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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The salt-stained letter crinkles between my fingers as I shift on the weathered blanket, sand already finding its way into every crease of the paper despite my careful handling. Iris's familiar handwriting sprawls across the page in her characteristic purple ink, her words carrying the usual mix of concern and excitement about returning to Greyveil in three weeks.


I fold the letter carefully and set it aside, watching the waves crash against the rocky shoreline below the cliff where the cottage perches. Three weeks. Three more weeks in this isolated Guardian safe house that Morrigan's family arranged after Professor Grim's disappearance sent shockwaves through the magical community. The last few months of second year had been mercifully uneventful after the chaos of the pocket dimension incident, but the undercurrent of tension never fully dissipated before we dispersed for summer break.


The cottage itself is charming in a rustic way, with thick stone walls and windows that look out over the endless expanse of the North Sea. Salt air mingles with the scent of wild herbs from the overgrown garden, and the constant sound of waves provides a steady rhythm that should be soothing. Should be.


Instead, I feel restless, like my skin is too tight for my bones. The isolation that was meant to protect me feels more like a prison with each passing day, and I can't wait to return to Greyveil Academy, where at least I have friends who understand what it's like to carry supernatural abilities.


I stand and shake the sand from the blanket, stretching my arms over my head as the sun begins its descent toward the horizon. The ocean stretches endlessly before me, dark water meeting darker sky, and I make my way down the narrow path carved into the cliff face, my bare feet finding purchase on the worn stone steps.


The water is shockingly cold when I wade in, but I push deeper anyway, gasping as waves lap at my waist, then my chest. Swimming has become my evening ritual, the physical exhaustion helping to quiet the constant whispers that have grown stronger throughout the summer. I hope to tire myself out enough that sleep might come without dreams tonight.


I dive beneath the surface, letting the icy water swallow me whole. Here, surrounded by the crushing weight of the ocean, the voices from beyond the veil fade to a manageable murmur. My lungs burn as I swim parallel to the shore, pushing myself harder than necessary, hoping exhaustion will grant me a few hours of peace.


When I finally drag myself back onto the rocky beach, my legs shake with exhaustion, and my lips are blue with cold. Perfect. Maybe tonight will be different.


The cottage feels warm and welcoming after the harsh chill of the ocean. I towel off quickly and change into dry clothes, smiling despite myself as my familiar ghostly companion flickers into view near the kitchen window. "There you are, Pickles," I say fondly. The nose-picking ghost has been my constant shadow since first year—a translucent little girl of four or five who apparently decided I was worth following around permanently, performing her singular disgusting habit with ethereal fingers before wiping the spectral residue on whatever surface is nearest.


"You know, most people would be grossed out by that," I tell her as I prepare a simple dinner, watching as she systematically mines her nose and cleans it on the kitchen counter. She doesn't speak—I'm still not sure if she can't or simply chooses not to—but she tilts her head at me with that curious expression that's become so familiar over the past two years.


It should probably concern me more that a mute, dead child with questionable hygiene habits has become one of my most reliable companions, but Pickles has been there through everything—the chaos of discovering my abilities, the drama with Orion and Darian, even the terrifying escape from Professor Grim's pocket dimension. She never judges, never abandons me, just follows along with patient devotion and an endless supply of spectral boogers. I often wonder why she likes to follow me around. I’m not that interesting, unless she likes watching me mutter to myself.


After dinner, I go through my nighttime routine with deliberate slowness, hoping to delay the inevitable. Brush teeth, wash face, braid hair to keep it from tangling while I toss and turn. Change into sleep clothes that have become increasingly worn over the weeks. Check the locks on the doors and windows—a pointless habit since the cottage's real protection comes from magical wards, not physical barriers.


Finally, there's nothing left to do but climb into the narrow bed and hope for dreamless sleep.


It doesn't come.


Instead, I find myself standing among ancient stones similar to those in the North Woods at Greyveil, but these are different—older, more primal. The air is thick with power that makes my skin crawl, and in the center of the stone circle, a hooded figure performs a ritual I somehow recognize despite never seeing it before.


The figure turns, and I see my mother's face beneath the hood, her green eyes—so like my own—reflecting an inner light that has nothing to do with warmth. She speaks words in an ancient tongue, words that resonate in my bones, and with each syllable, the veil between worlds grows thinner.


"The convergence approaches," she says, her voice echoing strangely in the dream space. "The guardian must be ready."


