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    Chapter 1

    I leaned against the upper observation railing with a coffee in one hand while two third-years tried to cave each other’s ribs in below me. One of them succeeded. The other spat blood onto the arena floor and immediately got back up.

    At least Hale had not completely failed this generation yet.

    Cold winter air cut through the upper arches surrounding the combat hall, carrying sharp bursts of elemental pressure from the massive arena below. Stone cracked somewhere near the eastern sparring circles, followed immediately by Hale’s voice cutting through the noise. “Again.”

    Half the students nearby straightened automatically. He was terrifying before breakfast.

    A fourth-year got thrown sideways across the arena floor hard enough to skid. The impact made my own shoulder protest in sympathy, though the idiot on the ground only groaned.

    “Still conscious?” I called down.

    He lifted one hand weakly.

    “Good enough. Move.”

    A few students laughed nervously as he dragged himself out of the circle.

    Fear kept people alert, which made it a perfectly useful educational tool as far as I was concerned.

    Moisture condensed faintly beneath my forearms where they rested against the cold stone railing before disappearing again. Underthrall stirred low beneath my skin when the winter air cut through the hall, contained and obedient instead of clawing for release. That was how I preferred it.

    The upper balcony doors opened behind me, followed by the heavy, steady footsteps I would have recognised anywhere.

    Viktor.

    I grinned before turning around. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

    “Don’t start.”

    Viktor crossed the balcony toward me with competition evaluations tucked beneath one arm. His expression was already flat enough to suggest someone had irritated him within the last five minutes. That hardly narrowed it down; Viktor found most people irritating, and he was usually right.

    He stopped beside me at the railing while another group rotated through pressure drills below us.

    I held out my coffee.

    Viktor took it without asking and drank half.

    “That was mine.”

    “Then you should have defended it.”

    A student lost control of an air strike halfway through a turn and launched himself backward into the arena barrier. Stone cracked behind him.

    Viktor clicked his tongue once. “Bad positioning.”

    “Terrible survival instincts.”

    “Also that.”

    He handed the coffee back. There was barely enough left to justify keeping the cup.

    “You know what the problem is with third-years?” I asked.

    “There are too many of them?”

    “They keep surviving long enough to gain confidence.”

    Viktor huffed through his nose, which counted as open amusement from him.

    The balcony doors opened again, and quicker footsteps crossed the stone behind us.

    Ephraim this time.

    “You’re late,” I called.

    “I’m on time.”

    “Debatable.”

    “Boyd.”

    I grinned wider as Ephraim walked over carrying a stack of competition reports thick enough to qualify as attempted murder. He looked tense, which meant he had probably collected half the academy’s problems on his way over and decided they were all personally his fault. The man had a talent for it.

    I took half the reports from him before he could object.

    “I can carry those,” he said.

    “I know. You can also ruin your spine before thirty, but I don’t want to hear you complain about it for the next forty years.”

    “I don’t complain.”

    Viktor looked at him. “You do.”

    Ephraim’s mouth tightened. “How many students have you two traumatised already?”

    “Not enough,” I said. “How many cried this morning?”

    “One.”

    “That’s disappointing.”

    “It was a fourth-year.”

    “Oh.” I nodded once. “Acceptable, then.”

    Below us, Hale stepped directly into one of the combat circles and physically corrected a student’s stance hard enough to nearly shove the poor bastard into another dimension.

    Beautiful technique.

    Movement near the lower arena entrances dragged at my attention. Nathaniel Reed crossed part of the combat floor carrying strategy reports under one arm while Amara walked beside him, speaking quietly. He barely acknowledged anyone else around him, focused as hell on whatever Amara was telling him.

    Nathaniel glanced up as though he had felt me watching. The second he spotted me leaning against the upper railing, his expression flattened.

    I lifted my coffee toward him.

    He looked deeply unimpressed, which restored the natural order of things.

    Then the upper balcony doors opened again behind us. The footsteps were softer this time, controlled enough that I did not immediately recognise them.

    I turned automatically.

    Celeste Ardin crossed onto the observation level with several dark folders held against her chest. Her mahogany hair was pinned up badly enough that a few dark strands had already escaped around her neck. My attention caught on the bare strip of skin beneath them before I could stop it.

    Her dark blue eyes lifted toward us.

    Toward me.

    Well. Fuck.

