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The sky above Astraeum Academy shimmered like a living spell, streaked with gold runes that drifted lazily across the floating towers. Airships glided through the morning haze. Students spilled onto the marble bridge that connected the outer city to the academy gates, buzzing with excitement, nerves, and far too much caffeine.




Lyra Vayne walked through it all feeling… wrong.




Her chest was tight. Her palms tingled. A low hum pulsed beneath her ribs — like her magic had woken up before she had. Great. That meant trouble.




Don’t flare. Don’t burn. Not today.




She kept repeating the mantra as she stepped through the wrought-iron gates etched with star sigils. Her flame-aligned magic flickered just under her skin, eager, restless, threatening to spark.




Third year. New term. New professors.

Same problem: she was losing control.




“Vayne! Didn’t think you’d survive break,” someone called.




Lyra smirked and tossed her braid behind her shoulder. “Please. It takes more than summer heat and mandatory family dinners to kill me.”




She looked around. Same bustling courtyard, same sprinkling of enchanted fountains, same floating crystal lamps drifting overhead.




And then she saw him.




Dorian Hale.




Standing on the central staircase like he was carved from obsidian and arrogance.




His black uniform was immaculate. His hair, dark and annoyingly perfect, fell just slightly over his eyes. He was speaking with a group of first-years who stared at him like he was a god.




Top student of the Aether Scholars.

Master of rule-following, logic, and acting like emotions were beneath him.




Her most irritating rival.




Dorian’s cold gray eyes lifted — and locked with hers across the courtyard.




One second.

Two.




His jaw tightened.




Lyra felt heat crawl up her spine.




Ugh. Of all the people to see first thing this morning.




Dorian’s gaze flicked downward, taking in her combat boots, rumpled Spellblade jacket, and the slightly scorched edge of her sleeve — a result of her magic snapping earlier.




His mouth curved in the faintest smirk.




He was judging her.




She hated that she could tell.




Before he could say a word — or worse, raise one eyebrow in that infuriatingly superior way — Lyra turned sharply and headed toward the Spellblade tower.




Nope. Not dealing with him yet. She had classes, friends to greet, and hopefully zero magical incidents.




But of course, fate didn’t care what she wanted.




“Lyra!”




Professor Selwyn, head of the Spellblades, waved her over. His silver beard sparkled with stardust — literally. The man never did anything normally.




“We’re starting the term with a practical exam,” he said cheerfully.




Lyra blinked. “Already? We haven’t even unpacked.”




“Yes, well.” His eyes twinkled. “This year, Astraeum intends to challenge you all more intensely.”




An uneasy shiver slid through her.




Challenge.

She was already struggling to keep her power from bursting out of her.




“Who am I du—”




Her stomach dropped when her question was answered for her.




Dorian Hale stepped up behind the professor, arms crossed, expression unreadable.




“No,” Lyra blurted.




Professor Selwyn smiled warmly. “Yes.”




“No.”




“Lyra,” he sighed, “you and Hale scored the highest last term. You’ll duel together to set the standard.”




Dorian’s voice was calm, smooth, entirely too composed. “If Miss Vayne is afraid, I can duel someone else.”




Heat flared in Lyra’s chest — literally. A spark snapped from her fingertips.




She curled her hands into fists before the flames could show.




“I’m not afraid,” she growled. “I just don’t want your ego melting the practice room.”




“Worry about your own control,” he said quietly.

Too quietly.




Her pulse skipped.




He noticed her magic was unstable?




No. Impossible. No one knew. She’d hidden it for months.




Professor Selwyn clapped once, interrupting the tension thickening between them. “Wonderful! Arena Three. Ten minutes.”




Lyra stormed toward the training hall, boots echoing against the stone paths.




This was bad.

She and Dorian always pushed each other too hard. Their magic clashed. Their tempers clashed. Their entire existence was one long argument.




And today… her magic was already fraying.




She shoved open the arena doors.




The vast room hummed with spell wards, glowing lines of protection etched into the floor. The air smelled of ozone and excitement.




Students gathered around the balcony, whispering.