The scene shifts and wavers, and suddenly I'm not just observing—I'm participating. My hands move in gestures I don't remember learning, weaving power I don't understand. The standing stones pulse with energy that sings in harmony with something deep in my chest, and I realize this place exists at a point where multiple realms touch.


With each movement, each word, something ancient and hungry stirs in the spaces between worlds. Nihil's presence crashes over me like a tide of dissolution, its consciousness vast and alien and completely focused on me.


You understand now, its voice whispers directly into my mind. Your mother prepared the way. Showed you the path. All that remains is the choosing.


"What choosing?" I try to speak, but my voice makes no sound in this place.


Whether to embrace your purpose or fight uselessly against it, the veil weakens. The convergence comes. You will serve, willingly or not.


I wake with a scream caught in my throat, sweat cooling rapidly on my skin as the cottage's familiar walls materialize around me. Pickles flickers into visibility near the foot of the bed, her small face creased with the kind of concern that's become heartbreakingly familiar over the past two years. 


"Just a dream," I whisper, but the words feel hollow. These nightmares have plagued me all summer, each one more vivid than the last, each one revealing more about my mother's final years and the rituals she performed at those ancient stone circles.


I check the time: 4:17 AM. Too early to get up, too late to hope for more sleep. The dreams are getting stronger, more detailed, and I can't shake the feeling that they're not entirely products of my subconscious. They feel too real, too consistent, like memories that don't belong to me.


Instead of trying to fall back asleep, I slip out of bed and make my way to the cottage's small living room, where my mother's journal waits on the coffee table. I've read every page dozens of times throughout the summer, following the meditation exercises she detailed for strengthening Guardian connections.


The journal's leather cover is worn smooth from handling, and the pages fall open automatically to a section I've practiced obsessively: Guardian Meditation Techniques for Dimensional Awareness. According to my mother's notes, these exercises should help strengthen the natural barriers between realms while enhancing one's ability to perceive supernatural threats.


I settle into the meditation position described in the journal—spine straight, hands resting palm-up on my knees, eyes closed but not tightly shut. The breathing pattern takes practice: four counts in, hold for six, out for eight, pause for two. As my heart rate slows and my mind settles, I reach for the abilities that briefly manifested during the pocket dimension crisis. I'm still getting used to them, but controlling them is not easy.


The response is immediate and overwhelming.


Power floods through me like lightning through water, stronger than it's ever been before. I can perceive the cottage not just as a physical structure but as a nexus of intersecting energies. The protection wards pulse like silver threads woven through the walls and foundation, and beyond that, I sense the natural power lines that run beneath the cliff, ancient pathways connecting this place to magical sites across the land.


But there's something else. Something that makes every nerve ending scream warnings.


I'm being watched.


Not by Pickles, whose gentle, familiar presence hovers near the kitchen. The attention comes from beyond the veil, pressing against the barriers between worlds with a patience that speaks of vast intelligence and even vaster hunger. The sensation is so powerful, so focused, that it sends a jolt of terror through my entire body. It feels like Nihil, but I can't tell. 


At that exact moment, the cottage's protection wards flare to visible life, silver light blazing through the walls as if every magical defense has suddenly activated at maximum power. The glow is so bright I can see it through my closed eyelids, and the usual subtle humming becomes a deafening roar that makes the windows rattle in their frames.


I try to pull back from the meditation, to close off whatever connection I've accidentally opened, but the power flowing through me resists my efforts. The overwhelming awareness continues, and with it comes the undeniable certainty that something ancient and malevolent has taken notice of my growing abilities. I tried to focus on what it was, but it felt like Nihil but magnified. 


The sense of being watched intensifies until it feels like invisible eyes are boring into my soul, studying every thought, every fear, every weakness with predatory interest.


With a supreme effort of will, I slam my mental barriers into place and sever the meditation connection. The cottage's protection wards dim immediately, returning to their usual subtle hum, but my hands are shaking, and cold sweat beads on my forehead.


The sense of being watched lingers.


I open my eyes to find Pickles standing directly in front of me, her small translucent features creased with worry as she picks her nose and then reaches out to wipe it on my knee. "Really? Now?" I whisper, but there's affection in my voice despite the grossness. The expression on her face sends a chill down my spine—I've seen her afraid before during our adventures at Greyveil, but this is different. This is true terror etched across her childish features; the kind of fear that makes her entire form flicker and waver like she might disappear entirely.


And then she does. Without warning, Pickles vanishes completely, leaving me alone in the predawn darkness for the first time in months.


