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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally immersive romance stories where tenderness is earned, consent is clear, and love grows through courage, kindness, and truth. Across sweeping settings and intimate moments, SankulaHub’s couples find their way back to themselves by choosing one another on purpose, not by accident.
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​Dedication
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For every heart that learned to look capable before it ever felt safe, and for every person still hoping that being seen won’t cost them everything.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Kaelin Wren is a third-year spellwork student known for perfect theory and flawless control, until the one mistake she cannot afford starts happening at the worst possible moment. Her greatest fear is not failure, but being exposed as someone who does not belong.

Darian Vale is a gifted counterweaver with a reputation that follows him like smoke, half rumor and half warning. He reads spells the way other people read faces, and he has learned that trusting the wrong person can ruin more than your heart.

Blythe Arden is Kaelin’s roommate, bright-eyed and sharp-tongued, who believes friendships should be chosen with the same seriousness as oaths. She sees through Kaelin’s careful composure, and she refuses to let her disappear inside it.

Professor Orlin Thatch teaches Partner Spellwork and treats every pairing like a living experiment with real consequences. He is fair in the way storms are fair, and he expects honesty even when it hurts.

Headmistress Eveline Crowe runs the academy as if she is holding a cracking dam together with bare hands. She rarely raises her voice, because the rules she enforces do the shouting for her.
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​Introduction Scene

[image: ]




The thread found Kaelin before her name was called.

It slid through the air like a whisper made visible, a silver filament unspooling from the domed ceiling and drifting down into the Pairing Hall with the patient certainty of something that had already decided. The hall was packed shoulder to shoulder with third-years in their midnight uniforms, every cuff stitched with the academy’s crest, every gaze trained on the circular dais where the Pairing Loom waited.

Kaelin kept her hands clasped behind her back, the way she had practiced. Stillness meant control. Control meant survival.

The silver filament brushed her wrist.

A sting snapped through her skin, sharp and intimate, as if the thread had bitten just to confirm she was real. Kaelin did not flinch. She refused to give the watching room the smallest reward.

Around her, the hall breathed as one organism. Excitement had a sound here, like paper rubbed between fingertips. Fear had a smell, like clean stone before rain.

The Pairing Loom pulsed at the center of the dais, its structure a ring of blackwood and pale metal, strung with dozens of luminous strands that converged into a knot of light. Spell-thread. Living magic pulled from the reservoir beneath the campus, fed into the Loom and taught, somehow, to choose.

A year ago, Pairing had been ceremony and prestige, a tradition for students who wanted the advantage of partner casting in the advanced tiers. Optional. Competitive. Glamorous.

Then the reservoir stormed.

Then the Threadwake swept through the lower halls and shattered half the old wards like glass. Then the academy’s council wrote new decrees with the desperation of people who knew the next break might be the one that drowned them all.

Now pairing was not optional. It was the only way the third-years would be allowed to continue. Partner spellwork had become the academy’s lifeline, and every student was expected to become a thread in it.

Kaelin swallowed against the tightness in her throat and kept her chin level.

She had prepared for this.

She had studied the compatibility matrices, the partner casting laws, the risk protocols, the backlash thresholds. She had spent nights copying diagrams until her fingers cramped, whispering every sequence under her breath until the words tasted like metal.

She had done everything right.

That was supposed to be enough.

The filament around her wrist tightened, not painfully, but insistently, like a bracelet someone had fastened without asking. A faint warmth spread under her skin. It felt too familiar, too personal, as if the thread knew where her pulse lived.

Kaelin turned her wrist slightly, just enough to see.

A thin band of silver had settled there, etched with tiny runes that flickered in and out of focus. Not ink. Not paint. Something deeper, like the magic was writing itself into her.

Her stomach dropped.

The bond was not supposed to anchor until the Loom announced the match. That was how it had always been explained, how it was described in the old records. The Loom chose. The names were spoken. The thread is sealed.

So why did it already have her?

Kaelin’s eyes lifted, careful, scanning the dais without seeming to.

Professor Orlin stood to the left of the Loom, hands folded behind him, expression unreadable. Headmistress Crowe sat in the high chair carved from the same blackwood as the Loom, her posture composed and still, as if stillness could command the reservoir beneath the academy to behave.

Kaelin forced her lungs to take a quiet, even breath.

Do not spiral. Not here.

If the thread had anchored early, it meant something had shifted. Something had changed in the way the Loom read her. In the way it had measured her.

Her chest tightened with a memory she did not want. A small classroom two weeks ago. A simple demonstration spell. A harmless ring of light meant to hover above her palm.

Except it had not hovered.

It had snapped.

The light had fractured into strands and wrapped around her fingers like searching vines, tightening until her nails had gone pale. Kaelin had forced it to release, face smooth, voice calm, pretending it was a minor miscast.

But she had felt the way the magic had resisted her.

She had felt, for the first time in three years at this academy, what it was like to not be obeyed.

She had not told anyone. Not even Blythe.

Because there were only two explanations for spell-thread that behaved like that.

The first was that the reservoir was contaminating student casting, and everyone was at risk. That explanation had already been taken by the council, polished into speeches, and used to justify the new decrees.

The second explanation was personal.

The second explanation was the kind that got students quietly removed from the program with polite letters and locked doors.

Kaelin’s throat worked again as she swallowed, and she tasted iron.

A ripple moved through the crowd.

Someone’s name had been called. A pair stepped forward. The Loom’s strands shimmered and braided, sealing into two matching bands on two wrists.

Applause spread, half relieved and half hungry.

Kaelin did not clap. She kept her gaze neutral.

The list continued.