  

  
    Chapter 2

    Celeste moved to the railing beside us and set the folders in her arms on the stone ledge overlooking the combat floor. She showed no hesitation, no stiffness and no visible concern about the fact that half the Academy treated competition season like a slow public mental collapse. The restraint was impressive. “You’re all here voluntarily?” she asked.

    “Some of us enjoy violence before breakfast.”

    “I noticed.”

    Her gaze shifted toward the lower sparring circles, where Hale had just physically thrown a third-year back into position. “Again,” Hale barked.

    The student looked dangerously close to crying.

    Good. A healthy commitment to personal growth.

    Viktor rested both forearms against the railing beside me as he watched the combat floor. “Hale’s been in a mood all morning.”

    “He’s always in a mood.”

    “Worse than usual.”

    “Maybe someone smiled near him.”

    Viktor breathed sharply through his nose, which was enough of a reaction to count as a small victory.

    Below us, another student hit the arena floor hard enough to skid sideways. Hale looked unimpressed. “You’re hesitating,” he snapped. “That gets people killed.”

    The entire combat circle tightened after that.

    Celeste watched the floor quietly for another moment before opening one of the folders she had brought with her. “You increased the third-year combat thresholds again.”

    I took the last sip of coffee Viktor had left me. “They were getting comfortable.”

    “And that bothered you?”

    “Deeply.”

    Her eyes lifted to mine. Dark blue, steady and impossible to rush.

    Most people reacted to me eventually. Nervousness, irritation, attraction or aggression usually surfaced within a few minutes, and occasionally I was lucky enough to get all four.

    Celeste mostly looked at me as though she already knew exactly what I was doing.

    It was a distracting quality in the professor.

    “The Recovery Wing disagrees with your educational methods,” she said.

    “The Recovery Wing lacks vision.”

    “You said that last semester.”

    “And I continue to be right.”

    One corner of her mouth moved before she turned back toward the combat floor.

    I caught it.

    Of course I fucking caught it.

    Viktor looked between us once, clearly recognised the direction this was heading and wisely decided he wanted no part in it. He pushed away from the railing. “I’m heading to the evaluation wing before Murphy sets something on fire.”

    “He teaches fire wielders. That’s technically classroom immersion.”

    “That logic explains a lot about you.”

    “Thank you.”

    Viktor walked toward the upper corridor without another word while Ephraim continued reviewing competition reports beside us.

    Below, Hale stepped into another sparring exchange and drove a student flat onto his back in under three seconds. It was beautiful.

    Celeste followed my gaze. “You admire him.”

    “Hale?” I grinned. “Terrifying man, excellent posture and a commanding leadership presence. I’m considering asking him to adopt me.”

    Ephraim finally looked up from his reports. “You’re thirty-four.”

    “It’s never too late for personal growth.”

    Celeste’s shoulders shifted with quiet amusement.

    Cold winter air moved through the upper arches and caught the loose strands of hair near her neck. The dark red-brown looked richer beneath the pale light, and my attention lingered longer than it had any business doing.

    I looked away before my thoughts became embarrassing.

    Below us, one of the third-years reacted too slowly during a counter rotation. Hale swept his legs out from under him without breaking stride. “Commit,” Hale snapped, “or get out of my arena.”

    The student scrambled upright so quickly he nearly fell over again.

    Celeste leaned one hip against the stone railing beside me while she scanned another set of competition schedules. “You’re leading the eastern combat trials this year.”

    “Looks that way.”

    “You sound excited.”

    “I enjoy watching people make terrible decisions under pressure.”

    “That explains why you like teaching Daric students.”

    I turned slowly toward her. “Well.” My mouth curved before I could stop it. “That felt personal.”

    “It was accurate.”

    There was something deeply unfair about a woman remaining that calm while saying things specifically designed to get a reaction out of me.

    “You do realise,” I said, lowering my voice, “that most people at least pretend I’m intimidating.”

    Celeste looked directly at me. Her gaze held mine half a second longer than politeness required.

    “Should I be intimidated?”

    Damn.

    I held her eyes because I enjoyed pushing people and because Celeste clearly knew exactly what I was doing.

    Most people reacted when I looked at them like that. They glanced away, shifted closer or made the mistake of showing me exactly where their composure started to crack.

    Celeste simply waited.

    “That depends,” I said lightly. “How attached are you to emotional stability?”