The cottage settles into quiet, but I can still feel the lingering resonance of whatever connection I accidentally opened during meditation. Somewhere beyond the veil, something waits with infinite patience, and I have the terrible feeling that my growing Guardian abilities aren't protecting me from supernatural threats—they're making me visible to them.


The fact that Pickles—who has stuck by me through every danger we've faced—was frightened enough to disappear entirely makes my stomach clench with dread. Whatever is watching me from beyond the veil, it's dangerous enough to terrify a ghost who has never abandoned me before.


Three more weeks until I return to Greyveil Academy, where friends and enemies alike will expect me to have answers about my abilities and my role in whatever is coming.


Three more weeks to figure out whether the dreams about my mother are memories, visions, or something far more dangerous.


Hours pass, and outside, dawn breaks over the North Sea, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold that should be beautiful but only serve to remind me how thin the boundaries between light and darkness really are. For the first time since I arrived at the cottage, I face the morning completely alone—even Pickles hasn't returned. Her absence weighs on me more heavily than I expected, leaving me with my fears and the growing certainty that the summer's isolation hasn't been keeping me safe—it's been preparing me for something I don't understand.


I pick up my mother's journal again, flipping to passages I've read countless times, searching for explanations that continue to elude me. Her careful handwriting offers no comfort, only more questions about the woman who raised me and the legacy she left behind.


In three weeks, I'll have to face whatever is waiting at Greyveil Academy, armed with abilities I barely understand and haunted by dreams that feel far too real to be mere nightmares.


The journal's pages flutter in a breeze that shouldn't exist inside the cottage, and for just a moment, I swear I hear my mother's voice carried on the impossible wind—but the words are too faint to understand, leaving me with nothing but questions and the growing dread that some answers are too dangerous to seek.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The familiar towers of Greyveil Academy rise from the misty mountains ahead, their Gothic spires piercing the gray morning sky like ancient fingers reaching toward heaven. After three months of isolation in the Guardian safe house, the sight should fill me with relief—home at last. Instead, my stomach knots with apprehension as our carriage lurches to an unexpected halt at the academy's iron gates rather than continuing up the winding path to the main courtyard.


"End of the line, miss," the gruff driver calls back to me, his weathered face grim as he climbs down to retrieve luggage from the boot. "New security measures. Everyone walks from here."


"What?" I lean forward, peering through the carriage window at the imposing gates that have never been closed in my memory. Two years of arriving at Greyveil, and the carriages have always deposited students directly at the main entrance. "But we're still a quarter mile from the castle."


The driver's expression doesn't soften. "Orders from the Headmistress herself. No vehicles past the perimeter." He hefts my worn leather trunk to the ground with a heavy thud. "You'll want to hurry along—looks like quite a queue forming."


He's not wrong. At least a dozen carriages have stopped ahead of ours, and students mill about in various states of confusion and irritation. I recognize several faces from previous years: Marcus Thorne (no relation to the Asher family, thankfully), arguing loudly with his driver, the Beaumont twins standing beside matching steamer trunks that probably cost more than most families earn in a year, and a cluster of younger students looking thoroughly overwhelmed by the chaos.


I climb down from the carriage, my legs stiff from the long journey, and immediately notice the severe-faced adults positioned at strategic points along the gate's entrance. They wear the deep purple robes of Greyveil faculty, but I don't recognize most of them—which is odd, considering I've spent two years memorizing every teacher's face and magical signature out of pure survival instinct. I wonder what’s going on. W


These new faculty members watch the arriving students with an intensity that makes my skin crawl. Their gazes are clinical, assessing, like they're cataloguing threats rather than welcoming back pupils. One of them—a tall woman with auburn hair tied in a knot on top of her head—makes notes on a leather-bound ledger as each student passes through the gates. Another, a man with pale eyes and sharp cheekbones, has his hand resting on what looks suspiciously like a magical detection device.


"Elara!" The familiar voice cuts through my growing unease, and I turn to see Iris Chen hurrying toward me, her face lighting up with genuine joy. After months of communicating only through letters, seeing her in person feels like coming up for air after being underwater too long.


She looks different—older somehow, though only three months have passed since we parted ways at the end of the second year. Her wire-rimmed glasses catch the morning light, and her hair has shifted from its usual soft lavender to a deeper violet that speaks of either experimentation with appearance charms or emotional turbulence. The vintage-inspired outfit is perfectly coordinated as always, but there's something more deliberate about her presentation, like she's consciously projecting an image of competence and control.


