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Prologue: The Last Surge

The corridor shook.

Stone dust rained from the ceiling in gray curtains, and Kael Dayne caught a chunk of masonry the size of his fist before it struck Sera’s shoulder. Tossed it aside without looking. His eyes were on the darkness ahead, where the Blight pulsed like a second heartbeat beneath the dungeon floor.

“Formation holds,” he said. Not shouting. He never shouted. The bond carried his voice to all four women like a wire strung between their ribs. “Vara, rotate left. Devi, shield wall refreshed in three. Liss, keep the flank clear.”

They moved. Four years of trust woven into muscle memory, four years of dungeons and blood and laughter in the mess hall afterward. His party. His bondmates. The most decorated squad Aegis Academy had fielded in a generation.

Vara, the vanguard. Six feet of muscle and instinct, her twin axes trailing arcs of fire magic. She’d been with Kael since Year 1, bonded before either of them knew what that meant. She led the charge now with a wordless battle cry, her axes cleaving through a corrupted hound that dissolved into black mist on contact.

Devi behind her, anchor and shield. Quiet, precise, her [Barrier] walls shimmering blue-white in the darkness. She never spoke more than necessary, but when the corridor shook, it was her voice that held the formation together. Three years of fighting beside Kael had given her an awareness of his movements so complete she adjusted her barriers before he called for them.

Liss on the flank. The party’s combat medic, half-healer, half-fighter, her hands alternating between green healing light and the silver flash of her throwing knives. She hummed off-key when she worked, a tuneless melody that the party had long since stopped noticing. When Liss hummed, things got healed. That was all that mattered.

And Sera. Copper hair tied back for combat, golden-brown eyes sharp with channeling focus. She didn’t fight. She did something more important. Her [Purify] blazed against the Blight corruption like sunlight cutting through fog, holding back the dark energy that would have consumed them hours ago. The strongest healer Aegis had produced in three hundred years, and she stood behind Kael because she trusted him.

Level 34. All of them. Bonded so deep the Resonance hummed between them like a living thing, golden threads visible in the dark.

It wasn’t enough.

The Blight Surge had begun six hours ago. Reports from the upper tiers described it as a wave: corruption flooding upward through the dungeon like black water rising in a well. Monsters they’d killed a hundred times came back wrong. Faster. Stronger. Leaking dark energy that ate through barriers like acid. The academy had sounded evacuation orders at hour two. By hour four, the lower dungeon tiers were impassable.

Kael’s party was on Tier 6 when the retreat orders came through. They should have turned back. Every tactical manual, every dungeon protocol, every survival instinct screamed to pull out and regroup on the surface.

Kael had pushed deeper.

“One more level,” he’d told them at the Tier 6 threshold. The air down here tasted like metal and rot, the Blight so thick it left residue on exposed skin. Sera had looked at him with those golden-brown eyes, copper hair tied back for combat, and said nothing. She trusted him. They all did.

“We can end this,” he said. “The Blight’s source is close. I can feel it. We push through, we hit the node, and Sera purifies it. One strike. Clean.”

Vara had cracked her knuckles. Devi had adjusted her barrier stance. Liss had checked her healing reserves and nodded.

Sera had reached for his hand. Squeezed once. Let go.

“Together,” she’d said.

He was wrong.

The first to fall was Vara.

The corridor widened into a junction chamber, and the corrupted wyrm came through the ceiling. Twice the size it should have been, its scales weeping black ichor, eyes burning with Blight energy so concentrated it distorted the air around its skull. Vara saw it first. Brought both axes up in the defensive cross she’d perfected in Year 2.

The wyrm was faster.

Its tail caught her mid-dodge, a whip of corrupted muscle that sent her tumbling into the far wall. She hit stone with a crack that echoed through the Resonance bond like a bell struck with a hammer. Kael felt it: not just the impact but the damage, a shearing sensation across his sternum as Vara’s presence went from blazing to guttering in the space of a breath.

Her axes clattered to the floor. She didn’t get up.

“Vara’s down!” Devi’s shield wall flickered as her concentration broke. Her voice cracked. In three years, Kael had never heard Devi’s voice crack. “Kael, we need to pull back.”

“Hold the line.” His voice didn’t waver. Couldn’t afford to. Battle mage training: the commander’s fear stays in the commander’s chest. “Liss, extract Vara. Devi, double barrier. Sera, Purify on that wyrm’s core.”

They executed. Flawless, even now. Liss broke from the flank, hands already glowing green with emergency healing, and dragged Vara behind the shield wall. The humming was louder now, faster, the way it always got when the wounds were bad.

Sera stepped forward. Her [Purify] lanced into the wyrm’s corrupted core, and the thing screamed in a frequency that made Kael’s teeth ache. The corruption fought back, black energy flaring against Sera’s green light, but she held. Her jaw set, her eyes gone from golden-brown to full amber, channeling with an intensity that bent the air around her hands.

The wyrm collapsed. Dissolved.

But there were more. There were always more.

They came from both corridors. A pair of wyrms, smaller than the first but coordinated, moving with the eerie synchronization of corruption-linked beasts. Kael’s [Fireball] caught the first, sent it spinning into the far wall in a shower of sparks. The second flanked wide.

Liss didn’t see it.

She was focused on Vara, both hands pressed to the vanguard’s chest, pouring healing into wounds that weren’t closing fast enough. The second wyrm hit Liss from behind, jaws closing on her shoulder with a wet crunch. Her scream cut through the corridor.

Kael’s [Lightning Arc] killed the wyrm. Too late. Liss was down, blood pooling beneath her, the humming silenced. The bond connection dimmed. Not severed. Close. Too close.

Two bondmates down in thirty seconds.

Kael’s jaw clenched until his molars creaked. He could feel them through the Resonance: Vara’s fading pulse, Liss’s shallow breathing. Pain like someone had scooped out sections of his chest and left the cavities raw.

“Fall back,” he said.

Devi looked at him. “The exit’s three levels up. With Vara and Liss, we can’t move fast enough.”

She was right. He knew she was right. Four years of dungeon strategy told him exactly how this ended. The math was simple, brutal, and final.

“I’ll hold the corridor. Sera, keep Purifying. Devi, carry Vara. I’ll get Liss.”

“Kael.” Sera’s voice, steady even now. “There are too many.”

“I know.”

He kissed her. Brief, hard, tasting of copper and dust. Her hand found the back of his neck and held on for one second. Two. Then he peeled himself away.

“Go.”

They went.

He fought alone for eleven minutes.

Eleven minutes of [Fireball] and [Lightning Arc] and [Kinetic Blast], burning through mana reserves that should have lasted an hour. The corrupted beasts came in waves, and he killed them in waves. [Fireball] for the clustered groups, the explosion painting the corridor walls in orange light. [Lightning Arc] for the fast ones, the stalkers and hounds that tried to slip past his killing zone. [Kinetic Blast] for the heavy corrupted, the wurms and armored beetles that required raw force.

His body moved on four years of combat instinct. Pivot, cast, pivot, cast. Every motion had purpose; every thread of mana struck where it mattered. The dance of a Level 34 Battle Mage at the peak of his power, and still the corridor filled faster than he could clear it.

The Blight kept coming.

Mana at sixty percent. Fifty. He switched from area attacks to precision strikes, conserving energy, targeting the corruption nodes that Sera had taught him to identify. Irony: a battle mage using a healer’s knowledge to find weak points in corrupted beasts, knowledge he’d absorbed by osmosis over four years of watching the woman he loved do her work.

