
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Lucky Potion Mix-Up

        

        
        
          SankulaHub

        

        
          Published by SankulaHub, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LUCKY POTION MIX-UP

    

    
      First edition. February 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 SankulaHub.

    

    
    
      Written by SankulaHub.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by SankulaHub

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          21 Letters to My Younger Self

          
        
          
	          Become Your Own Coach: A Self-Guided Path to Inner Leadership and Quiet Confidence

          
        
          
	          Beyond Motivation: The System That Actually Works

          
        
          
	          Break the Loop: Escape Repetitive Thought Patterns  A Self-Healing Guide to Reclaiming Inner Clarity and Mental Peace,    By SankulaHub

          
        
          
	          Know Yourself Deeper: 100 Questions That Awaken Your Inner Truth

          
        
          
	          Calm is a Superpower: Train Your Emotional Reflex

          
        
          
	          The Words That Touched Her Heart – A Second-Chance Romance

          
        
          
	          Clouds Between Us

          
        
          
	          Letters Left On Her Doorstep: A Quiet Second-Chance Love Story

          
        
          
	          Love Found After the Storm

          
        
          
	          Stillness in Her Smile

          
        
          
	          The Gentle Way Back to You

          
        
          
	          We Loved Once, Remember?

          
        
          
	          One More Time, Just Us

          
        
          
	          Unwritten Chapters of the Heart

          
        
          
	          Waiting for Our Second Chance

          
        
          
	          Willow Hill Secrets

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Riverstone Creek

          
        
          
	          Sweetness in Every Slice

          
        
          
	          The Cafe Where I Found You

          
        
          
	          Crush Notes and Coffee Breaks

          
        
          
	          Playlist of Our Love

          
        
          
	          Text Me When You’re Brave Enough

          
        
          
	          That One Semester with You

          
        
          
	          Twilight Promises in Willow Hill

          
        
          
	          Falling for the CFO

          
        
          
	          Love in December Lights

          
        
          
	          Midwinter Romance in the Vineyard

          
        
          
	          The Midnight Carousel Kiss

          
        
          
	          The Proposal She Never Expected

          
        
          
	          Two Strangers, One Table

          
        
          
	          When He’s Twice My Age

          
        
          
	          Chasing My Golden Years

          
        
          
	          Her Midlife Melody

          
        
          
	          Silvered Heart, Golden Dreams

          
        
          
	          Age‑Mark of the Soul

          
        
          
	          A Vintage Heart Reborn

          
        
          
	          He Taught Me to Love

          
        
          
	          His Youthful Spark

          
        
          
	          Lessons from a Younger Love

          
        
          
	          Mentor of My Heart

          
        
          
	          New Chapters at Fifty

          
        
          
	          Thirty Years Between Us

          
        
          
	          Late Blooming Infatuation

          
        
          
	          Older, Wiser, Loving

          
        
          
	          Rewriting Our Decades

          
        
          
	          Her Heart’s Private Divide

          
        
          
	          Two Roads, One Heart

          
        
          
	          Between the Ex and the New

          
        
          
	          Shared Orbit

          
        
          
	          The Silent Measure

          
        
          
	          Love’s Uncharted Map

          
        
          
	          Signals We Almost Missed

          
        
          
	          A Third Heart Between Us

          
        
          
	          Between Two Gravities

          
        
          
	          Edge of Two Hearts

          
        
          
	          Between One Promise And Two Names

          
        
          
	          The Moment Both Let Go

          
        
          
	          After-Hours Arrangement

          
        
          
	          Three Hearts, One Promise

          
        
          
	          Coffee Room Crush

          
        
          
	          Desk One Love

          
        
          
	          Kisses Behind Glass Partitions

          
        
          
	          Hearts Before Midnight

          
        
          
	          The Corporate Pull

          
        
          
	          Overtime Amour

          
        
          
	          Best Friendship, Best Love

          
        
          
	          When Friendship Went Next Level

          
        
          
	          Because We Were Us

          
        
          
	          Side-by-Side Hearts

          
        
          
	          Suddenly, Somehow Us  A Friends-to-Lovers Story

          
        
          
	          The Night Our Friendship Flipped

          
        
          
	          The Second We Became Forever

          
        
          
	          When Our Friendship Lit the Sky

          
        
          
	          Break Room Romance

          
        
          
	          Friends First Kiss

          
        
          
	          From Lattes to Love

          
        
          
	          Almost More Than Friends

          
        
          
	          Friendship Wrote On My Heart

          
        
          
	          Soul Friend Love

          
        
          
	          Just Beyond Just Friends

          
        
          
	          Closer Than Friends, Braver Than Lovers

          
        
          
	          When Friendship Wasn’t Enough Anymore

          
        
          
	          Older Than My Plans, Exactly What I Want

          
        
          
	          Ten Years, One Impossible Timing

          
        
          
	          When Sir Became Something More

          
        
          
	          Between The Hand I Hold And The One I Miss

          
        
          
	          The Choice I Owe My Heart

          
        
          
	          The Third Chair At Our Table

          
        
          
	          Same Deadline, Shared Heart

          
        
          
	          The Email That Changed My Job And My Heart

          
        
          
	          When The Conference Room Door Clicked Shut

          
        
          
	          After We Promised To Stay Just Friends

          
        
          
	          The Summer Our Friendship Crossed the Line

          
        
          
	          When Your Shoulder Became Home

          
        
          
	          The Night I Broke Someone’s Forever

          
        
          
	          Torn Between The Life I Planned And The Life I Want

          
        
          
	          When Two People Stayed And I Had To Decide

          
        
          
	          Single Parent, Double Heart

          
        
          
	          The Day My Daughter Asked Me To Love Again

          
        
          
	          What Stayed After Our Goodbye

          
        
          
	          Love Moved Into Our Spare Room

          
        
          
	          Small Hands, Second Chances

          
        
          
	          Rainy-Day Movies And New Kisses

          
        
          
	          Second Chances in Sneakers

          
        
          
	          His Worst Opinion, Her Best Secret

          
        
          
	          Promotion Season, Private Feelings

          
        
          
	          The Meeting Room Truce

          
        
          
	          Last-Minute, First Feeling

          
        
          
	          The Compliance Kiss

          
        
          
	          His Age, My Secret

          
        
          
	          New Beginning, Old Shadows

          
        
          
	          Love After the Last Story

          
        
          
	          The Year I Chose Him

          
        
          
	          After Hours With My Older CEO

          
        
          
	          His Ending, My Beginning

          
        
          
	          The Weekend We Finally Chose Us

          
        
          
	          The Kiss That Waited Years

          
        
          
	          What I Risked To Choose Him

          
        
          
	          Second Chance at Cedar Lane

          
        
          
	          Where The Porch Light Waited

          
        
