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Introduction



Silence. Chaos. Control.

They told me Havenfall Academy was for my own protection. They lied. It’s a fortress built to cage the unstable, the dangerous - the ones whose powers are too volatile to be free.

People like me.

My power doesn’t explode; it connects. And on my first day, I accidentally hijack the Heatlines of the three most dangerous men in the Academy.

Callum Hayes: The Sentinel enforcer. His touch stills my storm, but his duty is to break me.

Jax Morgan: Chaos incarnate. Our magic crashes like a tidal wave, and the only peace I find is in the wreckage we leave behind.

Professor Lucien Ward: Brilliant. Predatory. He doesn't just want to study my power - he wants to own the source.

At Havenfall, every spike in my energy is logged. Every bond is evidence. The Council demands I choose one man to anchor me, or they’ll erase my mind to keep the peace.

They want a choice? I’m giving them a revolution.

I won't pick one. I’m claiming them all. Because when our bonds fuse, I’m no longer a containment risk. I’m the glitch that will bring their entire system to its knees.

Silent Bonds is a full-length why choose paranormal academy romance - the first book in the Havenfall Academy trilogy.

The heroine ends up with more than one love interest. Expect:

• Forbidden bonds

• Touch-her-and-die Sentinel enforcer

• Morally gray professor

• Chaos magic that sparks obsession

Warning: Dark themes, intense steam, ruthless men who’d burn the world down for her. No choosing required.
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Chapter
One



The windows of the transport shuttle are blacked out. I can feel the change in the air pressure. My ears pop, a sharp, sudden crack echoing the tension coiling at the base of my spine. We aren't just gaining altitude. We're crossing a threshold.

The air inside the cabin is stale. Recycled too many times. Smelling faintly of ozone and industrial cleaner. It's the smell of a hospital waiting room. Or a prison processing center.

I grip the strap of my canvas duffel bag until my knuckles turn white. Don't reach out, I tell myself. Don't feel for the edges.

It's the first rule of survival I ever learned. Long before I ever heard the name Havenfall Academy. Keep your energy small. Keep your edges tucked in. If you don't touch anything, nothing can break.

“Processing in five minutes,” the driver announces. His voice is distorted by the thick partition glass. Flat. Bored. He's human. They always use humans for the transport. Less risk of a resonance feedback loop if one of the passengers decides to panic.

Across the aisle, a girl with hair like spun silver is shaking. Not shivering. Shaking. Her hands are clamped over her ears. I can feel the hum coming off her, a high-pitched frequency making my teeth ache. She's leaking. Just a little. A trickle of raw, unchecked panic seeking somewhere to ground itself.

My chest tightens. The thing inside me, the hollow, hungry ache I've nicknamed the Heatline, wakes up. It senses her instability and lunges for it. Wanting to reach out. To smooth the jagged edges of her fear. To amplify it until it breaks.

No.

I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste copper. I force the Heatline down, visualizing a steel door slamming shut. The ache recedes. Sulking. The effort leaves me breathless.

This is why I'm here. This is why I'm a “Special Transfer,” flanked by two empty seats while the other students are packed in rows. I am not a student. I am a containment risk with a transcript.

The shuttle lurches. Tires crunch over gravel. Then the engine cuts. The silence following is heavy.

“Everyone out. Single file. Bags on your left shoulder. ID cards in your right hand.”

I stand up, hoisting my bag. It's light. I didn't bring much. Just clothes, a few books, and the terrified hope that this place might actually be able to fix me. Or at least stop me from hurting anyone else.

The doors hiss open. The humidity hits me first, thick, heavy air smelling of pine needles and impending rain. I step down onto the tarmac, blinking against the sudden gray light of the afternoon.

Havenfall Academy is not a castle. It's not a sprawling estate with ivy-covered walls and gothic spires.

It's a fortress.

Concrete walls rise thirty feet into the air. Topped with shimmering wards rippling like heat haze. The main building is brutalist architecture at its most aggressive. Sharp angles, dark stone, and narrow windows looking more like arrow slits than places to let in the sun. It looks like it was built to withstand a siege. Or to keep something from getting out.

“Name?”

I turn to the intake officer standing by the gate. He's wearing a tactical vest with the Havenfall crest, a shield crossed by two chains. He isn't looking at me. He's looking at the tablet in his hand.

“Elara Vale,” I say. My voice sounds rusty. I haven't spoken since I got on the shuttle six hours ago.

The officer's finger pauses on the screen. He looks up. His eyes are a pale, watery blue. For a second, I see a flicker of something looking like recognition. Or maybe warning.

“Vale,” he repeats. He taps the screen twice, a red light flashing against his thumb. “You're flagged for Level 4 intake. Skip the general orientation line. Go to the door marked Assessment.”

He points to a heavy steel door set into the side of the main wall. Away from the grand entrance where the silver-haired girl and the others are being herded.

“Is that bad?” I ask. I tighten my grip on my bag.

“It's protocol,” he says. His face closes down. “Move along, Vale. We don't like bottlenecks at the gate.”

I walk away. I feel the weight of his stare between my shoulder blades. The courtyard is bustling with students. Older ones in dark gray uniforms. Shouting greetings. Using casual displays of magic making my skin prickle. A guy with tattoos moving like smoke across his skin laughs. The sound is sharp, brittle, like breaking glass. Even his humor is kinetic - aggressive, defensive, the laugh of someone who learned early that if he didn't make noise, no one remembered he was there.

He catches me staring. His eyes are dark brown, almost black, and for a fraction of a second, they lock on mine. Something in his expression shifts - curiosity, hunger, recognition. The Heatline tugs toward him, curious but not hungry. Not yet. It's almost like it's saying hello to something it recognizes.

Then one of his friends bumps his shoulder and he's pulled back into their orbit, but I feel the moment like a hook in my chest. Like I've just noticed something rare and I'm not sure if I should be afraid or fascinated.

A girl near the fountain snaps her fingers. The water freezes in mid-air. Casual. Controlled.

My chest aches again. I've never been casual. I've never been controlled.

I reach the Assessment door and hesitate. There's no handle. Just a black glass panel. I press my palm against it.

A chime sounds. Soft. Pleasant. Completely at odds with the ominous door. Identity confirmed. Welcome, Elara.

The door slides open with a pneumatic hiss.

I step inside. Expecting an office. Instead, I step into a room feeling like the inside of a machine. The walls are lined with silver panels humming with a low, sub-bass vibration. The air is sterile. Scrubbed clean of any scent. In the center of the room, a single metal chair sits bolted to the floor.

And leaning against the far wall, arms crossed over a chest broad enough to block out the sun, is the most intense man I have ever seen.

He looks like he was carved out of the mountain the academy sits on. Dark hair, cut short and practical. Shoulders straining the fabric of his black tactical shirt. He's looking at a clipboard. His brow furrowed in concentration. The moment I step fully into the room, his head snaps up.

His eyes are amber. Not brown. Not hazel. Amber. Bright. Arresting. Focused entirely on me.

For a second, the world tilts.

Usually, when I meet people with power, the Heatline in my chest acts like a rabid dog. It wants to tear at them. To feed on their resonance. But the moment those amber eyes lock onto mine, the Heatline doesn't surge.

It goes silent.

This isn’t a bond. I’ve always imagined bonds as something violent - something that burns or snaps or rewrites you from the inside out.

This felt different. Temporary. Like pressure holding something in place, a stillness that only exists because he’s standing right there.

Like someone just cut the power to a screaming alarm. The constant, buzzing static in my head vanishes. Replaced by a heavy, profound stillness. It's the silence of deep water. The silence of stone.

I stagger. Physically off-balance from the sudden absence of noise.

“Easy,” the man says. His voice is deep. A rumble I feel in my sternum more than I hear. He pushes off the wall, moving with a fluid grace that shouldn't belong to someone his size. “The dampeners in this room are set high. It can be disorienting for new transfers.”

He thinks it's the room. He thinks the walls are what silenced the noise.

But I know better. I can feel the source of the silence. It's rolling off him in waves. A dense, gravitational field of absolute calm.

“I'm fine,” I manage. My voice shakes. “Just... tired.”

He stops three feet away from me. Close enough that I can smell him. Soap. Clean sweat. Something earthy, like rain on hot asphalt.

“I'm Callum Hayes,” he says. He doesn't offer a hand. “Senior Sentinel. I handle the intake assessments for high-risk transfers.”

“High risk,” I repeat. “Is that what they're calling it?”

“It's what the file calls it,” Callum says. He glances down at the clipboard. Then back at me. His expression is professional. Blank. But there's tension in his jaw. He's standing too still. “Elara Vale. Transferred from… nowhere. You've been home-schooled?”

“Kept home,” I correct him. “There's a difference.”

His eyes narrow slightly. “And no previous formal training. No coven affiliation. No registered anchor.”

“No.”

“That explains the levels,” he mutters. Mostly to himself. He gestures to the metal chair. “Sit, please. This isn't an interrogation, despite the decor. We just need to get a baseline reading of your resonance before we release you into the general population.”

I sit. The metal is cold through my jeans. “What does a Sentinel do, exactly? Are you a guard?”

Callum moves to a console on the wall. He taps in a sequence. “We're more like... circuit breakers. Our affinity is grounding. When students lose control, we step in to neutralize the energy before it causes structural damage.”

Structural damage. That's what they call us. Not people. Structures.

He turns back to me. He's holding a small device looking like a sleek, silver cuff. “I need to place this on your wrist. Is that alright?”

He asks for permission. It surprises me.

“Do I have a choice?”

“You always have a choice,” Callum says softly. “It just might not be a good one.” His mouth curves slightly at the corner. “I made bad ones once. Now I make none.”

I hold out my left arm. He steps closer. The stillness around him thickens. It's almost seductive, that silence. For someone who has lived her entire life with a chaotic storm in her head, standing next to Callum Hayes feels like taking a breath after nearly drowning.

His fingers brush the inside of my wrist as he fastens the cuff.

Current.

It's not a spark. Sparks are small. This is a current. A thick, heavy connection snapping into place the instant his skin touches mine. It travels up my arm. Straight to my chest. Wraps around the Heatline.

But instead of agitating it, the current holds it. It feels like a heavy hand pressing down on my shoulder. Steadying me.

I gasp. The sound is sharp in the quiet room.

Callum freezes. His fingers are still on the cuff. His thumb resting on my pulse point. I look up. He's staring at me. His pupils blown wide. Swallowing the amber.

He feels it too.

For a heartbeat, neither of us breathes. The professional distance evaporates. He's not a Sentinel and I'm not a student. We are two magnets that just slammed together. The magnetic force so strong it hurts.

“What...” I whisper. My heart hammers against my ribs. “What is that?”

Callum pulls his hand back as if I burned him. He takes a step back. Putting distance between us. The silence fractures. The noise of the world bleeds back in. But the memory of his touch lingers on my skin like a brand.

“Static,” he says. His voice is rougher than before. He clears his throat. Turning away to look at the console screens. “Just... resonance static. It happens when containment levels are high.”

Liar.

I watch the back of his neck. Noticing the way the muscles are corded tight. He's lying. He knows exactly what that was. It terrified him.

“The cuff measures your stress response,” he says. He types rapidly. He's not looking at me anymore. “I'm going to run a mild pulse. It won't hurt. Just a vibration to see how your aura compensates.”

“Okay,” I say. My voice is small.

He hits a key.

The cuff buzzes. It's barely a tickle. A tiny intrusive frequency.

But my body reacts as if he stabbed me.

The Heatline roars. It doesn't like the intrusion. It surges up. Grabbing the frequency from the cuff and pulling. I feel the lights in the room flicker. The hum of the walls changes pitch. Screaming up an octave.

“Elara, breathe,” Callum orders. Spinning around.

“I can't -”

I clutch my chest. It's too much. The power isn't just inside me. It's reaching out. Looking for an outlet. It wants to break the cuff. It wants to break the walls.

Callum is there in a second. He doesn't hesitate this time. He drops to one knee in front of the chair and grabs both of my hands.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I look. The amber eyes are burning.

“Ground it,” he says. “Don't fight it. Push it into me.”

“I'll hurt you,” I gasp. “I break things, Callum. That's what I do.”

“You won't break me,” he says. The absolute certainty in his voice is the most terrifying thing of all. “I'm the mountain, Elara. Push it into me.”

I let go.

I stop fighting the dam. I let the surge pour out of my hands and into his.

It should flatten him. It should throw him across the room. I've blown out transformers with less power than this.

But Callum just... takes it.

He grunts. A low sound in his throat. His grip on my hands tightens until it's painful. But he doesn't move. He absorbs the chaos. The panic. The raw energy. He neutralizes it. He eats the storm.

Slowly, the lights stop flickering. The whine in the walls dies down. The cuff on my wrist gives a cheerful ping to signal the test is complete.

I slump forward. Exhausted. My forehead rests against his shoulder. I'm shaking.

“You're okay,” he murmurs. His hand moves. Sliding up my arm to cup the back of my neck. His thumb strokes the sensitive skin there. A rhythmic, soothing motion he probably doesn't even realize he's doing. “I've got you.”

I stay there for a second too long. Breathing in the scent of rain and asphalt. Letting his strength hold me up. It feels like hitting something solid after falling too long. Not an ending - just a moment where I can finally breathe. Then the door hisses open.

“Assessment complete?”

Callum stiffens. He pulls away from me. Standing up so fast the air rushes into the space where he was. The loss of contact is a physical ache.

I look up. Standing in the doorway is a woman with a clipboard and a severe haircut screaming administration. She's looking at Callum. Then at me. Her eyes sharp and calculating.

“Hayes?” she prompts.

He's composing himself with practiced efficiency. The way he adjusts his shirt, the way his jaw tightens just slightly - I recognize the gesture of someone who's had to lock himself down so many times it's automatic. Like he's done this exact thing a thousand times before: feel something, suppress it, move on.

“Assessment complete,” Callum says. His voice is flat, though I notice his hands are slightly trembling. “She's clear.”

“The energy spike?” the woman asks. Raising an eyebrow. “We registered a localized surge.”

“Equipment malfunction,” Callum lies. He doesn't look at me. “The dampeners were set too high. It caused a feedback loop.”

The woman stares at him for a long moment. Then she looks at me. I try to look small. I try to look like a frightened girl from nowhere. Not a walking bomb.

“Fine,” the woman says. “Room assignment is printed. Dormitory B, Room 304. Your roommate is Ellis. Here is your schedule.”

She hands me a slip of paper. I take it. Standing up on shaky legs.

“Go straight to your room, Vale,” she says. “Curfew is at 20:00. No wandering.”

I nod. I hoist my bag onto my shoulder.

I walk to the door. But pause at the threshold. I look back at Callum.

He's not looking at the console anymore. He's watching me. The look on his face isn't professional. It's haunted. He looks like a man who just looked over the edge of a cliff and realized he wants to jump.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He gives a tight, jerky nod. “Keep your edges in, Elara.” There was something else in his voice, something that sounded like regret. “I know that better than anyone.”

It sounds like a warning.

I step out into the corridor. The heavy steel door slides shut behind me. Sealing him away.
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Chapter
Two



My room is on the third floor. By the time I find it, the adrenaline crash has hit me. My limbs feel like lead. The silence in my head, the one Callum left behind, is starting to fray at the edges. The static is creeping back in.

I swipe my ID card, a piece of plastic marking me as property of Havenfall, and push into Room 304.

I'm expecting sterile. I'm expecting another cell. Just with two beds instead of one.

What I get is an assault on the senses.

The room smells like vanilla and old paper. The left side is standard military precision. Gray sheets. Empty desk. Nothing personal. But the right side looks like a bomb went off in a velvet shop.

There are plush rugs layered over the cold linoleum. Scarves draped over the harsh fluorescent lights to soften the glare. And sitting cross-legged on a bed piled high with mismatched pillows is a girl looking entirely too colorful for this gray world.

She has a messy bun of dark curls held up by what looks like a chopstick. She's wearing a t-shirt saying Not Today, Satan in glittery letters. She's holding a bag of something crinkling. There's a massive, fluffy cat asleep on her lap.

She freezes as I walk in. A chip halfway to her mouth. Her eyes, warm, dark brown, and sharp as tacks, scan me from head to toe.

She doesn't smile. She grimaces.

“Yikes,” she says. “You look like you just went twelve rounds with a Dementor.”

I blink. Too tired to process the reference. “I... had an assessment.”

“With Hayes?” She winces sympathetically. “Yeah, that'll do it. The man is a walking emotional vacuum. I'm surprised you're still standing.”

She shifts. Dumping the cat unceremoniously onto the mattress. The cat doesn't even wake up. It just flows like liquid into a new shape.

“I'm Mara,” she says. Swinging her legs off the bed. “And you must be Elara. The rumor mill says you're a Level 4 transfer. But looking at you... you just look like you need sugar.”

“I'm fine,” I say automatically. It's the lie I've told my whole life.

Mara rolls her eyes. She reaches under her pillow and pulls out a family-sized bag of M&Ms.

“Rule number one of Room 304,” she says. Pointing a finger at me. “We don't lie about being 'fine' when we're shaking. It's insulting to my intelligence.”

She pats the empty space on her bed. It's an order. Not a suggestion.

“Sit. Eat. Decompress. The gray side of the room can wait.”

I hesitate. My instinct is to retreat. To go to the gray side and curl up into a ball until the world goes away. But the smell of vanilla is soothing. And the way she's looking at me, not with fear, not with hunger, but just with practical concern, breaks something in my chest.

I drop my bag. I walk over and sit on the edge of her bed.

Mara immediately dumps a handful of M&Ms into my palm.

“Medical necessity,” she declares. “Chocolate creates serotonin. You currently have zero serotonin. Eat.”

I eat one. The sugar hits my tongue. Sharp. Sweet. I realize I haven't eaten since yesterday.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“Don't thank me yet,” she says. Popping a blue one into her mouth. “I talk in my sleep and I hoard the good snacks. But I also know where the cameras aren't. And I have a subscription to three different streaming services. So I figure it balances out.”

She leans back against her pillows. Studying me. Her gaze drops to my hands. Still trembling slightly.

“You're a shaker,” she observes softly. It's not an accusation. “My sister was a shaker. It's the suppression, right? It feels like you're trying to hold back a tidal wave with a spoon.”

I look at her. Startled. “How did you know?”

“Because this place is designed to make us feel like we're drowning,” Mara says. Her voice loses its bubbly edge. Hardening into something surprisingly steel-like. “They want us cold, quiet, and controlled. Which is exactly why I decided to be loud, messy, and comfortable. It annoys them.”

She grins then. A real, conspiratorial smile transforming her face.

“Welcome to the resistance, Elara. We eat junk food and refuse to be miserable. It's a small rebellion, but it's ours.”

She reaches out. Squeezes my hand.

Brief. But the moment skin touches skin, I feel it again.

Not the silence I felt with Callum. This is different. Mara feels... anchored. I can feel the threads of her own connections. Invisible lines stretching out from her heart to people I can't see. She's solid. She's real.

And underneath the humor, I feel a fierce, protective warmth wrapping around my fraying nerves like a blanket.

“You're going to be okay,” she says firmly. “You’re just wired… wider than most. I’m great at roommate stuff. I'll handle the social politics. You handle not exploding. Deal?”

I look at the M&Ms in my hand. I look at the gray walls trying to crush us. For the first time since I stepped off the shuttle, I breathe.

“Deal,” I say. “Did I miss much? The intake officer made me skip orientation.”

“You missed the Headmaster's Welcome to Hell speech,” Mara says, popping a red candy into her mouth. She shudders, but it looks real. “Headmaster Thorne. He stood on the balcony for twenty minutes talking about Order and Discipline while staring directly at the freshmen like we were bugs he wanted to squash. You didn't miss anything except a collective anxiety attack.”

“Thorne,” I repeat. The name feels heavy even just saying it.

“Yeah. The man doesn't blink. I counted. It's unnatural.” She waves a dismissive hand. “Anyway, you're better off here. Eating chocolate is a much better use of your time.”

Above my desk, the small screen embedded in the wall flickers to life. It displays my name, my student ID number, and my current status.

ELARA VALE

STATUS: PROBATIONARY

NOTE: CONTAINMENT ANOMALY LOGGED. SURVEILLANCE ACTIVE.

I stare at the red text. Anomaly. Surveillance.

But then Mara crunches loudly on a candy shell and kicks her feet up. Humming a pop song.

“Ignore the screen,” she says without looking. “It's just there to scare you. Have another blue one. They taste better.”

I take the blue one.

I've been here less than an hour. I've broken a containment protocol. I've touched a Sentinel. And now, I'm eating contraband chocolate with a girl who thinks comfort is a weapon.

I think I'm in so much trouble.

But as the sugar melts on my tongue, I realize something else.

I'm not alone.
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Chapter
Three



Idon't sleep well. I never do in new places. My dreams are full of static and amber eyes, and I wake up before the alarm screams at 07:00, my sheets tangled around my legs and a thin sheen of sweat on my skin.

Mara is already up. She's moved to the “gray side” of the room, leaning against my desk with a steaming mug in each hand. She looks remarkably awake for someone who claimed she talks in her sleep.

“Drink,” she commands, thrusting a mug at me. “It's barely coffee, more like hot bean water, but it's hot.”

I sit up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. The Heatline is quiet this morning, a dull throb instead of a roar. I take the mug. “Thanks. What's the schedule?”

“First day is always the same,” Mara says, taking a sip of her own drink. “Orientation, rules, and then placement testing. But you...” She eyes me over the rim of her mug. “You've got a weird schedule.”

I glance at the slip of paper the intake officer gave me.

08:00 – Resonance Theory (Lecture Hall 4) – Professor Ward.

10:00 – Control Mechanics.

13:00 – Independent Study (Library).

“Is that weird?” I ask.

“It's advanced,” Mara says. “Ward doesn't usually take first-years. He's the Head of Research. Usually, you have to survive at least two semesters before you get anywhere near him. He's... intense.”

“Intense how?”

“Intense like 'he looks at you and dissects your soul' intense,” she says cheerfully. “Good luck with that. I've got Herbology. Try not to get dissected.”

Lecture Hall 4 is in the West Wing, the oldest part of the academy. The stone here is darker, rougher, and the air smells of dust and ozone.

I slip into the back row just as the bell rings. The room is tiered, the seats rising steeply around a central podium. It's full of students, mostly second and third-years by the look of their uniforms. They have silver piping on their collars. Mine is plain black.

I feel the stares immediately. Whispers trail in my wake like smoke.

“That's her.”

“The transfer.”

“I heard she's a Level 4.”

I keep my head down, opening my notebook. I don't know what a Level 4 is yet, but the way they say it makes it sound like a death sentence. Keep your edges in.

“Good morning.”

The voice isn't loud, but it cuts through the murmuring of the students like a scalpel.

I look down at the podium.

Professor Lucien Ward is not what I expected. I was picturing an old man with a beard and robes.

Lucien Ward is young. Maybe late twenties, early thirties. He's wearing a tailored charcoal suit that looks expensive, no tie, the top button of his white shirt undone. He has glasses, wire-rimmed and delicate, perched on a nose that is straight and sharp. His hair is a sandy blond, perfectly styled but slightly too long, falling into his eyes as he leans over his notes.

He looks like a poet. Or a shark.

He doesn't look up as he speaks. He just arranges his papers, his fingers long and pale.

“Resonance,” he says, his voice smooth and cool. “The interaction between two or more energetic fields. Most of the world believes that resonance is about harmony. Two notes played together to create a chord.”

He finally looks up. Behind the glasses, his eyes are gray. Steel gray. Cold. Intelligent.

“They are wrong,” he says. “Resonance is not harmony. Resonance is destruction. It is the amplification of energy until the container shatters.”

I go cold. He's looking at the class, scanning the faces, but his gaze feels impersonal. He's not looking at us as people. He's looking at us as data points.

“In this academy,” Lucien continues, stepping out from behind the podium, “we teach you to suppress resonance. We teach you to dampen your fields so that you do not shatter. Because out there,” he gestures vaguely to the window, “uncontrolled resonance gets people killed.”

He starts to walk up the aisle, moving with a predatory grace. The students lean away from him as he passes.

“Who can tell me the three stages of resonance failure?”

A hand shoots up in the front row. “Vibration, Escalation, Rupture.”

“Textbook,” Lucien says, sounding bored. He's halfway up the stairs now. He's coming towards the back. “But the textbook is sanitized. The reality is... messier. Vibration is the warning. Escalation is the pain. Rupture...”

He stops.

He's standing right next to my desk. I can smell him. Old books. Crisp linen. Something sharp, like ink.

The Heatline in my chest wakes up. It doesn't roar like it did with Callum. It hums. It's a curious, intellectual vibration. It wants to know him. It wants to pull him apart just to see what kind of noise he makes.

Lucien turns slowly to look at me. The gray eyes lock onto mine. For a second, the cool detachment slips. He blinks, once, as if he's seeing something he didn't expect.

“Rupture,” he finishes softly, speaking only to me, “is when the vessel can no longer contain the power, and simply... ceases to exist.”

I can't speak. “Or,” I say, the words slipping out before I can stop them, “it's when the vessel changes shape to hold more.”

Silence ripples through the room. Students turn to stare, their mouths open in collective shock. The air in the room goes brittle. Apparently, you don't interrupt Professor Ward.

Lucien goes still. He tilts his head, the light catching on his glasses.

“Change shape,” he repeats. He leans down, bracing one hand on my desk. He's too close. The air between us crackles with static. “An optimistic theory. And who are you, Miss...?”

“Vale,” I whisper. “Elara Vale.”

“Ah,” he says. The word is a sigh. “The transfer. The anomaly.”

He stares at me for a long moment. I feel like he's peeling back my skin, counting my bones, measuring the Heatline. It's invasive. It's terrifying.

And it's the most thoroughly examined I have ever felt.

“See me after class, Miss Vale,” he says, straightening up. “I think we need to discuss your... optimism.”

He turns and walks back down the stairs, leaving me breathless and trembling in his wake.

The rest of the lecture is a blur. I try to take notes, but my hand is shaking. Every time Lucien moves, every time he paces the front of the room, I feel it. A low-grade pull in my chest. A tugging sensation that isn't just curiosity. It's gravity.

When the bell finally rings, the other students scramble for the door like rats fleeing a sinking ship. I take my time packing my bag. My movements are slow, deliberate. I'm delaying the inevitable.

Finally, the room is empty.

I walk down the tiered steps to the podium where Lucien is organizing his stack of papers. He doesn't look up as I approach, but I know he knows I'm there. The air around him is humming with it.

“Optimism is a dangerous quality in a containment facility,” he says without preamble. He stacks the last paper and looks up.

Up close, he's even more devastating. There are fine lines of exhaustion around his eyes, and a tension in his jaw that suggests he holds himself to a standard that is impossibly high.

“It wasn't optimism,” I say, clutching my notebook to my chest. “It was physics. Energy cannot be destroyed, only transformed. If the vessel breaks, the energy has to go somewhere.”

Lucien’s eyes narrow. He steps around the podium, closing the distance between us until he is standing comfortably inside my personal space.

“And where do you think it goes, Elara?”

The use of my first name catches me off guard. It sounds intimate on his tongue, a secret he shouldn't know.

“I don't know,” I admit. “That's why I'm here.”

“You're here because you are a walking catastrophic event,” he says softly. He reaches out, his hand hovering near my shoulder but not touching. “I read your file. I saw the intake reports from this morning. You touched a Sentinel and nearly blew out the localized grid.”

“I didn't mean to.”

“Intent is irrelevant,” Lucien says. “Only result matters.”

He takes a step closer. The Heatline surges, not with fear, but with recognition. It likes him. It likes the sharpness of his mind. It wants to rub up against the edges of his control and see if they hold.

And I realize, with a jolt of shock, that he feels it too.

His gaze drops to my throat, tracking the frantic pulse beating there. His pupils dilate, swallowing the gray steel. For a split second, the Professor is gone, and there is just a man looking at a woman who represents everything he has spent his life studying.

He looks starved for understanding.

“You have a theory,” he says, his voice dropping an octave. “That the vessel changes shape. That implies adaptability. Evolution.”

“Yes.”

“Prove it.”

He moves so fast I don't have time to react. He doesn't touch me, but he leans in until his face is inches from mine. He brings his hand up and presses his palm flat against the wall behind me, boxing me in. But before I can react, his other hand comes up.

He tilts my chin up with one finger, his touch impossibly gentle, and the moment his skin meets mine, the reaction is instantaneous.

The entire lecture hall could burn down and I wouldn't notice. This isn’t grounding like Callum. It’s tension without relief.

My power spikes. It lashes out, seeking connection. It hits the barrier of his own aura - cool, structured, rigid - and instead of bouncing off, it wraps around it.

Lucien inhales sharply. His eyes squeeze shut for a second, his head tilting back as if he's in pain. Or ecstasy.

“Fascinating,” he breathes. The word is ragged.

“Professor...”

“Don't,” he warns, opening his eyes. They are dark, blown wide. “Don't speak. Just... hold it.”

He's trembling. The hand braced against the wall is shaking. He is fighting something massive inside himself, a desire to close that last inch of space and let the connection consume him.

He wants to touch me. He wants it so bad it's physically hurting him.

“You are not just an anomaly,” he whispers, his gaze dropping to my lips. “You are a paradox. You shouldn't exist. The laws of resonance say you should have burned out years ago.”

“Maybe the laws are wrong,” I whisper back.

Lucien lets out a rough, shaky breath. He pushes himself off the wall, putting three feet of distance between us in a single stride. He runs a hand through his perfect hair, messing it up. It makes him look younger. More human.

“Get out,” he says. His voice is strained.

I blink, the loss of his proximity hitting me like a physical blow. “What?”

“Leave, Elara,” he says, turning his back on me to grip the podium. His knuckles are white. “You are a variable I cannot calculate yet. And until I can...”

He glances back over his shoulder. The hunger is there, but it's colder. Sharper.

“Until I can, you are unsafe. For both of us.”

I turn and run.

I run out of the lecture hall, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. I run until my lungs burn and the scent of ink and ozone fades from my nose.

Lucien Ward isn't just a scholar. He's a man who has been starving for the truth his whole life. And I have the terrible feeling that he just realized I'm the only meal that will satisfy him.
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My encounter with Lucien leaves a strange hum under my skin. It’s a nervous, thrumming energy, like a live wire has been left exposed in my chest. I walk to the training wing on autopilot, my thoughts a tangled mess of steel-gray eyes and the terrifying intimacy of being seen.

The training wing smells different from the rest of the academy. No dust and old books here. This place smells of sweat, metal, and that sharp, ozone scent of raw power being used. It’s the smell of a storm contained indoors.

Control Mechanics is held in a room called The Forge.

It’s not a gym. It’s a kill box.

The room is a vast, two-story cube of reinforced concrete and obsidian. The walls are scarred with scorch marks and deep gouges, evidence of past failures. Instead of treadmills, there are metal gantries and floating platforms. Instead of weights, there are glowing containment spheres humming with unstable energy.

And everywhere, there are students in gray training uniforms, practicing the art of not exploding.

A woman with a shaved head and a network of silver-blue tattoos across her arms stands in the center of the room. She’s watching a student try to levitate a block of lead. The student is sweating, his face red with exertion.

“Control, Miller, not force,” the instructor barks. Her voice is like gravel grinding together. “You’re trying to muscle it. Feel the weight. Co-opt its gravity. Don’t fight it.”

