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For the daughters who burned and rose.

She was made in fire. He was made in shadow.
Together, they burned so bright
the world had no choice but to watch.
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PROLOGUE
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The Fire That Chose Her

The fire came from the sky first.

That was what the survivors would remember — not the screams, not the shattered stone, but the way the clouds above Aurelius Academy turned the color of blood and copper and spilled wine all at once. How the moonlight split into ribbons of gold and then was swallowed whole. How the ley lines beneath the mountain sang their high, keening song, a sound like glass breaking inside the chest.

Ten-year-old Maren Solis stood at the edge of the courtyard and watched her father die.

Not in the way people meant when they said such things. His body didn't fall, didn't stop breathing, didn't surrender to the earth. He died in the way a candle dies when you pour oil over it — all at once, all wrong, turning into something else entirely.

He stood at the center of the summoning circle, arms spread wide, his robes pooling around him like spilled ink. The ley lines beneath his feet pulsed crimson, then white, then a color that had no name — a color that made Maren's teeth ache and her vision blur and her stomach lurch into her throat. The sigils carved into the flagstones glowed with a heat that warped the air, bending light, bending reality, bending the very bones of the mountain until the academy groaned and shifted like a living thing in pain.

"Daddy," she whispered.

He couldn't hear her. Or if he could, he didn't turn.

Maren had always thought of her father as a man made of soft edges — the gentle way he tucked her into bed, the warmth of his hands when he braided her hair, the way he hummed old lullabies while he worked in his study, his voice low and rumbling like distant thunder. But this man — this stranger standing in the heart of the fire — had no soft edges left. His face was carved stone. His eyes were lit from within. His lips moved in words she couldn't hear, and with every syllable the ground shook harder, the ley lines screamed louder, and something vast and terrible opened in the air above the circle like a wound.

The sky split open.

Maren saw it — the seam, the tear, the place where the world folded in on itself and something beyond it pressed through. She saw colors that shouldn't exist, shapes that hurt to look at, geometries that made her mind recoil. She saw the academy — centuries of stone, centuries of history, centuries of magic — begin to crack and crumble and burn.

And she saw her father turn his head, just slightly, just enough to find her in the chaos.

His eyes were his own again. Brown, warm, human. Wet.

"I'm sorry, Maren," he said. His voice reached her even through the roar, even through the screams, even through the sound of the mountain dying. It reached her like a whisper in a locked room. "They made me."

She didn't understand. She was ten. She would spend the next ten years trying to understand.

The guards found her then — two of them, big men with fire-resistant cloaks and pale, terrified faces. They grabbed her arms, pulled her back, dragged her away from the circle. She fought them. She kicked and screamed and bit at their hands. Her father was burning. Her father was still standing in the circle, arms spread, mouth moving, and the light was eating him alive.

She didn't understand what the fire wanted. She didn't understand that it had already chosen her.

The first flame touched her hand like a curious finger — light, delicate, almost gentle. It wrapped around her left wrist, spiraled up her forearm, and then sank into her skin. The pain was extraordinary. It wasn't the sharp, clean pain of a cut or a burn. It was the pain of something being rewritten. Of cells rearranging themselves. Of the body remembering something it had never learned.

Maren screamed.

The guards dragged her away from the circle, away from her father, away from the burning heart of the academy. She watched over her shoulder as the ritual reached its crescendo — the ley lines flaring white, the sigils erupting, the mountain itself seeming to cry out. The courtyard collapsed inward. The east wing crumbled. The great library, with its thousand years of accumulated knowledge, folded in on itself like paper.

She saw her father one last time. The fire took him completely. He didn't fall. He didn't struggle. He simply... stopped being there.

The guards pulled her through the burning corridors, past screaming students and shattered glass, past the bodies of those who hadn't been fast enough. The air was thick with ash and the smell of ozone and something else — something sweet and wrong, like burnt sugar and old blood. Maren's left hand burned, but the guards wouldn't let her touch it, wouldn't let her look at it, kept pulling her forward through the smoke and the chaos and the dark.

