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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally rich fiction for readers who enjoy heartfelt romance, hopeful tension, meaningful friendships, and characters who grow through courage, kindness, and self-discovery. Each book is created with a focus on original storytelling, reader-safe themes, and immersive emotional journeys suitable for wide distribution and young adult audiences.

Through stories of rivalry, trust, second chances, hidden fears, and quiet bravery, SankulaHub aims to create books that feel warm, polished, and memorable, with romance that stays wholesome and character-driven from beginning to end.
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For every student who has ever stood in front of a room pretending not to be afraid.

For every quiet fighter who learned that winning is not the same as never falling.

And for every heart brave enough to trust someone who once felt impossible to understand.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Aster Blythe  is a seventeen-year-old scholarship student at Brightmere Academy, known for precise spellwork, fast thinking, and a habit of acting calm even when her future feels one mistake away from breaking.

Rune Halden  is a seventeen-year-old legacy duelist whose family name follows him into every classroom, every match, and every silence he never explains.

Bren Venn  is Aster’s closest friend, a bright observer with a dry sense of humor, excellent memory, and a talent for noticing what people try hardest to hide.

Liora Quill  is a sixteen-year-old charmcraft student who believes school gossip is usually wrong but rarely useless.

Cassian Kade is an eighteen-year-old senior duelist with polished manners, perfect scores, and a competitive streak he hides behind a smile.

Nyra Blythe  is Aster’s younger sister, still outside Brightmere’s gates but close enough to remind Aster what every scholarship letter means.

Merea Sol is the dueling instructor at Brightmere Academy, strict about safety, sharper about excuses, and impossible to impress with talent alone.
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The duel bell rang at 6:12 in the morning, and Aster’s safety charm did not glow.

For one terrible second, she thought the pale silver thread around her wrist had only caught the wrong angle of dawn. The east practice court at Brightmere Academy was full of light that early, thin and gold, spilling over the glass-tiled floor and turning every floating ward circle into a halo. Sometimes charms looked asleep until the first spell hit. Sometimes the frost in the air made the runes slow.

Sometimes a person had exactly one second to believe a harmless explanation before the truth stepped forward and ruined everything.

Aster lifted her wrist closer to her face.

The thread stayed dull.

Across the court, three ninth graders were already whispering behind their gloves. Two juniors from advanced transmutation had stopped pretending to stretch. Someone near the benches made the soft little sound people made when a mistake happened publicly and they were grateful it had chosen someone else.

Aster lowered her arm before anyone could stare longer. Her hand moved calmly, because her hands were better trained than her nerves. She tightened the strap on her spellguard, checked the small blue stone set into her palm brace, and kept her expression flat enough to pass for boredom.

Inside, her thoughts had already started counting.

One dull safety charm.

One first-period dueling assessment.

One scholarship review posted for Friday.

One instructor who had no patience for damaged equipment.

One sister at home who still believed Aster could make impossible things look easy.

The bell’s echo faded into the high rafters.

Merea stepped into the center ring in her dark training coat, her silver braid pinned so neatly it looked carved. She carried the dawn roster in one hand and a slim wand of white ash in the other. No one at Brightmere Academy needed a wand for basic casting, but Merea carried hers because it made students stand straighter.

Aster stood straighter.

“Pairings have changed,” Merea said.

A groan moved through the court and died quickly when Merea looked up.

“Due to last night’s storm damage on the west court, the Equinox Exhibition schedule has been moved ahead. First round evaluations begin tomorrow morning. Final partner scores will be submitted to the scholarship board, the academy council, and the senior placement committee.”

Aster’s fingers tightened once around her palm brace.

Tomorrow.

Not next month, as the printed schedule had said. Not after two more weeks of practice, as Merea had promised. Tomorrow, with instructors in formal coats and council members writing notes and legacy parents sitting in the upper gallery like polished statues.

The scholarship board would be there.

Aster felt the first crack in her calm press against the back of her throat.

She swallowed it.

Around her, students shifted from sleepy irritation to bright panic. Spellguards clicked. Boots scraped glass tile. Someone muttered that this was unfair, and someone else whispered that Brightmere had never cared about fairness when it could choose dramatic instead.

Merea lifted the roster.

“Aster.”

Aster looked up.

“Rune.”

Every sound in the court changed.

Not loudly. Brightmere students were trained too well for that. But the air moved. A smile appeared and vanished near the benches. Someone inhaled too sharply. The ninth graders forgot to whisper and simply stared.

Aster did not look toward the far archway where Rune usually leaned when he wanted everyone to know he was late on purpose.

The archway was empty.

Of course it was.

Of course Merea had paired Aster with the one person who could turn a quiet problem into a schoolwide performance without even being present.

Bren, standing two places away, gave Aster the kind of look that meant, in any other situation, this would be hilarious.

Aster gave him the kind of look that meant, in this situation, it absolutely was not.

Merea continued reading. Names fell into pairs. Some students smiled with relief. Others looked betrayed by fate, their friends, and the academy scheduling office. Aster heard none of them clearly.

She heard only the dull silence of her safety charm.

And Rune’s name beside hers.

Rune, who had beaten her in every public practice duel since September by exactly one point.

Rune, who never looked tired, never looked nervous, and never seemed to care that half the school measured themselves against him.

Rune, who had once whispered, “Try not to glare before the match starts, Aster. It gives away your strategy,” right before she knocked him backward through a ring of harmless blue sparks and lost anyway because his recovery form had been perfect.

Rune, who had not shown up today.

Merea finished the roster and lowered the page.

“Your assigned partner is not your friend,” she said. “Your assigned partner is not your enemy. Your assigned partner is a mirror. If you dislike what you see, improve.”

Several students stopped looking at each other.

Aster kept her eyes on Merea.