The lead block wobbles and drops to the floor with a deafening crash that echoes through the huge space.

The instructor shakes her head in disgust. “Pathetic. Ten more suppression reps.”

She turns, and her eyes land on me. I’m standing by the door, feeling small and out of place. Her gaze is sharp, unforgiving.

“You’re Vale,” she says. It’s a statement, not a question.

“Yes.”

“I’m Instructor Knox,” she says, walking toward me. She moves like a predator, all coiled muscle and purpose. “I read your file. Level 4.”

She stops in front of me and raises her voice so the whole class can hear.

“For those of you who have lived your sheltered lives in the lower tiers,” she calls out, “a Level 4 classification means this student’s uncontrolled resonance has the potential for catastrophic structural damage. In other words, she can kill you by accident.”

A fresh wave of whispers ripples through the room. I feel a hundred pairs of eyes on me, a mix of fear and morbid curiosity. My face burns.

“At Havenfall,” Knox continues, her voice dropping, “Level 1s learn to control sparks. Level 4s learn to not nuke the city block. Your job, Vale, is to not kill anyone. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Instructor,” I say, my voice tight.

“Good.” She points to an empty training circle on the far side of the room. “We’re starting with basic compression exercises. You should have learned the theory this morning with Professor Ward. Now you prove you were listening.”

The training circle is a ten-foot ring of scorched metal set into the floor. In the center, a small, black orb hovers at waist height.

“The orb is a vacuum,” Knox explains, her voice all business. “It draws in ambient energy. Your task is to contain your own resonance. Form it into a dense, stable sphere in your hands. Do not let the vacuum pull it from you. This is an exercise in control, not power. Begin.”

She stalks away, leaving me alone in the circle.

I take a breath. I remember Lucien’s words. We teach you to suppress resonance. To dampen your fields.

I close my eyes and reach for the Heatline.

It’s already agitated. The presence of so much raw power in the room is making it hungry. It wants to reach out, to taste, to connect.

No, I tell it. Compress.

I try to gather the energy, to pull it from my chest and into my hands. It’s like trying to catch smoke. The Heatline doesn’t want to be contained. It wants to expand.

I focus harder, gritting my teeth. I manage to pull a thin, shimmering thread of energy into my palms. It’s weak, unstable.

The vacuum orb pulses.

The thread of energy is torn from my hands. It streams into the orb, which glows a brief, angry red.

A spike of pain, sharp and hot, lances through my chest. The Heatline feels violated. Robbed.

I look around the room, desperate to see how the others are doing it.

Two circles down, a girl with short red hair is holding a perfect, marble-sized sphere of blue light. Her face is calm, almost bored. She rotates the sphere in her fingers, the energy dense and contained, ignoring the pull of the vacuum entirely.

Further down, a boy is struggling, sweat beading on his forehead, but even he manages to hold a jagged chunk of green energy for ten seconds before it dissipates.

Why is it so easy for them?

I watch the redhead again. She’s not fighting the energy. She’s... condensing it. Like packing a snowball. She’s taking something large and making it small.

I can do that, I tell myself. I just have to push harder.

I turn back to the orb. I dig my heels into the concrete.

Compress.

I grab the Heatline with everything I have. I visualize walls of iron slamming down around it. I visualize a vice tightening, squeezing the chaos into submission.

The pain is immediate. It’s not just a headache; it’s a physical nausea that rolls through my stomach. My vision blurs at the edges. The Heatline screams in protest, thrashing against the mental walls I’m building. It feels unnatural. Like trying to force a river to flow backward.

My hands are shaking so hard I can barely hold them out.

I manage to form a ball of light. It’s jagged, ugly, pulsing with a sickly yellow rhythm. It feels heavy, like holding a piece of a dying star.

“Better,” Knox calls out, not looking up from her datapad. “Now hold it. Two minutes.”

Two minutes? I can’t hold this for two seconds.

My knees buckle. The pressure inside my skull is building. A high-pitched whine starts in my ears, drowning out the sounds of the gym.

Just hold it. Be normal. Be safe.

I pour more will into the vice. I squeeze the energy tighter.

And that’s when I feel the crack.

Not in the floor. In me.

It feels like a bone snapping deep in my chest. The control I was forcing shatters. The Heatline doesn’t just escape; it retaliates.

The sphere in my hands detonates.

The force of it throws me backward. I land hard on the concrete floor, the air knocked from my lungs. Alarms blare overhead.

The vacuum orb is glowing cherry red, emitting a high-pitched whine that makes my fillings ache.

“Containment failure in Circle 7!” Knox bellows. “Kill the power!”

I lie on the floor, gasping for air, my whole body screaming in protest. The Heatline is a raging inferno of pain and fury. I failed. Worse than failed. I proved exactly why I belong in a cage.

I roll onto my side, coughing. My throat tastes like copper.

“Get up, Vale,” Knox snaps, appearing above me. “That was pathetic. You aren’t controlling the energy; you’re choking it. Again.”

“I can’t,” I wheeze.

“You can, and you will. Unless you want to spend the rest of the semester in a dampener cell.”

I push myself up, my arms trembling. I hate this place. I hate the smell of ozone. I hate the way my own power feels like a poison in my veins.

Then I hear another sound. A sound that cuts through the ringing in my ears.

It’s the sound of cracking concrete.

I turn my head.

Across the room, in another training circle, a guy is on his knees. He’s built like a street fighter, lean and wiry, with a sleeve of black tattoos covering one arm. The one I saw laughing in the courtyard yesterday. His head is thrown back, his teeth gritted. And the air around him is vibrating.

The floor beneath him is a web of cracks. A piece of the ceiling breaks loose, falling in a shower of dust and stone.

“Morgan!” Knox shouts, abandoning me to sprint toward him. “Jax, get it together! Suppress!”

The guy, Jax, shakes his head. “I can’t,” he grits out. His voice is raw. “It’s too much.”

I see his power then. It’s not a shimmering light. It’s a visible distortion in the air. A wave of pure, kinetic force coiling around him, getting tighter and tighter. He’s a bomb about to go off.

The other students are scrambling away. Running for the exits. Even the girl with the perfect blue sphere drops her concentration and bolts.

Knox stops ten feet away, barking orders into a comms unit, her face grim. She knows she can’t get closer without getting crushed.

But I’m not looking at her. I’m looking at Jax.

And the Heatline… it stops screaming.

It goes quiet. And then it pulls.

It’s not the intellectual curiosity I felt with Lucien. It’s not the gravitational pull of stillness I felt with Callum.

This is a deep, instinctual need.

This is alignment - my chaos sliding into his, not canceling it out, but finally making sense of it. Like two wrong pieces suddenly fitting because they’ve both been cut the same way.

A problem my power instinctively knows how to organize. I get to my feet. The pain in my head vanishes. The nausea is gone.

“Vale, get out of there!” Knox yells.

But I’m not listening. I’m walking towards him. Towards the epicenter of the storm.

The air gets thick, heavy. It’s like wading through water. Each step is a struggle against the kinetic pressure he’s throwing off. But the pull is undeniable.

Jax’s head snaps up. His eyes lock onto mine. They are wild, panicked, a startling shade of electric blue. He looks like a cornered animal who knows he’s about to die.

“Stay back,” he growls. The words are ripped from him. “I’m going to blow.”

I don’t stop.

Ten feet away. The force he’s emitting is a physical blow. It’s a hurricane wind trying to push me back.

But the Heatline meets it.

I lift my hands, not to fight, but to receive.

I let my power do what it wants to do. What it was made to do.

It flows out of me. A wave of calm, steady energy that moves through the hurricane of his power. It doesn’t suppress it. It doesn’t fight it.

It… organizes it.

I feel the moment our energies touch. It’s like my soul clicks into place. The jagged, screaming edges of his power smooth out. The chaotic, explosive force is given a direction. It flows into me, and I don’t just absorb it. I channel it. I ground it.

The vibrations stop. The cracking sound ceases.

The room goes silent, except for the fading echo of the alarms.

Jax is staring at me. His chest is heaving. The wild panic in his eyes has been replaced by a stunned, obsessive focus. He looks at me like I’m the first real thing he’s ever seen.

I drop my hands to my sides, suddenly exhausted. The connection breaks.

Jax stumbles forward, reaching for me. “What…?”

He doesn’t finish the word.

Because at that moment, two Sentinels in full tactical gear burst into the room, followed by Professor Ward.

And right behind them, his face a mask of stone, is Callum.

He takes in the scene in a single glance. The cracked floor around Jax. Me, standing ten feet away, trembling.

His amber eyes find mine.

And for the first time since I met him, I see something in them besides stillness.

I see fury.
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The world is tilting.

I'm moving, but my feet aren't touching the floor. Someone has me. An arm like an iron bar is wrapped around my waist, holding me up against a chest that feels as hard as the concrete wall I just crashed into.

“Clear the corridor!” a voice roars.

It's Callum. I know it's Callum because the silence is back. But this time, the silence isn't peaceful. It's heavy. Suffocating. It feels like being buried alive.

“My chest,” I gasp, clawing at his tactical vest. “It burns.”

“I know,” Callum says. His voice is a low rumble against my ear, tight with controlled panic. “Hold on, Elara. Just hold on.”

He's moving fast. Too fast. The corridor is a blur of gray stone and fluorescent lights. I catch glimpses of other students pressing themselves against the walls to get out of our way, their faces pale blurs of fear.

The heat inside me is escalating. It's not the slow burn of the Heatline anymore. It's a wildfire. It's consuming me from the inside out, licking along my nerves, turning my blood into lava. The connection with Jax - that moment of perfect, terrifying clarity - ripped something open, and now I can't close it.

“Where are you taking me?” I wheeze.

“Stabilization,” he clips out. He kicks a door open, not breaking stride.

We're not in the main wing anymore. The air here is colder, sterile. We pass a row of heavy steel doors that look like bank vaults. Callum doesn't stop until we reach the last one.

He swipes his badge. The door hisses open.

He carries me inside and kicks it shut behind us. The lock engages with a final, echoing thud.

The room is small. White tiles. A single metal cot. No windows. It's a box designed to hold things that are about to explode.

Callum doesn't put me on the cot. He doesn't let go. He backs me up against the cold wall, his body shielding me from... nothing. There's no one else here. But he's crowding me, his hands gripping my hips, his breathing ragged.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I try. But my vision is swimming in red. “I can't... it's too much.”

“Elara, focus.” He shakes me, just a little. “You're in resonance shock. You pulled too much from Morgan. You have to ground it.”

“I don't know how!” I scream, the sound tearing at my throat. “It hurts!”

It does hurt. It feels like my skin is too tight for my body. Every inch of me is hypersensitive. The fabric of my shirt feels like sandpaper. The air conditioning feels like knives. I want to crawl out of my own skin.

Callum curses, a harsh, guttural sound. “Okay. Okay. We do it the hard way.”

He steps back, just an inch, and starts stripping off his gear.

He rips the velcro of his tactical vest, tearing it off and throwing it into the corner. Then the black undershirt. He pulls it over his head in one fluid motion, revealing a torso of corded muscle and old, white scars.

“Gloves,” he mutters, peeling the black tactical gloves from his hands. He drops them to the floor.

He's bare from the waist up. His skin is flushed, glistening with a sheen of sweat.

“Give me your hands,” he orders.

I reach out, my fingers trembling uncontrollably.

He grabs them.

Skin to skin.

The impact is explosive.

It's not the gentle current I felt in the assessment room. This is a lightning strike. The moment his palms touch mine, a shockwave rolls through me, so intense my knees buckle.

Callum catches me. He pulls me into him, his arms wrapping around my back, crushing me against his bare chest.

“Breathe,” he growls against my neck. “Push it into me. All of it.”

I try. I sob into his shoulder, pushing the fire, the pain, the chaos into him. But it's not enough. The connection is too narrow. My hands aren't enough.

“It's not working,” I whimper. “Callum, please. It burns.”

He stiffens. I can feel his heart hammering against my ribs, a frantic, heavy rhythm that matches my own. He pulls back just enough to look at me. His amber eyes are blown wide, the pupils almost swallowing the iris. There is no professional distance left in them. There is only desperation.

“I can't stabilize you like this,” he says, his voice rough. “I need more contact. I need... fuck.”

He looks at the wall, struggling with himself. I can see the war in his face. The Sentinel protocol versus the man who is holding a dying star in his arms.

The heat spikes again, a jagged lance of pain that makes me arch my back and cry out.

Callum snaps.

“Forgive me,” he whispers.

He grabs the hem of my shirt and yanks it up.

I don't stop him. I help him. I need the fabric gone. I need the barrier gone. I lift my arms, and he pulls the shirt over my head, tossing it aside.

Then he pulls me back in.

Chest to chest. Skin to skin.

Oh.

The relief is instantaneous and overwhelming. It's like plunging into a glacial lake. His skin is cool, solid, and the moment my bare breasts press against the hard planes of his chest, the fire inside me hisses.

I gasp, my head falling back against the wall. “Callum.”

“Christ,” he groans, his voice wrecked. His hands slide down my bare back, gripping my waist, anchoring me. “You feel like a storm, Elara. You're burning me alive.”

“I'm sorry,” I sob.

“Don't apologize.” His forehead drops to rest against mine. He's panting. “Don't you dare apologize.”

His hands are everywhere. Large, rough palms mapping the curve of my spine, the dip of my waist, the flare of my hips. Every touch is deliberate, grounding, pulling the fire out through his fingertips.

But the relief is changing.

The pain is receding, but in its place, something else is waking up. The Heatline isn't just seeking a ground anymore. It's seeking friction.

The sheer sensory overload of his skin against mine is intoxicating. I can feel every muscle in his back shift under my hands. I can feel the heat radiating off him, the scent of rain and musk filling my lungs.

I grind my hips forward, instinctively seeking more contact.

Callum freezes. A low, dangerous sound rumbles in his chest. It's almost a growl.

“Elara,” he warns, his voice straining. “Don't move like that.”

“I need...” I don't even know what I need. I just know I need closer. “Don't let go.”

“I can't let go,” he admits, his hands tightening on my hips. “If I let go, you'll burn out. But if you keep moving... Elara, I'm not a saint.”

He rolls his hips forward involuntarily, and I feel it. Through the denim of his tactical pants. He's hard. Rock hard. Pressing intimately against my belly.

The realization sends a jolt of pure electricity straight to my core.

“You want this,” I breathe, looking up at him, my own voice shaky with need.

A muscle jumps in his clenched jaw. “Stop,” he bites out, but it's a plea, not a command. “Elara, you don't know what you're asking.”

“Help me,” I whisper, sliding my hands up his chest, tangling my fingers in the short hair at the nape of his neck. “Please.”

The word breaks him. He shudders, a full-body tremor, and the last thread of his control snaps.

He kisses me.

It's not a gentle kiss. It's a collision. He devours me, his mouth hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping into my mouth to taste the panic and the desire. He kisses me like he's angry at me for making him want this, and angry at himself for giving in.

“I shouldn't -” he grinds out against my lips, the words a surrender, not a protest. His hands grip my thighs, hoisting me up. “God, tell me to stop.”

“Don't you dare,” I gasp, wrapping my legs around his waist, locking my ankles behind him. The command is ripped from my lungs.

The friction is incredible. My center presses explicitly against the bulge in his pants, and I moan into his mouth, the sound vibrating through both of us.

“You're killing me,” he groans, breaking the kiss to trail hot, wet open-mouthed kisses down my jaw, down my throat. “Do you have any idea what you feel like? Pure chaos. Pure fire. I want the noise to stop as much as you do.”

“Make it stop,” I beg, arching my back as his mouth finds the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder. “Make it quiet.”

“I'm trying,” he growls. “But you taste too damn good.”

He carries me to the cot and sits down, keeping me straddled on his lap. He doesn't lay me down. He keeps me upright, pressed against him, our chests fused together.

His hand moves between us. It slides down my stomach, past the waistband of my jeans.

I stop breathing.

“Callum?”

He looks at me, his face flushed, his eyes dark with a hunger that terrifies and electrifies me. His hand stops, resting flat against my lower stomach, a breath away from the heat.

“This is the only way to ground it,” he says, his voice a raw rasp. He's not asking for permission. He's stating a fact, convincing himself as much as me. “Skin contact. Direct.”

He's giving me an out. A clinical, procedural reason for what's about to happen. But we both know it's a lie.

“Don't stop,” I breathe, the words a prayer. “Please.”

He doesn't nod. He just closes his eyes for a fraction of a second, a man stepping off a cliff. “You asked for this,” he whispers, more to himself than to me.

He unbuttons my jeans. The sound of the zipper is loud in the small room. He slides his hand inside, pushing past the fabric of my underwear.

When he touches me, I shatter.

His fingers are calloused, rough against the slick heat of me. He finds my center in one sure stroke, and I cry out, burying my face in his neck.

“Fuck, you're so wet,” he groans, the words rough and filthy, torn from him against his will. “You're drowning my fingers, Elara. Is this for me? Tell me this is for me.”

“Yes,” I gasp, my hips bucking instinctively against his hand. “It's for you. Only you.”

“Good girl,” he growls, sliding two fingers deep inside me. “Let it move. Give it space.”

He starts a rhythm. Slow at first. Deliberate. He's not just pleasuring me; he's pulling the energy out. With every stroke of his fingers, I feel the wildfire heat being drawn down, pooling heavy and sweet in my belly.

“You're so tight,” he mutters, his breath hot and ragged against my ear. “So fucking tight around my fingers. I can feel you clenching. Do you know what that does to me?”

“Callum,” I sob, rocking against his hand, chasing the friction.

“I know, baby. I know.” He's sweating, his own control fraying. I can feel the tension in his arm, the way he's fighting to keep his touch steady when everything in him wants to take. “I'm right here. I've got you.”

He speeds up. His thumb circles the bundle of nerves that is screaming for release, while his fingers thrust deeper, curling inside me to find that spot that makes me see stars.

It's too much. It's sensory overload. The smell of him, the taste of his skin, the rough abrasion of his jeans against my inner thighs. The filthy, desperate words falling from his lips.

“I'm close,” I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders until I know I must be leaving marks. “Callum, I'm so close.”

“Let go,” he commands. He bites the cord of muscle in my neck, a sharp, claiming pain that tips me over the edge. “Let it go, Elara. Come. I need you to release it.”

The climax hits me like a physical blow. My vision goes white. My body spasms, clamping down hard around his fingers, and I scream his name into the sterile silence of the room.

The Heatline surges one last time - a massive, blinding wave of energy - and then it crashes. It pours out of me and into him.

Callum groans, a deep, agonized sound. “That's it. That's it, beautiful. Drown me in it. Let it go.”

He takes the surge. He takes the pleasure. He takes everything. He holds me through the aftershocks, his hand still moving gently, coaxing every last tremor from my body, soothing the over-sensitized nerves until I go limp against him.

For a long time, there is no sound in the room but our ragged breathing.

I'm slumped against his chest, my face buried in the crook of his neck. My jeans are undone, my shirt is on the floor, and I am completely exposed.

Slowly, the reality of what just happened starts to seep in.

I stiffen.

Callum feels the shift immediately. He stops moving his hand. He slowly, carefully withdraws his fingers, wiping them on his tactical pants before reaching for the blanket at the end of the cot.

He wraps it around my shoulders, covering me.

“Elara,” he says. His voice is wrecked. Hoarse.

I pull back to look at him.

He looks destroyed. His hair is messy, his lips are swollen, and his eyes... his eyes are full of a devastating mix of desire and guilt.

“We just...” I start, but my voice fails.

“I know,” he says. He reaches up to brush a strand of hair out of my face, his hand trembling slightly. “I know.”

He stands up, lifting me with him, and sets me gently on the edge of the cot. He turns his back to me, grabbing his undershirt from the floor and pulling it on with jerky, angry movements.

“That was... a medical necessity,” he says, his back still to me. “Resonance shock. If I hadn't grounded you, you would have had a seizure.”

He's putting the wall back up. He's trying to build the fortress again, brick by brick.

But his hands are still shaking.

“Is that all it was?” I ask quietly. I pull the blanket tighter around myself, feeling cold despite the lingering heat in my blood.

Callum turns around. He's buckled his vest back on. He looks like a Sentinel again. Almost.

“It has to be,” he says, and his voice is flat, devoid of emotion. But he's looking at my lips. “For your sake, Elara. It has to be.”

He walks to the door and punches the code into the keypad. The lock disengages with a beep.

He opens the door, then looks back at me.

“Stay here,” he says. “I'll send a medic to clear you. And Elara?”

I meet his gaze.

“Don't tell anyone what happened in this room,” he says. “They'll expel you. And they'll execute me.”

He steps out into the corridor, leaving me alone in the white-tiled silence, the taste of him still on my tongue.

Whatever happened with Callum hasn’t sealed anything.

There’s no pull toward him once he’s gone - just absence, sharp and aching, like a brace ripped off a limb that hasn’t finished healing.

It might have been a medical necessity. It might have been protocol. Or it might have been necessity wearing desire’s face.

But as I touch my swollen lips, I know the truth.

It was the start of a war.
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The infirmary is white and sterile, a box designed to hold bodies in neutral suspension. The smell is clinical, laced with antiseptic and something that reminds me of burnt metal. Medical wards, I think distantly. They cling to the walls like invisible chains, monitoring every spike in my resonance, ready to trigger a lockdown if I so much as hiccup the wrong way.

The medic's gaze flicks to the blanket still wrapped around my shoulders. My clothes are back in place, neat enough to pass inspection, but the blanket stays, a barrier between my skin and the room.

“Your vitals are stable,” she says, not looking at me as she checks the readout on a small device in her hand. She's older, maybe fifty, with silver threading through her dark hair and the clinical expression of someone who stopped caring about patients as people years ago. “The resonance spike has normalized. You're cleared to return to general population.”

I nod. I can't bring myself to speak. Every word feels like it might give Callum away.

The medic sets down her device and finally looks at me. There's no sympathy in her eyes, just efficient observation. “Whatever happened in the Forge, don't let it happen again. Protocol exists for a reason, Vale. It keeps everyone safe. You included.”

She doesn't know. She can't know. If she knew what Callum and I did in that white-tiled room, she'd initiate an immediate investigation. And then...

He'll execute me.

“I understand,” I whisper.

“See that you do.” She turns away, dismissing me with her body language alone. “You can go.”

I slide off the examination table on shaky legs. The blanket drops to the floor. I pick it up, clutching it like a lifeline, and walk toward the door before they can change their mind.

The hallway outside the infirmary is empty. It's late afternoon, that gray time when most students are at dinner or in mandatory study. My schedule was shredded the moment Jax lost control in the Forge. Everything after that is a blank. I don't know how long I was in Stabilization. I don't know what happens now.

I walk without direction, my mind a static haze. My body is sore in places I've never been sore before. Every step reminds me of Callum's hands, his mouth, the way he said my name like it cost him something to admit he wanted me.

For your sake, Elara. It has to be.

The lie tastes like ash.

I end up in the library almost by accident. It's my assigned independent study period, according to my schedule, and my feet carried me here before my brain could catch up. The library is vast, a cathedral of books and old wood, with soaring arches and tall windows that look out onto the academy grounds.

And it's nearly empty.

A few third-years are bent over their texts in the reading section, earbuds in, noise-canceling their way through the endless hum of suppression field maintenance. They don't look up as I pass.

I find a corner table in the back, half-hidden by a shelf of leather-bound dissertations on resonance theory. I sit down and lay the blanket out in front of me, like evidence.

“I wondered if you might find your way here.”

I jump. My heart slams into my ribs.

Professor Ward stands at the end of the table, a stack of heavy tomes cradled in his arms. He's still wearing the charcoal suit from his morning lecture, though the shirt is slightly wrinkled now, and there's a smudge of ink on his cuff that looks fresh. His gray eyes, behind the wire-rimmed glasses, are sharper than they should be.

He knows. The realization hits me like a physical blow.

“Sir,” I say, standing up so fast my chair nearly topples backward. “I didn't know you used the student section.”

“I don't, typically,” he says. He sets the books down on the table across from mine with a soft thud. “But I've been cataloging precedent. Your particular variety of resonance catalyst behavior has been theoretically interesting.”

He sits down without being invited. He's close enough that I can smell the ink and old paper that always clings to him. My Heatline hums, a curious, dangerous vibration that makes my breath catch.

“The situation with Morgan in the training circle,” he continues, his tone purely academic, “was a rather textbook example of sympathetic resonance amplification. Your energy didn't suppress his. It organized it. That's not standard protocol behavior.”

I grip the edge of the table. “Professor Ward, I don’t - “

“I'm not here to report you,” he says flatly. He removes his glasses and sets them on the table, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Without them, he looks younger. More tired. “I'm here to understand. What you did today was dangerous. Not because you nearly killed Jax Morgan, but because you proved that my entire framework for containment is flawed.”

He looks up at me. His gray eyes bore through me, dissecting, measuring.

“You changed the vessel shape,” he says quietly. “Just like you theorized in my lecture. The energy didn't break you. You adapted. That's not supposed to be possible, Elara. The laws of resonance say you should have shattered the moment you tried to hold that much chaos.”

I sit back down slowly. My hands are shaking. “I don't understand what you want from me.”

“Nothing,” he says, and his voice drops lower, more urgent. He leans forward, elbows on the table, close enough that I catch the sharp scent of ink and warm skin. The Heatline hums again - that same curious, intellectual vibration from his lecture, but sharper now, tugging at my ribs like it wants to unravel him. “I want nothing from you. That's the problem.”

His gray eyes lock onto mine behind the glasses, and for a split second, the clinical mask cracks. His pupils dilate, just enough to notice. He feels it too. The air between us thickens, charged.

“The academy wants something from you,” he continues, voice rougher. “They want to study you, contain you, worse. And my research...” His gaze drops to my mouth, lingering too long before snapping back up. He steeples his fingers to hide the tremor. “My research is now at the center of whether that happens.”

“You need to understand something about Havenfall, Elara.” My name on his tongue sounds forbidden. “The bonds you're forming - plural - with Hayes, with Morgan, the others you'll draw - they're not just romantic. They're a threat to institutional order. Multiple bonds create redundancy. The academy loses control.”

“I don't want bonds,” I whisper, but my body betrays me. The Heatline coils toward him, hungry for that structured mind to test its edges against.

“You'll never be normal.” He leans closer, voice dropping to a near-whisper. His knee brushes mine under the table - accidental, but he doesn't pull away. The contact sends a spark up my thigh. “But you could be safe. If you're careful. If you stop touching people in training circles, and hidden rooms.”

The accusation hangs, laced with heat. He knows about Callum. His gaze tracks my pulse at my throat, jaw tightening like he's fighting the same pull.

“Professor - “

“Forget I was here.” He stands abruptly, but not before his fingers brush mine as he gathers his books - a deliberate graze that makes the Heatline flare. He inhales sharply, eyes darkening. Then the glasses go back on, the barrier slamming down. “And Vale? Careful. Some systems don't survive understanding.”

He walks away, but his stride is less steady than before. I sit with the blanket, chest humming, the electric ache of being seen twisting into something dangerously like want.

I'm halfway to my room when someone steps out from an alcove and blocks my path.

Jax Morgan looks like he's been fighting for his life. His uniform is torn at the shoulder. There's a bruise forming along his left temple, and his right hand is wrapped heavily in medical bandaging. But his eyes - electric blue and burning - are focused entirely on me.

“You,” he says, his voice rough. “Don't move.”

He crosses the space between us in two strides. Not threatening. Magnetic. The air crackles with kinetic energy held barely in check.

I step back. “Jax, you shouldn't -”

“Be talking to me? Yeah, I know. They made it clear. Multiple times. Warnings, notes, the whole thing. I'm supposed to be in quarantine or observation or whatever they're calling it, and here I am, talking to you anyway because apparently I have terrible impulse control and - “ He stops. Runs his hand through his hair. Laughs at himself. “See? This is the thing. I do this. I talk too much when I'm nervous and I can't - I need to focus.”

His hands are shaking. He keeps them at his sides, fighting the urge to reach for me.

“What did you feel?” I ask, barely breathing.

“Quiet,” he says, and the word comes out like a confession. Like a prayer. “For the first time in my entire life, my power wasn't screaming. Wasn't frantic. Wasn't trying to destroy everything. It was just...” He steps closer. So close I have to tilt my head to look up at him. “Still. Because you were there.”

He laughs again, but this time it's raw. Desperate.

“Do you get that? Elara, I have never been still. Not even when I sleep. My mom used to joke that I vibrated in my crib. And then - for those two seconds with you - I wasn't vibrating. I was just... existing. Like a normal person. And now I can't stop thinking about it.”

He steps closer. So close I have to tilt my head to look up at him.

“But that's not why I waited for you,” he says, his gaze dropping to my lips. “I waited because I need you to understand something.”

His left hand comes up, and for a second I think he's going to touch me. Instead, he presses his palm flat against the stone wall beside my head. Not caging me in like Lucien did. Just... anchoring himself.

“What happened between us in that circle wasn't an accident,” he says, his voice dropping to something feral and hungry. “That was a choice. Mine. I felt you reaching for me, and instead of pushing you away, I let you in. Because the second your power touched mine, I knew. You’re the first thing that’s ever made the chaos stop.”

The Heatline surges. My breath catches.

“Jax...”

“And now I'm standing here,” he continues, his eyes dark with intensity, “trying not to reach out and touch you again because if I do, I won't be able to stop. Because whatever this is between us - “ his jaw clenches “ - it’s not safe. For either of us. But I needed you to know that you didn't save me in the Forge because I was weak.”

He finally looks away, his shoulders rigid with tension.

“You saved me because we match. Because your chaos and my chaos are the same frequency. And that scares the hell out of me because I've never had anything that fit like that before. Never had anything that made me feel like I wasn't invisible.”

He turns to leave, but not before I catch the shudder that runs through him - the effort it takes for him to walk away.

“Whatever's coming,” he says over his shoulder, “remember that. The Heatline didn't force me silent. You gave me silence. And I'll follow that feeling anywhere.”

He disappears around the corner, leaving me standing alone, my heart hammering, the Heatline still singing from his proximity.

Whatever was forming with Jax didn’t anchor itself when he walked away.

It stayed open, unfinished - like a circuit waiting for something else to close it.

Callum stills the storm.

Jax aligns it.

Professor Ward watches it like a problem he can’t solve.

And for the first time, I wonder if the Heatline was never meant to be answered by one person at all.

The realization didn’t feel complete. It felt preliminary - like the beginning of a pattern, not the pattern itself.

I make it back to Room 304 as the dinner bell chimes. Mara is already there, sprawled across her bed with a collection of empty takeout containers and a horror novel with a half-naked man on the cover.

She sits up when she sees me, her dark eyes narrowing. “You look like you've been put through a blender. Also, there are rumors flying everywhere about you and Morgan and some kind of resonance incident in the Forge.”

I'm not ready to talk about it. The blanket is still in my arms, and every nerve in my body is screaming. “What are they saying happened?”

“Infirmary,” Mara says matter-of-factly. She swings her legs off the bed. “The official story is that you had a reaction to the suppression field adjustment. Very boring, very procedural. The unofficial story is that you tried to seduce Jax Morgan in front of three dozen witnesses, and Callum Hayes nearly killed him with his bare hands.”