          
	          Larchwood Letters

          
        
          
	          Back to Sycamore

          
        
          
	          The Boyfriend Cover Story

          
        
          
	          Back To Hello

          
        
          
	          Candy Heart Clause

          
        
          
	          Cupid’s Cover Story

          
        
          
	          Unsent Valentine

          
        
          
	          Last Stop Valentine

          
        
          
	          My Last-Minute Valentine

          
        
          
	          Cupid at Table Seven

          
        
          
	          Kiss Between Floors

          
        
          
	          Reserved for Valentine

          
        
          
	          Clue My Valentine

          
        
          
	          Cupid Hit Send – A Valentine Group Chat Romance

          
        
          
	          After the 14th

          
        
          
	          Next Seat Over A Stranger Train Romance

          
        
          
	          Only a First Name

          
        
          
	          Hello At Gate 12

          
        
          
	          Stormbound Strangers

          
        
          
	          The Note on My Coffee

          
        
          
	          Thirty Seconds Up An Elevator Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          The Fare Between Us A Stranger Taxi Romance

          
        
          
	          Mapless, With You

          
        
          
	          Paperback Collision

          
        
          
	          One Kiss, No Names - A Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          Vinyl Stranger - A Record Shop Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          Trailhead Stranger

          
        
          
	          Exes and Aisles - A Bridal Boutique Second-Chance Romcom

          
        
          
	          Two Keys, One Kiss

          
        
          
	          One Accidental Yes

          
        
          
	          Boss, Don’t Look

          
        
          
	          The Breakup Rehearsal

          
        
          
	          Love, Loud and Clumsy

          
        
          
	          The Friendship Slip-Up

          
        
          
	          Kiss the Clock, Break the Curse

          
        
          
	          The Starglass Pact

          
        
          
	          The Name The River Stole

          
        
          
	          The Rose That Kept the Secret

          
        
          
	          The Kindheart Oath

          
        
          
	          Two Hearts, One Familiar

          
        
          
	          Moonlit Cider Festival

          
        
          
	          Honeyspell Hearth

          
        
          
	          The Candlemaker’s Quiet Curse

          
        
          
	          After-Hours Academy

          
        
          
	          Spellwork Pairing

          
        
          
	          Lucky Potion Mix-Up

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Lucky Potion Mix-Up


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance that leans into warmth, wit, and emotional truth, where two people learn how to be brave in the smallest, most human ways. These stories keep the magic vivid but the feelings real, with characters who earn their happy ending through choice, growth, and tenderness.
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For every heart that has been laughed at for trying, and tried again anyway.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Cast Snapshot

[image: ]




Cassia Vale is a scholarship potion trainee with quick hands and a mind that never stops counting risks, determined to prove she belongs even when the room is waiting for her to fail.

Lachlan Pierce is the academy’s spotless star student in applied spellcraft, admired and resented in equal measure, and dangerously unprepared for what happens when his luck is no longer on his side.

Jasper Hollis is Cassia’s roommate and loudest supporter, a charmwork specialist who treats fear like a puzzle and friendship like a vow.

Roxanne Voss is a top-ranked potion prodigy who smiles like applause and watches like a judge, convinced talent should never be wasted on people who “got in by mercy.”

Headmistress Isolde Harrow is the academy’s calm center and sharpest blade, a leader who believes discipline is love when it keeps students alive.
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The cauldron chose the worst possible moment to betray her.

Cassia had the ladle in her hand, her wrist steady, her breath measured, and a lecture hall full of students watching from tiered benches like they were waiting for someone to slip. The Practicum Floor smelled of crushed bergamot and hot copper, the clean kind of danger that only existed in places where mistakes were graded instead of mourned. Above the ring of wards, the ceiling enchantment dimmed into storm-gray, a polite reminder that weather was a controlled variable today, too.

On the central slate, her name glowed in crisp letters beside the word Midterm. Beneath it, the name she didn’t want anywhere near her own.

Lachlan Pierce.

He stood across the worktable in his immaculate gloves, looking like he’d been poured into his uniform by a tailor who hated wrinkles. He wasn’t doing anything arrogant. That was part of the problem. He simply existed with that effortless composure that made instructors soften and students sharpen their envy into knives.

Cassia didn’t care about envy. She cared about survival.

She wasn’t supposed to be here. Not really. Not if “supposed” meant legacy families and private tutors and childhoods spent learning which herbs dulled hex-burn and which ones made it worse. Cassia had come in on a scholarship and grit and the quiet, stubborn belief that if she worked harder than everyone else, the academy would have to make room for her.

The trouble was that the academy didn’t reward effort. It rewarded outcomes.

Today’s outcome was a precision brew called Fortune Lattice, a training potion used to stabilize probability during spellwork. Instructors liked it because it had no mercy. If you rushed, it soured. If you hesitated, it curdled. If you tried to fake confidence, it spat at you.

Cassia had practiced it until her fingers smelled permanently of clover sap and ash. She’d tested every measurement twice. She’d even slept with the formula under her pillow the way children in storybooks slept with charms.

She had done everything right.

She began the final stir, clockwise, seven turns, pause, then a half turn back to settle the weave. The surface shimmered with the pale, glassy sheen that meant the lattice was forming. The room quieted into a listening silence, like even the benches wanted to hear the potion decide her fate.

Cassia felt it before she saw it, a tiny hitch in the wards that circled the cauldron like a thin crown. It wasn’t supposed to happen. The teaching wards were designed to protect, not interfere. But something in the air tightened, as if the room took a breath and held it.

Her ladle dragged, just slightly, through the liquid.

The potion changed color.

Not dramatically. Not the kind of change that screamed disaster. It shifted from pearl-silver to a faint, unsettling green, the shade of a bruise hidden under makeup.

Cassia’s heart did not leap. It didn’t do anything theatrical. It simply went cold.

Across from her, Lachlan’s gaze dropped to the cauldron. The first real crack showed in his expression, quick as a blink. “That isn’t right,” he said, low enough that only she could hear.

Cassia swallowed, forcing her hands not to shake. “It was right three seconds ago.”

His eyes flicked to the ward line, then back to her ladle. “Stop stirring.”

“I am stopping,” she snapped, and hated herself for how sharp it sounded. Anger was easier than fear. Anger gave her spine. Fear made her small, and the academy had plenty of ways to make small people disappear.

The instructor overseeing their station, Master Corvin, drifted closer with a look that belonged to a judge deciding whether he’d seen enough. The other stations continued brewing, but curiosity spread like scent. A hush rippled outward. Cassia could almost feel it, everyone leaning in without moving.

Master Corvin’s voice was smooth. “Miss Vale,” he said, as if her name was a fact he’d already considered and found wanting. “Report.”

