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Lyra


The locker is freezing against my back, the metal biting through my shirt. My arms are folded so tightly across my chest that my hands have started to tingle. And once again, I’m waiting for him.


Early-morning light filters in through the windows, carrying a faint reflection of the name bolted above the doors, EVERWYK HIGH SCHOOL, before dissolving into pale stripes along the hallway, dust stirring in its wake.


Two months of this back-and-forth… I’m done.


He strolls up, hoodie covering his dark hair. With a wary glance at the gawking freshmen, he hooks a finger and nudges me two steps sideways into the glass trophy alcove beside the science wing, public enough to feel safe yet private enough for secrets.


“Lyra,” he whispers, barely meeting my eyes. “You said you wanted to talk. Again…”


I press my lips together, trying not to snap. “Yeah. You said we’d figure this out. Remember?”


He sighs low and his body screams of irritation. “We have the same conversation every time. Can we not do it here, in front of everybody?”


A dull pressure settles in my chest. “Why? Afraid someone might see us together and think it’s something between us?” The bitterness in my voice tastes like acid. “I told you, I’m done pretending, Vince. I’m sick of being your secret, acting like we barely know each other. I’m done always being your second choice.”


His eyes flare with annoyance. “You’re making this more complicated than it needs to be, again.”


I let out a strangled laugh, a mix of hurt and frustration. “Oh, again? Maybe if you actually listened the first fifty times I told you how I felt, I wouldn’t have to keep repeating myself.”


He glances down the corridor, jaw tight enough to ache. The look on his face says he can’t stand the idea of being seen, as if the watching eyes matter more than the words between us.


“I just don’t see why it has to be a big deal,” he says, voice low. “You know how people talk. I just… I don’t want trouble.”


“You don’t want trouble?” My voice wobbles, and I hate that it does. “Do you have any idea how exhausting this is? How many nights I’ve lain awake, replaying every stupid moment I spent waiting for you to ’figure it out’?”


His shoulders tense, and he steps closer, lowering his voice even more. “Look, we’ll figure this out, just not right now. I’ve got practise after school, but…”


“No.” I cut him off before he can continue. “I can’t keep waiting, Vince.”


He opens his mouth, searching for words that never arrive. Guilt crosses his face, the look that’s undone me too many times. Normally, I’d give in. Not today. I’m done believing in promises he never keeps.


I turn around and start to walk. My heart aches with every step, but I move anyway. One foot, then the next. Breathe. Don’t break.


I turn the corner and slam straight into a solid body. Warmth. Resistance. My hands scrape leather as I lose my balance, the ground threatening to drop away before his grip snaps tight and holds.


“Whoa,” says a low, steady voice.


The sound slices through the fog in my mind, snapping my focus upward. He’s tall, dark-haired and the blue of his eyes feels deeper the longer I look. His gaze pins me, and the hallway blurs, as if he’s the only thing in sharp focus. The overhead fluorescents hiccup, dimming to murky blue; for a heartbeat his irises flare glacier-bright, then the lights rustle back to normal. I blink, unsure if it happened or only in my mind.


“Are you okay?” he asks, genuine concern threading his voice. No irritation. No judgment. Just… warmth.


I nod quickly, swallowing the lump in my throat as I slowly step out of his hold, my eyes still locked on his. I curl my arms around myself, more to hide the tremor than anything else. The absence of his touch sinks in, unsettling in a way I can’t explain.


There’s an electric buzz in the air, like static gathering just before a storm. I’ve never seen him before, yet there’s a spark of familiarity in the way his gaze lingers on mine.


“Yeah,” I manage, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m fine.”


His stare feels deep, as if he doesn’t believe me, but he stays silent. The hallway noise swells; footsteps, voices, the world rushing back in. My thoughts of Vince crashes back into me, and I need to move before I fall apart.


“Sorry,” I mumble, heat flooding my cheeks.


He takes a step to the side, and I slip past him, relief loosening one breath while sadness catches on the next. Beneath both, a dangerous little spark flickers to life.


By the time I reach my locker, my hands are shaking. The metal handle bites into my palms, a small mercy that pulls me back to the present. I yank the door open and freeze at the mirror taped inside: flushed cheeks, red-rimmed eyes with frustration. Frustration named Vince. I drag my fingers through my panic-mess hair, swipe the smudge of locker dust from my cheek, and square my shoulders.


One shaky breath. Then another.


The air burns on the way out. My world feels like a storm I can’t control; heartbreak, secrets, change, all swirling too fast.


But this time it’s different. I’m done being a bystander in my own life.


Vince


I hate mornings like this. I can feel her frustration even before I see her. I never meant to keep Lyra waiting, but every time I think about making us official, panic crawls up my throat. People talk. They always do. And if my father heard even half of it…


She’s by the lockers, waiting, her posture already telling the story. I tug my hoodie lower, notice the freshmen watching too closely, but I move toward her anyway.


A subtle hook of my finger, and she moves; two steps sideways, into the glass trophy alcove beside the science wing. Just enough space for us to talk.


“Lyra.” I shove my hands deeper into my hoodie pockets, and I keep my eyes fixed somewhere over her shoulder. “You said you wanted to talk. Again.”


She doesn’t smile. Not that I blame her. “Yeah. You said we’d figure this out. Remember?” she says, voice short.


Tension gathers beneath my ribs. We’ve had this conversation so many times, I’ve lost count. I already know what she’ll say, why are we still hiding, why not tell the truth?


The familiar excuse slips out: people talk, it’s easier this way. Low-key. Safe. Rehearsed. “We have the same conversation every time. Can we not do it here, in front of everybody?”


Her eyes flash. “Why? Afraid someone might see us together and think it’s something between us? I told you, I’m done pretending, Vince. I’m sick of being your secret, acting like we barely know each other. I’m done always being your second choice.”


That word, secret, has never sounded so harsh. My pulse kicks, my jaw tightens. I step closer, lowering my voice. “You’re making this more complicated than it needs to be, again.”


Dad’s face flashes in my head, Pastor Hayes, Family Values, and I can already see the scholarship committee scrolling through headlines like sermons. One photo, and everything I’ve worked for goes up in smoke.


She lets out a hollow laugh, and I flinch. I’ve heard that laugh before, it always comes right before she tears down my defences. “Oh, again? Maybe if you actually listened the first fifty times I told you how I felt, I wouldn’t have to keep repeating myself.”


I grind my teeth, trying to hold back the words that’ll make this worse, but she’s already cutting into me. A few classmates hover down the hall, pretending not to watch. Their attention prickles at the back of my neck.


“I just don’t see why it has to be a big deal,” I mutter. “You know how people talk. I just… I don’t want trouble.”


“You don’t want trouble?” Her breath shakes. “Do you have any idea how exhausting this is? How many nights I’ve lain awake, replaying every stupid moment I spent waiting for you to figure it out?”


Guilt squeezes in my chest. “Look, we’ll figure this out, just not right now. I’ve got practise after school, but…”


“No.” Her eyes narrow, like she’s finally reached her limit. “I can’t keep waiting, Vince.”


My stomach drops. I want to reach out, grab her hand and tell her I don’t want this to end. Her face says everything, colour high in her cheeks, eyes shining with the tears she won’t give me the satisfaction of seeing. The part of me that still remembers climbing trees with her won’t stop screaming to fix this.


I try to speak, but nothing comes out. My feet stay glued to the floor, and all I can do is watch her turn and walk away, faster and faster.


It stings, watching her walk away. I wait for her to turn, to glance back, to give me one more chance. She doesn’t. She just keeps moving, and before I can make myself move too, she slams right into some guy I don’t recognize.


Great. Just my luck.


She stumbles right into him, hands fisting in his jacket like fate’s having a laugh at my expense. Of course. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, and somehow his hair looks intentionally perfect. Because why not? My luck has been trashing me all morning. Who the hell is this guy?


He catches her easily, his hands closing around her arms like its instinct. My chest tightens. Too close. Way too close. Jealousy hits before I can stop it, a mix of guilt and heat I don’t know what to do with. We’re not official, but that doesn’t dull the sting when she leans into someone else.


