, that knowing half-smile playing at his lips as he held her gaze just a second too long. She had told herself it was nothing. Professional concern for a struggling student. But her body had betrayed her in the quiet hours of the night, her thighs pressing together under the sheets as she replayed that charged moment again and again.
This was a mistake. She knew it was a mistake. But she had signed the tutoring authorization form, cleared the time with the department, and told Liana Mercer that she would be staying late on Tuesdays and Thursdays for "student consultations." The lie had come so easily it frightened her.
The door opened without a knock.
"Professor Bailey." Aiden stepped inside, a worn backpack slung over one shoulder, his dark hair still slightly damp from what she guessed was a post-workout shower. He wore a fitted gray t-shirt that stretched across his chest and jeans that sat low on his hips. "You're early."
"Punctuality is a habit, Mr. Moreland." She gestured to the chair across from her. "One I hope you'll adopt."
He grinned as he dropped into the seat, letting his bag fall to the floor with a heavy thud. "I'm here, aren't I? That counts for something."
"Barely." She slid a copy of the syllabus across the table. "We have eight weeks until the final. If we meet twice weekly, that gives us sixteen sessions to bring your understanding of macroeconomic theory to a passing level. I've prepared a structured curriculum."
Aiden didn't look at the syllabus. He was watching her, his chin resting on his hand, his eyes tracing the line of her jaw before dropping to where her blouse buttoned at her throat.
"You're not taking this seriously, Mr. Moreland."
"I'm taking it very seriously, Professor." His voice dropped slightly on her title, making it sound like something else entirely. "I'm just wondering why you chose the library instead of your office."
Donna felt heat rise to her cheeks. "The library offers better resources for this kind of focused work."
"Your office has a door that locks."
She inhaled sharply. "That's not appropriate."
"What's not appropriate? I'm just observing facts." He leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table. "You're nervous. That's interesting. I've never seen you nervous before. In class, you're this immovable force. But right now, you're sitting there like you're waiting for something to happen."
Donna straightened her spine. "I'm waiting for you to open your textbook, Mr. Moreland. Page 247. Supply and demand elasticity. We're starting with the fundamentals."
He laughed, low and warm, but he did as she asked. For the better part of an hour, they worked through the material. She explained the concepts with practiced clarity, her voice steady and professional. He asked questions that were surprisingly sharp, pushing back against her explanations with alternative interpretations that showed he understood the material better than his exam results suggested.
"You're not stupid, Mr. Moreland." The words slipped out before she could stop them.
He looked up from his notes, his pen stilling. "Did you think I was?"
"No. I think you're lazy." She met his gaze. "I think you're intelligent enough to grasp these concepts quickly, but you lack the discipline to apply yourself consistently. You coast on natural ability, and when that isn't enough, you scramble."
Instead of looking defensive, he seemed pleased. "You've been thinking about me."
"I've been analyzing your academic performance."
"Same thing." He set his pen down and leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head. His t-shirt rode up, exposing a strip of toned abdomen. Donna forced herself to look at the whiteboard behind him. "Tell me something, Professor. Do you always teach the same way? Lecture, explanation, practice problems, repeat?"
"It's an effective methodology."
"For some students." He stood, circling the table until he was standing beside her chair. She could smell him now, clean soap and warm skin and something underneath that was purely male. "But I don't learn that way. I need hands-on experience. Practical application."
Donna's heart was hammering. He was too close. She should tell him to sit down, remind him of professional boundaries. Instead, she found herself asking, "What do you suggest?"
He placed his hand on the back of her chair, leaning down so his mouth was near her ear. "Let me teach you something for a change."
"That's not how tutoring works."
"Maybe it's how this tutoring works." His hand moved from the chair to her shoulder, his fingers grazing the fabric of her blouse. "You're so tense, Professor. All these rules and structures holding you together. What happens when one of them breaks?"
She should stand, end this session, cancel the arrangement. She should report him to the department. But his touch was warm through the thin cotton, and her skin was tingling, and she could feel her resolve dissolving like sugar in rain.
"Aiden." His name came out wrong, too soft, too intimate.
"There it is." His hand slid down her arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. "I knew you had my name in there somewhere."
"This is inappropriate."
"Is it?" He crouched beside her chair, bringing them to eye level. His hand rested on her knee, heavy and warm. Through her pencil skirt, she could feel the pressure of his
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