Behind them, Aurelius Academy burned.

It burned for three days.

Three days of ley line eruptions that lit up the mountain like a beacon. Three days of evacuation, of panic, of the five great houses sending delegations of healers and mages and soldiers. Three days while the world outside watched and whispered and debated what Solis had done, why he had done it, and whether the academy could ever be rebuilt.

Maren spent those three days in a recovery ward in the city below the mountain, sedated, her left hand wrapped in cooling bandages, her eyes open and unblinking. The healers said she was in shock. They said she might not speak for weeks. They said the burn on her hand was unusual — not like any fire wound they'd seen — that it had sunk past the skin, past the muscle, into something deeper. Something that pulsed when they brought it near the ley line conduits.

On the third night, she spoke.

"What happens now?"

The healer on duty — a tired woman with kind eyes — looked down at her with surprise. "Now? Now you heal, sweetheart. You rest. You're safe."

"My father," Maren said. "Is he—"

"I'm sorry, child."

Maren stared at the ceiling. She didn't cry. She'd used up all her tears in the first hour, and now there was nothing left but a hollow, ringing silence where the grief lived. She would learn, over the years, to build walls around that silence. To armor it. To turn it into something sharp and hard and useful.

"Will they take me?" she asked.

The healer hesitated. "No one is going to take you, Maren. You'll be cared for. You'll be—"

"They'll blame me," Maren said. "Because of him."

The healer didn't answer. She didn't need to.

Maren looked down at her bandaged hand. Beneath the layers of gauze, she could feel it — a warmth that had nothing to do with the fire, a pulse that matched the rhythm of something ancient and vast beneath the mountain. She flexed her fingers. The bandages shifted.

Something was wrong with her hand. Something was wrong with her.

Something was wrong with everything.

Outside the window, the mountain smoldered. The ley lines sang their low, mournful song. And somewhere in the ashes of the greatest academy the world had ever known, the echo of her father's last words lingered like a ghost:

I'm sorry, Maren. They made me.

She didn't understand.

But she would.
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The Weight of a Name

Ten years later, the mountain still hadn't forgiven her.

Maren Solis stood at the base of the winding stone staircase and looked up at what remained of Aurelius Academy. The reconstruction was — by all accounts — miraculous. Ley line magic had rebuilt the walls, reshaped the corridors, replanted the gardens. The east wing rose new and gleaming against the sky. The great library had been restored, its windows catching the afternoon light like jeweled eyes.

But the mountain knew. The stones knew. The ley lines beneath her feet pulsed with a faint, hostile warmth, and the air tasted of old smoke and older grime. Ten years, and the academy remembered what Solis had done.

Maren adjusted the strap of her bag and climbed.

The courtyard was crowded with students — arriving, greeting each other, laughing, arguing, already forming the clusters and hierarchies that would define their year. She moved through them like a shadow, head down, shoulders tight, her left hand shoved deep in her pocket. She'd learned long ago that the scar attracted attention — the web of raised, silver-white tissue that wound from her wrist to her fingertips, patterned like something deliberate, something that looked too much like a sigil to be accidental.

She was halfway across the courtyard when she heard it.

"Solis."

The name hit like a slap. Maren's jaw tightened, but she didn't stop walking.

"That's her," someone else whispered. "The burner's daughter."

"Look at her hand—"

"I heard she's bound by contract—"

"Can you imagine? Having to attend the academy your father destroyed—"

Maren kept walking. The whispers followed her through the great hall, up the grand staircase, down the east corridor, past classrooms and laboratories and dormitory wings. They followed her like a second shadow, like a curse she couldn't outrun. The students parted for her — not out of respect, but out of something colder. Fear, maybe. Or revulsion.