I feel my face drain of color. “That's not - “

“I know,” she says, and there's a gentleness in her voice that makes the lie harder to bear. “Callum Hayes is a lot of things, but reckless isn't one of them. And Jax Morgan is a lot of things, but unconscious isn't usually one of them either.”

She tilts her head. “You want to tell me what really happened?”

I sink onto the edge of my bed. The blanket falls to the floor. “I can't. It's complicated.”

“It always is,” Mara says. She leans back on her elbows. “But for what it's worth, I believe whatever you did wasn't malicious. You're not wired that way.”

She's wrong. I did something malicious. I let Callum touch me knowing it would destroy him if anyone found out. I let desire override caution. I let the Heatline win, and now he's the one paying the price.

“There's someone here to see you,” Mara says after a moment. “Well, there was. He's waiting outside. I told him you'd be back soon.”

My heart stops. “Callum?”

Mara nods, her expression unreadable. “He looks terrible. Like he hasn't slept in days. Like he's been through a fight and lost.”

“Tell him I didn't see him,” I say, standing up before I can think about what I'm doing. “Tell him I'm not -”

“Tell him yourself,” she interrupts gently. “Or don't. But lying to me about it won't make it easier.”

“Tell him anyway,” I say, and the words taste like poison. “Tell him I can't see him.”

I turn away, but Mara's voice stops me.

“This is about more than the Forge, isn't it? Some people stabilize through one anchor,” Mara adds, quieter now. “Some don’t. Havenfall pretends the second kind don’t exist

I don't answer. I climb under my blanket and pull it over my head, coward that I am, and wait for him to leave.

Later, after Mara is asleep and the room is dark, I creep out of bed and make my way to the window.

The north stairwell is just visible from here, a corner of stone and shadows. I can barely make out a figure sitting on the bottom step, motionless, just watching the corridor.

Even in the dark, I know it's Callum. I'd know him by the shape of his shoulders alone. The heavy, patient weight of a man who can wait forever.

I press my forehead against the cold glass.

I'm sorry, I mouth silently.

He doesn't hear me. He can't hear me. But he stands, slowly, and walks away.

I watch him until he rounds the corner and disappears.

And then I cry.
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Chapter
Seven



The dinner announcement comes like a blade.

Havenfall's central speaker system crackles to life at exactly 1800 hours. Not a request. An announcement. The kind that makes every conversation in the dining hall stop mid-sentence.

“Attention all personnel and students. Due to an incident in the training facility this afternoon, the academy is implementing immediate protocol modifications. Effective immediately: all students are restricted to designated corridors. Unauthorized zone access will result in detention and monitoring reassessment.”

The speaker clicks off.

For exactly three seconds, silence. Then the hall erupts. Whispers, speculation, that particular brand of fear-tinged excitement that only happens when institutional rules tighten.

I put my fork down. My stomach was already tight, and now it's worse. The Forge incident. They're calling it an incident. Not an accident. Not a malfunction. An incident. Which means they know something went wrong. They know I did something.

Mara leans into me from her seat. Her voice drops to barely above a whisper.

“This is bad,” she says. “The protocol modifications? That only happens when someone broke a major rule.”

“Or when the academy panicked about something,” I say. Not helpful. Also true.

“Same thing.” She spears a piece of chicken she's not going to eat. “There's a camera in every corridor now. I counted. And the wards in the west wing got reset, stronger. Something happened in the Forge that made them nervous.”

I open my mouth. Almost say it. Jax. It was Jax. We... But Mara's eyes are too full of concern, and if I say it out loud, the academy will know. The monitors will know. I'll know, in a way that makes it real instead of contained.

I don't answer. I can't. Because if I speak, my voice will shake, and Mara will know, and knowing means she'll try to protect me, and protection from her is just emotional collateral damage I can't afford right now.

The dining hall settles back into conversation, but it's different now. The energy is wrong. Students are calculating routes, mentally marking which hallways are safe and which ones have new restrictions. Mara launches into a detailed explanation of the camera placements and which routes still have blind spots, which would normally be fascinating tactical information and right now is just making my skin crawl.

Halfway through her second paragraph about the north stairwell, a student messenger approaches our table. He's young, nervous, the kind of kid who clearly doesn't want to be delivering whatever he's about to deliver.

He places an envelope on the table in front of me. It's sealed. Official. The kind of thing that makes everyone at the surrounding tables suddenly very interested in their food.

“Vale,” the messenger says. “You're to report to the Warden's office. Now.”

He leaves before I can respond.

Mara's hand finds mine under the table. Squeezes once. A warning or a prayer, I can't tell which.

“It's fine,” I tell her. I have to look away or she'll see the truth.

“It's not,” she says quietly. “But you're going to get through it.”

I don't know if that's true, but I stand up anyway. The envelope feels heavy in my hands as I walk out of the dining hall. I can feel the weight of every stare following me.

The corridors are different now. I notice it immediately as I walk toward the administrative wing. The wards have changed frequency. The air hums differently. And there are cameras, actual visible cameras, not hidden ones, in every corner. Watching. Recording. The institutional eye is everywhere now.

I pass Callum in the east corridor.

I know it's him before I even see his face, because my whole body recognizes his presence before my brain catches up. The Heatline goes quiet. That strange, gravitational pull downward. It wants to reach for him.

He's walking in the opposite direction, and he looks straight through me. Doesn't acknowledge me. Doesn't slow down. His face is completely blank, carefully controlled, but I see his shoulders tense as we pass each other. Just for a second. Just enough to tell me he felt it too.

Then he's gone, and I'm alone in the corridor again, and the message is clear: don't look at me. Don't acknowledge what happened in that assessment room. Pretend I'm just another enforcer, not the man who grounded my chaos.

It makes everything worse, somehow. The denial hurts more than rejection would.

I keep walking.

The Warden's office is on the top floor of the administrative building. I've never been here. Never had a reason to be. This is where people go when they're in trouble. Real trouble.

His secretary isn't at her desk, also unusual, and the office door is already open. An invitation or a threat, depending on how you look at it.

The Warden is older than I expected. Maybe sixty, maybe older. He has the kind of face that has learned to be unreadable. Gray hair, gray suit, gray eyes. Everything about him is designed to be forgettable except for the scar running from his left temple to his jaw. That scar is memorable. It tells a story about violence or accident, something he doesn't bother explaining.

He's sitting behind a desk that's almost absurdly large, and he doesn't stand when I enter.

“Elara Vale,” he says. Not a greeting. A classification. “Close the door.”

I do.

“You're flagged as a Containment Anomaly,” he continues. He's reading from a file, my file presumably, without looking at me. “Level 4 transfer. Home-schooled, no formal training, no anchor affiliation. And as of approximately 1430 hours today, you've been flagged again for an uncontrolled resonance event in the training facility.”

“It wasn't uncontrolled,” I say. My voice is steadier than I feel. “I stabilized the incident.”

He finally looks at me. His gray eyes are completely empty. Like looking into a void.

“You stabilized an incident that shouldn't have required stabilization,” he says. “Student Morgan was placed in the circle as a control variable. His energy escalated, yes. That's expected. What wasn't expected is for you to cross into his containment zone without authorization and for your power to create what our instruments measured as a complete harmonic synchronization.”

Harmonic synchronization. That's what they're calling it. Not a bond. Not a claim. Just a technical term for something that shouldn't have happened.

“I reacted on instinct,” I say.

“Instinct is what gets unstable individuals killed or imprisoned.” He closes the file. “You understand that, I hope. Instinct is what the academy is designed to suppress. Instinct is why students like you exist in controlled environments with supervised progression.”

He leans back in his chair. The scar on his face catches the light.

“I've reviewed your intake assessment. Your power profile suggests you were designed, created perhaps, to form multiple resonance bonds. This is problematic for several reasons. First, the academy operates on the principle that multiple bonds create redundancy, and redundancy creates systems risk. Second, bonds are meant to be stabilizing mechanisms between student and Sentinel. They're not meant to be replicated across multiple individuals. And third,” he pauses, “multiple bonds of this nature would require individual consent from each party. Which means multiple exposures. Multiple rule violations. Multiple opportunities for institutional compromise.”

“I haven't violated any rules,” I say.

“You crossed into a restricted containment zone during a training exercise,” he says flatly. “That's a violation. You created an unscheduled resonance event with a student under institutional observation. That's a violation. And you did both of these things knowing that your power profile has already been flagged as unstable.”

I have no response to that. He's right. All of it is technically right.

“Here's what's going to happen,” he continues. “Effective immediately, your schedule is being rewritten. You'll undergo mandatory Resonance Mapping with Professor Ward. This is therapeutic, not punitive, though I suspect you'll find it unpleasant. You'll be assigned a Sentinel escort for seventy-two hours, a preventative measure to ensure you don't create any more incidents. And you'll be placed on a monitoring protocol that tracks your power fluctuations in real time.”

He stands up. That's when I realize how tall he is. How the empty gray eyes and the scar and the complete absence of empathy create something that feels less like a person and more like a force.

“If you deviate from these protocols even slightly,” he says, “we have options. Exile to the Level 5 facility. Dampener cell assignment. Or, if the deviations are severe enough, the execution protocol that applies to Sentinels who lose operational status.”

“I'm not a Sentinel,” I say.

“No,” he agrees. “You're something else entirely. Which is precisely why I'm not sure what protocols apply to you yet. Until I figure that out, I suggest you be cooperative.”

He walks around his desk. Toward me. The movement is deliberate, not threatening exactly, but heavy with intention.

“The monitoring protocol needs to be initiated immediately,” he says. He reaches for my wrist, the one not holding the envelope. I don't pull away. I'm frozen. “This will track your power fluctuations in real time. If your Heatline spikes above baseline, we'll know. If you attempt to form bonds, we'll know. If you so much as think about breaking protocol, we'll know.”

He's holding something small, metallic. A monitor. It looks like a bracelet, but the moment he wraps it around my wrist, I feel the hum. Deep, internal, like something is vibrating directly against my pulse point. The Heatline recoils from it, hostile and afraid.

“It won't hurt you,” he says, and there's something almost like amusement in his voice. “Unless you give it a reason to.”

He steps back. The monitor is warm against my skin, pulsing with a rhythm that's not quite my heartbeat. Not quite anything natural.

“Now,” he continues, walking back to his desk, “let's talk about specifics. I want to know everything about what happened in the Forge. Everything about your power interaction with Student Morgan. And everything about how you came to be in that containment zone in the first place.”

I don't answer. I'm too aware of the monitor now. Too aware of the Heatline's reaction to it. Too aware that whatever I say next, the academy will know my power responded to it.

He sits back down. The scar catches the light again, and his gray eyes go colder. “You're not cooperating.”

“I'm not violating my privacy,” I say.

“Which man touched you first?”

I stop. Don't turn around. The question feels like a trap.

“I don't know what you mean,” I say.

“Yes, you do. But you're not going to tell me. That's fine. We have cameras. We have instruments. We have time.” He sits back down. “We'll figure it out. We figure out everything eventually. The academy is very good at understanding what belongs to it.”

I leave his office and the Heatline is screaming.

Not in the way it does when it wants to bond. In the way it does when it senses danger. Pure threat response. My skin is too hot. My hands are shaking. The monitor on my wrist pulses faster, responding to my power spike, and I realize he's watching me right now. In real time. The academy is listening.

I make it to a corridor bathroom and lock myself in a stall, trying to breathe. Trying to get the Heatline to quiet before the monitor reads my panic as a protocol violation.

It takes ten minutes. Ten minutes of forced stillness, forced calm, forced acceptance that I'm now being measured at all times.

Mara was right. This is bad. This is worse than bad. This is institutional response to something they don't understand, which means they're going to try to understand it by systematizing it. By measuring it. By figuring out exactly what I am so they can decide what to do with me.

By the time I make it back to Room 304, I'm functioning on autopilot.

Mara takes one look at my face and doesn't ask questions. She just pulls me into bed, fully clothed, and wraps herself around me like she can physically hold me together.

“It's going to be okay,” she says into my hair.

I don't believe her, but I let her believe it for both of us.

The Heatline settles into something quiet and watchful. Waiting. Monitored. Because tomorrow there will be a Sentinel escort. Tomorrow there will be Resonance Mapping with Lucien. Tomorrow everything changes.

Tonight, I'm monitored and measured and completely alone.
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Chapter
Eight



Callum arrives at 0700 hours.

I know because I'm already awake, have been awake since 0500, lying in the dark with the monitor on my wrist humming its constant reminder that I'm being measured. Mara is still asleep, her arm flung over her eyes like she can block out the world if she just commits hard enough.

There's a knock on the door. Not a request. A summons.

I open it and find him in the corridor in full Sentinel gear. Black uniform, tactical vest, the kind of posture that says he's not here as the man who grounded my chaos in an assessment room. He's here as enforcement.

His eyes don't meet mine. They slide past, clinical and distant.

“Vale,” he says. Not my name. A designation. “You're on escort protocol for seventy-two hours. Standard restrictions apply. You go where I go. You stop when I stop. You don't engage with other students unless I authorize it. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I say. My voice sounds hollow.

“We do not speak about Stabilization,” he adds, and there's something sharp in his voice now, something that cuts. “That was assessment room protocol. This is institutional protocol. Those are separate things. Understand?”

“I understand.”

He turns and walks. I follow.

The corridors are already bustling with early-morning students heading to their assigned sections. Everyone who sees me with Callum does a double take. Escort protocol is visible. It's shameful. It means you broke something badly enough that the academy doesn't trust you to move through their hallways alone.

I keep my eyes forward. Callum walks like someone who's done this a thousand times. Completely unmoved by the stares, by the whispers starting to follow us. This is his job. This is what Sentinels do.

On the east corridor, I feel the weight of his presence next to me. The Heatline wants to respond, wants to reach for that grounding stillness. I force it down. I force myself to walk three feet away from him instead of the natural distance I'm craving. I force my shoulders rigid and my breathing controlled.

It's excruciating.

“Your schedule has been modified,” Callum says as we walk. His voice is completely professional. “You have Resonance Mapping with Professor Ward at 0900 hours. You have supervised lab time at 1130. You have monitored dining at 1800. The rest of your time is restricted to your room or designated study areas. I'll be present for all transitions.”

“Okay,” I say.

“You'll undergo daily power assessments,” he continues. “The Warden wants baseline data on your control levels. If your Heatline spikes unexpectedly, you report it immediately.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” He turns to look at me then, and his eyes are absolutely empty. No recognition. No memory of what happened in that assessment room. Just a Sentinel doing his job. “Because spiking without authorization is a protocol violation. And protocol violations lead to consequences.”

There's something in his tone that makes me think he's warning me. But I can't tell if he's warning me about the academy or about himself.

We reach the west wing corridor, and he stops at a checkpoint. A guard scans something on a tablet, then nods us through. Callum doesn't speak to the guard. Doesn't acknowledge the interaction. Just walks.

“The Resonance Mapping is therapeutic,” he says as we move deeper into the restricted section. “Ward will be assessing your power capacity and your control mechanisms. It's not comfortable, but it's not dangerous.”

“Will you be there?” I ask.

“No. You'll be alone with Ward. That's standard protocol for Resonance Mapping.” He pauses. “Unless you'd prefer I wasn't there?”

The question is so carefully neutral that I almost miss the weight underneath it.

“It doesn't matter what I prefer,” I say.

“No,” he agrees quietly. “It doesn't.”

We walk in silence. The academy feels different when you're with a Sentinel escort. Students move out of our way. Doors open differently. It's like Callum's presence rewrites the space around us, makes it institutional instead of lived.

My body is craving his proximity in a way that's almost painful. The stillness. The grounding. The absence of screaming power. But every time I feel the Heatline reaching toward him, I pull it back. Because reaching is dangerous now. Reaching is visible. Reaching is something the monitor on my wrist will detect.

We pass the training room wing. Callum doesn't slow down, but I catch the movement of my eyes, following the corridor. And that's when I see it.

A training room with reinforced warded glass. Inside, a figure in isolation.

Jax.

He's standing in the center of the circle, and the wards around him are humming with suppression energy. His uniform is torn at the shoulder, same as it was in the library corridor two nights ago. His right hand is still wrapped. But it's his eyes that stop me cold.

He sees me.

For exactly one second, our gazes lock through the warded glass. And I watch his entire body go rigid. Watch him process the fact that I'm here in the corridor with Callum. Watch something dark and complicated cross his face.

Then Callum's hand is on my arm, not rough but firm, and he's pulling me forward without looking back.

“Keep moving,” he says quietly.

“He's in isolation,” I say. The words come out without my permission.

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“The Warden hasn't specified a release date.” Callum doesn't look at me. “He's flagged as a Resonance Risk. Any contact with you requires authorization.”

“But I - “

“You can't,” Callum says, and there's something raw in his voice now, something that breaks through the professional distance. “You can't contact him. You can't acknowledge him. You can't let the monitor on your wrist spike because you're thinking about him. Do you understand what happens if you do?”

“The Warden escalates,” I say.

“The Warden escalates,” he agrees. His hand is still on my arm, and I realize he's holding me up more than I'm holding myself up. “And escalation means dampener cell or exile. For both of you.”

We keep walking. But my mind is still in that training room, watching Jax's expression shift from hope to something that looked a lot like despair when he realized I was here but couldn't reach him.

The rest of the escort is a blur of checkpoints and hallways and the constant weight of being watched. By Callum. By the guards. By the cameras. By the monitor on my wrist, which I can feel humming slightly faster now. The Heatline is agitated. The monitor knows.

When we reach the door to the Resonance Mapping lab, Callum finally releases my arm.

“Two hours,” he says. “Ward knows to get you back on schedule. I'll be in the corridor.”

“Callum, I -” I stop myself. I don't know what I was going to say. I don't have the right to say it.

His jaw goes hard. That's the only tells he gives. Just the tightening at his jaw.

“Was I just protocol?” The words come out before I can stop them. “In the assessment room. Was that just protocol?”

He doesn't answer immediately. For a long moment, he just looks at me. And I see it then, underneath all the professional distance. The war. The choice he's making to look through me instead of at me.

“It has to be,” he says finally. “Protocol is the only thing that keeps either of us safe right now.”

He turns away before I can respond.

I watch him take his position outside the door, and the monitor on my wrist pulses. Tracking my elevated Heatline. Recording the fact that I just spiked. Sending data to the Warden about my emotional state.

Everything is being measured now.

I knock on the lab door.

Professor Ward answers immediately, like he's been waiting. His eyes are sharp, assessing, full of that intellectual hunger I remember from the assessment room. He's dressed in a white lab coat, and the room behind him is full of equipment I don't recognize.

“Elara,” he says. “Perfect timing. We have so much to learn about you.”

Behind me, in the corridor, I feel Callum's presence. Steady. Distant. Completely unavailable.

I step into the lab and the door closes behind me.
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The Resonance Mapping takes two hours and leaves me feeling like my skin has been turned inside out.

Professor Ward doesn't touch me. That's the thing that surprises me. He stands at a distance, holding various instruments that measure my power output, asking me to spike the Heatline in controlled increments. Faster. Slower. Hold it at sixty percent. Push it to ninety. Every number is clinical. Every response is data.

But his eyes never leave me. And halfway through, I feel it. A pull. Not from me toward him, but from him toward me. His suppression field flickers. Just for a second. Like his control slipped.

I realize then that he's not just measuring my power. He's measuring how much of me he can see when the Heatline is exposed. And it's affecting him in ways he's clearly fighting.

When I push the Heatline to ninety percent, his jaw goes hard. He steps back, adjusting his glasses with shaking fingers. His own power is responding to mine, and he knows I can feel it.

“That's enough,” he says abruptly. His voice is rough in a way that clinical data collection shouldn't create. “We're done.”

By the time he releases me, my hands are shaking. He steadies his breathing deliberately, like he's reining something in. His hands don't shake. But they clench slightly around the instruments he's holding.

Callum is waiting in the corridor exactly where he said he'd be. He doesn't ask how it went. His jaw is already tight, like he knows exactly what happened in that room. He just nods toward the west wing and starts walking.

“Lunch is monitored dining in the commons,” he says. “You have thirty minutes.”

I follow him through the corridors. The academy is bustling now. Mid-day rush. Students moving between classes, guards on patrol, the whole institutional machine running at full speed.

We're passing the training room wing again when Callum suddenly stops.

“Bathroom break,” he says. His voice is clipped. “Two minutes. There's a facility in the east corridor. Don't deviate.”

He gestures toward a door I know doesn't lead to a bathroom.

It takes me a second to understand. He's giving me permission to break protocol. He's giving me two minutes unsupervised.

I don't ask questions. I turn and walk through the door he indicated.

It leads to a corridor I recognize. The one with the isolation training rooms. The one where Jax is being held.

My heart is pounding as I move down the hallway. I know this is a violation. I know the monitor on my wrist is probably already flagging my deviation from the approved route. But Callum gave me this. He's making a choice to look away for exactly two minutes, and I'm not going to waste it.

The isolation training rooms are on the left. I can see the first three are empty. The fourth one has the warded glass, and I can see the figure inside.

Jax.

He's not pacing anymore. He's sitting on the floor in the center of the circle, his back against the ward barrier, and he looks broken in a way I didn't expect. His uniform is torn worse than before. There's a bruise on his temple that's new. Like someone hit him.

I move closer to the glass.

Jax's head snaps up immediately. Like he felt me coming. His electric blue eyes go wide, and for a second he just stares at me like I'm a hallucination. Then he's on his feet, moving to the glass, and his hands slam against it.

No sound. The wards suppress everything.

But I can read his lips. “What are you doing here?”

I mouth back: “Two minutes.”

His face goes pale. He understands what two minutes means. It means Callum is breaking protocol. It means this is dangerous and temporary and might get both of us killed if the monitors catch us.

“You shouldn't,” he says, still silent. His hands are pressed against the glass, and I can see them shaking. “If they find out - “

I place my hand against the glass where his is. The wards hum, creating a barrier between us. I can't feel him. I can only see him.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

He laughs. It's a silent laugh, his shoulders shaking, and it sounds broken.

I can read his lips. “Isolation. Twelve days.”

“That long?” I mouth.

He nods slowly, like it's costing him.

“They separated us on purpose,” he says, speaking too fast for me to catch all of it. I catch fragments. “Separated... purpose... cascading...” His jaw is clenched like he's fighting to stay controlled.

The monitor on my wrist pulses. I feel it tracking the spike in my Heatline. My body is responding to his pain, and the academy is measuring it.

“Don't reach,” I say. “They're testing that.”

He nods once. Sharp. Definite.

Behind me, I sense the time running out. One minute left. Maybe less.

“I have to go,” I say.

He pulls his hand away from the glass. Steps back. His lips move, and I catch: “Don't let them... show him...”

“What?” I mouth.

But he's already shaking his head. Telling me there's no time to explain. His hands clench into fists at his sides like he's fighting the urge to reach through the glass.

Time.

I turn and walk back toward the corridor. I don't look back, even though every cell in my body is screaming to turn around. Even though the Heatline is singing with the proximity to him. Even though two minutes of connection through warded glass is worse than no connection at all.

I'm back in the east corridor when I hear the footsteps.

A guard rounds the corner, and I freeze. He's looking at his tablet, scanning something, and his eyes go up to me. Recognition. Questioning.

“Student Vale,” he says. “You're not authorized for this corridor.”

“Bathroom emergency,” I say. My voice is steady. The monitor on my wrist is probably screaming data about my lie.

The guard is still looking at his tablet. Still scanning. Probably checking my escort protocol. Probably about to realize I deviated.

Then Callum rounds the corner from the other direction.

“She was with me,” Callum says. His voice is completely professional. “Protocol verification. Part of her escort assessment.”

The guard looks between us. Between the escort and the escorted. He probably sees the story Callum's telling. Sees the power dynamic. Sees nothing amiss.

“Right,” the guard says, and moves on.

Callum doesn't look at me. Doesn't acknowledge what just happened. But I feel him walking slightly closer as we head back toward the commons. Slightly closer than protocol requires.

Lunch is monitored dining in the commons, which means I sit at a table with Mara and two other students while guards stand in the corners and Callum watches from a distance. The food is institutional and bland. I can't taste any of it.

Mara keeps trying to catch my eye, but I keep looking away. I can't afford for her to see what just happened. Can't afford for her to know that I broke protocol and Callum let me.

“You look awful,” Mara says quietly when the guards aren't immediately watching. “Ward really put you through it.”

“It was fine,” I say. The lie tastes like the institutional food. Like nothing. “Just power assessments.”

She doesn't believe me, but she lets it drop. She's learned better than to push.

By the time the thirty-minute lunch period ends, I'm exhausted in a way that has nothing to do with Resonance Mapping. The monitor on my wrist has sent hours of data to the Warden. My Heatline has been measured and quantified. Jax is still in isolation, twelve days so far. Callum is walking three feet away from me, maintaining distance.

And I'm caught in the middle of all of it, being pulled in directions that are going to tear me apart if I'm not careful.

The afternoon passes in supervised lab time with Callum standing guard. The evening passes in monitored dining. By the time we reach the door to Room 304, I'm running on empty.

“Tomorrow,” Callum says, and his voice is back to professional. “0700 hours. Same protocol.”

“Callum - “ I start.

“Don't,” he says quietly. His eyes are still looking past me, but his jaw is tight. “Don't acknowledge what happened today. Don't make it real. Because if you do, I have to act like a Sentinel instead of like a man who just risked everything to give you two minutes.”

“Why did you?” I ask.

He doesn't answer immediately. When he does, his voice is rough.

“Because I felt him in that isolation cell,” he says. “And I felt you burning through the monitor the moment you knew where he was. And I realized that keeping you apart was going to destroy all of us faster than letting you see him would.”

He turns to leave.

“Callum, wait - “

He stops. Doesn't turn around.

“The protocol holds,” he says, and it sounds like a prayer or a curse, I can't tell which. “No more deviations. No more two-minute conversations. You follow the rules perfectly from now on, and maybe the Warden will get bored. Maybe he'll move on to something else. Maybe we all get to survive this.”

He walks away before I can respond.

I watch him disappear around the corner, and the monitor on my wrist pulses softly. Tracking the spike in my Heatline as I stand alone in the corridor.

He broke protocol for me. He felt Jax's pain and chose to let me reach him anyway. He looked at me with rage in his eyes because Professor Ward affected me.

Tomorrow I have to maintain protocol perfectly. Tomorrow I have to be the model student. Tomorrow I have to pretend that Jax's fragmented words aren't echoing in my head. That Callum's sacrifice doesn't mean everything.

Tomorrow, everything changes.

Tonight, I'm still burning. And I'm not sure if it's for Jax in that cell, or for Callum walking away from me.
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The Resonance Mapping lab looks like someone took an infirmary and stripped out anything that might accidentally comfort a person.

White walls. White tile. White ceiling panels humming with ward-work. No windows. No clocks. Just a ring of equipment around a raised metal platform, like a dissecting table flattened into a circle.

The door seals behind me with a soft hiss.

The monitor on my wrist vibrates once. Logged. Timed. Contained.

“Step up, please.”

Professor Ward’s voice cuts clean through the hum. Not loud. Precise. It settles in my bones.

He stands at a console to the left of the platform, a white lab coat over his charcoal shirt. The coat should make him look softer, another piece of clinical equipment, but it just throws everything else into sharper focus. The hollows under his eyes. The way he holds himself like he’s been braced for impact for years.

“Professor Ward.” My voice sounds small in all this white.

“Elara.” He says my name like it tastes familiar. “Up you go.”

The platform is only a shallow step, brushed metal etched with thin rings studded by tiny glass nodes. The air above it feels a fraction cooler, like the wards here have sharper teeth.

I climb up. The surface hums faintly through the soles of my boots. Cold creeps up my calves, not from temperature so much as the awareness that whatever this thing was built for, comfort was not on the list.

“Is this like yesterday?” I ask. “Because yesterday felt a lot like being taken apart.”

A shadow passes through his expression. His gaze snags on mine for a second, like I’ve dragged up something he buried.

“Yesterday was uncontrolled,” he says. “This will not be.”

“Thats supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to make you feel informed.” He taps a sequence into the console. “The Level 4 protocol requires Resonance Mapping. Environmental, conceptual and proximity stimuli. We observe. We record. We learn where the breaking points are.”

“Fun.”

“Necessary.” His mouth tilts the barest fraction. “Possibly both, depending on your definition.”

I dont have a chance to answer before the rings under my feet light up.

Blue rises from the seams, thin and translucent, forming a column that wraps me from floor to ceiling. The air thickens inside it. Not choking. Just present. Watching.

“Comfortable?” he asks.

“Not really.”

“Good. Discomfort keeps results honest.”

There’s a frayed edge under his calm today. It lives in the tiny pause before his sentences. In the way his fingers curl and uncurl once on the console before he stills them.

“The instruments will monitor output along the main axis.” He nods at the cuff on my wrist. “I will monitor you.”

The Heatline shifts at that. Not just at the room. At him.

“Baseline first,” he says. “No deliberate channeling. Think of something neutral.”

“Neutral isn’t really my specialty.”

“Humor me.”

I drag in a breath. Picture Mara in our room, hair up, cat spilled over her bed like he’s been poured there. Her voice telling me we don’t lie about being fine. Sugar in my hand. The smell of vanilla and old paper.

The Heatline hums once and settles into a dull, contained ache.

Professor Ward watches the readings. Some of the tension eases out of his mouth.

“Baseline established.” His tone warms by a degree. “Good. Now we see how easily you deviate.”

“Can’t wait.”

He changes something on the console. The light around me shifts from blue to green. The pressure in the air tilts, like the room just took a quiet breath and held it.

“Minor ward fluctuation,” he says. “Breathe.”

The wards sing a little higher. The Heatline tenses, then adjusts. Warier, but not flaring.

“Manageable,” I say. “You’ll have to work harder if you want to get the full horror show.”

His eyes flick up. The faintest ghost of a smile. It hits lower than it should.

“Oh, we’re not at horror yet,” he says. “Next variable. Conceptual stimulus.”

He doesn’t move closer. He doesn’t need to. The way he looks at me shifts, the focus narrowing until it feels like he’s moved even though his body hasn’t.

“Anchor,” he says. “Define it.”

The word lands like a hand on my spine. The Heatline gives a small, answering pulse.

“An anchor stabilizes another’s power through resonance contact,” I say. “Grounds it. Holds it.”

“Thats the academy’s answer.” His gaze doesn’t blink. “Yours?”

Someone who makes the noise stop.

“Someone I don’t have to hold myself against,” I say. “At least for a while.”

The line of his throat moves as he swallows.

“Better,” he says softly. “Before Havenfall, how many times did you experience complete silence?”

My mind offers me the shuttle. The silver-haired girl vibrating apart in her seat. My power reaching for hers, hungry to catch, to twist, to break.

Then the assessment room. Amber eyes. The static cutting out like someone yanked a plug.

“Once,” I say. “With Sentinel Hayes.”

His gaze sharpens. The lights of the console reflect off his glasses, but they don’t hide the way his attention pins me.

“And your subjective response,” he says. “In your own words.”

Relief so strong it felt like drowning in clean air. Terror right behind it because if he can give that to me, he can take it away.

“Like I could finally breathe,” I say. “And like that meant I was one bad choice away from suffocating.”

His fingers flex once on the console, then settle.

“Good,” he says. “Next. Proximity.”