Dorian walked in behind her, silent, steady, impossibly calm.




Lyra rolled her shoulders, stretching her fingers, heat crackling beneath her skin.




She would NOT lose.

Not to him.

Not today.




Professor Selwyn raised his hand.




“Begin!”




Lyra launched forward, fire swirling around her palm —

Dorian countered with a shimmering aether shield —

Magic collided —

Sparks exploded —




And then the world shattered into blinding light.




A ringing sound filled her ears. The floor vanished. The wards flickered violently.




Something was wrong.




A tug — deep in her chest — yanked her toward Dorian.




His eyes widened in panic.




“What did you—?” he choked out.




“It wasn’t me!” she snapped.




A pulse of raw magic shot between them — bright, hot, unstoppable.




The arena gasped.




Suddenly, Lyra felt it:




His heartbeat.

His fear.

His mind brushing against hers.




A bond.




An impossible, forbidden bond.




The kind that could only form between two mages who were never supposed to touch souls.




Lyra staggered. Dorian caught her by the arm — and inhaled sharply.




“You feel that?” he whispered, horrified.




Lyra swallowed.




“Yes.”




The bond pulsed again.




A thread of his magic curled through hers.

A whisper of hers sparked inside him.




And then they both realized the truth at the same time:




They were linked.

Emotionally.

Magically.

Fatally.




Lyra’s heart pounded.




“Oh gods,” she whispered.

“What did we just do?”
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Silence fell over Arena Three like a spell gone wrong.




No one moved.

No one breathed.




Every student watching from the balcony stared down at Lyra and Dorian as if they were witnessing a myth come to life.




Lyra’s pulse thundered in her ears. Her hand was still gripping Dorian’s arm — that alone was shocking — but worse was the electric warmth threading between them. A pulse. A connection.




She tore her hand back.




The connection didn’t fade.




Oh hells.




Professor Selwyn rushed forward, his robes swirling with light as he examined the air between them. “Step apart,” he ordered.




They both took a full step back.




The bond tugged, tightening like an invisible rope.




Lyra sucked in a sharp breath as a jolt of panic — not hers — slammed through her chest.




Her gaze snapped to Dorian.




His expression stayed composed… but she could feel it.




He was afraid.




“I can feel him,” Lyra whispered, horrified. “His emotions. They’re— they’re inside my head.”




Dorian flinched. “Then you can feel this too.”




A cold wave of embarrassment washed over her — his embarrassment.




She glared at him. “Stop feeling things!”




He scowled. “You think I’m doing this on purpose?”




Professor Selwyn held up both hands, glowing runes spiraling from his palms as he cast a diagnostic spell. The air shimmered around Lyra and Dorian, forming a web of golden lines.




Several of the lines snapped violently.




Selwyn stepped back, eyes widening. “This is no ordinary magical clash.”




Lyra felt her stomach drop. “What does that mean?”




He hesitated. That never meant anything good.




“It means…”

He exhaled heavily.




“You two have formed a Resonance Bond.”




A collective gasp echoed from the students above.




Lyra’s heart stopped. “No. No, that’s— that’s impossible. Those are just old academy myths.”




“They were myths,” Selwyn corrected. “Until now.”




Dorian’s brows drew together. “How do we undo it?”




Selwyn didn’t answer immediately.




Lyra’s throat tightened. “Professor?”




The older mage placed a hand over his forehead, thinking. “A Resonance Bond is rare. Extremely rare. The last recorded one was over two centuries ago.”




“Okay,” Lyra said quickly. “Cool history lesson. Now tell us how to break it.”




Dorian shot her a glare. “For once we agree.”




Selwyn sighed deeply. “You don’t understand. A Resonance Bond is… it is not simply emotional. It merges magical cores.”




Lyra felt faint. “You’re saying we’re… linked?”




“Your magics are entwining. If the bond stabilizes, you will begin to share emotions, sensations, even instincts.”




Dorian went pale.

Lyra felt it like a wave of cold sinking into her bones.




Oh gods. She hated this. Hated feeling him.




Selwyn continued gravely, “If left untreated, the bond will only deepen.”