Name after name, pair after pair. Some looked pleased, some looked stunned, and some looked as if they’d been sentenced. In the back rows, Kaelin saw a student rub at his wrist with an expression that looked almost like grief.

The thread around Kaelin’s wrist warmed again. A pulse, timed with the Loom.

Kaelin’s heart answered it before she could stop it.

Her wrist tingled, and for a split second she felt something else, not in her body, but close to it, like a second presence leaning in.

Kaelin’s breath hitched.

She turned her head.

A boy stood two paces away, half-shadowed by the taller students around him. He was watching the dais, but his attention did not look like everyone else’s. It wasn’t hungry or hopeful. It was sharp. Evaluating.

As if he could see the spells beneath the ceremony.

Kaelin recognized him with the quiet shock of certainty.

Darian.

She had never spoken to him. She had never needed to. His name had existed in the academy like a warning etched into a wall.

Counterweaver. Third-year, like her. Brilliant in dueling seminars. Dangerous in partner labs, according to rumor. A boy who could unravel another student’s casting with two fingers and a bored expression.

And the reason people didn’t say his name too loudly was not his talent.

It was what happened last year.

His former partner had vanished from the academy roster after midterm evaluations. No farewell. No gossip that could settle into a story. Just an empty seat and a silence that made people’s imaginations more cruel than facts.

Kaelin had told herself it was none of her business.

Now the thread on her wrist pulsed again, and Darian’s gaze cut sideways, landing on her like a hand closing around a secret.

Not her face.

Her wrist.

Kaelin felt her spine go rigid.

Darian’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes narrowed, as if he’d just read a line of text he hadn’t expected to find.

Kaelin’s fingers curled slightly, a reflex she forced back into stillness.

Do not react. Do not give him anything.

But it was too late. He had already seen. And the worst part was that the thread wanted him to see. It warmed, almost eager, as if his attention fed it.

Kaelin’s pulse thudded in her ears.

Professor Orlin’s voice carried over the hall, measured and clear. “Next.”

Kaelin’s name appeared on the hovering slate above the dais, written in pale fire.

Kaelin Wren.

The hall shifted, a collective intake. Kaelin stepped forward because the academy demanded it and because standing still would look like fear.

Each footstep felt too loud.

When she reached the edge of the dais, the Loom brightened, its threads lifting like a nest disturbed.

Kaelin raised her wrist slightly, not in display, but because the anchored band felt heavier, as if it had gained gravity.

Professor Orlin’s gaze flicked to her wrist and held there a fraction too long.

Kaelin’s stomach tightened.

So he saw it too.

Orlin’s face remained composed, but Kaelin caught something she’d never seen on him before, not in class, not in examinations.

Concern.

He looked past her, out toward the crowd, and spoke again.

“And her match.”

A hush fell so suddenly it felt like the hall had been trapped under glass.

The slate above the dais shimmered, hesitated, and then wrote a second name.

Darian Vale.

A sound moved through the hall, not applause, not a gasp, but a murmur that spread like heat through dry grass. Kaelin felt it as a physical thing, a wave of attention that turned her skin hot.

No. No, no.

Kaelin’s mind ran through every probability she had ever calculated, every compatibility chart she had ever built in private, and none of them included Darian.

He was not safe.

He was not predictable.

He was not someone you paired with if you wanted to quietly pass and graduate and never be remembered for the wrong reason.

He stepped out of the crowd as if he hadn’t heard the reaction at all. His stride was unhurried. His face was calm in the way knives were calm.

When he reached the dais, he stopped one step away from Kaelin.

Close enough that she could smell the faint sharpness of ink and something colder beneath it, like winter air held in stone.

His eyes dropped again, to her wrist.

Kaelin lifted her chin a fraction, an instinctive challenge she hated herself for.

Darian’s gaze rose to meet hers.

“Already anchored,” he said quietly, as if they were discussing weather. His voice was low, controlled, and not unkind, but it carried the certainty of someone who did not guess.

Kaelin forced her mouth into the shape of calm. “It shouldn’t be.”

“No,” he agreed. “It shouldn’t.”

He said it like a fact, not a comfort.

Kaelin’s fingers tightened behind her back. She could feel the thread band’s runes blinking faster, as if the Loom itself had become impatient.

Professor Orlin raised a hand. “Both of you. Hands.”

Kaelin hesitated only long enough to keep her hesitation invisible, then brought her left hand forward. Darian extended his right.

They were not supposed to touch.

The Loom would braid the threads between them. The bands would form. The bond would seal. That was how it was supposed to happen.

Instead, the moment their hands neared, the anchored band on Kaelin’s wrist flared with silver light and leapt.

A filament snapped out from her wrist, fast as breath, and wrapped around Darian’s.

The hall erupted into sound.

Kaelin’s heart slammed against her ribs as the filament tightened, a bright tether connecting them. She felt it not just on her skin, but inside her chest, a tug that pulled at something softer than flesh.

Darian’s eyes widened, just slightly. The only crack in his control.

Then the Loom answered.

Its strands rose and surged, not in a gentle braid, but in a rush like water released. Threads struck down toward them, swirling around their wrists, weaving themselves into matching bands, sealing the tether into a ribbon of light that shimmered between them like a promise they had not made.

Kaelin sucked in a breath, and the world tilted.

For an instant, she saw something that wasn’t the hall. A corridor lit by blue lanterns. A door half-open. A hand pressing against wood as if holding it shut.

She felt a rush of emotion that wasn’t hers. Anger, sharp as broken glass. Fear, deeper than bone.

Then it was gone.

Kaelin blinked hard, her breath unsteady.

Darian looked down at the band on his wrist as if it had insulted him. Then he looked at the tether between them, and something in his jaw flexed.

