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Chapter 1



Silver fire crackled in the hearth, casting ripples and shadows that gave the illusion of being submerged under water. I’d been surprised the first time Soul suggested we study here. This was the same girl who refused to cut in line in the dining hall or walk across the grass to save ten seconds. And truly, I liked that about her. She was sweet, and easy to predict, in a comforting sort of way. I didn’t have to guess with her. And I especially didn’t have to wonder if she liked me for me, or for what I could do for her. 

The first time we met, I approached her in the stacks and offered to write her winter thesis in exchange for under the table access to the Founders’ archives in the restricted wing. Her bronze cheeks had flushed a crimson red and she’d said that a subpar paper was hardly worth the risk of expulsion, before spinning on her heel and marching back to the front desk. Up until that point, no one had ever turned down an academic favor from me. Because they all knew that what I could accomplish in twenty minutes would be far better than anything they’d scrounge together over several days.

Just hours before the library shut down for winter break, I’d walked up to the front desk and placed my thesis in front of her with a satisfied grin. Honors. Proof that she’d be wise to take the deal next semester. But she’d barely glanced at it before pulling her own paper out of her bag and slapping it on top of mine. Honors with faculty commendation.

Damn. And in Arcane Theory too. Satisfaction melted into admiration as I watched her twirl a burnished curl around her finger, eyes already locked back onto the massive tome in front of her. The next semester, it became a sort of tradition. I’d walk in on any given day of the week and slip a highly scored assignment in front of her and she’d counter it with her own and an increasingly wry smile. Our back and forth quickly morphed into late night study sessions, and we each watched our already impeccable grades soar. 

And just when the days started to stretch longer than their welcome, the overzealous sun turning the eastern facing library into a human kiln, Soul had leveled me with a serious look and said it was time. We’d waited until the study nook abutting the locked stairwell emptied out before she pulled out silver key and led me down several flights of age-worn stairs and across an open air bridge to a seriously neglected wing of the school. The Founders’ archives. 

I’d given up hope of ever making it down there. The Soul I’d come to care for would never risk her integrity as one of the few, honored key-wardens. But there we were, standing in a dusty study room lined with books that looked old enough to fall apart with one puff of air. Surely one of them would explain the hollow ache where my heart should be. 

“You’re doing it again,” Soul said, peering at me through thick eyelashes. 

“Huh?” I tore my gaze from the silver fire and turned back to where she sat curled up on a chair. 

“Huh?” she repeated in a terribly unflattering impression of me. “You’re going to burn your eyes out like that.”

“The fire’s cold.”

“Still bright.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter if I have eyes if my heart decides to shrivel up and die.”

“Kaidan,” she said softly, setting down her book and coming to kneel in front of me. I studied the way her knees sunk into the plush carpet. Soul reached up and nudged my chin until our eyes met. “Your heart is not going to die.” 

“Well it’s not going to start working either.” 

“It works just fine.”

“Then why do I feel so hollow?” I snapped, and immediately regretted it. 

Instead of tensing, Soul crossed her arms over my knees and let her body relax against my legs. “I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out. I’m sure you’re not the only person to feel this way. And if there’s an account of it anywhere, it’ll be in here.” 

“Thanks, love,” I said softly. 

I didn’t have the heart to remind her that we’d combed through every shelf several times over, so I just nodded and tucked a stray curl behind her ear. Soul smiled up at me, her cheeks warming, and at that moment, I wished so badly that I could have the capacity to love her the way I knew she loved me. But as surely as I’d disappointed my parents in that regard, I knew I’d always disappoint her. 

“Well, isn’t this intimate?” a silky voice cooed from the open doorway. 

Soul yanked herself off my knees, forcing my hand to fall away. 

“Hey Tara,” she said with uncharacteristic timidity. 

I twisted to see Tara sauntering into the room, a green velvet dress clinging to her lithe body. The kind of body that made me want to rip off her clothes and lick her up and down. I swallowed hard and nodded in greeting. 

“What’s this about you not having a heart?” Her tone was light, but her dark eyes bore into me like she was waiting for me to lie. 

“He has a heart,” Soul said, shooting me a glare, before turning back to the stunning redhead standing in front of us. “He just seems to think that it doesn’t work.”

Tara snorted. “What, like an undead sort of thing?”

“No,” I shot back. “Like I don’t think I have the capacity to love sort of thing.”

“Damn,” Tara blinked at me, then glanced at Soul. “And you’re aware of this?”

“Obviously,” Soul flushed. “That’s why we’re here.”

“To caress each others face?”

“To figure out if there are any case studies on this.”

“Have you checked the Carvell?” Tara nodded over to the solid gold and crystalline glass case that housed a massive tome of midnight blue. 

“Obviously not,” Soul said.

“And why not?” Tara walked over to it and ran a finger through the collected dust. 

“Because I for one am not about to open a sacred text reserved for the anointed magistri. Believe it or not, I actually have a great respect for the sanctity of this institution, and I have no right to look inside that book, much less touch it,” Soul’s cheeks were pink with indignation. “Also, I don’t have the key.”

Tara snickered. “Well, I don’t have great respect for this institution, so if you want…” she trailed off, clearly waiting for Soul to push back.

She didn’t. In fact, Soul bit her plush bottom lip and sucked in a deep breath. “We really shouldn’t.”

“No?” Tara raised an eyebrow. “Not even to help your boyfriend?”

“He’s not-” Soul choked, and I quickly ran a soothing hand over her back. She shot me an apologetic look. “It’s not like that.”

“But what if it could be?” Tara asked. “What if all you had to do was open this dusty old book for golden boy to fall in love with you?”

“I’m right here,” I grumbled, looking between the two women. God, I might not be able to feel things the way I was supposed to, but I could certainly appreciate the gorgeous fucking standoff happening in front of me. Soul, sweet and heart achingly beautiful. Tara, sinfully pretty, with a wicked glint in her eye. 

An errant thought flashed through my head. What if I could have both of them? I blinked the thought away as quickly as it came. Who said I could have either? Tara liked to flirt, but she’d never made a move in the past two years of eye-fucking me from a safe distance. And while I was pretty sure Soul was in love with me, she’d never give herself to someone who couldn’t reciprocate her feelings. 