“Today’s assessment is controlled under pressure,” Merea continued. “Tomorrow’s exhibition will not reward flashy casting. It will reward restraint, timing, clean recovery, and trust.”

The last word landed poorly across the court.

Trust, at Brightmere, usually meant letting someone else get close enough to see the gap in your form.

Aster had spent nearly three years making sure no gap stayed visible longer than a breath.

Merea’s gaze shifted, precise as a blade, and settled on Aster’s wrist.

Aster did not move. She did not cover the safety charm. She did not look down.

Merea saw everything anyway.

“Initiate safety checks,” Merea said.

The court was filled with silver light.

Every student raised a wrist. Every charm answered. Thin threads flashed pale blue, soft green, faint lavender, each one tuned to catch a fall before bone, breath, or pride could hit the tile too hard. Dueling at Brightmere was not supposed to hurt. Bruise an ego, yes. Sing a sleeve, sometimes. Shatter a little confidence before breakfast, regularly. But the academy’s soft-fall charms were sacred. No student stepped into a ring without one.

Aster raised her wrist with everyone else.

Nothing happened.

Bren saw.

His eyebrows moved up by the smallest possible amount, which for Bren meant full alarm.

Aster angled her sleeve lower.

Merea crossed the court.

Bootsteps. Silence. More bootsteps.

Aster’s pulse tried to become noticeable. She refused to let it. She had learned long ago that fear was like a badly trained spell. Give it shape, and it would start making choices for you.

Merea stopped in front of her.

“Your charm.”

“It will be repaired before the exhibition,” Aster said.

“That was not my question.”

“No, Instructor.”

“When did it fail?”

Aster could have lied better if she had practiced one. The truth sat sharp and humiliating under her tongue.

“This morning.”

Merea’s eyes narrowed. Not angry. Worse. Measuring.

“Cause?”

“I do not know yet.”

The whispering started again behind her. Aster heard one phrase clearly, soft as a thrown pin.

Scholarship review.

She kept her chin level.

Merea lifted Aster’s wrist and examined the thread without touching it. “This charm has been drained.”

That was impossible.

Aster’s composure slipped before she caught it. Only a blink. Only half a breath. Merea saw that too.

“I charged it last night,” Aster said.

“I know what drained work looks like.”

“I didn’t drain it.”

Merea released her wrist.

The court had become too bright. The dawn glare bounced off glass tile and spellguard buckles and watchful eyes until Aster felt as if she were standing inside a magnifying lens.

Merea looked toward the empty archway.

“Rune is late.”

Someone near the back coughed, badly hiding a laugh.

Aster did not smile. She did not want Rune late. She wanted Rune absent in a permanent, convenient, academically acceptable way.

“Until he arrives,” Merea said, “you will observe from the side bench.”

The side bench.

Aster’s stomach dropped in one clean, silent motion.

At Brightmere, the side bench was not punished. Officially. It was where injured students sat, where spell-sick students recovered, where anyone temporarily unfit for dueling could watch and learn. But during assessment week, the side bench meant weakness with witnesses.

“With respect,” Aster said, because every dangerous sentence at Brightmere began that way, “my casting is not affected.”

“Your safety is.”

“I can borrow a class charm.”

“No.”

“I can run shield-only forms.”

“No.”

“I can complete theory assessment while the others duel.”

Merea’s expression did not change, but the silence around them sharpened. Students loved a challenge when they were not the ones making it.

“You can sit,” Merea said. “And you can decide whether pride is worth more than remaining eligible for tomorrow.”

The words hit exactly where Merea aimed them.

Aster walked to the side bench.

She did not hurry. Hurrying would make it worse. She chose each step with the same care she used for spellforms, crossed the glowing boundary line, and sat at the far end of the bench beneath the row of old tournament banners. The blue banner above her was from a year Brightmere had won the inter-academy exhibition without losing a single match. The names stitched in silver had all graduated before Aster was born, but they still looked smug.

Bren glanced over once.

Aster gave him the smallest shake of her head. Not now.

Pairs entered the rings. Wards lifted. The first harmless spells burst across the court in streaks of color, warm light against cold air. Students ducked, spun, blocked, recovered. Soft-fall charms flashed whenever someone lost balance, catching them gently before they hit the tile.

Aster watched with her hands folded in her lap.

She noticed everything because noticing was the only thing she could still do.

Liora’s left shield lagged when she pivoted. Cassian opened with a polished feint that would impress council members and annoy anyone with taste. Bren pretended to be clumsy for exactly four seconds before turning a stumble into a clever counterspell. Merea saw it, of course, and did not smile, which meant she approved.

Aster’s dull charm lay against her wrist like a secret everyone already knew.

Then Rune arrived.

Not through the far archway, where late students appeared with apologies or excuses.

He came from the service corridor beside the equipment room, sleeves rolled to his elbows, dark hair damp from the rain, one glove missing, and a tiny cut at the corner of his mouth.

The court noticed him in layers.

First the ninth graders.

Then Liora.

Then Bren.

Then Merea, who turned slowly enough to make every student grateful not to be Rune.

Aster forgot, for half a second, that she was furious with him.

Rune looked awful.

Not dramatically awful. Rune did not allow that. But there was mud on one boot, his academy jacket was buttoned wrong, and the perfect gold-thread charm on his wrist flickered unevenly, as if it had been overworked or badly patched.

His eyes found Aster immediately.

Not Merea. Not the dueling rings. Not the students staring at him like he had brought a scandal in with the rain.

Aster.

Something crossed his face and vanished.

Relief, maybe.

Which made no sense at all.

“Rune,” Merea said.

Rune’s usual smile appeared, a fraction late. “Instructor.”

“You are twenty-seven minutes late.”

“Only if we count the first bell.”

“We do.”

“Then yes.”

No one laughed, though several people clearly suffered from wanting to.

Merea held out her hand. “Safety charm.”