A corrupted stalker caught his left arm. Not a clean bite; it latched on and pulsed Blight energy directly into the limb. The corruption raced from wrist to elbow in three seconds, and the arm went numb from elbow to fingertip. Dead weight. He shattered the stalker with a point-blank [Kinetic Blast] and switched to single-handed casting.

Mana at thirty percent. Twenty. The corridor behind him filled with dying Blight creatures, and the corridor ahead filled with living ones.

Devi’s bond went dark.

The sensation was worse than physical pain. A presence he’d carried for three years simply ceased. One moment she was there, a constant blue-white thread in the web of his senses, quiet and dependable as she’d always been. The next: nothing. The Resonance thread connecting them snapped, and the backlash hit Kael like a fist to the solar plexus. He staggered, caught himself on the wall, tasted blood.

He kept casting. What else could he do?

Four became three. Three became two.

Liss flickered out somewhere on the stairs. He felt the moment with terrible clarity: a warmth contracting, guttering, then gone. Like a candle pinched between fingers. Somewhere above him, the woman who had hummed off-key while healing his wounds for three years stopped breathing, and the silence where her bond had been was a wound no [Mend] could close.

Two became one.

Just him and Sera now, her bond burning bright and terrified in his chest. She was still purifying, still fighting, still alive somewhere above him. He could feel her: the warmth, the stubborn courage, the love she’d never quite said aloud but that sang through the Resonance like sunlight through stained glass.

He ran.

Not fighting anymore. Just running. The battle mage’s ultimate humiliation: turning his back on the enemy and sprinting for the life of someone who mattered more than pride. Up the stairs, two at a time, boots slipping on stone slicked with Blight residue and blood that could have been his or could have been anyone’s.

Past the bodies of things he’d killed. Past the bodies of things he hadn’t. Past the corridor where Devi’s shield wall had held for three years of dungeon runs and failed tonight when it mattered most. Her body wasn’t there. The Blight consumed its dead.

Mana at four percent. Legs burning. Left arm useless, the corrupted limb hanging at his side like a stranger’s. Blood running from a gash across his forehead that he couldn’t remember receiving. His vision kept flickering at the edges, the first signs of mana exhaustion.

He climbed.

The bond with Sera was a lifeline. Bright, terrified, pulling him upward through the dark. He followed it the way a drowning man follows the surface: not because he knew where it was, but because every cell in his body knew which direction was survival.

He found her on the Tier 4 landing.

On her knees. Robes soaked with blood that wasn’t hers. She’d positioned herself over Liss’s body, shielding the fallen medic with her own while her hands blazed green, pouring [Purify] into the corruption crawling up through the stone toward them both. A desperate, futile rearguard action: holding back the Blight so the others had a chance.

The corrupted beast behind her was already mid-strike.

“SERA!”

He threw everything. His last mana. His body between her and the beast. A [Kinetic Blast] that should have vaporized the thing, that would have vaporized it three hours ago when his reserves were full.

It staggered. Didn’t die.

Its secondary limb punched through Sera’s chest from behind.

Kael caught her. The beast dissolved into Blight mist; he didn’t see how, didn’t care. She was in his arms. Copper hair matted with sweat and blood. Golden-brown eyes wide, confused, finding his face.

“Kael.”

“I’m here.” He slapped his last field charm against the wound and poured raw mana pressure into the cracked crystal until it sputtered muddy green against her torn robes. Stabilization magic. Battle mage emergency kit. It was pressure and panic wearing the shape of healing, nowhere near enough. “Stay with me. Sera. Stay.”

“Don’t blame yourself.” The words came as a whisper. Blood on her lips. Her hand found his cheek, fingers cold and trembling. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“It was. It was my call. I pushed too deep.”

“Kael.” She smiled. How she managed a smile with a hole in her chest, he would never understand. “It wasn’t.”

The bond went dark.

The bond did not flicker or fade. It severed so completely that for one impossible moment, Kael couldn’t remember what warmth felt like. The Resonance thread that had connected them for four years simply ceased to exist, and in its absence was a void so total that he forgot to breathe.

She was still looking at him. Golden-brown eyes open. Seeing nothing.

He held her. The [Purify] she’d been channeling died with her, green light guttering to nothing, and the corridor plunged into darkness broken only by the sickly purple glow of Blight corruption creeping across the stone.

The Blight found him like that. On his knees, cradling the body of the woman he loved, in a dungeon he’d led her into. The corrupted beasts didn’t rush. They circled. Patient. As if even corruption recognized grief.

Kael held her. How long, he didn’t know. The Blight crept closer, corruption staining the stone floor in widening circles of black, but he held her until the warmth left her body and the copper hair he’d memorized across four years of falling in love dulled to a color that belonged to no one.

He set Sera down gently. Closed her eyes with two fingers. Straightened the collar of her robes because she always kept them neat. Stood.

He lasted another forty seconds. No mana. One arm. Bleeding from a dozen wounds. The corrupted beasts came, and he killed three with bare-handed [Kinetic Blast] strikes that cost him HP he didn’t have, burning life force instead of mana because there was no mana left to burn.

The fourth was a corrupted stalker. It was faster than him. Its claws opened his throat.

He hit the stone floor next to Sera. Reached for her hand. Found it cold.

Darkness.

Then, light.

Something older than dungeon light or Resonance glow. Vaster, and utterly without emotion.

[SYSTEM NOTICE]

[USER: KAEL DAYNE. STATUS: DECEASED.]

[BOND NETWORK: TERMINATED. ALL CONNECTIONS SEVERED.]

[REGRESSION PROTOCOL AVAILABLE.]

[SINGLE USE. NON-REPEATABLE. ALL PROGRESS WILL BE RESET.]

[LEVELS, SKILLS, CLASS ASSIGNMENT, BOND HISTORY: ERASED.]

[MEMORIES: RETAINED.]

[ACCEPT REGRESSION? Y/N]

Kael floated in the white void. He had no body, no pain, and no Resonance. The absence of the bonds was the worst part: four connections that had hummed through him for years, gone so completely that the silence felt like deafness.

Just the prompt, hanging in emptiness like words carved into the fabric of reality.

Memories retained.

He’d remember everything. The four years. The bonds. The dungeons and the laughter and the way Sera tucked her hair behind one ear when she was listening. The way Vara cracked her knuckles before a fight, the ritual she’d never broken since Year 1. The way Liss hummed off-key while bandaging wounds, driving everyone insane until they realized the humming meant they were safe. Devi’s quiet voice steadying the formation when the corridor shook, the calm that held them all together when nothing else could.

He’d remember the mess hall at midnight, the four of them eating cold leftovers after a dungeon run, exhausted and alive and so certain they were untouchable. He’d remember the bond rituals, the Resonance flowing between them like light through a prism, splitting into colors only they could see. He’d remember Sera’s hand in his, the simple warmth of it, the way her fingers tightened when she was proud of him.

He’d remember all of it, and none of them would remember him.

He’d remember Sera dying in his arms. The blood on her lips. The smile that no dying woman should have been able to give. The way the bond went dark, not flickering, not fading, just ceasing. Like the sun hadn’t set but simply stopped existing, and the world went on without the concept of warmth.

He’d remember that it was his fault. The push to Tier 7. The arrogance that said one more level, one more corridor, we can end this tonight. His voice giving the order. His certainty overriding every instinct that told them to retreat. Four women who loved him enough to follow, and he’d led them into the dark.