I must have looked as sour as I felt, because both women offered each other a decidedly indiscreet side glance, before apologizing and facing me directly. 

“We don’t know what’s in that book,” Soul said. “It could be the answer we need, or we could stumble on something we really aren’t supposed to see.”

“Oh please,” Tara slumped into Soul’s abandoned chair. 

“It’s behind glass for a reason,” Soul shot back before reaching for my hand. “You know I care about you, so I’ll try it, for you. But I just want to make sure it’s worth the risk.”

The look on her face was so soft and so earnest, I suddenly felt like a monster for ever giving her a reason for fall for me in the first place. She was in this room because of me. Breaking the rules she worked so hard to follow in every other way. She was considering opening the Carvell tome. For me. And what if the consequences were truly horrific? I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t-

A piercing trumpet blast cut through the room, reverberating between the sandstone walls. The three of us flinched in unison and quickly covered our ears. Why the headmaster insisted on the trumpet was beyond me. Soul maintained it was for tradition’s sake. I thought it was a stupid little gimmick. Yes, we’re studying old world magic. Ooh a trumpet, how very medieval. 

But gimmick or not, the trumpet was effective. When it finally died down, we remained frozen in our spots, waiting for whatever drill the headmaster decided to run today. 

“This is not a drill,” his bedraggled voice echoed through the academy as though he was speaking in each room directly. “An electrical storm is approaching rapidly from the north. It appears too strong to be natural, and we believe it was conjured to target us. Full lockdown will begin in ten, nine, eight…”

“Oh shit,” Tara snapped up. “We gotta go.”

“We don’t have time,” Soul said, her voice laced with panic. 

“Soul’s right,” I said, grabbing her hand. 

“Three, two, one.” A chest shuddering thud rippled down the corridor and into the study. We were locked in. “Students and staff, remain where you are and all will be well. Remember, curiosity burnt the cat to a crisp,” the headmaster chuckled. “Good luck. We hope to see all of you when the storm passes.”

In the following silence, no one seemed to want to make the first move. I looked at both the women. They looked at each other then back at me. None of us moved. 

“Fuck,” a voice growled from the hallway. 

All our heads snapped in the direction of the door in unison. It was still partly ajar, but seeing as the only light was in the room with us, it was impossible to glimpse anything out there. 

“Hello?” Tara called, sitting up straighter. 

Footsteps scuffled down the hallway, growing cautiously closer, until the door creaked open slowly on its rusted hinges. I wasn’t sure who I was expecting to walk through the door, but it certainly wasn’t a scowling angel wearing a patchwork jacket. Holy hell, she was pretty. Like, the kind of pretty that men devoted years of their lives to painting until they descended into the madness of never being able to attain her. And if I could paint, I’d probably do the same. 

“Hi,” Soul jumped up and approached her. “You might not remember, but we met that one time when Prof Himmel had our classes beta test new incantations on each other. Liz, right?”

The newcomer, Liz, nodded. “You’re Soul?”

“That’s right,” Soul’s face lit up with a grin. “Um, welcome to the party. I guess we’re stuck here for awhile. But that’s Kaidan and that’s Tara,” she pointed at the two of us. 

Liz gave us both a once over before nodding noncommittally and stepping farther into the room. I could see now that her colorful jacket was draped over equally busy pants that fluttered with every her move, and her white blonde hair was woven into an intricate braid down to her bare stomach. Just the hint of a tattoo peaked over the top of her waistband, and I was suddenly desperate to know what the rest of it looked like. 

I stood and walked over, hand outstretched. “Hi, I’m Kaidan.”

Liz looked from my hand to my face and quirked an eyebrow. “So she said.” And she walked straight past me to the sofa positioned across form the fireplace. 

Worried I might have offended her somehow, I looked at Soul for insight, widening my eyes in question. But she just shrugged and made a poor attempt at smothering the grin that pulled smugly at her lips. So most girls would never dismiss me like that. So what? I narrowed my eyes at Soul and mouthed ‘Asshole’ at her, and her composure cracked into an adorable snort laugh. I scoffed in amusement and she immediately slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle another laugh. 

“Care to share with the group?” Tara asked from behind me. 

Soul snorted again, this time through her palm. I gave her a playful shove and returned to my chair with a huff. “It’s nothing, she’s just being a dick,” I said. 

“Uh huh,” Tara looked between us, unimpressed. 

“So,” Liz settled onto the couch. “Were you guys planning an orgy down here or something?”

“What?” Soul squeaked, just as Tara barked a laugh. 

“Are you proposing one?” she asked. 

“Nah, I’ve met my quota for the week.”

“Ooh do tell,” Tara said, moving to sit next to Liz. 

“I was kidding, you horndog.”

“Well I haven’t met my quota,” Tara was undeterred. 

“Neither have I,” Soul added softly, and I couldn’t help but look at her in disbelief. “What?” she shrugged. “I haven’t.”

“So what were you doing down here?” Liz asked.

“What were you doing down here?” Tara tossed back. 

Liz reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a cigarette. “Bad habit, I know. But I can’t seem to kick it.” She slipped it back into her pocket. 

“Well, we’re trying to figure out why Kaidan’s heart doesn’t work. Isn’t that right honey bear?” Tara turned to me, eyes innocently wide. 

“It works perfectly fine,” Soul snapped, settling on the arm of my chair. “Stop saying that.”

“He said it first.”

“Well he’s delusional, and probably depressed.”

“Again, right here,” I said. 

“Have you looked in there?” Liz nodded at the glass case. 

“Thank you,” Tara sliced a hand aggressively at Liz before letting it fall to her bare thigh with a slap. 

“We were thinking about it,” I said, and Soul sighed deeply. I rested a hand on her hip, rubbing little circles with my thumb. 

“Yeah,” she conceded. “We were thinking about it.”

“So what’s stopping you?” 

Soul shrugged. “I don’t have the key.” 

“I didn’t have a key to the archives,” Liz said. “Yet here I am.” 

“Wait, yeah,” Soul straightened. “How did you get in here? And when? We’ve been studying for hours.”

“I didn’t sneak past you, if that’s what you’re asking,” Liz said. 

“Then how?” 

Liz studied Soul carefully, clearly trying to decide how much to say. She must have liked what she saw, because she let out a long breath and said, “Professor Deluca’s been teaching me.”