She found the administrative wing on the third try. The doors were tall, dark oak, engraved with the academy's seal — five interlocking circles representing the five disciplines, surrounded by a laurel wreath and a single star. The star was cracked. It had been cracked since the fire, and no amount of ley line magic had repaired it. A reminder, perhaps. A warning.

Maren pushed open the doors and stepped inside.

Dean Callista Greymane sat behind a desk that could have served as a dining table for twelve. She was older than Maren had expected — silver-haired, sharp-featured, with eyes the color of winter water. She wore the formal robes of the academy: deep blue, threaded with silver sigils that shifted and moved in the light. Her hands were folded before her, and her expression was the careful, practiced neutrality of someone who had learned long ago to give nothing away.

"Miss Solis," she said. "Please, sit."

Maren didn't sit. She stood in the center of the office, bag still over her shoulder, and met the Dean's gaze with the steady, unblinking stare she'd perfected over the years. It was her armor. It was all she had.

"I received your letter," Maren said. "Three times."

"You declined to respond three times."

"I'm here now."

The Dean's mouth twitched — not quite a smile, not quite a grimace. She opened a leather folio on her desk and withdrew a document. It was thick, heavy parchment, covered in tiny, precise script. Maren recognized the format immediately. She'd seen copies of it. She'd read every word until the paper was soft from handling.

"This is the binding contract," Dean Greymane said, "signed by you at age twelve, witnessed by the High Council of Aurelius Academy, and magically sealed by the Ley Line Authority. Its terms are as follows."

She began to read.

"'Maren Solis, daughter of Aldric Solis, bound by oath and blood, shall be granted conditional enrollment at Aurelius Academy for a period of no less than four academic years. She shall maintain a minimum standing of Tier 3 across all disciplines. She shall complete all required coursework with no fewer than satisfactory marks. She shall participate in the practicum program and fulfill all practicum requirements. Failure to meet any of these conditions will result in immediate revocation of her academy privileges, forfeiture of her family's remaining holdings, and a term of magical servitude to the academy for a period of not fewer than ten years.'"

The Dean looked up from the document. "Do you understand these terms, Miss Solis?"

"I've read them."

"Do you understand the consequences of failure?"

"I understand that my father destroyed this academy and that I'm paying for it. I understand that I have no family, no money, and no standing. I understand that the only reason I'm allowed through those doors is because the High Council found a way to make my presence useful." Maren's voice was flat, controlled. "I understand all of it, Dean Greymane."

The Dean studied her for a long moment. "You're very... composed."

"It's been ten years."

"It has." The Dean set the contract aside. "The practicum program has been restructured since your father's time. Students are no longer assigned individually — they work in pairs. Your practicum partner has been selected."

Maren felt something cold settle in her stomach. "Selected by whom?"

"The binding council, in consultation with the department heads. Given the... unique nature of your circumstances, we felt it important to pair you with someone who could provide both academic support and oversight." The Dean paused. "Your partner is Theron Nightvale."

The name landed like a stone in still water. Maren knew it. Everyone knew it. Theron Nightvale was the most gifted Binding student the academy had produced in a generation — Tier 5 by age nineteen, the youngest in the program's history. He was also the son of Professor Aldric Nightvale, who had been appointed Head of Binding three years after the fire, stepping into the role that Maren's father had vacated so violently.

He was, in other words, everything she wasn't — powerful, prestigious, untouchable. And he was her partner.

"I see," Maren said.

"He's been informed," the Dean continued. "He'll meet you tomorrow for the orientation session. I suggest you make a good impression."

"I'll do my best."

She turned to leave. The Dean's voice stopped her at the door.

"Miss Solis. One more thing."

Maren paused but didn't turn around.

"The terms of your contract specify Tier 3 as your minimum standing. Given current academy standards, Tier 3 is achievable but difficult. You'll need to demonstrate proficiency in at least three of the five disciplines. I would advise you to choose carefully." A pause. "And I would advise you to stay away from Bloodcraft."