"Iris!" I drop my trunk and wrap her in a fierce hug, breathing in the familiar scent of her favorite vanilla perfume mixed with the subtle magical residue that always clings to Mentalists. For a moment, the anxiety of the past few months melts away. "I've missed you so much. Your letters were the only thing keeping me sane this summer."


"Mine too." She pulls back to study my face with those sharp, dark eyes that see far too much. "You look... tired. Are you sleeping at all?"


Trust Iris to cut straight to the heart of things. "Some," I lie, hefting my trunk again as we join the slow-moving line of students approaching the gates. "The cottage was peaceful, but isolated. I think I forgot how to be around people."


"Well, you'll have plenty of practice now. Third year is going to be intense." Her voice carries a note of excitement that I haven't heard since she discovered the restricted section of the library contained an entire wing devoted to advanced empathic techniques. "We get private research projects this year, specialized focus areas, access to parts of the grounds that were previously off-limits. Headmistress Morrow mentioned something about advanced Guardian protocols in her welcome letter."


The mention of Guardian protocols makes me tense, memories of the pocket dimension and Professor Grim's betrayal flooding back. "Do you know what that means?"


"Not yet, but I have theories." Iris lowers her voice as we move closer to the gate. "There have been... changes over the summer. New faculty, obviously, but also new security measures. Apparently, several magical academies across Europe have reported break-ins—nothing stolen, but evidence of thorough searches through their archives and restricted materials."


A chill runs down my spine that has nothing to do with the morning air. "What kind of searches?"


"The kind that suggests someone was looking for very specific information." She absorbs my emotional conflict and studies me with heavy eyes. "Information about Guardian bloodlines, convergence prophecies, and dimensional stability records."


The line moves forward, and I catch a better glimpse of the stern-faced woman with the ledger. She's not just taking attendance—she's scanning each student with a small crystalline device that pulses with soft blue light. A magical signature reader, designed to detect and categorize supernatural abilities with far more precision than the traditional sorting ceremonies.


"They're scanning everyone," I whisper, watching as Marcus Thorne submits to the procedure with obvious reluctance. The device glows brighter in the woman's hand when it passes over him, and she makes a notation that takes considerably longer than simple name-checking would require.


"Enhanced security," Iris confirms quietly. "Headmistress Morrow sent letters to all returning students explaining the new protocols. Apparently, they're designed to ensure that only legitimate Greyveil students enter the grounds, and to monitor for any unusual magical fluctuations that might indicate outside influence."


“I didn’t get a letter,” I mutter. I should have left the address for the safehouse with the academy.


Outside influence. Like the kind that allowed Professor Grim to operate undetected for years, collecting data on students with unusual abilities for her dimensional experiments. Like the kind that might herald another attempt by Nihil to breach the barriers between worlds.


"Next!" The stern woman calls, and suddenly it's my turn to face the enhanced security screening.


I step forward, trying to project calm confidence despite the way my heart hammers against my ribs. The woman's pale gray eyes meet mine with professional disinterest as she raises the crystalline scanner.


"Name?"


"Elara Gray."


She consults her ledger, running one finger down a handwritten list. "Third year. Classification: Deathborn." Her tone remains neutral, but I catch the slight pause before she says my classification—the same hesitation I've grown accustomed to over the past two years.


The scanner passes over me in a slow, deliberate sweep from head to toe. For a moment, nothing happens, and I allow myself to relax.


Then the device begins to vibrate and I feel my own power reacting to it. I try to stop it, try to control myself, but whatever abilities I manifested inside the other realm are not that easy to control. I hear students cry out as my power explodes from me in a brilliant light.


I stumble back and someone catches me. 


Iris’s voice enters my head. “Relax. Breathe. You’re fine.”


Her assurance and the calming magic she’s projecting helps me recall the power. Just as I manage to pull it all in, the woman grabs me by the upper arm in a tight grip, forcing me to my feet.


“What is your problem?!” Iris snaps in a manner very unlike her. 


Before the professor can answer, a familiar voice cuts through the growing murmur of concerned students.


"There's no problem at all." Headmistress Ophelia Morrow emerges from the gatehouse, her silver hair gleaming in the morning light and her amber eyes focused intently on me. 