“How do we stop it?” Dorian demanded.




Selwyn hesitated again.




Lyra felt dread coil in her stomach.




“Professor?” she pressed.




“There is only one known method,” he finally said. “A ritual to sever the bond. But…”




Lyra clenched her jaw. “But what?”




“It is forbidden.”




Dorian’s voice dropped to a deadly quiet. “Why?”




“Because the ritual is dangerous. Extremely dangerous.” Selwyn’s gaze darkened. “And if performed incorrectly… one of you may lose your magic.”




Lyra’s breath hitched.




Lose her magic?

Her flame?

Her entire identity?




She stepped back — into the bond’s invisible tether. It pulled against her ribs like a hooked wire.




Dorian’s panic spiked through her chest.




“Stop it,” she snapped at him, shoving her own fear down. “I don’t need to feel your emotions on top of mine.”




He ground his teeth. “You think I enjoy feeling yours?”




“Children,” Selwyn barked sharply. “Control yourselves.”




Lyra and Dorian both stiffened like scolded apprentices.




“We will handle this quietly,” Selwyn said. “No word is to leave this room. If the Headmaster finds out, the academy will be forced to act.”




“Act how?” Lyra asked.




“By separating you.”




A chill ran down her spine. “Isn’t that good?”




“Not forcibly,” Selwyn said gravely. “Not while the bond is unstable. Separation could injure you both.”




Dorian ran a hand through his hair — the most uncomposed she’d ever seen him. “So what are we supposed to do?”




Selwyn looked at the two of them, weighing his options.




Slowly, reluctantly, he said:




“You will have to stay close.”




Lyra froze.




“What?” she squeaked.




Dorian’s voice was flat with horror. “Define ‘close.’”




Selwyn winced. “Within a certain distance.”




“How far?” Lyra asked cautiously.




“A few hundred feet.”




Lyra swore under her breath. Dorian did too — she felt it like a pulse of heat in her stomach.




“And,” Selwyn added reluctantly, “you will need to monitor each other’s emotional states to prevent destabilization.”




Lyra glared at Dorian. “So I’m stuck with him?”




Dorian glared right back. “I’d rather bond with a feral griffin.”




“Enough!” Selwyn shouted.




Both fell silent.




“You will attend all shared classes together,” he announced. “You will meet with me every evening for stability checks. And you will work on your joint project… closely.”




Lyra’s eyes widened. “Joint project?”




Selwyn nodded. “I was going to assign partners today regardless. I didn’t expect the universe to choose for me.”




Lyra groaned.




Dorian cursed softly. Lyra felt every ounce of his frustration.




“This is going to be a disaster,” she muttered.




Selwyn gave a sympathetic smile. “Yes. Probably.”




He lowered his voice.




“But if you two can learn to control this bond… it may become the greatest magical asset Astraeum has seen in decades.”




Lyra didn’t want an asset.




She wanted her own magic back, her own emotions back, and most of all —




She wanted Dorian Hale out of her head.




But the bond pulsed again, warm and unwelcome.




And she felt it:




A flicker of curiosity.

A spark of fear.

A reluctant, infuriating sliver of admiration.




Not hers.




Dorian’s.




Her heart skipped.




She stepped away quickly, but the tether only tugged tighter.




This year was going to be hell.
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Lyra stormed out of Arena Three the moment Professor Selwyn dismissed them, but the second she crossed the courtyard, a sharp tug yanked behind her sternum.




She hissed in pain, spinning around.




Dorian Hale was standing at the arena doors, glaring at her as though she’d personally ruined his entire life.




The tether — invisible but unmistakable — stretched tight between them like a drawn bowstring.




“Seriously?” Lyra snapped. “I can’t walk twenty steps without you tugging on my insides?”




Dorian folded his arms. “You’re the one sprinting off like a feral cat.”




“I’m trying to get away from you!”




“That’s the issue,” he said flatly. “You can’t.”




Lyra groaned and dragged both hands down her face. People were staring. Whispering. The duel had already become the gossip of the hour — she could feel it in every set of eyes that flicked between her and Dorian.