“To open warded locks?” Soul couldn’t have hidden her astonishment if she tried. 

Liz nodded. 

“Why?” I asked. It was odd. Deluca had been the one to suggest that I check out the archives when I first told him about my…condition. But what possible reason could he have for teaching a student to break through wards? They weren’t placed lightly. And they certainly weren’t broken without plenty of consideration. 

“Why not just make you a key-warden?” Soul reached for the chain around her neck and pulled out her own silver key. 

Liz sighed. “Let’s just say I’m not qualified and leave it at that. I won’t say anything else, so don’t bother asking.”

“Ooh mysterious,” Tara said popping up from her seat, not sounding intrigued in the slightest. “Are we opening this or not?” 

“I can try,” Liz said, then looked directly at me. “Want me to?”

I swallowed. This suddenly felt like a bigger deal than it had even five minutes ago. Much too big of a decision to make on my own. I looked up at Soul, thumb still caressing her hip. 

“What do you think?” 

Soul worried her bottom lip. “I think,” she exhaled heavily. “As much as I don’t want to admit it, we’ve tried everything else down here. Carvell’s tome is locked for a reason. So it must have something that can help you.”

“I thought you said he didn’t need help,” Tara said, an arch in her brow. 

“Leave it, Tara,” I said. 

Her eyes shot to me and hurt flashed across her face. I didn’t want to hurt her, but this was between me and Soul. The woman who had spent hours upon hours combing through every book in the archives for anything that might give me an answer, despite not even being sure there was an answer to find. 

“Love?” I looked up at Soul. 

She nodded. “Let’s try it.”

Liz stood and approached the glass case. Tara followed her, arms crossed and gorgeous face twisted into a scowl, and propped her hip against the table holding the case up. The silver fire cracked in warning as Liz placed her palms directly onto the glass. The shift in the air was subtle at first, like the humming static before a storm. But then Liz lifted one hand and began tracing the tip of her finger in swirls and arcs across the case. I’d never seen anyone attempt this before. And watching Liz work was a heady combination of intimidating and alluring. 

Symbols began levitating above the glass, twisting and settling, and it seemed the longer Liz went, the harder it became to move her hand.

“It has more layers than I was expecting,” she said, her breathing labored. “I’m not sure if I can get them all.”

“Sure you can,” Tara said, a note of bitterness poorly masking the awed expression on her face. “Unless you owe Deluca another blowjob before he’ll teach you how.”

“Fuck off,” Liz snapped. But there was no heat in her voice. It seemed that all her energy was pouring out of her hands, and her knees began to shake. 

I jumped up from my chair and darted over to her, settling my own hands around her waist to keep her steady. Liz didn’t acknowledge me, but she didn’t yell at me either, so I must have made the right move. Soul rushed to my side. 

“Please be careful,” she said to Liz. “What if it k- really hurts you?”

“It won’t,” Liz said, voice dimming. “He wants it opened.”

My stomach clenched. “Who?”

Liz didn’t answer. I wasn’t even sure I’d spoken loud enough for her to hear me. I could barely hear me. Only then did I realize the electric humming had grown more intense with each line she drew. And with one final sweep across the glass, the hovering sigils lit up all at once, flashing a crimson light throughout the room. They hummed and buzzed, and Liz slumped into ever so slightly, before the light shuddered the room once, twice, and then burst into a red mist. 

It hung in the air like pulversized garnets, twisting and glittering in the light of the fire. For a brief moment that stretched like an eternity, no one moved. Then Liz crumpled, and I tightened my grip around her waist just before her knees completely gave out. Carefully, I lowered her to the ground. 

“Oh my god, Liz,” Soul dropped down next to her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Liz croaked. Her braid was a frizzy tangle over her shoulder and loose strands stuck to the sheen of sweat at her temples. Faint crimson runes danced tauntingly across her hands and forearms, flickering in and out so subtly, I could have convinced myself I didn’t actually see them at all. I was so transfixed, I didn’t notice Tara move until she shoved me out of the way and knelt next to Liz. 

“You don’t look fine,” she grabbed Liz’s hands and turned them over. “You look like you dropped a toaster into the bath with you.”

“That bad, huh?” Liz gave a half laugh. 

“Well, maybe just a really full sink,” she said, then seemed to give it some thought. “Or how about a curling iron? That seems more plausible.”

“Than my hypothetical suicide?”

“You don’t seem the type,” Tara shrugged. 

Liz shook her head, but a smile tugged at her lips. 

“Now what?” I asked, crouching beside the three of them.

“It’s all you now,” Liz said, gesturing up at the book. 

Only then did I realize the glass case had completely disappeared. The book sat in the open air, the barrier gone. I stretched out my hand and let a light fluttering of the crystalline mist settle on my palm. Incredible. I looked back at Liz, flushed from the exertion, and my admiration swelled into something deeper. And if I didn’t know any better, a longing.

“Well,” Tara slapped her knees and reached up for the book.

“Be careful,” Soul gasped.

Tara just waved her away and settled the book on her lap, flipping it open to a random page in the middle. Almost immediately, the air in the room grew heavy, but Tara started flipping through the pages, brow furrowed. 

“It’s empty,” she said, and my stomach dropped. 

The fire snapped behind its grate, sharper and brighter than before. 

“What?” Soul scooted closer to look over her shoulder. “Is it still warded?”

A flash of electricity crackled through the room, setting my hair on end. It seemed the storm had finally found us and the headmaster had jumped the gun on initiating a lockdown. We could have been securely in our dorms by now. 

“I thought I cleared all of them,” Liz said, moving to look at the book for herself. She reached out to touch an open page, and the moment her fingertips brushed the paper, silver threads shot out of the tome, immediately weaving and bobbing around the three women. 

Tara started to scuffle backwards, her eyes wider than I’d ever seen them, but Liz grabbed her wrist and held her close. 

“The hell?” Tara hissed.

“Don’t disrupt it,” Liz said. 

Soul followed the thread with her eyes. “Disrupt what?”

“I think it’s trying to decide if we’re trustworthy?”

The rippling silver continued to flutter around them, stopping at their temples and sternums, and wrists, like it was inspecting them. From where I sat, it almost looked alive and curious.

