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The Morning After the Mountain Remembered

Alderwick Academy handled near-collapse with suspicious efficiency.

By breakfast, the shattered windows in East Tower had been replaced, the lower bridges had reopened, and the dining hall was serving cinnamon rolls shaped like tiny broomsticks.

No one mentioned the mountain shaking.

Officially.

Unofficially, everyone mentioned it constantly.

Lucien made it six steps into the dining hall before three conversations died, two first-years stared openly at his wrist, and a floating tray dropped an entire bowl of strawberries directly in front of him.

He stared at the tray.

“Was that necessary?”

The tray spun once.

Smugly.

Across the hall, someone whispered, “That’s him.”

Another voice answered, “Which one?”

“The sarcastic one.”

Lucien turned.

“I can hear you.”

The two students looked thrilled.

Cassian appeared beside him carrying tea and looking violently composed for someone who had kissed him in an underground chamber less than twelve hours ago.

Lucien’s brain helpfully replayed the memory immediately.

Silver light.

Cold water.

Cassian’s hand gripping his coat.

Cassian’s mouth against his.

The bond warmed beneath Lucien’s ribs.

Cassian stopped walking.

Slowly, he looked at Lucien.

The dining hall candles brightened.

Lucien closed his eyes.

“Absolutely not before breakfast.”

Cassian’s mouth twitched.

“Good morning to you too.”

“That was not a good morning tone. That was a public magical incident tone.”

The candles brightened again.

Half the nearest table gasped.

Lucien pointed at the ceiling.

“Mind your business.”

The ceiling did not.

Cassian sat carefully at the end of their usual table. Lucien sat across from him because sitting beside him felt like asking the academy to start composing wedding music.

The bench immediately slid three inches closer.

Lucien looked down.

“Don’t.”

It slid another inch.

Cassian covered his mouth with one hand.

Lucien saw the smile anyway.

Worse, he felt it.

Warmth moved through the bond, soft and quick and unmistakably Cassian.

Lucien stared at him.

“Oh, that is unfair.”

Cassian lowered his hand.

“What?”

“You enjoyed that.”

Cassian lifted one perfect eyebrow.

“I did no such thing.”

The bond hummed.

Lucien pointed at him.

“You are lying through magical evidence.”

Cassian looked toward his tea.

The tips of his ears turned pink.

The dining hall candles warmed gold.

Someone at the next table whispered, “Oh my God.”

Lucien dropped his forehead to the table.

“I’m going to become a ghost and haunt this room specifically.”

“Elias would object,” Cassian said.

Lucien looked up.

“The library ghost does not own haunting as a career field.”

“He might argue that.”

“He argues in Latin.”

“He’s improving.”

Lucien hated that Cassian sounded amused.

He hated more that the bond let him feel it.

Before he could say something stupid, Ivy dropped into the seat beside him with a plate stacked high enough to defy physics.

“Good,” she said. “You’re both alive and emotionally unbearable.”

Orion landed on the bench beside Cassian a second later, hair damp from morning flight practice and grin already weaponized.

“I heard the ceiling candles reacted when Cassian looked at Lucien.”

Lucien pointed at him without lifting his head.

“You heard nothing.”

“I heard everything.”

“You weren’t even here.”

“The broom team has sources.”

Cassian took a careful sip of tea.

“Do any of those sources explain why the broom team was flying before sunrise after a campus containment breach?”

Orion blinked.

“No.”

“That feels like an admission.”

“It feels like judgment.”

“It is.”

Lucien lifted his head just enough to look at Ivy.

“Please tell me there’s actual food under that mountain.”

“There is if you believe.”

“I do not.”

“Then no.”

Normal.

This was almost normal.

Friends at breakfast.

Banter.

Too much pastry.

Cassian sitting across from him pretending not to smile.

For a few fragile seconds, Lucien could almost believe the world had not changed.

Then the dining hall doors opened.

The room went quiet.

A woman entered beneath the high archway wearing a long black coat trimmed in silver. Her pale hair was pinned neatly at the back of her head. Her posture was so precise it made the entire room seem messier by comparison.

The conversations died faster this time.

Even the floating trays adjusted course to avoid her.

Cassian went still.

Not visibly.

Not to anyone who did not know him.

But Lucien felt it through the bond.

Cold.

Tight.

Immediate.

Fear polished into obedience.

The warmth in Lucien’s chest sharpened.

He looked from Cassian to the woman crossing the hall.

“Who is that?”

Cassian set down his tea with careful quiet.

“My mother.”

The woman’s gaze found them instantly.

Found Cassian first.

Then Lucien.

Her expression did not change.