I don’t hear what they say, only see the blush that follows. Soft and pink. The way she used to look at me. She doesn’t even glance back, I can’t tell if I want to drag her away or just disappear. My hands curl inside my pockets, the frustration sitting heavy in my chest instead of burning out.


Lyra walks away. The guy watches her go, gaze lingering, like she’s the most interesting thing he’s seen all day. When she’s gone, he turns to me. Slowly, he raises an eyebrow, not exactly a challenge more like he’s sizing me up, reading my frustration like a headline I can’t hide.


My temper spikes before I can swallow it. “What?!” I snap. Tension spikes. His friends exchange looks, clearly choosing not to step in. They just stand there, staring me down, like they don't need words to make a point.


For a second, I imagine crossing the space between us, ask what the fuck his problem is, but I also know how that ends. The way he stands, shoulders squared, quiet and steady, says he wouldn’t back off. And I’m not stupid enough to start a fight with half the hallway watching.


I grit my teeth, shove my hands deeper into my pockets, and try to look like I don’t care.


I turn and walk the other way, but I can’t stop myself from looking back. He’s moving too, him and his friends, following her. Maybe it’s coincidence. Maybe not. The unease in my gut says I should’ve stayed.


And it gets under my skin. Bad. Because Lyra’s mine, or at least she was, I hate that I don’t know where we stand right now.


I drag a hand over my face, exhaling hard. If I go after her, she’ll shut me out. Or maybe she’ll listen.


I groan. Exactly the kind of drama I swore I’d avoid.


Damn it.
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Lyra


By the time I reach the middle of the hallway, my thoughts are a hot mess, mostly about Vince. The look on his face when I said no. When I told him I was done. My chest tightens. I want him to fight for me, not shut down. I don’t know what stings more: the silence or realizing I meant it.


“Lyra!”


It takes a second for Mr. Calloway calling my name to sink in. I jerk my head up. He stands a few feet away, arms folded, eyes sharp. Of course he’s here, like he’s been waiting for me, ready to deliver bad news. Because why wouldn’t today get worse?


“Lyra, just who I am looking for,” he announces, and alarm bells go off in my head. Nothing good ever follows those words.


“You know we have three exchange students starting today?” he asks, not even pausing for an answer. “The student who was supposed to mentor them decided to sleep in, apparently. So, congratulations Lyra, you’re promoted.”


I think he mentioned it last week. Maybe. Hard to say when my love life’s been a complete mess and taking up all my brain space. Awesome. Just awesome. More pressure. More people. Babysitting newbies. Like hiding whatever I have with Vince isn’t already exhausting.


But I have zero energy to argue or invent an excuse, “Sure Mr. Calloway, no problem.”


“Great.” He gestures down the hallway. “They’re waiting in Principal Evans’s office. Don’t keep them waiting too long.”


His words hang in the air as I turn and start to walk toward the office, each squeak of my sneakers on the old stone floor reminding me how much I wish I could just slip away unnoticed.


Every now and then I catch sight of a classmate yawning and another flipping through their notes while heading to class.


By the time I push open the door to the principal’s office, I’m mentally preparing for maximum awkwardness. The office is nothing out of the ordinary, stiff chairs and faded motivational posters, but the air feels weirdly intense. A chill brushes my skin, there and gone before I can even shiver.


And there they are, three tall guys, radiating a quiet intensity that makes the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up. They’re gathered in front of Principal Evans’s desk, backs to me and lights flickering like the universe wants me extra uncomfortable.


My lungs forget how to work when I spot the one on the right; dark hair, leather jacket, dark-blue jeans. The boy from earlier. Even with his back to me, I can’t stop looking at him until I force myself to.


One stands loose-hipped, weight tilted onto one leg, thumbs hooked in the back pockets of a slouchy hoodie, relaxed yet sure of himself. The other holds himself ramrod straight, arms clasped behind him as if he’s on parade, head angled just enough to suggest he’s cataloguing every detail of the office. Even without seeing their faces, they give off the same weird energy, like the room has gone quiet just for them.


My pulse climbs into my throat. This current is sharper than anything Vince ever stirred.


They haven’t spoken, yet every inhale feels borrowed, siphoned away.


Principal Evans clears his throat, and the sound jolts through me.


“Lyra, perfect timing.” He gestures toward them, and all three turn at once.


Their eyes lock on me, and I’m suddenly, acutely aware of myself. Of my breathing, my stance, the way my skin prickles under their attention. My pulse stutters, and for a split second, I can’t tell if the unease is coming from them, or from whatever’s waking up inside me.


I force a calm expression, but my heartbeat is losing its mind. I let my gaze drift over each of them as Principal Evans says their names.


The first one, Xander Raine. The look in his eyes steals the air straight from my lungs. They’re this unreal shade of blue, shimmering like a cloudless sky drenched in sunlight, alive with a thousand unspoken stories. His golden-brown hair is tousled in that effortless way people spend forever trying to pull off, catching the light around his face and making him look almost… otherworldly.


Even the way he stands, all loose and confident, with energy humming just beneath the surface, sets my nerves on edge. There’s a gentleness in his features, softened by a crooked, playful hint of a smile that says he probably doesn’t take life too seriously.


Next, my attention drift to Sebastian Laurent.


He leans back against the principal’s desk, tie a bit loose and blazer undone, like he lives in a world where he makes the rules. Nothing about his confidence is subtle; it’s bold, unapologetic, magnetic, making the air itself warp and wriggle around him.


He carries himself with that effortless kind of charisma that pulls every eye without even trying. A smirk curves his lips; teasing, arrogant, charming, and it’s obvious he knows exactly the effect he has on people. Yet his smirk says he enjoys the game more than winning.


I try not to stare, but my eyes aren’t cooperating, and judging by that smirk, he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.


Finally, my gaze lands on Lucien Kade. Great. The whole brooding, mysterious thing wrapped up in one annoyingly gorgeous package.


His eyes are dark blue, focused and unreadable, like they know things I’m not supposed to. Yet it's more than just his stare that draws me in. The faint glow of the overhead lights catches the slight wave of his rich chestnut-brown hair, which curls just enough to look perfectly undone. Soft shadows slide across the contours of his face, accentuating his sharp jawline and the hint of stubble that makes him appear both rugged and refined.


He wears a black leather jacket that hugs his broad shoulders, leaving no doubt about the lean strength underneath. Though his posture suggests studied nonchalance, a coiled tension vibrates beneath the surface, like a panther crouched in the dark, perfectly at ease yet ready to strike at a moment’s notice.


Everything about his radiates quiet danger, an unspoken allure that sends a shiver racing up my spine.


When his gaze locks with mine, it’s like the whole office disappears, leaving nothing but the pounding of my heart and the pull of his eyes. I can’t help but wonder what secrets hide behind that calm exterior, secrets that make him seem like he’s lived a dozen lives in the span of one.


Principal Evans’s pointed cough breaks the moment. I blink, heat creeping up my neck as I force my attention back to him and clear my throat, the sound echoing in the too-quiet office.


He’s watching me with that knowing teacher look, the one that says I saw that, but I’m going to pretend I didn’t. His eyebrows lift just enough to make hot blush creep up my face.


I straighten my posture like that’ll somehow erase the fact that I was basically ogling the new students five seconds ago. Spoiler: it doesn’t help.


“Right…” The word scrapes out, rough and awkward, as I try to remember how basic introductions work. “Nice to meet you. I’m, uh… Lyra.”


They don’t respond. Just… stare. Assessing. It’s like being under a microscope, and the silence threatens to crack my composure. I can hear my heartbeat explode in my ears, and a spike of frustration pushes through my nerves. Great. Guess I’m today’s science experiment.


“Nice to meet you,” Sebastian finally says, his tone polite yet distant, like a courtesy he flicks into the air and watches drift away.


Lucien merely nods, and my stomach twists at that brief, intense moment our eyes meet again. My skin tingles in response, which only annoys me, I hate how aware he makes me feel.


“The bells have already been ringing,” Principal Evans says, glancing at the clock. “I’ll leave you to it, Miss Brooks.”


Oh, fabulous. Leave the awkward, flustered girl alone with three gorgeous mystery guys. What could possibly go wrong?


I clear my throat, which does absolutely nothing to help. “Right. So… I’m Lyra. Your, uh, tour guide, I guess.” My voice wobbles like I’m auditioning for Awkward Teens: The Musical, and their collective stare does not help.