"Bloodcraft is forbidden," Maren said.

"It is. But forbidden things have a way of finding those who are... predisposed." The Dean's voice was careful, measured. "Your father was a Bloodcrafter, Miss Solis. You know this. The world knows this. If you are found to have inherited even a trace of that affinity, your contract will be voided immediately, and you will be removed from the academy permanently."

Maren finally turned. She met the Dean's gaze and held it.

"I don't want to be here," she said. "I don't want any of this. I don't want my father's legacy or his magic or his choices. I want to survive this contract, and I want to leave." She opened the door. "I'll stay away from Bloodcraft, Dean Greymane. Not because you told me to, but because I'd rather burn alive than become him."

She left before the Dean could respond.

The corridor was empty. The afternoon light had shifted, casting long shadows across the stone floor. Maren leaned against the wall and let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. Her left hand throbbed — a deep, persistent ache that flared whenever her emotions ran high. She pulled it from her pocket and looked at it. The scar tissue glimmered faintly in the dim light, the silvery lines catching and refracting like something alive.

She curled her hand into a fist and shoved it back in her pocket.

"Maren Solis."

She looked up.

He stood at the end of the corridor, half in shadow, half in the dying light. He was tall — taller than she'd expected — with sharp, angular features and hair the color of a moonless sky. His eyes were pale, almost colorless, the pale grey-blue of winter storms. He wore black, entirely black, from his high-collared coat to his polished boots, and the Binding sigils embroidered on his cuffs pulsed with a faint, steady light.

Theron Nightvale.

He didn't move toward her. He didn't smile. He didn't speak again. He simply stood there, at the far end of the corridor, and looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite name. It wasn't hatred — not exactly. It wasn't curiosity. It wasn't fear.

It was something colder than all of those things combined. Something that said: *I see you. I see what you are. And I am going to make sure you never forget it.*

Maren held his gaze. She didn't flinch. She didn't look away. She'd spent ten years learning how to be invisible, and she wasn't about to start shrinking now — not for him, not for anyone.

After a long moment, he spoke.

"Tomorrow," he said. His voice was low, controlled, each word placed with precision. "Orientation. Six AM. Don't be late."

He turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing against the stone. Maren watched him go.

Don't be late.

She almost laughed.

She'd been early to everything for ten years. Early to every meeting, every evaluation, every interrogation. Early because being late meant drawing attention, and drawing attention meant people asking questions, and people asking questions meant someone might dig too deep.

She wouldn't be late tomorrow.

But she also wouldn't flinch.
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The Name in His Mouth

The name sat in his mouth like poison.

Maren Solis.

Theron Nightvale stood in his quarters — a private room, single occupancy, awarded to Tier 5 students as both privilege and surveillance — and stared at the letter his father had sent. The parchment was heavy, the script precise, the signature sharp enough to draw blood. He'd read it three times now, and each time the words settled deeper into his chest like stones dropped into dark water.

Your practicum partner has been assigned. Maren Solis. The daughter. You will watch her. You will report everything — her aptitudes, her weaknesses, her habits, her associations. You will not alert her to your observations. You will not deviate from this directive.

Do not disappoint me, Theron.

He set the letter on his desk and pressed his fingers to his temples. The headache had started the moment he'd read the name — a tight, pulsing pressure behind his eyes that no amount of meditation or magic could quite touch. He'd known this was coming. He'd heard the rumors for weeks, the whispers that the High Council was going to allow a Solis back into the academy. He'd hoped — foolishly, he now realized — that his father would find a way to prevent it.

Instead, his father had found a way to use it.

Theron closed his eyes and the memories came unbidden, as they always did when his father's name was spoken.

He was twelve.

The room was in the lower levels — the testing chambers, deep in the academy's foundation, where the ley lines ran close enough to taste. The walls were bare stone, the floor scored with old sigils, the air thick with the metallic tang of blood magic. His father stood over a student — a boy, maybe fifteen, bound to a chair with Binding chains that glowed faintly in the dim light.