“You felt that,” Kaelin said before she could stop herself.

Darian’s gaze flicked up. “So did you.”

Kaelin’s mouth went dry. That was not how bond sealing was described. It was not supposed to pour чуж feelings into you like poison into water.

Headmistress Crowe stood.

The hall went quiet again, this time not from ceremony, but from instinct.

Her voice carried without effort. “This pairing stands.”

Kaelin’s skin went cold.

Professor Orlin’s hands were still raised, as if he wanted to pause the entire room and couldn’t. His eyes moved between Kaelin and Darian, and Kaelin saw calculation there now, quick and grim.

Headmistress Crowe descended the dais steps with a grace that made her seem inevitable. She stopped in front of them and looked at the tether.

Her gaze lifted to Kaelin. “Your band anchored early.”

Kaelin held her face steady. “Yes, Headmistress.”

Crowe’s gaze shifted to Darian. “And it reached for him.”

Darian’s expression remained neutral, but Kaelin felt the tether tighten as if his body had reacted anyway.

Crowe studied them for a long beat, then spoke in a tone that did not invite negotiation.

“Your first partner assignment begins at dawn.”

Kaelin’s pulse stuttered. “Headmistress, the schedule—”

“The schedule,” Crowe interrupted, “has been rewritten since the reservoir’s last surge. You will report to the Thread Halls. Professor Orlin will meet you there.”

Orlin’s throat moved as if he wanted to say something and decided it was not safe to say in public.

Crowe’s gaze sharpened. “Until further notice, you will reside in a paired suite.”

Kaelin’s breath caught.

That was for established pairs, for students whose bonds needed constant proximity to stabilize. It was not for brand-new pairings, not unless—

Unless the bond was unstable.

Unless it had already done something it wasn’t supposed to do.

Crowe leaned in slightly, her voice lowering so only they could hear. “If you attempt to separate that tether by force, you will trigger backlash. The council will not heal the damage you chose.”

Kaelin’s stomach dropped into a hollow.

Darian’s eyes went dark. “So we’re trapped.”

Crowe did not flinch at his tone. “You are paired.”

Kaelin felt the difference like a cut. Trapped was what Darian heard. Paired was what the academy insisted.

Crowe straightened. “You will leave the hall together. You will present your bands to the wardens at the residence wing. You will not cast alone. Not once. If you break protocol, you both fail.”

Kaelin’s hands trembled, just barely, and she hated herself for it. She still forced them.

Crowe’s gaze landed on Kaelin again, and in it Kaelin saw something that was not cruelty, not even disapproval.

Urgency.

As if the headmistress was holding the academy together with rules, and Kaelin and Darian had just become one more crack she couldn’t afford.

Crowe turned away, dismissing them with the same calm she used to dismiss entire storms.

Professor Orlin stepped closer. His voice was quiet. “You are not the first unusual bond this academy has seen, but you are the first to anchor before announcement.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “What does it mean?”

Orlin looked at the tether between her and Darian, then at Kaelin’s wrist, and his expression turned very serious.

“It means the Loom chose you because it believes you are necessary,” he said. “Not compatible. Necessary.”

Kaelin’s stomach rolled.

Darian’s voice was flat. “Necessary for what.”

Orlin met his eyes. “To keep the Threadwake from taking more than it already has.”

Kaelin’s breath left her in a silent rush.

The reservoir beneath the academy. The storming spell-thread. The missing partner. The early anchor. The vision that wasn’t hers.

The tether between her and Darian warmed again, as if it agreed with the worst possibilities.

Kaelin stared at the ribbon of light connecting their wrists, and for the first time she understood what the Pairing really was.

Not romance.

Not tradition.

A binding.

A test.

A warning.

Darian’s hand shifted slightly, and the tether tightened. Kaelin looked up, and their eyes met in the charged quiet between heartbeats.

In his gaze she saw something she did not expect.

Not a threat.

Not contempt.

Recognition.

As if he had been waiting for the academy to do something like this, and now it finally had.

“You’re scared,” Darian said softly, and Kaelin hated that the bond made his voice feel closer than it should.

Kaelin’s chin lifted. “So are you.”

A faint, humorless curve touched his mouth. “Good. Then we’re both paying attention.”

The tether pulsed, sealing the moment into something that felt like the first line of a contract neither of them had signed.

And Kaelin realized, with a sudden clarity that made her ribs ache, that dawn was too far away.

Because whatever the bond had awakened, it was already moving.

And it had chosen them to face it together.
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​Chapter 1: The Paired Suite
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Kaelin did not remember deciding to move her feet, only the sensation of the tether drawing her forward as the Pairing Hall released them into the corridor like a held breath finally let go.

The moment the heavy doors closed behind them, the air changed. Inside the hall, fear had been public. Out here, it became private, sharper, more intimate. Stone walls swallowed the noise of the crowd, leaving only the soft echo of boots and the thin, persistent shimmer of the ribbon of light between her wrist and Darian’s.

Kaelin kept her eyes ahead. If she looked at the tether too long, it felt like staring at a wound. If she looked at him too long, it felt like asking a question she wasn’t ready to hear answered.

Darian walked half a step behind her, not quite beside, not quite trailing. It was the kind of position that suggested strategy. The tether didn’t allow real distance, but he took what he could, as if the bond were an enemy line he refused to cross willingly.

Kaelin’s band itched beneath the runes, a warm, crawling sensation like a living bracelet deciding how tightly it wanted to hold her. Every few steps it pulsed, and the pulse tugged at her chest in a way she didn’t know how to describe without sounding foolish. It wasn’t painful. It was closeness that arrived without permission.

She tried to swallow it down.