He’d remember the sound Vara’s axes made when they hit the stone floor. The exact moment Liss’s humming stopped. The way Devi’s barrier flickered once, the quiet woman’s composure finally breaking, before the Resonance thread between them snapped. Four sounds. Four silences. Each one carved into memory like a wound that [Mend] couldn’t reach.

[ACCEPT REGRESSION? Y/N]

The void was patient. It didn’t rush. The prompt hovered, clean white text against the nothing, and Kael floated in the absence of everything he’d been and considered the cost.

All progress reset. Level 1, stripped of skills and bonds. Vara, Devi, Liss, Sera: all gone. Four years of combat mastery erased. Four years of bonds, the deepest connections a human being could form, wiped from every record and every mind except his own.

Single use. Non-repeatable. If he failed again, there would be no third chance. No System prompt in the void. Just the void, and the memory of failing twice.

He thought of Sera alive, surrounded by people who had never met him, and chose.

“Yes.”

The white light took him.


Chapter 1: Orientation Day

Kael opened his eyes to wooden planks vibrating beneath him.

A transport carriage. Enchanted wheels humming against packed road, mana crystals glowing faint blue in the ceiling fixtures. Twenty students packed onto benches, shoulder to shoulder, talking too loud about things that didn’t matter.

The realization that he was eighteen again hit in stages. First the hands: smooth, unblemished, not a scar or callus on them. He turned them over in his lap, flexing fingers that should have borne four years of sword grip and mana burn. Nothing. Soft as a child’s.

Then the body. Lean but undeveloped. No muscle memory in the shoulders, no conditioned response in the core. He shifted on the bench and his balance was wrong, center of gravity too high, limbs proportioned for a frame that hadn’t finished growing.

Eighteen. Level 1. Memories intact.

The transport hit a rut. Students lurched. A girl across the aisle yelped and grabbed her seatmate’s arm. Kael didn’t move. His core was weak, but the instinct that kept a body still during unexpected motion was bone-deep. He sat like a stone while teenagers swayed around him.

The boy next to him gave him a look. “You all right? You look like someone told you the world ended.”

Kael’s jaw worked. He almost said: It did.

“Fine,” he said. “Just nervous.”

The academy appeared through the transport’s narrow windows, and his stomach dropped.

Aegis Academy. Carved into a mountainside in sweeping tiers of pale stone and enchanted glass, spires catching morning light like upturned swords. The main gate was sixty feet of iron and wards, flanked by statues of the founders that he’d walked past a thousand times. Above it, the academy crest: a shield split into four quadrants for the four major tracks. Battle Mage red, Healer green, Scholar blue, Warden amber.

The other freshmen pressed against the windows. Gasps. Excited whispers. A nervous girl across the aisle was telling her seatmate about her family saving for three years to cover the tuition, because Aegis was the only path to a guild license, and without a guild license you couldn’t legally heal so much as a splinter in any regulated territory. For them, this was the first glimpse of the institution they’d dreamed about since childhood. For Kael, it was like looking at a photograph of someone you’d loved and buried.

“Scholar placement is where the real money is,” someone said near the rear. “Private enchantment contracts. Ward audits. Court advisory work.”

“If you want to spend your life reading error reports,” another student said. “Battle Mage is where reputation comes from. Clear three dungeons by graduation and every guild in the capital bids for you.”

“Warden licenses pay better than both if you can stomach containment duty.”

The carriage filled with the small ambitions of eighteen-year-olds who had never watched those ambitions bleed out on dungeon stone. Kael listened because he couldn’t stop listening. Guild licenses. Track rankings. Apprenticeship offers. The words had once mattered to him with the desperate importance of a future being assembled piece by piece. First-year assessment scores determined instructor attention. Instructor attention determined dungeon party assignments. Dungeon party assignments determined guild recommendations. Every freshman in the carriage understood the outline of that machinery, but none of them understood how sharp its teeth were.

A boy with ink-stained fingers leaned across the aisle. “You know why they make everyone sort before lunch? My sister says it’s so the crystal can read your fasting mana clean.”

“Your sister is wrong,” Kael said before he could stop himself.

The boy blinked. “What?”

Kael looked toward the window. “The crystals don’t care what you ate. The timing is administrative. Sorting before lunch means dorm assignments can be posted by evening.”

Three students stared at him.

“My cousin works in records,” Kael added, because eighteen-year-old freshmen were allowed to know things through cousins and uncles and other convenient ghosts.

The ink-fingered boy nodded as if that explained it. “Right. Records.”

The transport curved along the mountain road. The academy grew larger with each turn, not emerging from the stone so much as commanding it. Terraces stepped down the slope in disciplined layers: training yards cut into the cliffside, greenhouse roofs flashing silver, the infirmary dome half-hidden beneath enchanted ivy, ward pylons rising like amber needles along the outer wall. He could map the place from memory with his eyes closed. The first-year herb garden on the eastern terrace. The old Scholar annex with the cold reading rooms. The Warden yard where containment circles were burned into the paving stones. The Battle Mage barracks on the western tier, closest to the dungeon roads, because the academy liked symbolism when it didn’t have to pay for the consequences.

He knew every corridor. Every staircase. Every shortcut through the kitchens and every hidden alcove in the library’s fourth floor. He knew which flagstones in the east wing squeaked and which windows in the battle mage barracks stuck in humid weather. He knew that the third bench in the central courtyard had a loose stone that made a good hiding spot for notes, and that the east terrace had the best view of the sunset, and that the dungeons’ Tier 3 entrance smelled like copper and old magic.

He knew that in four years, the dungeon entrance would smell like blood.

He knew that the girl sitting three rows ahead of him had been dead fourteen hours ago.

Her slack limbs dragging against his arms. The copper smell of blood mixing with Blight corruption. Cold fingers on his jaw.

MEMORY ECHO

Kael’s hand lifted toward the base of his skull. Involuntary. The flash lasted two seconds, maybe three: not a scene but a sensory imprint, the feel of her slipping away compressed into a single heartbeat. Everything he saw now was colored by four years that nobody else remembered.

He forced his hand back to his lap. Forced his eyes forward. Forced the dead woman’s face out of his vision and replaced it with the living one.

She was three rows ahead. Copper hair loose past her shoulders, catching the morning light through the transport window in warm amber. A plant of some kind poked from her robe pocket. She was talking to the girl next to her, head tilted in that listening posture he knew like his own heartbeat.

Alive.

The transport rumbled through the main gate, and Kael Dayne entered Aegis Academy for the second time.



The Sorting Hall was exactly as he remembered it. Vast circular chamber, tiered seating rising in concentric rings around a central platform where the Sorting Crystals stood in their iron cradles. Four crystals, four tracks: Battle Mage red, Healer green, Scholar blue, Warden amber. Each one humming with classification magic older than the academy itself.

Two hundred freshmen filed in. The noise was enormous: nervous laughter, whispered speculation, the shuffle of new robes and new boots on old stone. Kael found a seat near the back. Positioned with a wall behind him and clear sightlines to both exits.

He didn’t think about it. Didn’t have to. Four years of dungeon survival had coded threat assessment into his nervous system, and no amount of regression could erase the habit.

The boy beside him was talking. Broad-shouldered kid with sandy brown hair and the easy confidence of never having lost at anything. Battle mage material. Kael’s brain tagged him automatically: good footwork potential, shield-hand dominant, arrogant but not stupid. A fighter who’d peak at Year 2 unless someone broke his ego first.