Rune raised his wrist.

The gold thread gave one weak pulse.

Merea’s expression went still.

Aster sat forward before she could stop herself.

His charm was not just overworked. It was nearly drained.

Like hers.

Merea looked from Rune’s wrist to Aster’s, and for the first time that morning, Aster saw something in her instructor’s face that was not discipline, irritation, or calculation.

Concern.

It was gone quickly.

“Side bench,” Merea said.

Rune’s mouth opened.

Merea lifted one finger.

Rune closed his mouth and walked toward the bench.

Of all the empty space available, he sat beside Aster.

Not close. Brightmere side benches were long enough for humiliation to spread out. But he chose the place beside her anyway, leaving three perfectly usable feet of polished wood on his other side.

Aster stared ahead.

Rune leaned back beneath the banners like this had been his plan all along.

“You look pleased to see me,” he said quietly.

“I was hoping the storm had swallowed you.”

“Sweet.”

“Temporarily.”

“Less sweet.”

Aster turned her head just enough to look at him. “Why is your charm drained?”

His smile thinned.

There it was. Not guilt exactly. Not surprising.

A locked door.

“Good morning to you too,” he said.

“Rune.”

“Aster.”

They stared at each other while blue sparks burst in the nearest ring and Liora yelped as her own shield bounced her backward into a soft-fall cushion.

Aster lowered her voice. “My charm was charged last night. Merea says it was drained. Yours looks the same. You came from the equipment corridor, late, muddy, and pretending your mouth isn’t bleeding.”

“I am not pretending.”

“You keep touching it with your tongue.”

He stopped.

Aster folded her arms. “Very smooth.”

Rune looked toward the rings. His jaw worked once, then settled. “Maybe your charm broke because you glare too much. All that force had to go somewhere.”

“Maybe you gave up from exhaustion after carrying your ego since kindergarten.”

This time, Rune almost smiled for real.

Almost.

This almost bothered her more than the cut on his mouth.

Rune was never almost anything. He was perfectly late, perfectly confident, perfectly irritating. He moved through Brightmere like the school had been built around his footsteps. He did not arrive muddy from service corridors with charm failure written in gold around his wrist.

Aster looked away first because she needed to think.

Two drained charms.

Two exhibition partners.

One schedule moved ahead.

One instructor was suddenly concerned.

This was not bad luck. Aster trusted bad luck more than most people, and this did not have its messy fingerprints. This felt deliberate.

Rune spoke without looking at her. “Did anyone touch your gear this morning?”

Aster’s hands went still.

There were questions that accused me. Questions that warned. Questions that revealed a person knew more than they were ready to admit.

That one managed all three.

“My locker was sealed,” she said.

“Was it?”

Her breath caught, but softly enough that no one else would hear.

She had sealed her locker last night before leaving the practice wing. Three taps, silver-thread lock, personal rune. This morning it had opened on the second tap instead of the third.

At the time, she had blamed herself. Too little sleep. Too much pressure. Nyra’s letter folded under her pillow. The scholarship notice was pinned in the common room where anyone could see her name and decide what she was worth.

Now Rune was watching the court too carefully.

Aster turned toward him. “What do you know?”

He did not answer.

In the nearest ring, Cassian sent a clean ribbon of amber light toward Bren, who ducked under it and flicked a neat counter-charm that made Cassian’s sleeve cuff bloom with tiny white flowers. A few students laughed. Merea pretended not to enjoy it.

Rune’s gaze stayed on the amber light until it faded.

Then he said, “I know someone was in the equipment room before dawn.”

Aster’s thoughts sharpened.

“You saw them?”

“I saw the door closing.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“You expect me to believe you chased an unknown person through a storm out of school spirit?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“I expect you to believe I chased them because they were carrying your spare charm case.”

Aster went cold.

Her spare charm case was not valuable to anyone except her. It held two practice stones, one old ribbon from her first year, and the emergency soft-fall thread she had repaired so many times the silver had nearly turned white. It was not pretty. It was not legacy-grade. It was not worth stealing.

Unless someone knew she could not afford a replacement before scholarship review.

Aster gripped the bench edge.

Rune saw.

His voice changed. Softer, but not gentle enough to feel like pity. “I got it back.”

She looked at him.

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small square case of dark blue leather, scuffed at the corners, familiar as her own palm.

Aster did not take it at first.

Taking it would make this real.

Rune set it between them on the bench.

The case looked smaller than it had that morning. Or maybe the world around it had grown sharper.

“Why didn’t you tell Merea?” Aster asked.

Rune’s face closed again.

Aster understood before he answered.

Because he had been in the service corridor before dawn too.

Because he had chased someone he could not identify.

Because his own charm had been drained.

Because whatever had happened, it was already tangled around both of them.

Rune leaned forward, elbows on knees, watching their classmates duel under the bright academy wards.

“If I tell her half the truth,” he said, “she’ll pull us both from the exhibition until she has the whole one.”

Aster hated that he was right.

She hated it more that he knew exactly which fear would stop her from arguing.

The scholarship board would not care why she missed the exhibition. They would care that she missed it. Brightmere liked resilience as long as it came neatly dressed, fully documented, and signed by an instructor.

Aster picked up the case. Her thumb found the worn corner.

“Did you open it?”

“No.”

“Did you drain my charm?”

His head turned.

For a second, all the banter fell away.

His eyes were gray in the dawn light, not cold exactly, but guarded so heavily they looked like weather over deep water.

“No,” he said. “And I know you don’t have many reasons to trust me, but you have one very good reason to believe that.”

“What reason?”

“I want to beat you tomorrow.”

Aster stared at him.

Rune’s mouth curved, but the smile did not reach his eyes.

“I can’t do that if you’re benched.”

It was such an impossible answer that Aster almost laughed. She did not, because the laugh would have come out unsteady.