"Headmistress," the woman with the ledger says, her voice carefully respectful. "The readings are unlike anything in our classification database. Should we—"


"Should proceed exactly as planned." Headmistress Morrow's tone carries the kind of authority that ends discussions before they begin. "Miss Gray, welcome back to Greyveil. I trust your summer was... illuminating?"


The way she emphasizes the last word makes it clear that my time at the Guardian safe house wasn't as secret as I'd believed. Somehow, she knows about the meditation exercises, the growing connection to Guardian abilities, maybe even the dreams that have been haunting my sleep.


"Yes, ma'am," I manage, though my voice sounds strained even to my own ears.


"Excellent. I look forward to discussing your progress during our scheduled meeting tomorrow morning." She turns to address the gathering crowd of students. "The enhanced security measures are a temporary precaution, nothing more. Please proceed to the Main Hall for the welcome breakfast and updated term schedules."


The dismissal is clear, but I catch the meaningful look she exchanges with the two scanning specialists. Whatever just happened, it was significant enough to warrant immediate attention from the Headmistress herself.


"Come on," Iris murmurs, linking her arm through mine as we finally pass through the gates onto Greyveil's familiar grounds. "Let's get you settled before breakfast. You look like you're about to collapse."


She's not wrong. The scanning episode has left me feeling drained and exposed, like every secret I've tried to keep buried has been suddenly illuminated for the entire academy to see. The silver-white light show was far more intense than anything I experienced during Guardian meditation exercises, and the fact that the faculty was apparently expecting it suggests that my summer of isolation was less protected than I'd believed.


We make our way up the winding path toward the main castle, my trunk floating behind us courtesy of Iris's improved telekinetic abilities. The morning mist clings to the ancient stones of Greyveil's walls, and I spot several new defensive installations that weren't here when we left in spring: crystalline towers that pulse with protective energy, runic barriers carved directly into the castle's foundation, and what looks like a completely new ward network spanning the entire grounds.


"What happened here over the summer?" I ask, studying the elaborate security enhancements. "This looks like they're preparing for war."


"Maybe they are." Iris's voice is troubled as she follows my gaze to the defensive installations. "The break-ins at other academies weren't the only incidents. There have been reports of dimensional instabilities, unexplained magical surges, and at least three confirmed sightings of entities that shouldn't exist in our realm."


Entities that shouldn't exist in our realm. Like Nihil, or the fragments of its consciousness that we thought we'd contained during the pocket dimension crisis. I don’t remember her mentioning any of this in her letters. But she tends to keep her letters lighthearted.


"Are they connected to what happened last year?" The question escapes before I can stop it, though I already suspect I know the answer.


"Unknown, but probable." Iris glances around to ensure we're not being overheard before continuing. "Professor Grim's research notes were never fully recovered after she disappeared into inter-dimensional chaos. The working theory is that her experiments destabilized more than just the localized pocket dimension—they may have created permanent weak points in the barriers between realms."


The implications have me staggering. If Professor Grim's dimensional manipulations caused ongoing instabilities, then every academy, every magical community, every Guardian site could be vulnerable to intrusion from beings like Nihil. And if the entities are actively searching for information about Guardian bloodlines and convergence prophecies...


"They're hunting," I whisper, the pieces clicking into place with horrible clarity. "Whatever's causing the break-ins, whatever's triggering the dimensional instabilities—they're not random. Someone or something is actively searching for specific knowledge."


"Knowledge about what?" But Iris's expression suggests she already knows.


"About me. About Guardian abilities and convergence prophecies and bloodline records." The certainty settles over me like a shroud. "The enhanced security, the scanning procedures, even my placement at the safe house over the summer—none of it was protection. It was preparation."


We've reached the main courtyard, where students cluster in familiar groups despite the early hour. The sight should be comforting—students reconnecting after summer break, sharing stories and complaints about the journey back to school. Instead, I notice the way conversations stop when I pass, the curious stares and whispered speculation that follow in my wake.


The scanning episode at the gate was public enough that word will spread quickly through the academy's gossip network. By dinner, every student will know that Elara Gray's magical signature has "evolved" in ways that impressed and concerned the faculty. The last thing I need is more attention, more scrutiny, more reasons for people to fear what I represent.


"Let's get you to the East Wing," Iris says, steering me toward the dormitory section housing Deathborn students. "You need to settle in before facing the full social circus of breakfast."


The East Wing feels smaller than I remember, probably because there are so few of us housed here. Third year means private rooms rather than shared dormitories, and the hallway stretches ahead with doors spaced far apart, creating an atmosphere of isolation that seems intentional.