    “That answer alone suggests I should be concerned.”

    “See? We’re bonding already.”

    Ephraim made a tired sound beside us that strongly suggested he regretted knowing either of us.

    I ignored him.

    Celeste returned her attention to the combat floor and calmly turned another page. Nothing in her movements was hurried, and nothing looked forced. Her control appeared effortless. It usually meant it was anything but.

    Below us, Hale barked another correction while two third-years nearly collided during a pressure rotation. “Again.”

    One of them looked ready to fake a medical emergency. That was a weak strategy. Hale would probably make him train through his own funeral.

    “You enjoy staring,” Celeste said without looking up from the papers.

    “I enjoy observation.”

    “You’ve been visually profiling me for the last five minutes.”

    “Well, now I sound professional.”

    The corner of her mouth shifted again.

    I turned the empty coffee cup between my fingers while openly looking at her again. There was no point pretending innocence now.

    Her red hair was pinned loosely away from her face, though several strands had escaped around her neck. Her long fingers moved steadily across the competition schedules while she read.

    No rings.

    “Are you always this charming before noon?” she asked.

    “Usually worse.”

    “I’ll prepare myself emotionally.”

    “Smart woman.”

    I settled one shoulder more comfortably against the railing beside her. “Winter semester gets dangerous around competition season.”

    “Dangerous for whom?”

    “That depends on how attached people are to their dignity.”

    Celeste looked over again, entirely unaffected.

    Most people had either started flirting back or found an excuse to escape by now. Celeste only assessed me as though she were deciding whether I qualified as a behavioural issue.

    Which was a strong possibility.

    Below us, Hale stepped abruptly into one of the sparring circles and knocked a student flat onto his back hard enough to silence half the arena.

    It was perfect timing.

    Celeste followed my gaze. “You admire aggression.”

    “I admire competence.”

    “You sound very Daric.”

    “I am very Daric.”

    “That explains the emotional instability.”

    I laughed before I could stop myself. “Oh, again, that was targeted.”

    “You recovered quickly.”

    “I’m resilient.”

    “You’re impossible.”

    “Now you’re just flirting with me openly.”

    Her expression did not change. Not even slightly.

    Somehow, that made the heat under my skin worse.

    Cold air drifted through the upper arches while the students below rotated into recovery drills. Several looked one breath away from collapse, which was a normal third-year condition and probably nothing to worry about.

    Celeste closed one of the folders and rested it against the stone railing. “You unsettle people on purpose,” she said.

    “Only the entertaining ones.”

    “And the rest?”

    “I leave them to Hale.”

    That nearly earned me a real reaction. A quick breath escaped her, and the corner of her mouth moved before she brought it under control again.

    It was still enough.

    Damn, I liked that far too much.

  

  
    Chapter 3

    At least in combat halls, people admitted they were trying to hurt each other. In strategy rooms, they called it planning.

    I pushed through the heavy doors with half a cup of coffee left and immediately regretted arriving on time. The long table in the center of the chamber had already disappeared beneath maps, competition brackets, evaluation forms, scheduling boards and enough administrative paperwork to make a weaker man walk straight into the mountains and never come back.

    Hale stood at the far end of the table with both hands braced against the wood, which was usually a bad sign.

    Professor Darsenay sat near the center, calm as ever, and somehow that made the entire room feel more threatening. Vale reviewed one of the elemental rotation sheets with a frown severe enough to damage student morale from across the Academy, while Vaelin had claimed the seat nearest the windows, pale winter light falling over the papers spread in front of her. Murphy was already arguing with someone about fire-trial placement, which meant everything was proceeding normally.

    Viktor stood near the side wall with his arms crossed. Ephraim leaned beside him, holding a folder and looking as though he had already decided at least three people in the room were making his day worse.

    Good. At least I was not alone.

    “You’re late,” Hale said without looking up.

    I glanced at the clock mounted over the eastern archway. “I’m aggressively on time.”

    “Almost everyone is here already.”

    “That’s because I wanted an entrance.”

    Murphy snorted, while Vale looked as though he might physically age from irritation. Viktor did not move, but I caught the slight pull near his mouth.

    I dropped into the empty chair between him and a stack of trial forms, stretched one leg beneath the table and took a slow drink of coffee. “Everyone looks miserable,” I said. “Strong start.”