He leaves the console.

The Heatline lifts its head.

He circles the platform slowly, staying outside the column, steps deliberate. When he passes the edge, the air shifts his scent threaded into the sterile room: old paper, clean fabric, and underneath it all the quiet heat of his skin. He stops at my left, a careful distance away.

“Focus on breathing,” he says. “No reaching. Let the contact be environmental.”

“I’m not reaching.”

“Your output disagrees.”

He takes a step closer.

Five feet.

The hum under my sternum sharpens. Not a spike. Just a turn of the dial, a frequency tightening.

“Report,” he says.

“Background,” I answer. “Like distant machinery. Easy to ignore until you listen.”

Another step.

Four feet.

The Heatline leans toward him. Curious. It recognizes the shape of his control, the way it recognized Callum’s stillness and Jax’s wild pulse, but this feels different. Not quiet. Not chaos.

Structure.

“And now?” His voice has dropped, gentler.

“Closer,” I say, then correct. “Louder. Aware.”

“Of what?”

“You. Of you being closer.”

Something like pain, or relief, flickers across his face and is smoothed away.

“And if I move…here,” he says.

He closes in again.

Three feet.

It’s barely anything in normal space. Inside the column, it might as well be a hand to my throat.

The Heatline presses against my ribs. Its not the drowning quiet of Callum, or the explosive match-strike of Jax. Around Professor Ward, my power stretches, testing, wanting to run its edges along the shape of his discipline and see what slips.

The cuff at my wrist vibrates in a fast staccato.

“Professor,” I say. “You promised no touching.”

“We’re within protocol.” His voice is calm, but he’s standing too still. “Field interaction is unavoidable in a space this small. Physical contact is not.”

He’s telling the truth. He’s also not stepping back.

The air between us feels thin. Fragile. Like one wrong breath could snap it.

“Elara.” He says my name like it matters. “Hold your channels. Do not push.”

“I’m trying.”

The column brightens a shade. Heat prickles under my skin.

“Current amplitude is approaching yesterday’s peak,” he murmurs. “Without deliberate activation. Fascinating.”

“You keep calling that fascinating,” I say. “Last time you said that, you had me pinned against a wall trying to remember how to breathe.”

Color touches his cheekbones, fast and human, before he clamps it down.

“That was unprofessional,” he says. “It will not be repeated.”

His hand lifts an inch toward the column before he catches himself. He reroutes the motion into adjusting his glasses, knuckles tight on the frame for a second too long.

That tiny betrayal of want hits harder than a grab.

He forces a step back.

The hum drops. The absence feels like stepping out of sunlight into fluorescent glare.

“That will suffice for this distance,” he says. His composure is back in place, but his breathing is a touch off. “You are…highly efficient at short-range entanglement.”

“Is that the academic term for making everyone around me bad at staying detached?” I ask.

His mouth wants to smile. It doesn’t quite get there.

“Entanglement means two systems can no longer be fully described on their own,” he says. “It also means that trying to isolate one from the other can be…destructive.” His gaze brushes my mouth, then jerks back up. “Which brings us to redundancy.”

“Can’t wait.”

“In most structures,” he says, returning to the console like he needs the distance as much as I do, “redundancy is added on purpose. Multiple supports. Backup lines. Extra anchors.”

“That sounds smart.”

“It is.” His jaw works. “Until a system built on strict, centralized control encounters redundancy it did not authorize.”

The column’s color softens to a pale gradient. The pressure eases, but the air still hums with the awareness of him.

“Speak plainly,” I say. “You said you’d do that.”

He looks up. There’s a decision in his eyes before he speaks.

“The mapping confirms you have at least two anchor-grade bonds,” he says quietly. “Hayes. Morgan. Your waveform reorients around each of them along a different axis. The data from this session suggests a third potential vector.”

He holds my gaze.

“With me,” he says.

The words land like a punch and a kiss at the same time.

The Heatline flares, all bright edges and bright want.

“There is nothing appropriate,” I say, voice low, “about wanting my professor close enough to touch.”

“No,” he says. His fingers curl on the console. “There isn’t.”

He doesn’t look away. Neither do I.

“But my power doesn’t seem to care about appropriate,” I add.

“Nor does mine,” he says, even more quietly.

The admission steals my breath. For a second, the lab feels too small, the column too thin.

“Multiple anchors,” he continues, forcing the words into clinical shapes. “Plural bonds. Each one creates another path for your power to stabilize and flow. Each one also creates another loyalty. Another fault line the academy cannot predict.”

“And systems hate that,” I say.

“Systems hate anything they can’t model,” he says. “A student with one anchor can be managed. Incentivized. Threatened. A student with three is much harder to cut off from support without collateral damage.”

The phrase cut off curls cold in my stomach.

“So the solution is to pick one,” I say. “Cut the others loose.”

“That is the solution Havenfall will prefer,” he says. “Designate a primary. Sever or suppress secondary lines. Reduce risk.”

He doesn’t say whose risk.

“And if I can’t?” My throat tightens. “If the Heatline doesn’t work like that?”

His hand tightens on the edge of the console until his knuckles pale.

“Then you are not a glitch in their design,” he says. “You are a new design.”

He says it like a vow. Like praise. Like a problem he is already wondering how to protect.

The Heatline surges toward that, greedy.

“Come here,” he says suddenly.

The words slide over my nerves. Soft. Dangerous.

“Where?” I ask. My voice is not as steady as I want it to be.

“Closer to the edge,” he says. “No touching. I want the readings when we stop pretending this is abstract.”

I swallow. Step until my toes brush the inner ring of light.

He moves to meet me on the other side, mirroring my distance. The barrier is the only thing between us. If it dropped, one breath would put me in his space.

Everything in me focuses on the line of his mouth. The vein in his throat. The way his breath catches when I look directly at him.

The Heatline slams against my ribs. It feels like a hook just sunk deeper, pulled taut in three directions at once Callum’s quiet, Jax’s chaos, and this. The sharp, impossible gravity of the man in front of me.

“Elara,” he says. “Look at me.”

I do.

The rest of the room fades. All the white, all the hum, all the metal. There is only the slight fog on his lenses from his breath and the raw thing in his eyes he’s not fast enough to kill.

“Tell me,” he says, “what you feel right now.”

“Like I’m on the edge of something I don’t have language for,” I whisper. “Like every part of me knows I should step back and I…don’t want to.”

His hand lifts toward the light again. This time he stops with his fingers a hair’s breadth from it, close enough that if I reached out, we’d touch through the field.

The monitors blip a warning. He doesn’t look at them.

“I feel it too,” he says. “Every rule I’ve ever followed says this is the moment I walk away. Every nerve in my body disagrees.”

The honesty strips the air bare.

“There is nothing about this that is safe,” I say.

“No.” His mouth twists. “There is not.”

For a heartbeat, it feels inevitable that he will close that last gap. That the professor will lose to the man.

He doesn’t.

He drops his hand. Steps back like he’s ripping himself away from a magnet.

The Heatline claws at my chest in protest.

“You deserve clarity,” he says. The roughness in his voice betrays him. “About what this means. What they will do if your pattern continues.”

I already know this is going to hurt.

“Then say it,” I tell him. “Stop dressing it up.”

He studies me for a long, brutal second. Then he nods, once.

“If you keep forming plural anchors,” he says, quiet enough that the words feel like they’re just for us, “Havenfall will not see a girl who needs support. They will see a structural threat to their control.”

The column flickers. The cuff on my wrist pulses hot.

“And this academy does not negotiate with threats, Elara,” he finishes, each word clean and merciless. “It cuts them open to study why.”

The room hums on, indifferent.

For a long breath, all I can hear is my heartbeat and the echo of his warning.

Then the column dims. The pressure eases. The platform’s hum softens under my boots.

“Session concluded,” he says. The formal tone is back, but the edges are frayed. “You may step down, Miss Vale.”

He looks away as he says my last name, as if he doesn’t trust himself with the other one right now.

I climb off the platform. My knees feel less reliable than they did coming in.

At the door, I touch the panel. The wards there nip at my fingers, tasting my field, logging the exit.

“Professor Ward,” I say, without turning. “You said systems hate redundancy. What about people?”

There’s a pause. Long enough that I think he’s not going to answer.

“People,” he says at last, voice low and tired and something else, “are rarely content with just one way to be held.”

Heat burns up my neck. The Heatline presses against my ribs like it wants to drag me back to him.

He doesn’t move. Doesn’t come closer. His hands stay on the console, gripping it like it’s anchoring him as much as any ward.

“Go,” he says. “Before I forget I am supposed to be the responsible one in this equation.”

I glance back once.

He’s staring at the data like it’s betrayed him, shoulders too straight, posture the kind of perfect that has to hurt to hold. Not a man circling prey. A man who has chosen his line in the sand and is bleeding from standing on the wrong side of it.

The door seals between us.

His warning walks me all the way back through the corridors, back past cameras and ward-lines and rules printed on signs.

If you keep forming plural anchors, Havenfall will cut you open to study why.

The Heatline curls around the words, hot and furious.

It also remembers the way his hand stopped just shy of the light. The way he said my name like he already knew he would break something to keep me from that table if it came to it.
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Knox wants to break me in front of an audience.

That thought sits in the back of my throat as I walk into the Forge and feel fifty pairs of eyes cut to me like blades. The room hums hotter than before, like the wards are already bracing for impact. The containment spheres are brighter, the air more metallic, and everything smells faintly like burned dust and cleaning fluid..

Mara peels away toward the lower‑tier circles, throwing me a look over her shoulder that says if they touch you, I start a riot.

Control Mechanics again. Same scorched concrete and obsidian, same floating platforms and humming orbs. The only new thing here is the way every student angles their body so they can see me without looking like they’re staring.

“In position!” Instructor Knox’s voice grinds across the Forge like someone dragging metal over stone.

She’s in the center of the room with her datapad, shaved head gleaming under the lights, silver‑blue tattoos coiling over her corded arms like lightning frozen mid‑strike.

“Vale.” She jerks her chin toward an empty ring. “Circle Nine.”

Circle Nine is new. Darker metal, thicker ward-stone packed into the seams, the hum under my boots pitched higher than the rest. Reinforced containment. Whatever she has planned, she expects it to hurt.

I step into the ring. The wards catch against my skin, tasting me, then harden. My monitor cuff warms at my wrist as it syncs with the Forge systems. I feel suddenly very catalogued.

“For those who missed last week’s show,” Knox calls, voice rising so it hits every far corner, “Level Four Vale here attempted a basic compression drill and nearly turned my floor into a fracture map.” A few scattered laughs answer her. “Cracks, alarms, Sentinel response. All because she doesn’t understand the difference between control and strangling.”

Heat crawls up my neck. The memory of concrete splintering under my feet presses against my ribs.

“At Havenfall,” Knox continues, “Level Ones learn to control sparks. Level Fours learn not to nuke the city block. Your job, Vale, is not to kill anyone. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Instructor.” My voice comes out tight but steady.

“Good.” She taps something on her datapad. “The Warden wants proof you can exist in general training without turning my Forge into rubble. Today we give him data.”

The word data makes the Heatline twitch. Nothing good has ever followed that word here.

“Partner up,” Knox orders. “Except Vale. She gets assigned.” Her gaze cuts toward the crowd. “Carter. Front.”

Kira Carter steps out of the line with a lazy kind of swagger, copper hair buzzed short at the sides, longer on top, freckles scattered over dark skin like someone flicked paint at her. I’ve seen her before: the girl who shapes perfect blue spheres like they’re stress balls instead of bottled storms.

She strides into Circle Nine and stops opposite me, mouth curving.

Hi,” she says lightly. “If you blow me up, I get to haunt you. Fair?”

“Got it. Trying not to add ghost to my problems,” I reply. My palms are already damp.

Knox glances between us, then back to the class. “Carter is a Level Three kinetic‑pyro hybrid, current designation volatile.” She sounds almost proud of that word. “Today’s objective: Carter escalates under controlled conditions. Vale keeps her from taking the Forge with her. No Sentinels, no dampener cells, no suppression orbs. Just instinct.”

The Heatline presses hard against my ribs, uneasy. My instincts are exactly what everyone here is afraid of.

“Instructor,” I start, “if I -”

“You react only when I tell you,” she cuts in. “You move early, the drill ends and your file goes straight to Level Five recommendations. Understood?”

Level Five. The word scrapes over my skin like a blade.

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Carter: escalation pattern three. Vale: reactive only. Begin on my mark. Three. Two. One.”

Knox snaps her fingers.

Kira rolls her shoulders, exhales, and the temperature in the circle jumps. Heat licks at my cheeks as a shimmer runs through the air around her. Little tongues of flame flicker to life in her palms, bright and playful at first.

“This is pattern one,” she mutters. “She’s making me earn the good stuff.”

The Heatline watches her power with wary interest. Hot, narrow, and sharp, not wide and tidal like Jax’s kinetic surge.

“Pattern three, Carter,” Knox calls. “Stop flirting with it.”

Kira huffs and obliges. The flames lengthen, turning white‑hot at the tips. The air between us warps, bending the light, and sweat slides down my spine under my uniform.

“Vale. Status.” Knox doesn’t look up from her datapad.

“Lightly toasted,” I say. A few students snicker. Knox ignores them.

“Hold position. No contact. We need a clean escalation curve.”

Kira’s jaw tightens. The fire stops dancing and starts fighting. It lashes upward, slamming against the invisible ceiling above the circle. The wards flash angry red where it hits.

The spheres ringing the Forge hum louder, compensating. The air tastes like metal.

“Contain, Carter,” Knox barks.

“Trying,” Kira grits out. Sweat beads along her hairline. “She’s chatty today.”

“Who?” I ask.

Kira’s gaze snaps to me, irises rimmed in molten gold. “Fire,” she says. “She likes you.”

Great.

The floor under my boots radiates heat now. The reinforced ring glows faintly at the edges.

“Vale.” Knox’s voice has gone clinical. “Status.”

“She’s escalating fast.”

“And you?”

“Trying not to.” I reply

“Good. Hold.”

Knox wants to see what happens if I do nothing while someone else burns alive in front of me. She wants proof I’m a hazard just by existing.

Kira’s flames whip sideways. Heat slams into my face like an open oven. The air gusts as the fire surges toward me, wild and off‑pattern.

Instinct outruns orders.

My hands lift.

The Heatline lunges.

Power tears up through my chest, not to explode but to meet. The fire collides with my field halfway between us, a soundless shock that rattles my teeth. For one blazing instant, pain and clarity fuse.

Kira’s power isn’t trying to kill. It’s trying to move. It needs a track.

The Heatline understands tracks.

Instead of blocking, I twist. The surge bends, curving around my field like it’s hitting a banked turn. Flames wrap back toward Kira, coiling tight against her skin in a spiraling sleeve of white‑gold that kisses her arms without burning.

Her eyes fly wide.

“What did you just-”

“Enough,” Knox snaps.

A shrill tone shreds the air. Cold floods the circle as the dampeners slam on. Kira’s flames gutter out, leaving scorched air and the smell of singed wards.

The Forge goes silent. Even the hum of the spheres sounds cautious.

My hands are still up. The Heatline is panting, stretched between what Knox ordered and what it just did anyway.

Kira stares at me like I’ve stripped her down to wiring. “That felt - “ she stops, cheeks flushing. “Different.”

“Nicer than incineration,” I say weakly.

Scattered, nervous laughter. The kind that comes after something almost went very, very wrong.

Knox stalks closer, eyes on the readouts scrolling across her datapad. “Section One complete,” she says. “Observation: Vale’s field re‑routed a high‑output flare and prevented structural compromise without suppression.” She might as well be dictating a dissection report.

She looks up, gaze sharp. “Section Two. Control subject introduction.”

The words land like ice water.

The doors at the far end of the Forge hiss open.

Two Sentinels stride in first, all black armor and hard lines, flanking a taller figure in standard gray. Hands cuffed in front of him with glowing ward‑metal.

Jax.

Every cell in my body recognizes him before my mind finishes his name. Tattoos like smoke up his arms, electric‑blue eyes dulled at the edges by suppression but sparking the second he sees me.

The Heatline detonates.

It surges toward him, violent and hungry and aching, remembering the way our chaos clicked, how the screaming inside me went quiet for half a breath.

I grab the ring’s edge to stay upright. Across the room, Jax’s head jerks up as if I yanked it by a string. His power pushes against the restraints so hard the air around his wrists blurs. The Sentinels tighten their grip.

“Stand down, Morgan,” one snaps.

He barely hears them. His gaze locks on me like everything else has gone irrelevant.

“Elara.” My name scrapes out of him, raw. Saying it in public is at least three violations. Probably more.

“Student Morgan is currently under quarantine order from the incident,” Knox tells the room, cool and loud. “Today, he serves as a control subject to demonstrate why Vale’s presence is incompatible with general training.”

She just called him a control subject. A lab condition in restraints.

Rage flares under my skin, sharp and bright.

“Bring him to Circle Nine,” she orders.

The Sentinels march him forward. The nearer he gets, the louder the Forge hums. Ward‑lines flicker. Overhead lights dim for a heartbeat. The containment spheres along the walls glow a brighter, panicked white.

He hasn’t even crossed into my radius yet.

The Heatline throws itself against my ribs, desperate. It’s not subtle. It wants him. It wants the way our resonance snapped together and made sense out of a disaster.

“Stop,” Knox says when he’s just outside the ring.

The Sentinels halt.

He’s close enough now that I can see the spiderweb of hairline cracks etched into the metal at his wrists. His power is eating its cage.

“This is baseline,” Knox tells the class. “Morgan, under suppression, outside Vale’s active radius. Observe.”

We stand there. Waiting for something to crack.

Nothing does.

“Elara,” Jax says again, softer this time. It feels like hands on my spine. “Don’t let them use you for this.”

“Enough,” Knox snaps. “Morgan, you will not address Vale. Further violations and your dampening goes up another level.”

He laughs. It’s a broken sound. “You already turned the dial to eleven, Instructor. What’s left? Mute?”

The Heatline knots tight.

“Section Two parameters,” Knox goes on, as if he didn’t speak. “Morgan and Vale in shared reinforced radius, no touch, no deliberate power use. We observe passive resonance bleed and structural effect. Sentinels, do not intervene unless I order it.”

The Sentinels don’t like that. I see it in the way their mouths flatten, the way their shoulders harden.

“Instructor - “ one begins.

“That’s an order,” she cuts in. “You move when I say, not before.”

They force Jax the last few steps into the circle.

The instant he crosses the boundary, the air in Circle Nine snaps like someone dropped a live wire in water.

The wards scream, frequency jumping. The restraints around his wrists flare white‑hot. He staggers under the combined weight of suppression and containment.

I feel it too.

The Heatline slams into my ribs hard enough to steal my breath. It surges toward him, answering an invisible call. Alignment waking up.

“Vale.” Knox doesn’t sound quite as detached now. “Status.”

“Resonance spike.” My voice wobbles. “I feel him.”

“Morgan?”

“Same,” he grinds out. His jaw is locked, shoulders straining against the cuffs. “Feels like - “ He swallows. “Like a magnet under my skin.”

The Forge reacts. The floor vibrates, just a shiver this time, but everyone feels it. Tiny fractures etch outward from our ring like cautious spider legs. The ward‑glass on the higher gantries trembles.

“Resonance alignment at fifteen percent passive,” Knox reads from her datapad. “Forge wards compensating.” She sounds pleased. “For now.”

Jax’s breathing roughens. “They tuned me up before they brought me in,” he mutters, voice low enough that only I can hear. “Wanted to see if I blow faster around you.” He laughs once, bitter. “Spoiler.”

My stomach twists.

They turned him up like a dial just to see what I’d do.

The Heatline claws at my chest.

“Vale,” Knox calls. “You do nothing. You let us see what happens when two unstable fields coexist in range. Do you understand?”

“I understand you want the Forge to crack,” I say.

Something flickers, just for a second, at the corner of her mouth. “I want clarity.”

The floor shudders harder. Dust sifts from a seam in the ceiling. A containment sphere on the far wall pops and reboots with a disgruntled chirp.

Jax’s power is rising now, suppression restraints or not. I feel it as a pressure front. A storm tightening around us.

“Elara.” Sweat glistens along his throat. “If this goes bad, you step back. You let me blow.”

“No,” I say. The word comes from somewhere bone‑deep.

“If you take this for me again, they’ll never let us in the same room.” His smile is a crooked, painful thing. “Ever.”

“Twenty percent passive alignment,” Knox reports. “Structural strain at level three. No active intervention from Vale.”

Another crack pops, louder this time.

“Instructor,” one Sentinel says sharply. “With respect - “

“Stand down,” Knox snaps. “Do your job. Let me do mine.”

The floor hums dangerously under my boots. The Heatline is past screaming; it’s gone into that awful, glass‑sharp quiet that means either I move or something else will.

I look at Jax. He’s shaking, restraints glowing like they’re about to liquefy.

He meets my eyes and mouths: Don’t.

The Heatline doesn’t listen.

Something inside me gives way, a clean, decisive break.

Enough.

The roar in my skull sharpens into focus. Fear, anger, noise - everything funnels into one hard, bright point.

I step toward him.

The wards flare, but they don’t stop me. I’m still inside the ring. Still “within parameters.”

“Elara,” Jax grits out. “Don’t - “

“Shut up,” I say, voice shaking. “Just this once, let me be the reckless one.”

“Vale!” Knox’s shout cracks like a whip. “Stand down. That is an order.”

I hear her.

I ignore her.

I plant myself in front of Jax, close enough that the heat rolling off him feels like standing at the lip of a blast furnace. The restraints are inches from my chest. His power is a hurricane trying to rip the room apart.

The Heatline surges out of me like I’ve torn open a main line.

It doesn’t compress. It doesn’t strangle. It reaches.

Our fields collide.

For a heartbeat, it’s too much. His kinetic force slams into me, and every bone in my body feels like it wants to jump out of my skin. The floor rears. The Forge howls.

Then something clicks.

Beneath the chaos, there’s a rhythm. A buried pattern. My power recognizes it, seizes on it, and locks.

Snap.

The hurricane reorders itself.

Instead of slamming outward into walls and ceiling and helpless students, Jax’s surge spirals inward, latching onto the track the Heatline lays down. Force pours through me and back into him in a looping circuit, a closed system instead of an explosion.

He gasps, body jarring.

“Oh,” he chokes. “Oh, fuck.”

The crackling in the concrete eases. Fracture lines stop spreading. The squeal of overstressed wards drops half an octave. The spheres along the walls dim back from emergency red toward baseline white.

We’re holding the room.

“Elara.” He looks at me like he’s seeing the inside of his own skull for the first time. “It’s…quiet.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I manage. “Apparently it terrifies them.”

“Resonance alignment at forty percent,” Knox says, a sharp edge in her voice now. “Forge strain stabilizing. Unscheduled harmonic synchronization between subjects.”

She sounds like she hates the word harmonic.

The Heatline is burning, but it’s a clean burn. Not tearing. Not wild. It’s work. Hard, brutal, impossible work, holding our current in place.

The restraints on Jax’s wrists are the weak point. I can feel them straining, the metal screaming. The alignment wants those gone.

I grit my teeth and hold.

“Sentinels,” Knox says. “Prepare to sever contact on my mark.”

“Don’t,” I say. “If you snap it, it’ll -”

“That’s my risk to manage,” she cuts in.

The Sentinels shift, bracing.

The floor under my boots vibrates with contained power. I don’t know if I can let go gently. I don’t know if there is a gentle.

A new voice slices through the Forge.

“Hold.”

Everything inside me recognizes that word.

Callum.

He stands in the doorway in full black Sentinel gear, two more enforcers behind him, amber eyes taking in the scene in one sweep - the halted cracks, the humming wards, Jax and me locked together inside a circle that should have failed five minutes ago.

He looks at my face, and the heavy silence that rolls off him hits the outer edge of our loop like a third line snapping into place.

The Heatline feels him and does something new.

It layers.

Callum’s stillness settles under the spinning circuit between me and Jax, a grounding weight that doesn’t break the loop, just shores it up. Triangle. Three points. The math of it should be impossible. It holds anyway.

The Forge shudders once and then…stills.

Total quiet. No tremor under my boots. No scream in the wards. For one breathless, outrageous moment, three unstable people occupy the same radius and the most dangerous room in the academy is calm.

“Senior Hayes,” Knox says tightly. “You’re not assigned to this drill.”

“I’m assigned to Vale,” he answers, voice low. “Escort protocol.”

“The Warden authorized this evaluation,” Knox says. “Stand down.”

“No.”

The word isn’t loud. It doesn’t have to be.

“The Warden authorized an evaluation of Vale’s control,” Callum continues. “You’ve got it. No structural collapse. No uncontrolled detonation. She is actively stabilizing an over‑tuned kinetic in real time. You yank them apart on a hard break, you won’t like the rebound.”

Somewhere high on the gantry, a student breathes, “Holy shit.”

Knox’s jaw works. “This is my Forge,” she snaps. “My call.”

“And she’s my anomaly,” Callum says quietly. “My call.”

Power shifts, invisible but unmistakable. The Sentinels hesitate.

“Hayes,” Knox warns, “you are interfering with an authorized protocol - “

“Then adjust the protocol,” he says. His gaze never leaves mine. “We don’t snap the line. We bleed it off.”

The Warden says something over her comm; the tightness in her mouth tells me she doesn’t like it.

She lowers the device. “Vale.” Her eyes cut to me. “You have sixty seconds to ramp this down. If your readings spike, Hayes pulls you both and I send your file to Level Five. Understood?”

Every muscle in my body shakes. Sixty seconds to dismantle a grenade I just built out of three people.

“Yes, Instructor,” I say.

The Heatline obeys.

I start to narrow the loop, bit by bit, tightening the current between me and Jax, letting the rawest parts of his surge siphon off through me instead of into the room. Each breath is a deliberate reset. In. Out. Less. Less. Less.

“Breathe with me,” I tell him.

He does. We fall into rhythm. With every exhale, the humming in the floor eases. The restraints on his wrists cool from white to angry red to sullen orange. The ward‑lines around the circle dim back to their normal hum.

Callum’s presence at the edge of the ring holds everything steady, a silent counterweight.

By the time Knox’s sixty seconds are up, the Forge looks like any other day. Scorched and ugly, but standing.

The Heatline is exhausted. So am I.

My knees give. Jax grabs my forearms on instinct, keeping me upright. Skin to skin. Contact.

Pleasure and pain spark along the line of his fingers, softer now but no less real. His eyes go wide.

“Elara,” he breathes.

“Sentinels,” Knox barks, voice too sharp. “Separate them.”

The triangle breaks.

The Sentinels surge forward, prying us apart. The moment our skin loses contact, the Heatline howls in protest - but the room doesn’t. The Forge holds. No cracks jump. No lights explode.

Jax is panting, restraint metal smoking faintly. He twists in their grip to look back at me.

“Round two,” he mouths.

They drag him away before I can answer. The doors seal behind him with a heavy hiss.

The absence of him in the circle is so sudden it makes me sway.

Callum steps fully into the ring. Close enough that the familiar quiet brushes my skin and the Heatline sags toward it like a body toward gravity.

He catches my elbow, steadying me, just a gloved hand on my arm. Professional. Neutral. Not neutral at all.

“Walk,” he says softly. “Before someone decides you should leave here on a stretcher instead of your feet.”

Knox stands at the edge of the circle, datapad in hand, eyes still on me. Her gaze is scalpel‑sharp.

“Well,” she says. “The Warden wanted an answer.”

She looks from me to Callum. Her mouth curves, humorless. “At least we can all agree on one thing.”

I brace for the words.

“Vale doesn’t belong in general training.”

Callum’s jaw tightens. His hand on my arm turns to stone.

“And for the record,” Knox adds, voice cool and precise, “they all saw it. Every camera. Every witness.” Her gaze pins me. “Vale. Stabilize Morgan. Now.”

Hearing it like that makes my stomach drop.

It wasn’t just instinct. It was an order. And I obeyed it in front of half the academy.

Rumors are already racing for the doors.

Callum’s silence presses heavier.

“Elara,” he says again, just my name this time, barely above a whisper. “We’re leaving.”

The class parts around us as he walks me out of the circle and toward the exit. No one meets my eyes, but they don’t need to. The story is already in their faces.

The girl whose power wrapped around a quarantined boy and held an entire kill box together.

The Sentinel who stepped into someone else’s drill and refused to let go.

And Knox, watching us go with the satisfied look of someone who set a trap and got every kind of proof she wanted.

The Forge doors close behind us with a heavy, final thud.

The Heatline aches, raw and humming, three directions at once.

Jax back in isolation with my name on his mouth.

Callum at my side, hand warm and solid on my arm, already pulling away into protocol.

And above all of it, the echo of Knox’s command, ringing like a verdict:

Vale. Stabilize Morgan. Now.
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Chapter
Twelve



The academy doesn’t let the rumor storm die overnight.

By morning, it has teeth.

Every corridor feels narrower. Every camera lens feels closer. The monitor on my wrist hums a little harder, like it can smell what I did in the Forge and is just waiting for an excuse to scream.

Mara walks beside me toward breakfast, talking too fast about nothing on purpose. A new first‑year with blue hair. Somebody who puked in Herbology. Cover noise. Shield made of gossip.

“Smile like we’re just two girls about to suffer through institutional oatmeal,” she mutters. “Smile like this is a normal morning, not like Jax Morgan nearly brought the Forge down and then looked at you like you were the only thing worth surviving for.”

“That’s oddly specific,” I say.

“Funny how that happens when half the lunch hall was there,” she says. “Heads up. Escort incoming.”

My body knows before my eyes do.

The Heatline tenses. The air changes. Callum is suddenly there at the junction, black Sentinel uniform, unreadable face, stillness pressing down on everything like fresh snow.

“Vale.” His tone is neutral. “With me.”

Mara’s fingers squeeze my wrist once. “Remember,” she whispers, “you’re not the problem. You’re the solution they’re too stupid to deserve.”

I don’t believe her, but I hold onto the words anyway as I fall into step beside Callum.

He doesn’t look at me.

“Protocol change,” he says. “You report to the Warden before first period.”

The Heatline drops like a stone. “Now?”

“Now.”

Students part around us, conversation dipping wherever we pass. Escort protocol was bad enough. Escort to the Warden before breakfast is its own category.

“Is this about yesterday?” I ask.

His jaw tightens the tiniest bit. “Everything is about yesterday.”

The route to the administrative tower feels longer. More cameras. More ward‑nodes sunk into the walls like embedded eyes. The academy isn’t pretending to be subtle anymore.

We stop outside the Warden’s door. The secretary’s chair is empty again. Callum doesn’t knock. He just enters, a soldier delivering a problem back to command.

The Warden is already standing.

Last time, he was a judge behind a desk. Today, he’s in front of it, sleeves rolled, file in hand. Gray suit, gray hair, gray scar down his face. No color anywhere.

“Vale,” he says. “Sit.”

No greeting. Just instruction.

I sit.

Callum takes his place against the wall by the door, posture perfect, gaze fixed somewhere over the Warden’s shoulder. A piece of furniture that can break you.

The Warden opens the folder.

“Yesterday’s training anomaly is now a categorized event,” he says. “Harmonic Stabilization Incident Nine. You stepped into an escalating resonance failure with Student Morgan and prevented catastrophic structural damage.”

He says it like I tightened a loose screw.