“How could you possibly know that?” Tara glared at Liz. “You’ve just been bullshitting us this whole time haven’t you?” 

“Tara,” I said in what I hoped was a soothing tone. “She did get the case open.” 

“You know, you’re starting to piss me off,” she said, still in Liz’s unwavering grip. “You take everyone else’s side but mine.”

“I’m not taking sides,” I said. “I’m just-” 

The silver whipped away from the three of them and flashed in front of my face. It began perusing me in the same way, but now it moved faster, more frantically, like a dog catching a scent. It brushed against my forehead, then began slithering around my neck and shoulders. I should have felt panicked. But instead, the shimmering warmth of the thread hummed through my chest as it curled down to wrap around my torso and began to tighten. Apparently it found what it was after. I sighed into the strange embrace, feeling the thread sink beneath my ribcage and curl up in the hollow space. 

“Kaidan?” Soul’s voice was hesitant. 

I looked up at her and couldn’t help but smile. God she was beautiful. The most perfect creature in the world, and she was looking at me with such devotion that I thought my heart might burst on the spot. 

My heart. I touched my chest. The coiling thread began to pulse. 

“What the hell?” Tara whispered. 

I turned to her, and was immediately struck by the striking curve of her lips and quirk of her brow. The memories of all her past flirting rushed into me with such force that I gasped. What kind of feelings was she burying under those teasing remarks?

“It worked,” Liz said under her breath. 

What worked? What was she trying to do here? I looked at her in question, but any doubt died on my lips as I was reminded of the sheer admiration I felt as she broke through each of those wards, one bead of sweat at a time. She clearly had other motives for doing this, but god if I didn’t want to be the main one. 

The thread swirled in my chest with each realization, and before I could even process it, three offshoots sprung from my sternum and pierced into each of the women’s chests and fizzled into dust between us. Tara shrieked and Soul shot to her feet, and Liz – my breath caught. Liz’s previously inscrutable face had moulded into a fierce look of betrayal. I didn’t know what I could have done to deserve such ire, but it was clear she blamed me for something. 

“I didn’t -” I clutched my chest, thinking of the silver thread settled there. “I didn’t do that.”

“No,” Liz said, her voice empty. “Of course not.”

“Look,” Soul gasped and pointed at the tome now splayed open on the floor between them.

Slowing fading into view, deep, black ink began to etch itself across the page in flowing strokes. I could almost hear the scratch of a quill tip against parchment as the words filled the page. Most of it was difficult to read from where I sat, but scrawled across the top, in the decisive font of a triumphant scholar, read the words “The Union of Conscripts.”

“What does it say?” I asked no one in particular, unsure if I actually wanted to know the answer. 

“Um,” Soul swallowed heavily, then began to read. “After a devastating defeat in the 1542 Battle of Ambrey, mages Victor Clemence and Malia Adebayo conceived of a method of fortifying the nation’s defenses. With permission from the Ahlberg Academy, Clemence and Adebayo began weaving bonds between pairs of students of equal strengths in order to amplify their individual abilities. Initial tests proved too reactive, and it was hypothesized that complimentary abilities would stabilize the bond. When the interdisciplinary magics resisted each other, V.C & M.A began experimenting with conduits, a third party with no abilities of their own, to absorb the incompatible surges of power. This led to five recorded deaths and the revocation of their access to Academy grounds.”

“Holy shit,” Tara muttered. 

Soul flared her eyes in agreement and continued. “Undettered, V.C & M.A continued their experiments, until at last, a Triad succeeded. They determined that the deciding factor was a distinct emptiness to the conduit’s soul.”

It was my turn to gasp. All three women looked at me as varying degrees of concern swept across their faces, before Soul looked down to study the page. The moment her eyes left mine, an ache welled up in my chest and I shivered at the loss. At that moment, Soul shivered as well. I blinked. That had to be a coincidence. The room was cool, if not cold, and she was in the process of reading some fairly baffling information. 

“Could you summarize please?” Tara asked, cutting through the weighted silence. “It feels like there may be a point to this?” The waved a finger between the book and me. “But your voice is lulling me to sleep.”

Soul narrowed her eyes at Tara before turning back to the page. “I’m choosing to take that as a complement.”

“You should,” Tara leaned back against the nearest sofa. “It’s soothing.”

“Oh, thanks.” Soul pursed her lips, but didn’t look up. Though, from this angle, I could see a slight flush bloom across her cheeks. 

God, she was so pretty, it hurt. I wanted to brush my fingers over the pink of her cheeks and press my nose into the soft contours of her neck. I wanted to lose myself in the feel of her body that I’d hugged casually so many times before. Remembering those times now, it was impossible to believe that I could have ever chosen to let go. I could almost feel the soft curves of her hips beneath my hands and the press of her chest against mine. 

I wondered how they’d feel in my palms, lush and heavy and- I groaned internally. Now was not the time to start picturing her naked. I shifted slightly to hide the evidence of my suggestive thoughts, and Soul shifted too, clearing her throat as her blush intensified. Could she feel that? Surely twice was too much of a coincidence. I couldn’t ask her without sounding like a creep, so I kept my mouth zipped and waited for her to continue reading. 

“In summary,” she finally spoke up. “Only one Triad worked. They tried “emptying out” several more conduits, but it killed them. Well, officially, the students ran away and were never found. I’m reading between the lines.”

“That’s fucked,” Tara said, eyes closed and head tipped back against the couch cushions. 

I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my cheeks. Tara was always impossibly gorgeous, but something about her sitting there in a fairly vulnerable way, made her look human. 

“So what happened?” Liz spoke up from her spot by the table. I’d almost forgotten she was sitting there for how quiet she was being. 

“They were eventually caught and arrested for the endangerment of unconsenting test subjects,” Soul paraphrased. “Years later, Carvell found their ledgers and recorded all of their experiments in here. He says it felt providential. But,” she flipped through a few more pages. “The rest of the pages are blank, so I don’t know what kind of work he was doing. I’m assuming it was related though.”

“So,” I said, my voice feeling rusty. “They used an empty person to channel magic from two other users. Is that what this is?” I gestured between the four of us, thinking of the silver thread that now pulsed under my skin. 

“Maybe,” Soul said. “But you have your own magic.”