Cassia opened her mouth. Nothing came out. Her tongue went dry, her mind turning frantic, flipping through steps, searching for the place she’d failed. If she couldn’t name the mistake, the mistake would become her. That was how the academy worked.

Lachlan spoke before she could. “Ward interference,” he said. “The lattice shifted without a reagent change.”

Master Corvin’s attention slid to him, interest brightening like a candle catching. “An assertion,” he said, pleased, as if Lachlan had offered him a puzzle. “And your evidence, Mr. Pierce?”

Lachlan’s jaw tightened. “The shift occurred during the final settlement. That indicates the wards, not the brew.”

Cassia could have hugged him for saying it. She could have shoved him for saying it like a lecture. Gratitude and resentment tangled together in her throat, impossible to separate. She didn’t need a savior. She needed a chance.

Master Corvin leaned over the cauldron, his ringed fingers tracing the air above the surface. “Interesting,” he murmured. “Very interesting.”

The potion answered him.

It bubbled once, slow and thick, and then a single bead of liquid rose up like it had decided gravity was optional. It hovered between them, gleaming green and too bright to be natural. The bead trembled, as if listening, and then split cleanly into two droplets.

One droplet shot toward Cassia.

The other shot toward Lachlan.

Cassia flinched back, but the teaching wards snapped shut, sealing the station. The droplet hit the skin just above her glove line, a pinpoint sting like a pinprick of ice. She gasped, trying to wipe it off, but the liquid didn’t smear. It sank.

Across the table, Lachlan made a sharp sound that did not belong to him. His fingers jerked up, palm open, as if he could catch what had already happened. The droplet on his wrist shimmered once and vanished under his skin.

For a heartbeat, nothing moved.

Then the room seemed to tilt.

Cassia’s vision sharpened too much, as if every edge in the world had been traced in ink. Her thoughts came fast and bright, but underneath them was a strange, crawling sensation, like invisible dice rolling in her blood.

Lachlan stared at his wrist. His expression had gone very still, the way people look when they’re trying not to show pain.

Master Corvin straightened slowly. His pleasant demeanor didn’t fade. It deepened into something more dangerous. “Well,” he said softly, and the word carried too far in the silence. “That is not Fortune Lattice.”

A nervous laugh came from somewhere in the benches and died immediately.

Cassia’s pulse thudded once, heavy. She hated that her first thought was not the potion or the wards or the fact that magic had just touched her skin in a way no training was meant to. Her first thought was the same thought she always had when something went wrong.

They will take it away.

Her place. Her scholarship. Her future.

Lachlan finally looked at her, and the look was not pity, not triumph, not even blame. It was something stranger, almost raw, as if for the first time he couldn’t predict the next step.

“What did you do?” he whispered.

Cassia’s throat tightened. “I did what I was supposed to,” she said, and the words came out steady only because shaking would make it true that she was weak.

Master Corvin’s gaze moved between their wrists, then to the cauldron, then back again, as if assembling a new kind of equation. “You are both dismissed from the midterm rotation,” he announced, and the room exhaled in a collective, hungry shock. “And you will report to the Headmistress immediately.”

The wards snapped open.

Cassia’s legs felt unreal as she stepped back from the table. Her skin still tingled where the droplet had landed. She told herself it was residue. She told herself it would wash off. She told herself a dozen lies because the truth was worse.

Lachlan moved beside her, close enough that their sleeves almost brushed. He didn’t look at anyone else. The benches were a blur of faces, of whispers forming, of rumors being born in real time. Cassia could feel the story writing itself around them, and she wasn’t the one holding the pen.

As they walked, Cassia tried to steady her breathing, tried to think like a potion trainee instead of a frightened scholarship girl. Ward interference. Sabotage. Accident. Theories stacked up and toppled.

But under all of it, a new sensation pulsed in her veins, strange and insistent, like the potion had left a thread behind. A thread that tugged, faintly, toward the boy walking beside her.

Lachlan’s voice came tight, controlled. “Whatever that was,” he said, “it chose both of us.”

Cassia looked at his wrist again, at the spot where the droplet had vanished. “Or someone made it a choice,” she said.

He didn’t answer, and the silence between them felt like a locked door.

They reached the corridor that led to the Headmistress’s tower, where the air was colder and the walls were lined with old protective sigils carved so deep they looked like scars. Cassia had never been summoned there. Summons were for students who won medals, or students who broke rules badly enough to become examples.

As they climbed, Cassia’s fingers began to go numb. Not fear numbness. Something else. Like the world was preparing to flip.

At the top landing, a tall door waited with a single, quiet charm burning at its center. As Cassia stepped closer, the charm flickered, and her stomach dropped as the magic recognized her.

The door unlocked itself.

From inside, the Headmistress’s voice carried out, calm and certain, as if she had been expecting them all along.

“Come in,” Headmistress Isolde Harrow said. “And do try not to touch anything. Your luck is no longer your own.”
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​Chapter 1: The Luck That Isn’t Ours
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Cassia stepped through the tower door like she was crossing a line she could never uncross. The room beyond did not feel like a principal’s office or a tribunal. It felt like a place built for decisions that stayed decided.

Warm lamplight pooled over dark shelves and glass-front cabinets where bottled storms and folded flames slept behind wards. A single window looked out across the academy grounds, but the view was softened by a faint shimmer, as if even the sky had agreed not to eavesdrop. A heavy table sat at the center with two chairs placed opposite one another, not side by side, not friendly, and definitely not accidental.

Isolde stood near the window, hands behind her back, as if she had been waiting for hours rather than minutes. In the practicum hall, she always seemed distant, a figure at the edge of trouble. Up here, she was sharper. Not cruel. Just impossibly awake.

Cassia became aware, too late, that her hand had drifted toward her wrist.

Isolde’s gaze flicked there. “Show me.”

Cassia froze. A part of her wanted to tuck her wrist behind her back like a child hiding a scraped knee. Another part of her, stubborn and furious at the idea of being treated like something fragile, lifted her arm and pulled her glove down.

The spot where the droplet had struck was no longer a simple patch of skin. A faint pattern sat there now, thin as a hairline scratch and bright only when she breathed in too deeply. It resembled a knot drawn in light, a loop that folded into itself and then reached outward, as if looking for a matching end.

Across from her, Lachlan made a low sound under his breath and did the same. When he pulled his glove back, his mark was there too. Similar, but not identical. Where Cassia’s looked like a knot reaching out, his looked like a knot holding on.

Isolde moved closer, and Cassia fought the urge to take a step back. Isolde did not touch them. She didn’t need to. The air around their wrists reacted to her presence, the way a candle flame reacts when a door opens, leaning without meaning to.

“It’s active,” Isolde said.

Lachlan’s voice came clipped. “What is it?”

Isolde held his gaze without blinking. “A binding result.”