Merea’s whistle cut through the court.

“Switch formations. Partner recovery drills.”

Students moved. Shields lowered. Soft-fall charms flashed as the drills began.

Aster looked down at her returned case.

Inside it, if Rune had truly not opened it, was her emergency thread. Old, patched, ugly, and hers. If it still held even a partial charge, she might repair her wrist charm before tomorrow. She might walk into the exhibition beside Rune and pretend they were only rivals. She might keep the scholarship board from seeing how close she had come to losing before the first spell.

But someone had gone into her locker.

Someone had taken the case.

Someone had drained both their charms.

Aster looked at Rune again. “We will tell Merea after the exhibition.”

Rune’s eyebrows lifted. “We?”

“You brought me the case. That makes you involved.”

“I was involved when she paired us.”

“You were involved when you sat beside me.”

“You looked lonely.”

“I looked dangerous.”

“Same bench, apparently.”

The corner of Aster’s mouth betrayed her before she could stop it.

Rune noticed.

Of course he noticed.

His own expression shifted, just slightly, and for one strange breath the practice court felt too quiet around them, even with spells cracking in the rings and Merea calling corrections and rain tapping against the glass roof.

Then Rune reached into his pocket and took out a folded square of academy stationery.

Aster’s humor vanished.

“What is that?”

“It was tucked into your charm case.”

“You said you didn’t open it.”

“I didn’t. It fell out when I climbed over the west gate.”

“The west gate is locked before seven.”

“Yes.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“It is an achievement.”

“Rune.”

He handed her the paper.

Aster unfolded it carefully. There were only six words written in dark blue ink, the letters neat and unfamiliar.

Duel me at dawn, or fall.

For a moment, Aster heard nothing.

Not the rain. Not the spells. Not Merea. Not the students pretending not to watch the side bench.

Only the sentence in her hands.

Duel me at dawn, or fall.

Rune’s voice came low beside her. “That was not there when I took the case back.”

Aster read it again, though the words had already burned themselves into her thoughts.

The handwriting was not Rune’s. It was not Bren’s. It was not anyone she recognized.

Her dull safety charm lay cold against her skin.

Tomorrow morning, the scholarship board will be watching.

Tomorrow morning, she and Rune would stand together in the exhibition ring.

Tomorrow morning, someone wanted one of them to fall.

Aster folded the note once, very slowly, and closed her fist around it.

Then she looked at Rune.

His face held no smile now.

For the first time since she had known him, Rune looked not like the boy everyone expected to win, but like someone standing at the edge of the same drop she was.

Aster slipped the note into her sleeve.

“Practice court,” she said.

Rune blinked. “We are benched.”

“Officially.”

“Aster.”

She stood.

Across the court, Merea was correcting Cassian’s recovery stance. Bren saw Aster rise and went perfectly still. Liora’s eyes widened, then darted toward Merea.

Aster picked up her charm case and walked toward the small side door that led to the old east corridor, the one students used when they wanted to reach the unused mirror court without crossing the main hall.

Rune caught up in three steps.

“This is a terrible idea,” he said under his breath.

“You came from the service corridor covered in mud before breakfast.”

“That was also a terrible idea.”

“Then you’re experienced.”

He looked at her, and the old spark returned just enough to steady something in her.

“Mirror court?” he asked.

“If my spare thread holds a charge.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

Aster pushed open the side door.

Cool corridor air rushed over them, carrying the smell of rain, stone, and old spellwork. Behind them, the practice court rang with harmless magic and watchful secrets. Ahead, the mirror court waited in quiet darkness.

Aster did not look back.

“Then you’d better know how to catch.”
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​Chapter 1, The Mirror Court
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The old east corridor had forgotten how to be warm.

Cold slipped through the seams between the stone blocks and gathered around Aster’s ankles as she moved away from the bright practice court. Behind her, the sounds of supervised dueling faded into muffled cracks of harmless spellwork and Merea’s clipped instructions. Ahead, the corridor stretched narrow and pale, lined with tall windows that showed the academy grounds washed silver by rain.

Rune walked beside her without speaking.

That alone made Aster suspicious.

Rune could make three words sound like a duel. He could turn a hallway into a stage, a delay into an insult, and a compliment into something a person needed several minutes to decide whether to accept. Silence from him felt less like peace and more like a spell waiting for permission.

Aster kept her fingers around the worn blue case until the edges pressed into her palm.

The note inside her sleeve seemed heavier than paper had any right to be. Duel me at dawn, or fall. Six words, no signature, no flourish, no dramatic stain or burn mark, nothing that would make it look like a prank from a younger student trying too hard. Its plainness bothered her most. It looked like someone had not needed to decorate the threat because they were certain she would understand it.

She did not.

Not yet.

That made it worse.

At the end of the corridor, a half-moon archway led into the older wing. Brightmere students rarely used it before afternoon. The classrooms there were built from the academy’s first stones, before the glass roofs and floating ward circles and polished display cases had made everything look expensive enough to impress visiting councils. The old wing had narrow staircases, stubborn doors, and walls that held on to every whisper.

The mirror court waited two turns beyond the archive stairs.

Aster had found it during her first month at Brightmere, after a girl in her dorm had told her scholarship students should be careful not to take up too much room. Aster had smiled politely, waited until lights-out, and spent the next morning learning every forgotten corridor in the academy. The mirror court became hers by accident. Its wards were old, its floor slightly uneven, and its practice mirrors tarnished at the edges, but no one went there unless they needed privacy more than comfort.

Today, privacy felt like the only thing standing between her and complete disaster.

Rune reached the old wooden door first and stopped.

Aster almost walked into him.

He glanced down at the handle.

“What?” she asked.

“The ward line is awake.”

Aster looked more closely.