    “We’re finalizing inter-elite trial structures,” Darsenay replied evenly. “Misery is expected.”

    “Good. I’d hate to think we were doing it wrong.”

    Hale pushed one of the combat schedules across the table toward me. “Eastern combat trials and third-year group structures. Review them.”

    I caught the papers before they slid over the edge.

    Seven elites would be attending: Daric, Selvar, Orenth, Aurelith, Erylion, Thyr and Elynth. Each one was sending its top twelve students, which meant eighty-four third-years with too much pride, too much magic and nowhere near enough sense would be gathered on Daric grounds for the rest of the semester.

    It was a hell of a time to be alive.

    “The first phase remains a mixed assessment,” Darsenay continued. “Combat, elemental control, tactical response, resonance stability, endurance and team adaptability. Scores will determine placement in the later brackets.”

    “Which means every elite will accuse every other elite of bias within the first week,” Vaelin said.

    “Within the first day,” Murphy corrected.

    “Within the first hour,” Viktor added.

    I lifted my coffee toward him. “See? That’s the kind of optimism this room needs.”

    Hale ignored all of us. “Daric students will be evaluated under the same standards as visiting elites.”

    “Stricter,” Vale said.

    Hale looked at him.

    Vale lifted one shoulder. “Everyone expects Daric to have an advantage on home terrain. If our scores look inflated, we lose credibility.”

    “Then our students should perform well enough that credibility becomes irrelevant,” Hale replied.

    It was a very Hale answer, and I liked it.

    Darsenay’s gaze moved across the table. “Daric’s position matters, but this competition is not merely a display of strength.”

    No one spoke for a moment.

    That was the thing about Darsenay. He did not need to raise his voice or force himself into the center of a room. He simply shifted the weight of a sentence, and every person around him felt it land.

    “Political observers from all seven elites will be present by the second phase,” he continued. “This is not a student tournament. It is a demonstration of elite philosophy under pressure.”

    “Sounds like a student tournament with worse spectators,” I said.

    Viktor looked down, definitely hiding a smile.

    Hale stared at me.

    I smiled back.

    The doors opened behind me, and the room shifted before I had even turned.

    Measured footsteps crossed the stone floor behind my chair. A second later, Celeste Ardin entered my peripheral vision with a stack of resonance assessments held against her chest. Her mahogany hair was pinned up again, and she wore a dark dress beneath a fitted professor’s coat that did nothing useful for my concentration.

    She set the papers neatly on the table across from me and took the open seat beside Vaelin.

    “Professor Ardin,” I said. “We were beginning to worry you’d chosen self-preservation.”

    Celeste glanced at the clock before looking back at me. “I arrived before the meeting started.”

    “So did I.”

    “You probably entered loudly enough to make punctuality irrelevant.”

    Murphy coughed into his fist. Ephraim looked briefly toward the ceiling as though he were asking the Academy itself for patience.

    I leaned farther back in my chair. “Good to know I’m making an impression.”

    “You usually do.”

    The answer was sharp enough to pull at the corner of my mouth before I could stop it.

    Celeste opened one of her folders as though she had not just wrapped a hand around my concentration and squeezed. Apparently, that was how today was going to go.

    Darsenay resumed before I could make the situation worse, which was probably for the best. “Professor Ardin and Vaelin will oversee resonance-exposure metrics during the mixed trials,” he said. “Vale and Murphy will handle elemental grading. Hale, Lofer, Darsenay and Kane will oversee combat and tactical performance.”

    “Student safety protocols?” Celeste asked.

    Hale’s expression hardened by half a degree. “Standard combat barriers.”

    “Those will not be enough.”

    The room quieted.

    I looked at her properly then. Celeste had not raised her voice or leaned forward. She had done nothing dramatic at all. She simply held Hale’s attention from across the table and waited for him to answer.

    That took balls, and I respected it. Hale was not an easy man to interrupt.

    “The competition structure includes cross-elite pairings,” she continued. “Different magic systems will respond unpredictably under pressure. Selvar uses inward resonance, Orenth uses suppression fields, Thyr endurance magic and Elynth synchronization. Standard Daric combat barriers are built primarily for external impact.”

    Vale’s frown deepened. “She’s right.”

    Vaelin nodded once. “The interference patterns will be different.”

    Hale looked toward Darsenay. Darsenay folded his hands loosely on the table. “Additional resonance buffering will be integrated.”