“Look,” she muttered, lowering her voice, “we need to act normal. The last thing we need is attention.”




“Agreed,” he said.

But annoyance flashed across his aura — she could feel it, like a ripple of static running through her.




She glared. “Stop feeling annoyed.”




His jaw clenched. “Stop being annoying.”




“Oh my gods, I hate this,” she muttered.




The bond pulsed in response.




Me too, she felt from him… then a second flare of horror when he realized she felt it.




She almost laughed. Almost.




Instead she spun on her heel and stormed across the courtyard toward the Spellblade Tower. Dorian followed at a careful distance — just far enough not to trigger the painful pull of separation.




Every few seconds, Lyra felt a flicker of his emotions.




Calculation.

Frustration.

A tiny, begrudging sliver of curiosity.




She ignored all of it.




The Spellblade Tower doors swung open at her approach, revealing her best friend leaning against a pillar, waiting.




Rian Thorn.

Tall, scruffy-haired, always-smirking Rian.




“There she is,” Rian shouted across the hall, grinning. “Lyra Vayne, conquering her third year. Did you set anything on fire yet?”




Lyra opened her mouth to respond — but then Rian noticed Dorian stepping in behind her.




His grin vanished. “Oh. It’s him.”




Dorian didn’t acknowledge him, which was probably the smartest decision of his life.




Rian’s eyes narrowed. “Why is the resident ice statue following you?”




Lyra’s stomach tightened. She couldn’t just blurt out Oh hey, I accidentally soul-linked with him and now we’re magically codependent.




She forced a casual shrug. “We have a new project together.”




Rian stared between them, suspicious. “A project… that requires him to walk behind you like a lost puppy?”




Dorian stiffened. Lyra felt a spike of indignation shoot through the bond.




She winced. “Could you not broadcast that so loudly?”




Rian blinked. “Broadcast what?”




Right. Only she could feel Dorian’s emotional storms.




“Nothing,” she muttered quickly. “It’s been a morning, okay? I just need… I don’t know. Water. Air. A spell to erase the last hour.”




Rian stepped closer, worry flickering in his hazel eyes. “Lyra, are you okay? You look—”




“She’s fine,” Dorian said sharply.




Rian rounded on him. “I wasn’t talking to you, Hale.”




Lyra felt the heat rise in her chest again — not anger, but the bond reacting to their hostility.




Oh hells. The bond responded to conflict.




She stepped between them. “Both of you, stop. Seriously.”




Rian backed up slowly. “Alright, alright. You want me to leave you two alone?”




“Yes,” Dorian said.




“No,” Lyra said at the exact same time.




They stared at each other, horrified, and the embarrassment burst down the bond like a spark of fire.




Rian raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. Okay. Whatever this is, you two need… something.”




Lyra felt herself flushing. “There is no ‘this.’”




Rian’s grin returned. “Sure. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”




Dorian made a strangled noise — equal parts frustration and mortification — and the bond echoed it inside Lyra’s chest.




She gestured frantically for Rian to go before Dorian combusted.




“Fine, fine,” Rian said, laughing as he walked away. “But I want the full story later!”




Lyra waited until he was out of earshot before turning back to Dorian.




“We need a plan,” she said.




“Obviously.”




“To stay under the radar.”




“Obviously.”




“And to control the bond.”




Dorian hesitated, then nodded. “Agreed.”




“Good,” Lyra said. “Step one: no fighting.”




Dorian exhaled like she’d suggested he kill his pet.




“Step two,” she continued, “we figure out how this thing reacts. When it pulls. When it flares.”




He nodded reluctantly, though a flicker of nervousness slipped through him.




“And step three,” Lyra added, “we don’t tell anyone else. Not a single person.”




“Agreed.”




They fell silent.




The bond hummed softly — warm, tense, too alive.




Lyra hated how close it made them feel.




Dorian looked at her then, really looked — not the usual rivalry glare, but something sharper. Searching.




“We need to test the distance,” he said quietly.




She swallowed. “Right now?”




“Yes,” he said. “The sooner we know the limits, the fewer… complications we’ll face.”




Complications.