My room is exactly as I left it—simple furniture, large windows overlooking the cemetery grounds. But as soon as I cross the threshold, I sense the familiar presences that have been waiting for my return.


Several translucent figures flicker into visibility: the elderly librarian who died in the 1800s and still feels responsible for protecting students, the young gardener who talks constantly about his prize-winning roses, and the stern Victorian matron who appointed herself guardian of the East Wing's moral standards decades ago. They cluster around me with the eager affection of pets greeting their returning owner.


"Hello, everyone," I murmur, genuine warmth flooding through me for the first time since the carriage stopped at the gates. "I missed you, too."


But one familiar presence is conspicuously absent. I scan the room carefully, checking every corner and shadow where Pickles usually appears, but find nothing. The realization sends a chill through me—she hasn't manifested once since that terrifying morning at the cottage when my meditation accidentally opened a connection to whatever entity was watching from beyond the veil.


"Is everything all right?" Iris asks, following my gaze around the empty room. "You look like you're searching for something."


"Someone," I correct, though I can't explain about Pickles without sounding completely insane. How do you tell your best friend that you're worried about a mute ghost child who follows you around performing disgusting habits? "It's nothing. Probably."


Before Iris can press for details, a soft knock echoes from across the hall. We both turn toward the sound, and I realize it's coming from Morrigan's door—which means she's finally returned from whatever delayed her arrival.


"Go ahead," Iris encourages. "I'll help you unpack later. You should catch up with Morrigan while you have the chance."


I cross the hallway and knock gently on the familiar door. "Morrigan? It's me."


The door opens after a moment's hesitation, revealing Morrigan Blackwood in all her sixth-year glory. But something's different about her—something that goes beyond the natural changes that come with age and advancing magical education.


Her jet-black hair still features the signature undercut with purple tips, and her multiple piercings catch the hallway light as always. The exclusively dark clothing adorned with occult symbols remains unchanged, as does her ability to make even the most mundane conversation sound like she's revealing forbidden secrets. But there's a tension in her posture that I've never seen before, a wariness in her dark eyes that suggests summer break was far from restful.


"Elara." Her voice carries relief mixed with something that might be apprehension. "You made it back in one piece. How was the Guardian safe house? Suitably isolated and mysterious?"


"Isolated, definitely. Mysterious..." I pause, studying her carefully. Two years of friendship have taught me to read Morrigan's moods, and right now, she's projecting the kind of carefully controlled calm that usually precedes either spectacular mischief or serious trouble. "Are you all right? You seem tense."


She steps aside to let me into her room, which looks like a cross between a Gothic cathedral and an occult library. Crystals and candles cover every available surface, alongside collections of bones, preserved specimens, and books with titles that would make most people nervous. It's exactly the sort of space you'd expect a rebellious Deathborn to create, but today it feels less like a sanctuary and more like a fortress.


"Tense is putting it mildly," Morrigan says, closing the door behind me with unnecessary force. “My grandmother is coming.”


“Where?” I look around and she snorts.


“Not here, you idiot. She’s coming to Greyveil with an International delegation.”


 I look at her. “I don't see the problem.”


Morrigan gives me a pretty look. "She's going to make problems. She doesn't like me, and she's made a point to tell me several times. I'm considered the black sheep of the family."


Despite her words, I can hear the hurt underneath.


Grabbing her hands, my tone is fierce. "So what? If she's going to cause problems, we'll just stay out of her way.”


Morrigan gives me a weak smile. “Yeah, sure. That’s going to work. Go get breakfast. I’ll finish unpacking.”


I want to stay to offer support, but I can see that she doesn't want it right now.


“All right.” I get up reluctantly. “But whatever you need, I’m here, okay?”


Morrigan smiles at me, and when it doesn't reach her eyes, my heart sinks.


Just how problematic is her grandmother?




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


The Main Hall buzzes with the familiar chaos of the first breakfast back, hundreds of conversations weaving together into a tapestry of excitement, gossip, and complaint. Long wooden tables stretch the length of the vast space, their surfaces laden with enough food to feed a small army: towers of pancakes dripping with syrup, platters of eggs prepared every conceivable way, fresh fruit that gleams like jewels in the morning light streaming through the stained-glass windows.


I pause in the entrance, taking in the scene that should feel like home but instead feels charged with an undercurrent of tension I can't quite identify. Students cluster in their usual classification groups—Luminaries at the high table nearest the faculty, Elementals spread across the center tables in boisterous conversation, Mentalists maintaining their characteristically thoughtful discussions, and Umbras occupying the shadowy corners where the morning light doesn't quite reach.