Somehow that was worse.

Ivy muttered, “Oh, hell.”

Orion stopped smiling.

The candles above the table dimmed.

Cassian’s mother reached them without hurry.

“Cassian.”

Her voice was calm.

Too calm.

Cassian stood.

Lucien hated that he did.

Hated the reflex of it.

The bond carried the emotion before he could hide it.

Cassian’s mother noticed.

Her eyes shifted to Lucien.

“So,” she said softly. “This is Lucien Vale.”

Lucien leaned back in his chair.

“Depends who’s asking.”

The room went painfully silent.

Cassian closed his eyes briefly.

Ivy made a small strangled sound into her pastry.

Mrs. Thorne studied Lucien for one long moment.

Then smiled.

It was not warm.

“I am asking.”

The bond pulsed once between him and Cassian.

Warning.

Lucien smiled back anyway.

“Then yes.”

The candles above them flickered.

Mrs. Thorne looked at the lights, then at their wrists.

No silver thread showed now.

Not visibly.

But Lucien felt the bond recoil from her attention.

Interesting.

Terrifying.

“You will both come with me,” she said.

Cassian’s jaw tightened.

“Mother.”

“This is not a request.”

The bond went cold at the edges.

Not from Cassian.

From something else.

Something beneath the dining hall floor.

Lucien felt it then.

A small absence.

A pocket of nothing.

Where Alderwick’s warmth should have been.

The current beneath the school stirred uneasily.

The candles over their table dimmed all the way out.

One by one.

Mrs. Thorne did not look surprised.

That bothered Lucien more than anything she had said.

Across from him, Cassian’s face had gone still again.

Too still.

Lucien stood slowly.

Not because Mrs. Thorne told him to.

Because the bond had gone quiet in a way it never had before.

And deep beneath Alderwick Academy, something hollow opened its mouth.
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Mrs. Thorne

The walk through Alderwick felt like an execution procession designed by expensive witches.

Nobody spoke as Mrs. Thorne led them out of the dining hall beneath floating lanterns and cathedral windows streaked silver with rain. Students moved aside automatically when she passed.

Not respectfully.

Carefully.

Lucien noticed the difference immediately.

The academy noticed too.

The warmth normally humming through the halls dimmed around her like Alderwick itself disliked her presence.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Cassian walked beside Lucien in rigid silence.

Too controlled again.

The bond carried sharp edges beneath the calm:

tension,

anticipation,

old reflexive fear.

Lucien hated feeling it.

More specifically—

he hated that Cassian expected this.

That part settled ugly in his chest.

Mrs. Thorne’s heels clicked steadily against the stone floors ahead of them.

Elegant.

Precise.

Annoying.

Finally Lucien said:

“So are we being kidnapped academically or—”

“Lucien,” Cassian warned quietly.

“What? I’m establishing tone.”

Mrs. Thorne continued walking without looking back.

“I expected someone louder.”

Lucien blinked once.

“...Excuse me?”

“Your records describe impulsiveness. Volatility. Disciplinary concerns.”

Cassian visibly winced.

Oh.

That was interesting.

Lucien shoved both hands into his coat pockets.

“My records sound fun.”

Mrs. Thorne glanced back over one shoulder.

Cool gray eyes.

Cassian’s eyes.

Except colder.

“You destabilized Blackwater Preparatory in your second year.”

Silence.

The hallway seemed to tighten around them.

Cassian looked sharply toward Lucien.

The bond pulsed immediately.

Concern.

Lucien felt it hard enough to sting.

Nope.

Absolutely not discussing Blackwater in public.

He shrugged too casually.

“Sounds dramatic when you say it like that.”

Mrs. Thorne stopped walking.

The sudden silence echoed through the corridor.

Rain tapped softly against the tall windows beside them while distant bells rang somewhere deeper in the academy.

Then she turned fully toward Lucien.

“You lost control of resonance amplification during a panic response,” she said calmly.

“Seven students required magical stabilization.”

The bond flared sharply.

Cassian’s emotional reaction hit instantly:

shock,

confusion,

worry.

Lucien’s stomach twisted.

God.

He hated this.

Because now Cassian knew.

Not through rumors.

Not through files.

Through the bond.

He could feel the shame Lucien spent years pretending didn’t exist.

Mrs. Thorne noticed the emotional spike immediately.

Of course she did.

Her expression sharpened slightly.

“The bond is highly responsive.”

Lucien crossed his arms tightly.

“You say that like it’s contagious.”

“In many ways, it is.”

Cassian stepped forward slightly.

“That’s enough.”

The hallway lights flickered.

Mrs. Thorne’s gaze shifted toward her son.