You are not the kind of person who gets shaken by a spell.

Except she had been shaken before she ever stepped onto the dais, when the thread had anchored early. And she was shaken now, because in the instant of sealing she had seen a corridor that wasn’t here, had felt anger that wasn’t hers, and the bond had reacted as if it enjoyed sharing secrets.

The corridor bent toward the residence wing. Lanterns floated in iron brackets along the walls, their light tinged faintly blue, the academy’s way of reminding students that even the fire obeyed rules.

Kaelin’s mouth was dry, but she forced her voice to steady. “The paired suites,” she said. “They’re usually reserved for fourth-years.”

“Or for pairs who can’t keep their casting from eating them alive,” Darian replied.

His tone was flat, but the tether tightened on the last words, pulling at her wrist as if it wanted to correct him. Kaelin felt a soft flare of warmth, followed by a faint discomfort that went away the moment he stopped walking.

She slowed. The discomfort eased.

She realized, with an unpleasant clarity, that the tether was training them already. Rewarding and punishing without a lecture. Without mercy.

Darian noticed her hesitation. “What.”

“It reacts,” Kaelin said, hating that the answer sounded like weakness. “When you... when your emotions spike.”

He looked at the ribbon of light between them, and for the first time since the hall his expression shifted from careful neutrality into something sharper. Not fear, exactly. Wariness that had learned to wear armor.

“You felt that because I did?” he asked.

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “I don’t know what I felt. It was like...” She stopped, because she couldn’t afford to say it out loud. It was like he had been angry for so long it lived in him the way spellwork lived in the Loom.

Darian’s gaze slid to her band. “You anchored before the announcement.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t look surprised when Crowe said backlash would strip casting ability.”

Kaelin blinked once, slow. She heard the accusation underneath the observation. You already knew you could lose everything.

“I’m not surprised by the rules,” she said. “I’m surprised by this.” She tilted her wrist, just slightly. The silver band caught the lantern light and threw it back like a shard of moon.

Darian’s jaw moved. “If you’re trying to tell me you didn’t want this, you’re not alone.”

Kaelin forced a breath. “I didn’t say that.”

“Then say what you mean.”

The tether tightened again, not painful, but insistent, like a parent pulling a child away from a ledge.

Kaelin hated it. She hated that even silence felt monitored.

“I mean,” she said carefully, “that whatever the Loom chose, it did it early. And it did it loudly. And now the headmistress is acting like we’re a crack in a dam.”

Darian’s gaze sharpened at the word crack. “That’s because we are.”

Kaelin’s stomach turned. “You don’t know that.”

He looked at her as if she’d said the sky didn’t exist. “Kaelin. You saw the way Orlin looked at our wrists. You heard what he said. Necessary.” He said the word like it tasted bitter. “That doesn’t happen when the Loom is happy.”

Kaelin didn’t answer, because her mind kept snagging on something else. Necessary, not compatible.

Necessary for what.

Her band warmed again, and the warmth tugged gently toward him, as if the bond had opinions about which direction she should be facing.

Kaelin’s voice came out quieter. “I’m not trying to make you an enemy.”

Darian’s laugh was soft and humorless. “That makes one of us.”

Kaelin stopped walking.

The corridor around them was empty. The lantern flames flickered as if listening. The tether shimmered, its light brightening at her sudden stillness.

Darian stopped too, but he didn’t turn fully toward her. He held himself angled, ready to move, ready to be done with the conversation and the proximity and the way the ribbon of light refused to let him pretend she didn’t exist.

Kaelin made herself speak anyway. “We’re paired. Whether you think it’s a trap or a punishment or a problem to solve, it’s here. If you fight it—” She hesitated, because she could still hear Crowe’s voice, calm and absolute. The council will not heal damage you chose.

“If we fight it,” she corrected, “we both lose.”

Darian finally turned, and when he faced her fully, the tether tightened between their wrists until it was a straight, glowing line. Kaelin’s pulse jumped. She hated that her body reacted like this, as if the bond had moved a chair closer without her consent.

His eyes flicked over her face, not in a way that felt like appraisal, but in a way that felt like he was trying to read her. Kaelin had spent years building a face that couldn’t be read.

Darian seemed annoyed that it worked.

“So what,” he said, “you want us to cooperate.”

“I want us to survive,” Kaelin replied.

Something in his expression softened by a fraction, and then hardened again, as if softness was a mistake he corrected quickly. “Survive isn’t the same as trust.”

Kaelin felt the tether pulse, almost like a heartbeat. Not hers. Not his. Something between.

“I didn’t say trust,” she said. “I said survive.”

Darian studied her for a long moment, then looked away. “Fine.”

The word sounded like surrender, but his posture didn’t change. He didn’t relax. He didn’t stop holding himself like the world had teeth.

Kaelin forced herself to start walking again. The tether loosened into a gentle curve between them, as if pleased.

That small reaction made her skin prickle with anger.

Even the magic is judging us.

The residence wing’s outer archway came into view, carved with protective runes that shimmered faintly when students passed. Two wardens stood at the entry, older than the professors, faces like weathered stone. Their uniforms were simpler than students’, but the wards sewn into the seams made the air around them feel thicker.

Kaelin approached with her chin level, wrist lifted in the precise way required by protocol. She had done this before in other contexts, signing into restricted libraries, presenting her identification for advanced labs. Always controlled. Always correct.

The moment the older warden saw the silver band on her wrist, his expression changed.

His gaze moved to Darian’s matching band. Then to the tether.

His eyes narrowed, not in disapproval, but in calculation.

“You’re early,” he said.

Kaelin felt a flare of irritation. “So we’ve been told.”

The warden’s gaze flicked toward her face. “Name.”