“Yes,” I say carefully.

“You did so against direct orders from Instructor Knox.” His eyes lift, pale and flat. “You disobeyed a containment directive in a live environment. Again.”

“I reacted,” I say. “You had him over‑tuned in a packed room. There were cracks in the floor. What exactly was the safe choice there?”

“You’re not here to debate safety,” he says. “You’re here because the academy must decide what to do with a resource that destabilizes protocol.”

Resource.

The Heatline recoils.

He taps the page with two fingers. “Our instruments confirm that your proximity reorganized Morgan’s output and neutralized the incident. They also confirm that your field attempted to synchronize with his restraints. Do you understand what that means?”

“That you’re lucky they didn’t break?” I say.

“It means,” he continues, “your power does not just stabilize. It seeks to complete. To lock.”

Lock.

The word lands heavy.

He closes the folder.

“Destruction,” he says quietly, “is straightforward. We’re very good at that. What you did is worse. You created a configuration we can’t model yet.”

The back of my neck prickles.

“Are you going to punish me for keeping your building standing?” I ask.

He watches me for a beat too long.

“No,” he says finally. “We’re going to use you.”

Callum’s shoulders go rigid in my peripheral vision, the only sign he heard it.

The room tilts.

“Excuse me?”

“You are a resonance catalyst,” he says. “Left unchecked, you will continue to create unsupervised alignments with high‑risk individuals. That’s unacceptable. So we make those alignments supervised. Scheduled.”

He pulls a thin stack of paper from a drawer. Schedules. My name printed across the top in institutional black.

“Effective immediately, you’re enrolled in Controlled Stabilization Training.”

Every word tastes like rust.

“What is that?” My voice sounds small.

“A targeted protocol. Three times a week, under supervision, you will enter a controlled containment environment with Student Morgan. You’ll stabilize his output within predefined thresholds while our instruments record the interaction. You will not initiate touch unless directed. You will not engage in unsanctioned contact outside scheduled sessions. You will remain compliant. Do you understand?”

It takes a second to translate the clinical language into what it really is.

Scheduled access to Jax’s body.

On their terms. At their pace. For their data.

My stomach flips.

“So you’re… what?” I ask slowly. “Assigning me as equipment?”

“Equipment doesn’t argue,” he says. “You’re being given structure. Purpose. An opportunity to contribute to academy research instead of undermining it.”

He says opportunity the way other people say sentence.

The Heatline doesn’t surge. It goes cold.

This isn’t choosing him. This isn’t permission. This isn’t a bond.

This isn’t choosing him. This is purely compliance.

He must see something on my face, because his voice hardens.

“You will also continue Resonance Mapping with Professor Ward,” he says. “And maintain escort protocol with Sentinel Hayes outside your dormitory block. We’re establishing a containment lattice around you, Miss Vale. Three points.”

Callum. Jax. Professor Ward - Lucien.

The triangle in the Forge wasn’t an accident. It was a forecast.

“If you deviate,” the Warden finishes, “we still have Level Five. And execution protocols for compromised Sentinels.” His gaze flicks past me to Callum for a fraction of a heartbeat. “I trust you understand the stakes.”

Yes. Loud and clear.

“When does this… training start?” I ask.

“This afternoon,” he says. “1400 hours. The Forge. Reinforced bay.” He slides the papers across the desk. “Sign.”

My hand shakes around the pen.

I could refuse. Make a speech about autonomy and ethics and the word no.

But Callum is a silent line of tension, and somewhere in this building Jax is sitting in a cell they only open to tune him higher. Lucien is probably already rewriting half his models to account for what I did.

I sign.

The monitor on my wrist warms, acknowledging another line of protocol fastened around my bones.

“Good,” the Warden says. “You’ll be escorted from your last period.”

“That’s it?” I ask. “No warning about ‘appropriate boundaries’ with my assigned… resource?”

His mouth doesn’t move, but his eyes sharpen.

“If you treat this as anything other than institutional obligation,” he says, “I will reconsider Level Five.”

Point made.

“Sentinel Hayes,” he adds, turning slightly. “You’ll ensure she reports on time and unharmed. Instructor Knox has operational command for the session.”

“Yes, Warden,” Callum says.

Dismissed is implied, not spoken.

Callum leads me out in silence.

The corridor feels colder. The wards hum against my skin like they’re pleased.

“Controlled Stabilization Training,” I say after three intersections. “That sound helpful to you?”

His jaw flexes. “My opinion isn’t relevant.”

“It is to me.”

He stops.

The corridor is empty. Cameras blink in the corners. His gaze flicks to one, then back to me.

“It’s the least bad option available,” he says finally. “For him. For you.”

“That’s not the same as good.”

“No,” he agrees quietly. “It isn’t.”

The Heatline presses toward him, craving that steady silence. I lock my hands at my sides.

“If I do this,” I ask, “what does that make me?”

His eyes close for a second.

“A student following protocol,” he says. “Nothing more.”

The lie lands between us like another lock.

He starts walking before I can decide whether to be angry or grateful.

The rest of the morning crawls.

Resonance Theory could be on fire and I wouldn’t notice. Professor Ward’s voice washes over me in precise sentences about cascade failure and load distribution; all I hear is 1400 hours.

When he says controlled conditions, the Heatline spikes.

When he says repeated exposure to a stressor, I nearly laugh.

He notices. Of course he does.

“Miss Vale,” he says, eyes lifting from the board. “You seem… distracted.”

Half the lecture hall turns.

“I have a new elective,” I say. “Apparently.”

His gaze sharpens. “Ah. They briefed you.”

The air around him hums, the promise of a conversation we can’t have in public.

“Stay after class,” he says lightly. “We’ll discuss your schedule.”

No one misses the way his emphasis lands.

Jax’s name isn’t spoken, but everyone hears it.

When the bell finally releases us, students bolt. I walk down the steps at a normal pace because pretending not to care is the last armor I’ve got.

Professor Ward waits by the podium, sleeves rolled, glasses low on his nose, notes stacked in ruthless order.

“Controlled Stabilization Training,” he says as soon as the door closes. “They moved faster than even I anticipated.”

“Congratulations, Professor” I say. “Your data just got a live‑action sequel.”

He doesn’t smile.

“This is not a compliment to your abilities,” he says. “It’s institutional exploitation.”

“I noticed.”

His gaze drops to my monitor. “They’ll route the session feeds through my lab.”

“Of course they will,” I say. “Why waste a paradox?”

His jaw tightens. “It means I’ll see everything.”

The words land heavier than they should.

“Everything?” I ask. “As in fingerprints on readouts, or as in you watching me… work?”

His throat moves.

“Both,” he says. “The Warden wants correlation between your physical contact and Morgan’s output. I argued for minimal intrusion.”

“And how did that go?”

“He agreed not to sedate you.” His mouth twists. “Consider that a victory in this place.”

Revulsion crawls up my spine.

“What do you want from me, Professor?” I ask. “Approval? Gratitude?”

“I want you alive,” he says, too fast. The mask slips a fraction, then slams back into place. “Preferably with your mind intact.”

The Heatline stretches toward that sharp honesty, wanting to taste it.

“If you want me alive,” I say softly, “tell me how to go into a room with Jax on a leash and come out without a chain around my own neck.”

He exhales, slow.

“You remember what I told you in the Mapping lab,” he says. “People are rarely content with one way to be held.”

Heat climbs my throat. “Incredibly unhelpful right now.”

“I’m serious,” he says. “Your Heatline responds differently to each man. Hayes grounds. Morgan aligns. I…” His eyes flick to my mouth, then away. “Challenge. Those are distinct channels. Distinct appetites. The academy will try to collapse them into one sanctioned function it can measure.”

“Jax as function,” I say. “Me as equipment.”

“Yes. If you let them decide the story, Controlled Stabilization becomes the only language you and Morgan are allowed to have.”

Something inside me bares its teeth.

“And if I don’t let them?” I ask.

His gaze pins mine.

“Then you treat the protocol like what it is,” he says. “A constraint. Not a choice. Not a crown.”

“This isn’t choosing him,” I say out loud, more to myself than him. “This is compliance wearing skin.”

A flicker of respect crosses his face.

“Exactly,” he says. “So you go in as their instrument and come out as your own. Let them measure what they think they’re controlling while you quietly learn exactly how your fields interact.”

“Using them while they use me,” I say.

“Welcome to research,” he murmurs.

It should sound cold. It doesn’t. It sounds like survival.

He gathers his papers, fingers trembling once before he curls them into his palm.

“Lucien,” I say, before I can stop myself.

He stills at his name.

“If multiple anchors make me a structural threat,” I say, “why are you still helping?”

He doesn’t turn.

“Because,” he says, almost too quietly, “if you’re going to topple something, I’d rather be holding you than holding the walls.”

Then he’s gone, before I can think of a response.

Mara is half perched on her desk when I get back, scrolling through a forum thread she absolutely shouldn’t have.

“Good news,” she says. “You’ve officially replaced the Headmaster’s scar as the academy’s favorite horror story.”

“Always wanted to be a campus legend,” I say.

She looks up, really looks, and the joke dies.

“What did they do?” she asks.

“New elective,” I say. “Controlled Stabilization Training with Jax.”

She goes still.

“El,” she says carefully, “that’s not a training program. That’s a liability strategy.”

“Yeah.”

Anger flashes in her eyes, bright and sharp.

“They’re scheduling you to fix the boy they broke,” she says. “And charging you for the privilege.”

There’s a reason Mara is still my safest place. She sees it all and still chooses my side.

“I don’t have a lot of room to refuse,” I say. “There were words like Level Five and execution in the same sentence.”

She curses under her breath.

“Of course there were.”

She crosses the room in two strides and grabs my shoulders.

“Listen to me,” she says. “You are not his nurse. You are not their tool. You don’t owe the academy your body because they can’t handle their own experiment.”

“This isn’t about what I owe them,” I say. “It’s about what happens to him if I walk away.”

Her expression softens.

“Right,” she says. “Because you latched onto a chaos boy and now you can’t stand the idea of somebody else holding the leash.”

“Gross,” I say. “Accurate, but gross.”

She squeezes once, then lets go.

“Then do what you have to do,” she says. “Just remember whose side you’re actually on.”

“Pretty sure that’s the problem,” I say. “My side keeps filling up with men who could kill me with a thought.”

“Yeah, well.” She grins, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Some of us just have taste.”

The bell chimes for afternoon blocks.

1400 is suddenly very close.

“Come back breathing,” she says, turning back to her bed. “Or I test how flammable these uniforms really are.”
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Thirteen



Callum is waiting outside our door.

Of course he is.

The Heatline reaches for him on reflex, hungry for that quiet only he ever gives me. I make myself stay in the doorway. Getting closer feels too much like painting a target on his back.

“Forge,” he says.

The word lands like a sentence.

I fall into step beside him instead of into his gravity.

We walk.

The academy feels like a machine shifting into a higher gear. Doors locked that were open this morning. Ward‑lines brighter. Sentinels posted at junctions that used to be empty. Whatever they call this protocol, it scares them.

My body wants to edge closer to Callum, to bleed some of the rising static into his stillness. I stay exactly half a step behind. The cameras don’t need another spike.

At the Forge doors, he stops.

“Elara,” he says quietly.

The use of my name is a crack in the mask.

“Yeah?”

“You don’t have to give them anything they don’t explicitly ask for,” he says. “Remember that.”

The Heatline sways toward his voice. “Is that a Sentinel talking,” I ask, “or a man who broke protocol for me twice?”

His eyes close, brief.

“Both,” he says.

Then he opens the door.

The Forge is in lockdown mode.

No other students. Just Knox, Professor Ward at a console on the upper gantry, two Sentinels, a circle of reinforced metal in the center of the room - and Jax.

Professor Ward looks up the instant I step inside, like he’s been watching the door instead of his data. Our eyes catch and the Heatline gives that sharp, hungry twist it saves for him, the part of me that likes being taken apart by his mind waking up, even with Jax standing right there. He drags his gaze back to the screens a second too late for it to be professional.

Jax is standing inside Circle Nine.

No restraints this time.

The absence makes my stomach tighten more than the metal ever did.

His hands are free. Sleeves rolled, tattoos exposed, electric‑blue eyes locked on the door the second I step through it.

The wards around the circle hum louder.

The Heatline surges.

Knox stands near the datapad station, as composed as if we’re about to review safety drills instead of what happens when you give two unstable people permission to touch.

“Vale,” she calls. “Inside.”

Callum peels off to the wall, arms folded, expression carved from stone. Professor Ward’s fingers flick over his console above, screens filling with my name, Jax’s file, empty graphs waiting for us.

I step into the circle.

The wards nip at my skin, then close behind me with a quiet, lethal hum.

Up close, Jax looks worse than he did through glass. Dark smudges under his eyes. A thin scar along his knuckles that wasn’t there before. His field is tight this time, pressed close to his body like he’s afraid of leaking.

“Elara,” he says. Just that. Like the word hurts and heals at once.

“Student Morgan,” Knox snaps. “You will address her as Vale during protocol.”

He doesn’t look away from me.

“Sure,” he says. “Whatever gets us through this without anyone exploding.”

“Listen up,” Knox says. “You both know the stakes, so I’ll be brief. Controlled Stabilization Training, Phase One. Morgan escalates to level two on my mark. Vale engages only to maintain structural integrity. Professor Ward monitors all readings. Sentinel Hayes stands by for containment breach.”

To the academy, that’s all we are.

An unstable generator.

And the girl they’ve wired to him.

“Questions?” she asks.

I raise my hand.

“Is there any part of this where we get to say no?”

“Not today,” she says.

Jax huffs a sound that might be a laugh if it weren’t so bitter.

“Thought so,” I say.

“Begin,” Knox orders. “Morgan. Pattern two escalation to threshold. Now.”

He takes a breath.

The air thickens.

This isn’t yesterday’s wild climb. It’s deliberate. He draws the kinetic field up, layering it around his body in a tight spiral. The floor under our feet vibrates in a steady rhythm, not chaotic - yet.

The Heatline leans into the pattern, recognizing it.

“You good?” he asks under his breath.

“Define good,” I say.

His mouth twitches. “Still making jokes. That’s something.”

At twenty percent, the ward‑line brightens. Professor Ward’s voice comes through the overhead, too calm.

“Baseline established. Passive alignment at nine percent. No active contact yet.”

No active contact.

The words are a dare.

“Vale,” Knox says. “Approach one step. Hands at your sides.”

I do.

The step closes the distance between us to arm’s length. His field brushes my skin like a fever wind. The Heatline answers, a low hum that raises the hairs on my arms.

Every part of me wants to reach for him.

I don’t.

“It’s louder with you close,” he says.

“Sorry.”

He shakes his head. “Not complaining.”

Thirty percent.

The tremor in the floor deepens. Sweat beads at his temple. The kinetic field presses against my chest like a storm trying to get in.

“Phase One contact,” Knox calls. “Vale, left hand only, on Morgan’s forearm. No additional touch unless directed.”

There it is.

The moment this stops pretending to be academic.

I lift my hand.

Jax goes still.

“So this is how they’re going to do it,” he says quietly. “Piece by piece.”

“Apparently.”

I lay my fingers against his forearm.

Heat bursts under my skin.

The kinetic field slams into the Heatline like a wave into a breakwater. For a heartbeat, it’s too much - pressure, force, the memory of cracks running like spiderwebs. Then the circuit finds itself, the same way it did in the emergency.

The world narrows to where we touch.

The noise in my head cuts to something almost like music.

The floor stops trying to shake apart.

“Morgan output at thirty‑two percent,” Professor Ward says, tinny and far away. “Ambient strain below threshold. Alignment increasing. Twenty percent. Twenty‑five.”

Jax exhales like he’s finally allowed to breathe.

“Oh,” he says, eyes closing. “There it is.”

“Keep it professional, Morgan,” Knox says sharply. “You’re not at a spa.”

He laughs, breathless.

“This is what professional feels like?” he says. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

His power curls along my arm, not wild now, but seeking. Testing how much of me it can occupy. The Heatline doesn’t retreat. It shapes around him, creating rails where there were none.

“Vale,” Knox says. “Status.”

I could say fine.

I don’t.

“His field wants to go higher,” I say. “I’m holding it where you told him to stop. That’s not natural.”

“Control isn’t natural,” she says. “It’s learned. Morgan, hold. Vale, maintain contact. Do not increase alignment without order.”

To her, this is muscle training.

To me, it’s the academy putting its hands on my throat through his skin.

“How bad is it?” Jax asks.

“On a scale from one to die for me,” I say, “we’re comfortably at don’t move or I might do something stupid.”

He grins, sharp and soft at once.

“That’s my favorite scale.”

“Forty percent alignment,” Professor Ward says. There’s strain under the calm now. “No structural instability. This is… informative.”

Informative.

I swallow bile.

“Phase Two,” Knox says. “Morgan, slow climb to level three. Vale, you only intervene if the wards strain. Do not pre‑empt escalation.”

“You’re asking me to watch him hurt,” I say.

“I’m asking you to do your job,” she snaps. “You want general training? Prove you can follow instructions.”

Jax’s fingers twitch.

He doesn’t break contact.

“Don’t,” he says roughly. “Don’t give them the satisfaction of making you beg for my sake.”

“I’m not begging,” I say. “I’m complaining.”

“Fifty percent,” I hear Professor Ward saying. “Strain within parameters. Wards holding.”

The field around us thickens. My bones buzz. The Heatline claws at my ribs.

He could take more. We both know it.

“They’re tuning you like equipment,” I say through my teeth.

“Yeah,” he says. “But you’re the only part of this that feels like a choice.”

He’s wrong.

None of this is a choice.

But the way my power answers his - it’s ours.

“Phase Two contact,” Knox orders. “Right hand. Upper arm. We need a comparative dataset for double‑point engagement.”

My shoulders lock.

More contact means more alignment. More alignment means more leverage for them - and more danger for us.

“Elara,” Jax says softly. “It’s still you. Not them.”

He’s shaking now. Not from fear - from effort. From holding his surge inside the lines she drew.

If I refuse, I’m noncompliant.

If I comply, I’m proof.

I’m not choosing him. I’m choosing not to watch him burn while they take notes.

I lift my other hand anyway and press it to his upper arm.

The world drops out.

The circuit closes with a force that steals my breath. The kinetic field doesn’t just swirl around us now; it runs through us, looping from his chest into mine and back like we’ve always been parts of the same machine.

For one impossible second, there is no academy.

No Warden. No Knox. No consoles. No cameras.

Just us.

“Elara,” he gasps. My name is a broken oath. “Fuck.”

“Language,” Professor says automatically, while the rest of him is somewhere inside our readings. “Seventy percent alignment,” he follows, voice thinner. “No external strain. Internal metrics… adapting.”

Adapting.

Of course they are.

The Heatline isn’t screaming anymore. It’s not even humming. It’s expanding. Making room. The place where Jax fits inside me doesn’t feel like invasion. It feels like correction.

He sways closer.

Knox’s voice lashes the air.

“Do not move,” she snaps. “Proximity is at maximum tolerance. You close that last gap without my order, this session ends and we escalate containment.”

Jax freezes.

His forehead is inches from mine. His breath brushes my mouth.

“You okay?” he whispers.

“No,” I say. “But I’m not breaking. Yet.”

His eyes burn.

“Good enough.”

We stand there while the academy takes what it wants.

Readings. Numbers. Curves on Professor Ward’s screens. Knox’s datapad scrolling with thresholds.

To them, it’s data.

To me, it’s the first time we’ve been allowed to touch without glass between us.

Terrible. Exquisite. Torture.

“Phase Two complete,” Professor Ward says at last. “Recommend tapering. Neural strain rising.”

“Agreed,” Callum’s voice cuts in, low over the comm for the first time. “They’re at limit.”

He hasn’t moved from the wall, but I can feel him like a shadow, his stillness pressed against the circle.

“Fine,” Knox says. “Phase Three: de‑escalation. Morgan, reduce output to baseline over sixty seconds. Vale, maintain contact and bleed off excess. Do not chase the surge.”

Sixty seconds.

She’s asking me to dismantle a star without getting burned.

“Breathe,” I tell Jax.

He does.

With each exhale, I guide the kinetic field down, not shutting it off, not strangling it - just easing it into something the room can hold. The Heatline shapes the path, remembering how it did this before, forced to move slowly, carefully.

“That’s it,” I murmur. “You’re not a bomb. You’re volume control.”

“Tell that to my file,” he says, but his power listens.

The pressure in the floor eases. The hum in the wards drops.

“Forty percent,” Professor says. “Thirty. Alignment decreasing. Circuit stable.”

We can let go without everything snapping.

“Ten. Baseline achieved.”

“Break contact,” Knox orders.

The words hit like a slap.

I should obey immediately.

Instead, I hold on for one more heartbeat.

His gaze catches mine, understanding flaring between us.

Then I let go.

The absence is physical. My hands feel empty. My ribs hollow. The Heatline lashes once in protest, then curls in on itself.

Jax staggers, catching himself with his hands on his knees.

“That,” he pants, “was the worst best thing I’ve ever done.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Knox says. “You’ll see her again in two days. Until then, no contact. No corridors. No notes. If you so much as share a look in the dining hall, this protocol ends and we go back to isolation.”

Back to the leash.

His jaw tightens.

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Vale,” Knox continues. “Report.”

Every instinct in me wants to say something reckless.

I don’t.

“Structural integrity maintained,” I say. “No uncontrolled surges. No cracks.”

“Side effects?”

I think of his field pouring through me, how my body remembered every forbidden touch from every man they’ve warned me against and still leaned in.

“Nothing you didn’t plan for,” I say.

Her eyes narrow, but she doesn’t push.

“Session concluded. Sentinel Hayes, escort Vale to Mapping. Professor Ward, log and encrypt all data. Morgan, back to observation.”

The circle opens.

Jax looks like he wants to say something. Anything.

Don’t let them.

Don’t forget me.

Don’t give them only the version of us they can measure.

None of that is safe.

So he just says, “See you, Vale.”

Not Elara.

Vale.

Protocol’s name for me.

“See you, Morgan,” I answer.

Callum is there the second I step out of the ring, his presence slamming into my field like cool water. The Heatline jolts, confused - pulled sideways, remembering his hands, his mouth, the way silence felt around him.

Triangulated.

“Move,” he says quietly.

I move.

We leave the Forge.

Behind us, the academy files our session under something clinical and neat. Controlled Stabilization Training: Successful.

Out here, in the humming corridors and camera eyes, my body is still shaking with everything that didn’t make it onto their charts.

“Are you hurt?” Callum asks, once we’re clear of the doors.

“No,” I say. “Just… rearranged.”

His hand hovers a fraction from my back, not touching.

“Don’t let them convince you this makes you his anchor,” he says, voice low. “Or mine. Or Ward’s. You’re not a designation.”

“Feels like it.”

“It isn’t,” he says. “Anchors are chosen. Protocols are imposed. Remember the difference.”

The Heatline presses against my ribs in three directions at once.

Callum’s warning.

Jax’s hands.

Professor Ward’s eyes.

The academy thinks it’s turned me into infrastructure.

Maybe it has.

But infrastructure carries weight in both directions.

They can schedule my body, write my name into protocols, log every spike and tremor.

They still can’t make this a choice.

And the dangerous, quiet truth curling under my ribs as Callum walks me toward Mapping is simple:

If the system is going to use me as a circuit, I’m going to learn exactly how to short it.
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Being good hurts more than breaking the rules ever did.

By breakfast, my Heatline feels like someone wrapped it in barbed wire and told me to smile for the cameras. The monitor on my wrist hums a smug little approval, reading my steady pulse, my perfect compliance. Havenfall loves me quiet.

Mara does not.

“You’re doing the robot walk again,” she says, stabbing her spoon into something gray and allegedly oatmeal. “Loosen your shoulders before someone mistakes you for a stress test dummy.”

“I’m fine,” I say.

She pauses, spoon halfway to her mouth. One dark brow arches.

“Rule one of Room 304,” she says. “We don’t lie about being fine when we look like we’re hearing voices.”

“I’m not hearing voices,” I say. “Just… less noise.”

Mara’s gaze drops to my monitor. “Because you’ve decided to be Very Obedient today?”

“Because if I give them nothing, they have nothing to use,” I say. “No spikes, no incidents, no excuses. Just a model Level Four who never steps out of line.”

“Uh huh,” she says slowly. “And how’s that working out for your internal murder spaghetti?”

“The Heatline is… contained.”

The word tastes wrong. Like swallowing a scream.

She studies my face for a long beat, then digs out a contraband sugar packet from her pocket and tears it open over my oatmeal.

“At least let me make your martyrdom taste less like despair,” she says. “And if you pass out from over‑suppression, I reserve the right to tell everyone I told you so at your memorial.”

“I’m not going to pass out.”

“Good,” she says. “Because I did my eyeliner for you, and I refuse to waste it on a funeral.”

The bell chimes. The dining hall empties in its usual tide of gray uniforms and low‑level buzzing fields. Mine stays flat. Controlled. Good.

Too good.

By the time I reach Resonance Theory, my skin feels half a size too small.

I sit in the very back row. Not my usual seat. Farther from Professor Ward’s voice, farther from the place where my Heatline strains toward sharp questions and sharp eyes.

He walks in, charcoal suit, no tie, every line sharp enough to cut. He sets down his notes, and starts talking about feedback loops. The Heatline lifts its head like it always does when he speaks - and I shove it down. Hard.

The edges of the world sharpen.

His footsteps on the stairs are too loud. Chalk on the board scrapes. Every whispered note, every rustle of paper, lands directly against my teeth.

“Miss Vale.”

His voice cuts clean through the static.

Half the room turns before I do. I keep my expression neutral. My posture textbook.

“Yes, Professor,” I say.

His gaze rests on me for one heartbeat too long. Measuring. Comparing today’s readings to yesterday’s.

“What is the standard institutional response to an un-modeled anomaly?” he asks.

“Observation,” I say. “Measurement. Containment.”

“And the unofficial response?” His tone doesn’t change, but something under it tightens.

“Fear,” I say. “Then escalation.”

A flicker of something like approval touches his eyes, then vanishes.

“Correct,” he says. “That will be all.”

He moves on. The class exhales.

The Heatline surges, wanting to follow him down the aisle, wanting to taste the satisfaction of being right. I slam another mental door. Force the spike flat.

My monitor vibrates once. Tiny warning. Too much, too fast, too high - and then back under threshold. Good girl.

By midday, the barbed wire feeling has spread from my chest to my skin.

Control Mechanics is mercifully routine. Knox barks, students strain, metal shudders, no one explodes. I do everything exactly by the book.

Hands steady in the training circle. Output kept well below my real capacity. I let the vacuum orbs pull a little from me just to watch the graphs stay comfortably boring.

Knox glances at her datapad and grunts.

“About time you learned the difference between control and dramatics,” she says. “More of this, less of whatever the hell you did yesterday.”

“Understood,” I say.

The Heatline hisses at the lie.

By afternoon study, the world is an assault.

Fluorescents are scalpels. Fabric is sandpaper. Every brush of another student’s aura against mine is a slap. I walk the hallways like they’re lined with blades, spine straight, hands fisted, monitor humming gold at my wrist.

Good.

Compliant.

Bleeding on the inside.

Mara is waiting when I get back to our room, sitting cross‑legged on her bed with a stack of smuggled magazines and a bowl of something that smells like cinnamon.

The moment she sees my face, her smile drops.

“Okay,” she says. “Nope. Whatever that is, it’s illegal. Sit.”

“I have Mapping prep,” I say. “If I get ahead, the Warden - “

“Elara.” Her voice goes flat. “Sit. Or I call the nurse and tell her you’re vibrating out of phase with the universe.”

I sit.

She shoves the bowl into my hands. It’s oatmeal again, but it’s drowned in brown sugar and chopped fruit, and there’s a spoon already waiting.

“Eat,” she says. “Then talk. In that order, because your hands are shaking and I don’t like it.”

I take a bite. It tastes like every forbidden thing in this academy: warm and too sweet and not approved by any dietician.

“I’m being good,” I say eventually. “Like they want.”

“Define ‘good,’” Mara says. “Because from where I’m sitting, you look like an overcooked wire.”

“No spikes,” I say. “No outbursts. No… connections. If they can’t point to anything, they can’t escalate. If I’m perfect, they’ll move on to someone else.”

Mara stares at me like I’ve grown a second head.

“El,” she says slowly. “You’re trying to out‑behave a prison.”

“It’s an academy,” I say.

She gives me a look.

“Fine,” I amend. “A prison with textbooks.”

“Better,” she says. “But also: terrible plan. You can’t white‑knuckle this place into liking you.”

“It’s not about liking me,” I say. “It’s about survival. If my file stays boring, I get to graduate instead of vanish into a Level Five cell.”

Her expression softens, the fight in her eyes shifting to something that hurts more.

“Sweetheart,” she says. “You could sit in the corner doing needlepoint for four years and they’d still be scared of you. You know that, right?”

I stab the spoon into the oatmeal. “That’s reassuring.”

“I’m not trying to reassure you.” She scoots closer, bumping her knee against mine. “I’m trying to point out that strangling yourself won’t make them less afraid. It’ll just make you less here.”

The words land heavier than they should.

Because she’s right.

Being good doesn’t change the way the Warden says resource. It doesn’t change the way Knox watches me like a loaded weapon. It doesn’t erase the look in Callum’s eyes when he said anchors are chosen, not assigned.

It just makes the Heatline worse.

“It hurts,” I admit. The words scrape on the way out. “Keeping it this quiet. It feels like… like holding my breath under concrete. Everything’s too loud and too tight and I can’t - “

My throat closes.

Mara’s hand slides over mine. Warm. Solid. Carefully neutral. She’s always careful with touch, like she knows I mix up comfort and control too easily.

“Okay,” she says softly. “There’s the truth. That’s what I wanted.”

She shifts, moving behind me on the bed, nudging my knees apart with her own so she can bracket me in with her legs. Her hands find my shoulders, thumbs pressing into knotted muscle.

“New rule,” she murmurs, kneading gently. “If you’re going to martyr yourself for the cause of Perfect Compliance, you let me do emergency maintenance on your spine.”

“That’s not - “

“Shh,” she says. “This counts as medical care. I’m basically a doctor.”

Her fingers work at the tension, slow and stubborn. The Heatline doesn’t quiet, exactly, but the screaming drops to a grumble. The barbed wire loosens half a turn.

“Better?” she asks after a minute.

“A little,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “Step two: distraction.”

She reaches over me and snags one of the magazines, flipping it open on my knees. The cover features a guy in a leather jacket and suspiciously perfect abs leaning on a motorcycle.

“Behold,” she says. “Low‑stakes narrative. No ward protocols. No execution threats. Just questionable fashion choices and poor life decisions.”

I snort despite myself. “You read biker romance?”

“I read everything,” she says. “It’s educational. For example, this one taught me that if a man does not know how to use his words, he should at least know how to use his hands.”

“Professor Ward would argue those are not mutually exclusive,” I say before I can stop myself.

Mara’s fingers pause.

“Ah,” she says. “There he is.”

“Who?”

“The man you just thought about hard enough to make your aura spike,” she says. “Don’t look at me like that. The air did a thing.”

“The air did not do a thing.”

