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Chapter One – The Magic That Would Not Break
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The circle was perfect.

Salt and ash traced its edge, etched so precisely into the stone floor that even the air seemed to respect its boundary. Sigils burned faintly along the circumference, their light pulsing in time with the slow, labored breaths of the two men standing inside it.

Nothing else in the chamber moved.

Nothing... except the magic.

It coiled between them like a living thing—thick, luminous threads of shadow and silver twisting from one body to the other, tightening with every heartbeat. The spell should have been unraveling by now. The final incantation had been spoken. The severance rune had been carved in blood and power.

And yet—

“Why hasn’t it broken?” Aren rasped.

His voice echoed too loudly in the cavernous sanctum, brittle with exhaustion and something dangerously close to fear. Sweat slicked his skin, dampening dark hair that clung to his temples. The magic burning beneath his flesh responded instantly to his agitation, flaring brighter around his wrists and throat.

Across from him, Kael staggered as if struck.

The bond tightened.

Kael sucked in a sharp breath, fingers curling into claws at his sides. “Don’t—” His voice fractured. “Don’t pull against it.”

“I’m not pulling,” Aren snapped, then froze as another wave of sensation slammed through him—heat, disorientation, the unmistakable echo of Kael’s pain reverberating inside his own chest.

They stared at each other.

For a heartbeat, neither spoke.

The silence was deafening.

“This isn’t possible,” Kael said finally, quieter now, more to the magic than to Aren. His silver-marked eyes tracked the living strands between them, ancient runes flickering across his irises as he tried—instinctively—to read what was happening. “The unbinding ritual is flawless. I wrote half of it myself.”

“And I rewrote the other half,” Aren shot back. “Three times.”

Another pulse rippled through the bond, darker this time—resentment, sharp and hot. The magic reacted eagerly, tightening like a noose, flooding Aren’s veins with sensation that was not entirely his own.

Kael gasped.

Aren felt it too.

The pain.
The heat.
The sudden, devastating intimacy of it.
“Stop,” Aren whispered hoarsely, though he didn’t know what he was asking Kael—or the spell—to stop doing.

Kael’s jaw clenched. Slowly, carefully, he forced his hands open and lifted his gaze. There was anger there, yes—but beneath it lay something far more dangerous.

Longing.

The bond flared blindingly bright.

The sigils carved into the floor shattered all at once, exploding into motes of light that screamed as they burned out. The circle collapsed inward, releasing a shockwave that hurled both men backward.

Aren hit the stone hard, the impact driving the breath from his lungs. Pain lanced up his spine—and then stopped abruptly, replaced by a dizzying warmth that was not his own.

Kael groaned.

Aren knew that sound. He felt it in his bones.

“No,” Aren breathed, pushing himself upright. His heart thundered as he looked down at his own chest—and froze.

The magic was no longer hovering between them.

It was inside them.

Threads of shadow-silver sank beneath Aren’s skin, wrapping around his ribs, his heart, his throat. He could feel it anchoring itself, knitting into his magic with obscene familiarity—as if it had always belonged there.

Across the chamber, Kael was staring at his own hands in horror.

“It anchored,” Kael whispered. “Gods help us—it anchored.”

Aren swallowed hard. “That’s... that’s not how severance works.”

“No.” Kael’s laugh was short, sharp, and edged with panic. “That’s how binding works.”

The word hung between them like a curse.

Binding.

They had sworn never to let it come to this. The spell had been meant to weaken the bond—nothing more. A temporary tether created in desperation months ago, when survival had demanded proximity neither of them had been willing to name for what it truly was.

They had told themselves it was strategy.
Magic.
Necessity.
Liars, both of them.

Aren pushed to his feet, ignoring the tremor in his legs. “Try to dispel it again.”

Kael shook his head slowly. “I already did. The backlash nearly killed us.”

“Then try harder.”

Kael’s eyes flashed. “You think I want this?”

The bond surged.

Not with anger—but with raw, unfiltered emotion.

Fear.
Desire.
A yearning so deep it hollowed Aren’s chest.
Kael staggered again, one hand flying to his sternum. Aren felt the echo instantly, sharp and sweet, like a blade drawn lovingly across skin.

“Stop it,” Kael hissed, teeth bared. “Your emotions are feeding it.”

Aren laughed weakly. “Funny. I was about to say the same thing.”

They stood there, breath syncing despite their efforts, heartbeats aligning traitorously. The magic hummed—content, possessive, alive.

Aren had fought darker spells. Crueler curses. Things that screamed when broken.

This one purred.

Slowly, Kael straightened. His expression shifted—not softening, exactly, but sharpening into something dangerously controlled. “We need to confirm the parameters.”

Aren’s brow furrowed. “Parameters?”

Kael took a cautious step forward.

Pain lanced through Aren’s chest—not agony, but pressure, tight and warning. His body reacted before his mind did, instinctively bracing.

Kael froze.

“So,” Kael murmured. “Distance causes resistance.”

Aren clenched his jaw. “Try moving back.”

Kael did.

The pain doubled.

Both of them gasped.

Kael snapped back into place, chest heaving. The pressure eased immediately, leaving behind a lingering warmth that made Aren feel uncomfortably exposed.