For one brief second, the emotional pressure through the bond became almost unbearable.

Expectation.

Control.

Disappointment sharpened into habit.

Lucien felt all of it.

And suddenly understood why Cassian looked tired all the time.

The realization made anger spark hot beneath the bond.

The hallway lanterns flared gold.

Mrs. Thorne’s eyes snapped toward Lucien immediately.

Interesting.

The academy liked him being angry on Cassian’s behalf.

Cassian felt it too.

Warmth spread sharply through the bond.

Not magic.

Relief.

God.

Mrs. Thorne studied both of them in silence.

Then:

“You’ve become emotionally interdependent faster than projected.”

Lucien stared.

“Projected?”

Cassian closed his eyes briefly.

Bad sign.

Very bad sign.

Mrs. Thorne resumed walking.

“This conversation is not for the hallway.”

Lucien looked toward Cassian.

“What does projected mean.”

Cassian didn’t answer immediately.

Another answer.

The bond shifted uneasily between them.

Lucien was beginning to hate silence almost as much as magical terminology.

They continued through Alderwick’s upper corridors toward the administrative towers overlooking the eastern cliffs. Rain drifted beyond the enormous windows while storm clouds wrapped around the mountains below.

The farther they walked, the quieter the academy became.

Fewer students.

Fewer portraits.

Fewer lights.

The warmth beneath the current faded here.

Lucien noticed immediately.

The Hollow.

Small traces of it curled through the upper tower halls like cold drafts slipping beneath doors.

Not strong.

But present.

Mrs. Thorne stopped before a pair of enormous silver doors carved with intricate resonance symbols.

The same symbols from the chamber below.

Lucien frowned slightly.

“You have current wards in your office?”

Mrs. Thorne opened the doors with one sharp motion.

“I have containment wards.”

The room beyond looked less like an office and more like a courtroom designed by emotionally unavailable royalty.

Silver shelves lined the walls.

Tall windows overlooked storm-covered cliffs.

Protective runes glowed beneath polished black floors.

And at the center of the room—

a ritual circle had already been prepared.

Lucien stopped walking instantly.

“No.”

Cassian’s expression darkened.

“Mother.”

Mrs. Thorne removed her gloves carefully.

“The bond requires evaluation.”

Lucien pointed at the glowing circle immediately.

“That is never a reassuring sentence.”

The bond pulsed uneasily between him and Cassian.

The Hollow beneath the academy stirred faintly in response.

And for one terrible second—

Lucien realized the ritual circle wasn’t designed to study the bond.

It was designed to weaken it.
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Evaluation

“No.”

Lucien said it immediately.

Firmly.

Loudly.

With the full emotional certainty of someone who had survived enough magical disasters to recognize a terrible idea on sight.

Mrs. Thorne remained perfectly calm.

“The ritual is precautionary.”

“That’s what people say right before emotional crimes.”

Cassian stepped forward before she could answer.

“You prepared a severance circle.”

The silver runes beneath the floor glowed softly.

Cold light.

Precise light.

Nothing like the warmth of the current below Alderwick.

Lucien hated it instantly.

Mrs. Thorne folded her gloves carefully onto the desk near the windows.

“It is a stabilization measure.”

Cassian laughed once under his breath.

No humor in it.

The bond tightened painfully.

Lucien felt the emotional spike immediately:

anger,

fear,

betrayal.

And underneath all of it—

old exhaustion.

Like this conversation had happened in different forms Cassian’s entire life.

The realization hit hard.

Lucien stepped closer automatically.

Warmth spread between them.

The ritual circle dimmed slightly.

Interesting.

Mrs. Thorne noticed too.

Her expression sharpened almost imperceptibly.

“The dependency is already progressing.”

Lucien blinked.

“...I’m sorry, are we discussing emotions or plague symptoms?”

“The bond amplifies emotional states.”

“Congratulations, you’ve described people.”

Cassian made a soft strangled sound beside him that might have been the beginning of a laugh.

The bond warmed instantly.

The office lanterns flickered gold.

Mrs. Thorne’s gaze snapped upward toward the lights.

Disapproval rolled cold through the room.

The warmth dimmed again.

Lucien crossed his arms.

“You know the academy hates you, right?”

Silence.

Cassian stared directly at the floor.

Oh.

Interesting.

Mrs. Thorne looked back toward Lucien slowly.

“Alderwick responds to emotional resonance.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

Cassian rubbed one hand over his face.

“Lucien.”

“No, seriously. Even the chairs look uncomfortable.”

One of the silver-backed chairs near the wall creaked faintly.

