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      The carriage wheels stopped, and Alisha Cryptheart felt him like a phantom touch along her spine.

      No. Not now. Whispering to herself, she pressed her thighs together, hating how her body remembered what her mind tried to forget. Seven years since that night. Seven years since she had fled this place with his blood under her fingernails and his storm-scent clinging to her skin. The shadows around her fingers writhed with the memory, tasting the air for danger.

      For him.

      Grabbing the cold-metal bars, she calmed herself down. She didn't want this now. Not now.

      Arcane Academy rose before her like a dark temptation, its spires piercing the night sky with ambitious reach. Other students streamed through the massive iron gates, their laughter bright as spelled lanterns. They moved in clusters of belonging, pure-blooded fae with their perfect pointed ears and effortless grace. When they noticed her standing alone beside the carriage, their voices dropped to whispers.

      Her shadows responded to more than just their stares. They remembered these stones.

      Someone brushed against her, pushing her toward the iron gates. Stepping away, she saved herself from the noise, sweat and huddle.

      She pulled her dark cloak tighter, though the autumn chill could not touch her. Half-bloods always ran cold, something about mixed heritage disrupting the natural flow of magic through their veins. The medical texts she had studied suggested it was a deficiency.

      Alisha preferred to think of it as adaptation. After all, darkness thrived in the spaces between warmth and light.

      "You came."

      The voice appeared from the darkness itself, and Aunt Morgana stepped from shadows that should not have existed beneath the academy's protective wards. Her silver hair caught moonlight like spider silk, and her violet eyes, so like Alisha's own, held secrets that had survived centuries.

      "Did I have a choice?" Alisha kept her voice steady, though her magic betrayed her, reaching toward her aunt with a desperate hunger for a familial connection.

      Morgana's smile was neither warm nor cold, but something between. "There is always a choice, child. The question is whether we are brave enough to make it."

      Alish looked down. She wasn't really good with choices.

      Morgana extended her hand, pale as bone in the darkness. Something glinted against her palm, a locket of silver and obsidian, its surface covered in engravings that seemed to shift when Alisha tried to focus on them.

      "What is this?"

      "It belonged to our ancestors." Morgana pressed the locket into Alisha's hand, and the metal burned with winter that made her shadows recoil. "Keep it close, child. The academy holds more dangers than prejudiced pure-bloods."

      The moment the metal touched her palm, memory slammed through her. Hot breath against her ear. Hands gripping her waist. The way her shadows had risen not in fear but in desperate, clawing need before they exploded outward and turned desire into destruction.

      Before Alisha could respond, her aunt stepped backward into shadow and vanished, leaving only the scent of night-blooming jasmine and old magic.

      The locket weighed heavier than its size suggested. Alisha fastened it around her neck, shivering as the metal settled between her breasts like a shard of ice. It pulsed once, sending cold straight through her nipples, making them tighten painfully beneath her dress. Dead metal that absorbed what little warmth her body offered, giving nothing back.

      She traced a protection rune in the air, watching the silver light fade before completing itself. Her magic had always been unstable when she was nervous.

      When she was aroused.

      The other students had finished filing through the gates. She stood alone beneath the twin moons, her single trunk of belongings marking her as what she was. Temporary. No family estate to send furniture from. No hereditary grimoires packed with centuries of accumulated knowledge. Just her, her shadows, and now this locket that felt like wearing a promise she did not understand.

      The entrance hall swallowed her in grandeur meant to intimidate. Her parents had attended the same academy, and unknowingly she tried to search for them. But they were dead.

      Those marble pillars with their silver veins reminded her of scars - beautiful and terrible, like everything else in this place that pretended violence was art. Portraits of previous headmasters watched from gilded frames, their painted eyes tracking movement with unsettling awareness. Somewhere above, she could hear the whisper of wings, messenger sprites carrying letters through the academy's hollow bones.

      The registration desk sat abandoned except for a single envelope marked with her name in spider-thin script.

      She was late. Last, actually. But no one had touched her envelope. The spirits wouldn't allow it.

      With trembling hands, she opened the soft envelope.

      Inside, her class schedule appeared on parchment that smelled of sage and lightning. Advanced Magical Theory, Defensive Spellwork, History of the Fae Courts, Shadow Manipulation. That last one made her pause. The academy rarely offered specialized courses for shadow magic. Most considered it too dangerous, too unpredictable.

      Too much like the half-bloods who often carried it in their veins.

      "She's the one from the borderlands," a voice whispered from the main staircase. "The Cryptheart heir."

      "I heard her parents died in the war. Both sides wanted them dead."

      "My mother says shadow fae are cursed. That they bring death wherever they go."

      Alisha turned her head slightly, just enough for the speakers to see her violet eyes catch the lantern light. The three pure-blood students scrambled up the stairs, their silk robes rustling like frightened birds.