Kaelin swallowed. “Kaelin.”

“And you,” the warden said to Darian.

“Darian,” Darian replied.

The warden lifted a hand, palm out. The runes on his sleeve brightened. The tether responded immediately, tightening, and Kaelin’s breath caught as the ribbon of light seemed to pass through the warden’s warding field like a thread through a needle.

She felt a brief pressure behind her eyes. A distant sound like water rushing through a tunnel. Then it eased.

The warden’s hand lowered. “Paired suit,” he said, and gestured toward the left corridor. “Third floor. East tower. Ward line will recognize your bands. You will not cross into the west tower without faculty escort.”

Kaelin’s stomach tightened. The east tower sat closer to the reservoir edge. That was where the academy placed students who needed more oversight, more warding, more immediate access to the Thread Halls.

Darian’s gaze sharpened. “We’re being kept near the problem.”

The tether tightened again.

The warden’s eyes flicked to the ribbon of light, then to Darian’s face. “You’re being kept near the solution.”

Kaelin felt cold spread under her ribs.

Solution. Necessary. Threadwake. Dawn.

She forced her voice steady. “Is this usual?”

The warden’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes held something like grim sympathy. “No,” he said. “But the reservoir isn’t usual anymore either.”

Kaelin wanted to ask more, but the second warden was watching, and there were students behind them in the corridor, quiet, trying not to stare at the tether and failing.

Kaelin nodded once. “Understood.”

They walked on.

The residence corridors were softer than the academic halls, lined with dark woven tapestries designed to muffle sound and absorb stray spellwork. Doors were spaced evenly, each marked with a crest and a faint ward glow. Kaelin had always lived in the standard dorm wing, a small room with two beds, two desks, and a window that looked toward the south courtyard.

The paired suites were in a different world.

As they climbed the third floor stairs, the tether seemed to adjust, shortening slightly as if the bond preferred them closer on narrow steps. Kaelin kept her hand near the banister, not because she needed support, but because she needed something to do with the tremor that kept trying to rise in her fingers.

Darian’s silence stretched.

Kaelin tried to decide what his silence meant. Anger. Fear. Calculation. All of it. None of it.

At the third-floor landing, the air shifted. Kaelin felt it before she saw it, a subtle pressure like stepping into a room where someone had just cast and the spell still hung in the air.

The corridor to the east tower glowed faintly along the baseboards, ward lines weaving like luminous roots.

Their bands warmed in response.

Kaelin’s stomach rolled again. The bond recognized this place.

Or the place recognized them.

“Do you feel that?” Kaelin asked despite herself.

Darian’s voice was quiet. “Yes.”

They followed the ward lines to a door at the far end of the corridor. Unlike the other doors, this one had no crest. Only a carved circle at eye level, filled with tiny runes that turned slowly, like a lock thinking.

Kaelin stopped in front of it. The runes paused.

The tether brightened.

Kaelin’s band itched, and the runes on the door responded, turning faster until the circle flashed once, then went still.

The door clicked.

Kaelin’s breath caught. “It opened for us.”

Darian’s gaze was flat. “It opened for the bond.”

Kaelin didn’t correct him. The difference felt too small to matter, and too large to ignore.

She pushed the door open.

The suite inside was larger than she expected, but not luxurious. It felt built for function, for oversight. A common room with a low couch and two chairs facing a hearth that held no fire, only a ring of warded stone. Two desks stood opposite each other, too close to be comfortable. Two doors led to separate sleeping chambers, and a third door near the hearth likely hid a washroom.

And there was only one exterior door.

Kaelin stepped inside, and the tether shimmered, its light reflecting faintly off the polished wood floors. The moment Darian crossed the threshold, the door behind them closed on its own with a soft, final sound.

Kaelin’s pulse spiked.

Darian’s jaw tightened.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Kaelin forced herself to walk farther in, as if claiming the space could make it less threatening. The air smelled faintly of cedar and something sharper beneath it, like the residue of old spells.

The hearth stones glowed once, then dimmed, as if acknowledging their arrival.

Kaelin looked at Darian, and he was watching the room the way he watched the Pairing Loom, like he expected it to bite.

“We should check the wards,” he said.

Kaelin blinked. “You think it’s trapped?”

He glanced at her. “Everything is trapped when you’re being watched.”

The tether tightened.

Kaelin felt the bond react to the word watched, a subtle pressure behind her eyes, like a reminder that the academy was not a neutral observer.

She forced her voice to calm. “Then we should be careful what we say.”

Darian’s gaze flicked to the tether. “That’s the problem. We’re not alone, even when we’re alone.”

Kaelin swallowed. She walked toward the desk nearest the window and ran her fingertips along the surface, feeling the faint hum of wards beneath the wood. A small brass plaque sat at the corner.

Paired Suite Twelve.

Kaelin’s stomach tightened again. Twelve. Not one. Not new.

“How many paired suites are there?” she asked quietly.

Darian’s voice came from behind her. “Enough for a system.”

Kaelin turned. He had moved toward the hearth and was standing in front of it, wrist lifted, watching the band’s runes blink softly. The tether had shortened again, not tight, but closer, as if the room itself had drawn them inward.

Kaelin didn’t like how easily the bond decided their distance.

She forced her focus to practical things. “We have a dawn assignment. Thread Halls.”

“And a shared suite,” Darian added.

Kaelin didn’t answer. The words tasted like confinement.

A sound came from the wall near the hearth, a soft click, and then a panel slid open, revealing a folded paper envelope that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

Kaelin’s breath caught again.

Darian’s eyes narrowed. “Convenient.”

Kaelin walked toward it carefully. The envelope bore no name, only the academy seal pressed into the wax.