    “That will slow rotations,” Hale said.

    “It will also prevent unnecessary destabilization,” Celeste replied.

    Hale’s gaze settled on her again. Most people shifted under that stare, but Celeste remained exactly where she was.

    Damn, that was something.

    I tapped one finger against the combat schedule in front of me. “Buffering the first two phases makes sense.”

    Hale turned his attention to me instead. “Explain.”

    “The first phase is assessment. We need clean scores, not chaos caused by mismatched magical interference. Let the students show us what they can do before the arena turns into a philosophical argument with injuries.”

    Murphy leaned back in his chair. “That may be the most accurate description of inter-elite combat I’ve ever heard.”

    I pointed at him. “Thank you.”

    Hale’s jaw shifted. It was not agreement yet, but it was close enough to smell.

    Celeste looked down at her notes without any visible reaction, though her fingers stilled for half a second.

    “Second phase?” Hale asked.

    “Reduce the buffering gradually and let the pressure build. By the third phase, the students know the field, we understand the risks and everyone has fewer excuses.”

    Viktor finally stepped away from the wall. “That structure also gives us cleaner comparison data. The first phase tests individual adaptation, while the later phases test performance under interference.”

    Darsenay nodded. “Accepted.”

    Hale exhaled through his nose, which for him practically counted as warm approval. “Fine.”

    Celeste made a small note in the margin of her papers, and my attention followed the movement before I could stop it. Her long fingers held the pen with steady pressure, every motion precise and free of wasted effort.

    I looked away before that became a whole situation.

    “Lofer,” Hale said.

    I turned back to him. “Yes, sir?”

    “You’ll coordinate eastern arena combat structures with Ardin’s resonance team.”

    Of course I would.

    Viktor looked at me, and I could feel it without turning. Ephraim was doing the same thing.

    Bastards.

    Celeste lifted her eyes from the papers, still perfectly calm.

    “Any objections?” Hale asked.

    I smiled slowly. “None from me.”

    Celeste held my gaze for a moment. “None.”

    She was being very professional, very controlled and increasingly irritating.

    The meeting continued for another hour, possibly longer. Time became difficult to respect once people started debating scoring weights.

    Daric wanted combat weighted highest. Orenth would complain unless tactical precision carried equal value, while Elynth would argue that team synchronization mattered more than individual dominance. Thyr would not complain at all because its students would simply survive whatever was thrown at them and make everyone uncomfortable by bleeding quietly through it. Erylion would make everything look beautiful and deeply suspicious. Aurelith would say something vague about fate and probability and somehow still win points, while Selvar would watch everyone unravel emotionally and probably take notes.

    Sela was a headache wearing seven different uniforms.

    By the time Darsenay moved the discussion to visiting-delegation placement, I had run out of coffee and most of my patience.

    Celeste had barely moved, and that became more distracting the longer the meeting continued. It was not because she looked bored. She listened completely, absorbed everything and spoke only when she had something useful to add. She corrected people without making it sound like a correction and asked questions that made half the room realize they had missed something obvious.

    Competent women were a problem. Competent women who looked like that while calmly dismantling flawed logistics were worse.

    She disagreed with me three times. Publicly and cleanly.

    The first time was about third-phase arena assignments.

    “You’re prioritizing visual combat impact over resonance sustainability,” she said.

    “I’m prioritizing audience clarity.”

    “You’re prioritizing spectacle.”

    “That’s a harsh way of saying audience clarity.”

    “It’s an accurate way.”

    Vale’s mouth twitched. Hale watched both of us as though he had not yet decided whether the exchange was useful or irritating.

    It was probably both.

    I leaned back in my chair. “Spectacle matters. If students cannot perform under observation, they should not be representing their elite.”

    “Performance and visibility are not the same thing.”

    “For Daric, they’re damn close.”

    “Which is exactly why the outside elites distrust Daric scoring.”

    I looked at her for a moment, and she met my stare without shifting.

    Damn, she was good.

    “Fine,” I said.

    Ephraim’s head turned toward me, while Viktor’s eyebrows rose faintly. Apparently, I was surprising people now.

    Even Celeste paused.

    I pushed the arena sheet toward her with two fingers. “Adjust the visibility markers. Keep eastern rings three and four for combat, then move the resonance-heavy pairings to six.”