Cassia’s throat tightened. “Binding is like punishment.”

“Binding like consequence,” Isolde corrected, and her tone was so calm it made Cassia’s fear feel childish, like a tantrum with better vocabulary. “Sit.”

They moved to the table, and the chairs scraped softly over stone. Cassia sat on the edge of hers, spine straight, hands folded so tightly together her knuckles ached. Lachlan sat too, but not with submission. His posture read like resistance disguised as politeness.

Isolde remained standing.

“You are both aware,” Isolde said, “that the academy’s practicum wards do not meddle in brews.”

“Yes,” Lachlan said.

Cassia nodded, then regretted nodding too quickly. It made her look eager to agree, eager to be good, eager to be safe. Nothing about this felt safe.

“And yet,” Isolde continued, “your cauldron produced a split drop, delivered it through the ward boundary, and anchored a mark beneath your skin. That is not a common mishap.”

Cassia forced words out. “So someone did it.”

Isolde’s eyes rested on her for a beat too long, and Cassia had the uncomfortable sensation of being looked through, like Isolde was reading the part of her that always expected blame.

“It is possible,” Isolde said, “that someone arranged the conditions. It is also possible that the conditions arranged themselves because they were allowed to.”

Lachlan leaned forward, anger sharpening him. “That isn’t an answer.”

“It’s the only honest one I have at this moment,” Isolde said, and the statement landed like a quiet rebuke, not because of its content, but because of what it implied. That honesty mattered. That guessing would be punished.

Cassia’s wrist tingled, a subtle pulse, like the mark approved.

She stiffened. It was only a sensation. It didn’t mean anything. It could not mean anything.

Isolde’s gaze flicked to Cassia’s expression as if she had noticed the same reaction. “You feel it,” she said.

Cassia hated that her voice shook. “Feel what.”

“The mark responds to the truth,” Isolde said.

Lachlan’s hand tightened on the table edge. “That’s not possible.”

Isolde finally sat, but not in either of their chairs. She took the third, at the head of the table, a position that made it clear she was not part of their problem. She was the border around it.

“It is possible,” Isolde said, “when you stop treating magic like a list of rules and start treating it like what it is. A living system that reacts to intent, fear, pride, and need.”

Cassia swallowed. Need was a dangerous word. Need was what made her hands sweat when she walked into an exam room. Need was what made her smile too hard when instructors praised her. Need was what made her feel like one wrong step would send her tumbling out of this life she had clawed her way into.

Lachlan spoke again, slower now, as if he was selecting words with care. “What did the potion do to us?”

Isolde’s attention shifted to him. “Not the potion,” she corrected. “Not anymore. The result.”

Cassia almost flinched again. Not anymore. The result sounded permanent.

Isolde slid a thin slate toward them. On its surface, a simple diagram glowed: two circles, one pale, one dark, with a line between them. The line twisted into a knot at the center, like their marks.

“You have been bound into a shared probability stream,” Isolde said. “In plain terms, the luck you carry is not solely yours. It will not behave like the simple, personal fortune stabilizers you brew for training.”

Cassia’s mouth went dry. “Shared,” she whispered, and she didn’t know if the word felt like a trap or like a handhold.

Lachlan’s gaze cut to her, sharp, suspicious, like the word itself accused her.

Isolde continued as if she had not noticed. “This academy was built with a simple purpose. To teach you control. Control over your spells. Your creations. Your impact on the world beyond these walls. A probability bond removes control.”

Cassia’s fingers curled into her palm beneath the table. She could feel the mark under her skin, steady, awake. If this bond removed control, it had chosen the worst possible person to attach itself to. Cassia lived in control. She survived it.

“What does it do,” Lachlan asked again, and the edge in his voice was different now. It was still anger, but it had a thinner underlayer, something that sounded too much like fear.

Isolde’s expression softened a fraction, and Cassia hated that she noticed. Lachlan was the academy’s shining student. Lachlan was never supposed to be afraid.

“It will shift,” Isolde said. “Sometimes gently, sometimes violently. It may amplify chance events in your vicinity. It may punish certain choices. It may reward others. The most immediate issue is this. You cannot simply separate and go about your lives as if nothing happened.”

Cassia’s stomach tightened. “We have to stay together.”

“You have to remain within a reasonable range,” Isolde said. “The bond is new. It is unstable. If it stretches too far, it can snap back in ways you do not want to experience.”

Lachlan’s jaw clenched. “So we’re being assigned lab equipment.”

Isolde’s gaze met him without flinching. “You are being contained like an active hazard. If you prefer softer words, you can write them in your journal.”

Cassia’s throat burned with the urge to laugh, not because it was funny, but because the tension in the room was unbearable. Isolde’s calm carried an edge that made it clear she was not asking for their opinions.

Cassia forced herself to speak. “What happens to our midterm?”

Isolde’s eyes slid back to her, and Cassia could feel the answer before it arrived, like cold water creeping up her spine.

“You will not be graded on today’s practical,” Isolde said. “You will be graded on what you do next.”

Cassia’s pulse thudded once, heavy. “That’s not fair.”

“No,” Isolde agreed. “It is not fair. It is real.”

Cassia stared at the slate diagram until the circles blurred. She had been counting on today. Not because she was obsessed with grades, though she was, but because grades were proof. Proof that she belonged. Proof that she hadn’t stolen a seat meant for someone else. Proof that she could keep her scholarship without begging for mercy.

Lachlan’s voice was tight, controlled. “Someone sabotaged the brew.”

Isolde did not deny it. She also did not confirm it. “Someone introduced an influence,” she said, and her wording was careful, deliberate. “Whether that influence was an ingredient, a ward disruption, or a targeted intention, we will determine. But you will not determine it alone.”

Cassia’s eyes narrowed. “So you’re pairing us.”

“I am binding you to the situation you created,” Isolde said, “and the situation created you. You will work together until we understand what this is. If you refuse, you will both be removed from the advanced training track.”

Cassia’s breath caught. Removed meant what it sounded like. Demotion. Probation. Or worse. She felt heat rise behind her eyes and hated it. Tears were my weakness. Tears were proof she didn’t belong.

Lachlan’s hand flexed on the table. “You can’t punish me for this.”

Isolde leaned forward just slightly. “I am not punishing you,” she said. “I am preventing you from turning the academy into your personal proving ground. Control is the lesson. The bond took that away. Now you learn how to act without it.”

Cassia’s mark tingled again, and she went still.

Isolde’s gaze flicked to her wrist. “It reacts,” she murmured, almost to herself. Then, louder, to both of them, “That is important.”

Lachlan looked at Cassia’s wrist, then back at Isolde. “Reacting how.”

Isolde’s fingers tapped the slate once. “We will know more after the diagnosis. Until then, you will follow three rules. You will not attempt to brew a counter without supervision. You will not attempt to break the bond with brute spellwork. And you will not lie to me.”