“It feels like more than that,” Tara said, eyes now open, but looking no less relaxed. “It’s not just my magic. Gravity feels different. Like I’m pulled to you,” she looked at me with renewed intensity. 

“It’s bullshit, is what it is,” Liz snapped, lurching to her feet. “He said the tome had information. Not that it would shackle me to you.”

“Who? Deluca?” I asked.

“Obviously Deluca.” She leveled me with a look of disdain that I for sure knew I didn’t deserve. 

“Don’t act like this was my fault,” I said. “You opened the case.”

“Well, you told Deluca about your condition.”

I reeled back as though I’d been slapped. “He told you about me?” 

Liz didn’t respond. 

“So you came down here to find me, and what? Convince me it was a good idea to open the book?” My heartbeat thundered against my ribs. “What the hell is this?”

In my head, I was furious. The sense of betrayal looming in the background. But in my heart, I couldn’t bring myself to feel anything but awe for the terrifying woman now leveling me with a devastatingly blank expression. The air grew denser, almost mirroring the slog of conflicting emotions roiling through me. 

“I didn’t have to convince you to do anything,” Liz said finally. “We all knew you were going to try it eventually. Deluca knew. So he sent me to do it safely.”

“Bullshit,” I uttered. 

“You’re just so caught up in yourself that you can’t even admit this is all your fault.”

“No,” I said, standing so that she couldn’t keep talking down to me.  “You don’t get to blame me for this.”

“I do if it’s your fault.”

“Guys,” Soul said placatingly. 

“What are we even talking about anyways?” Tara asked. “What’s his fault?”

“Nothing,” Soul said.

Liz barked a laugh. “Your loyalty is sweet,” she said. “But I don’t know if you realized, but we’re all bound together now. You can’t feel that?”

Soul shook her head, though the motion was hesitant. 

“No, I guess you wouldn’t,” Liz said, a trace of pity coloring her words. “You were already in love with him.” 

“I- I wasn’t,” Soul looked at me in panic. 

“It’s fine, love,” I shook my head. 

“And Tara wanted to fuck you anyways,” Liz said. 

Tara squeaked, the sound uncharacteristically timid. “What the hell, Liz?” 

“Am I wrong?”

“Why would you even say that?”

“I mean, it’s pretty damn obvious.”

“What the fuck is your problem?” I yelled at Liz now. This was getting out of hand. “You’re pissed that Deluca manipulated you into opening the book and you’re taking it out on everyone else. Was I curious? Obviously. I want to know what hell is wrong with me. But don’t pretend that you opened the case for me or even for Deluca or for anyone else but yourself. And you don’t get to fucking blame me for whatever conduit experimental bullshit decided leap out of the book and possess us. Last I checked, I’m not a two hundred year old magician.”

“No,” Liz said, her voice steely. “You’re just the guy who served himself on a platter to the one person still interested in this stupid book. You don’t even know what you did.”

I glared at her, unwilling to dignify that with a response. She didn’t get to pin this on me. 

Liz wrinkled her nose and stormed past me to the door. One step into the hallway, she turned back around, this time looking straight at Tara. “And I didn’t give Deluca blowjobs to learn that spell. I learned it to avoid them.” With that, she spun on her heel and disappeared down the hall. As soon as she left, a sharp pain tore through my chest, like the thread was being pulled in her direction, tearing flesh and sinew in its wake. I clutched at my sternum and turned desperately to see if the other girls were having a similar reaction. 

But Tara’s jaw hung open, and tears flooded her lower lashes. “I’m such an asshole,” she said. 

“No, you aren’t,” Soul scooted over to her, cooing softly. “You were just teasing, and you didn’t know.”

“But I shouldn’t have joked,” Tara sniffed. 

“Maybe,” Soul reached an arm over her shoulders and caressed her gently. “But you aren’t meanspirited. And you wouldn’t have said anything if you knew.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that I said it.”

“Tara,” I walked over and kneeled down in front of her, forcing myself to push through the pain. “You didn’t know. But I’m sorry.”

She nodded.

“And I’m sorry she lashed out at you before that.”

She looked up at me in question. 

“The wanting to bang me thing?” I reminded her. 

“Oh.” Now it was Tara’s turn to flush. 

“All you had to do was ask, you know,” I grinned, hoping to lighten the mood and to distract myself. 

Tara huffed a laugh. “Oh yeah?”

“Absolutely.” 

I stole a nervous glance at Soul, suddenly aware of how my words would affect her. But her face was soft, and her eyes flicked between me and Tara with a new type of fondness. 

Tara sighed and pushed herself to her feet. Soul stood with her. 

“You okay?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” Tara nodded. “I think I just need to get a little air. I’ll, uh, I’ll be back in a bit.”

Tara left without another word, clicking the door shut behind her. Her absence registered like a dull ache in my bones. It was a steady hum of discomfort, but it wasn’t sharp. Because she hadn’t left sharply, I realized. 

Oh my god, I was so fucked. I slumped down onto the couch and buried my face in my hands. 

“Kaidan,” Soul sat next to me. 

“I’ll be okay, love,” I said, not looking up. “I just need a minute.”

“Okay.” 

She settled closer to me, and the moment our legs brushed, sparks shot through me and the coiled thread in my chest ignited like a live wire. I might have jumped if the sensation wasn’t so welcome. But it was. Touching Soul like this felt different than it ever had, but it felt completely right. 

Soul was frozen beside me, and I wondered if she’d felt the same thing. But she didn’t say anything, and after a minute, she sank back into the couch. Unconsciously, I leaned with her, unwilling to let her get too far. Settling an arm over her shoulders and pulling her even closer, I rested my chin on top of her head and just breathed. It was unclear how long we sat like that. Could have been hours. Could have been a few minutes. But all I knew was that with each breath I took in her presence, the pain in my body soothed. It was clear that I would never feel more at peace than when I was with Soul. The shimmering thread flickered steadily.

A sharp crack pulsed through the stone walls and we both jumped. 

“Just the storm,” I said, more to myself than to Soul. 

She laughed. “You okay, big guy?”

“Woah, woah,” I said, pulling back slightly. “We nixed that nickname.” 

“Did we?” Soul pretended to think hard. “I don’t recall.”

“You’re so mean to me,” I teased. 

“True, my one pleasure in life is making you miserable.”