“Torren Grieve,” the kid said, extending a hand. “You here for Battle Mage?”

Kael shook it. “Kael Dayne.”

“What track are you hoping for?”

“Battle Mage.” The words came out flat. Certain. Because he was certain. Four years of Level 34 combat experience and a [Regression] that had cost him everything. The System would sort him back where he belonged, and he’d have four years to prevent the Surge instead of dying in it.

“Good man.” Torren clapped his shoulder. “See you in the training yard.”

The sorting began.

Names called alphabetically. Each student stepped onto the central platform, placed their hand on the appropriate crystal. The crystal flared. Track assignment displayed in floating golden text above the platform for the entire hall to see.

[BATTLE MAGE]

[SCHOLAR]

[WARDEN]

[BATTLE MAGE]

[HEALER]

Each announcement met with scattered applause. The Battle Mage assignments got the loudest. Kael watched without expression as students filtered to their track sections. Red for Battle Mage, green for Healer, blue for Scholar, amber for Warden.

His brain sorted the tracks automatically. Battle Mages were the offensive arm: dungeon combat, Blight suppression, the sharp end of every operation. Healers were the medical backbone and support structure. Scholars handled research, enchantment design, ward theory, and the institutional knowledge that kept the academy’s infrastructure functioning. Wardens ran defensive containment: dungeon perimeter security, ward maintenance, protective barrier operations. Four tracks, four pillars. He’d spent four years relying on all of them.

“Dayne, Kael.”

He stood. Walked to the platform. Two hundred pairs of eyes tracked him, then looked away. Nobody cared about an unknown freshman. Nobody would remember this moment in an hour.

Sera looked up as he passed.

Only for a second. It wasn’t recognition, and it wasn’t the impossible miracle some damaged part of him wanted until wanting became pain. Just a living girl’s polite attention following movement in a crowded hall. Her copper hair fell over one shoulder. The plant in her pocket had a bent leaf; she smoothed it absently with her thumb.

Kael went still anyway.

Fourteen hours ago, her thumb had been cold against his wrist.

Now it was warm and alive and fussing over a plant because Sera Lytton had never met a fragile thing she didn’t try to protect.

He placed his hand on the Battle Mage crystal.

Nothing happened.

A murmur rippled through the hall. Kael stared at the crystal. It should be warm, should pulse with recognition, should flare red and declare what he was. Instead it sat cold and inert under his palm, as responsive as a lump of granite.

He pressed harder. Reached for the mana channels he’d trained since Year 1.

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Battle Mage affinity not detected.]

His blood went cold.

The Sorting Crystal beside it pulsed. Green. Without him touching it.

[CLASS ASSIGNMENT: HEALER]

The text floated above the platform in emerald letters three feet tall. Two hundred students saw it. Kael stood with his hand on the wrong crystal and watched his future rewrite itself in real time.

The hall went awkwardly quiet. A male healer was rare. Rare enough that people noticed, and the particular combination of Kael’s bearing, his military posture, his hand still pressed against the Battle Mage crystal he clearly wanted, made the moment linger.

He removed his hand. The Battle Mage crystal sat cold and dark beneath his fingertips, and the Healer crystal pulsed gentle green beside it, patient and certain.

The hall was murmuring. A male healer assignment always drew notice. Kael could feel the eyes on him: two hundred freshmen processing the image of a young man standing between the wrong crystal and the right one, his jaw set and his bearing all wrong for the track the System had chosen.

He didn’t walk to the green section. Not yet.

Instead he found the sorting administrator at the side of the stage. A thin woman with a clipboard and an expression that said she’d handled this conversation a thousand times. Her nameplate read REGISTRAR VELT.

“There’s been an error in my assignment. I’d like to file an appeal.”

She didn’t look up from the clipboard. “System assignments are final. Appeals may be submitted in writing to the Dean’s office within five business days, but I should inform you that no System-assigned classification has been successfully appealed in the history of this institution.”

She said it the way someone recites a disclaimer. Bored. Practiced. She’d given this speech to disappointed freshmen before. She’d give it again.

“I understand the statistics,” Kael said. “I’d still like to file.”

Now she looked up. Gray eyes behind small spectacles, regarding him with the weary patience of bureaucratic machinery.

“Room 14-B, Administration Wing. Forms are on the desk. Fill them out in triplicate.” She paused. “Mr. Dayne, the System’s classifications are based on factors that extend beyond personal preference. I suggest you consider the possibility that your assignment is correct.”

He stood there for a moment. Then walked to the green section.

The Healer seating was on the hall’s east side. Quieter than the Battle Mage section’s raucous energy. Mostly women. He counted: forty-two freshmen healers, five of them male. The others looked nervous, uncertain, varying degrees of thrilled or terrified. Kael sat while the hall buzzed around him. Other freshmen whispered, fidgeted, compared track assignments. He processed none of it. The only thing that existed was the cold mathematical certainty that the System had done this deliberately.

The seat itself felt wrong. Healer benches were padded, a concession to long practical lectures and the academy’s belief that healers required comfort in order to function. Battle Mage benches were bare wood. Wardens got reinforced stone. Scholars got writing boards. Aegis claimed the tracks were equal pillars, but the furniture had opinions.

Kael sat with both feet planted, shoulders squared, hands loose on his thighs in the posture drilled into him by instructors who had considered relaxation a moral failing. Around him, green-trimmed freshmen settled with smaller motions: smoothing robes, adjusting satchels, whispering about dormitory assignments and whether the bonding practicum really started in the first semester. Two girls in front of him were already comparing family remedies. A narrow-faced boy at the aisle looked sick with relief, as if he’d feared Battle Mage placement and escaped it.

Someone behind Kael whispered, “He appealed on the platform.”

“For Battle Mage?”

“Obviously.”

“Why would anyone appeal Healer?”

The answer came from a girl with a capital accent and a voice trained to carry softly. “Because male healers get strange guild placements. My brother says parties either overpay for them or won’t take them at all. No middle ground.”

“That’s not true,” another girl said.

“It is absolutely true.”

Kael let the whispers pass over him. In his first life, he would have laughed at the idea of being discussed as a staffing risk. He’d been a battle mage. A weapon with a name and a ranking. Guilds had courted him by the end of Year 2, when his combat scores started outrunning upperclassmen. By Year 4, before the Surge made rankings meaningless, his future had been so clearly shaped that he’d stopped thinking about it.

Now the future was an emerald word floating over a platform and the sound of teenagers deciding what it meant.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: CLASS PATH ALTERED. ADAPT OR FAIL.]

The alert pulsed once at the edge of his vision and faded. His fingers tightened on his knees. The words sank through him like ice water, each one landing with the finality of a door closing. Class path altered. Not an error, not a glitch in the sorting magic. The System hadn’t sorted him wrong. It had sorted him differently, with its usual unerring certainty.

Why?

He set the question aside. Nothing he could do about it now. He’d known the appeal would fail before he tried it; he’d seen others waste months petitioning in first life and end up exactly where the System put them. But he’d needed to hear it. Needed to close that door himself instead of leaving it ajar.

More names called. More tracks assigned. Kael sat in the green section and let the sound wash over him.

“Grieve, Torren.”