Cassia’s stomach tightened at that last one. It was absurd. Of course she wouldn’t lie. She was not stupid.

And yet, the way Isolde said it made Cassia feel like she had already been caught with something hidden.

Lachlan’s gaze turned sharp again. “We’re not children.”

“No,” Isolde said. “Children are forgiven for accidents. You are trained to anticipate consequences.”

Cassia’s voice came out smaller than she wanted. “What do we do now?”

Isolde rose. The conversation was over because she decided it was. “You go to the Probability Hall,” she said. “Corvin will run diagnostics. After that, you will be assigned a shared workroom and a shared schedule for all potion-related training until further notice.”

Cassia’s head jerked up. “Shared workroom.”

“Yes,” Isolde said, as if Cassia had asked for a glass of water. “Your work will be monitored. Not because I believe either of you is malicious. Because I believe the bond is volatile and the academy cannot afford a second surprise.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “And if one of us fails.”

Isolde paused, and in the brief silence, Cassia could hear her own breathing. She felt the weight of that question the way she felt the weight of a cauldron before lifting it, heavy, unavoidable.

“If one of you fails,” Isolde said, “the bond may decide the other one must pay for it.”

Cassia’s heart seemed to pause.

Lachlan went still.

Isolde looked at them both, and Cassia suddenly understood that this was not a threat. It was a warning, spoken with the kind of care you used around dangerous creatures.

“You will go,” Isolde said. “Now.”

They left the tower in silence, the door closing behind them with a soft click that sounded like a lock being turned.

The corridor outside felt colder than it had on the way in. Cassia kept her hands close to her body as they descended the stairs, as if she could keep the mark from reacting by sheer will. Lachlan walked beside her, not too close, not too far, his shoulders tight, his face set as if he had decided expression was a luxury he could no longer afford.

Cassia tried to speak first, tried to aim for reasonable, controlled. “I didn’t do that.”

Lachlan’s eyes cut to her. “I know.”

The words hit her harder than she expected. Not relief. Not comfort. Something else, a sharp confusion. She had been braced for accusation. For anger. For the easy story everyone would believe. A scholarship girl makes a mistake. Golden boy pays for it. Clean, simple, cruel.

But Lachlan’s voice didn’t carry certainty. It carried strain. Like agreeing with her cost him something.

Cassia swallowed. “Then why are you looking at me like I’m the problem.”

“I’m looking at you,” he said, and his voice stayed low, careful, “because you were holding the ladle.”

Cassia’s temper flared, swift and hot. “So you are blaming me.”

“No,” he snapped, then pulled back, as if surprised at his own sharpness. He ran a hand through his hair, a small, unpolished gesture that made him look suddenly younger. “I’m trying to understand how it happened. That’s different.”

Cassia wanted to tell him that understanding didn’t matter if the academy decided it was her fault anyway. She wanted to tell him that people like him always assumed the system would be fair if they just explained themselves clearly enough. She wanted to tell him that she didn’t have the luxury of believing in fairness.

Instead, she said, “You don’t have to understand me to work with me.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “We’re not working together because we want to.”

Cassia forced herself not to look away. “No,” she said. “We’re working together because the academy is watching. And because whatever this is will destroy us both if we’re stupid about it.”

For the first time since the practicum hall, his gaze held hers without that easy superiority she had expected. There was a crack there, small but real. Fear, pressed thin. Anger, pressed thinner. Something under both that felt dangerously close to vulnerability.

Then the bond tugged.

Cassia felt it like a pull behind her ribs, not painful, but firm. She stumbled half a step, and her shoulder bumped his.

Lachlan stiffened immediately, as if her touch were an accusation. “Did you feel that?”

Cassia swallowed. “Yes.”

They stood there on the stairs, two people who were not meant to be anything to each other except names on a score sheet, suddenly linked by something neither of them could pretend away. The realization sat between them, heavy and intimate, and Cassia hated that her body registered it in a way her mind hadn’t prepared for. Not desire. Not yet. Something rawer. Awareness.

Lachlan’s gaze dropped to her wrist again, and Cassia had the absurd thought that he was trying to see through her skin to the knot of light under it.

He looked away first.

They reached the lower hallway where other students moved between classes, and the normal noise of academy life brushed against them, indifferent. Cassia’s shoulders tightened as she felt eyes turn. People knew. They always knew faster than they should.

A girl near the archway whispered something and her friend’s eyes flicked to Cassia’s hands. Cassia tucked her wrists into her sleeves automatically, as if fabric could hide magic.

Lachlan noticed. His gaze sharpened again, but not at her. In the room. At the watchers.

For a moment, Cassia wondered if he was feeling what she felt, the quiet humiliation of being observed, sorted, judged.

Then a student bumped into Lachlan while trying to slip past, and the collision should have been nothing. A shoulder, a muttered apology, a small annoyance.

Instead, the boy’s satchel strap snapped.

The bag dropped, and papers exploded across the floor like startled birds.

The corridor stalled. Heads turned. Someone laughed, not cruelly, but thoughtlessly, and the sound landed like a slap.

Lachlan’s face went very still.

Cassia watched him bend, controlled, precise, gathering the scattered pages for the embarrassed student. But the control looked different now. It looked forced.

The student took his papers, flushed, and hurried off. The laughter died, replaced by murmurs. Cassia could almost see the story forming again. The star student stumbles. The perfect one brought down by something messy.

Lachlan straightened, and Cassia’s mark pulsed with that strange warmth again, faint and insistent.

He looked at her, and his expression was not to blame. It was a shock.

“Did that happen because of me,” he asked, voice low.

Cassia’s throat tightened. “I don’t know.”

His eyes flicked to her, searching. “Be honest.”

Cassia bristled. “I am being honest.”

The mark on her wrist warmed again, more strongly this time, and Cassia felt a shiver run through her forearm, like the magic approved. Her stomach twisted.

Lachlan saw it. He saw the tiny lift of her shoulders, the sudden stillness.

“What was that,” he said.

Cassia stared at her wrist, at the invisible thing under her skin. “It reacts,” she whispered, and she hated that her voice went soft.

Lachlan’s jaw clenched. “So it’s judging us.”

“Or listening,” Cassia said, and the word felt too personal.

They started walking again, faster now, as if movement could keep the situation from growing teeth.

The Probability Hall was set apart from the rest of the academy, a round building half sunk into the ground like an ancient vault. Inside, the air smelled different, less like herbs and smoke, more like cold stone after rain. The walls were lined with circular inlays that shimmered faintly, rings within rings, like someone had built an entire place to remind you that everything came back around.

At the center waited for Corvin.