A faint thread of blue light curled along the doorframe, so thin she would have missed it if the corridor had been brighter. Old academy wards usually slept unless a teacher activated them. This one pulsed once, like a warning trying not to be noticed.

Aster stepped closer. “It was not active last week.”

“You come here often?”

“No.”

Rune gave her a look.

Aster stared back.

“Fine,” he said. “You come here often and wish to preserve the dramatic mystery.”

“I come here when the main courts are full.”

“At dawn?”

“When people are less annoying.”

He placed a hand over his heart. “I am standing right here.”

“I know.”

His mouth tilted, but only briefly. The cut near his lip made the expression look unfinished.

Aster’s gaze caught there before she could stop it. “You should clean that.”

“It’s nothing.”

“People who say that usually mean it is something.”

“People who chase unknown students through storm drains usually earn small injuries.”

Aster paused. “Storm drains?”

Rune looked at the door as if it had become fascinating.

“You said service corridor,” she said.

“I entered from the service corridor.”

“That is not the same as chasing someone through storm drains.”

“It was more of an academy maintenance passage.”

“Was there water?”

“Some.”

“Was there mud?”

“A little.”

“Was it a drain?”

Rune sighed. “Aster, if this is how you show gratitude, I understand why your friends look tired.”

“My friend looks tired because Brightmere starts classes before the sun has made a reasonable decision.”

Rune reached for the door. The blue ward flared lightly under his fingers, then dimmed.

Aster caught his wrist before he could push.

The movement was automatic. The contact was not.

His sleeve was damp beneath her hand. His skin was cool from the rain. The gold thread of his safety charm lay dull against his wrist, drained almost as lifeless as hers. Aster let go at once, but not quickly enough to avoid the strange quiet that moved between them.

Rune looked at the place where her fingers had been.

Aster focused on the door.

“We need to test the ward first,” she said.

“I know.”

“You were touching it.”

“I was introducing myself.”

“To a ward?”

“Politeness matters.”

“Wards do not care about manners.”

“Some do.”

Aster hated that he sounded like he might actually know. Legacy students grew up with private tutors, family libraries, old dueling rings hidden behind country houses, and ridiculous information like which wards responded to courtesy. Scholarship students learned from borrowed notes, late practice, and mistakes they could not afford to repeat.

She opened the blue case.

Inside, the emergency thread rested in its tiny groove, pale silver and frayed where she had mended it twice with borrowed charm paste. The practice stones beside it glimmered faintly. The folded ribbon from the first year lay tucked under the lid, faded from midnight blue to soft gray. She had forgotten it was there.

Rune did not lean over to look.

That surprised her.

Most people at Brightmere looked at scholarship possessions with either curiosity or pity. Rune kept his eyes on the door like her small, repaired things deserved not to be inspected without permission.

Aster took out the emergency thread and wrapped it around her wrist beside the drained charm.

It felt colder than it should have.

“Say something irritating,” she said.

Rune blinked. “That is dangerously broad.”

“I need to know if I am nervous or just annoyed.”

“You brought an old charm to a warded practice room after receiving a threat, and your emotional test is whether I bother you?”

“It has worked so far.”

Rune’s face softened for half a second before he covered it. “Your left glove strap is crooked.”

Aster looked down despite herself.

It was not.

Rune’s smile returned.

Aster rolled her eyes, but the tightness in her chest loosened. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.”

She touched two fingers to the emergency thread and whispered the activation phrase. The silver fibers warmed slowly, then gave one reluctant pulse of light.

Weak, but alive.

Aster let herself feel relief for exactly one heartbeat.

Then the light flickered.

Rune saw it too.

“That won’t hold through a full match,” he said.

“It does not need to be a full match today.”

“It needs to be held tomorrow.”

“I know.”

The words came sharper than she intended.

Rune did not answer at once. Rain slid down the window behind him in bright, crooked lines. In the washed-out morning light, he looked less like the flawless student everyone watched and more like someone who had been running too long with no place safe to stop.

Aster looked away first.

“I can repair it,” she said. “If the practice stones still carry enough charge.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then I borrow a charge from the room wards.”

Rune’s expression changed. “That is a terrible idea.”

“You have already said that today.”

“I am trying to be consistent.”

“Old wards leak unused energy. If I braid a soft draw through the anchor marks, the thread will stabilize.”

“And if the ward rejects the draw?”

“Then I stop.”

“If the ward rejects the draw quickly?”

“Then you can say you were right. Quietly.”

Rune stepped between her and the door.

Not close enough to trap her. Not bold enough to touch her. Just enough that she had to look at him.

“Aster.”

Her name sounded different without the usual challenge around it.

She did not like that.

Or maybe she liked it in a way that made her want to dislike it harder.

“What?” she asked.

His gaze moved over her face, searching for something she wished he would not find. “You do not have to prove you are fine every time something goes wrong.”

The corridor seemed to still.

Aster’s fingers tightened around the blue case.

The worst thing about Rune was not that he was irritating. Irritating was easy. Irritating could be answered. The worst thing about Rune was that sometimes, without warning, he said something so close to the truth that Aster had to choose between anger and honesty, and anger was safer.

“You do not know what I have to prove,” she said.

“No,” he replied. “I know what people make you feel like you have to prove.”

That landed harder.

Aster thought of the scholarship board notice pinned in the common room. Her name printed in neat black letters beneath words like continued eligibility and performance review. She thought of Nyra’s last letter, full of cheerful lies about how everything at home was fine, how the roof leak was not bad, how she did not mind waiting another year to apply to Brightmere because Aster had to finish first. She thought of the girls in first year who had asked whether scholarship students got separate uniforms, as if kindness could not survive curiosity once money entered the room.

She looked at Rune, at his expensive academy jacket buttoned wrong, at the tired line near his eyes, at the charm on his wrist that had failed despite all the gold woven into it.

“And what do they make you feel like?” she asked.