“Elara, babe,” she says. “You have three flavors of trouble and I can smell all of them from here. Hayes is the quiet one, Morgan is the detonator, and Ward is the one who looks like he’ll write a thesis on your undoing. I am not blind.”

Heat crawls up my neck.

“I’m trying to not think about any of them,” I say. “That’s the point.”

“And how’s that working?” she asks.

My silence is answer enough.

She sighs, soft and frustrated.

“I get why you’re doing this,” she says. “I really do. But friendship isn’t a grounding technique. I can feed you sugar and bully you into napping, but I can’t make your power sit.”

The admission cuts sharper than any insult.

“Does that bother you?” I ask quietly. “That I can’t… settle around you the way I do with them?”

“Of course not,” she says immediately. “I don’t want to be your anchor. I want to be your roommate who steals your socks and threatens your enemies on the anonymized forums.”

I turn my head enough to see her face. She’s serious.

“You’re allowed to need different things from different people,” she says. “You know that, right? It doesn’t make what we have smaller.”

The Heatline pulses. Not in hunger, but in recognition. The invisible lines I felt the first night, the threads from her heart to people I can’t see. She’s anchored already - to family, to friends, to herself.

I lean back against her. Let my weight settle.

“You’re annoyingly wise for someone who wears glitter slogans,” I say.

“Tragic, isn’t it?” she says. “Now lie down before you pass out upright.”

She lies back and drags me with her until we’re a tangle of limbs on her ridiculous velvet explosion of a bed. She queues up some terrible show with bad CGI monsters and worse dialogue.

For a while, it almost works.

The world narrows to the glow of the screen, the sound of Mara’s running commentary, the steady, human weight of her arm thrown over my middle like a sandbag on a faulty hatch.

The Heatline sulks. Presses against my ribs. Waits.

Being good doesn’t make it smaller.

It just makes the cage tighter.

By lights‑out, my nerves feel raw again.

Mara rolls onto her side, mumbling something about decapitating Headmaster Thorne with a decorative fountain, and is asleep within minutes. Her power softens in sleep, a warm, low hum.

Mine does the opposite.

The dark seems to peel back the thin layer of okay the evening gave me. Every ward buzz, every distant door hiss, every muffled voice in the corridor outside sets my teeth on edge.

I stare at the ceiling. The monitor on my wrist ticks a faint rhythm. Logging. Always logging.

If I were smarter, I would ride it out. Breathe through the worst of it. Wait for morning and Mapping and the next sanctioned excuse to bleed some of this pressure into someone who can take it.

Instead, I slide out of bed.

The floor is cold under my feet. The room glows faintly with the standby lights of three different illicit devices Mara definitely isn’t supposed to have. Her cat lifts its head, blinks at me, decides I’m boring, and goes back to sleep.

I dress in silence. Hoodie, softest leggings, boots with soles that won’t squeak. I stand by the door, hand on the handle, fighting with myself.

Going out after curfew is a violation.

Looking for him is worse.

But Callum’s warning from the Forge rings in my ears: You don’t have to give them anything they don’t explicitly ask for.

Right now, the academy hasn’t asked me to stay in this room.

The loophole is thin. I crawl through it anyway.

The corridor outside is dim, lit only by the low blue strips along the floor. Cameras blink in the corners like bored eyes. The Heatline pushes against my ribs in three directions.

Callum’s stillness.

Jax’s hands.

Professor Ward’s gaze.

I tell myself I’m just walking.

One loop of the dorm floor to bleed off the tremors, then back. Harmless. Obedient‑adjacent.

My feet disagree.

They carry me toward the stairwell. Down one flight. Then another. Toward the east wing where Sentinels usually post up at night.

Where Callum usually is.

Except tonight, when I turn the last corner, the alcove is empty.

No amber eyes. No mountain of calm in a black uniform. Just a different Sentinel at the far junction, bored and unfamiliar, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed.

My stomach drops.

“Excuse me,” I say, before I can think better of it. “Where’s Sentinel Hayes?”

The man looks up, frowns at my monitor, at my bare feet visible below the hem of my leggings, at the fact that I’m very clearly not supposed to be here.

“Hayes is on perimeter rotation,” he says. “New assignment came through this afternoon. Level Four escorts got redistributed.”

Deliberate, then.

Not a coincidence. Not a scheduling quirk.

“Right,” I say. My voice sounds like it’s coming from a long way off. “Thank you.”

“Get back to your block, Vale,” he adds. “Before I have to log this.”

I turn.

Walk.

Each step echoes a little too loudly in the empty corridor. The Heatline scrapes along my bones, raw and exposed. Whatever thin safety net Callum’s presence used to provide has been yanked away, and the fall is immediate.

By the time I reach the dorm level again, my hands are shaking.

Being good has bought me exactly nothing.

No loosened leash. No trust earned. Just more distance. More isolation. More proof that the academy will cut away anything that looks like a support before it even has a chance to form.

I push back into Room 304 defeated.

The lights are still off. Mara is still snoring softly. The cat has migrated to my pillow in my absence and blinks at me.

I almost miss the thing lying just inside the door.

It’s small. Folded. Plain white.

Not academy stationary. No seal.

Just a scrap of paper, creased where someone’s thumb pressed too hard.

The Heatline slams against my ribs the second I pick it up.

I haven’t opened it.

I haven’t even unfolded the edge.

But my power knows.

It floods my veins all at once, wild and bright and too much after a day of being starved. My knees go weak. I sit down hard on the edge of my bed, paper clutched in both hands like it might bolt.

For a second, I just stare at it.

This is stupid.

Reckless.

Exactly the kind of thing my new monitor protocol is designed to catch.

My fingers move anyway.

The crease opens with a soft whisper. Three words, written in a hand that’s messier than Ward’s precise script and too impatient to be Callum’s, stare up at me in dark ink.

Library. Midnight. Come alone.

The barbed wire around the Heatline snaps.

Not in pain.

In fierce, relieved yes.

Mara mumbles something incoherent and rolls over, oblivious.

The monitor on my wrist pulses, logging the spike it doesn’t have context for.

I lie back on my bed, paper pressed flat against my chest, heart beating so hard it rattles my ribs.

Being good was supposed to keep me safe.

Instead, it has me counting minutes to midnight, with Jax Morgan’s gravity tugging at every unstable piece of me.

And for the first time all day, the pain in my skin eases.

The academy can measure every spike and tremor it wants.

They still can’t make me stay away.
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The library feels wrong at midnight.

Too quiet. Too clean. The wards that usually hum in the background are a sharper buzz now, tuned for after‑hours intruders. My monitor ticks a slow, suspicious rhythm against my wrist.

I should turn around.

Instead, I slip through the side entrance and into the narrow stacks, the way the note told me to.

“Library. Midnight. Come alone.”

The Heatline hasn’t stopped pacing since I read those words. Every step closer makes it prowl harder, pressing against my ribs like it can smell who’s waiting.

“Morgan?” I whisper.

“Back here.”

His voice comes from the far end of the Kinetics section, low and rough. I follow it past rows of grim textbooks and neatly labelled binders until the shelves close in and the lights break into pockets of shadow.

He’s in one of them.

Jax leans against the end of a shelf like he meant to look casual and forgot how. Hoodie unzipped over his training shirt, hands shoved into his pockets, jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. His eyes catch the faint light - electric blue, restless.

The moment he sees me, the air shifts.

His field stirs, a kinetic pressure that tastes like the second before a storm hits. The Heatline flares so hard my breath stutters.

“You came,” he says.

“You sent a note under my door,” I say. “Not exactly subtle.”

“Subtle doesn’t get you out of that room,” he says. “Or away from your handler.”

“My handler has a name,” I say. “And I’m supposed to be pretending none of this exists, in case you missed the last twenty‑four hours.”

“Oh, I noticed,” he says. “That’s why we’re here.”

He pushes off the shelf and steps closer.

He doesn’t touch me. He doesn’t have to. His field brushes my skin and the Heatline jumps like it’s been shocked.

“Jax.” I keep my voice low. “We are very much not supposed to be within unsupervised range of each other. There are cameras.”

“Not here,” he says. “I checked. Twice. Little blind patch between the Heritage Archives and Kinetic Theory. Some genius put the cameras where they can see the doors and forgot about the middle.”

“Trusting you with structural security is a terrible choice,” I say.

“Completely agree,” he says. “Yet here we are.”

He stops just out of reach, like there’s an invisible line he’s afraid to cross.

Up close, he looks worse than he did in the Forge. Dark smudges under his eyes. A new bruise high on his cheekbone. His hands are fisted in his pockets like if he takes them out he’s not sure what they’ll do.

“What did you trade for this?” I ask. “You’re not supposed to be here either.”

His mouth twists. “Some power tests. Some ‘voluntary compliance’ forms. A promise not to blow up this building unless absolutely necessary.”

My chest tightens.

“Jax - “

“I’m not here to make you feel guilty,” he says. “I’m here because you’re burning out. I can feel it from my cell.”

I laugh, short and humorless. “That’s dramatic, even for you.”

“Not dramatic enough,” he says. “Every time they spike me, it pulls toward you. Every time you clamp down, it whiplashes. Today was bad, Elara. You trying to be ‘good’ nearly cooked us both.”

The words land like stones.

“How would you know that?” I ask.

“Because when you decided to white‑knuckle your way through the day, the wall in my room cracked,” he says. “Two separate times. With no input from me. I’ve been doing this long enough to know what my own power feels like. This wasn’t just me.”

The floor tilts.

“Maybe they over‑tuned you,” I say. “Maybe - “

“It was you,” he says, no give in his voice. “Or rather, it was you trying so hard not to exist that my field didn’t know where to go anymore.”

Anger rises up to cover the fear.

“So what, you drag me to the library in the middle of the night to scold me for not radiating enough chaos for your tastes?” I snap. “Newsflash, Morgan: I am trying not to get either of us executed.”

“I know,” he says quietly.

The softness throws me off more than the anger.

His eyes flick down to my wrist, to the monitor glowing faintly in the dim.

“And it’s going to kill you,” he says.

The Heatline surges, offended.

“I’ve been suppressing my whole life,” I say. “I’ll survive Havenfall.”

“Not like this,” he says. “Not after what they’ve done. You think you can go from what we did in the Forge to zero without the system screaming?”

“It’s safer than the alternative,” I say. “In case you’ve forgotten, the Warden has this fun little thing called Level Five on the table. Plus execution protocols for compromised Sentinels. I’m trying to give them as few excuses as possible.”

“You trying to stay small gave them the excuse to yank Hayes off you,” Jax says. “You notice that? The second you tried to behave, they cut your ground out from under you.”

The words hit a bruise I didn’t know I was touching.

“Don’t,” I say. “Don’t bring him into this.”

“I’m already in this,” he says. “All of us are. You don’t get to carry it alone and call that noble.”

His field spikes, a quick, hot pulse. The shelf behind him rattles. Two books slide forward an inch with a soft thump.

“Jax,” I hiss. “You’re going to set off the wards.”

He drags a hand through his hair, breathing hard.

“See?” he says. “That’s with me trying to keep it in. That’s with you trying to sit on yours. Suppression isn’t working. For either of us.”

I take a step back. The end of the aisle presses into my spine.

“And what’s your alternative?” I ask. “Recreate the Forge without the supervision? Give the Warden the meltdown he’s waiting for?”

“Opposite,” he says. “Give him nothing he can use.”

His gaze hooks into mine, blue and wild and too clear.

“Let it go,” he says. “Here. With me. On purpose. So it doesn’t blow somewhere they control.”

The words punch a hole straight through my defenses.

“You want me to what?” My voice comes out thin. “Use you like… like a pressure valve?”

He flinches.

“I want you alive,” he says. “If that means being the thing you push into instead of the wall, then yeah. Use me.”

Heat rushes to my face, twinned with something lower and hotter that has nothing to do with embarrassment.

“This is insane,” I say. “This is monitored, Jax. My monitor, your restraints, the wards - if they see a spike - “

“They’re watching for explosions,” he says. “Not for you learning how to aim. They already think you’re their equipment. Use that. Let them think you’re just glitching after the first CST session.”

“And if they don’t?” I ask. “If they decide this proves exactly what they’re afraid of?”

He steps in.

Just one step, but it closes most of the distance between us. His hands lift, slow enough I could dodge if I wanted to. I don’t.

He braces them on the shelves on either side of my head, caging us in a small pocket of shadow that smells like dust and old paper and him.

The Heatline lunges.

“Careful,” I whisper. “If you touch me, this stops being hypothetical.”

He smiles, crooked and sharp.

“That’s the point.”

The kinetic pressure around us thickens. It isn’t wild this time; it coils along my skin, testing, tasting. The shelves give a faint, warning creak.

“Jax,” I say. My palms are flat against the wood behind me to keep from grabbing his shirt. “This is dangerous.”

“Yeah,” he says. “So is pretending you don’t need anything.”

The line between us feels like a live wire. One more breath and it will arc.

“You don’t get to claim me,” I say. “Just because we work in the Forge doesn’t mean - “

“I’m not claiming you,” he says, voice low and fierce. “I am not putting a leash on you. I know how that feels. I wouldn’t do it to you if they held a gun to my head.”

His gaze drops to my mouth, then snaps back up.

“This is release, Elara,” he says. “Not ownership.”

The words sink into the part of me that’s been knotted all day. The part that flinches away from Callum’s anchor talk and Lucien’s structures and the Warden’s “resource.” A way to have this without signing another invisible contract.

My throat works.

“If I say yes,” I manage, “you stop when I tell you to.”

His fingers dig into the wood. “I stop,” he says. “You say the word, I’m off you. Even if it kills me.”

The Heatline makes the decision for me.

“Yes,” I whisper.

Something in him breaks.

He doesn’t lunge. He doesn’t slam. He just… closes the last inch and lets his body line up with mine, heat and muscle and contained power pressing me gently back into the shelves.

Every point of contact is a spark.

His chest against my chest. His thigh sliding between mine, anchoring my balance. His breath hot at my ear as he swears, soft and reverent.

“Fuck,” he whispers. “There you are.”

The kinetic field pours into me, thick and hot and so much. The Heatline surges up to meet it, finally given something to push against. The relief is so sharp it’s almost pain.

For a second, I can’t do anything but feel.

He keeps most of his weight on his arms, keeping me pinned without crushing. There’s a tremor running through his shoulders, equal parts restraint and overload.

“Breathe,” he says. “Don’t fight it this time. Let it move.”

“I am not having a breakdown in the Kinetics aisle,” I mutter, but the protest is thin.

He huffs a strained laugh. “Who said anything about breaking?”

His mouth brushes my jaw, a ghost of a touch that leaves a trail of sparks. He’s not kissing me, not quite. It’s worse. Better. The promise of it hangs between us like a held note.

“This is going to spike,” I warn. My voice is shaking. “The monitor - “

“Let it log what it wants,” he says. “They already think I’m the problem. Might as well give them some data.”

His field curls in, wrapping itself along my nerves like warm hands.

The Heatline arches into it, greedy.

Pressure builds, slow at first, then faster. Not the grinding, self‑inflicted pressure of suppression - this is movement. Friction. A current allowed to run its course.

“Talk to me,” he says, voice hoarse. “Tell me where it hurts.”

“Everywhere,” I say. “Nowhere. It’s -”

Words disintegrate under a fresh wave of sensation. My fingers dig into the back of his hoodie on instinct, searching for something solid.

He groans when I grab him.

“Yeah,” he says, breath hot against my ear. “That’s it. Hold on.”

The wards at the edge of the aisle flicker, reacting to the sudden rise in ambient energy. A book slides off the shelf somewhere behind my shoulder with a soft thud.

“Jax,” I say. “The shelves - “

“They’ll live,” he says. “You first.”

Every cell in my body feels like it’s humming. His power keeps feeding into mine, not overwhelming, just enough to give the Heatline something to shape around. Somewhere in the haze I realize he’s deliberately watching for the places my field snags and smoothing over them.

Like he’s done this before.

Not this, not here, but the act of carrying more strain than he should because someone else needed to breathe.

“Let it go,” he says again, rough. “Stop holding back for them. For once, just… let it be about you.”

“Feels like using you,” I manage.

“You are using me,” he says. “That’s the deal. Use me instead of the walls. Use me instead of whatever Level Five bullshit they’ve got waiting. I can take it.”

“You can take it?” I breathe, my voice breaking.

“Everything you’ve got,” he promises.

The Heatline doesn’t just surge; it snaps. The restraint I’ve spent years perfecting dissolves as Jax’s mouth finally finds mine. It’s not a soft kiss. It’s a collision. A desperate exchange of the energy that’s been poisoning us both.

He shifts, his hands leaving the shelves to frame my face, his thumbs catching the tears I didn’t know I was shedding. Then, one hand slides down, trailing fire over my throat, over the frantic beat of my pulse, until it hooks under my thigh and hoists it up around his waist.

The friction of his denim against my inner thigh makes me gap into his mouth. The kinetic pressure in the room is screaming now - a low, rhythmic thrum that vibrates the very floorboards.

“I’ve got you,” he mutters against my lips. He descends, his mouth leaving mine to trail down the line of my neck. He bites - just enough to make me arch, just enough to make the Heatline flare white-hot - and then he’s lower, his head dipping beneath the hem of my shirt.

I’m lightheaded, the world reduced to the scent of him and the terrifying, beautiful rush of my own power finally finding an exit. Jax drops to his knees, his hands sliding firmly under my hips to hold me against the shelf.

He doesn't let the barrier of my clothes stay between us for long. With a low, hungry growl, he hooks his thumbs into the waistband of my leggings and drags them down. He doesn't take them off - just low enough to clear my hips, pinning my knees apart with his shoulders. When his tongue first touches me through the thin lace of my underwear, I think the wards are going to explode. The sensation is a physical shock, a direct line to the core of my power. I cry out, the sound muffled by the heavy silence of the library, my fingers knotting into his hair.

“Jax, wait - “

“Don’t wait,” he growls, his voice muffled. “Give it to me, Elara.”

He doesn't hesitate. He hooks his fingers into the waistband, pulling the fabric aside, and then there is nothing between his mouth and my skin. The first flick of his tongue is precise, devastating. He knows exactly where the pressure is heaviest. He drinks in my reaction like it’s air, his fingers sliding inside me to find the rhythm my body is already begging for.

The world tilts. The monitor on my wrist is likely screaming, but I can’t hear it over the roar of the kinetic field. I’m not just feeling him; I’m feeling the way he’s absorbing the excess, the way he’s taking the jagged edges of my power and grounding them through himself.

His thumb circles the center of the storm while two fingers push deep, stretching me, mimicking the relentless pace of his tongue. It’s too much. It’s everything. My head hits the shelf behind me, books rattling in their rows, as the Heatline stops being a threat and starts being a symphony.

“Jax, please,” I sob, my hips bucking against his face.

He doesn't slow down. He pushes harder, his tongue swirling in a torturous, perfect rhythm that sends sparks behind my eyelids. The kinetic energy in the aisle is no longer a hum; it’s a physical weight, a golden haze that wraps around us.

I feel the build - the terrifying, inevitable crest of the wave. It’s the same feeling as a meltdown, the same terrifying loss of control, but this time, I’m not afraid. I’m leaning into it. I’m throwing myself off the cliff because I know he’s there to catch the fall.

“Now,” he commands, his voice a vibration I feel inside my own bones.

The explosion isn't a blast of force; it’s a collapse of everything I’ve been holding up. I shatter. My muscles lock, my back arches off the wood, and a long, broken sound tears from my throat as the orgasm rips through me. It’s fueled by the Heatline, a literal discharge of energy that arcs between us, blinding and pure.

Jax doesn’t pull away. He holds me through the tremors, his fingers staying deep, his mouth pressed to me until the last of the static dies down.

For a long minute, the only sound is our ragged breathing and the distant, dying hum of the library wards resetting themselves. The air tastes like burnt sugar. My legs are shaking so hard I would have collapsed if he wasn’t still holding my hips.

He looks up at me, his face flushed, his blue eyes glowing with a faint, receding light. He looks wrecked. He looks alive.

“See?” he whispers, his voice thick, as he rises up. “We’re still here.”

Sound comes back slowly.

My breathing first, ragged and too loud in the small space. His, rough against my cheek. The faint, startled rustle of a few more books giving up and sliding askew.

The rest of the library is silent.

The pain in my skin is gone.

In its place is a heavy, boneless warmth and a hollow ache where the pressure used to sit. My legs feel untrustworthy. My hands are still clutching him like I’m afraid gravity forgot how to work.

He doesn’t move.

For a long moment, he just holds himself there, close enough that I can feel the frantic beat of his heart against mine, the way his field is still buzzing under his skin like he took a direct hit.

“Okay?” he asks finally, voice wrecked.

I nod against his shoulder, throat too tight for words.

He lets out a breath that sounds like it hurts.

“Good,” he says. “Good.”

Carefully, like he’s defusing a bomb, he eases his weight back. Inch by inch, he gives me space, waiting to make sure my knees will hold before he fully steps away.

The loss of contact is a shock. The Heatline lurches in protest, then settles, sated for now.

He stumbles back until his shoulders hit the opposite shelf. His hands hang at his sides, fingers flexing like he’s fighting the urge to reach for me again.

“If I stay any closer,” he says, “I’m going to forget every promise I just made.”

There’s a strain in his voice that has nothing to do with power.

“You said this was release, not ownership,” I manage. “You kept your word.”

“Yeah,” he says, staring at the floor. “Doesn’t mean it didn’t feel like getting branded.”

My cheeks heat.

“This doesn’t change anything,” I say, more for myself than him. “I’m still not… choosing you. Not like that.”

He laughs, broken and soft.

“Trust me, Vale,” he says. “I know the difference between being chosen and being convenient.”

“That’s not what this was,” I say sharply.

His gaze lifts, sharp and bright.

“I know,” he says. “That’s why I’m stepping back now, before I start pretending it was more than it is.”

He drags in a breath, straightens his shoulders, and pulls his field tight to his skin. The kinetic hum in the aisle drops to a faint, manageable buzz.

For a few seconds, there’s an almost peaceful quiet.

Then a soft chime cuts through it.

It’s tiny, almost delicate, but every hair on my arms stands up.

My monitor pulses red once.

At the same time, a ward‑line high above the stacks flares from muted blue to sharp, angry white.

Jax swears under his breath.

“Tell me that was your imagination,” I whisper.

He shakes his head. “Proximity alert,” he says. “They just noticed the spike.”

Footsteps echo at the far end of the library. Heavy. Purposeful. Multiple sets, moving fast.

Jax’s eyes meet mine, wide now, the frantic edge back.

“Run,” he says.
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The academy believes in consequences.

The morning air in Dormitory B is too still when I wake. No distant clang from the Forge, no faint thrum from the east‑wing training bays. The Heatline is slow and heavy, like it used everything last night and hasn’t decided whether it forgives me.

Mara is already up, sitting with her back against the wall, mug between both hands. She’s not scrolling or humming or doing anything that counts as normal Mara activity.

She’s listening.

“What?” I croak. My throat is raw. I didn’t scream last night, but my body thinks I did.

She doesn’t answer. Not right away.

Then I hear it too.

Boots in the courtyard below. Metal restraints chiming against each other. The low, crackling hum of a power field pushed too hard against damping tech.

I’m at the window before I know I’ve moved.

Four Sentinels in black are crossing the main yard. Two in front, two behind. In the middle, bare‑headed despite the cold, is Jax.

They’ve collared him.

The device sits thick and ugly around his throat, black metal veined with dull orange sigils. His hands are cuffed in front of him, restraints glowing the same sick color. His lips are pressed in a flat line, but his eyes - his eyes are wild and bright and furious.

Something in my chest tears. The Heatline surges so hard I have to grab the windowsill, nails biting into the metal, just to stay upright. It feels like the collar is around my neck, like every step they drag him takes a strip off my own skin.

He looks up.

I don’t know how he knows where my window is. Maybe the same way I knew it was him in the library before I opened the note. Maybe the same way the Heatline knows the shape of his field without seeing it.

His gaze snags on mine, three stories up. The moment stretches, thin and sharp as wire. My whole body is a silent scream pressed behind glass.

Then one of the Sentinels barks an order and yanks the chain attached to his collar. Jax’s head snaps forward. The kinetic pressure I’ve been half‑feeling since I woke jolts - then clamps, like someone just slammed a lid on a boiling pot.

The Heatline snarls so violently it punches the air out of my lungs. My hand flies to my own throat, useless instinct, fingers digging into bare skin as if I can tear the metal off him from three stories up.

Mara swears softly beside me.

“Isolation collar,” she says. “They only use those when somebody scares the Headmaster personally.”

My stomach drops, cold and endless. Shame and fury hit at the same time, a hot, messy wave that makes my eyes sting.

“This is my fault,” I say, voice thin. “I did this to him.”

“Unless you marched down to his cell and welded that thing on yourself, no,” Mara says. “This is the academy’s fault. You’re just the excuse.”

Jax disappears through the archway leading down to the isolation levels.

The courtyard goes back to being a nice, bleak courtyard that has never held anything but obedient students and well‑behaved shrubs.

My hands won’t stop shaking.

The door panel chimes.

Mara and I both look over.

She mutters, “Of course,” and downs the rest of her coffee in one swallow like she’s reaching for courage.

The panel flashes my name in red.

VALE, ELARA

SUMMONED: WARDEN’S OFFICE. IMMEDIATE.

The Heatline rolls, sudden and nauseating. My monitor warms on my skin.

Mara crosses the room in three strides and grips my shoulders.

“Okay,” she says. “Listen to me. You keep your voice steady and your eyes pissed. You let them think you’re scared, but you do not let them see you beg.”

“You saw what they just did to him,” I say. “If they decide I’m not worth the paperwork - “

“Then you make sure they understand you’re more trouble broken than bent,” she says. “You are not their pet. You are not their sacrifice. You are - “

“A walking catastrophic event?” I say, hearing Professor Ward’s voice in my head.

Mara’s mouth twists. “I was going to say ‘the reason their walls are still standing.’ But sure. Use the scary one.”

She pulls me into a hug before I can argue. It’s quick, fierce, all elbows and determination.

“Come back,” she says into my hair. “Preferably not in pieces.”

“I’ll do my best,” I say.

It doesn’t feel like enough.

The corridor outside our room is already occupied.

Callum waits at the far end, flanked by a junior Sentinel I don’t recognize. He’s back in full uniform, black and severe, hair neat, expression carved from stone.

The stillness around him hits me like a physical thing. The Heatline lurches toward it, needy and relieved and furious all at once. Under the calm, his field feels tighter than usual, drawn in sharp like he’s holding it by the throat.

“Vale,” he says. “With me.”

“Deja vu,” I say. My voice sounds almost normal. “Let me guess. Warden before first period?”

“Earlier than that,” he says. “Move.”

We walk.

Students are still in their dorm blocks, so the corridors are mostly empty. The ones who are out flatten themselves against the walls as we pass, eyes wide, whispers trailing behind us.

I catch the words library and Morgan and trial.

My stomach flips.

“Jax,” I say quietly. “The collar - “

“Is not your concern right now,” Callum says.

“The hell it isn’t,” I snap. “They dragged him through the courtyard like an example.”

“He went off‑protocol,” Callum says. “With you. That makes you both examples.”

His jaw tightens on the last word, a tiny crack in the composure. The air around him thickens for a second, like his control slips and he yanks it back.

I swallow back the dozen responses that want to claw their way out.

“Did they reassign you back to me just for the theatrics?” I ask instead. “Or are we sharing this walk out of nostalgia?”

“Escort protocol was never rescinded,” he says. “I was moved. Temporarily.”

“Because of me,” I say.

His fingers flex once at his side, like he wants to reach for me and can’t. He doesn’t answer.

The silence is answer enough.

We reach the administrative tower. The wards here always feel colder, more precise, like the magic is as bureaucratic as the paperwork.

Inside the Warden’s outer office, the secretary’s chair is, predictably, empty.

Callum doesn’t knock. He opens the door and steps aside.

“Student Elara Vale, as ordered,” he says.

The Warden’s office is already full.

The Warden stands behind his desk, hands folded, gray on gray on gray. His scar looks whiter in the morning light. That’s new. Stress, or just my brain cataloguing fresh details to fear.

To his left, near the window, is Professor Ward. He’s in his usual charcoal, glasses gleaming, arms folded loosely across his chest.

He looks like he’s here to observe a particularly interesting experiment - calm, precise, detached - but his gaze catches on the faint red band around my wrist and tightens for half a heartbeat before he smooths it away.

On the right, near the door, stands Instructor Knox, posture rigid, tattoos stark against her bare forearms.

Callum takes his place beside her, completing the little semicircle of authority figures.

If this were an execution scene in one of Mara’s trashy biker romances, there’d be a firing squad.

Here, we just have people who can break me without lifting a weapon.

“Vale,” the Warden says. “Sit.”

I sit in the same chair as last time.

The Heatline presses tight against my ribs, trying to decide whether to shrink or bare its teeth.

The Warden doesn’t bother with files this time. There is a single tablet on his desk. It’s already awake, displaying something I can’t see from here.

“Last night,” he says, “at 0003 hours, the library wards registered an unauthorized spike in kinetic and harmonic output in Stack E, row six. At 0004 hours, your monitor registered a corresponding stress event.”

He taps the tablet once. A faint sound plays - a low, rising hum I recognize with a jolt as the way Jax’s power feels when it wraps around mine.

“Harmonic signature analysis confirms your involvement,” the Warden continues. “Along with Student Morgan’s.”

He looks up.

“Would you like to offer an alternative explanation?”

I could lie.

I could blame faulty sensors, a mis-calibrated ward. I could blame a nightmare. A bad sandwich. Solar flares.

I don’t.

“No,” I say. “You already know what happened.”

His expression doesn’t change. If anything, it flattens further.

“You left your dormitory after curfew,” he says. “You entered a restricted area with a high‑risk Level Four kinetic subject. You engaged in unsupervised contact, resulting in unmodeled resonance.”

Knox snorts softly. It sounds like disgust.

Professor Ward is silent.

Callum might as well be a statue.

The Warden’s gaze sharpens.

“After being explicitly warned about the consequences of deviation,” he adds.

Anger flickers up through the fear.

“You put us in a room together and told me not to treat it as anything but institutional obligation,” I say. “Then you’re surprised when the obligation leaks into every other part of the building?”

“You were not instructed to pursue extracurricular alignment,” he says.

“That’s not how this works,” I say. “I can’t turn it off because your forms say I should.”

“Which brings us,” he says, “to the problem at hand.”

He steps out from behind the desk.

The room feels smaller when he does that. More immediate. Less judge, more executioner.

“Student Morgan has been returned to isolation,” he says. “His privileges are revoked. His classification is under review.”

The Heatline flares, hot with protest.

“This is not solely his fault,” I say.

“I am aware,” the Warden says. “Which is why you are here.”

He looks at me like I’m a malfunction he has to log, not a person.

“Your presence amplifies risk beyond acceptable thresholds,” he says. “Your refusal or inability to adhere to suppression protocols accelerates that risk. Left unchecked, you will trigger an incident we cannot contain.”

“You keep saying ‘unchecked’ like you haven’t tried checking me from every angle,” I say. “Dampeners. Escorts. CST. How much more suppression do you think my system can take before it does exactly what you’re afraid of?”

Something flashes in Knox’s eyes. Agreement, maybe. Or annoyance that I’m saying it out loud.