Like the bond flaring in front of others.

Like her feeling his emotions in the middle of class.

Like him sensing her magic instability.




Lyra nodded stiffly. “Fine.”




They walked outside again, back into the courtyard.




Dorian took a few steps away. The tether stretched — tight, uncomfortable, but bearable.




Ten feet.

Twenty.

Thirty.




He went farther.




Forty feet.




The bond thrummed — a warning.




Lyra winced. “Dorian—”




He took another step.




Fifty feet.




Pain lashed through her ribs — sharp, sudden, breath-stealing.




Lyra gasped and stumbled.




Dorian froze instantly.




“You felt that?” he asked, voice low.




“Of course I felt it,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. “Stop.”




He closed the distance quickly until the tension eased.




Both of them exhaled shakily at the same time.




The bond pulsed.




Relief.

Fear.

Recognition.




Not hers.




His.




She swallowed hard.




“We can’t be more than… what?” she murmured.




Dorian’s voice was barely audible. “Forty feet.”




Too close for comfort.

Too close for rivals.

Too close for sanity.




Lyra lifted her eyes to his.




“This is going to ruin our lives,” she whispered.




Dorian didn’t disagree.




But the bond—

the traitorous, magical tether that neither of them wanted—

softened for just a moment.




Not pain.

Not panic.

Something almost like acceptance.




And that scared her more than anything.
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Lyra and Dorian walked side by side toward the main hall, trying — and failing — to look like two normal students instead of magically tethered time bombs.




No matter how much space she put between them, Lyra could still feel him.

A low hum under her skin.

A pulse of restrained energy.

A flicker of emotions that weren’t hers.




It was like carrying a second heartbeat.




And Dorian looked like he was doing everything in his power not to unravel.




He kept adjusting his sleeves, pushing his hair back, frowning at nothing — all tiny cracks in his perfect, icy composure.




Lyra sensed the discomfort rolling through him.




“You keep doing that,” she muttered.




“Doing what?”




“Thinking too hard.”




“That’s what thinking is, Vayne.”




“No,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I mean you’re overthinking. I can feel it.”




He stiffened. “Then stop paying attention.”




“Tell your emotions to stop shouting.”




His jaw twitched.




Their bickering was familiar. Comforting, even.

Which was the worst part.




The main hall towered in front of them — marble pillars carved with constellations, floating lanterns drifting like fireflies. Hundreds of students were gathered inside for the opening ceremony.




Lyra paused at the threshold.




“Dorian,” she said in a low voice, “there are too many people in there. What if the bond does something weird?”




“It already is doing something weird,” he deadpanned.




“That’s not helpful.”




He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose — a gesture that sent a whisper of tension down the bond.




“We stay close,” he said. “We stay quiet. We do not react to each other’s… impulses.”




Lyra snorted. “Good luck with that.”




They stepped inside.




Immediately the bond tightened, reacting to the noise, the bodies, the waves of magic humming through the hall. Lyra fought to keep her breathing steady.




Dorian nudged closer.




“Relax,” he murmured. “You’re making it worse.”




She elbowed him lightly. “I’m relaxed.”




“You look like you’re about to explode.”




“Well, you look like—”




A sudden flash of fear shot through her chest.




Lyra gasped.




Not hers.

Dorian’s.




She whipped around. “What was that?”




His face had gone pale. Too pale.




“Someone here,” he whispered, eyes scanning the crowd. “Someone’s magic feels… wrong.”




Lyra swallowed. Hard. “What do you mean?”




“The bond—” He pressed a hand to his chest, wincing. “It’s reacting. Something is off.”




Before she could answer, the Headmaster stepped onto the central dais, robes shimmering with cosmic energy. His voice boomed through the hall:




“Welcome, students of Astraeum, to another year of arcane mastery!”




Applause rippled across the room.




Lyra forced herself to focus, but the bond kept tugging at her attention.




Dorian leaned closer. “We should leave.”




“We can’t just walk out,” she whispered. “Everyone’s watching.”




He clenched his jaw. “Something is—”




A scream cut through the hall.




The bond snapped tight.