His face closed so quickly she knew she had hit something.

The blue ward around the door pulsed again.

Rune turned toward it. “We are wasting time.”

Aster almost let him have the escape.

Almost.

Then she put the emergency thread back in the case and held it against her side. “You asked if anyone touched my gear. You knew to ask about my locker. You chased someone carrying my case. You came through a storm drain.”

“Maintenance passage.”

“And you still have not told me why you were near the equipment room before dawn.”

Rune’s hand rested on the door handle.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then, quietly, “Because someone left a note in my locker too.”

Aster went still.

The corridor’s cold seemed to climb the stone walls.

“What did it say?”

Rune opened the door.

The mirror court smelled like dust, rain, and sleeping magic. Pale light entered through three high windows and fell across the floor in long rectangles. The practice mirrors lined the far wall, each one taller than Aster and edged in old brass. Their surfaces were dark until someone stepped into the room. Then they woke with a faint silver shimmer, reflecting not faces exactly, but posture, spell balance, weak points, hesitation.

Aster hated them.

The mirrors were honest in a way people rarely were.

Rune walked in first. The mirrors caught him at once, turning his reflection into several versions of the same boy. In one mirror, his shoulders looked too tense. In another, the dull charm on his wrist glowed like a bruise. In the third, the cut near his mouth appeared darker than it was.

Aster stepped inside.

Her own reflections rose beside his. Straight spine. Lifted chin. One hand gripping a battered blue case. A girl who looked ready.

A girl who did not feel ready at all.

The door swung shut behind them with a soft click.

Rune looked at the mirrors instead of her. “Mine said, ‘Win alone, or lose what follows.’”

Aster read the sentence in the space between them.

Win alone, or lose what follows.

It felt different from her note. Not better. Not worse. A threat aimed at his shape instead of hers.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

“I just did.”

“You waited until we were alone in an old court with an active ward.”

“When you say it like that, it sounds less charming.”

“Rune.”

His smile faded.

The room’s silence pressed closer.

“I thought it was about the exhibition,” he said. “Some badly written attempt to shake me. It happens.”

Aster frowned. “People leave threats in your locker often enough for you to have a category?”

“Not threats.”

“What, then?”

“Warnings. Challenges. Anonymous advice from people who believe my family name gives them permission to involve themselves in my morning.”

Aster studied him.

Rune said it lightly, but there was an old exhaustion under the words. She had seen students envy him, flatter him, test him, resent him. She had done some of those things herself, though she had never flattered him and would rather drink cold charm paste than start. But she had not wondered what it felt like to be watched from the other side of expectation.

That thought made her uncomfortable.

“I thought it was ordinary,” he said.

Aster’s voice softened before she could stop it. “That is not ordinary.”

His gaze shifted to her.

For once, he had no quick answer.

The mirror behind him showed both of them more clearly now. Aster saw the distance between them, not wide, not close. She saw how his body angled toward the door as if he expected to leave quickly, and how hers angled toward the old ward marks in the floor because she expected work to save her if nothing else would.

Two students with drained charms.

Two notes.

One forced partnership.

One exhibition moved ahead without warning.

Aster set the case on the floor. “We stabilize the charms first.”

“And then?”

“Then we decide how much trouble we are in.”

Rune glanced around the court. “My guess is a lot.”

“Helpful.”

“I will try.”

The old ward marks were carved into the floor in circles so worn they looked like pale scars. Aster knelt beside the nearest one, pressed her fingers to the groove, and felt for the sleeping current beneath the stone. It answered slowly, a deep hum that moved into her fingertips and up her arm.

Rune crouched across from her.

“Do not pull too much,” he said.

“I know.”

“Old ward currents can jump.”

“I know.”

“If it jumps into the thread, the charm may flare hot.”

Aster looked up. “Do you want to do this?”

“No.”

“Then stop narrating doom.”

“I am not predicting doom. I am providing an educational atmosphere.” 

Aster almost smiled again, which felt inappropriate under the circumstances, so she focused on the ward.

The emergency thread lay across the floor between them, a thin silver curve. Her drained wrist charm rested beside it. Rune removed his gold thread after a moment’s hesitation and placed it near hers. His charm looked expensive even when lifeless, woven with tiny sun-colored knots and a central bead no larger than a seed.

Aster tried not to compare.

Rune noticed anyway.

“It was my grandmother’s,” he said.

“I did not ask.”

“I know. You were thinking loudly.”

“I was thinking it looks difficult to repair.”

“That is what you were thinking?”

Aster met his eyes. “What else would I think?”

The question sat there, simple and honest.

Rune looked down first.

Aster touched the ward groove again. The hum deepened. She began carefully, drawing a narrow strand of old magic upward, no thicker than breath. It shimmered blue-white between her fingers and the floor. The mirrors brightened as if leaning in to watch.

Rune held the loose end of his charm steady.

For several minutes, neither of them spoke.

The work demanded precision. Aster braided the ward current into the emergency thread first, then guided the charge toward her wrist charm. The silver fibers trembled. Once, the thread snapped cold and nearly slipped from alignment, but Rune caught the edge of the spell with a small, clean stabilizing charm that surprised her.

She looked up.

He did not gloat.

That surprised her more.

“You’ve done repair work before,” she said.

“Some.”

“Legacy duelists usually have people for that.”

“Scholarship duelists usually assume too much.”

Aster accepted that because he had earned it.

The silver thread brightened little by little. Not enough for a full exhibition, but enough to stop looking dead. Aster kept the draw light, patient, careful. Her knees ached against the stone. A loose strand of hair fell against her cheek. She ignored it until Rune reached out, stopped, and pulled his hand back.

The movement was small.

The mirror caught it.

Aster caught it too.

Heat rose to her face, unwanted and extremely inconvenient.

“I had it,” she said.

“I did not say anything.”