The Warden’s expression doesn’t move.

“There are two options,” he says calmly. “Permanent placement in a Level Five dampener cell until such time as we determine you are no longer a threat.”

The room seems to tilt.

“Or,” he continues, “expulsion from the academy with a full report to the Council, who will make their own arrangements.”

That’s worse.

The Council doesn’t specialize in containment. They specialize in elimination.

My mouth goes dry.

The words hit like ice water. Behind me, the air thickens - Callum steps half a pace forward, body angling instinctively between me and the desk before his training yanks him back.

His field snaps tighter around mine, a futile barrier humming with restrained fury.

Professor Ward's head lifts sharply from his notes across the room, jaw clenching like someone proposed torching his research. His gaze flicks to me - piercing, personal - before he forces it back to neutral, glasses flashing cold light.

“Those,” I manage, “sound less like options and more like which flavor of obliteration you’re in the mood for.”

“You misunderstand,” he says. “Those are the outcomes your current trajectory guarantees. The options are what we do before we reach them.”

He glances at Professor Ward and nods once. He is already rising, folder in hand, crossing to the desk with measured steps.

His fingers linger on the cover, knuckles paling as if weighing whether to hand me over to it at all. Then he releases it, eyes locking mine with something raw and claiming beneath the professor mask - not school policy. Me.

The Warden slides it toward me.

RESONANCE TRIAL PROTOCOL, the header reads.

Subject: VALE, ELARA. Classification: Level 4 (Anomalous).

Trial.

My fingers twitch.

“What is this?” I ask.

“A controlled demonstration,” Professor Ward says, his voice smooth. “An opportunity for you to prove this academy can model and manage your capabilities without resorting to permanent isolation.”

I look up at him.

His face is calm. Too calm. His eyes are bright behind the glasses, interest cutting a sharp line through all that composure.

My Heatline twists toward him like a compass finding true north, heat pooling low despite the room's chill - wrong, when I should be calculating escape routes. His gaze holds mine a beat too long, dissecting, claiming, before he blinks it away.

Knox steps forward, leans her hands on the back of the empty chair next to me.

“The student body is on edge,” she says. “Staff too. You and Morgan have been a rumor storm since the Forge. You want to keep that from turning into a full‑blown panic? We need to show them something.”

“Show them what?” I ask. “Me on a leash? Me in a box?”

“Show them that you can be pushed without breaking the building,” she says. “Or that you can’t. Either way, it’s clarity.”

“Tomorrow,” the Warden says, “during third period, you will undergo a public Resonance Trial in the main arena. Under supervision, with full dampening precautions. Your peers and select staff will observe.”

“Public,” I repeat.

The Heatline recoils.

They want a spectacle.

They want to turn me inside out where everyone can see, then call it education.

“And if I fail your little show?” I ask.

“Then we proceed to the outcomes previously mentioned,” he says.

Permanent cell.

Council.

Obliteration.

“And if I refuse?” I say.

He looks almost bored.

“Then we treat that refusal as a confession of incapacity to adapt,” he says. “And, again, proceed to the outcomes previously mentioned.”

“So it’s not really a choice,” I say.

“It is an opportunity,” he says. “One you have already lacked the discipline to earn quietly.”

The Heatline surges, hot and sharp, pressing against my skin like it wants to claw its way out and wrap itself around his throat.

If I let it, I’m done.

If I don’t, I’m back where I started - being good for a system that’s already chosen my ending.

“The parameters are detailed in the file,” Professor Ward says. “You will have until tomorrow to review them. There is no advantage in ignorance.”

“On the contrary,” I say. “Ignorance sounds delightful right now.”

“Enough,” the Warden says. “You will return to your dormitory. You will report to the arena at 1030 hours tomorrow in standard training uniform. You will remain under escort until then.”

His gaze flicks to Callum.

“Sentinel Hayes, you will resume full escort protocol for Miss Vale until the trial is concluded,” he says. “You will ensure she does not leave authorized areas, does not contact Student Morgan, and does not interfere with her own monitoring.”

“Yes, Warden,” Callum says.

His voice is neutral. Perfect. It still hits something low in my chest.

“Questions?” the Warden asks.

I have so many.

What happens if I lean into what Lucien keeps hinting at instead of what they want? How much more can the Heatline take before it stops answering to anyone? What does Jax’s field feel like under that collar? 

“Will he be there?” I ask.

The Warden doesn’t pretend he doesn’t know who I mean.

“Student Morgan will observe from a secure location,” he says. “He will not participate.”

Of course.

Use him as audience. Reminder. Threat.

“What about Mara?” I ask. “My roommate. She’s not exactly subtle. If you turn me into a public demonstration without warning her, she might stage a coup in Herbology.”

Knox snorts again, this time with a hint of reluctant amusement.

“Then she can watch too,” the Warden says. “Perhaps it will be educational.”

I nod once, because anything else will fracture.

“May I go?” I ask.

“You may leave,” he says. “Whether you go anywhere from here is yet to be determined.”

Dismissed.

I stand.

The world feels off‑balance, like gravity has shifted three degrees to the left.

Callum steps forward, falls into place at my side, exactly half a pace back. Escort formation. His presence is a wall of calm at my shoulder.

“Vale,” Lucien says.

I look back, hand already on the door.

His expression is unchanged. Gray eyes, glasses, the usual precise interest.

“Read the protocol carefully,” he says. “It will not be adjusted for your comfort.”

“Noted,” I say. “I’ll file a complaint with the suggestion box.”

Knox snorts again. I think that’s her version of a laugh.

Callum opens the door.

We step into the corridor.

He doesn’t speak until we’re halfway back to the dorm wing.

“You’re pale,” he says quietly. “Sit as soon as we reach the room.”

“You’ll love this,” I say. “According to the Warden, that room might be a cell by tomorrow afternoon, so I wouldn’t get too attached.”

His hand twitches at his side - then lifts, fingers grazing my elbow in a ghost of a grip before he forces it back, like touching me burns worse than restraint.

“That will not happen,” he says.

“Oh?” I say. “You planning to stop the trial single-handed? That should look great on your performance review.”

“Don’t mock what you don’t understand,” he says.

I stop walking.

The corridor is empty. Cameras blink overhead. My monitor pulses a soft, steady beat.

“What am I supposed to understand, Callum?” I ask. “That you’ll stand there stone-faced while they drag me into an arena and see how much it takes to break me? Like you did while they collared him?”

Pain flickers across his face, fast and sharp - stays there, jaw grinding as his field surges toward mine, hot and helpless, mirroring the Heatline's desperate strain.

“You think that was easy?” he asks, voice low and frayed at the edges. “You think any of this is? Watching them collar him - knowing tomorrow could be you?”

“I think what I saw was you not moving,” I say.

“My job is not to move,” he says. “It’s to keep as many people breathing as possible while the people above me make decisions I do not get to vote on. Even when every instinct screams to shield you instead.” His eyes drop to my throat, darkening with something feral and denied.

“Including whether I get a future,” I say.

“Including,” he says.

There’s a beat of silence.

The Heatline strains toward him, wanting that impossible stillness. Wanting to sink into the space where his field makes everything else quiet for five blessed seconds - wanting him to break the rules and take the hit for me.

“If you want to live through tomorrow,” he says quietly, voice rough like he's swallowing glass, “do not go into that arena trying to prove you can be what they want.”

“What should I prove, then?” I ask. “That I’m a better weapon?”

His gaze darkens.

“That you can survive their tests without letting them define you,” he says. “That you’re not just… reactive.”

“Spoken like someone who’s seen too many people crack,” I say.

He doesn’t answer - just steps closer, too close, his field crashing into mine like a wave breaking on rock. The Heatline ignites, thighs clenching against the urge to press into him, to let him shield me from everything. His breath hitches, hand half-lifted toward my face before he fists it, eyes blazing with what he won't say: I'd burn it all if I could. Then he steps back, mask iron.

We start walking again.

Back in the room, Mara is pacing.

She stops when we come in, taking in my face, Callum’s presence, the file in my hand.

“Okay,” she says. “Who do I have to murder?”

“Resonance Trial,” I say, holding up the folder like a bad prize. “Public exhibition of my potential disaster value. Tomorrow at eleven.”

She stares.

“Are you kidding me?” she says. “They’re turning you into a pep rally?”

“Something like that,” I say.

She looks at Callum.

“You’re okay with this?” she demands.

“What I am is not relevant,” he says.

He looks like he wants to say more. Doesn’t.

“Curfew rules apply,” he says to me instead. “Do not leave this room without escort. I will collect you at 0930 tomorrow.”

“Can’t wait,” I say.

He hesitates at the door.

For half a second, the mask slips. Just long enough for me to see the man under the Sentinel. The one who held me while my power tried to rip the walls down and told me I wouldn’t break him.

“Elara,” he says.

I look up.

“Adapt,” he says quietly. “Don’t submit.”

Then he’s gone.

Mara lets out a long, colorful string of curses that would make a sailor blush.

She yanks the file out of my hand.

“We’re reading this together,” she says. “And we’re making a plan that involves you not dying in front of the entire student body. I refuse to be known as the girl whose roommate exploded in homeroom.”

Her voice is bright, but her hands shake when she opens the folder.

I sit on the bed and let her read aloud.

The protocol is worse than I expected.

Layered dampeners. Induced stressors. Simulated failures. Timed escalation. All phrased in neat, bloodless language.

At the bottom of the first page, in smaller font, is a line:

Subject is to attempt full suppression of anomalous resonance unless instructed otherwise.

The Heatline writhes like it’s been stabbed.

“Of course they want you to choke it,” Mara mutters. “They can’t imagine another way.”

She stops mid‑rant.

Her gaze skips to the second page, then sharpens.

“What?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer.

Instead, she flips the file closed and tilts it so I can see the corner of the second sheet, where someone has scribbled a tiny note in margin pencil.

The handwriting is small, precise, familiar.

Do not suppress tomorrow. Adapt.

My pulse kicks.

“Professor Ward,” I say.

“Who else labels the margins of his own death traps?” Mara says.

The Heatline surges, curious and wary and hungry all at once.

He sat through that whole meeting like it was an interesting lecture. Cool. Detached. Watching me drown with a scholar’s attention.

And then, when no one was looking, he slipped me a match.

Don’t suppress.

Adapt.

It’s not mercy.

It’s an instruction.

Mara drops the file on my lap.

“Well,” she says. “Looks like your favorite shark just volunteered to be in your corner. The question is, are you going to listen to him?”

I stare at the words until they blur.

Tomorrow, the academy will put me in a ring and try to make me prove I’m safe by strangling myself.

Professor Ward is telling me to do the opposite.

The Heatline hums under my skin, waking up.

For the first time since the Warden said trial, a thought cuts through the fear that doesn’t sound like surrender.

If suppression is what’s killing me, maybe the only way to survive their test is to break their rule.

I close the file, the pencil line burning into my brain.

“Yeah,” I say softly. “I think I am.”
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Chapter
Seventeen



The corridor outside the Trial arena feels colder than the rest of Havenfall, like the stone already knows what’s about to happen and wants no part of it. Wards hum under my boots, layered frequencies stacked so tight my teeth vibrate. The big obsidian door at the end of the hall waits with its glyphs dim, patient, hungry.

It’s empty except for the two Sentinels at the door, their auras held so steady it feels like they’re already rehearsing how to scrape me off the floor if I rupture.

Professor Ward isn’t with them.

Of course he isn’t.

I spot him in the side corridor that leads to the west observation tower, half-shadowed by a narrow window. He leans against the stone, coat unbuttoned over his white shirt and dark tie, gaze fixed on something only he can see.

To anyone else, he looks relaxed.

The Heatline doesn’t buy it.

It hums low, a taut, searching vibration. It remembers the way his field feels: cool, precise, sharp enough to cut.

I walk straight for him.

“Professor Ward.”

He doesn’t start. He never startles; he just shifts his attention like a scalpel turning toward new tissue. His head tips, gray eyes sliding from the window to me.

“Miss Vale.” His voice is smooth, almost bored. “You should be in the prep room. Preparing. Hyperventilating. That sort of thing.”

“I’m prepared.” That’s a lie. The Heatline is a clenched fist in my chest. “And I’m done waiting for you to stop avoiding me.”

A faint line appears between his brows. It’s gone almost immediately.

“I have not been avoiding you,” he says. “I have been working. Your behavior in the Forge created a cascade of… administrative concerns.”

“You mean all the times Jax and I nearly re-decorate the Forge with shrapnel and you get more data out of it?”

Something flickers at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. A fault line.

“Yes.” He says. “And the follow-up scans. And the council’s demands for updated risk assessments.” His gaze moves over my face, reading, measuring. “You have a talent for drawing institutional attention.”

“My favorite hobby,” I say. “Right after nearly dying in rigged Tests.”

“Elara.” The sound of my name in his mouth lands like a hand on the back of my neck. Too intimate. Too clinical. “The Trial is calibrated to your current control metrics. It is not rigged.”

“Don’t lie.” The word tastes like metal. “Not to me.”

His eyelids lower a fraction. “You’re agitated.”

“Of course I’m agitated.” I step closer, close enough to smell soap and starch and the faint ozone trace of his magic. “Callum grounds me without touching the dampeners. Jax turns the air into a weapon if I breathe too hard.” The words crowd my throat. “And you look at me like I’m the most fascinating bomb you’ve ever seen.”

His jaw tightens. “You are extrapolating from insufficient data.”

“Yeah, I’m learning from the best.” The laugh that comes out of me is ugly. “I don’t have to see the Warden to know he’s watching the way my name keeps popping up in incident reports.” I drag in a breath, the wards buzzing in my ears. “Havenfall has a goal with me. I want you to say it.”

He doesn’t answer.

The silence between us stretches thin. I can feel his field, the way it’s usually so controlled and flat, starting to lift at the edges.

“You told me in class that the institution values suppression over understanding.” My voice drops until it’s just for him. “You told me resonance failure is when the vessel can’t hold and ceases to exist. You told me to change shape or burn out.”

His eyes flash. “I warned you.”

“No.” The Heatline pushes, angry, electric. “You groomed me. You primed me for this. So say the rest. Say what the Trial is really for.”

“Elara - “

“Havenfall’s true goal.” I can hear my heartbeat pounding in my own voice. “Is it to teach me control… or prove I’m non‑viable?”

The word lands like a detonation.

He goes very still. For an instant, everything about him blanks - the faint, polite expression, the professorial distance. It’s like watching a machine shut down to reboot.

“Who used that term?” he asks quietly.

“No one.” My hands curl into fists at my sides. “I can read. I can listen. Non‑viable catalyst shows up over and over in case studies where the subject disappears from the record after a Trial.” My throat tightens. “What happens to them, Lucien?”

His name slips out like I’m bleeding it.

A muscle jumps in his cheek.

“Stop,” he says. The word is soft, but it hits like a wall. “This conversation is ill‑timed.”

“This conversation is the only one that matters.” I step in again.

We’re close enough now that my shoulder almost brushes his chest. His heat cuts through the chill of the corridor. The Heatline rises, drawn to the cold, lethal precision of his magic.

“Is the Trial designed to help me?” I ask. “Or to break me so they can stamp non‑viable on my file and call it science?”

His eyes meet mine. And finally, finally, the mask cracks.

“Both,” he says.

The floor tilts.

“You knew.” My voice comes out small. “You knew and you let me walk in here anyway.”

“I suspected,” he corrects. “Suspicion is not proof. And proof is required if one intends to accuse a system with this much political protection of deliberate harm.”

“Proof for who?” My chest aches. “The oversight boards? Headmaster Thorne? Yourself?”

“For anyone who might be convinced to intervene,” he says. “Without sufficient data, I am dismissed as… eccentric.” His mouth twists on the last word. “You have seen how they respond when I challenge protocol.”

“So you need me to go in there and either die or survive by accident so you can write a paper about it?” My skin feels too tight. “Is that what I am to you? A last experiment?”

His field spikes - sharp, involuntary. The Heatline surges toward it like metal to a magnet.

“No,” he snaps. It’s the most emotion I’ve ever heard from him, stripped and raw. “If you rupture in there, Elara, I don’t just lose an experiment. I lose the only data point that proves my entire model of resonance evolution is correct.”

“Wow,” I say. “I feel so much better.”

He inhales. Slow. Controlled. When he speaks again, his voice is low and dangerous.

“Listen to me.” He closes the last inch between us, and the corridor shrinks to the plane of his chest, the line of his throat, the thin wire of his glasses. “The Trial doesn’t merely test your suppression. It applies escalating stressors until your field either collapses or adapts. Thorne believes collapse is inevitable at your classification.”

“And you?”

His gaze drops to my mouth, then back to my eyes, like it costs him something to drag it up again.

“I think inevitability is lazy,” he says. “I think they built the Trial assuming you are a bomb. I am… attempting to prove you’re a new kind of engine.”

The words should feel hopeful. They don’t. They feel like a knife with my name etched into the blade.

“Then help me be the thing you think I am,” I say. “Tell me what to do in there so I don’t give them the outcome they want.”

His hand lifts. Stops a breath from my jaw.

“Adapt,” he says. “Not by compressing, not by choking the Heatline the way Knox has been forcing you to. That method only increases internal pressure until something breaks.” His fingers flex in the air, as if they want to touch my skin. “When they escalate the Trial, your instinct will be to clamp down.”

“That’s what they’ve been drilling into me.”

“Yes. And if you obey that training at maximum load, you will fail.” His eyes are flat, clinical, while his field trembles around the edges. “When the pressure spikes, you must do the opposite. Your system wants to connect. It wants more vectors. You saw it with Hayes. With Morgan.”

“And with you.” The admission leaves my mouth before I can stop it.

Silence.

His pupils blow wide.

“Elara,” he says, like it hurts. “You are not supposed to say that.”

“You already know.” The Heatline is buzzing now, a swarm under my ribs. My back finds the stone behind me; at some point I’ve retreated, and he’s advanced, and now there’s nowhere left to go. “Every time you get close, my power hums like it’s tuning itself to you.”

“I am aware,” he says tightly. “I am also aware that I am your professor, and that your brain is incapable of distinguishing new neural pathways for survival from attraction when your system is flooded with cortisol.”

My laugh stutters out, more breath than sound. “You think this is about hero worship?”

“I think you’re on the edge of panic and reaching for the nearest stabilizing pattern,” he says. “Unfortunately,” his mouth twists, “I spent a decade designing that pattern.”

“You designed - “

“The Heatline’s behavior violates known resonance rules,” he cuts in. “It adapts via external anchors instead of internal limitation.” His gaze searches mine like he’s charting fault lines. “When you connected with Hayes, when you stabilized Morgan -”

“I - “

“Your system is already building a network. The Trial will push it to complete that process or shatter trying.” He leans closer, and his next words come out on a harsh exhale. “If you go in there pretending to be a sealed container, you will shatter.”

The Heatline surges. It connects the dots faster than my conscious mind: network, anchors, him.

“So what?” My pulse pounds in my throat. “I’m supposed to go in there and… reach? For who? Callum? Jax?” My voice drops. “You?”

His breath catches.

“No,” he says.

The word scrapes raw out of him, like it cuts on the way.

We’re so close now I can feel the shape of his chest under his shirt with every inhale. The corridor sounds - voices, footsteps, distant ward humm - are muffled, like they’re on the other side of water.

“You just told me I need vectors,” I say. “Connections. You told me suppression will kill me. So which is it, Lucien? Adapt or obey?”

His hand finally, finally closes that last fraction of space. His fingers brush my jaw, the barest contact, a line of heat searing across my skin.

The reaction is instant.

My power spikes, but not the wild, roaring surge it becomes with Callum. This is a sharp, focused flare, a flood of data. The Heatline reaches and locks onto his field, mapping its edges, sliding along its rigid structures like a current seeking the path of least resistance.

He inhales sharply, eyes squeezing shut for a heartbeat.

“Don’t,” he says. It comes out hoarse. “Stop. This is exactly - “

“You started it,” I whisper.

I don’t know who moves first.

Maybe it’s him, finally losing the war he’s been fighting with himself since the first time I opened my mouth in his lecture hall. Maybe it’s me, driven forward by fear and the electric certainty that I’m running out of time.

Either way, suddenly his mouth is on mine.

It isn’t gentle.

There’s no careful lead‑in, no testing. It’s a collision - teeth, breath, the sharp crack of his glasses bumping my cheek before he rips them off with a vicious flick and slams his hand back to the wall beside my head. The other hand clamps the side of my neck, thumb pressed against my pulse, holding me in place.

Heat knifes through me. The Heatline doesn’t just hum; it lunges. It pours into him, not as chaos, but as a violent, hungry thread, wrapping around the cold, clean lattice of his field and sinking in.

He makes a sound against my mouth.

It’s not romantic. It’s not sweet. It’s a strangled, guttural noise, like he’s furious at himself, at me, at the laws of physics for allowing this at all.

My fingers bunch in his coat without permission. I drag him closer, because the second our fields mesh, the ache in my chest shifts - sharper, yes, but focused. Directed. For one heartbeat, everything feels horrifyingly, inevitably right.

His kiss is precise and rough at the same time. He takes like he’s starving and furious about it, mouth hard, breath harsh against my cheek. There’s nothing comforting here, no soft landing. It’s all sharp edges and pressure and the sense that this is a cliff we were always going to go over.

The Heatline roars through the connection.

I feel his control buckle. Not break - he’s too disciplined for that - but flex, just enough for me to taste what’s underneath: a deep, relentless obsession, cold as a scalpel blade, pointed directly at me. At what I am. At what I could become.

It terrifies me.

It terrifies him more.

He tears away like I burn him.

One second his mouth is crushing mine; the next I’m slammed back into cold stone with nothing holding me up. The loss of contact hits like decompression. My lungs seize. The Heatline shrieks at the sudden disconnection, flaring jagged against my ribs.

He staggers a half step back, breathing hard. His glasses hang from his fingers, frame bent. His hair is out of place, one lock falling over his forehead. His pupils are blown, swallowing the gray, and his mouth is reddened where my teeth must have caught his lip.

He looks wrecked.

He looks like he wants to do it again.

He doesn’t.

“This,” he says, voice shredded down to something raw. “This cannot happen again.”

My lips tingle. My heart is beating so hard it hurts. I swallow, tasting copper.

“That was - “ I start.

“An error in judgment.” He cuts me off brutally. His hands are off me now, fingers flexing open and closed at his sides like he doesn’t trust them. “A catastrophic one. Ethically. Professionally. Strategically.”

“You kissed me,” I say, because my brain is still trying to file the last ten seconds under real.

“Do not sound pleased about that.” He puts his glasses back on with vicious care, bending the frame straight. The lenses hide some of the ruin in his eyes, but not all. “Do not file it away as anything but what it was: a momentary loss of control that will not be repeated.”

Humiliation and something sharper scrape through my chest.

“So that’s it?” I ask. “You drop that on me right before I walk into your death machine and expect me to be fine?”

His jaw clenches. “This is precisely why it cannot happen again. You are not fine. I have compromised your focus at the worst possible moment.” His gaze pins me in place. “You need to understand something very clearly, Elara.”

“I’m listening,” I say, even though part of me wants to slap him. Or kiss him again. Or both.

He steps in just enough that I can feel the hum of his field without actually touching him. The restraint in that inch of space is a living thing.

“What I feel,” he says, the words slow and surgical, “does not matter. What you feel does not matter. Attraction is an inconvenient variable, not a safety net. There is no comfort in me you can rely on. I am not Hayes. I will not catch you.”

The truth of it slices cleanly through the muddled rush in my head.

Cold. Sharp. Dangerous.

Pressure, not comfort.

The Heatline settles into a tighter coil.

I meet his eyes. “Then why are you telling me any of this? Why warn me at all?”

His expression fractures for half a heartbeat. I see the man underneath the professor again - the one who stood too close after lecture and braced his hand on the wall by my head just to feel what my field does to his.

“Because,” he says quietly, “if you go into that Trial unadapted, you’ll die.”

The words slam into my chest with more force than any suppression pulse.

“Die,” I echo. My mouth is dry. “Not just fail. Not just get reassigned to a dampener cell.”

“Your nervous system will not tolerate the load they intend to place on it,” he says. “You are already operating near threshold. The Trial will escalate until either your field finds a new configuration or it ruptures. Rupture at your level is not survivable.”

The obsidian door at the end of the corridor hums, sigils brightening from dull gray to faint blue as the ward lattice boots up. Somewhere down the hall, a bell chimes. The Trial is starting.

“Then come in there with me,” I say, desperate. “Anchor me. Interfere. Something.”

“I am not cleared to enter the field with you,” he says. “Hayes will be in the control room. Knox. Two other Sentinels. They will intervene if containment fails.”

“You just said rupture is not survivable. Intervening after doesn’t help me.”

“I know.” His hand twitches, like he wants to reach for me again and is physically holding himself back. “Which is why you will not rupture.”

My laugh comes out thin and shaky. “That’s your big plan? Don’t die, Elara?”

“Yes,” he says. “With an addendum.”

He leans in that last fraction without touching, voice dropping to a near-whisper.

“When the Trial pushes you past your current control, do not do as you have been trained,” he says. “Do not compress. Do not seal. Open. Reach for the bonds your system is already building. Hayes. Morgan.” His gaze spears me. “If you reach for me, I will not answer. Remember that.”

It hurts more than the warning about death.

“I thought I was your engine,” I say.

“You are.” His mouth twists. “But even engines explode if you plug them into the wrong circuit. I am not safe for you.”

“You’re not safe for anyone,” I say, before I can stop myself.

His eyes flare. For a second, there’s something almost like pride in them.

“Correct,” he murmurs.

The bell chimes again.

A Sentinel at the mouth of the side corridor calls my name, voice clipped. “Vale. You’re up. Let’s go.”

I drag in a breath. The Heatline trembles, pulled toward the door and the roaring unknown behind it.

I look at Lucien one last time.

He stands perfectly still, hands folded behind his back now, every line of him screaming control. The only betrayal is his eyes, flat and bright, pinned to me like he’s trying to memorize my resonance signature before it changes forever.

“This can’t happen again,” he says once more, softer, like he’s re-binding a spell that already frayed.

“No,” I say. My voice doesn’t shake. “But I’m not going in there pretending it didn’t.”

His throat works.

“Adapt, Elara,” he says. “Level Fours don’t die because they can’t hold the load,” he says. “They die because, at the peak, the system offers them relief and they take it. If the dampeners spike, if everything suddenly goes quiet - that is the kill step. Do not trust the silence. Fight it.”

Then he steps back into shadow, leaving a corridor full of humming wards and the ghost of his mouth on mine.

I turn toward the Trial door, the Heatline coiled and ready to either kill me or save me.

And I walk.
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The containment arena looks like The Forge swallowed a stadium and decided to weaponize it. Tiered rows of metal benches rise from the circular floor, each row ringed with low railings wrapped in humming wards, the air sharp with copper and ozone.

When the doors at my back seal shut, the noise hits - a hundred voices, boots scraping metal, nervous laughter that sounds too high and too bright. Students line the benches in gray uniforms, some leaning forward, some already filming on contraband devices they think the cameras do not see.

For a heartbeat, all the faces blur.

Then I see Mara.

She is halfway up the stands, wedged between two Level 2s, hair a dark halo around her stubborn face. She is not cheering. Her hands are white knuckled on the rail, eyes locked on me like she is willing me to stay solid.

When our gazes catch, her mouth curves, but it is not a smile. It is bare teeth.

She lifts her chin and mouths, You have got this. Then, very deliberately, she tears her stare away from me and glares up at the glass of the control booth. Both middle fingers come up in a crisp salute.

A sharp, almost hysterical laugh punches out of my chest. It hurts, but it snaps something loose in my lungs. I am not walking into this completely alone.

I drag my eyes higher, to the booth itself.

Knox stands at the front bank of consoles, shaved head stark under the harsh lights, arms crossed. Beside her and the techs is a taller, broader shape in black - Callum. He is turned slightly away from the others, braced with his hands on the console, amber eyes locked on me through the glass.

The stillness rolling off him even from here hits my skin like cool gravity.

The Heatline surges toward it, a desperate lunge for that impossible quiet. For a second, the roar inside my chest dips, like it is listening.

Callum's mouth moves.

I cannot hear him over the crowd and the hum of the wards, but I know what he is saying. I have heard it in smaller rooms, with my hands shaking and his fingers around my wrists.

Breathe, Elara.

I do.

It is a ragged inhale, full of metal and fear, but his gaze pins it in place, steadies it. The connection between us is not physical now, not like the first day, but the tether is there - a line of calm through the chaos.

Farther back in the booth, Lucien stands with his hands clasped behind his back, face the careful blank of the scholar who will calmly write an autopsy report if I rupture. The Heatline hums at the sight of him too, sharper, more curious, remembering the way he tasted in the corridor when I let it reach.

Two anchors. Two different kinds of pull.

All of them watching.

And in the center of the ring, just me.

A chime rings through the arena and the crowd noise drops to a tense whisper. Knox steps up to the front console, taps a rune, and her voice rolls out through hidden speakers, flattened and amplified.

“Today is a Level 4 containment demonstration,” she says. “You have all studied the theory. You have all seen simulated data. Now you witness a live Trial.”

Her eyes flick down to me through the glass, impersonal as a scope reading.

“Elara Vale presents with high output and poor suppression metrics. Our goal is to assess whether targeted training has improved her ability to maintain structural integrity under escalating stressors.”

The words are clean and clinical. Education. Assessment. Structural integrity.

No one says what happens if the answer is no.

A tech beside her adjusts settings on the console. Glyphs flare across the obsidian floor around my boots, tracing concentric circles and intersecting lines. A translucent barrier hums into visibility around the ring, a glassy dome with faint sigils pulsing across its surface.

“This is not punishment,” Knox continues. “This is opportunity. Miss Vale will demonstrate what happens when protocols are followed.”

The crowd is very quiet now.

Inside my chest, the Heatline twists.

Opportunity, sure. For who?.

Four pillars rise from the floor around me, evenly spaced along the circle. Each is a dark column veined with light, cables running down into the stone. Atop each one, a containment orb flares into being, each a different color and frequency.

Top left: crackling blue white, vibrating so fast it blurs. Kinetic. It tastes like the first moment Jax's resonance slammed into mine in The Forge.

Top right: slow red burn, dense and suffocating. Like a sun core crammed into a marble.

Bottom right: tangled green shimmer that makes my stomach roll. Organics. Growth. Rot.

Bottom left: pale gold mist humming at the edge of hearing, sliding fingers along my thoughts. Emotional. Cognitive. It makes everything feel distant and fine.

“Phase one,” Knox says. “Individual stabilization. Miss Vale, you will compress each source into a stable node and release on my mark. Discharge into the barrier is not permitted.”

The Heatline bristles at the word compress.

I pick red first.

Heat slams into me as I step close. The orb licks the inside of its field, eager, greedy. I reach out, fingers inching into the sizzling air.

The energy pours into my hands, a flood of molten weight. The Heatline lunges to meet it, thrilled, but I wrench it away, guiding the surge up my arms instead of down into my center.

Compress.

I visualize iron walls, a vise tightening. The red snarls and claws, wanting to expand, to burn its way out.

My head throbs.

That quiet, cool part of me that sounds like Lucien notes, detached, that I am doing exactly what he told me not to do in the corridor.

I clamp harder.