My pulse skipped. I could think of a few other pleasures I’d like to give her. My face must have betrayed my thoughts, because Soul’s grin dropped and her breath caught. Something urgent tugged at my chest, and when Soul flinched, I realized she could feel it too. 

“Soul,” I said softly, reverently. 

“Kaidan,” her voice caught in her throat.

I leaned in slightly and the tug became more desperate. 

“Do you feel that?” I asked. 

Soul nodded. 

“I feel like touching you is the only reason I’m breathing right now.”

She sucked in a breath, and then cautiously lifted a hand to my face and ran her thumb across my brow. It was the same thing she always did to smooth out the anxious wrinkles that inevitably settled there whenever our research came up empty. Familiar feelings of comfort and ease washed through me as I studied Soul’s face. 

Less than a year ago, we’d been strangers. Now, she was my best friend in the entire world, and if I knew what love felt like I’m sure I would have felt it for her. But the pull I felt for her now was different. Though rooted in whatever already existed between us, it felt bigger. More intense. It was like I’d been starving myself without realizing it, and now the only thing that could satiate me was sitting in my arms. 

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” she asked, bringing her hand down to my cheek in soothing strokes.

“I wish I could explain…” The words faltered on my lips. How was I supposed to say this? 

“Explain what?” her voice cracked. 

“I’ve,” I sighed. “I’ve always thought you were beautiful, and really I’ve always wanted you.”

She blushed, but didn’t look away.

“But all of that pales in comparison to how I feel about you now.”

“How do you feel about me?” she whispered.

I shifted to face her more directly and took both her hands in mine, settling them on my lap.

“Like I need you,” I said. “Like I was looking at you through opaque glass before. And now that I can see you more clearly, you’re dazzling.”

Soul swallowed hard. “You mean I look different?”

“No,” I said firmly. “You’re as perfect as you’ve always been. But whatever it was that kept me from being able to love you the way you deserved, I think that’s gone.”

“Don’t mess with me, Kaidan,” she said.

“I’m not,” I squeezed her hands. “I would never want to hurt you like that.”

“I know, I just. I’ve wanted you for so long,” she said with a burst of boldness. “I’m just trying to process what you’re saying.”

“Soul,” I leaned in closer, unable to hold myself back anymore. “Can I kiss you?”

Soul’s eyes flared, but she nodded. 

“You sure?” I tried to tease, but it came out sounding pained. 

“I’m positive,” she said. “Please.”

I reached up and twisted one of her curls between my fingers, then tucked it behind her ear. I trailed my fingertips down the side of her neck, allowing my thumb to come up and cup her jaw. I couldn’t believe this was happening. From the day I met her, I’d wondered what it would be like to kiss Soul. But also knew that Soul was the type of girl that wouldn’t kiss without feelings involved. And I couldn’t give her that. But now, sitting in a dusty old study, cooled by the soothing flames of the silvery fire, the only thing that mattered was tasting her lips. I was sure that if I didn’t kiss her, my newly beating heart might shudder to a complete stop before her eyes. 

Soul’s gaze flicked down to my mouth, and I knew she wanted this as much as I did. Maybe she even needed it the same. So, instead of talking myself out of it, I leaned in closer and brushed my lips to hers. 

The kiss was soft at first. Tentative and exploratory. My fingers tangled in her hair, hers clutched my shirt. But then her tongue swept across my bottom lip, and I knew it would be impossible for me to stop now. I sucked her tongue into my mouth, needing her as close as possible. I swept my hands down her sides and caught the dips of her waist. I groaned into her mouth. God her body was so soft, I wanted to bury myself in her. 

With a tug, I pulled her onto my lap. She yelped in surprise, but then immediately settled herself so that she was straddling my hips. The apex of her thighs was flush against my quickly hardening cock, and I could feel the warmth of her pussy seeping through her leggings. Unable to stop myself, I bucked up into her, sending a spark of friction through both of our cores. 

Soul gasped against my lips, and it was like a switch flipped. She began grinding down on me, swiveling her hips and rocking into my lap. Heat burned through my chest. Wanting and desperate. I needed Soul now. The way I needed air to breath. 

“Love,” I barely managed. 

“Please,” she whined into my mouth. 

I didn’t need to be asked twice. The moment Soul lifted her hips to rock again, I slipped my hands down her back and shoved them into her waistband. Her ass was soft in my palms, and I flexed my fingers, enjoying the way she sighed. Any other day, I could have just sat there with my hands down her pants and her lips on mine. But right now, I needed to be inside of her. 

So I tugged the waistband down, and Soul lifted to help me wriggle her out of her pants. Our position made maneuvering a little awkward, and we both melted into breathless laughs as I slipped the pants off her feet. Soul immediately settled back on my lap, and it was all I could do not to come right there. 

Straddled like that, the folds of her pussy were open for me and I could see how glistening wet she was. My mouth watered, and I made a mental note to find a table later where I could splay her open and eat her out until she screamed. But right now there were more pressing matters to deal with. Not even bothering to attempt nonchalance, I reached down for my zipper and ripped it open. The sound sent a zing through my spine.

As my cock sprung free, it unintentionally slapped against Soul’s pussy and we both groaned. God she was so wet for me. I grabbed the base of my cock and dragged my head through Soul’s folds, paying a little extra attention to her clit, before sliding back down to her entrance. She squirmed and panted against my lips, gripping my shoulders with a surprising amount of strength. 

“Kaidan,” she whispered. “I need you to fuck me before my heart explodes.” 

I paused briefly. “You feel it?”

“I already said I did,” she teased, though I could hear an unfamiliar desperation in her voice. “Please.”

I nodded, then with one hand on my cock and the other on her hip, I thrust upwards burying myself in her wet heat. 

“Oh my god,” she moaned, dropping her forehead to mine. 

The ridged muscles of her cunt fluttered around me, and the buzzing in my chest intensified. I bucked into her, and the pressure was unbelievable. She was so tight and so perfectly wet for me. I settled both hands on her hips and began guiding her pace. Up and down, in and out. Her cunt squeezed my cock beautifully, and I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to combust. 