“You thought something.”

“I am almost always thinking about something.”

“That must be difficult for everyone.”

“It is a burden I carry bravely.”

The ward current flickered.

Aster forced her attention back to the spell. “Do not make me laugh while I am holding borrowed magic.”

“I did not know you could laugh.”

“I can. Selectively.”

“Have I ever been selected?”

“No.”

“Ouch.”

The thread stabilized.

Aster exhaled carefully. The emergency charm gave a steady silver glow, faint but reliable. Her drained wrist charm accepted the charge more slowly, then warmed. Rune’s gold thread responded with a low pulse that traveled bead to knot to bead.

Relief moved through the room so quietly Aster nearly mistook it for the ward settling.

Then one of the mirrors cracked.

Not loudly.

Just a thin, sharp line splitting down the surface behind Rune’s reflection.

Aster froze.

Rune turned.

The crack spread another inch.

From inside the mirror, pale letters appeared in the silvered glass, not written on the surface but rising from beneath it, as if the reflection itself had learned to speak. The words formed slowly enough to be read, then faded before Aster could reach for the nearest practice slate.

The first fall is already chosen.

The room went colder.

Rune stood.

Aster gathered both charms in one quick movement and rose beside him.

The mirror cleared, showing only their reflections again. Rune’s face had gone still in a way she did not like. Aster stepped closer to the mirror, careful not to touch the glass.

“There are message wards in here?” she asked.

“Not student-accessible ones.”

“Could someone have planted it earlier?”

“Yes.”

“You sound very sure.”

“My family donated three of these mirrors.”

Aster turned to him.

Rune’s jaw tightened. “Before you say something.”

“I was not going to.”

“You were.”

“I was going to think of something.”

“That is not better.”

Despite everything, a small laugh escaped her.

It was gone almost immediately, swallowed by the cracked mirror and the strange silver quiet of the room. But Rune looked at her as if the sound had startled him more than the message.

Aster looked away.

Her wrist charm, newly charged, warmed against her skin.

The emergency thread still lay in her hand. She wrapped it over the other charm, doubling the protection. It looked patched and uneven, but it glowed. That mattered.

Rune put his gold thread back on. “We need to tell Merea.”

Aster stared at him. “Five minutes ago, telling Merea was impossible.”

“Five minutes ago, the mirror had not joined the conversation.”

“She will pull us from the exhibition.”

“She might.”

“She will.”

Rune looked toward the cracked glass. “And if we say nothing?”

The answer sat between them.

Someone had reached into their lockers. Someone had drained safety charms. Someone knew the mirror court, the wards, the exhibition schedule, and their pairing. None of it felt like random student mischief anymore.

Still, the idea of walking back to Merea and handing over the only chance Aster had to prove she belonged made something fierce and frightened rise inside her.

“My review is Friday,” she said.

Rune’s expression shifted.

Aster hated that she had said it. She hated that he had heard it. But the words were loose now, and she could not gather them back.

“If I miss the exhibition, they will not care that a mirror wrote something dramatic. They will see a scholarship student who could not keep her equipment secure, could not stay cleared for assessment, and could not complete the most visible performance of the term.”

Rune’s voice was quiet. “That is not fair.”

“No. It is Brightmere.”

The honesty left her tired.

She walked to the nearest window and looked out. From the mirror court, she could see the lower lawns, the fountain ring, and the long path to the front gate. Beyond it, the town looked small and gray in the rain. Somewhere beyond that, Nyra was probably at breakfast, pretending the last piece of toast was enough and writing cheerful sentences in her head for a letter she would send after school.

Aster pressed her fingers lightly against the window ledge.

“I need this place,” she said. “Not because it is perfect. Not because people are kind. Because if I leave, everything gets smaller again.”

Rune did not answer.

For a moment, she regretted the words more than anything else that morning. There were safer truths. Easier ones. She could have talked about grades, placements, practical matters. Instead, she had given him the soft center of it, and he was still the boy who smirked before duels and beat her by one point like it was a hobby.

Then Rune came to stand beside her, not too close.

“My note said to lose what follows,” he said.

Aster looked at him.

His gaze stayed on the rainy grounds. “I thought it meant the exhibition. Placement. Family approval. Something obvious.”

“And now?”

His fingers moved once at his side, as if resisting the urge to close into a fist. “Now I think maybe someone knows I was going to refuse the winter showcase invitation.”

Aster stared. “You were?”

“No one knows that.”

“I think someone does.”

Rune’s mouth tightened.

The winter showcase was not just an academy event. It was the event for young duelists with polished names and polished futures. Families came. Councils came. Sponsorship letters arrived afterward in thick envelopes. Aster would have given almost anything to be invited even to stand in the practice line.

Rune had been invited.

And he wanted to refuse.

Aster’s first reaction was anger, sharp and unfair. Of course he could step away from something others would fight for. Of course choice looked different when a person had too much of it.

Then she looked at him properly.

Rune did not look careless.

He looked trapped.

“Why?” she asked.

He gave a small laugh, but there was no humor in it. “Because I am tired of being introduced before I enter a room.”

Aster said nothing.

“My family expects me to duel because that is what we do. Brightmere expects me to win because that is what my name has always done here. The showcase expects me to smile while adults discuss my future like I am a horse with excellent footwork.”

Aster’s anger cooled into something more complicated.

Rune looked down at his charm. “If I refuse, it becomes a statement. If I accept, it becomes a promise. I do not want either.”

The mirror court held the confession gently.

Aster wondered how many times she had mistaken his ease for freedom.

It unsettled her to be wrong about him. It unsettled her more that she wanted to be careful with what he had just given her.

“So someone is pushing both of us,” she said. “You are toward winning alone. Me toward falling publicly.”

“Looks that way.”

“But why pair us?”

“Merea changed the pairings.”