The boy was crying. Not loudly — the sound was muffled, choked, desperate. His face was pale, his eyes wide, his lips moving in silent pleas. There was blood on his hands, on his clothes, on the floor around the chair. His father's hands were clean. They were always clean.

"Again," his father said.

The boy shook his head. A small, desperate movement. "Please, Professor. I can't — I can't—"

"You can and you will. Again."

His father raised his hand. The Binding sigils on his cuffs flared. The chains around the boy tightened. The boy screamed — a raw, animal sound that echoed off the stone walls and burrowed into Theron's chest like a living thing.

Theron stood in the doorway and watched. He was twelve. He was too young to be there, too young to understand what he was seeing, too young to intervene. But he watched. He watched because his father had told him to watch, because his father believed that observation was the first lesson of power.

"Again," his father said.

The boy screamed again.

Theron opened his eyes. His hands were trembling. He pressed them flat against the desk and waited for the shaking to stop.

Twelve years old. He'd been twelve. And he'd stood there. He'd watched. He hadn't run, hadn't shouted, hadn't tried to help. He'd stood in the doorway and watched his father break another human being, and he'd learned — with the cold, clear certainty of a child who has no other options — that power was the only thing that mattered.

He'd spent the next ten years becoming powerful.

He'd climbed the tiers. He'd mastered the Binding arts. He'd earned the respect of his peers and the grudging approval of his father. He was Tier 5 — the highest rank, the smallest circle, the most exclusive club in the academy's five disciplines. He was, by every metric that mattered, everything his father wanted him to be.

And he was miserable.

The thought arrived like a surprise, even though it wasn't new. It lived in the back of his mind, in the quiet hours between midnight and dawn, when the academy was silent and the ley lines hummed their low, endless song. He was miserable. He was powerful and accomplished and feared, and he was absolutely, utterly miserable, and he couldn't tell anyone because misery was a vulnerability, and vulnerabilities were weaknesses, and weaknesses were what his father exploited.

He looked at the letter again.

You will watch her. You will report everything.

Theron picked up the parchment, walked to the fireplace in the corner of his room, and held the edge to the flame. The paper caught quickly — his father's precise script curling, blackening, turning to ash. He watched it burn until nothing remained but a thin, grey residue that the fire consumed without a sound.

He wouldn't follow his father's directive. Not blindly. Not anymore.

But he would watch her.

He had to.

Orientation was held in the Great Hall — a cavernous space beneath the academy's main dome, where the ley lines converged in a nexus that pulsed with visible light. The floor was a mosaic of the five disciplines' sigils, and the ceiling arched high above, its vaulted stone ribs disappearing into shadow. Students filled the benches, their voices rising in a low, expectant murmur.

Theron arrived at 5:58 AM. Two minutes early. He always arrived early — it was a habit his father had drilled into him, a small demonstration of control that he'd internalized so deeply it felt like instinct rather than obedience. He found his seat near the front, second row, and settled into the practiced stillness of someone who had learned long ago to reveal nothing.

She arrived at 5:59.

Maren Solis walked into the Great Hall like she was walking into a cage — head high, shoulders squared, but with a tension in her movements that betrayed her. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe knot, and she wore the academy's standard uniform with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. The scar on her left hand was visible. She wasn't hiding it.

Theron studied her as she crossed the hall. She was shorter than he'd expected — compact, sharp-featured, with eyes the color of storm clouds and a mouth that looked like it had been designed specifically for the purpose of saying things that would make people uncomfortable. There was a burn scar on her left hand, yes, but there was something else too — something in the way she held herself, the way she moved, the way her gaze swept the room and catalogued every exit, every threat, every potential escape route. She was a survivor. She'd been surviving for ten years.