Soul draped her arms over my shoulders and tangled her fingers in the hair at my nape, and began picking up the pace. She rocked and swiveled, and her wetness seeped from her pussy onto my balls. I tightened my grip on her and began rucking into her, fucking her cunt the way I’d always imagined doing. But this was better than it ever was in my mind. Soul’s face and neck were flushed, her pupils blown with need, and perfect little gasps slipped off her tongue. 

I stretched up and licked a line from her throat up to her ear, and she sighed. But I needed to taste more of her. Slowing our pace slightly, I reached for the hem of her shirt and looked up at her in question. Soul immediately nodded her permission and raised her arms. I whipped the shirt up over her head and reached behind her to unhook her bra. The only thing left between us was my own clothes. And it was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. With me still clothed and Soul completely naked, writhing on my cock, I’d never felt more like a god. 

Leaning in, I took one of her nipples into my mouth and sucked hard. Soul whimpered and began tugging and twisting her other nipple. Watching her play with herself was like something in a dream, but there was part of me that didn’t want to let her do my job. I nudged her hand away with my nose and began laving her nipple, licking and sucking and nipping. I moved between both breasts, still rocking into her perfect pussy, until her whole chest was flushed a delectable scarlet. She whined and squirmed, clearly trying to set a faster pace, and I looked up at her, unable to disguise my hunger. 

Soul’s curls bounced around her face, turning molten in the light of the fire, and something in my chest shuddered. It was longing. But deeper, more possessive. This woman was mine now. Whether it was the silver thread, or that fact that I was about to come inside her, I knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt. Mine. With that realization, I slammed her down onto me harder and faster, rutting into her hot cunt like an animal in heat. The sound of my balls slapping against her pussy mingled with our heavy panting and we grounded into each others mouths. 

“Kaidan,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

“Never,” I said. “Come for me, love. Come all over my cock.”

She nodded frantically, and rocked harder, her pace becoming wild. I could feel her muscles fluttering and tightening around me and new she was close. So I stretched up and nipped her ear. 

“Come now,” I practically growled. 

Soul cried out and her cunt clenched around me. Her naked body, slick with sweat, writhed against me as she rode out her orgasm. Watching her use my cock to draw out her own pleasure pushed me over the edge, and I came in hot spurts into her waiting pussy. I coated her insides, claiming her, and the thread in my chest tightened almost painfully, before releasing me into floating pleasure. 

“Oh my god,” Soul dropped her head to my shoulder. “That was incredible.”

I nodded, then nuzzled my face into her hers and kissed her cheek softly. “You’re incredible. You’re everything.”

“Kaidan,” she looked up at me, uncertainly clouding her dark eyes. 

“No,” I said. “No. You’re mine, Soul. You’re mine and I’m yours and nothing can change that. Don’t you feel it?” 

I grabbed her hands and placed them against my heart. Soul nodded, moving one of my hands to settle against her chest. Despite the heaving breathing and slick sweat, her heartbeat was calm. I realized then that my own heart felt the same. We were utterly right. 

Neither of us moved, and we sat there a little longer, with me still buried inside her. And I thought I could do this forever. But the thought of either of the other girls walking in on us spurred me to action. Not that I hated the idea of them seeing us, but I wasn’t ready to share this new intimacy with anyone else. 

It wasn’t until we pulled back that I realized the fire in the hearth was blazing unnaturally high. The room crackled with energy that rustled the pages of our abandoned reading materials, and more eerily, the heavy parchment of the Carvell tome. Soul looked as bewildered as I felt, eyes wide, scanning the room. Whatever released when we came together had branched out beyond just the two of us. 

The previously forgotten ache returned. Except, I was aware that if had never actually left. Even drowning in desire for Soul, I could still feel the the tangle of stabbing and dull pains that tugged at the threads around my heart. And the portion of me that now felt completely satiated through mine and Soul’s union, only emphasized the emptiness that remained. 

Images of Tara’s seductive grin and Liz’s sharp looks cut through the bubble I wanted to stay wrapped in. With a resigned huff, I placed a kiss on each of Soul’s cheeks, then the tip of her nose, then her kiss-swollen lips. She was everything, and she was mine. But I needed to figure out what was still missing. 

Soul slid off me and I helped her clean up and get dressed. That somehow felt even more intimate than what we’d just done. But maybe it would always feel like that from now on. Then we settled back on the floor and began studying the tome again. Soul drew her finger down the page in search of a particular passage, and when I touched the corner of the book, it hummed contentedly. 

A new strand of silver thread reached out from the book, then branched in two. One half found Soul’s finger and travelled up to the curve of her wrist, and delicately wrapped itself there, sinking into her skin. She was left with what looked like a stunning filigree bracelet with an opalescent glow, embedded in her wrist. The second half of the thread sought me out, snaking up my arm, past my elbow, and settling just below my bicep. A similar band wove itself around me and sunk into my arm. 

What the hell? I touched the band, but was met only with skin. I tried rubbing at it, but the glow only shifted with the movement. Soul did the same. 

“Is this because?” she looked at me meaningfully. 

“Because we made love?” I asked in an overly accented voice. 

“Ew,” she laughed. “Never say that again.”

I grinned. “What would you rather I call it?”

“Anything but that.”

“Had intercourse, if you’re feeling scientific,” I said. 

Soul scrunched up her face.

“Fucked?” I poked her ribs gently. 

“Knew it,” a voice grumbled. 

I hadn’t even heard the door open, but there stood Tara, arms crossed and cheeks blazing. 

“You guys fucked,” she said. Not quite accusingly, but definitely not matter-of-fact either. “I could feel it.”

Soul squeaked. “What?”

Tara nodded. “My skin started sparking and my chest hurt, and then I got incredibly turned on. Which is actually super inconvenient, by the way, when I don’t have a way to take care of it. And then I could feel you guys. And I just knew.”

Soul and I stared at her with twin expressions of horror. “You could feel us having sex?” I barely managed to eek out. 

“Yep,” Tara said, moving farther into the room and plopping on my old study chair. “Might have even enjoyed it too, if I had a vibrator handy.”

“You couldn’t use your fingers?” Soul asked. I whipped my head to her in disbelief. “What? Just a thought.” 

Tara grinned. It was that confident, seductive smile I was used to seeing on her. But there was something missing. Her eyes weren’t in it. There was nothing beckoning or flirtatious about they way they flicked between me and Soul. In fact, they looked hurt. 