Silence.


Don’t be weird, Lyra. Don’t stare. I swallow and make myself move, every step screaming awkward as I move for the door and walk out of Principal Evans office.


“Okay,” I’m trying for breezy but managing full-on strangled instead. “Let’s do the basics. Cafeteria, library, the gym. Classrooms if we have time. No detours to the roof or boiler room. Deal?”


Sebastian chuckles, low and warm. “Spoilsport.”


We step into the hallway, and the door clicks shut behind us like the universe saying, good luck with that, Lyra. I flinch anyway.


First period, the halls are mostly empty this early, just a few stragglers drifting by. Their stares stick to us like glue. The New Kids Parade: featuring three mysterious transfer students and one awkward guide.


The guys fall into step behind me, perfectly synchronized like some weird boyband formation.


Xander stretches like a cat, shooting a lazy grin at the gawkers. “We are making friends already?”


“Ignore them,” I mutter, as if that’s even possible. The whispers travel faster than a group chat: That’s them. The new guys. Those are the guys.


A weird heaviness hangs over us, like the world’s slowest thundercloud.


Something is off with these guys. Why are they grouped together? Why am I the only one to be assigned to all three? Usually, the school spreads out new students among different mentors, this arrangement feels… wrong.


“So,” Xander disrupt the silence, smirk firmly in place, “you’re the girl who body-checked Lucien earlier. Impressive.”


I trip over my own feet because apparently coordination isn’t my thing. My face goes nuclear just remembering slamming into Lucien and practically grabbing his jacket like a lifeline.


“Uh… yeah,” I manage. “That’s me.” I can practically feel Lucien’s stare burning a hole through my back.


Fantastic. Just fantastic.


Xander chuckles under his breath. “Thought so.” His smirk widens. “He doesn’t usually notice people like that.”


I stiffen. People like what, exactly?


The words almost spill out, but I bite them back. No way I’m giving him the satisfaction.


Xander cocks his head, eyes glinting like he already knows the answer. “That guy you were arguing with this morning, what was that about? Looked… heated.”


My brain betrays me and jumps straight to Vince. Of course it does. I try to brush off Xander’s prying and I force out a laugh. “It was nothing.” Yeah, smooth, Lyra. Really convincing.


One eyebrow lift, and his grin turns knowing. “Huh… If that was ‘nothing,’ then I’ve been seriously underestimating what ‘something’ looks like.”


Before I can embarrass myself further, Sebastian bumps my shoulder with an easy grin. “Ignore him,” he says, voice warm with amusement. “Xander can’t resist pushing buttons when he’s bored.”


Relief floods through me, and I manage a quick smile. Sebastian’s answering one is softer, almost apologetic.


He looks so… put-together. Like someone stepping out of a designer ad, all breezy confidence and bright eyes. Yet despite that model-perfect exterior, he seems more approachable. Definitely the calmer half of Team Trouble.


“Hey,” Xander protests, hands raised. “I’m a delight. I pick up on vibes.”


“Professional shit-stirrer,” I muttered.


Sebastian’s smile lingers, but his eyes flicker with curiosity. “Exactly.” He runs a hand through his perfectly messy hair, like he knows exactly how good he looks doing it. “Now that we’ve clarified everyone’s role in the group,” he says, grin widening, “tell me, is it true this school used to be an asylum? Because that’s what I heard.”


I laugh softly, thankful for the distraction. “Pretty sure it’s just a rumour. Still, some of the staff definitely give off I’ve-seen-things energy.”


Xander grins. “Good to know. I’ll try not to earn my own padded room before lunch.”


Xander throws an arm over Sebastian’s shoulders in a dramatic half-hug. Sebastian rolls his eyes, but the corner of his mouth twitches. “Alright, our Crumb Nugget,” Xander says, “show us the wonders of this fine establishment.”


I shoot him a look. “A comedian and a handful. Great. Good to know I’m babysitting a real character.”


“Babysitting?” Xander grins, pressing a hand dramatically to his chest. “I like to think of it as a guided adventure, with an exceptionally attractive tourist.”


“Yeah? Behave, or I’ll lock you in the janitor’s closet,” I fire back, smirk tugging at my lips.


Sebastian rolls his eyes so hard they practically orbit. “Don’t feed the beast, Lyra. His ego’s already generating enough energy to power this town.”


I try to keep my expression neutral, but curiosity wins. I turn my head, pretending to check the hall, when really, I’m looking at Lucien. He’s a pace behind, quiet and unreadable, except for the faintest flicker of amusement in his eyes.


The memory of his hands on my arms flashes through me, and I instantly regret looking. Seriously, Lyra! Get a grip!


“Anyway,” I say, shaking off the weird adrenaline buzz. “Follow me. I’ll show you our luxurious dumpster cafeteria, our prison-cell classrooms, and our world-class gym-slash-graveyard.”


Xander salutes like we’re going to war, Sebastian smirks, and Lucien gives this calm, almost old-fashioned nod. I lead them down the maze of hallways, my footsteps echoing louder than they should. My heart thunders in my chest, pulsing with both anxiety and curiosity. Something is different about them. Maybe it’s my nerves. Or maybe it’s the way they move, together but out of sync with everyone else.


Xander and Sebastian drift ahead, trading jokes. Lucien ends up beside me, close enough that I can feel the quiet in his stride.


I tell myself not to think about it, but every few seconds, I catch him glancing my way. Not obvious, just… enough.


Great. Because what I really needed right now was another complication.
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Lyra


Sunlight pours through the high windows, bouncing off the endless rows of metal lockers. Words spilling on autopilot. But half my brain keeps replaying how Lucien’s midnight blue eyes pin straight through me. Seriously, Lyra. Focus.


Sebastian’s low chuckle cuts into my mental loop, his gaze skims the corridor as if every detail is a clue in some grand puzzle. “So, is it true there’s a teacher here who used to be a professional wrestler?” he asks.


“Not exactly,” I deadpan, picturing Mr. Lowell wielding a folding chair. “But trust me, Mr. Lowell got the pop-quiz reflexes of a pro.”


“Ooh, pop quizzes,” Xander says, eyes lighting up like he’s just been handed a live grenade. “My favourite.”


I scoff, rounding the corner toward the stairwell. “Sure. Because surprise tests are everyone’s dream.” I risk a glance at Lucien. His head tilts slightly, eyes narrowing down the hall, like he’s listening to something only he can hear. Great. Totally not creepy at all.


His eyes snap to mine, precise and sudden, like he felt me there, and every word evaporates.


I whip my head forward and quicken my steps, putting space between us. “So… uh, the library is up the stairs. Cafeteria, um, this way.” My voice catches, and I bite the inside of my cheek.


Xander and Sebastian are a few steps ahead, still talking about who-knows-what.


Sebastian looks back, expression softer than I expect. “You okay?”


“Yeah,” I say quickly. “Just… a lot already.”


He smirks. “Guess we’re not the subtle type.”


I snort. “Subtle’s dead. Buried behind the gym. Probably next to my sanity.”


Xander barks out a laugh, loud and unrestrained, bouncing off the lockers. Even Lucien’s mouth twitches, just enough to count as a smile. The tension eases, and for half a second, it’s almost… normal.


We pass a stretch of scarred lockers, layered with old stickers and inked hearts, initials carved into chipped metal. Sebastian runs a finger along the dented doors, and dust clings to his skin.


“This place has character,” Lucien says quietly, almost like he didn’t mean to say it out loud.


“That's one word for it.”


He glances over, brow lifting just enough to make it feel like a challenge. “And yours?”


I bite my lip. “Home, I guess. Messy, irritating, loud…” My voice catches on memories I’m not ready to share. I slow, then stop, and they bunch up behind me. “Anyway… uh, you guys got your schedules?”


Xander rummages through his pockets, muttering under his breath, until he finally produces a mangled piece of paper. It’s torn at one corner, creased beyond recognition, it looks like the paper are from another century.


He straightens it proudly. “Behold, my treasure map. Complete with wrinkles for added authenticity.”


Sebastian laughs softly and retrieves his own schedule, unfolding it with care, which is pristine in comparison. “I swear he crumples everything on purpose,” he says, side-eyeing Xander. “Says it adds character. Personally, I call it laziness with flair.”