    She looked down at the map and then back at me. “Acceptable.”

    “Generous of you.”

    “I thought so.”

    That nearly got me.

    The second disagreement concerned student recovery intervals.

    The third came when I suggested that mixed-elite sparring could begin before the formal trust briefings.

    Celeste gave me one look over the top of her folder. “No.”

    I smiled. “That was quick.”

    “It was easy.”

    “Try to pretend you considered it.”

    “I considered it before you finished speaking.”

    “Efficient.”

    “Necessary.”

    Across the table, Murphy muttered, “I like her.”

    I pointed at him without taking my eyes off Celeste. “Get in line.”

    Her eyes narrowed slightly. She did not look angry or amused, but something settled between the two, and it was better than either.

    The meeting finally broke when Darsenay assigned the last logistics groups and dismissed everyone before Hale could begin another argument about combat-scoring integrity.

    Chairs scraped over stone as papers were gathered. Professors began moving toward the doors in pairs, still discussing assignments and schedules.

    Viktor passed behind my chair and leaned close enough to mutter, “Subtle.”

    I did not look back. “Never met her.”

    “Clearly.”

    Then he was gone.

    Ephraim remained long enough to gather his reports from the table beside me.

    “You’re enjoying yourself,” he said.

    “I enjoy professional collaboration.”

    “You looked at her like professional collaboration had legs.”

    I glanced up at him. “Don’t be crude. That’s my job.”

    Ephraim shook his head, but I caught the amusement buried beneath his exhaustion before he turned away.

    Good. He needed it.

    The man had been carrying competition pressure as though someone had personally assigned him responsibility for the emotional stability of the entire Academy. Knowing Darsenay, that might actually have happened.

    I stayed seated while the room gradually emptied around us. Celeste remained across from me, organizing her folders into precise stacks.

    Even her paperwork had posture.

    Eventually, I stood and reached across the table for one of the eastern arena maps.

    Celeste’s hand landed on it at the same time, and her fingers brushed mine. The contact meant nothing. My body disagreed.

    Underthrall pressed hard beneath my skin before I caught it, and pressure shifted under the table, low and immediate. The water remaining in the bottom of my coffee cup rippled once.

    Celeste looked at the cup and then raised her eyes to mine with deliberate slowness.

    Shit.

    I withdrew my hand with a lazy smile that probably looked more relaxed than I felt. “Competitive reflex.”

    “Your coffee?”

    “Very loyal to me.”

    “That must be difficult for it.”

    A laugh dragged out of me before I could stop it, rougher than expected in the quiet room.

    Celeste pulled the map toward herself. “I’ll need your arena adjustments by tonight.”

    “Tonight?”

    “You’re coordinating the eastern combat structures.”

    “I was hoping that meant emotionally supporting them from a distance.”

    “It does not.”

    “Cruel woman.”

    That finally earned the smallest curve of her mouth. It was not enough for anyone else to care about, but it was enough for me.

    I rested one hand against the back of the chair and leaned slightly over the table. “You know, Professor Ardin, most people soften when insulted charmingly.”

    “Most people have lower standards.”

    “Good.” My smile widened. “I like standards.”

    Her gaze flicked across my face. It was quick and controlled, and she recovered fast. Not fast enough.

    So she did look. That was useful information.

    Celeste closed the folder in front of her. “You are very accustomed to being entertained by yourself.”

    “Someone has to be.”

    “I imagine several people volunteer.”

    “Are you asking for references?”

    “No.”

    “Shame. I have excellent reviews.”

    “I doubt they’re unbiased.”

    “They’re enthusiastic.”

    Her mouth moved again, and the whole thing was beginning to feel like a sport.

    A good one.

    Celeste stepped away from the table with her folders gathered against her chest. She moved toward the door, then paused beside my chair.

    She stood close enough for the faint scent of something warm and clean to reach me. It was not exactly perfume, but it settled in my lungs and held there. Subtle, probably expensive and deeply unhelpful.

    Damn.

    “You’ll send the revised maps before dinner,” she said.

    “Demanding.”

    “Accurate.”

    “I respond better to praise.”

    “I’ll keep that in mind if you earn any.”

    Then she walked past me without another glance or hesitation, giving no sign that she had noticed the way my body had gone still for half a second.

    At the door, she stopped without turning around. “And Lofer?”

    I looked over. “What?”