“No, love,” Tara said, using my nickname for Soul. “I didn’t want to third-wheel without your knowledge.”

“But you’d want to third-wheel with it?” Soul asked. 

Tara quirked an eyebrow. I did the same. It wasn’t every day I learned a new fact about Soul, so this turn of events was fascinating. And not unwelcome. 

“I’m not opposed,” Tara said, eyes lingering on Soul before turning to me. There was still a flicker of hurt behind them. “So, what the hell is on your arm?”

I glanced down to where she was pointing and grimaced. “Not sure. We were looking at the Carvell and more thread came out.”

“And did that?” she asked. 

I nodded. 

“You’re looking at the page about bonding?”

“Yeah,” Soul said, pulling the book closer to get a better look. “I was looking for the part that talked about empty vessels, and I’m wondering if that’s why the spell targeted Kaidan.”

“The spell,” Tara echoed. 

“What else would it be?” Soul shrugged. 

“I don’t know. You guys are the geniuses.”

“Hardly,” I said. 

“Oh please, don’t play that modest game with me,” Tara said. “You guys have the most faculty commendations out of everyone our year.” 

“You keeping track of me?” I smiled, surprisingly pleased at the thought.

“No,” she snapped. “I’m just tired of hearing how smart you guys are. You know some of us have to scrape for every little assignment. Because until the faculty starts putting more emphasis on Animus magic, only you Mentis and Elemental users will live up to their standards.” 

I blinked at her. “So we aren’t the geniuses. If the odds are stacked in our favor.”

Tara stared at me, longer than was comfortable, and my neck started to itch. 

“I guess not,” she said. But her tone lacked the previous bitterness. 

Soul cleared her throat and we both offered her our attention. She re-read some of the passages from earlier, and pointed out some new areas that went into more detail on the experiments. As she read, I could help but get the sense that the Triad conduit bonding shit was painfully relevant. I was an empty vessel. The three women were each magic users or various practices. What if the book was set to activate when the right people came along? And what if Deluca knew that. 

I mentioned this to the girls, and they both looked at me with slight amusement. 

“What?” I asked, not sure if I should feel affronted or not.

“It’s just that, that’s kinda obvious,” Tara said, then turned to Soul. “Right?” 

Soul offered an apologetic look. “I think maybe because you’re right in the middle of things, it might be hard to get a broader perspective,” she said cautiously. “But yeah, it’s pretty clear that’s what’s happening.”

“Well, damn,” I chuckled. “Told you I’m no genius."

Tara rolled her eyes. “Only a someone who knows they’re obnoxiously smart would be willing to admit that. 

“So…”I trailed off. “The Triad.”

“Yep,” Soul said. “The question is how to we get your powers bonded together?”

“Hold on a minute,” Tara said. “Who said I was okay with any sort of bonding? Who says I want anything to do with either of you.”

Pain lanced through my chest and I winced. Soul sucked in a breath, and even Tara looked disconcerted as soon as the words came out. 

“I’m not going to ask you to do anything,” I said. “We don’t even really know what we’re dealing with.”

“Liz might,” Soul said. 

“Yeah, well I’m not exactly in the mood to talk to her right now.” The thought dropped a heavy pit into my stomach, and I realized that was a lie. “She can find us when she’s ready to take some ownership of the situation.”

Tara huffed. “You mean like you did? When you balmed her for opening the book, even though you asked her to?

“She offered,” I said. 

“Yeah, after she realized you wanted it.”

“No, she brought it up unprompted. Deluca sent her, if you recall.”

“Manipulated her, you mean,” Tara said. 

“I guess so,” I admitted “But neither of you get to pin all of this on me.”

“What about you two?” Tara asked, pointing between me and Soul. 

“What do you mean?” Soul asked, brows furrowed. 

“If you realized what the spell meant, did you stop to think for one second that you guys having sex might force the rest of us into the bond? What if we could have broken in unanimously?”

Soul chewed on her lip. “I didn’t think about that.”

“No,” Tara said. “You two are just so wrapped up in each other and his stupid empty heart to think about how your actions might affect others.”

“That’s not fair,” I started, but Tara interrupted me. 

“No, what’s not fair is you guys taking that decision away from us. What do Liz and I have to fuck you too now?”

Tara snarled the last words, but as she said them, heat flared in my chest. And a strong tug yanked at the invisible thread between us so hard that we both almost toppled forward. 

“No fucking way,” she said. “That’s not how this works. You chose Soul. End of story.”

Realization truly dawned. She wasn’t just pissed at the implications of the spell. She was jealous of my connection with Soul, and she was pissed that I’d been with her first.

“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” I whispered, feeling a new ache that must have mirrored her own. 

“Well, you did, Kaidan,” she said. “And I don’t care if the spell needs us to bond. I’m not a second choice. And I’m not sticking around to watch you guys eye-fuck each other. Cause lord knows it’ll be worse now that you’ve actually done it.”

“But Tara,” Soul said. “We need to figure this bond out. I’m worried, based on these records, that if we don’t, it could really hurt him.”

Tara scoffed. “It could kill him for all I care. He’s not my problem.”

I could sense it more than hear it that she didn’t mean what she said. But the words still ripped at my heart. I staggered slightly, and Tara’s eyes flared in worry. But then Soul reached over to touch my arm, and Tara’s face hardened into granite. 

“Figure you’re own shit out,” she said standing up. “Or don’t. I don’t care.” 

She left the room again without glancing back, and this time the separation burned. The weight of her rejection slammed into me like an anvil, and I keeled over onto the ground. I gasped for air, and the fire flared behind me, casting goosebumps across my skin. 

Soul threw herself next to me and began rubbing my back. The contact was soothing, but did nothing to erase the pain that Tara had inflicted. I still didn’t feel any closer to figuring out my condition or this fucking spell. But one thing was becoming increasingly clear: if I didn’t bond with Tara, and possibly even Liz, there was a high likelihood I wouldn’t make it out of this wing alive.


Also by Kelly Notte

Harem EGirls - Part One

Harem Inn - The Complete Series

Magical Harem Anthology

The Magic Watch - The Complete Series

The Magic Stick - The Complete Series

The Magic Ring - Part One

cover.jpeg





OEBPS/image_rsrcFU.jpg