“Neat is boring,” Xander insists, giving me a playful wink. “You should try it sometime.”


“Pass,” I say. “I like being able to read where I’m supposed to be.”


Sebastian chuckles, the kind of sound that probably gets him extra credit.


Meanwhile, Lucien slide slowly a neatly folded schedule from his jacket, like everything he does has purpose. When he hands it to me, our fingers brush. Just a second, not even that, but the touch ignites a spark. A jolt snaps through me, curling up my arm and bursting in my chest. My breath stumbles, my grip falters, and I nearly drop the paper.


His eyes lift immediately, those deep, dark blues locking on mine, unreadable but so intent it’s like he’s listening to the silence between us. His brows lift slightly, not mockingly, just… aware.


Were that actually static or just my nerves? Great, now I’m short-circuiting around this guy.


“Sorry,” I manage, my voice smaller than I want it to be.


He doesn’t answer. Just watches me for a second longer than necessary before sliding his hands into his jacket pockets again.


I clear my throat and gather their schedules, fanning them out in my hands. I skim the columns, then pause when the same class repeats across all three. “History next with Mr. Lowell,” I say, handing them back in turn. “Guess that makes things easy, you’re all in the same class.”


Sebastian’s mouth tilts. “Exchange-student cluster schedule,” he says with a shrug. “Easier for the teachers to keep tabs on us.”


“Where you going?” Xander asks, smirk turned up to maximum chaos.


“AP English,” I say, trying to sound like I have my life together. “But I’ll walk you to History first, you know, drop you off with our pop-quiz overlord.”


Xander claps once, sharp and decisive. “Excellent! Guide us, oh mighty Crumb Nugget, to the sacred halls of historical enlightenment.”


Sebastian smirks at me, as we are sharing an inside joke. “Translation: He wants to find the quickest escape route in case he’s allergic to actual learning.”


Xander gasps, nearly tripping over his own feet as he spins to face Sebastian. “Excuse you, I’ll have you know I’m a pillar of academic virtue, thank you very much.” The grin he flashes me is all teeth and trouble, the kind of grin that dares the world to keep up.


Sebastian doesn’t even pause his stride. “Uh-huh. More like a pillar of chaos held together by caffeine and questionable decisions.”


“Exactly,” Xander says, flashing a thumbs-up. “It’s called balance.”


Their banter makes me laugh as we reach the cafeteria doors. The smell smacks us in the face, week-old pizza, mystery meat, overcooked pasta and a faint note of despair.


“Ah, fine dining,” Xander says, fake gagging into his sleeve. “I can practically taste the food poisoning.”


Sebastian peers past the counter. “Bold choice, serving nothing and still managing to disappoint.”


“I take no responsibility if you die of food poisoning. Sign the waiver on your own time,” I say, laughing.


“You hear that?” Sebastian says to Lucien, managing to sound genuinely betrayed. “She’s already planning our funeral.”


Lucien doesn’t even look up. “She’s warning us.”


“Right, okay. Love that energy…” My voice is definitely not selling it. “So… That was the cafeteria. The gym’s down that hall.”


Xander looks ready to crack another joke. I can practically see it forming, but Lucien’s expression stops it dead.


Lucien nods once, slow. “Lead the way.”


It isn’t a command. It feels like… permission, or maybe a test. As though he decides whether this tour happens or not. My throat goes dry. I force my feet to move. The way he says it makes it feel like I’m agreeing to more than a tour.


One foot, then the other. Totally fine. Probably.


The scuffed floors gleam faintly under the buzz of dying lights, familiar and strange all at once.


Xander fires off questions like he’s speed-running curiosity. “Does the vending machine by the science wing eat quarters? Does the principal live in his office? Is the ghost in the gym real or just a senior prank gone wrong?”


Sebastian doesn’t miss a beat. “I’m more concerned about the meatloaf.”


Finally, we arrive at a tan door with chipped paint and a ’Mr. Lowell’ plaque that looks ready to fall off. “Here you go,” I announce, “welcome to Ancient Civilizations and the Joy of Pop Quizzes.”


Xander eyes the door. “Charming. Think he’ll throw a surprise test at us on day one?”


Sebastian leans against the wall, “I vote for a grace period. Gotta conserve energy for lunch, right?”


“Which happens right after,” I say, trying for casual. “I’ll meet you in the cafeteria. Try not to end up in the boiler room, okay?”


Xander gives me a dramatic nod. “Aww, she cares!”


“Yeah, sure,” I mutter. “Purely selfless. I just don’t want to get murdered by principal Evans for losing three exchange students.”


Sebastian flashes a smile that makes me wonder just how many hearts he’s broken with that effortless charm. “We’ll do our best to survive,” he says lightly, but Lucien’s glance makes it feel like a private joke I’m not in on.


Lucien’s eyes meet mine, and for a split second, I swear he almost smiles. My heart gives a fluttery little kick. Oh, come on, Lyra, not now. I turn before my blush betrays me.


“Good luck with Mr. Lowell,” I say, waving a half-hearted goodbye before heading off to my own class.


Xander yells after me about lunch. I wave back without turning around, trying very hard to ignore the fact that I’m grinning like an idiot.
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Lyra


By the time I sneak into English, I feel completely wiped out, less physically, more like my brain got run over by a truck. Between the blowup with Vince, the weird spark with Lucien, and now being crowned Official Babysitter, my nerves are frayed.


Naturally, the second I set foot in the classroom, everyone cranes their necks to watch me perform the Late Arrival Shuffle. Yes, hello, I’m late, please carry on. I tilt down and speed-walk to my seat. Mrs. Harding doesn’t even grace me with a glance, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling like I’m on stage with a spotlight aimed directly at my forehead.


“Late again?” Elliot murmurs from the desk next to mine. He’s my personal Sherlock Holmes, so observant it's annoying, yet somehow the only one who truly gets me. He keeps his voice low, probably to avoid Mrs. Harding’s legendary wrath, last time someone interrupted her, they got a ten-minute sermon on the sacredness of the written word.


I force a half-smile that probably looks more like a grimace. “Mhmm…” I mutter, yanking out my notebook. My hands fumble on the pages, if I pretend to be engrossed in Shakespeare, maybe I won’t have a mental breakdown right here in class.


Class drags by at the speed of continental drift. Mrs. Harding dissects a Shakespeare sonnet in her signature drone, with occasional dramatic exclamations of “This is why we must truly feel the text!”


Meanwhile, my brain’s busy running the worst highlight reel ever: Vince and me are over. Lucien’s stupidly perfect eyes. Xander and Sebastian firing off questions like they own the place. It’s like a cringe highlight reel on an endless loop.


I’m half-listening to Mrs. Harding and half just zoning out, my pen wandering through the margins. Swirls. Lines. Random shapes. I’m not even thinking, my fingers move automatically, tracing smooth curves and sharp angles, looping into intricate lines without any plan. It feels almost soothing at first. I blink and really look at it.


It’s… weirdly detailed.


The lines curve into an ornate crest, a shield surrounded by tiny, looping shapes that might be stars. Or leaves. Or both. In the middle, a dark oval ripples faintly under the light, like wet ink refusing to dry. Strange marks edge the border, symbols that tug at the edge of recognition but stay stubbornly foreign.


My stomach flips. I don’t remember choosing any of this, not the shapes, not the symbols, not the way it fits together so perfectly. But looking at it now… it feels intentional. Like I was following instructions I didn’t know I had.


Elliot bumps my elbow, snapping me out of it. “Hey,” he whispers, his voice dry. “Earth to Lyra. You’re about to start drooling.”


I jerk in my seat. “I’m fine,” I hiss, snapping my notebook shut a little too fast.


He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t push. Mrs. Harding’s eyes laser over us in warning and I glue my gaze to the board.


But I can’t stop thinking about the drawing. Mrs. Harding’s voice fades into background noise, a distant hum about metaphors and stuff. All I can focus on is the engraved image in my mind, that strange, impossible sketch that somehow feels… familiar.


“Hey,” Elliot whispers, nudging my elbow again. “You look ready to face-plant onto your desk.”


