
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter One

Afterlight

The first lightning strike hit the eastern tower without rain.

Gold light split the midnight sky above Alderwick Academy, silent and blinding, and every resonance lantern across campus exploded awake at once.

Lucien sat upright in bed immediately.

The bond surged.

Cassian was already awake across the dormitory before either of them spoke.

Warmth crashed hard through the connection—

alert,

fear,

recognition.

Not the Hollow.

Different.

The current beneath the academy pulsed violently.

Excited.

“Oh, absolutely not,” Lucien muttered.

Outside, students were shouting across the courtyards.

Gold lightning flickered again over the western cliffs.

No thunder followed.

The air itself hummed.

Cassian crossed the dormitory toward the window while Lucien shoved himself out of bed, still half tangled in blankets and deeply offended by consciousness.

Alderwick glowed beneath the dark mountains.

Not metaphorically.

Actually glowed.

Resonance threads stretched visibly through the air between towers now—soft gold lines flickering briefly into existence before vanishing again.

Too many.

Way too many.

Lucien stopped beside the window.

“...That feels medically concerning.”

The bond between him and Cassian tightened instinctively.

The current surged beneath the foundations.

Then somewhere below the dormitory—

someone screamed.

Not hurt.

Startled.

A second pulse erupted through the academy immediately afterward.

The resonance lanterns flashed gold.

Cassian’s expression darkened instantly.

“That came from South Tower.”

Lucien looked sideways.

“You know that by current-feeling now which continues to be horrifying.”

Cassian ignored him already pulling on boots.

The bond carried tension sharply now.

Urgency.

The current kept pulsing.

Fast.

Excited.

Almost frantic.

Lucien grabbed his coat from the chair near the door.

Outside the dormitory halls, students flooded into the corridors in pajamas, robes, and varying levels of magical panic. Lanterns overhead drifted rapidly through the ceilings like nervous fireflies while gold resonance flashed intermittently through the walls.

Orion appeared halfway down the staircase carrying three books and a pastry for reasons beyond mortal understanding.

“The east courtyard fountain became sentient,” he announced immediately.

Lucien blinked.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Explain.”

“It’s giving relationship advice.”

Cassian physically stopped walking.

The bond pulsed helpless amusement despite the tension.

Lucien pointed at Orion.

“This is your fault somehow.”

“Probably.”

Another pulse tore through the academy.

Stronger this time.

The current surged so hard beneath Alderwick that the stairwell lights burst gold-white.

Then suddenly—

Lucien felt someone else.

Not through the current.

Through the bond.

No.

Not the bond.

A bond.

Foreign resonance brushed against his awareness for one impossible second.

Fear.

Confusion.

Power slamming wildly out of control.

Then the connection vanished.

Lucien stopped dead on the stairs.

Cassian caught the reaction instantly through their bond.

“What happened.”

Lucien stared toward South Tower slowly.

“There’s another pair.”

Silence.

The current roared beneath the academy.

Then every lantern in Alderwick Academy turned toward the southern sky simultaneously.

Watching.

And somewhere beyond the mountains—

something answered back.
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Foreign Resonance

Nobody slept after that.

By three in the morning, Alderwick Academy looked like magical disaster management directed by emotionally unstable librarians.

Faculty rushed between towers carrying resonance lanterns and containment crystals while students crowded bridges and courtyards pretending they were “observing events academically.”

They were gossiping.

Aggressively.

Lucien stood in the South Tower courtyard wrapped in his coat against the mountain cold while the current pulsed restlessly beneath the stone.

The fountain Orion mentioned had, unfortunately, become partially sentient.

It now glowed gold every time someone lied near it.

Several second-years were having a terrible time emotionally.

“I hate this new era,” Lucien muttered.

The fountain bubbled judgmentally.

Cassian stood beside him near the courtyard railings speaking quietly with Professor Loraine while resonance threads flickered intermittently through the air around them.

Not stable threads.

Wild ones.

The current felt overstimulated.

Like it kept reaching toward something distant beyond the mountains and failing to connect properly.

Lucien hated it immediately.

The bond between him and Cassian tightened uneasily.

The feeling from the stairwell still lingered in his chest.

That brief brush of foreign resonance.

Fear.

Confusion.

Power with no control around it.

Another bonded pair.

No.

Not stable enough to even call it that yet.

The realization sat wrong beneath Lucien’s ribs.

Cassian returned a few minutes later.

The warmth through the bond steadied slightly the moment he stepped close again.

Automatic now.

Still terrifying honestly.

Professor Loraine looked exhausted already.

“We traced the resonance pulse.”

Lucien frowned.

“And?”

She hesitated.

Bad sign.

“It originated several hundred miles east of Alderwick.”

Silence.

The fountain burbled dramatically nearby.

Lucien pointed at it immediately.

“You stop contributing.”

The water glowed brighter.

No shame.

Cassian crossed both arms.

“The current has never extended that far before.”

“No,” Professor Loraine agreed quietly. “It hasn’t.”

The realization spread slowly through the courtyard.

The awakening current wasn’t staying inside Alderwick anymore.

It was spreading.

Or maybe reconnecting.

That felt worse somehow.

The resonance lanterns above the courtyard suddenly flickered sharply gold.

The current surged beneath the academy.

Lucien felt the foreign resonance again—

stronger this time.

A sharp burst of panic slammed briefly across his awareness.

Then pain.