He was already there, as if he had been warned. His robes were darker than most instructors wore, and his hands were bare, which made Cassia uneasy. Bare hands meant confidence. Bare hands meant someone who wasn’t afraid of what they were touching.

He looked at Cassia first. Then Lachlan. Then, with a faint lift of his brows, their wrists.

“Well,” Corvin said, voice mild. “This is inconvenient.”

Lachlan’s eyes narrowed. “Are you going to tell everyone?”

Corvin’s gaze slid to him, and Cassia could feel the quiet authority behind it. “Everyone already knows something,” Corvin said. “They don’t know what. That is far more dangerous than the truth.”

Cassia’s stomach tightened again. Truth. The word felt like a weight placed on her tongue.

Corvin gestured toward a circular platform on the floor. It was made of pale stone etched with thin silver lines. The lines formed a pattern that looked almost like a compass, but not quite. A compass pointed north. This seemed to point inward.

“Stand there,” Corvin said.

Cassia hesitated. Lachlan stepped first, jaw set, as if refusing would be weakness. Cassia followed because hesitation was worse.

The moment her foot crossed the platform’s edge, the mark on her wrist pulsed. The silver lines beneath them lit in response, a soft glow that made Cassia’s skin prickle.

Lachlan’s shoulders stiffened. “I don’t like this.”

Cassia’s voice came dry. “You don’t like not being in control.”

His head turned sharply, and for a second she thought he would snap back. Instead, he held her gaze, and the words he chose sounded like they hurt. “No,” he said. “I don’t like being exposed.”

The honesty in it caught Cassia off guard. It was too human for him, too real. It made her chest tighten with something she didn’t want to name.

Corvin circled them slowly, not quite stepping onto the platform, as if respecting it. “This circle,” he said, “responds to probability shifts. It is not a lie detector. It is not a mind reader. It is a measurement tool.”

Cassia swallowed. “What is it measuring?”

Corvin’s gaze flicked to her wrist again. “Your bond,” he said. “And the ways you push against it.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “We didn’t choose it.”

Corvin’s expression remained mild, but something in his eyes sharpened. “Choice,” he said, “is an overrated concept. You do not choose storms. You choose whether you learn to walk through them.”

Cassia hated that the words hit her like the truth.

Corvin stopped near the platform’s edge. “I am going to ask you simple questions,” he said. “You will answer. You will not perform. You will not craft the version of yourself you want the academy to see.”

Cassia’s throat burned. That was exactly what she always did. It was how she survived.

Corvin’s gaze held hers, and Cassia had the uncomfortable sense that he had just named her secret aloud.

The first question came gentle, almost absurd. “Do you believe this was an accident?”

Cassia’s instinct was to say yes, because yes was safe. The accident meant no one had targeted them. The accident meant no one would keep coming. The accident meant Cassia wasn’t being hunted.

But her mind flashed back to that hitch in the wards, the way the air had tightened like a held breath. The accident didn’t do that.

She swallowed. “No,” she said.

The circle beneath them brightened slightly, and the warmth on Cassia’s wrist eased, as if her skin exhaled.

Lachlan stared at the glowing lines, then at Cassia. “You’re sure.”

“I’m not sure,” Cassia said, and forced herself to hold his gaze. “But I don’t believe it was random.”

The glow held steady.

Corvin turned to Lachlan. “Do you believe she caused it?”

Cassia’s breath caught.

Lachlan’s jaw flexed. He looked at Cassia, then away, then back again. For a moment, Cassia saw the weight of the answer on him, the way it would reshape the room if he chose the wrong one.

“No,” he said.

Cassia felt her lungs fill again. The circle warmed, steady, calm.

Corvin’s gaze sharpened, not unkindly. “You hesitated.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “Because I don’t like being asked to defend someone I don’t know.”

Cassia’s stomach twisted. She wanted to tell herself she didn’t care. She wanted to tell herself she didn’t need him to defend her.

But a small, ugly part of her did need it. Not because she wanted him. Because she wanted someone powerful on her side for once.

Corvin nodded once. “Better,” he said. “Honesty is better.”

Cassia’s wrist pulsed again, and she hated that the sensation felt like agreement.

Corvin’s next question landed harder. “Why do you fear the outcome of this bond?”

Cassia’s instinct was to deflect, to say she didn’t fear it, to pretend she was strong enough to handle anything. She had built herself on pretending.

But the circle was glowing, waiting, and Cassia had the sudden, terrifying realization that the bond didn’t care about her performance. It cared about what was real under it.

Her voice came out rough. “Because I can lose everything,” she said.

Lachlan’s head snapped toward her.

Cassia felt heat rise behind her eyes and forced it down. “I can lose my place here,” she continued, and the words were a confession she had never said aloud in any room this important. “And I can’t replace it.”

The circle’s glow deepened, the lines brightening in a way that made the air feel warmer. Cassia’s wrist eased again, as if the bond had been starving for the truth and she had finally fed it.

Lachlan stared at her like he had never considered that someone could be at the academy with that kind of stake. His voice came low. “You’re on scholarship.”

Cassia froze.

She hadn’t said the word.

She hadn’t meant to reveal it.

Her mark pulsed sharply, and Cassia felt the strange sensation again, that approval warmth, as if the bond had forced the truth into the open by making it too obvious to hide.

Cassia’s throat tightened. “Yes,” she said, because denying it would be a lie, and she could feel how the bond would react to that. “I am.”

Lachlan looked away like the admission embarrassed him on her behalf. The movement was small, but Cassia saw it. And something in her, something tired and furious, hardened.

“Say it,” she said, voice low. “Say whatever you’re thinking.”

Lachlan’s gaze snapped back. “I’m thinking,” he said, and his voice was tight with something he didn’t want to feel, “that I have been standing in rooms like that practicum hall my whole life, and I forgot what it looks like when falling isn’t an inconvenience. It’s a cliff.”

Cassia’s chest tightened. She hated him a little less for saying it. She hated herself for reacting at all.

Corvin watched them, quiet, letting the moment stretch until it became undeniable. Then he turned to Lachlan.

“And you,” Corvin said. “Why do you fear the outcome?”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “Because it will make me fail.”

Cassia blinked.

The admission sounded too simple. Too shallow. Not a real answer. Lachlan failing an exam was not the same as Cassia losing her future.

But the circle did not dim. It held, waiting, as if it knew he wasn’t finished.

Lachlan’s jaw flexed again. His gaze stayed fixed on the glowing lines beneath them, as if looking at Cassia would make the confession too intimate.

He spoke slowly. “Because my entire life here is built on winning,” he said. “And the first moment I don’t, everyone will decide I was only ever lucky.”

Cassia’s breath caught. The words landed inside her in an unexpected place. She had assumed he didn’t feel pressure because he was good. She had assumed success was easy for him.

But now she could hear the panic under his control. The fear that if he stopped shining, he would disappear.