I force myself to sit up straighter. “Drop it. I’m okay, seriously.” I mumble, sending a covert glance toward Mrs. Harding, because another lecture on thou shalt not whisper might actually break me.


Elliot arches an eyebrow. “I’m guessing this morning’s… excitement is still rattling around?”


Chewing on my lip and I feel the morning’s memories tear through.


“You could say that.” My eyes drop to the desk. There’s a nick in the surface, small and sharp, and I start picking at it, flakes of old paint curling under my nails. Anything to keep my hands busy.


Elliot whistles low. “That bad, huh? Want me to slam Vince’s head into a locker for you?” His tone is playful, but a flicker of real protectiveness sparks in his eyes.


I snort, “Tempting, but you’d be suspended. And Vince and I… it’s complicated.”


“Yeah, I know.” Elliot leans back, tapping his fingers on the desk in a rhythm that mirrors my jittery nerves. “And the three new guys? I swear, half the junior and senior girls are already swooning.”


I feel my face go hot. “They’re… interesting,” I say, keeping it vague. “I’m supposed to show them around, and I can’t decide if that’s a blessing or punishment.”


Elliot smirks. “Blessing, punishment; tomayto, tomahto. The rumour mill’s already whipping up a ‘Lyra and her harem’ special.”


I groan. “Excellent. Just what I need, a side order of drama on top of Vince’s drama.”


Before Elliot can respond, Mrs. Harding’s voice rises like a foghorn. “Lyra, care to enlighten us on the final couplet?”


My heart nearly seizes. “Uh…” Brain, think of something Shakespeare-y! “It, um, emphasizes the endurance of love?” I blur out, hoping I don’t sound like I’m playing a guessing game.


She peers at me over the top of her glasses. “Correct. Now if you’d been paying attention, you’d know we moved on to analysing the symbolism.” She whips back to the chalkboard, unbothered, while I shrink about two inches in my seat.


Elliot smothers a laugh, making me kick him under the desk.


The second the bell rings and I practically jump up from my chair, gather all my stuff in a rush. Elliot trails behind, casually packing up like we’re on a Sunday stroll.


“Need a bodyguard to lunch or is your new fan club waiting outside?” he drawls, that crooked grin of his in full force.


“Har, har.” I shove my notebook into my bag with maybe too much force.


Elliot pokes my arm, smirking. “Promise you won’t spontaneously combust before we get food? I’d have to bring you fries in the nurse’s office, and that’s awkward for everyone.”


I laugh and some of the tension drains away. “Fine, but only if you provide extra ketchup.”


“Deal. Now c’mon, let’s beat the cafeteria rush.”


The hallways are chaotic. Students swarm everywhere; I’m clinging to my backpack like a lifeline. The morning might be over, but my real challenge is only just starting because I promised the Mystery Trio, I’ll meet them, and I can’t shake the memory of Lucien’s silent stare.


Seriously, though, why are these guys already taking up so much space in my head? I’m practically biting a hole in my cheek to stay calm.


“Hey,” Elliot calls from a few steps ahead, “you are spacing out again?”


I snap back to reality and quicken my pace. “Nope, just thinking,” I say, though my mind won’t stop whirling. “And if you see me crash into someone, please save me from a second round of hallway humiliation.”


He chuckles. “I’ll do my best, but I make no promises if it’s Vince.”


“Thanks a lot…”
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Lyra


I’m midway through messing with my questionably edible pasta when I see them. Actually, scratch that. Everyone sees them.


Three new guys stroll in like they own the place, radiating that confident, mysterious vibe that apparently comes standard with them.


Xander strides in first, all confidence and easy grin, like the lunch crowd exists purely for his benefit. Chairs scrape, heads turn, and he soaks it in without even trying. Sebastian follows, smooth and unhurried, carrying himself with the kind of effortless poise that belongs under studio lights, his gaze drifting over the room as if he’s already decided where he fits.


A step behind them comes Lucien; quieter, sharper, his presence pulling the airtight around him. He doesn’t look like he’s here for attention, but it finds him anyway. The moment he crosses the threshold; my body forgets what it was doing. His gaze lifts, precise and unerring, and finds mine like it was always meant to.


I try, and fail spectacularly, to act like my pulse doesn’t rocket into triple time. Way to stay cool, Lyra. Very inconspicuous.


They move for the lunch counter, trays in hand, kicking up a swarm of whispers. People lean in, point and mutter behind their hands. Who are they? Why do they look so…? Even the lunch ladies seem taken aback. I catch Lucien’s eyes again and I immediately pretend to inspect my pasta. Stop it, Lyra. Breathe. Focus on your gloriously unidentifiable lunch!


They thread their way through the jumbled aisles of backpacks, chair legs, and outstretched feet, trays balanced like props in some slow-motion parade. Each stride brings them closer to me, and the knot in my stomach cinches tighter, pulling until it’s hard to breathe. Please, I plead with whatever cosmic stage manager is listening, let me keep my dignity and, for the love of all things holy, do not let Vince ramble in right now.


I don’t even finish the thought before the cafeteria… stops.


Not in a casual pause, but as if time itself hiccups. Conversations cut off mid-word. A girl to my left me holds a fistful of fries halfway to her mouth, frozen there, sparkling with salt like confetti in zero-G. Across the room a guy’s laughter stalls on a wide, silent O, the soundless echo stuck in his throat. The fluorescent panels dim to a ghost-blue haze that makes every shadow look wrong. Everyone is locked in place. Everyone but me… and them.


I’m too stunned to do anything but gape at the freeze-frame. Then my brain catches up enough to notice the air wavering like heat off summer pavement. A metallic tang prickles my nose. It lasts only like a heartbeat, but faint sparks flicker, like tiny motes of light drifting and crackling, as if static electricity is dancing in midair.


I whip my head around. Not a soul twitch. The cafeteria lies in eerie stillness, except for the three guys staring back at me with the same wide-eyed shock. They look just as stunned as I am. My gaze locks again with Lucien’s and I can feel his confusion, really feel it.


Xander makes a subtle gesture, half-choking on what might be a curse, and Sebastian grabs his arm as though he’s trying to keep him from doing something drastic. I see them exchanging muttered words, panic plain on their faces.


As abruptly as it started, the pause button clicked off.


All at once, the room roars back to life, laughter picks up mid-breath, fries tumble to the floor with a chorus of squeals, and the dim lights brighten and flicker back to normal. My heart pounds in my ears as I struggle to process the whiplash of jumping from dead silence to a hundred decibels in the blink of an eye.


I look around, searching for someone who felt it too, but everyone’s still moving, still breathing like nothing happened. It’s like I imagined it.


The kids at the next table carry on dissecting last night’s basketball game, the girl who dropped the fries squeaks an annoyed “Ugh!”, like it’s run-of-the-mill clumsiness and some guy across the room starts complaining about the lunch line. Everything is back to normal.


Except for me… and them. I sit there, mouth hanging open, eyes probably doing their best impression of dinner plates. Close your mouth, Lyra. You’re not a goldfish.


They reach my table, trays hitting the table surface with a casual clatter, like we hadn’t just witnessed a massive, cafeteria-wide glitch in the matrix. Xander’s grin is wide enough to be suspicious, especially since his eyes missed the memo.


“Hey there, Crumb Nugget,” he says, sliding into the seat across from me and jerking his chin for Sebastian and Lucien to join him. “Good thing we found our way to your table. Did you miss me?”


Sebastian drops his tray beside Xander’s without a sound. Lucien circles behind me, the air move with him, so close, before he takes the empty chair at my side. The scrape of it against the floor sounds louder than it should.


Every instinct in me wants to yell, What the fuck just happened?! but instead, I manage a weak, “Uh… sure.” What I really mean is, we just hijack time or something, and you’re asking if I miss you?


Sebastian studies me like he’s hunting for clues. “You okay? You look a little…” he hesitates, choosing his words “…off.”


Ha… Understatement of the century. My whole body still buzzes with the aftershock of those frozen seconds, yet when I scan the cafeteria, everything marches on as usual. Nobody else seems freaked out or even mildly aware that for like ten solid seconds, they’d all turned into mannequins.


I force a shaky laugh and reach for the most plausible excuse I can muster. “Must be the smell of this… spaghetti… messing with my head.”