[BATTLE MAGE]

Torren pumped his fist. His section erupted. The kid was grinning like he’d conquered something, and Kael watched him with the flat patience of someone who’d seen what came after the celebrations. Four years ago, Kael would have been that kid. Confident, talented, certain the world was arranged for his benefit.

Four years ago, he’d been wrong too.

“Halford, Neve.”

A young woman rose from the middle rows. Tall for a healer, 5’7” or so, black hair pulled into a severe bun. Rectangular glasses. Oversized robes that swallowed her frame, making her look like a moving column of fabric. She walked to the platform with deliberate poise, each step unhurried.

[HEALER]

She sat in the green section without expression. Opened a book. Started reading.

Between names, he watched the other tracks fill. A Scholar student in blue-trimmed robes carried a stack of reference texts to her section, already reading before she sat down. Two Warden freshmen took their seats in the amber section with the squared-off bearing of students who’d been drilled in containment protocols before arriving, one of them scanning the hall’s exits with the same unconscious discipline Kael recognized in himself. The four tracks were real populations, not just words on crystals.

“Lytton, Sera.”

Kael’s hands clenched on his thighs.

She stood. Copper hair catching the light through the hall’s high windows. Golden-brown eyes calm, a little nervous, scanning the crowd with quiet warmth, noticing other people’s anxiety before her own. She smoothed her robes with one hand, the gesture unhurried, grounding.

She walked to the platform. Placed her hand on the Healer crystal.

[HEALER]

Of course. Same as first life. The track that would make her the most powerful healer Aegis had ever produced, and the track that would kill her.

Sera found a seat four down from Kael. Tucked her hair behind one ear. The gesture hit him like a physical blow.

Sera in the mess hall, Year 2. Same gesture, same ear, laughing at something Liss said. Copper hair sliding forward. Tuck. The small unconscious habit he’d memorized without trying.

MEMORY ECHO

His fingers started toward the old vertebrae-deep ache before he caught the motion and forced them down. The girl sitting next to Sera glanced at him, then away. He was staring. Had to stop staring.

“Solis, Mira.”

A compact blur of energy bounced from the back row. Honey-blonde ponytail swinging. She practically skipped to the platform.

[HEALER]

Mira let out a whoop that made the Sorting Crystal vibrate. She bounded to the green section, dropped into the seat directly beside Kael, and stuck out her hand.

“Mira Solis. You look like someone stole your dog and then told you it was never your dog to begin with.”

Despite everything, despite the dead women in his memory and the wrong class on his status sheet and the taste of copper still ghost-lingering on his tongue, Kael almost smiled.

“Kael Dayne.”

“You wanted Battle Mage.” She stated it flat. “I saw your face up there. Like the crystal personally betrayed you.”

“Something like that.”

“Well, I wanted Battle Mage too, for about five seconds when I was twelve. Then I realized healers live longer and the robes are better.” She stretched her legs out in front of her, short enough that her feet didn’t reach the next row’s footrest. “Besides, have you seen the healer dorms? Private bathrooms. The battle mage kids share showers.”

Kael looked at her. Bright amber eyes, almost orange in the light from the high windows. Honey-blonde hair barely contained by her ponytail. A face that hid nothing, every thought and feeling broadcast as clearly as a mana signature. She was sitting too close for strangers, her knee touching his thigh, and she either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

His assessment: kinetic energy. Never still. Smart behind the warmth, but wore the smart like casual clothes, nothing to prove. She’d be useful in a party. Good instincts, high adaptability, someone who made groups function.

Before the regression, he’d never spoken to Mira Solis. She’d been a healer freshman when he was a fourth-year battle mage. Different worlds. Different orbits.

The System had put them in the same row.

“I’m going to call you Stoneface,” she said, “until you prove you have other expressions.”

“Stoneface is fine.”

She grinned.



Room 14-B was exactly where Registrar Velt said it would be: Administration Wing, second corridor, third door past the statue of Chancellor Irem with the missing nose.

Kael went there after the final name was called and before the healer cohort was herded east. He didn’t expect success. He expected paper, procedure, delay, institutional condescension, and a denial written in language that made refusal sound like guidance. He went anyway because some part of him needed to exhaust the obvious route before he accepted the impossible one.

The Administration Wing smelled like ink, wax, and polished stone. Clerks moved through the corridor with folders stacked to their chins, each one wearing the harried expression of people who believed paperwork was a natural disaster rather than a profession. Track assignment boards were already being updated by enchanted quills behind glass: names, dormitory wings, initial advisors, provisional schedules.

DAYNE, KAEL appeared under HEALER before he reached the office.

Seeing it written smaller did not make it less final.

Room 14-B contained four desks, twelve filing cabinets, and a clerk with the posture of someone who had been born disappointed. A sign on the wall read CLASSIFICATION APPEALS: FORM A-17, FORM A-17B, SUPPORTING STATEMENT, WITNESS ATTESTATION IF APPLICABLE.

“Name,” the clerk said.

“Kael Dayne.”

She slid three sheets across the desk without looking up. “Track?”

“Assigned or requested?”

That earned him a glance. “Assigned.”

“Healer.”

The clerk’s eyes flicked over him. Battle stance. Set jaw. Wrong side of the building. She’d seen the shape before, if not the exact content. “Requested?”

“Battle Mage.”

She selected a fourth sheet from a lower drawer. “Then you’ll need combat aptitude support, prior training documentation, family class history if any, and a personal statement of error.”

“Will any of that matter?”

The clerk looked at him with something like honesty. “No.”

Kael took the forms anyway.

He stood at the side counter and filled them out in triplicate. Name. Age. Origin. Prior preparation. Desired track. Basis for appeal. His handwriting looked too steady for the boy he was pretending to be. He considered writing the truth in the supporting statement.

I was Level 34 yesterday.

I died in the Surge.

The woman four seats from me will die unless I stop it.

The System reassigned me because the timeline is changing and something wants me in the healer wing.

Instead he wrote: Prior combat training and demonstrated Battle Mage preparation indicate possible classification mismatch.

It was both true and useless.

The clerk stamped the forms with a blue seal. The seal flared, copied itself twice, and deposited one version into a locked inbox labeled DEAN’S OFFICE, one into a cabinet marked CLASSIFICATION ARCHIVE, and one back into Kael’s hands.

“Review period is five business days,” she said. “You will attend Healer track classes pending determination. Dormitory assignment remains in effect. Skills granted by the assigned track remain active. Skills not compatible with assigned track remain restricted.”

“And the determination?”

“Will state that System classifications are final.”

“You could have told me that before I filled out the forms.”

“You looked like you needed the forms.”

That stopped him for half a second.

The clerk had already returned to her ledger. “Healer orientation is assembling in the eastern quarter. If you miss it, Instructor Voss will mark you absent. I advise against beginning your academy career by disappointing Instructor Voss.”

Kael folded the appeal receipt and put it inside his robe.

In the courtyard outside Administration, the academy moved around him in bright first-day chaos. Battle Mage freshmen were being marched west by an instructor with a scar across his scalp. Scholars clustered around a blue-robed advisor who was explaining library access tiers. Wardens stood in two neat lines while a senior student inspected their boots. Healers drifted east in loose, social knots, following green lanterns that floated above the path.

Sera was among them.

She walked beside a brown-haired girl he didn’t know, listening more than speaking, her head angled with that particular gentleness that made people tell her things. Alive in morning light. Alive with a satchel over one shoulder and a plant in her pocket and no idea that her death had rewired the universe around Kael Dayne.