“Because the schedule moved.”

“Because the west court was damaged.”

They looked at each other.

The path arranged itself in silence.

The storm damage. The moved exhibition. The changed pairings. The drained charms. The notes. The mirror.

Not a crime. Not exactly. A chain of pressure. A school problem dressed as a challenge.

Aster picked up the blue case from the floor. “We tell Merea part of it.”

Rune turned. “Part?”

“We told her both charms failed and we repaired them under old ward supervision.”

“That sentence contains several lies.”

“It contains careful spacing.”

“Aster.”

“If we tell her about the notes and the mirror, she pulls us.”

“If we do not tell her, someone else may push harder.”

“Then we watch. We practice. We will stay near each other until tomorrow.”

Rune’s eyebrows rose.

Aster heard what she had said a moment too late.

His expression warmed with the beginning of an unbearable smile. “Near each other?”

“For safety.”

“Of course.”

“Do not make it strange.”

“I would never.”

“You are making it strange by sounding pleased.”

“I am concerned. Deeply. Academically.”

Aster stepped past him, but he caught the door before she opened it.

Not trapping her. Just stopping the moment from ending too quickly.

“What if staying near me makes things worse for you?” he asked.

The question was too sincere for the lightness that came before it.

Aster looked at his hand on the door. Long fingers. A small scrape across one knuckle. Gold charm glowing weakly at his wrist.

“Worse than a drained safety charm, a threatening note, a cracked mirror, and a scholarship review?” she asked.

“I have a talent.”

“So do I.”

His eyes met hers.

For a second, the old rivalry stood between them, familiar and bright. But something else stood there too now, newly awake and inconvenient. Not trust. Not yet. Trust was too large a word for one secret morning and a repaired charm.

But maybe the beginning of a question.

Maybe the kind that did not leave a person alone.

Rune opened the door.

They stepped back into the corridor together.

The cold had lifted slightly, or maybe the charged charms made the air feel less hostile. From the practice court, the duel bell rang again, sharper now, calling students into final rotations. Aster and Rune moved quickly through the old wing, their footsteps almost matching.

Halfway down the corridor, Bren appeared around the corner.

He stopped so abruptly that the stack of books in his arms slid sideways.

Aster froze.

Bren looked at her. Then at Rune. Then at the old wing behind them.

His eyes narrowed with impressive speed.

“I am going to give you both one chance,” he said. “Tell me this is not as suspicious as it looks.”

Rune opened his mouth.

Aster said, “It is worse.”

Bren closed his eyes for a moment. “I was afraid of that.”

“You followed us?” Aster asked.

“I noticed you leaving with the person you usually look ready to hex before breakfast. Then Merea noticed me noticing. Then I decided I could either stay and be questioned or leave and become useful.”

“That was almost heroic,” Rune said.

“I do not perform heroism before lunch.”

Bren’s gaze dropped to Aster’s wrist. “Your charm is glowing.”

“Mostly.”

“And his?”

“Also mostly.”

Bren shifted the books under one arm and lowered his voice. “Good. Because Merea is checking the side bench.”

Aster’s stomach tightened.

“Now?” Rune asked.

“Now.”

Aster moved.

The three of them hurried back through the corridor. No one ran. Running would echo. Running would look guilty. They walked at the fastest speed that still pretended innocence had a chance.

Near the practice court archway, Bren caught Aster’s sleeve.

She turned.

His face had lost its usual dry calm.

“There is one more thing,” he said.

“What?”

“I went past your locker after the first bell.”

Aster went still.

Bren glanced toward the practice court, then back at her. “The seal is fixed now. Properly fixed. Three taps. Clean line. Whoever opened it knew enough to put it back the way it should have been.”

Aster felt the blue case in her hand like a stone.

Rune’s expression hardened.

Before Aster could speak, Merea’s voice carried from inside the court.

“Aster. Rune.”

The three of them looked toward the archway.

The practice court had gone quiet.

Aster stepped forward first.

Rune matched her pace.

When they entered, every student turned.

Merea stood in the center ring, silver braid bright against her dark coat. Her gaze moved from Aster’s repaired charm to Rune’s glowing thread, then to their faces.

Aster kept her chin steady.

Rune stood beside her, close enough that their sleeves almost touched.

Merea lifted one hand.

In her palm lay a strip of dark blue paper.

Aster knew before she saw the writing that it had come from the same place as the note hidden in her sleeve.

Merea’s voice was calm enough to frighten the entire room.

“Which one of you,” she asked, “would like to explain why this was found under the exhibition roster?”
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​Chapter 2, The Paper Under the Roster
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Merea did not raise her voice.

That made the practice court worse.

Aster had heard Merea cut through loud rooms with one word, silence an argument with a glance, and turn a careless spell into a week of extra drills without ever sounding angry. But this calm was different. It settled over the court like frost over glass, quieting even the soft pulse of the ward circles under everyone’s boots.

Aster stood just inside the archway with the blue case pressed against her side and Rune beside her, close enough that his sleeve brushed hers when he breathed.

The strip of dark blue paper lay across Merea’s palm.

It was the same color as the academy’s formal stationery. Too dark to be ordinary classroom scrap. Too smooth to be torn from a student notebook. Aster’s note, hidden inside her sleeve, seemed to burn against her wrist as if paper could feel guilt.

Merea’s gaze moved from Aster to Rune, and then to their charms. Aster’s double-wrapped silver thread gave off a faint but visible glow. Rune’s gold one pulsed unevenly, better than before, but still not right.

“Neither of you was cleared to leave the side bench,” Merea said.

Rune’s mouth opened.

Aster stepped on his boot.

He shut his mouth, though the look he gave her promised future complaints.

Merea noticed. Of course she noticed. Aster had begun to suspect Merea noticed dust deciding where to land.

“Aster,” Merea said. “Explain.”
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