Xander snorts loudly, pushing at the pasta-ish on his tray with a fork. “Yeah, I was just telling Lucien that we might need a hazmat team for this.”


Desperate to not look like a deer in headlights, I point at their trays. “You guys are braver than me if you’re actually going to eat that. I tap out.”


Sebastian pokes the neon-orange pasta, wincing. “Why is it… glowing?”


I grin despite myself. “It’s school lunch; we don’t question these things. We just offer up our stomachs to science.”


Xander twirls a forkful of the questionable substance. “I’ve eaten worse. Probably.” He gives a dramatic shudder. “Again, I’m still young. There’s time to reach new lows.”


Sebastian leans closer, his voice conspiratorial. “By the way, is it true the cafeteria lady knows all the school secrets?”


I roll my eyes, but I can’t suppress a chuckle. “She might. She’s seen it all. Mess with her, and you might find mystery meat in your mashed potatoes for the rest of the year.”


“My kind of lady,” Xander declares with a wink.


Meanwhile, my nerves keep firing on overload. A literal time-freeze just happened, and these guys act like merely just stroll in late to lunch.


I glance at Lucien. He’s turning a piece of bread over in his hands, face shadowed, not quite moody, not quite calm. Thoughtful, maybe. Or just as rattled as I am. Either way, neither of us is brave enough to start with, so… we just broke time?


Before I can form a reply, Xander clears his throat and steers the moment like he’s allergic to silence. “Well then, Crumb Nugget, how was English? Any tragic sonnets try to assassinate you with boredom?”


“Yeah. Real tragic. I barely survived the metaphors.” The image of Mrs. Harding’s lecture flashing through my mind. I pinch my fingers together, holding them a breath apart. “We came this close, like eyes-drooping, head-tilting close.” My head tips forward to demonstrate. “Good thing Elliot was there to keep me awake.”


At the mention of Elliot’s name, Lucien looks at me like a switch has been flipped. His eyes go cold as he shifts in his seat, attention fully on me now. “Who,” he asks, voice low, “is Elliot?”


The intensity of his attention makes my shoulders tense. There’s nothing casual about the question, and that alone unsettles me. I lift one shoulder anyway, light on the outside. “Just a friend. We’ve had classes together forever.”


A slow beat passes, Lucien’s eyes still on me, like he’s weighing each word to decide whether it’s worth believing. When he finally exhales and turns back to his tray, the tension slide from my shoulders, but not from my chest.


Sebastian gestures at me with his fork, smirking. “Okay, but serious question, if you had to be haunted by one literary character, who would it be? I call dibs on Dracula. Zero downsides.”


They chuckle, and I play my part, smiling when I’m supposed to, nodding in the right places. But my thoughts stay elsewhere, circling that freezing-moment like a loose thread I can’t stop tugging at. Whatever it was, it didn’t register for anyone else, and the fact that I’m the only one still feeling it, bothers me. How did no one else notice it? Are we living in a poorly scripted sci-fi flick? Am I hallucinating?


I glance at Lucien and catch the same tension mirrored back at me. His jaw is clenched, eyes moving, alert in a way that doesn’t match the moment.


“Anyway,” I manage, hoping the crack in my voice passes for sarcasm, “ready to face the rest of this thrilling educational experience?”


Sebastian flashes a grin, unfazed in a way that feels almost deliberate. “Well,” he says lightly, “guess we’re as ready as we’re ever going to be.”


Xander taps his fork against the edge of his tray, the sound dull and tired. “Hard disagree. I was emotionally unavailable before lunch.”


Sebastian snorts. “That implies availability at some point.”


“I had hopes,” Xander says. “Dreams. They died young.”


I shake my head, a laugh slipping out before I can stop it, more reflex than amusement. “You’re exhausting.”


“Thank you,” Xander says, pressing a hand to his chest. “It takes years of dedication.”


Sebastian stands first, scooping up his tray. “Come on, Lyra. Lead us into whatever fresh disappointment this institution has planned.”
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Lyra


The final bell rings like a starter pistol, unleashing a tidal wave of students into the halls. My head throbs after hours of nonstop questions; about the new guys, about me showing them around, about Xander or Sebastian’s relationship status, and about Lucien’s apparently devastating ’brooding hotness’.


I feel worn thin as I make my way to my locker, running on fumes and hoping nothing else demands my attention.


I drift down the hall on autopilot, dodging backpacks and half-heard conversations, scrolling through my phone without really reading anything. A chipped locker door slams somewhere behind me; someone laughs too loud; someone else swears about a math quiz. I try to remember if I have homework I’m forgetting or if dinner is going to be leftovers again.


Late-afternoon sunlight slants through the narrow clerestory windows, casting long, angular shadows across the row of lockers. The air smells faintly of pencil shavings and leftover cafeteria grease, tinged with the sharp tang of dry-erase markers.


When I twist the locker dial, the metal handle groans like a rusted hinge, and sticks. Please just open!


“Brooks.” The name snaps across the corridor like a whip-crack, ricocheting off metal doors, snagging in my throat, and cinching my stomach so hard it feels bruised from the inside out.


I freeze with my fingers still locked around the handle. Deep breath and stay cool… I turn and see Vince leaning a few feet away, shoulder braced against the cinder-block wall, arms crossed in that cocky stance he’s perfected. His usual smirk sits on his mouth, sharpened today by a steely edge.


“What do you want?” My tone is flat, stripped of patience, I’m done cushioning his ego.


He pushes off the wall, closing the distance one measured step at a time. “You’ve been busy,” he says, the accusation curling under each syllable.


My eyes roll before I can stop them. “I’m not doing this, Vince. I just want to go home.”


“But you have time for them, right?” he says, ignoring every signal I give him to back off. “Those new guys. You’ve been with them. All. Day. Long…”


A heavy feeling settles in me. My shoulders sag as my stomach knots with that familiar mix of anger and exhaustion. Ah, yes. The possessiveness. He never claims me as his girlfriend in public, yet the instant I so much as glance at someone else, the jealous rage flares.


I bite down on the words crowding my throat. “That’s not what this is,” I say, sharp. “They’re new. I’m helping.”


He scoffs and takes a deliberate step closer, crowding my space. “Helping?” he says. “Or showing off?”


I spin on him, the corner of my locker slamming into my hip hard. Pain flares. “It’s none of your business.” I hold my position, back against the cold metal, daring him to push further.


“None of my business?” His jaw tightens, pulse hammering in his neck. “Don’t insult me by pretending this is nothing. I see you.”


I laugh, the sound rough in my throat. “Oh, this is rich. You want me invisible, no labels, no one knowing about us, but the second I talk to someone else, you act like I crossed some line?”


His eyes flash, and his hand crashes into the locker next to my head. The clang is violent, the metal shuddering under the blow. The impact rips through me, and my body recoils on instinct.


“Watch your mouth,” he hisses, each word a spark of venom.


“Vince…” I begin, and he stops me with a low, feral growl that tells me talking won’t help.


“Do they know who you are,” he says, eyes hard, “or are you lying to them the way you lie to yourself?”


My chest locks up. He always goes for the softest spot. His other hand crashes into the locker, metal screaming as the vibration races down the line. He leans in, breath scorching, rage so close I can taste it.


When did I start accepting this? How did I learn to live with this?


My heart slams against my ribs when movement catches my eye. I glance down and see dark, inky shadows curling around Vince’s shoes. They lick the floor like black fire. Horror settles in and nausea rises sharp and fast. Shadows don’t do this. They don’t move on their own.


The air tightens around us, feeling dense and suffocating. “What’s happening?” I breathe, terror threading through the question.


Without warning, the shadows collapse in on themselves and disappear, leaving the floor painfully ordinary.


“Lyra.” His voice cuts in, “What the hell is wrong with you?”


Before I get a word out, a calm voice breaks the silence, defusing the moment with deliberate ease.


“Is there a problem?”


Lucien stands a few paces behind Vince, with Xander and Sebastian on either side. All three wear matching expressions of stony disapproval, a stark contrast to their earlier light-mood-vibe.


Vince pivots, fists balling tight, knuckles flashing white. “Back off,” he snaps. “This doesn’t concern you.”