The circle’s glow brightened again, and for a moment, the silver lines formed a faint additional pattern at the center, a third mark layered over theirs like a shadow.

Cassia’s stomach dropped. “What is that?”

Corvin’s gaze sharpened. “Interesting,” he murmured, the same word he had used in the practicum hall, but with less amusement and more concern. He stepped closer to the platform’s edge and traced the air near the center without touching it.

Lachlan’s voice came harsh. “What did you see?”

Corvin did not answer immediately. His eyes moved between Cassia and Lachlan, weighing. Then he said, “This bond was not a simple luck swap.”

Cassia felt a cold creep up her spine. “Then what is it?”

Corvin’s voice went quieter. “It is responsive,” he said. “And it is relational.”

Cassia’s throat tightened. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Corvin said, “that your probability stream is linked to your emotional and cognitive alignment. When you push against truth, the bond tightens. When you speak it, it stabilizes. When you move toward one another in intent, it strengthens. When you pull away, it destabilizes.”

Lachlan’s face went still. “So we have to,” he began, then stopped, as if the next word tasted wrong.

Corvin finished for him. “You have to cooperate,” he said. “Not as a performance. As an actual choice.”

Cassia’s pulse thudded once, heavy. Cooperate with Lachlan. The academy’s star. The boy who had never needed to fight for space in a room.

Lachlan’s voice came low. “And the third mark.”

Corvin’s gaze lingered on the center pattern. “That,” he said, “suggests an imprint beyond the two of you. Not a person standing with you now. An influence embedded in the initial brew.”

Cassia’s stomach twisted. “So someone did make it happen.”

Corvin’s expression remained careful. “Someone introduced a shaping intent,” he said. “Not necessarily with violence. Not necessarily with malice. But with purpose.”

Cassia’s mind flashed to Roxanne’s smile, to the way she watched the practicum floor like she owned it. Then to other faces, other quiet rivals, other students who hated scholarship kids for existing. It could be anyone. That uncertainty felt like a threat that had no edge to grab.

Lachlan’s voice went colder. “So we’re being played.”

Corvin looked at him. “Or being tested,” he said, and the implication sat in the room like a held breath. “Some people believe the only way to reveal what a person is made of is to take away the things they rely on.”

Cassia swallowed hard. “And what if we don’t pass.”

Corvin’s gaze moved to her wrist, then to Lachlan’s. “Then your bond will keep escalating,” he said. “And escalation is not kind.”

Cassia’s mouth went dry. “What does escalation look like?”

Corvin did not answer directly. He placed a thin glass disc on the platform’s edge. “You will demonstrate,” he said. “A simple cooperation exercise. Nothing dangerous. Merely irritating.”

Lachlan’s eyes narrowed. “That’s comforting.”

Corvin’s expression did not change. “Hold hands,” he said.

Cassia went still.

Lachlan went still.

The silence that followed was sharp enough to cut.

Cassia’s first instinct was outrage. She wanted to tell Corvin he was ridiculous. She wanted to tell him she was not doing that in a room built like a vault with magic humming in its bones.

Her second instinct was worse. Curiosity.

Because the bond had already tugged them together. It had already responded when they told the truth. It had already made her skin warm like it knew something her mind refused to admit.

Lachlan’s voice came tight. “Absolutely not.”

Corvin’s gaze held his. “Then you will fail this diagnostic and I will report that you are unwilling to comply with the containment procedure.”

Cassia saw the flicker in Lachlan’s face. The split-second calculation. Reputation. Consequences. Pride. Fear.

Cassia’s chest tightened. She hated that the decision would matter to her, too, because if he refused, she would pay.

Before she could stop herself, Cassia lifted her hand.

Not toward him like an invitation. Toward him like a surrender she resented.

Lachlan stared at her hand as if it were a spell he didn’t trust. Then, slowly, he lifted his own.

Their fingers met.

Cassia’s skin tingled at the contact, not in a romantic way, not yet. In a magical way that felt too intimate anyway. The mark on her wrist warmed instantly, and the circle beneath their feet brightened in response. The silver lines surged, not violent, but eager, like something waking up.

Lachlan inhaled sharply. Cassia felt his grip tighten, not hard, but firm, like he was bracing against the sensation. Their joined hands became the center of a current, a quiet pull that ran through her arm and into her chest.

Corvin watched with narrowed eyes. “Now,” he said, “tell each other one truth you have not said aloud today.”

Cassia’s throat tightened. She wanted to laugh again, sharp and defensive. This was absurd. She barely knew him. She didn’t owe him anything.

But the circle glowed steadily, warm and patient, as if waiting.

Lachlan’s voice came low, almost reluctant. “I thought,” he said, eyes fixed on their hands, “that if I kept winning, no one would ever look too closely at me.”

Cassia swallowed. The admission sounded like something said in the dark, not in a diagnostic vault. It made him feel less like a star and more like a person with a secret bruise.

Cassia forced herself to answer, and the words came out before she could dress them up. “I thought,” she said, voice rough, “that if I never made a mistake, I could stay invisible enough to keep my place.”

Lachlan’s grip shifted, and for a moment his thumb brushed the side of her hand, not a caress, just a small, unconscious movement that made Cassia’s breath catch anyway.

The circle brightened again.

At the center, the third mark flared faintly, then settled, like it had heard them and decided to wait.

Corvin exhaled slowly. “Good,” he said. “Now we are getting somewhere.”

Cassia wanted to demand what that meant. She wanted to rip her hand away and run back to the safe illusion of distance.

Instead, she stayed because the bond felt steadier when she did. And that fact alone terrified her.

Corvin stepped back from the platform. “You will report here every morning for the next seven days,” he said. “You will keep a shared log of any probability events, however small. And you will remain within range of one another until Isolde decides otherwise.”

Lachlan’s gaze lifted, sharp. “How far is within range.”

Corvin’s mouth twitched slightly, not quite a smile. “If you can comfortably pretend you are not connected,” he said, “you are too far apart.”

Cassia’s stomach tightened again. She could already imagine the whispers. The looks. Two students were forced to shadow each other as punishment. She could already feel the humiliation building.

Corvin’s gaze slid to Cassia, then Lachlan. “One more thing,” he said. “This bond does not simply reward honesty. It appears to punish avoidance.”

Cassia’s throat tightened. “Avoidance of what.”

Corvin’s eyes settled on their joined hands, and Cassia realized with a jolt that neither of them had let go yet.

“Avoidance of the truth between you,” Corvin said quietly.

Lachlan’s fingers jerked as if burned, and he pulled his hand back.

Cassia’s mark pulsed sharply in response. The circle’s glow flickered, the silver lines dimming for a heartbeat, then stabilizing again, as if it had been disappointed and then forced itself calm.