Her fingers hovered over it, then paused. The tether pulsed.

Darian’s voice was quiet. “If it’s a directive, we’ll know whether they’re trying to help us or control us.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “Those aren’t always different.”

She broke the seal.

Inside was a single sheet, the ink still faintly warm as if it had been written moments ago.

The directive was short, precise, and worse than she expected.

Effective immediately, paired students assigned to Thread Halls are subject to constant proximity protocol. Separation beyond tether length is prohibited. Sleeping chambers may remain separate. Common room presence required from evening bell until dawn bell. Partner casting mandatory for all assignments. Noncompliance triggers automatic ward response.

Kaelin stared at the words until they blurred.

Darian read over her shoulder, then let out a slow breath that sounded like anger held back by teeth.

“Automatic ward response,” he said.

Kaelin’s voice came out thin. “It will punish us.”

“It will restrain us,” Darian corrected. “Punishment implies morality. This is management.”

Kaelin’s hands trembled, and she hated that the tremor was visible. She set the paper down on the desk before it could betray her further.

“Why,” she whispered, and she wasn’t sure whether she meant why this pairing, why this suite, why this bond, why her.

The tether warmed.

For a heartbeat, Kaelin felt something that wasn’t her own. A flicker of memory, sharp and half-formed, like a page turned too quickly. A voice speaking her name with urgency. A hand gripping a wrist.

Then it was gone, leaving her with the echo of emotion like smoke in her lungs.

Kaelin swayed slightly.

Darian moved without thinking. His hand came up, not touching her, but hovering near her elbow as if ready to catch her if she fell. He stopped himself at the last second, tension visible in the way his fingers curled, as if touch itself was another trap.

“You felt something,” he said.

Kaelin forced herself steady. “Yes.”

Darian’s eyes were very focused now, as if the bond had just revealed a crack in a wall he’d been hitting for a year. “What.”

Kaelin’s mouth went dry. She didn’t want to answer. She didn’t want to say she’d felt a voice, a grip, urgency. She didn’t want to give shape to the fear that had been shadowing her since the hall.

But the tether tightened, a subtle pressure, and Kaelin realized with a sick twist that the bond hated withholding. It hated secrets.

“I felt... someone saying my name,” she admitted. “Not you. Not anyone here.”

Darian’s gaze sharpened. “Kaelin.”

The tether pulsed, as if pleased she’d spoken.

Kaelin’s stomach turned. “I didn’t imagine it.”

“I didn’t say you did,” Darian replied. His voice was quieter now, and it carried something she didn’t recognize at first.

Concern.

It startled her more than his anger had.

Kaelin steadied herself with a hand on the desk. “When it was sealed, I saw a corridor. Blue lanterns. A door half-open.”

Darian went very still.

Kaelin’s skin prickled. “You’ve seen it too.”

Darian’s jaw flexed. “Maybe.”

Kaelin’s heart slammed. The bond tightened again, as if it knew he was lying or bending the truth.

Darian’s breath hitched, just once, and Kaelin felt a brief flare of discomfort behind her eyes. Not pain. Pressure. Correction.

His gaze snapped to the tether. “It punishes dishonesty.”

Kaelin swallowed hard. “Or it punishes withholding.”

Darian looked at her for a long moment, and something in his expression shifted. The armor didn’t come off, but it loosened enough for her to see the person underneath.

“You saw the lantern corridor because it’s real,” he said finally. “It’s under the east tower. It’s part of the Thread Halls access routes.”

Kaelin’s stomach dropped. “Then why did I see it?”

Darian’s voice went even lower. “Because the bond is bleeding memories.”

Kaelin felt a cold spread along her spine. “Yours.”

Darian didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The tether shimmered, and Kaelin felt the truth of it like a hand closing around her throat.

Kaelin forced her voice steady. “Your last partner.”

Darian’s gaze snapped to her face, sharp as a blade. “Don’t.”

Kaelin flinched internally, but she held her ground. “I’m not trying to hurt you.”

“Everyone says that,” Darian replied. His voice was quiet, but it carried weight. “Right before they do.”

The tether tightened again, pulling their wrists slightly closer, an infuriating insistence on intimacy.

Kaelin felt anger flare in her chest. Not at him, exactly, but at the way the bond treated their pain like something it had a right to rearrange.

Kaelin’s voice rose, despite her attempt to keep it calm. “I don’t know you.”

Darian’s eyes narrowed. “That’s the first true thing you’ve said since we left the hall.”

The tether pulsed, warm.

Kaelin stared at it, furious. “Stop reacting to everything.”

Darian’s expression flickered. “It’s not listening to you. It’s listening to us.”

Kaelin wanted to throw something, to scream, to rip the silver band off her wrist and fling it into the hearth until it melted into nothing.

But she couldn’t. And even if she could, Crowe’s warning was carved into her mind.

Backlash.

No healing.

Both fail.

Kaelin forced a slow breath. She lowered her voice. “We need to understand what it’s doing.”

Darian’s jaw tightened. “It’s binding us. That’s what it’s doing.”

Kaelin shook her head. “No. It’s showing me pieces of you. It’s punishing you for not saying what you mean. It anchored early like it was impatient. It leapt for you before the Loom announced.”

Darian’s gaze dropped to the tether. “Like it recognized me.”

Kaelin’s stomach clenched. “Or like it recognized what happened.”

Silence fell.

The suite felt smaller in it, as if the walls had leaned in to listen. The hearth stones glowed faintly, then dimmed again, as if the room itself had a pulse.

Kaelin’s fingers tightened on the desk edge until her knuckles ached. She forced her hands to relax. Control meant survival. Control meant she didn’t fall apart in front of someone whose reputation was made of smoke and missing names.