Lucien’s voice is calm enough to be frightening. “It does,” he says, “because you’re harassing her.”


Xander whistles under his breath and crosses his arms. “Yikes. You look like you’re about two seconds from going nuclear, man. Maybe dial it back?”


Sebastian glances him over. “Yeah, you’re not exactly making a great impression.”


Vince bristles, fury vibrating through him, raw and unchecked. I look down and I swear the floor darkens beneath his shoes, like the shadows are waiting for permission.


I draw a breath to intervene, and Lucien is suddenly there, not beside me but inside my head, his voice calm, uninvited, unmistakable.


Stay where you are, Lyra. I won’t let him hurt you.


My eyes snap to his and I blink, pulse spiking. Did I just… did I just hear Lucien speak inside my head?! I open my mouth to respond, but he still stares Vince down, lips unmoving.


Lucien’s voice stays steady and cold. “Walk away.”


Vince keeps his body squared to Lucien but cuts a glance over his shoulder at me, a demand more than a look. I don’t give him anything. The betrayal that crosses his face is almost violent. He hesitates and realizes he’s outnumbered. Xander and Sebastian both look ready to step in, and Lucien’s posture says try me.


“Fine.” Vince spits out the word like its venom. “But this isn’t over, Lyra. Don’t think you can just…”


“No… this ends now. We’re done.”


His face twists, pain and fury flashing before he buries both. The muscle in his jaw jumps again and again. For one suspended moment, I see the old confrontation light in him, then burn out, leaving only the hollow place it came from.


He lets out a harsh breath, almost a laugh, but there’s no humour in it. “Fine,” he mutters, the word scraping out of him like broken glass.


He turns. His whole body locks, fists clenched tight enough to shake. At first, he walks away with measured steps, forcing every part of himself under control. Then his hand lashes out, slamming into a locker as he passes. The bang tears down the hall, raw and furious, and his pace sharpens, driven by rage too ugly to contain.


The hallway absorbs him, the sound of his boots dissolving into silence, leaving behind the echo and the damage he didn’t take with him.


I sag back against my locker, breath shaking, heart hammering so loud it drowns out everything else.


A beat passes before Xander clears his throat, the small sound cutting through the spell. “Wow. That was… intense.” He ranks a hand through his hair. “Can’t believe we missed the memo about mandatory street fights after class.”


Sebastian nods thoughtfully. “Yeah, we might need to enter in self-defence or something.” He tilts his head. “Also, that guy needs professional help.”


Lucien steps closer, not crowding, just enough to anchor the space. The world feels less tilted with him there. “Are you okay?” he asks softly.


I part my lips to answer, but his words don’t reach my ears, they brush against my thoughts instead.


You’re safe now. He’s gone. Breathe with me, slow, in… and out.


The reassurance settles deep, warm and certain, like it’s always belonged there. Goosebumps rise along my arms. How is he doing this?


I watch him closely, scanning for any sign I imagined it. His mouth stays still. And yet I know that voice. I felt it.


He clears his throat, searching my face. “I asked if you’re okay?”


Shit! I haven’t answered. “Yeah.” My voice wobbles. “Thanks… for stepping in.”


Lucien inclines his head, a ghost of a smile flickering and fading. He glances toward Xander and Sebastian, who are both quietly assessing me, worry threaded with unmistakable curiosity.


“Vince is real charmer material,” Xander drawls. “We’re truly blessed to witness such manly gallantry.”


Sebastian shakes his head, grimacing. “If that’s the competition around here, we’re going to fit right in.”


Despite everything, a small, breathless laugh escapes me. “You guys are something else.”


Lucien lingers a beat longer, his gaze holding mine like there are words neither of us knows how to say. Then he turns and heads down the hallway, Xander and Sebastian falling in behind him. Xander throws me a playful wink over his shoulder; Sebastian adds a casual two-finger salute before they disappear into the crowd.


As soon as they’re far enough, I let out a trembling exhale and slide down against my locker. What the fuck just happen…?!
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Lucien


We barely clear principal Evans’s office before my thoughts snap back to her. The girl who literally crashed into me this morning, but somehow, she takes up all the fucking space in my head.


High schools are collision zones. People bump into me constantly. Shoulders, backpacks, elbows, none of it registers. This morning should’ve been no different.


But it was.


My arms still remember the impact. The way her weight settled for half a second like it belonged there. The way her eyes widened with surprise. The way my awareness flared, sharp and immediate.


That shouldn’t happen.


Xander and Sebastian walks on either side of me, our footsteps echoing through the nearly empty corridor. Most students have already fled the building, but we’re still here, wrapping up whatever daily check-ins they expect from us. The air reeks of overcooked food and too many colognes, a suffocating reminder that the building’s alive even when it shouldn’t be.


“Think she might be one?” Xander asks, cutting into my thoughts.


“Too soon to say,” I mutter. The thought has already occurred and already earned my suspicion. My father’s mission doesn’t bend for chance encounters, and Lyra’s ability to unsettle me marks her as a liability, not a curiosity.


Sebastian nudges my elbow, speaking low as if he’s reading my mind. “You’ve been off since she ran into you.”


“She left an impression,” I say. It’s the most I’m willing to give.


An impression isn’t emotion. It’s recognition. The instant our eyes met, something aligned that shouldn’t have. The sensation lingers, misplaced and intrusive.


I lengthen my stride, refusing to let it slow me.


We pass a set of lockers near the end of a hall, and pressure hits me. Cold. Dense. Wrong. It coils at the edge of my awareness like barbed wire dragged through ice water, cinching tight around my ribs. A familiar signal. One I hoped not to feel this soon.


Xander catches the shift immediately. “Lucien?” His voice sharpens. “What just changed?”


“I feel it,” I say. My focus spreads outward like a net, hunting the disturbance. The corridor is nearly deserted, a few lockers clanging shut as the last stragglers drift toward the exits. Everything looks ordinary, yet every instinct screams the opposite. “Something’s wrong. It feels… off.”


The vision slams into place.


Lyra. Back against a locker. A boy crowding her space, Vince. Rage radiating off him in violent waves. And the shadows. They writhe at his feet, slick and feral, dragged upward by his anger. They cling to him like hunger given shape.


“Not here…” I say. No hesitation. I move.


Xander swears under his breath as he and Sebastian scramble to keep up. The hallway narrows, my focus tunnelling forward. Static coats the air, metallic and sharp.


The scene sharpens with every step.


Vince’s shadow spills unnaturally across the floor, tendrils curling up his legs like smoke. His fury beats through the air. His hand slams into the locker beside Lyra’s head. The sound is violent. She flinches hard and I can almost feel her fear.


That’s enough.


We close the distance as the shadows twitch, sensing us. They recoil first, then unravel, thinning into black mist before disappearing entirely.


Xander’s easy-going grin drains away. “What the hell?” he mutters.


Sebastian’s jaw locks, voice a low rasp. “They should not be here. Not now, not yet.”


We close the last few steps, and I let my voice cut the air like a blade. “Is there a problem?”


Vince whips around, fury snapping into focus. “Back off. This doesn’t concern you.”


“It does,” I say, evenly. “Because you’re harassing her.”


His skin flushes red with rage. The tendons in his forearms stand out like cables, jaw clamped so hard a vein throbs at his temple as his fists flex open and close, like he’s deciding where to land the first blow.


Xander let out a low whistle, crossing his arms. “Yikes. You look like you’re about two seconds from going nuclear, man. Maybe dial it back?”


Sebastian’s lips curve into a sadistic smile. “Yeah, you’re not exactly making a great impression.”


Vince’s hands knot into fists so tight his knuckles blanch. A glance at Lyra, shows her chest fluttering with short, panicked breaths. Instinct overrides caution, and I push my thoughts, a silent thread that brushes her mind.


Stay where you are, Lyra. I won’t let him hurt you.


Her surprise ripples back through the connection. I don’t look at her. I won’t acknowledge it. Confirming what I just did would only deepen the breach. I’ve already revealed more than protocol allows, but the situation warranted it. Vince is seconds from losing control.


“Walk. Away.” I don’t raise my voice. I don’t have to. The air between us tightens, pressure settling into his bones. He feels it.


He hesitates on the edge of violence. Muscles lock in his arms. His eyes snap between me and Lyra, weighing outcomes.