She found a seat at the far end of the front row, as far from him as possible without leaving the hall. Smart. She'd already learned the geography of the room — the positions of the exits, the distribution of power, the angles of approach. She was mapping the space the way a soldier maps a battlefield.

The Dean rose.

"Welcome to Aurelius Academy," she said, her voice amplified by ley line acoustics until it filled every corner of the hall. "You represent the next generation of magical practice. You have been selected — not for your power, not for your bloodlines, but for your potential. What you do with that potential is your responsibility."

Theron watched the Dean's eyes sweep the hall. They lingered, briefly, on Maren.

"This year," the Dean continued, "the practicum program has been restructured. Students will no longer work alone. You have been assigned partners — individuals whose skills and aptitudes complement your own. These partnerships are binding. You will work together, study together, and ultimately be evaluated together."

A murmur rippled through the hall. Partners. The word carried weight — in Binding, partnership was sacred, a connection that ran deeper than friendship, deeper than loyalty. A Binding partner was a mirror, a witness, a tether. Choosing the wrong partner could destroy a career. Being assigned one felt like a sentence.

"Partnerships will be announced individually," the Dean said. "You will receive your assignments in the coming days. Until then, your orientation begins today. First assignments will be posted this evening."

She paused. Her gaze found Maren again.

"Miss Solis. A word."

The hall went silent. Every head turned. Maren rose from her seat with the careful, deliberate movement of someone who had long ago learned not to rush when all eyes were on her. She crossed the floor to the Dean's podium, her footsteps echoing in the sudden quiet.

"Your practicum partnership has been finalized," the Dean said. She didn't bother lowering her voice. "Your partner is Theron Nightvale."

The silence deepened. Then broke.

A ripple of whispers — shocked, delighted, horrified — swept through the hall. Theron felt the eyes on him. He didn't look up. He kept his gaze fixed on the podium, on the two women standing there, and waited.

Maren turned her head. Her eyes found his across the distance. She didn't look surprised. She looked... tired. Like she'd expected this, like she'd known it was coming, and the knowledge hadn't brought her anything but another weight to carry.

Theron met her gaze. He held it. He let his face show nothing — no warmth, no welcome, no acknowledgment of the connection that had just been forged between them. He let her see the cold, controlled exterior he'd spent a decade building.

And something else. Something he didn't intend to show.

A question.

What are you?

Her eyes narrowed. She looked at him the way you look at a locked door — assessing, calculating, already planning how to get through.

None of your business.

That was what her eyes said. He read it clearly. And something in his chest — something small, something he'd buried so deep he'd forgotten it was there — shifted.

She turned back to the Dean. "Understood," she said.

"You'll begin joint sessions tomorrow," the Dean said. "Six AM. The Binding laboratory."

Maren nodded. She walked back to her seat. The whispers followed her.

Theron watched her go.

His hands, beneath the desk, were shaking.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Elemental Foundations

The first class was Elemental Foundations.

Maren arrived ten minutes early, found a seat in the back corner, and pulled her textbook onto the desk like a shield. The classroom was bright, airy, with large windows that let in the morning light and a series of ley line conduits embedded in the walls that hummed with a low, steady warmth. The desks were arranged in concentric semicircles facing the instructor's podium — a design that made it impossible to hide.

She'd chosen the back corner anyway.

The classroom filled slowly. Students filed in — some alone, some in clusters, all of them casting glances at her that ranged from curious to hostile. She ignored them. She'd had a decade of practice at ignoring things.

The instructor arrived — Professor Isolde Vane, Head of Divination, a tall woman with silver-streaked hair and eyes that seemed to be looking at something just beyond the visible world. She wore robes of deep indigo, and her fingers were adorned with rings that pulsed with faint, shifting light.

"Good morning," she said. "Elemental Foundations. For those of you who are new — which is most of you — I should warn you that my class is not for the faint of heart. We work with ley line energy directly. We shape it, direct it, command it. If you are uncomfortable with power, with risk, or with the occasional singed eyebrow, you are welcome to transfer to Illusion."