But the bond had already put her in front of him. It had already tied her to him in a way the academy called necessary.

Kaelin hated the word necessary now.

Darian spoke first. “You’re terrified.”

Kaelin’s mouth went dry. “You don’t get to tell me what I feel.”

Darian’s gaze lifted to hers. “Then tell me.”

The tether warmed, as if urging confession.

Kaelin’s throat tightened with stubbornness. She had built her life on being unshakeable. On being the student who didn’t tremble, didn’t cry, didn’t mess up on stage.

She had built her life on the assumption that if she did everything right, she would be safe.

The reservoir didn’t care what she did right.

The Loom didn’t care what she did right.

The bond didn’t care what she wanted.

She took a breath. It came out uneven. “I’m terrified,” she said, and the admission felt like tearing fabric. “Because I don’t know what’s wrong with my magic. And if the Loom anchored early, maybe it knows. Maybe it chose you because you can... unravel things. And maybe the headmistress doesn’t care what happens to us as long as the academy stays standing.”

Darian’s gaze shifted, not softening, but sharpening into a kind of focus that felt like attention being given rather than taken. “Your magic went strange before today.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

Kaelin’s stomach dropped. “How do you know that?”

Darian’s eyes flicked to her wrist. “The band anchored early. That doesn’t happen because the Loom got bored. It happens because something in you is already threaded.”

Kaelin’s breath caught. “Threaded.”

Darian’s voice stayed low. “Touched by the reservoir. Or linked to it.”

Kaelin felt a flare of panic, hot and immediate. She forced it down, but the bond flared with it anyway, warming, tightening, as if trying to hold her together while she tried to tear herself apart.

Kaelin swallowed. “If I’m linked to it, then I’m dangerous.”

Darian’s gaze held hers. “Danger isn’t always a choice.”

Kaelin stared at him, surprised by the words. They didn’t sound like something someone with his reputation would say. They sounded like someone who had been blamed for something and had learned how unfair blame could be.

Kaelin’s throat tightened again. “Is that what happened to you?”

Darian’s jaw tightened. His gaze turned inward for a heartbeat, like a door closing.

The tether pulsed. Tightened.

Darian inhaled sharply, and Kaelin felt pressure behind her eyes again. The bond demanded honesty like it demanded air.

Darian’s voice came out clipped. “Don’t pull at that.”

“I didn’t,” Kaelin whispered.

“You didn’t have to,” Darian replied. His eyes flicked to the ribbon of light. “It’s pulling. And it’s using you to do it.”

Kaelin’s stomach rolled. “I don’t want to.”

Darian’s mouth tightened. “I believe you.”

The words landed harder than anything else he’d said, because they were simple and unadorned and sounded like a choice.

Kaelin didn’t know what to do with that.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The tether shimmered between them, bright and quiet, like a rope pulled taut across a gap.

Kaelin forced herself to move. She walked toward the washroom door, not to flee, but to find something practical to hold onto. When she opened it, she found a small basin, a mirror, and a shelf with two neatly folded towel sets as if the academy had anticipated the exact shape of their discomfort.

She turned on the water, splashed her face lightly, and stared at her reflection.

She looked the same. Same careful braid. Same steady eyes. Same composed mouth.

But her wrist glowed faintly silver, and the glow made her look like someone else. Someone marked.

Kaelin turned off the water and walked back into the common room.

Darian had moved to the window. He stood with his shoulder near the glass, watching the courtyard below. The night beyond was thick and dark, and the academy’s grounds lay quiet under a thin drift of fog that clung to the stone paths.

Kaelin came to a stop a few steps away. The tether shortened automatically, pulling her into the edge of his space.

Darian didn’t move away. That, too, felt like something.

“You said the corridor is real,” Kaelin said softly. “Under the east tower.”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve been there,” Kaelin pressed, because the words were already between them.

Darian’s jaw flexed. The tether tightened.

He exhaled slowly. “Yes.”

Kaelin felt the bond loosen slightly, as if satisfied.

Darian’s voice stayed flat, but it carried a quiet ache beneath it. “My last partner hated the Thread Halls. Said they smelled like wet metal. Said the ward lines felt like hands.”

Kaelin’s stomach tightened. “Did you hate it?”

Darian didn’t answer immediately. His gaze stayed on the courtyard, distant. “I hated that she was right.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. She wanted to ask what happened. She wanted to ask where she went. She wanted to ask why there had been no farewell and no rumor that could settle into a story.

But the academy was not a place that allowed stories to settle if those stories threatened its foundation.

Kaelin forced herself to keep her voice gentle. “What do the Thread Halls do to pairs?”

Darian’s gaze flicked to her, sharp. “It tests them.”

Kaelin swallowed. “How.”

Darian turned slightly, just enough to face her more directly. The tether brightened, and Kaelin felt the warmth of it curl around her wrist like a promise.

His voice was quiet. “It puts you in rooms where the reservoir’s thread is thin. It asks you to weave anyway. It watches what you choose when the spell wants to break.”

Kaelin felt cold spread under her ribs. “That’s not training. That’s... pressure.”

Darian’s mouth tightened. “Pressure reveals.”

Kaelin’s voice came out rawer than she intended. “It reveals what?”

Darian’s eyes held hers. “Whether you’ll sacrifice your partner to save yourself.”

Kaelin’s breath caught.

The sentence landed like a stone dropped into deep water. It didn’t splash. It sank.

Kaelin’s fingers curled, reflexively, as if she could close her hand around the air and keep the fear from spreading. “That’s what you think the academy wants from us.”

Darian’s gaze dropped to the tether. “That’s what the bond is designed to stop.”