    “Your coffee is still rippling.”

    Then she left.

    I glanced down at the cup on the table. Tiny circles still moved across the dark surface, betraying every bit of control I had pretended to possess.

    Well, fuck.

  

  
    Chapter 4

    By the time I escaped the strategy wing, the Academy had fully descended into competition-season insanity.

    Students packed the central walkways in thick clusters beneath the winter light, their uniforms divided among all seven elites now spreading across Daric grounds. Different colors, different insignias and different magical signatures bled through the cold air until the entire Academy felt sharper around the edges.

    Daric wore black and silver, Selvar deep forest green, Orenth dark bronze, Erylion white and gold, Thyr dark navy, Aurelith crimson and Elynth pale steel-blue.

    Eighty-four elite students were walking around with enough pride and badly restrained magic to collapse the structural foundations. It created a beautiful atmosphere.

    I cut across the lower courtyard with my coat hanging open. Students moved out of my path without being asked. Some nodded respectfully, while others made a determined effort not to look directly at me. Probably wise.

    Underthrall still rested too close beneath my skin after the strategy meeting. It was not unstable, but it remained annoyingly awake, pressing low beneath my ribs whenever my concentration slipped.

    The main dining hall doors stood open beneath the central Academy arches, with enough noise spilling into the courtyard to reach me before I stepped inside.

    People were laughing, arguing and talking over each other with no apparent respect for order. It was already better than the strategy wing.

    Heat closed around me as soon as I entered the hall. Long stone tables stretched through the massive chamber beneath vaulted ceilings lined with suspended elemental lanterns. Most instructors preferred the quieter upper dining rooms during competition season, which was understandable but boring.

    Students filled almost every lower table while serving staff worked through the packed aisles carrying trays and pitchers.

    My attention caught automatically on the far western side of the room.

    They were not difficult to find. The group of Viktor and Ephraim had developed the kind of presence people naturally adjusted around. It was not because they were the loudest people in the hall, though Talia made a serious effort. They simply looked comfortable together, and that kind of ease pulled attention more effectively than noise.

    Elora sat near the center beside Ephraim, her dark-blond hair catching the warm lantern light while she listened to Rowan speaking across the table. Viktor sat beside Talia looking approximately two comments away from reconsidering every decision that had brought him into her orbit. Polly laughed at something Nathaniel muttered under his breath, while Amara leaned lightly against his shoulder beside her.

    I slowed as I approached the table.

    Talia noticed me first. Her entire personality functioned like a magical threat-detection system designed specifically for entertainment. “Well,” she announced loudly. “Look what the Academy dragged in.”

    Viktor closed his eyes for a moment. “Please don’t encourage him.”

    “Too late,” I said as I stopped beside the table. “I already feel encouraged.”

    Polly grinned up at me immediately. “Instructor Lofer.”

    “Polly.”

    “Nathaniel said you spent all morning emotionally terrorizing third-years.”

    Nathaniel did not even have the decency to look guilty.

    “I was educating them.”

    “You told one of them he moved like a concussed mountain goat.”

    “He did.”

    “That’s not technically combat terminology,” Elora said.

    “That depends on how honest we’re being.”

    A quiet laugh escaped Rowan.

    Nathaniel finally looked up from the strategy reports spread across part of the table. “You’re disrupting my meal.”

    “You brought paperwork to dinner.” I glanced at the stack beside him. “You disrupted your own meal.”

    Amara’s mouth curved slightly around the rim of her glass. There was something calmer about her lately, though calm was not exactly the right word. She did not look happier. She looked quieter, as though some part of her had already stepped away from something and the rest of her had not decided whether to follow.

    I pulled out the empty chair near Viktor and dropped into it without asking.

    Talia pointed at me immediately. “See? He does this every time.”

    “You say that like I’m unwelcome.”

    “You flirt with every breathing organism in this Academy.”

    “False.” I reached across her plate and stole the untouched bread beside it. “I dislike several people here.”

    Viktor watched my hand retreat with her food. “You have your own instructor dining hall.”

    “And yet I choose suffering.”

    “That’s because nobody in the instructor hall tolerates you before noon.”

    “Untrue. Murphy enjoys me deeply.”

    “Murphy thinks setting things on fire qualifies as emotional communication.”

    “Healthy man.”

    Polly laughed outright, while Nathaniel

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  