      She smiled, though it held no warmth. Those puny things always thought they would scare her with their voices, their groups, their nasty remarks.

      Instead, they got scared when she flicked her fingers and showed them her magic. Shadow magic.

      Let them fear her.

      Fear was good. It was safer than their curiosity. Safer than anyone discovering why she had really come back.

      The dormitory assignments led her through corridors that seemed to breathe with primordial power. Magic hummed through the stones, old spells of protection and binding, layered century upon century until the very walls had become half-alive. Her shadows pressed close against her skin, uncomfortable with the sensation of being watched by architecture itself. They slithered beneath her dress, seeking comfort against her flesh, making her shiver at her own touch.

      She passed the library, its massive doors opened to reveal impossibly tall shelves that disappeared into darkness above. The smell of old parchment and binding glue called to her, but there would be time for exploration later. First, she needed to claim her space in this temple of pure-blood privilege.

      More whispers followed her through the halls.

      "Did you hear about the teaching assistant for Combat Magic?"

      "The one with the scars?"

      "Storm marks, they say. Survived something terrible seven years ago. My cousin was here then, says he changed overnight. Became cold. Dangerous."

      "I heard he only takes private students now. Very private."

      "Those scars make him look..." The girl paused, and Alisha heard the hunger in her voice. "Dangerous in the best way."

      Alisha walked faster, her pulse thundering in her throat. Seven years ago, she had been twelve. Seven years ago, she had lost control for the first and last time. Seven years ago, she had run from the only friend she had ever trusted.

      The only boy who had ever made her feel like her mixed blood was a gift instead of a curse.

      The memory threatened to surface in full. His hands teaching her to shape lightning. The way he had pressed against her back to adjust her stance. How her young body had responded with confusion and heat, magic spiraling out in response to feelings she had not understood.

      Her speed increased as his thoughts flooded her mind.

      Her room was at the top of the north tower, accessible only by a narrow spiral staircase. Each step up made her thighs clench, too aware of her body in the confined space. The door opened to her touch without a key, the academy's magic recognizing her registered presence.

      The space was small but not unpleasant. A narrow bed with dark blue covers that would hide any restless dreams. A desk beneath a window that faced the mountains. Shelves waiting to hold books she did not yet own.

      She moved around, taking everything in. Smelling it. Touching it.

      The walls were stone, unadorned save for a single mirror that reflected her exhaustion back with merciless clarity.

      She looked like what she was. Someone caught between worlds, belonging to neither.

      Her midnight hair held threads of silver that marked her shadow fae heritage, while her features carried the softer edges of her human blood. Too fae for the human world. Too human for the fae courts. Her body had developed in the years away, curves that her shadows loved to trace when she was alone, reminding her of hungers that had nothing to do with food.

      The locket sat cold between her breasts, a reminder of Morgana's cryptic warning.

      Alisha moved to the window, drawn by something she could not name. The academy spread below her in a maze of towers and courtyards, bridges of light connecting buildings that defied physics. Students moved like fireflies in the darkness, their magic creating small circles of gold and silver and green.

      But beneath it all, she felt something else.

      Storm magic, woven into the very foundations of the academy. It pulsed through the stones like a heartbeat, old and patient and achingly familiar. Her shadows stirred, reaching through the glass toward that power despite her will to keep them contained. The pull was physical, her body swaying forward until her breasts pressed against the cold glass.

      She had felt that magic before. Had tasted it on her tongue, felt it crackle across her skin, been marked by it in ways that went deeper than flesh.

      The storm magic recognized her shadows, just as her shadows recognized it.

      Heat pooled low in her belly, unwanted and undeniable. Her body remembered what her mind tried to forget. The way storm and shadow had danced together, how right it had felt before it all went wrong.

      She was too young to understand it then. But as she grew, understood it more, she realized what she had missed.

      Somewhere in this academy of pure-blood privilege and timeless tradition, storm magic lived and breathed and remembered. Her shadows pressed against the window, desperate and yearning, pulling her forward until her nipples ached against the glass through her dress. They reached toward a door three towers away where that familiar power pulsed strongest.

      Three towers away, storm magic pulsed. She could go there now—face what she'd done, accept whatever punishment he'd give her. Or she could attend Magical Theory at dawn and pretend her shadows weren't straining toward him like flowers toward light.

      The locket turned colder still between her breasts, as if warning her away from what her shadows sought.

      Or perhaps, warning her about what would happen when shadow and storm met again. When she would have to face the boy she had scarred. The man he had become.

      Her body already knew it would destroy them both.

      And still, she yearned.
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      Randy Gao circled his students like a predator teaching cubs to hunt.