At the far end, isolated as always, sits the small table reserved for Deathborn students. Only one figure occupies it now: Darian, who sits unnaturally still while staring into empty space, his lips moving at an inhuman speed that makes the words blur together into an incomprehensible whisper. The sight is unsettling enough that several younger students at nearby tables keep glancing over with poorly concealed fear, their conversations faltering whenever they catch sight of his rapid, silent monologue.


"There," Iris murmurs beside me, following my gaze. "Though Darian looks... concerning. Is he always that unsettling during breakfast?"


She's not wrong. Even from across the hall, I can see the way his lips move, the words coming so fast they sound like the buzzing of insects. 


"Come on," I say, steeling myself for the walk across the hall under dozens of curious stares. "Let's get this over with."


We make our way through the maze of tables, and I'm acutely aware of the conversations that pause as we pass, the not-so-subtle glances in my direction. Word of the scanning incident has definitely spread—I catch fragments of whispered speculation about "unusual readings" and "new security protocols" that make my skin crawl.


"Elara!" The familiar voice cuts through my anxiety like a blade, and I turn to see Orion Castellan rising from his seat at the Luminary table. For a moment, our eyes meet across the crowded hall, and the months of separation collapse into nothing.


He looks different—older, more serious, with shadows under his blue eyes that speak of a difficult summer. His golden hair is shorter than I remember, and there's a tension in his broad shoulders that suggests the weight of family expectations has grown heavier during our time apart. Despite everything that's happened between us, despite the complicated mess of emotions and unresolved tension, seeing him sends a familiar warmth through my chest.


He starts to move toward me, weaving between the tables with obvious intent, but several of his Luminary classmates call out to him, drawing him back with discussions about upcoming classes and family obligations. I watch his expression shift from hope to resignation as he settles back into his seat, his gaze dropping to his plate. The message is clear: whatever he might want to say to me will have to wait until social expectations aren't dictating his every interaction.


"Subtle as a brick to the face," Iris observes as I finally reach the Deathborn table. "Though I suppose the Luminaries have lost their chief social orchestrator for the time being."


I slide onto the bench beside Darian, trying to ignore the way my heart sinks at the casual dismissal. Three months apart, and Orion can't even manage a proper greeting without his self-appointed keeper intervening. Whatever progress we made toward understanding each other before the pocket dimension crisis seems to have evaporated over the summer.


Darian's lips continue their frantic movement, his dark eyes fixed on something I can't see. Up close, the effect is even more disturbing—the words are coming so fast they sound like static, and there's a translucent quality to his skin that suggests he's not entirely present in this realm.


"How was the rest of your unpacking?" I ask Iris as she settles beside me, though my attention remains focused on Darian's concerning behavior.


Morrigan arrives moments later, sliding onto the bench across from us with her usual dramatic flair.


"Fascinating," Darian speaks suddenly, his voice cutting through our conversation as his lips finally stop their frantic movement. His dark eyes focus on me with an intensity that makes the air around our table noticeably colder.   “The new wards throughout the castle are designed to monitor more than just unauthorized intrusions. They're tracking magical signatures, mapping energy patterns, cataloguing everyone's abilities."


The abrupt transition from otherworldly communication to coherent conversation is jarring, and I notice the way his form seems to solidify slightly, as if speaking to the living requires him to anchor himself more firmly in this realm.


"You've been testing the security?" Iris asks, settling beside me with a plate of fresh fruit and pastries.


"I've been existing," Darian corrects, his voice carrying the hollow quality that suggests he's speaking from somewhere between realms. "The wards register my presence differently now. Whatever happened during the pocket dimension crisis changed something fundamental about my connection to this realm."


Morrigan sets down her fork with more force than necessary. "Everything changed after the pocket dimension crisis. The question is whether the changes are making us stronger or just making us more visible to things that hunt in the spaces between worlds."


The casual mention of inter-dimensional predators sends a chill through me, especially considering my recent experiences with being watched during meditation. "What kind of things?"


"The kind that Professor Grim was probably studying before she disappeared into whatever hell dimension she's currently inhabiting," Morrigan replies, her voice dark with implications. "The kind that leave traces in magical signatures and make new faculty members very, very interested in scanning students with unusual abilities."