Raw uncontrolled resonance exploded through the current hard enough to crack part of the courtyard fountain.

Students screamed immediately.

The gold threads in the air snapped violently bright.

Cassian grabbed Lucien’s wrist automatically.

Warmth surged through their bond stabilizing the resonance around them before it could spiral farther.

Professor Loraine stared openly now.

“It’s trying to connect.”

Lucien blinked.

“What is.”

“The new bond.”

Silence.

The current pulsed harder.

The foreign resonance brushed against Lucien again—

desperate this time.

Help.

Then the connection vanished so violently Lucien physically staggered.

Cassian caught him immediately.

The warmth through their bond deepened instantly.

Grounding.

Safe.

God.

Lucien hated how much that mattered now.

Around them, the courtyard lanterns dimmed low and uneasy.

The fountain stopped glowing.

Even the current beneath Alderwick felt shaken.

Professor Loraine looked toward the eastern horizon beyond the academy towers.

Fear finally visible beneath her composure.

“If another unstable pair awakened without guidance...”

She didn’t finish.

She didn’t need to.

Lucien remembered what their bond looked like in the beginning:

volatile,

overwhelming,

emotionally invasive enough to break architecture.

Now imagine that without understanding.

Without support.

Without Alderwick.

The realization hit hard.

Cassian’s emotional response moved through the bond instantly:

worry,

urgency,

the immediate instinct to go help even before anyone asked.

Lucien looked sideways toward him.

“You’re already planning something emotionally reckless.”

Cassian didn’t answer.

Which was answer enough.

Above them, gold lightning flickered silently beyond the distant mountains once more.

Closer this time.
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Eastbound

By sunrise, the faculty council had dissolved into open argument.

Lucien listened to most of it from the observatory rooftop while drinking tea that had gone cold an hour earlier.

Below him, Alderwick buzzed with nervous energy.

Students crowded bridges.

Lanterns drifted too fast through the courtyards.

The current kept pulsing toward the eastern horizon like a heartbeat trying to answer another one far away.

It was deeply unsettling.

Cassian stepped onto the rooftop carrying fresh tea and the exhausted expression of someone who had spent three hours inside magical politics.

The warmth through the bond settled immediately around his presence.

Lucien accepted the replacement tea automatically.

“You survived?”

“Barely.”

“Did anyone accuse us personally of causing international magical resonance.”

Cassian sat beside him against the observatory railing.

“Yes.”

Lucien nodded.

“Reasonable honestly.”

The lanterns overhead glowed brighter.

Traitors.

Below the rooftop, the faculty argument could still faintly be heard through open tower windows.

Professor Loraine wanted containment.

Professor Vane wanted investigation.

Three senior professors apparently wanted denial.

Lucien respected none of these choices emotionally.

Cassian leaned back against the railing beside him.

Close enough that warmth moved softly through the bond now without effort.

The current beneath Alderwick pulsed again.

East.

Always east.

Lucien frowned toward the distant mountains.

“How bad does it feel to you.”

Cassian hesitated.

The bond answered before the words came.

Chaotic.

Unstable.

Afraid.

Lucien hated that immediately.

The foreign resonance kept brushing weakly against the current every few minutes now.

Fragments only.

Panic.

Loneliness.

Power spiraling without grounding.

Each pulse hit harder than the last.

Whoever they were—

they were losing control.

The observatory lanterns dimmed softly.

Even the mountain seemed worried.

Lucien pointed upward.

“You stop emotionally reacting to things before I do.”

The lantern nearest him flickered defensively.

No shame.

Cassian looked sideways toward him quietly.

“They’re bonded.”

Not a question.

Lucien exhaled slowly.

“Yeah.”

The word settled heavily between them.

Because they both remembered what the beginning felt like:

too much emotion,

too much magic,

the terrifying realization that another person suddenly existed inside every vulnerable corner of your mind.

Without guidance?

Without understanding?

God.

Cassian’s worry moved sharper through the bond.

Lucien felt another realization forming underneath it too.

Determination.

Nope.

Absolutely not.

Lucien narrowed his eyes immediately.

“You want to go.”

Cassian looked guilty for approximately half a second.

The bond snitched instantly.

Lucien pointed at him.

“There it is.”

“They’re alone.”

“That is not a sufficient reason for emotionally dangerous field trips.”

Cassian’s warmth shifted softer afterward.

Not retreating.

Understanding.

Which honestly made the whole thing worse.

Below them, the academy bells rang once.

The current surged hard enough beneath Alderwick that every rooftop lantern turned east simultaneously.

Then the foreign resonance crashed into Lucien’s awareness again.

This time he heard actual words.

Please.

The panic behind it nearly stole his breath.

Then came another emotion underneath the fear—

terror directed at someone else.

Not fear of the bond.

Fear for the other person inside it.

Lucien stood abruptly.

Cassian caught the emotional shock instantly through the bond.

“What happened.”

Lucien looked toward the eastern mountains slowly.

“They’re trying to protect each other.”

The realization hit both of them at once.

And that made it worse.

Because frightened bonded magic lashed outward hardest when someone thought the other person was in danger.

Cassian stood too.

The warmth between them tightened with sudden urgency.

Below the rooftop, Alderwick’s current surged violently.

Agreement.

Lucien stared at the mountain beneath them.

“No.”

The observatory lights flashed gold.

Yes.
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Departure Wards

Alderwick reacted badly to the idea of them leaving.
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