He stood under the administration archway and watched her cross the courtyard.

The appeal receipt crinkled in his fist.

Door closed.

New battlefield.

The Healer Wing occupied the academy’s eastern quarter. Kael walked through corridors he’d only passed through before the regression, and the difference hit him in textures.

The Battle Mage wing was stone and iron. Hard surfaces, sharp angles, the faint scorchmarks of training accidents on every wall. It smelled like metal and ozone and sweat. Everything in that wing said: you will be tested, you will be broken, you will become dangerous.

The Healer Wing smelled like growing things.

Herb gardens ran along the interior corridors, reaching toward enchanted skylights that simulated natural sunlight so convincingly that birds sometimes flew into the glass. The walls were the same pale academy stone, but softened with climbing vines and illuminated by green-tinted mana lamps that gave everything the filtered quality of light through leaves. The infirmary occupied the wing’s center, its doors wide and perpetually open, the faint hum of healing wards audible from twenty paces. Beyond it, classrooms and practice halls and the bonding ritual chambers that made the healer track unique.

Students moved through the corridors in small groups. Mostly women. He counted as he walked: seven groups, forty-plus students visible, four male faces including his own. The ratio was striking but not surprising. The healer track had always skewed female; the mana affinities involved correlated with empathic sensitivity, which tested higher in women.

Before, he’d known this as a statistic. Now he was living inside it.

It was beautiful. Peaceful. A place designed to make people feel safe.

Kael hated it.

Not the place itself. The place was fine. What he hated was what it represented: the loss of everything he’d built. Four years of combat mastery, dungeon knowledge, battle formations, and mana manipulation, locked behind a class restriction he couldn’t override. He was a commander without an army. A sword without a hilt. The healer wing’s gentle green light and herb-scented air felt like a cage with very pretty bars.

[CLASS: HEALER, LEVEL 1] [HP: 100/100] [MP: 120/120] [SKILLS: Mend (Rank 1), Diagnosis (Rank 1)] [BONDS: None] [REGRESSION MARKERS: Memory Echo, Temporal Divergence, Battle Instinct (locked), Ghost Stats (passive)]

Level 1. The numbers were an insult. Four years ago, those stats had read Level 34 with a skill list that scrolled past the edge of his vision. Now he had [Mend] and [Diagnosis]. One to heal scratches. One to identify what scratched someone.

His hands fisted at his sides. He kept walking.

The orientation hall was smaller than the main Sorting Hall. Forty-two freshmen healers in tiered seating, most of them women, most of them excited or nervous or both. Kael took a seat near the back, the same unconscious positioning he’d done in the Sorting Hall.

A senior student waited at the front until the last freshman found a seat. Third-year, green-trimmed robes, hair cropped short, healer’s focus crystal hanging at her throat. She had the posture of someone who’d survived first year and wanted everyone to know the accomplishment had been intentional.

“Welcome to the Healer Wing,” she said. “I’m Jorren Vale, third-year field support candidate and orientation aide. Instructor Voss will handle the formal lecture. I get the practical warnings before she arrives.”

Mira leaned toward Kael. “Practical warnings are the best kind.”

Jorren pointed to the left door. “Infirmary access is open from six to midnight for student observation, closed otherwise unless summoned. Do not practice unsupervised [Mend] on roommates, pets, plants, furniture, or yourself after midnight. Yes, all five have happened. Yes, furniture counts if you animated it by accident. Bonding ritual chambers require faculty permission. Herb gardens are instructional facilities, not picnic spaces. Anyone caught brewing stimulant tea from academy stock will receive latrine duty and a personal lecture from Instructor Duval, which is worse than latrine duty.”

A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the hall.

Kael catalogued names. Voss: first-year channeling, strict but fair in his memory, though he’d only encountered her during cross-track emergency drills. Duval: Adrienne, sealed records committee, battlefield healer, too perceptive. Jorren Vale: unfamiliar, which meant she either hadn’t survived to his fourth year in the first timeline or had remained outside his orbit. Both possibilities mattered.

“Dormitory assignments are posted outside the hall,” Jorren continued. “Healer dorms are divided by cohort and floor. Male students, you have converted rooms at the corridor ends because this wing was designed by dead architects who apparently believed men would never develop empathy. Complaints go to Facilities. Facilities will ignore them.”

Mira snorted.

Three male healers in the front row exchanged resigned looks. Kael didn’t. A converted supply room was still a room. He’d slept in collapsed tunnels with Blight hounds sniffing through rubble.

“Bonding,” Jorren said, and the room changed.

The word landed with its own gravity. Students straightened. Whispering stopped. Even Kael felt the shift. The healer track was built around bonds: academic, practical, emotional, magical. Resonance made healers more powerful. Resonance made them vulnerable. Every first-year wanted to know when it would happen and who it would happen with, because the System measured intimacy with the same cold precision it measured mana.

“Nobody is required to form a Resonance bond in the first month,” Jorren said. “Nobody is permitted to pressure another student for a bond. The System recognizes trust, compatibility, repeated cooperation, and emotional alignment. It does not recognize begging, cornering someone after lecture, or sending anonymous notes with poetry attached. If you laugh, you’re volunteering to sort last year’s incident reports.”

The laughter died quickly.

Kael’s gaze moved, without permission, to Sera.

She sat three rows ahead, shoulders relaxed, attention on Jorren, one hand resting near the plant in her pocket. In his first life, her bonds had made her extraordinary. They had also made her a target. He remembered the bond alerts from the final months: names, thresholds, battlefield boosts, the impossible radiance of her [Purify] when everyone trusted her enough to become conduits.

He remembered the line failing anyway.

Sera turned slightly, as if his stare had touched the back of her neck.

Kael looked down at his blank desk before she could catch him.

He had no bonds, no combat class, no party, and no plan that survived contact with the first hour of the new timeline.

Three rows ahead, Sera sat with her hair loose, talking to the girl beside her. She laughed at something. The sound reached Kael like a hand around his throat.

He gripped the edge of his desk and held on.

Not yet.

Adapt.


Chapter 2: The Healer’s Ward

Dawn came in shades of green.

Kael had been awake for an hour before the enchanted skylights brightened to simulate sunrise. Old habit. The battle mage barracks had woken at six for formation runs. His body still believed in that schedule, even if the rest of him had been reset to zero.

He’d dressed in the dark, pulling on the healer robes and feeling the wrongness immediately. White fabric trimmed with green along the hem and cuffs, lighter than battle mage gear by half. No armor plates, no reinforced shoulders, no spell-resistant threading. The absence of weight was its own kind of vulnerability, like stepping outside without skin.

He rolled the sleeves to the elbow. A small act of defiance that made the robes feel less like a costume.

He stepped out at 5:47 AM into a wing still holding its breath. The healer corridor’s mana lamps had dimmed to a nocturnal amber, and the herb gardens in the interior atrium gave the air a layered scent: rosemary, lavender, something sharper and medicinal underneath.

Kael walked to the eastern terrace.

It was a balcony, technically. A wide stone platform jutting from the wing’s third floor, overlooking the academy’s central courtyard and, beyond it, the west wing. The Battle Mage training yard.

He stood at the railing and watched.

The yard was empty at this hour. His hands gripped the stone railing, the texture rough, cold, real. Below, the sparring dummies stood in their rows, padded and scorched, waiting for the first students of the day. The weapon racks caught the pre-dawn light. He identified each weapon type by silhouette: channeling swords, force staves, kinetic gauntlets, the specialized tools of the trade he’d mastered and lost. Beyond them, the scorch-marked practice circles, the footwork gauntlet, the mana channeling rings, the tactical scenario grounds where Commander Harlen ran her combat simulations.