Kael looked up, eyes dark. “It doesn’t want us apart.”

Aren’s voice came out rough. “Or hurting each other.”

They stared at one another again, closer now than they had been in weeks. Too close. The magic thrummed between their hearts, reacting to the heat, the history, the things left unsaid.

Aren hated how easily he could feel Kael now.

The exhaustion.
The restrained fear.
The aching want Kael refused to acknowledge even to himself.
“You’re enjoying this,” Aren accused quietly.

Kael’s lips parted. For a fraction of a second, the truth flickered across his face—unfiltered, unguarded.

Then his shields snapped back into place.

“This spell doesn’t care what we enjoy,” Kael said coldly. “It cares what we feel.”

The magic pulsed in agreement.

Aren closed his eyes.

Because that—that was the most terrifying part of all.

The spell had not failed.

It had listened.

And whatever it had bound between them was no longer something either of them could command.

It was something that demanded to be acknowledged.

Whether they were ready for it or not.
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Chapter Two – Bound in Silence
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They did not speak as they left the sanctum.

Aren walked ahead, boots striking stone with deliberate distance between each step, as though space itself might obey him if he demanded it hard enough. Kael followed several paces behind, shoulders rigid, jaw locked so tightly Aren could feel the strain of it inside his own skull.

That—that was new.

Aren faltered mid-step.

A sudden pressure bloomed behind his eyes, sharp and disorienting, like the onset of a migraine—but threaded with something alien. Someone else’s tension. Someone else’s restraint.

“Don’t stop,” Kael said sharply from behind him.

“I didn’t say anything,” Aren snapped, even as the ache intensified.

“You didn’t have to.”

Aren forced himself forward again, pulse pounding. The corridor stretched long and narrow, torches flickering along the walls. Each step widened the distance between them—and with it, the sensation grew worse. Not pain, exactly. More like resistance. Like wading against an unseen current that thickened the farther he went.

By the time they reached the junction where the hall split in two, Aren’s hands were shaking.

“Enough,” he muttered, turning sharply. “We need to test it.”

Kael stopped several feet away. The space between them felt... wrong. Charged. The air hummed faintly, vibrating against Aren’s skin.

“Test what?” Kael asked, though his eyes were already tracking the tension in Aren’s posture, the pallor creeping into his face.

“How far,” Aren said. “How bad.”

Kael’s lips thinned. “This is a terrible idea.”

“Then it’ll fit perfectly with the rest of the day.”

Before Kael could argue, Aren stepped back.

The reaction was immediate.

White-hot pain exploded in Aren’s chest, radiating outward like shattering glass. He cried out, staggering as his knees buckled. The torches along the wall flared violently, flames roaring twice their size before flickering erratically.

Kael swore and lunged forward at the same time Aren collapsed.

The instant Kael’s hands closed around Aren’s shoulders, the pain vanished.

Just—gone.

Aren sucked in a ragged breath, clutching at Kael’s tunic as though he might fall otherwise. His heart hammered violently, not just from the shock, but from the abrupt intimacy of the relief.

Kael was breathing just as hard.

“Gods,” Kael whispered. “That was—”

“I know,” Aren said hoarsely. He could still feel the echo of it, the ghost of pain humming beneath his skin like a warning. “Try letting go.”

Kael hesitated.

That hesitation rippled through the bond like a stone dropped into water. Aren felt it—Kael’s fear, sharp and sudden, laced with guilt.

“Kael,” Aren said, quieter now. “We need to know.”

Kael exhaled slowly and released him.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the world tilted.

Aren’s vision blurred, shadows bleeding into light as a crushing pressure wrapped around his skull. The corridor seemed to stretch impossibly long, walls bending inward as if the stone itself were breathing.

He staggered back, grabbing for something—anything—and hit the wall hard.

Kael’s voice echoed from far away. “Aren!”

But another voice overlapped it.

Low. Familiar.

You always run when it matters.

Aren squeezed his eyes shut. “That’s not you,” he muttered under his breath. “You’re not real.”

The voice laughed softly.

When Aren opened his eyes, Kael was standing ten feet away.

And also—right in front of him.

Two Kaels. One solid, one translucent, eyes glowing with an eerie silver light.

“Great,” Aren breathed. “Hallucinations.”

The false Kael smiled. “Is that what I am?”

Aren flinched as the illusion reached out, fingers brushing his cheek. The touch burned—not physically, but emotionally, dragging memories to the surface with brutal precision. Late nights spent bent over spellwork together. Hands brushing. Lingering looks neither of them acknowledged.

Desire, tightly caged.

“Stop,” Aren snarled, shoving himself upright. His magic surged instinctively, a blast of shadow ripping through the corridor.

The illusion shattered.

So did the torches.

Flames exploded outward, stone cracking as raw power slammed into the walls. Aren cried out again as the backlash rebounded through him—then Kael was there, arms wrapping around him, grounding him with sheer force of presence.

The magic stilled.

Kael pressed his forehead against Aren’s temple, eyes squeezed shut. “You can’t suppress it,” he said urgently. “The bond—it reacts to repression.”

Aren laughed weakly, hysteria threading his voice. “That’s unfortunate, considering repression is my primary skill.”

Kael didn’t smile.

Instead, he pulled back just
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