Kaelin blinked. “Stop.”

Darian’s voice was tight. “If the bond punishes dishonesty and spikes when emotions surge, it’s not there for romance. It’s there to keep the pair stable while the reservoir tries to tear you apart.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “Then why does it feel like—” She stopped. She didn’t want to say it. She didn’t want to admit that the tether didn’t only feel like restraint. Sometimes it felt like being held. Sometimes it felt like someone’s presence in the room before you turned your head, familiar in a way you couldn’t explain.

Darian’s gaze sharpened. “Like what.”

Kaelin swallowed. The tether warmed, urging truth.

“Like it wants us to be close,” she admitted.

Darian’s expression shifted, a flicker of something like discomfort. “It wants control.”

Kaelin’s mouth tightened. “Maybe.”

Darian’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t believe me.”

Kaelin’s pulse jumped. “I don’t know what I believe. I know what I feel.”

The tether pulsed, brighter.

Darian’s jaw clenched, and for the first time Kaelin saw something like genuine frustration on him. Not at her. At the bond. At the academy. At being forced into this moment.

He stepped away from the window, and the tether tightened, pulling Kaelin forward slightly as if the bond refused to let their conversation stay at a safe distance.

Darian stopped in front of her, closer than she would have chosen, close enough that Kaelin could see the faint tiredness around his eyes, the kind of exhaustion that came from never letting yourself rest.

His voice was low. “Listen to me. We can’t let it decide what closeness means. We can’t let it rewrite us.”

Kaelin’s breath caught. “Rewrite.”

Darian’s gaze held hers, intense. “If it’s bleeding memories, if it’s punishing lies, if it’s forcing proximity, then it’s trying to turn two strangers into a stable unit fast. That’s not romance. That’s engineering.”

Kaelin felt anger rise again, sharp and defensive. “You talk like feelings are a trap.”

Darian’s expression flickered. “Feelings are leveraged in this place.”

The tether tightened, and Kaelin felt a brief pressure behind her eyes again, as if the bond disliked the coldness in his voice. It didn’t want him to say that. Or it didn’t want him to mean it.

Kaelin’s hands trembled. She still forced them. “Then what do you want?”

Darian stared at her for a beat too long. Then he looked away, jaw tight, like he hated the answer he was about to give.

“I want,” he said, quiet, “to get through dawn without you getting hurt.”

Kaelin’s chest tightened. The words didn’t sound like strategy. They sounded like a choice.

The tether loosened slightly, warm.

Kaelin’s throat tightened again, this time with something that wasn’t fear. “Why.”

Darian’s gaze flicked back to her. “Because if you get hurt, I get hurt. Because the bond will make sure of it. Because the academy will call it necessary and move on.”

Kaelin swallowed hard. “That’s not why.”

Darian’s eyes narrowed, and Kaelin realized she had stepped onto something sharp. Something personal.

The tether tightened.

Darian exhaled, slow. “You want a better reason.”

Kaelin’s voice was soft. “I want the truth.”

For a long moment, Darian didn’t speak. The suite felt too quiet, the hearth stones faintly glowing like a listening heart.

Then Darian said, very quietly, “Because the last time I walked into the Thread Halls with someone tethered to me, she didn’t walk back out with the same eyes.”

Kaelin’s stomach dropped. “What happened?”

Darian’s jaw clenched. “The Thread Halls happened.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “That’s not an answer.”

Darian’s gaze flashed. “It’s the only one I’m allowed to give.”

The tether tightened sharply, and Kaelin felt the pressure behind her eyes spike. She sucked in a breath. It was like the bond was angry.

Not at Kaelin.

At him.

Darian’s face tightened as if he felt it too. He closed his eyes for a brief second, like someone bracing for impact.

Then he opened them, and his voice came out rougher. “I didn’t betray her.”

Kaelin’s breath caught.

He didn’t say her name. He didn’t have to. The entire academy’s silence lived in that sentence.

Kaelin’s throat tightened with something she couldn’t quite name. Compassion, maybe. Recognition of what it was like to be watched and measured and found wanting.

Kaelin’s voice came out gentler. “I didn’t think you did.”

Darian’s gaze snapped to hers. “You didn’t.”

Kaelin shook her head, small. “I don’t know you. But I know what it looks like when an institution needs someone to blame.”

The tether loosened, warm, like a hand unclenching.

Darian stared at her for a long beat, and in his eyes Kaelin saw something dangerous not because it threatened her, but because it threatened his walls.

Hope.

He looked away quickly, as if hope were an injury he refused to show.

“We need rules,” Darian said abruptly, voice changing back to practicality. “For us. Not the academy’s rules. Ours.”

Kaelin’s heart stuttered. “What kind of rules?”

Darian’s gaze returned to her, steady. “We don’t cast alone. We don’t lie to each other about what the bond shows. If we see something, we say it. Even if it’s ugly.”

Kaelin’s throat tightened. “That’s not fair.”

Darian’s mouth twisted slightly. “The fair isn’t on the schedule.”

Kaelin almost laughed, but the sound got stuck in her chest.

She nodded once, slowly. “Fine. But you follow it too.”

Darian’s gaze held hers. “I will.”

The tether warmed, as if sealing the agreement.

Kaelin hated that it felt good.

A soft chime sounded from somewhere in the suite, not loud, but clear, like the academy tapping a spoon against glass to remind them it was still present.

Kaelin’s pulse jumped. “What was that?”

Darian’s gaze shifted to the wall panel. “Evening bell.”

Kaelin’s stomach tightened. “We’re already under protocol.”

Darian’s jaw clenched. “We’ve been under protocol since the tether leapt.”
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