      "Your magic is not a weapon," he said, watching a third-year struggle to maintain a basic lightning shield. "It is an extension of your will. Command it, or it will command you."

      The girl pressed her lips, her magic flowing into the shield.

      Yet her shield flickered, more spark than storm. She had power but no discipline, like most pure-bloods who had never needed to fight for anything harder than social standing. Randy stepped behind her, adjusting her stance with careful touches that remained strictly professional.

      Once, he might have been gentler. Patient.

      Seven years had burned such softness from him.

      "Feel the current here." He placed his hand over her raised fist, letting his storm magic demonstrate the proper flow. "Lightning seeks the path of least resistance. Do not force it. Guide⁠—"

      The scars burned. His heart beat a little faster.

      After seven years of nothing.

      Just a little faster.

      Oh, who was he trying to fool?

      Fire raced across his chest, following the silver marks that branched like frozen lightning from his left shoulder to just above his heart.

      The third-year girl tried to grab him, but he pushed her away.

      The sensation drove him to his knees, combat leathers creaking as his muscles seized. Students scattered backward, their shields sparking to life in panicked defense.

      She was here.

      The recognition slammed through him with the force of summer storms. His magic surged outward, uncontrolled for the first time since that night. Thunder rolled through clear skies. The training room's spelled windows cracked. Every torch in the space exploded into electric blue flame that made his students cry out in terror.

      "Class dismissed." His voice came out raw, barely human.

      "But sir, we still have⁠—"

      "Now."

      They fled. Good. He could not protect them from what raged inside him.

      Randy pressed his palm against the scars, feeling them pulse with each heartbeat. Hot. So hot he expected to find his shirt burning, but the fabric remained intact.

      Only the flesh beneath remembered. Only the marks she had given him in a moment when shadow and storm had collided with devastating consequences. Only his heart remembered how it felt.

      Memory crashed over him in fragments.

      Her twelve-year-old face twisted in confusion and fear. Shadows rising around her like desperate wings. His younger self reaching for her, trying to help, and then⁠—

      Pain. Searing, absolute pain as her magic tore into him. The smell of burned ozone and something else, something that had taken him years to identify. The scent of shadows given form, like midnight roses blooming in reverse. But worse than the pain had been her scream. Worse had been the horror in her violet eyes as she realized what she had done.

      What had he said to her before it happened?

      The memory fractured there, leaving only the taste of copper in his mouth and the echo of words he could not recall.

      Sweat had formed around his eyebrows. It always happened when he thought about her. And this time she was here. In the academy.

      Randy forced himself to stand, one hand braced against the training room wall.

      The stone cracked beneath his touch, lightning seeking ground through architecture that had stood for centuries. He needed control. Needed the ice that had served him so well these seven years.

      But his body betrayed him. His magic reached outward, searching, hunting for the shadows that had marked him. The scars pulled him forward, a compass pointing to true north.

      To her.

      His hands shook as he rubbed the back of his neck, a gesture that had become habit when the world tilted off its axis. Students pressed against walls as he stalked through the corridors, his storm magic crackling visibly around him. None dared speak. Even the portraits seemed to hold their breath as he passed.

      He did not need to search. His scars led him like hounds on a scent.

      The library doors stood open, just as they had that night seven years ago. Moonlight streamed through towering windows, turning dust motes into falling stars. The smell hit him first. Old parchment and binding glue, sage from the preservation spells, and beneath it all⁠—

      Shadow magic. Her shadow magic.

      The scent had matured, deepened from the wild sweetness of childhood into something that made his entire body tighten.

      Dangerous. Feminine. It clung to the spaces between book spines and curled around table legs like a lover's touch.

      Randy moved deeper into the stacks, drawn by invisible threads to their old spot. Third floor, back corner, where the restricted texts lived behind glass cases that had never kept out curious children. Where he had first taught her to shape lightning between her palms. Where she had smiled at him like he hung the stars themselves.

      Where everything had changed in a single night of shadow and storm.

      She stood with her back to him, one hand pressed against the glass case that held the Prophecies of the Divided Courts. Midnight hair spilled down her back, shot through with silver threads that caught moonlight like stars. She had grown taller, her body filling out in ways that made his hands clench. The girl was gone. In her place stood a woman who made his storm magic rage against his skin.

      Blood rushed south, hardening him against his combat leathers as he watched a bead of sweat disappear between her breasts where the bodice gaped.

      Her shadows danced around her, tasting the air, and he knew the moment they recognized him. They shivered, reaching toward him with desperate hunger before she yanked them back.

      She turned slowly, as if prolonging the inevitable.

      Gods help him. Or Demons. Whoever was on the watch.

      Seven years had transformed her from pretty to devastating. Those violet eyes that had once looked at him with trust now held walls of ice. Her face had sharpened, losing baby fat to reveal cheekbones
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