Lyra grabbed Dorian’s sleeve instinctively.




Students scattered as shrieks echoed from the right wing. A girl stumbled out of a side corridor, wide-eyed, trembling, her books falling from her hands.




“My memories—” she choked out.

“Someone took my memories—”




She collapsed.




Gasps filled the hall.




A professor rushed to her side, casting diagnostic spells that fizzled erratically.




Lyra’s blood ran cold.




She’d heard rumors earlier.

Memory loss.

Strange shadows.

Something moving where it shouldn’t.




Dorian’s voice was barely a whisper.




“It’s the creature.”




Lyra stared at him. “What creature?”




His breath shook — barely noticeable, but she felt the tremor echo in her ribs through the bond.




“The one from my childhood.”




She swallowed. “Dorian…”




His aura flickered with something she’d never felt from him before.




Terror.




The Headmaster raised his voice, commanding order. Professors gathered the trembling girl and carried her away as students whispered and panicked.




But Lyra barely heard any of it.




The bond was humming violently, so intense she felt dizzy.




Dorian grabbed her arm to steady her. “We need to get out of here.”




She nodded once, and they slipped out through the side corridor.




The moment they reached the quiet hallway, the bond eased enough for her to breathe again.




Lyra pressed her palm to the wall, steadying herself. “Okay. You’re going to explain everything. Right now.”




Dorian looked away, shadows in his eyes.

“I don’t want you involved in this.”




“You don’t have a choice,” she shot back. “We’re literally bonded.”




His frustration spiked — a heat inside her chest.




“I didn’t want that either,” he snapped.




She glared. “Then stop acting like you can handle this alone.”




Silence crackled between them.




Finally, Dorian spoke — voice low, strained.




“When I was eleven…”

A pause. A tremor.

“There was an attack at the Hale estate. A creature that doesn’t belong in our world. It took memories. Killed spellcasters. Drained magic. And I—”




He swallowed hard.




“I felt its presence just now.”




Lyra’s breath caught.




“And you think it’s here? At the academy?”




“I know it is,” he said.

The bond vibrated with conviction. Fear. Determination.




Lyra steadied her voice. “Then we’re going to find it.”




Dorian turned sharply. “No. I don’t want you near it.”




“Oh please,” she said, stepping closer. “You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not. So we investigate this thing together.”




His eyes locked on hers, stormy and conflicted.




“You don’t know what you’re asking.”




“Doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “We’re in this.”




The bond pulsed — warm, sharp, electric — sealing her words deeper than she intended.




Dorian inhaled shakily.




“Fine,” he said.

“But if this creature is truly here… then this bond may be the only thing keeping us alive.”




Lyra swallowed hard.




She had no idea how right he was.
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The hallway outside the main hall emptied slowly as the chaos died down. Professors guided students away, locking down corridors, muttering protective spells under their breath.


Lyra and Dorian stood in a shadowed alcove, close enough for the bond to hum steady and warm between them.


Too close.


Lyra stepped back instinctively —

and pain shot through her ribs like a knife.


She gasped.


Dorian immediately closed the gap, moving back toward her. “Stop trying to create distance.”


“I’m not—” she winced, gripping her side, “trying anything. The stupid bond is.”


His hand hovered near her arm, unsure if he should touch her.


She felt his hesitation.

His worry.

His frustration boiling under the surface.


A strange sensation twisted through her chest.


“We need to get out of the open,” Dorian murmured.


Lyra nodded, and they slipped deeper into a quieter wing of the academy — the old astronomical corridor, lined with dusty star charts and crescent windows that cast shimmering blue light across the floor.


Only when the hall was empty did Lyra finally turn on him.


“Alright. Tell me more.”


Dorian leaned against the wall, arms crossed tightly, eyes fixed anywhere but on her.


“It doesn’t matter.”


“It does,” Lyra said. “I felt your panic. Whatever this creature is, it scares you.”


His aura spiked with anger. “Don’t use the bond to judge me.”


“I’m not judging.” She paused. “I’m trying to understand.”


That startled him.

A flicker of disbelief rippled through the bond.


Lyra

















































































































































