“Fine,” he hisses, venom and betrayal tangled in the word. “But this isn’t over, Lyra. Don’t think you can just…”


She cuts him off. “No… this ends now. We’re done.”


The words hit like a door slammed in his face. Shock twists his features, blanching the anger to raw disbelief. “Fine…” he mutters.


He snarls and turns, and kind of storms down the hall. His fist crashes into a locker as he goes. The sound echoes long after he’s gone.


Xander exhales. “Wow. That was… intense.” He ranks a hand through his hair. “Can’t believe we missed the memo about mandatory street fights after class.”


Sebastian nods “Yeah, we might need to enter in self-defence or something. Also, that guy needs professional help.”


Their jokes fall flat. I ignore them.


Lyra is pale, fingers trembling as she leans against the locker. Her heart rate spikes again.


I step closer, just enough. “Are you okay?”


She doesn’t answer. Her eyes are fixed somewhere past my shoulder, and her breathing is fast and shallow. My thoughts slips again and another quiet pulse goes her way.


You’re safe now. He’s gone. Breathe with me, slow, in… and out.


Her pupils’ snaps to mine, recognition sparking. Fuck! But the frantic beat of her pulse steadies, and the tremor in her hands eases by a fraction. She draws one deliberate breath, colour seeping back into her cheeks.


I clear my throat. “I asked if you’re okay?”


She nods quickly. “Yeah. Thanks… for stepping in.”


I incline my head, allowing the expected expression, my eyes checking Xander and Sebastian once before settling back on Lyra.


Xander breaks the tension with forced humour. “Vince is real charmer material,” he says, forcing a chuckle to bleed off tension. “We’re truly blessed to witness such manly gallantry.”


Sebastian makes a face and shakes his head. “If that’s the competition around here, we’re going to fit right in.”


A bit of ease drift into Lyra’s posture, just a little and she even lets out a shaky laugh. “You guys are something else.”


My nervous system reacts. Her breathing in normal and her posture ease. The situation stabilizes. I note my reaction to her being safe, and suppress whatever comes with it.


I need to leave. If I stay, she’ll ask questions I’m not prepared to answer, and explanations create exposure. How can you speak in my head? What are you? Who are you? I have nothing that would hold up under scrutiny.


I give a minimal nod and turn, steering Xander and Sebastian down the corridor.


“You crossed a line,” Sebastian mutters once we’re out of earshot. “You know we’re supposed to keep a low profile.”


“I know,” I snap, “but she needed help.”


“Sure,” Xander said, a note of worry creeping into his voice. “But it’s a hell of a risk, letting her hear you like that. We’re trying not to blow our cover on day one here, remember?”


I don’t answer. My thoughts return to the moment I told her to stay still, to the certainty in my voice when I said she was safe. The response was immediate. Automatic. The pull I feel toward her registers as instinct, not sentiment, and that makes it harder to dismiss. Reckless or not, my instincts are rarely wrong. She is important.


As we walk, questions surface despite my efforts to suppress them. Why does she matter? Why does the imprint hold?


And why did the cafeteria stop? The room folded around her like a shield, pushing everyone else to the edge of the moment while leaving her awake inside it. Us too, because we were already tied to the disturbance.


My father’s mission remains the priority. It always has. Whatever keeps dragging my attention back to her, eyes, pulse, proximity, is noise. Dangerous noise. I don’t understand it, but I’m not sure if I want to let it go.


I breathe out, reasserting control. Whatever slipped today won’t be allowed again. Whatever that was, it ends here.


Xander's voice pitched low. “Those shadows… they shouldn’t manifest this early.”


“No, not this early,” I agree, “they must have followed us.”


Or worse, slipped their leash.


Bound shadows obey Father. They move when he commands, strike where he points, and crawl back when the Signets call them home. But unbound shadows are different. Hungrier. Less precise. They hunt whatever burns brightest and feed off whatever makes the air easiest to tear open.


Rage. Fear. Grief.


Vince gave them a doorway.


And not just followed. They are feeding off every dark emotion they can find, rising through Vince’s rage like smoke through cracks in a wall. The shadows have no remorse. They prowl for purity to consume and destroy; they are drawn to any spark of light they can snuff out. Father and the shadows are a perfect match in their hunger for power and darkness, and Father never hesitates to take steps others won’t even imagine.


Sebastian’s expression darkens. “We’ve barely been in this town a week, and they’re already showing up. That’s fast. Too fast.”


Xander exhales sharply, “Great. Because we definitely need more problems.”


“We have to act fast,” Sebastian says. “If they’ve already begun manifesting, people are bound to notice. And if they’re drawn to Lyra…”


Xander's eyes bled with concern. “You think it’s about her? Not just some freak coincidence?”


“Nothing about this is coincidence.” The words snap out hard, but I don’t dial them back. “They’re drawn to something, and right now, she’s standing in the middle of it.”


“What do we do? We can’t exactly hand her an explanation about the shadows. And we sure can’t let the shadows have her.”


Sebastian’s gaze sharpens. “If she’s what we think she is, we can’t just drag her to him. You know that.”


I do. That’s the part that makes this worse.


The ritual doesn’t accept terror. Not fully. Father needs the light awake, willing, reaching for the Circle on its own. A frightened girl thrown into the dark is useless to him.


“Which means we wait,” I say, hating every word. “Until the mark opens enough to confirm what she is.”


“We don’t explain anything,” I say. “Not yet. But we keep an eye on her, closely. The shadows go with Vince, if he tries this again…” I let the threat hang.


Sebastian reads the unspoken warning and nods. “We stop him. We stop them.”


A heavy silence settles between us as we walk, each of us lost in the same realization; the shadows are here, and they’re searching.
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Lyra


I can’t stop shaking.


Which is ridiculous, because I’m literally in bed, wrapped in my warmest pyjamas, under about a thousand blankets. My fingers still tremble like my body hasn’t realized it’s safe. My brain refuses to shut up, replaying the day in relentless loops; the fight, the shadows, Vince’s rage… And Lucien.


I squeeze my eyes shut and instantly regret it.


Vince’s rage looms in my mind, heavy and suffocating, like a storm cloud ready to split open. But it was different this time. I’m used to his temper, the constant swing between irritation and apology. That unpredictable edge I learned to live with.


But beneath the anger in his eyes, there was a coldness I didn’t recognize.


And the shadows. God. Those creeping, twisting shadows coiling at his feet, moving in ways that makes my stomach lurch. Everything about it feels wrong.


My bedroom glows with the soft light of my nightlight. Yeah, I still have one, sue me.


Warm amber washes over everything, making me feel safe, except for the shadows in the corners, they don’t behave. They throb, dark and restless, like something alive is trapped inside them.


My pulse tumbles into a sprint. I clutch the edge of my blanket like a lifeline, dragging my thoughts back into line one breath at a time.


Soft cotton. Lavender detergent. Normal. Everything is normal.


Because my brain clearly hates me, I think of Lucien again.


I press my lips together, biting down on a surge of frustration. I don’t know a single damn thing about him.


He’s new.


He’s ridiculously quiet.


And somehow, it’s like the laws of gravity decided to bend exclusively in his favour.


When Lucien stepped forward, the tension didn’t disappear, it was like the entire atmosphere bent around him. No shouting. No panic. Only that impossible, steady calm.


God. The power in that calm. I’ve never seen anything like it. It left me dizzy, not sharp and sick like Vince’s rage, but different. Lucien is terrifying. And somehow… reassuring. But the real reason I’m not sleeping? His voice. Lucien’s voice. Inside my head.


I bury my face in my pillow, half in disbelief.


I’m not delusional, I know I’m not! No one else reacted. No confusion. No hesitation. Like the moment simply… didn’t exist for them. But I know what I heard. Lucien’s voice, quiet and unwavering, slicing clean through my panic. Unless… Unless he whispered. Unless fear twisted reality and my brain supplied something that was never there. Shit, maybe I am going mental…


I roll onto my side, sheets rustling like dry leaves, and I tug the blanket up to my chin. The mattress shifts beneath me, dipping into the same familiar places it always does. But the comfort never comes. It feels uneven. Restless. Almost resistant, like the bed itself refuses to let me settle.
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