The heat condenses, shrinking into a dense, angry sphere in my palms. It pulses, furious, but it holds.

“Node one stable,” a tech announces.

Soft cheers and relieved laughter scatter through the benches. I let the red ball dissipate and stagger back, breathing hard.

Blue is worse.

The kinetic orb buzzes like a hornet nest. The moment I touch it, my teeth chatter and my muscles seize, light strobing behind my eyes. Its nature is motion, and I am asking it to sit still.

“Come on,” I mutter through my clenched jaw. “Just for a second.”

Compress. Knot. Contain.

I wrestle it down into a spinning marble between my hands, a gyroscope shaking my bones.

“Node two stable.”

Green is nauseating. It tastes like swamp and hospital and spores. When I draw it in, my veins feel crowded, full of crawling things. I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood and mentally stuff the slimy threads into a tight, ugly ball.

“Node three stable.”

The gold mist is last. It slides into my mind the moment I get close, bypassing my hands completely. My fear recedes. My ears stop ringing. The roar in my chest muffles to a gentle throb.

It feels so good.

Too good.

For a second I almost lean into it, let the sweetness wipe everything clean.

Lucien's voice slices through the cotton.

If everything suddenly goes quiet, that is the kill step. Do not trust the silence. Fight it.

I snatch the gold haze out of my head and drag it down into my chest, then force it into my fists, compressing until it vibrates.

“Node four stable.”

Phase one complete. I am shaking and sweat soaked, but upright.

I glance up automatically, seeking Callum.

He stands as he did before, but the line of his shoulders is tighter, his hands white on the console edge. When our eyes meet, there is a flash of something raw in his gaze - pride, fear, that bone deep protectiveness that has wrapped around me since Assessment.

It hits me like a grounding pad.

The Heatline surges toward him again, craving that steadiness, the way his field drinks chaos and leaves quiet in its wake. For a second, if I narrow my focus down to just him, the arena narrows too, the pressure easing.

Then Knox's voice cuts through.

“Phase two. Simultaneous stabilization.”

The reprieve snaps.

The orbs flare.

This time they do not wait for me.

Streams of red, blue, green, and gold slam against the barrier, then leak through as four fast moving cords, racing straight for the center of my chest.

Every inch of my training screams in the same direction: clamp down.

I obey.

It is a mistake.

I throw up internal walls, the mental iron vice, the whole Havenfall suppression kit. The four streams hit at once and cram into the small cage I have given them, piling up around the Heatline.

Pressure spikes so fast my vision goes white.

My ears fill with a high, continuous whine. My heart feels too big, pounding against a ribcage that has not gotten the memo.

“Resonance levels escalating,” a tech reports. “Approaching threshold.”

I stagger but keep my arms out, fingers clawed as I try to split the influx, hold each stream in its own compressed knot. It works for a handful of heartbeats.

Then the gold starts to leak.

It slides through the cracks in my control, smoothing rough edges, numbing panic, blurring the pain. My knees buckle with relief.

Maybe this is fine.

Maybe if I just let go, it will all go quiet, forever.

Do not trust the silence.

I snarl, rip the gold out of my thoughts again, slam it down into my fists. The abrupt return of raw sensation almost breaks me. My stomach lurches; my eyes sting.

The other knots slam against their cages in the moment of weakness.

The Heatline lashes, outraged.

Inside my chest, something feels like it tears.

The big red glyph on the dome flashes: THRESHOLD.

“Hayes,” Knox says, tone clipped. “Prepare to ground on my signal.”

I choke on a half laugh. Now she wants his help.

On the other side of the glass, Callum moves.

It is a clean, decisive motion that cuts through the frantic activity in the booth. One second he is a dark shape at the back, the next he is at the front console, big hand slamming down on the controls hard enough that the surface rattles.

“I am going in,” he says.

Even through the speakers, his voice hits me in the sternum. That heavy certainty is the same one that held me together in Assessment, when he knelt in front of me and told me I would not break him. My body remembers before my mind does.

The Heatline does not just surge - it lunges.

It throws itself toward him like a live wire snapping to the nearest grounded metal. For a heartbeat, the pain in my chest thins, the pressure easing as if my magic is already halfway to his hands, already imagining the relief of pouring everything into that steady, mountain stillness.

“Negative,” Knox says. She does not even look at him at first. Her attention stays on the readouts. “Barrier integrity is holding.”

“Not for long,” he snaps. The controlled calm is cracking, thin fault lines running through his voice. “She is already at escalation. Another spike and she -”

“Hayes.” Her tone sharpens, finally cutting toward him. “You know the protocols. Level 4 Trials must be allowed to run to adaptation or failure without Sentinel interference unless physical containment is breached.”

His jaw clamps so hard I see the muscle jump even from the floor of the arena.

The Heatline claws at my ribs, desperate. It knows what his field feels like. It knows exactly how safe it is with him, which is exactly the problem.

“This is reckless,” he says. “She is not a variable on a chart, she is -”

“Our responsibility,” Knox cuts in. “Which is why we follow the research parameters. Stand down.”

The phrase lands like a physical blow.

For a second, every line in his body fights it. The stillness around him is no longer calm; it is strain - like a mountain under too much pressure, rock layers grinding, ready to crack.

His gaze drops to one of the side monitors, then lifts back to the arena.

To me.

We lock eyes through the glass.

The world narrows to that line - amber to mine, heat to heat. The ambient roar of the crowd drops out. The whine of the wards becomes background.

It is just him and the way he looks at me.

There is no Sentinel neutrality in his expression now. It is stripped bare - fear, fury, bone deep protectiveness. He is counting my breaths. He is measuring the tremor in my hands. He is cataloging every micro-flinch like he can somehow hold me together by sheer attention.

When Knox says, “Stand down,” again, softer but sharper, something raw flashes over his face.

It is gone in a blink, smoothed back under duty. But I see it.

It is the look of a man ordered to watch someone he cares about burn and call it protocol.

The Heatline jerks, trying to throw itself through the barrier, through the glass, straight into him. The feeling is so strong my body actually pulls forward, my feet scraping on the obsidian floor.

The red glyph over the arena is still blinking THRESHOLD.

Callum takes his hand off the console.

Slowly. Like it hurts.

“Copy,” he forces out. The word scrapes. “Standing down.”

The official answer hits the speakers, cold and procedural. It is the opposite of what every cell in my body is screaming for.

But he does not step away. Not yet.

His fingers flex once at his side, like they are remembering the shape of my wrists in his hands. Then he lifts his head fully and finds my eyes again, pinning me to him with that impossible focus.

His lips barely move.

No sound comes through the mic, but I know exactly what he is saying. I have heard the same words in a small intake room, with my forehead pressed to his shoulder and his palm at the back of my neck.

I have got you.

It is a promise he is not allowed to keep this time.

The bond between us twists on that contradiction - on the tension between what he wants to do and what he has been ordered to do.

The Heatline feels it. It coils tighter, a furious, aching knot that still reaches toward him even as reality shoves him back out of reach.

He straightens finally, deliberately putting space between himself and the console, withdrawing his hands like he does not trust them if he stays any closer. The stillness piles heavy around him again, not the easy silence I sink into, but a suffocating, braced quiet: every muscle locked, every instinct muzzled.

The tether between us does not snap.

It stretches - thin, straining, lit bright with all the things neither of us is allowed to do.

And in the center of the ring, with pressure ripping through my ribs, I hang on to that stretched line like it is the only solid thing in a room designed to see if I break.

It is not enough.

The pressure in my chest spikes again. The four sources slam against my makeshift cages, pounding on my ribs from the inside. My vision warps at the edges, colors smearing.

Up in the booth, warning sigils strobe brighter.

“Containment stability at sixty percent,” a tech calls. “Subject approaching rupture.”

The crowd shifts uneasily. Someone near Mara retches; someone else whispers that I am about to blow.

Mara does not look away. Her knuckles are still white on the rail. When she sees me sway, she shakes her head hard, mouthing, No, like she can physically shove me back into my body from three tiers up.

My knees hit the floor.

The impact jars up my spine, but it barely registers over the pain in my chest. The Heatline is a wire pulled so tight it has started to shriek.

Suppression is killing me. Callum cannot cross the line. Lucien stands a half step behind the others, hands clasped behind his back, and for once he is not hiding behind data. His eyes are locked on me, sharp and bright, like he is trying to will equations into my bones - not Stay contained, but Prove them wrong.

So Knox does the next thing.

“Phase three,” she says, voice suddenly almost gentle over the speakers. “Live variable.”

The far side of the arena floor splits open.

Metal grinds as a platform rises from below, bringing a chained figure with it, and I know who it is before I see his face. The kinetic signature hits first - wild, restless, a storm with nowhere to go.

Jax.

He stands in the center of the platform, wrists and ankles shackled in glowing cuffs, dark hair in a messy snarl over his forehead. His gray training shirt hangs crooked, one sleeve ripped, black ink twisting over his bare arm. His head is down, shoulders tight, until the platform locks into place.

Then he looks up.

His eyes are electric blue.

The instant our gazes hit, the kinetic field around him flares, warping the air like heat off asphalt. The suppression runes on his shackles spit sparks, trying and failing to keep him small.

The crowd explodes in whispers.

“Jax Morgan,” Knox announces. “Kinetic Level 3, currently flagged for instability. Bonded vector to subject.”

Bonded.

The word slams into my sternum harder than any energy spike. The Heatline reacts like it has been waiting for him all along. It does not just lunge - it recognizes him. The pull is instant and deep, the same brutal click I felt in The Forge when his chaos slammed into my system and, for one impossible second, my power stopped screaming.

Jax's gaze drags over me - the way I am on my knees, the tremor in my hands, the distortion of the air around my body. Every line of him changes. The wild, restless fight that usually lives in his shoulders reroutes in an instant.

“Elara,” he breathes.

There is no joke in it, no swagger. The word comes out raw, like it hurts to say my name and not be able to get to me. He lunges against the chains, not angling away, but toward me, like he is trying to put his body between mine and the next hit. The cuffs bite into his wrists; red wells under the metal. He does not seem to notice.

“What did they do to you,” he demands, eyes never leaving my face.

The Heatline surges at the sound of his voice, throwing itself at the bars of my ribs, desperate to close the gap. It remembers the way his hands felt braced on either side of my head in the Library, the way his grin had gone soft for half a second when he thought I was not looking. It remembers safety in motion, not stillness.

He tears his glare up to the booth.

“You wait until she is breaking and then you drag me in?” he shouts, chains rattling. “She can barely stand and you want to turn it into a lesson? For who?”

“This is controlled,” Knox replies, cool, almost bored. “We need to know what happens when the existing vector is introduced under load.”

He laughs, sharp and disbelieving.

“Existing vector,” he spits. “She is not a vector. She is a person. You push her this far and then you strap my power on top - you are not running a test, you are lighting a fuse.”

His eyes cut back to me, softer and worse.

“You hear me, trouble?” he calls - new nickname, like he just decides on the spot I am his problem to keep. “I am not here to make it worse. I am with you. You pull, I will move. You let go, I will catch.”

In the stands, Mara is on her feet, shouting something wordless and furious in my defense. A Sentinel moves to shove her back down; she knocks his hand away with a vicious swipe, eyes blazing.

A cracked smile pulls at my mouth. It hurts, but I let it.

“This is my Trial,” I say, voice scraping over the word. “He does not need to be here.”

“Your behavior in the Forge created a multi bond profile,” Knox says. “We assess the consequences.”

Of course they do.

They built the arena, the pillars, the dome, the rules.

They thought they were throwing me in here alone and measuring how long I could hold before I shattered.

They did not plan for Mara's stubborn faith in the stands.

They did not plan for Callum's tether straining against its leash.

They did not plan for Jax looking at me like I am worth breaking chains for.

And they definitely did not plan for Lucien Ward putting the word adapt in my head and daring me, with his eyes and his mouth, to prove every suppression protocol in this place wrong.

They did not plan for what happens when, instead of choosing suppression, I choose them.
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Ichoose wrong. On purpose.

The next pulse slams into my chest from all four pillars at once. Red, blue, green, gold. Heat and motion and rot and sweet, lying quiet. The cages I built in my ribs buckle. My vision tunnels down to a pinpoint.

Every Havenfall instinct screams the same thing.

Compress. Choke it. Make yourself small.

I have spent my whole life obeying that voice. It has never once saved me.

So I stop.

I stop forcing the Heatline into a narrow, shaking column. I stop pretending I am just another container that has to hold until it cracks.

I take one ragged, broken breath.

And I let go.

Not into rupture.

Into them.

The Heatline tears free of the vice and flares outward, not just up, not just down, but sideways, hunting for the three points that have been tugging at me since the day I arrived.

Callum. Jax. Lucien.

Field. Channel. Framework.

The moment I reach for them, they are already there.

Callum hits first.

His stillness has been pressed tight around the edges of the arena since I walked in, braced and held back by duty. The second I let my power stop fighting and start reaching, it drops into me like I have fallen through ice into deep water.

Cold, dense quiet wraps around the outside of my chaos, not smothering, just… holding.

The roar in my chest doesn’t vanish. It meets something solid.

The Heatline sighs.

My shoulders loosen by an inch. My lungs stop trying to claw out of my throat. It is not the gentle hush of the intake room; it is sharper, strained, with the tremor of a man barely holding himself in one place.

But it is there.

Breathe, Callum mouths again through the glass.

This time when I inhale, the air does not scrape. It slides in slow and heavy, settling on a beat that matches the steady thud of his heart at the edge of my awareness. The stillness around him extends, a radius of gravity I can step into without him taking a single step toward me.

For the first time, I understand: his field is not just something he does to me when we touch.

It is something I can draw on.

I open a little wider.

Jax slams in next.

His power has been pacing like a caged animal since they hauled him into the ring. The collar snaps, the cuffs spark, the platform hums. It all makes a cage he knows how to rattle, not how to escape.

The instant the Heatline reaches for him, the kinetic around his body surges like it has been waiting for a door.

The storm hits me in the chest, a rush of motion so intense it wrings a strangled sound out of my throat. It should throw me backward. It should crack my spine.

Instead, with Callum’s field underneath me, I have somewhere to stand.

I do not try to pin Jax’s power down this time.

I give it a path.

The kinetic floods into the Heatline and I feel it like a river, wild and heavy, pressure looking for a hillside to carve. It races along my bones, down into my legs, out through my palms, into the floor. The obsidian drinks the impact instead of the dome.

A low vibration runs through the stone, the same resonance as when I stepped between him and catastrophe in The Forge, only cleaner, smoother. Less desperate.

Jax jerks, eyes blown wide, but the shock hardens fast into something fierce and focused.

“That’s you,” he says, not a question. His voice is rough, threaded with awe and something dangerously like pride. “You’re inside it. You’re steering it.”

His chains rattle as he leans into them, not fighting blindly now, but following the pull, shoulders bunching like he’s bracing with me instead of against the cuffs.

“I knew it wasn’t just them trying to choke you small,” he grits out. “Look at you, trouble. You’re making it move your way.”

The kinetic pressure that has never known stillness learns, for one impossible second, what it feels like to move and not destroy.

The Heatline drinks that awe like it’s oxygen.

I feel them respond before I see it.

Callum's field flares - thicker, heavier, like he's pouring more stillness into the line because he finally understands I'm not just surviving, I'm choosing this. His hands flex on the console, veins standing out, gaze burning hotter through the glass.

Jax's grin goes sharp, feral with pride, electric blue eyes locked on mine like I've just handed him a weapon he's been starving for. “That's my girl,” he mouths, barely audible over the hum.

Lucien breaks first - he steps to the glass edge, palms slamming the rail, gray eyes widening in pure revelation as he mouths, “Change the vessel, Elara. Not the volume.” His lips part on a silent, reverent, Fuck.

Their reactions hit me all at once, three different kinds of heat braided through the single desperate thought clawing up from my chest: I am not choosing who I love. I'm choosing not to do this alone.

Lucien's structure snaps into place - equations sketching under my skin, turning chaos into vectors I can bend, split, combine. The four streams stop feeling like random floods and become lines his mind taught me to shape.

Up in the booth, people are shouting. I hear Knox curse under her breath, words chopped by the speakers.

“Readings?”

“Output’s spiking, but structural strain is - “ a tech stammers, hitting keys, “ - dropping. She’s - the dome’s stabilising.”

“That's not - “ Knox starts, then sharper, “Where is she routing the excess?”

The answer is everywhere.

Callum under me. Jax through me. Lucien around me.

The screaming static in my head wraps in Callum's thick, steady field. Jax's chaos runs clean through channels I didn't know I had. Lucien's lattice sketches equations under my skin - vectors I can bend, not break. His thought passes like live current: Do not crush it to fit. Become what holds more.

The Heatline stretches, not for fuel, but scaffold. His mind flexes around mine - chaos caged no longer.

The pressure in my chest stops being a bomb.

It becomes a song.

For a heartbeat, I am not on my knees in the center of a kill box.

I am standing at the center of three impossible lines, each one humming with a different tone, and somehow my body has learned how to play them together.

Callum’s field rolls out over the floor, deep bass thrum, swallowing stray spikes, making the air thick and heavy.

Jax’s kinetic rides that bass like drums, pounding through my legs, my hands, my spine, turned by the smallest flex of my will, the slightest adjustment of my stance.

Lucien’s structure threads through both, fine and sharp as strings, pulling notes into pattern, matching beat to beat, edge to edge, so the whole thing does not tear itself apart.

I feel all of them at once.

Callum’s jaw locked hard enough to crack teeth, but his field steady as a mountain under a storm.

Jax’s pulse a wrecked, frantic staccato in my bones, pushing more and more power into the channel because for the first time in his life, it is not trying to eat him from the inside.

Lucien’s mind a fever of observation - here, turn that, pull there, you can hold more, I knew you could, don’t you dare let them make you smaller.

The Heatline swells.

Not trying to explode. Not trying to strangle.

Just… expanding.

The glyph above the dome drops from THRESHOLD to something else.

STABILISING.

The crowd, who have been holding their breath so hard the entire arena felt vacuum‑sealed, suddenly inhale as one. The sound is a roar that barely reaches me.

Because in my skin, in my ribs, in my bones, is something more important.

For the first time since the Heatline woke in my chest as a kid, I feel what it is like to hold this much power without drowning in it.

Not because I have crushed it small.

But because I am not holding it alone.

“Holy shit,” someone whispers near Mara, loud enough to hit the speakers. “She’s - “

“ - not breaking,” someone else finishes.

Mara laughs, wild and wet, hands flying to her mouth. She looks up at the booth like she wants to climb the glass and shake Knox by her collar.

“Look at her,” she yells instead. “Look at what she’s doing.”

They are looking.

Every eye in the arena is on me.

On us.

Knox’s face has gone very, very still.

“She’s drawing on Hayes,” a tech says, voice thin with disbelief. “That field signature - “

“And Morgan’s kinetic curve is routed through her instead of the dome,” another blurts. “That shouldn’t be - we’ve never logged that -”

“And Ward,” the first whispers, staring at a flickering mental resonance graph. “He’s - there’s a bi‑directional spike. He’s - “

“Enough,” Knox snaps. “We are not in a seminar. Give me stability numbers.”

“Dome strain is down thirty percent,” the tech says. “Internal load is… high, but distributed. It’s - it’s functioning as a multi node.”

Mara’s grin goes feral.

“She’s creating redundancy,” the tech breathes, horrified. “If one stabiliser drops, the others will - “

“Don’t say it,” Knox cuts in, too late.

Lucien hears it anyway. His eyes flash.

Callum hears it. The line of his shoulders goes iron.

Jax hears nothing but me.

“Stay with me,” he shouts over the hum, voice ragged. “Whatever you’re doing, stay with me. Don’t let them pull you under.”

I am with him.

I am with all of them.

For a suspended, impossible instant, I am touching three men without a single hand on my body.

Callum’s calm is in my lungs. Jax’s motion is in my blood. Lucien’s structure is in my head.

The bonds are not theoretical. They are not data points. They are not weakness.

They are the only reason Havenfall is not rubble.

The arena knows it.

Havenfall knows it.

And that is exactly why, the second the graphs confirm what my body already knows, the institution panics.

“Shut it down,” Knox orders, voice clipped. “Sever all vectors. Now.”

The words hit harder than any energy pulse.

The Heatline flinches, instinctively tightening its grip on the three lines threading through me.

On the other side of the glass, Callum turns his head sharply toward Knox, lips already forming the start of a protest.

In his chains, Jax snarls, wrenching against his cuffs like he can physically hold the connection in place.

Lucien’s fingers curl against the rail, as if his first reflex is to dig nails into the ward and hold on.

Too slow.

The systems move faster than people.

Collars spike.

Dampeners scream.

Control glyphs flare.

Something hot and sharp slams down on the line tied to Callum, a crushing weight trying to force his field back into his own body, to cut it off at the source.

The tether between us whips tight, then jerks, the cool, heavy silence snapping from lake to ice shard.

The channel to Jax snaps sideways as his collar goes from warning blink to piercing, punishing light. Kinetic that was flowing cleanly through me hits a kink, pressure rebounding hard enough to make my teeth ache.

Lucien’s mind shudders against mine as the mental wards clamp down, blades of static slicing at the framework he has wrapped around my thoughts.

The Heatline screams.

Everything in me knows exactly what is happening.

They are not trying to save me.

They are trying to cut me apart.

“No,” I say.

Or maybe I scream it. I cannot hear my own voice over the chorus of alarms and Mara’s shouted curses and the grinding whine of dampeners overclocking.

I wrap my power around all three lines, fists clenched at my sides, nails biting my palms, and pull.

Not away from them.

Toward me.

If they want to sever, they are going to have to rip something out of my chest to do it.

Pain detonates behind my breastbone. The world tilts, colors flaring too bright, edges sharpening until the entire arena is a knife pressed against my skin.

For a heartbeat, I hold them all anyway -

Callum, dragged backward by duty and hardware and choosing, even in that, to lean as far toward me as he can without breaking.

Jax, straining against electric pain, shoving more of himself into the connection because he would rather burn than let go.

Lucien, fighting an invisible cage with nothing but his mind and stubbornness, clinging to the contact like it is the only proof the theories he built his life on were ever real.

- three impossible vectors braided through my ribs.

The Heatline wraps around them and tightens, every part of me furious and desperate and unwilling to be emptied again.

I feel the exact second the system bites down harder.

Something gives.

Not in the dome.

In me.
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Chapter
Twenty



Black.

Then red.

The world snaps back in jagged pieces - alarms shrieking, wards exploding in white-hot cascades, the dome above me fracturing like spiderwebbed glass. My body hits the obsidian floor. Pain detonates everywhere at once, but it's distant, like someone else's nerves.

The Heatline isn't in my chest anymore.

It's everywhere.

Power arcs off my skin in wild, uncontained lashes, blue-white lightning forking into the cracks I've already carved through the arena floor. Students scream from the benches, scrambling back as railings buckle.

Mara's voice cuts through - “Elara!” - raw and breaking, her hands clawing the rail like she could climb down and drag me out herself.

But I can't answer.

I can't move.

The severing didn't just cut the bonds. It ripped them.

Callum rips first.

His field doesn't just vanish - it shatters. The heavy stillness that held me up tears away like a sheet ripped from a bed, leaving vacuum where mountains used to be. My lungs seize, every breath now broken glass grinding against ribs that can't expand.

I feel him through the void. He's at the console, blood slicking his knuckles from pounding controls that won't respond.

Knox hauls him back by the collar -“ Hayes, stand down!” - but his amber eyes never leave me. His mouth moves in a litany I know by heart:

“Breathe, Elara. Fight it. I've got you.”

Even severed, even dragged back, his stillness reaches - a ghost pressure on my skin, willing me to match his rhythm. One inhale. One exhale. But the collar's spikes have him locked down, and his field fractures into static. The last thread snaps.

I taste his rage like copper on my tongue.

Jax hits next - like a bomb going off in my bloodstream.

His kinetic rebounds untethered, slamming back into his body with nowhere to channel. The platform under him shrieks, metal twisting as his cuffs melt into slag. His roar shakes the arena.

“Elara - pull through me -” - voice shredded, every word fighting the collar's lightning.

I feel it all. The way his power used to run clean through my bones now eats him from the inside, wild river turned flood. He's straining forward, tattoos glowing white-hot under his skin, electric blue eyes locked on mine like I'm the only fixed point in a world unraveling.

“You steered it once,” he shouts, blood trickling from his bitten lip. “Do it again. Use me.”

Pride and desperation braided so tight it burns where his channel used to thread my spine. He shoves everything he has left down our frayed line - raw kinetic, pure will - refusing the sever. But the dampeners spike, and his surge rebounds into the walls. Stone shears off in chunks the size of my head.

He doesn't look away.

Lucien fractures last - but deepest.

His structure doesn't break. It shears. Equations that sketched my skin bleed into static, vectors twisting into nonsense. The lattice around my thoughts collapses, leaving my mind a screaming void of raw input, no framework to shape it.

He's at the glass, palms bloody against the wards, wire-rimmed glasses shattered on the floor behind him. Gray eyes wild, no scholar left - just the man who kissed me in a corridor and dared me to become more.

“Adapt the vessel - “ His mouth forms the words through cracked lips, hands splayed like he could reach through solid ward-glass and rewire me himself. “You changed it, Elara. Hold the shape.”

His mind claws back through the static - not fuel, not stillness, but blueprint. Fractured angles trying to reform, telling me where to bend instead of break. But the mental wards clamp down, blades of suppression slicing the connection.

He slams his forehead against the glass. Once. Doesn't break. Doesn't stop.

They're all screaming my name. Reaching through severed lines. Fighting hardware with hands and will and everything they are.

“Full lockdown!” Knox bellows over the chaos. “Evacuate the tiers! Dampeners to lethal!”

Mara's fighting Sentinels at the rail - “Let me down there! She's not done!” - her voice cracking with the kind of loyalty that could burn this place down.

No.

The Heatline surges - not to fight the men, but the cage. The dome. The protocols crushing us all.

I don't compress.

I expand.

Power floods outward in a shockwave, not chaos, but a deliberate pulse - three frayed signatures woven through mine. Callum's ghost-stillness blankets the floor, snuffing stray arcs. Jax's rebounding kinetic channels into the arena foundations, cracking them open instead of us. Lucien's fractured lattice snaps the dome's frequency, glyphs overloading in chain reaction.

For one impossible heartbeat, the arena sings.

The crowd freezes mid-panic. Every eye locks on the braided light forking from my skin to the three men fighting to reach me. Mara grips the rail, eyes wet and fierce -“That's it -”

Then the lethal dampeners hit.

Cold iron slams through every line. The Heatline fractures. The world goes white.

I wake to silence.

Not Callum's stillness. Worse. Institutional void.

White room. Straps on wrists and ankles. Monitor cuffs humming at triple capacity, red lights pulsing like angry eyes. A collar heavier than Jax's locks my throat, suppression so thick the Heatline is a caged animal in my chest, muzzled, whining against invisible bars.

The Warden stands at the foot of the bed. Gray suit impeccable. Scar livid under the fluorescents. Face empty as the void they've shoved me into.

“Miss Vale,” he says. “You survived.”

Barely a question. Clinical observation.

My throat is raw. “The others?”

He doesn't answer. Tilts his head, studying the readouts crawling across the wall screen like glyphs on a death warrant.

“You created a multi-node resonance event,” he says. “Three anchor-grade bonds, active and redundant despite severance protocols. The arena is uninhabitable. Casualties: zero. Structural losses: catastrophic. Economic cost: incalculable.”

Pride should swell. Doesn't. Just the cold math of what I broke to survive.

“Where are they?” I rasp again.

“Contained.” His voice flattens to glass. “Hayes is suspended pending execution review. Morgan transferred to Level Five Authority holding. Ward is under research quarantine, access restricted to Central personnel.”

Execution. Level Five. Quarantine.

The words land like blades between ribs.

“You'll be processed tomorrow,” he continues. “The Central Authority has been notified. Multi-bond catalysts are... unprecedented. They'll want you intact for study.”

Intact.

Like cargo. Like the obsidian floor I cracked open.

He turns for the door. Pauses.

“One last protocol.” He nods to the guard. Something cold snaps tighter around my collar - a secondary lock, humming with finality. “For transport.”

The Heatline screams, thrashing against suppression so heavy my vision grays. Everything narrows.

The door opens.

Transport is a blacked-out van. No windows. Air recycled and metallic.

The collar keeps the Heatline locked tight, but I feel them anyway. Faint tugs at the frayed ends of our bonds, like severed nerves ghost-firing.

Callum. South. Stillness fracturing under institutional rage -heavy hands pinning him down, but his field leaks through cracks in their dampeners, reaching for me.

Jax. North. Kinetic storm raging against Level Five walls, his laughter sharp and furious even through the static. “Not done yet, Trouble.”

Lucien. East. Mind carving escape vectors into his quarantine cell, equations bleeding through suppression fields. “Hold the shape.”

They're alive.

They're fighting.

They're mine.

The van hits a bump. The collar glitches - half a second of slack.

The Heatline flares.

I feel them answer. Three pulses slamming back, defiant.

The driver curses. “Readings spiking - “

“Double the field,” snaps a voice from the front. Not the Warden. Higher. Central.

But it's too late.

The frayed bonds aren't gone. They're rewiring.

Callum's stillness seeps through first, cool pressure against my temples. Jax's kinetic thrums in my fingertips. Lucien's lattice sketches faint vectors under my skin.

The Heatline doesn't surge.

It listens.

This is what it was built for. Not suppression. Not isolation.

A network.

The van slows. Gates grind open ahead - Central's perimeter wards, humming like a thousand dampeners in chorus.

Mara's voice echoes in my head, from some lifetime ago: “Some people stabilize through one anchor. Some don't. Havenfall pretends the second kind don't exist.”

She was right.

And wrong.

Havenfall doesn't pretend.

It fears.

The van rolls to a stop. Doors hiss.

They're here for me.

Footsteps crunch outside - heavy boots, ward hums. Central's kill teams.

But now I know the shape of what comes next.

Three anchors. One node.

Unbreakable redundancy.

The collar glitches again. Longer this time.

The Heatline doesn't wait.

It erupts.

Power slams outward - not wild, but surgical. Callum's stillness blankets the van's dampeners, killing their frequency dead.

Jax's kinetic shears the doors off their hinges in a deafening screech.

Lucien's lattice cracks the perimeter wards like glass under a hammer.

Guards stagger back, weapons sparking uselessly.

The Heatline coils around my straps, snaps them like thread.

I rise.

“She's - “

“Containment br - !”

Their shouts cut off as the braided pulse hits - three men's power braided through mine, rolling out like a tidal shockwave. Not destruction.

Demonstration.

The front gate glyphs shatter. Alarms scream across Central's perimeter. Every dampener in radius flatlines.

I step out into the light, collar sparking at my throat, frayed bonds thrumming like live wires.

“Try to contain this.”

The Heatline grins.

Then -

Four.

A fourth presence slams into the network.

Not Callum. Not Jax. Not Lucien.

Deeper. Older. Vast.

It doesn't reach through a frayed bond.

It wakes inside me.

The Heatline bows.

The collar explodes.

And the sky splits open.
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Ready for more?

Fractured Bonds continues in this dark academy romance, dangerous magic, and forbidden connections that Havenfall was built to suppress.

Continue the series in Book 2: Fractured Bonds
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