I was the best fighter that yard has seen in twenty years. I can’t even enter it now.

As he watched, a light appeared in the battle mage barracks. Then another. Early risers, the ambitious ones, the fighters who wanted an extra hour before classes. Before the regression, Kael had been first to the yard every morning. The training dummies still bore his scorch marks somewhere under the accumulated damage of subsequent classes.

A figure emerged from the barracks. Even at this distance, Kael recognized the build. Torren Grieve, sandy-haired and confident, starting his morning routine with easy, unquestioning physicality. He began a warm-up sequence that Kael recognized as basic combat forms. The kid had good fundamentals. Sloppy footwork on the transitions, but that would improve with instruction.

Kael’s hands tightened on the railing. His body wanted to walk down there, pick up a practice sword, and show Torren what real combat looked like. The urge was physical, a pull in his shoulders and forearms, muscles that remembered gripping steel.

He stood there for twelve minutes. Watching. Mourning. Then he sealed the grief behind the same wall he’d used for every other loss and went to breakfast.



The healer dining hall was a bright, open space adjacent to the herb garden. Round tables instead of the battle mage wing’s long trestle rows. Softer lighting. The food was the same institution-standard fare, but served on actual plates rather than the metal trays Kael remembered from his first life.

He loaded a plate and chose a corner seat where the wall was solid behind him and both exits fell within his line of sight. Old habits. Battlefront habits. The kind that didn’t care whether you were holding a sword or a fork.

Mira materialized beside him before his first bite.

“Morning, Stoneface.” She dropped into the chair next to his, tray heaped. She’d traded yesterday’s tank top for a slightly less thin tank top, which meant the only difference was the color: pale yellow instead of white. Her nipples pressed against the fabric in the hall’s cool air. She sat with one knee drawn up, the other leg swinging, completely at ease in her own skin. “You’re up early.”

“Habit.”

“What habit? You’re a freshman.”

He chewed toast. Didn’t answer.

Mira shrugged and started eating. She ate like she did everything else: with an energy that suggested she was in a competition nobody had told her about. Between bites, she talked. About her room (“the window sticks but the bed’s good”), the girl across the hall who snored (“I can hear her through the wall, it’s almost impressive”), the breakfast specifically (“these eggs are undercooked but I’ve had worse”).

Kael half-listened. His attention was on the room. Logging faces, mapping social dynamics, running the same threat assessment he’d run in every mess hall since his first week at the academy.

Neve Halford sat alone in the corner, reading. Oversized robes pooled around her chair. She’d brought her own teacup. Between sips, she turned pages with brisk, transactional focus.

Sera was at a table with three other freshmen. Laughing. Easy warmth, inclusive body language. She touched the girl beside her on the arm, a casual gesture of connection. Plant still in her robe pocket.

He looked away.

“So,” Mira said, “I memorized the class schedule. We have Introduction to Mend first thing, then Diagnostic Theory, then Bond Mechanics after lunch. Instructor Duval teaches Bond Mechanics.”

“You memorized the schedule.”

“I memorize everything useful.” She stole a piece of fruit from his plate. “Also useless things. Did you know the academy dungeons extend at least eight tiers deep? Nobody’s cleared past Tier 6 in forty years.”

Kael had cleared Tier 6. Had pushed into Tier 7 with his party. Had died on Tier 4 during the Surge, which was a particular kind of irony he preferred not to think about.

“Interesting,” he said.

“Right? Anyway, class starts in twenty minutes. Finish your eggs.”



Introduction to Mend was held in a bright, high-ceilinged classroom on the second floor. A placard beside the door read FIRST-YEAR HEALERS. Beneath it, a smaller slate listed his assigned unit: COHORT 7 - KAEL DAYNE, MIRA SOLIS, NEVE HALFORD, SERA LYTTON, PRIA, TASSA, OLIN, KESSA. Rows of paired desks waited inside, each equipped with a practice crystal and a targeting mannequin made of enchanted fabric that registered healing energy.

The smaller slate mattered more than a room assignment. Cohorts were administrative units, dungeon units, academic rankings, future placement references. Aegis did not train isolated students; it trained teams that could be sent into Blight zones and trusted not to collapse when the first person started bleeding. Battle mages learned to break corrupted bodies. Wardens learned to hold containment lines. Scholars learned the wards, records, and theory that kept the entire institution from becoming expensive stone. Healers learned to keep everyone alive long enough for the other tracks to matter.

Kael had ignored that distinction in his first life until Sera made him regret it.

Forty-two freshmen filled the room, five of them male, spread across six cohort stations for the shared first-year lecture. The ratio drew less attention than his first-life instincts expected; healer-track students seemed more interested in who could channel cleanly than who belonged to which sex. Names were called, seats assigned, cohort records opened. Mira two seats away, already whispering to the girl beside her. Neve front row, notebook ready before the instructor had spoken. Sera near the windows, sunlight warming the copper in her hair as she listened to Pria introduce herself in a small voice.

This was his unit now. It wasn’t a squad or a party. A healer cohort nested inside the larger first-year track.

Instructor Voss, a middle-aged woman with decades of weary patience etched into her face, walked them through the theory. Mana channeling through the palms, intent focused on restoration, energy shaped by the [Mend] skill template.

Kael sat in his paired desk and listened to information he could have taught in his sleep. Not because he’d been a healer; he hadn’t. But years in the academy meant absorbing the fundamentals of every track by osmosis. He’d watched Sera practice [Mend] a thousand times. He knew the theory cold.

The practice crystal glowed when you channeled correctly. Green for accurate, yellow for imprecise, red for failure.

“Begin,” Instructor Voss said.

Forty-two freshmen placed their palms on their crystals and concentrated. The room filled with the quiet hum of mana channeling, punctuated by green, yellow, and red flares.

Kael placed his palms. Channeled.

The problem announced itself immediately. His muscle memory was battle mage. Four years of pushing mana outward, aggressively, shaped for destruction. [Mend] required the opposite: drawing mana inward, gently, shaped for reconstruction. His hands knew how to destroy. They didn’t know how to heal.

His crystal flared yellow. Imprecise.

He adjusted. Tried again. Yellow. Again. Yellow, shading toward green.

The frustration was physical. He knew the theory perfectly. His mana control was absurdly tight for a freshman; years of combat channeling had given him an energy signature so refined that it was like using a laser for a task that required a paintbrush. Too tight. Too focused. Healing energy needed to flow, not fire.

“Interesting technique.”

Adrienne’s voice. She’d entered the classroom silently during the practice. Now she stood beside his desk, green eyes fixed on his crystal with an expression he couldn’t read.

“Where did you learn to channel like that?” she asked.

Kael’s fingers tightened on the crystal. “What do you mean?”

“Your energy signature. It’s far too controlled for a first attempt. Most freshmen flail. You’re channeling with a refinement that suggests years of practice, but your directional flow is wrong. You’re pushing out when you should be drawing in.”

She was right. And the fact that she’d identified the problem in thirty seconds told him exactly how good she was.

“I practiced before coming to the academy,” he said. “Maybe picked up some bad habits.”

“Practiced.” She said the word like she was weighing it. “Healer channeling isn’t typically self-taught. The mana pathways are too specific.”