Cassia stared at her own hand, empty now, and felt an unexpected hollow sensation, like a door had closed too quickly.

Lachlan looked at Corvin with anger that didn’t quite cover the fear. “You’re implying this is romantic.”

Corvin’s expression remained calm. “I am implying nothing,” he said. “I am observing. Bonds do not form around nothing. Someone made this, and they made it responsive. That kind of work requires a reason.”

Cassia’s stomach twisted. “So the reason is,” she began, then stopped, because finishing the sentence felt too vulnerable.

Corvin’s gaze shifted to her. “The reason,” he said, “is what you will discover. But you will not discover it by treating each other like enemies.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. Cassia’s chest tightened. Neither of them looked convinced.

Corvin opened the vault door with a gesture that felt like dismissal and warning at once. “Go,” he said. “And do not attempt to outsmart this bond. It will not lose. It will only escalate.”

They stepped back into the corridor, and the academy noise rushed in around them, as if the world had been waiting to swallow them again.

Cassia walked beside Lachlan with her wrists tucked into her sleeves, but she could still feel the mark pulsing, steady and awake. She could still feel that faint tug, the reminder that distance was now a negotiation, not a choice.

Halfway down the hall, a thin piece of parchment drifted from an upper balcony, spinning lazily, like someone had dropped it without noticing. It floated toward Cassia, brushing her shoulder, then landing perfectly in her hand as if it had aimed itself.

Cassia stared at it.

Lachlan stared at it.

On the parchment, in a neat hand that Cassia did not recognize, a single line had been written.

It will only work if you stop pretending you do not want what you need.

Cassia’s breath caught. Her fingers tightened around the paper until it creased.

Lachlan’s voice came low, fierce. “Where did that come from?”

Cassia’s mark pulsed warm, approving, like it had heard the question and liked it.

Cassia lifted her gaze to the balcony above, scanning shadows and railings, searching for a face, a movement, anything.

She saw nothing.

But she felt, deep under her ribs, that this was not over.

And the worst part was that a small, traitorous piece of her didn’t only feel afraid.

It felt pulled.
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​Chapter 2: The Range Between Us
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Cassia kept the parchment folded in her fist all the way to the next archway, as if hiding it could make it less real. The paper felt warm against her palm, not from her skin, but from something beneath it that behaved like a pulse. Every time she tried to tell herself it was a coincidence, the mark on her wrist answered with a quiet, stubborn throb, as if the bond had grown teeth.

Lachlan walked beside her in a silence that wasn’t calm. It was the silence of someone holding their breath so no one could hear it shake. He kept glancing up at the balcony, then down the corridor, then back at her hand as if the parchment had become a living thing that might leap and bite.

Cassia wanted to crush it. She wanted to shove it into a pocket and pretend she hadn’t read it. She wanted, most of all, to ask the one question that made her stomach twist.

Do you think it’s right?

But she didn’t ask. Asking would mean admitting she was affected, and being affected was the first step to losing control. She had learned that early, long before the academy, long before spellwork and potion formulas. People who showed what mattered to them gave others a map.

Lachlan finally spoke when they reached a bend in the hallway where the student traffic thinned. “Give it to me.”

Cassia’s fingers tightened. “No.”

His gaze cut to her, sharp with disbelief. “No.”

“It landed in my hand,” Cassia said. “It’s mine.”

“It’s about both of us,” he shot back, and the bond reacted to his tone with a faint tug beneath her ribs, as if it disliked the idea of ownership.

Cassia forced her voice steady. “You can read it from where you stand. You already read it.”

“I want to see the ink,” he said, and his jaw flexed like the words hurt. “I want to see if there’s residue. A scent. Anything. I want to know if it was written with a quill or a charm.”

Cassia stared at him. For a second, she saw past his irritation to the frantic need under it. He wasn’t trying to take it to win. He was trying to take it to stop feeling helpless.

Her wrist warmed, a small easing sensation, and Cassia hated that her body recognized the truth before her pride did.

She unfolded the parchment and held it out. “Don’t rip it.”

Lachlan took it carefully, like it might dissolve if he handled it wrong. His eyes flicked over the line again, and Cassia watched his throat move as he swallowed.

It will only work if you stop pretending you do not want what you need.

His mouth tightened at the word want.

Cassia could almost predict his response. A scoff. A cold remark. A refusal to let the sentence touch him.

Instead, he said, very quietly, “This isn’t how probability magic works.”

Cassia let out a breath that sounded too close to a laugh. “None of this is how it works.”

Lachlan’s gaze remained fixed on the paper. “Someone wants us to believe it does.”

Cassia’s stomach sank. “Someone wants us to behave like it does.”

He looked up then, and his eyes were bright with a hard kind of focus. “We need to show Isolde.”

Cassia’s chest tightened at the name. Isolde would take the note. Isolde would catalogue it. Isolde would decide what it meant. Cassia understood authority too well to confuse it with safety.

“And then what,” Cassia asked.

Lachlan’s voice went flat. “Then we do what we’re told.”

Cassia’s mark pulsed, not warm this time, but sharp, a quick sting that made her flinch. Lachlan noticed immediately, his gaze dropping to her wrist.

Cassia shoved her hand into her sleeve. “Stop looking at me like I’m your instrument panel.”

“I’m looking,” he said, “because it reacts when you lie.”

Cassia’s breath caught. “I’m not lying.”

His gaze held hers. “You don’t want to show her.”

Cassia opened her mouth to deny it, then stopped as the mark warmed again, as if her body had decided honesty was less painful than the bond’s correction.

“No,” Cassia admitted, voice low. “I don’t.”

Lachlan stared at her like he was seeing a piece of her for the first time. “Why.”

Cassia’s throat tightened. She could give him the easy answer. Because she doesn’t trust anyone. Because authority bites. Because scholarship students are always one wrong move away from being called a mistake.

But the easy answer was still too exposed. She wasn’t ready to give him that part of her. Not when he could walk away from the academy tomorrow and still have a place in the world.

So she said the truest thing she could manage without breaking. “Because if I bring her evidence of sabotage, she’ll look for a saboteur. And if she looks hard enough, she’ll find a reason to think it’s me.”

Lachlan’s expression went still. He didn’t argue. He wasn't reassured. He didn’t say she was being dramatic. And that silence, oddly, felt like respect.

Then he said, “I won’t let that happen.”

Cassia’s wrist warmed, soft and steady, and the sensation landed in her chest like a small betrayal. Because a part of her wanted to believe him. A part of her wanted to set down the weight of suspicion and let someone else carry it for once.

She couldn’t afford that kind of want.

“Don’t promise things you can’t control,” Cassia said, and turned before he could see how much his words had shaken her.

They didn’t get far before the academy reminded them that privacy was a luxury and they were no longer allowed one.
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