Mrs. Thorne ignored it with the practiced patience of someone who had clearly spent years pretending emotionally reactive architecture was normal.

“The bond is compromising magical stability,” she said.

“The bond literally stabilized the current,” Lucien shot back.

“The current should never have awakened.”

There it was.

Fear.

Not of Lucien specifically.

Not even of the bond.

Of connection itself.

The realization slid cold into place.

Lucien felt Cassian notice it through the bond at the same moment.

Pain flickered sharp and quick between them.

Mrs. Thorne either missed it or ignored it.

Probably ignored it.

Cassian finally looked up.

Gray eyes colder now.

“You want to weaken the bond.”

“Temporarily regulate it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

The ritual circle brightened faintly.

Lucien felt the Hollow stir beneath the academy immediately.

Not strong.

Interested.

The absence curled through the lower edge of the bond like cold water.

His stomach twisted.

Mrs. Thorne kept speaking.

“Bond escalation at this speed is historically unstable.”

Lucien pointed toward the glowing floor.

“And your solution is magical emotional suppression?”

“Containment.”

“No,” Lucien snapped.

The office lights flickered violently.

The bond surged hot.

The severance circle dimmed another degree.

Mrs. Thorne noticed everything.

Of course she did.

The current beneath the academy stirred uneasily again.

The Hollow answered softly below it.

Waiting.

Lucien suddenly understood something terrible.

The severance ritual wasn’t just dangerous emotionally.

It would weaken the current.

Which meant it would strengthen the Hollow.

The realization hit fast enough to steal his breath.

Cassian felt it instantly through the bond.

His head turned sharply toward Lucien.

“You figured something out.”

Mrs. Thorne’s expression sharpened.

Lucien looked between both of them.

“The Hollow feeds on separation.”

Silence.

The office went still.

Cassian’s eyes widened slightly.

Mrs. Thorne did not react quickly enough.

Which was reaction enough.

Lucien pointed immediately.

“Oh my God, you knew.”

“The Hollow remains contained.”

“That is not what I said.”

The bond pulsed hard.

Warmth.

Fear.

Urgency.

The office lanterns dimmed silver.

Below them, something shifted beneath Alderwick.

Listening.

Cassian stared at the ritual circle.

“If you weaken the bond...”

The sentence trailed off.

Nobody wanted to finish it.

Lucien did anyway.

“You weaken the current too.”

The silence afterward felt enormous.

Mrs. Thorne finally spoke quietly.

“The current existed before your bond.”

“Not like this,” Cassian said.

The certainty in his voice surprised all three of them.

The bond surged warmly in response.

Lucien felt the realization bloom inside Cassian as he said it:

The current wasn’t attached to the bond accidentally anymore.

It had changed around them.

Chosen them.

Mrs. Thorne saw it happen in real time.

Fear cracked visibly through her composure for the first time.

The office lights flickered.

Then suddenly every silver rune beneath the severance circle went dark.

At once.

Silence.

Lucien frowned.

“...That feels bad.”

The Hollow pulsed beneath the academy.

Hungry now.

And somewhere deep below Alderwick—

something had just started climbing upward.
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Climbing

The office temperature dropped instantly.

Frost crawled slowly across the tall eastern windows overlooking the cliffs while every silver rune in the severance circle remained dark beneath the polished floor.

Mrs. Thorne moved first.

One sharp motion of her hand reignited several containment wards along the walls.

Not enough.

The darkness beneath Alderwick pulsed again.

Closer now.

Lucien felt it immediately through the current.

The Hollow wasn’t buried deep anymore.

It was moving.

The realization settled like ice in his stomach.

Cassian stepped closer beside him instinctively.

The warmth between them surged.

The office lanterns flared gold against the cold.

The Hollow recoiled slightly below.

Interesting.

Very concerning.

Mrs. Thorne noticed too.

Her expression tightened.

“The bond is attracting it.”

“No,” Lucien snapped.

“The bond is holding it back.”

The windows cracked sharply behind her.

Thin black fractures spread through the frost like veins.

Cassian inhaled sharply.

The emotional spike through the bond hit instantly:

fear,

recognition,

memory.

Lucien turned toward him.

“You’ve seen this before.”

Cassian stayed silent.

Another answer.

Lucien was getting extremely tired of discovering horrifying information emotionally.

The office lights dimmed further.

The Hollow pushed upward again beneath the foundations.

The absence rolled through the room like a pressure wave.

Warmth vanished.

Sound dulled.

Even the current beneath the academy seemed to pull inward protectively.

Lucien felt loneliness hit next.

Not the current’s loneliness.

His own.

Sharp and sudden.
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