No one moved.

"Very well." Professor Vane turned to the chalkboard and began to write. "Today, we assess. I need to know where you stand — literally — so that I can determine your tier placement. The standard assessment is simple: channel ley line energy through your conduit point and hold a basic elemental manifestation for sixty seconds."

She turned back to the class. "Fire is easiest. Water is most common. Earth is stubborn. Wind is unpredictable. Air is—" She paused. "Well. Air doesn't exist. Air is theoretical. If anyone produces air today, I'll eat my rings."

A few nervous laughs.

"Let's begin. I'll call your names alphabetically. When your name is called, approach the ley line conduit, channel the energy, and demonstrate your affinity. Don't try to impress me. I've been doing this for forty years, and nothing impresses me anymore."

Maren stared at her desk. Alphabetically. S. She'd be called near the end. She had time to think. She had time to plan.

The assessments began. Students approached the ley line conduit one by one — some confident, some terrified, some trying very hard to look like they weren't terrified. Most produced fire — bright, flickering flames that hovered above their palms like captive stars. A few produced water — shimmering spheres that caught the light and refracted it into rainbows. One produced earth — a small, trembling stone that hovered at shoulder height before crumbling into dust.

When the name "Solis" was called, the room went quiet.

Maren rose. She walked to the conduit. She stood before it and felt the energy — warm, familiar, the same pulse she'd felt in her hand since the night of the fire. It called to her. It always called to her.

She placed her left hand against the conduit.

The energy surged.

Not gently. Not slowly. It roared through her like a river breaking through a dam — hot, overwhelming, too much, too fast. She felt it in her bones, in her blood, in the scar tissue on her left hand. The sigil-patterned burn flared to life, silver-white lines glowing beneath the skin like something awakening. The air around her shimmered. The temperature in the classroom spiked.

She couldn't control it.

The fire erupted from her hand — not the gentle, controlled flame of the other students, but a column of white-hot energy that shot toward the ceiling and split into a dozen smaller tongues of flame that licked at the walls, the desks, the air itself. Students recoiled. Someone screamed. Professor Vane's rings flared as she threw up a containment ward.

The fire held for three seconds. Four. Five.

Maren yanked her hand back. The flames died. The classroom was silent.

She stood before the ley line conduit, breathing hard, her left hand burning. The sigil-patterned scar was still glowing — a faint, angry silver that pulsed with her heartbeat.

"Tier One," Professor Vane said.

The words hit like a physical blow. Tier One — the lowest ranking, the bottom of the hierarchy, the designation for students who showed power but no control. It was the academic equivalent of a scarlet letter. Tier One students were watched, monitored, restricted. They were given the least resources and the most oversight.

Tier One was a death sentence.

"Sit down, Miss Solis," Professor Vane said.

Maren sat down. She stared at her desk. She didn't look at the other students. She didn't need to. She could feel their stares — the curiosity, the contempt, the fear. The Solis girl. The burner's daughter. Tier One. Of course.

The class continued. More assessments. More whispers. Maren sat in her corner and stared at her scar and felt the familiar, suffocating weight of expectation and suspicion settle over her like a shroud.

After class, the hallway was worse.

"She burned down the academy and they let her back in?"

"Tier One. I told you. She's got power but no control."

"Did you see that fire? That wasn't normal fire. That was—"

"Bloodcraft?"

"Shh—"

Maren moved through the whispers like a stone through water — ignoring the ripples, focused on the destination. She had three more classes today. She would attend them. She would survive them. She would not let them see—

"Solis."

She stopped.

Rovan Blackthorn stood in the middle of the corridor, blocking her path. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with the easy confidence of someone who had never been told no. His hair was dark, his jaw was sharp, and his Binding sigils pulsed with a steady, controlled light — Tier 3, by the look of them. Two students flanked him: a girl with red hair and a boy with
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