Before anyone can respond, a shadow falls across our table. I look up to find Thorne Asher standing beside us, his expression uncharacteristically uncertain. The Elemental prodigy who once led the charge against Deathborn students now shifts his weight from foot to foot like a nervous first-year, his earth-brown eyes avoiding direct contact with any of us.


"Elara," he says, my name sounding strange in his voice after two years of hostility. "Could I... would it be possible to speak with you privately? Please?"


The request is so unexpected that for a moment I can only stare at him. Thorne Asher, asking permission instead of making demands. Thorne Asher, using the word "please" in reference to anything involving me. The transformation is so complete that I wonder if someone has been experimenting with personality-altering magic.


"You want to talk to me?" I clarify, just to make sure I heard correctly.


"Yes." His jaw tightens with what might be embarrassment. "I know I have no right to ask, after everything that's happened. But there are things you need to know about what's been happening at Greyveil, and I'd rather not discuss them in a public venue."


Morrigan's eyebrows climb toward her hairline. "Well, this is unexpected. Thorne Asher is requesting a private audience with the girl he spent two years trying to get expelled."


"Morrigan," I warn, though I can't entirely disagree with her assessment. Thorne's hostility toward me has been one of the few constants during my time at Greyveil. His sudden change in attitude is as suspicious as it is surprising.


"I'll be nearby," Darian says quietly, his form already beginning to blur around the edges as he prepares to phase between realms. "Just in case his sudden change of heart is less genuine than it appears."


"It's genuine," Thorne says, though his voice carries a note of frustration that suggests he's aware how absurd the situation must seem. "And complicated. Which is why I'd prefer to discuss it somewhere that doesn't involve an audience of curious eavesdroppers."


I glance around the Main Hall and realize he's right—our conversation has drawn attention from multiple tables, students leaning in to catch fragments of what must seem like a very unlikely interaction. The last thing any of us needs is more speculation about shifting alliances and changing dynamics.


"Fine," I decide, rising from the bench. "But this better not be some elaborate setup for revenge."


"It's not," Thorne says, relief evident in his voice. "Thank you."


He leads me toward one of the hall's side alcoves, a small seating area tucked beneath a stained glass window depicting some long-dead Luminary's triumph over forces of darkness. The irony of the location isn't lost on me as we settle onto facing stone benches, the morning light painting our conversation in shades of gold and crimson.


For a long moment, Thorne just stares at his hands, his usual confidence replaced by something that looks remarkably like shame. When he finally speaks, his voice is barely above a whisper.


"I owe you an apology. Several, actually, but I'm not sure where to begin."


The admission makes me blink. In two years of attending Greyveil, I've never heard Thorne Asher apologize for anything, let alone acknowledge wrongdoing toward someone he considered beneath his notice.


"You could start with the Student Protection League," I suggest, though my tone lacks the venom it once would have carried. "Or the constant harassment. Or the systematic campaign to get me expelled for the crime of existing while Deathborn."


"All of it," he says simply. "Everything I did, everything I said, everything I convinced others to believe about you and your classification. I was wrong, and I'm sorry."


The sincerity in his voice is undeniable, but it only raises more questions. "What changed?"


Thorne looks up at me then, and I see something in his eyes that makes my breath catch—a haunted quality that I recognize from my own reflection after particularly vivid nightmares.


"You saved me," he says quietly. "During the pocket dimension crisis, when Nihil's consciousness was using me as an anchor point, you could have let it consume me completely. It would have been easier. Safer. Certainly justified, considering how I'd treated you."


The memory surfaces unbidden: Thorne's body rigid with otherworldly possession, his elemental abilities twisted into conduits for an entity that existed beyond the boundaries of our realm. The silver-gray energy that flowed from my connection with Orion had been our only weapon against the corruption spreading through him, and for a terrifying moment, I'd been tempted to use it to eliminate the threat he represented rather than attempt a more difficult extraction.


"But you didn't," Thorne continues, his voice thick with emotion. "You risked everything to pull Nihil's influence out of me, even though saving me meant making yourself more vulnerable to possession. Even though I'd given you every reason to hate me."


"You were still a person," I say simply. "Possession doesn't erase that."


"See, that's what I didn't understand before." Thorne runs his hands through his dark hair, disturbing the careful styling. "I spent so long viewing classifications as definitions of worth that I forgot they're just different expressions of the same underlying force. What you did in that pocket dimension, the way your death magic interacted with Orion's light magic to create something entirely new—it changed everything I thought I knew about how magic works."
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