He met her eyes. Held them. Adrienne’s gaze was penetrating, peeling away deflections and examining what was underneath. Crow’s feet at the corners gave her face character rather than age, and the green of her irises was deep enough to fall into.

“I’ll work on the directional flow,” he said.

Her pen hovered over the assessment pad before she made a note. Then she nodded and moved on.

Three seats away, Neve’s crystal was blazing pure green. First in the class. She didn’t look up from her crystal, but her glasses caught the light as she adjusted them, and Kael could feel the intelligence radiating from her like heat from a stove.

Sera’s crystal was green too. Not as bright as Neve’s, but steady, consistent. She healed with the quiet certainty of someone for whom restoration was as natural as breathing.

Mira’s crystal was flickering between green and yellow, and she was muttering at it like it owed her money. “Come on. Be green. Green is your only job.”

Kael turned back to his own crystal and started again. Drawing in instead of pushing out. Reconstruction instead of destruction. The habit of a lifetime fighting against the need of his new class.

By the end of the session, his crystal was green.



Diagnostic Theory was two hours of lecture that Kael already knew.

The classroom was on the second floor, a rectangular room with paired desks and projection crystals that displayed mana diagrams on the far wall. The instructor, a middle-aged man named Aldren whose enthusiasm for the subject exceeded his students’ by a considerable margin, paced the front row practically vibrating with conviction that [Diagnosis] was the most exciting skill in the healer arsenal.

Kael sat in the middle row and took notes he didn’t need, writing in the careful hand of someone pretending to learn. The trick was expression management: not too confident, not too bored, the studied blankness of a student absorbing new material. He’d perfected this mask in the first twenty minutes of the first day and expected to wear it for months.

Mira sat beside him. She took notes in bursts of frantic scribbling interspersed with doodles in the margins. Her notes were surprisingly organized despite looking chaotic; Kael caught a glimpse and saw color-coded categories with abbreviated headers. She noticed him looking.

“My system,” she whispered. “Blue for theory, green for practical, red for things that might kill us.”

“There’s a lot of red.”

“I’m an optimist who plans for the worst.”

The instructor covered [Diagnosis] fundamentals: reading HP values, identifying status effects, detecting mana anomalies. Standard first-year curriculum. Kael could have done all of it at fourth-year depth without breaking a sweat.

The challenge was restraint.

Four years of combat had given him a [Diagnosis] skill so refined that he could read an enemy’s weak points mid-battle, identify corruption vectors in real time, and detect mana signatures through three feet of solid stone. In this classroom, he needed to look like he was struggling with basic HP readouts.

He managed. Barely. The practical exercise involved scanning a practice crystal for embedded mana anomalies, a task roughly equivalent to asking a concert musician to identify middle C. He deliberately fumbled the first two attempts, producing readings that were slightly inaccurate, slightly imprecise. Good enough for a talented freshman. Not good enough to flag anything.

Neve, in the front row, completed the exercise in thirty seconds and spent the remaining time staring at the projection crystals as if they’d personally insulted her by being too simple.

Sera sat two rows ahead, working with patient focus. Her scans were clean and accurate. Not flashy. Dependable. Consistent accuracy that would build a foundation strong enough to support the most powerful healing abilities the academy had ever measured, if the original timeline was any guide.

“Can anyone tell me what happens when a [Diagnosis] scan encounters a mana anomaly that doesn’t match standard status-effect classifications?” Instructor Aldren asked. A teaching question, designed for freshmen to speculate. He looked around the room, expecting silence or tentative guesses.

Kael’s mouth opened before his brain caught up. “The scan returns an unresolved marker and flags the anomaly for secondary analysis. If the anomaly carries a corruption signature, the [Diagnosis] protocol shifts to deep-scan mode automatically, which draws additional mana and can provide structural data on the corruption’s architecture.”

Silence. Aldren stared at him. That was not a first-year answer. That was barely a third-year answer. It was a response that came from someone who’d run [Diagnosis] against corrupted beasts in actual combat.

“That’s. Correct.” The instructor recovered, his eyebrows still elevated. “Though we won’t cover deep-scan protocols until next semester. Have you studied advanced diagnostic theory, Mr…?”

“Dayne. I’ve read ahead.”

“Considerably ahead, it seems.”

Two rows up, Neve’s head snapped toward him. Front row, glasses catching the light. Her eyes locked onto his face with a precision that felt like a [Diagnosis] scan of its own. She wrote something in her notebook without looking down. The handwriting was small, tight, and fast.

Kael stared at his own notes. Kept his expression neutral. Filed the mistake under catastrophic.

After class, the instructor lingered. Kael tried to leave with the crowd, but Aldren caught his eye.

“Mr. Dayne. A moment?”

Kael stopped. The other students filtered past. Mira waited at the door, then caught his expression and mouthed “I’ll wait outside.”

“Your answer about deep-scan protocols,” Aldren said. “That level of specificity about corruption architecture analysis isn’t in any first-year text. Not even the recommended supplementary reading. Where did you encounter it?”

“A treatise on advanced diagnostic methods. I don’t remember the title.”

“There are perhaps three texts that cover corruption architecture at that level of detail. Two are restricted to faculty. The third is out of print.” Aldren studied him. He wasn’t suspicious, exactly. He was curious, which was in some ways worse. “If you’re interested in advanced diagnostics, I could recommend some additional reading.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

The instructor nodded. Made a note. Let him go.

In the corridor, Mira fell into step beside him. “What was that about?”

“He wants to recommend reading material.”

“Because you answered a question that apparently nobody’s supposed to know the answer to until next semester?” She bumped his hip with hers. “Stoneface, at some point whatever explanation you’re using is going to collapse in public. Just so you know.”

He didn’t respond.

Mira peeled off at the next junction, waving over her shoulder as she headed for the dining hall.

Neve fell into step beside him before he’d gone three paces. One sharp look over rectangular glasses.

“That answer wasn’t in any first-year text,” she said. Not a question.

He kept walking. She kept pace.

“I’ll be paying attention, Mr. Dayne.”

She veered off toward the library without waiting for a response. Measured steps, carefully placed, robes pooling around her feet. The motion minimized the natural sway of her hips beneath the oversized fabric, a conscious management of her physical presence that told Kael something about the woman wearing the robes.

He watched her go and filed her under “dangerous.” Before, Neve Halford had been a top-scoring healer student he’d never interacted with. Here, she was already pulling at threads.



Bond Mechanics with Adrienne filled the afternoon.

The bonding ritual hall occupied a circular chamber on the healer wing’s ground floor, and walking into it felt like stepping inside someone else’s chest. Resonance crystals lined the walls, humming at sub-audible frequencies that lodged in bone. The seating was paired, cushioned, angled inward. There were no desks, no barriers. Everything in the room was designed to strip away psychological distance, and the part of him that still thought in formations recoiled at the vulnerability it demanded.

Adrienne stood at the center, green eyes sweeping the freshmen the way a field commander reads terrain.

“Before we begin,” she said, “discard whatever nonsense the west wing has taught you by osmosis. Healer is not a lesser class. Battle mages survive dungeons because healers keep blood in bodies, corruption out of channels, and panic from becoming a second enemy. A blade ends a fight. A healer decides whether anyone walks away from it.”

The room went still. Even the students who had arrived carrying battle mage prestige like a borrowed coat seemed to sit straighter.

“If you came here believing support means secondary,” Adrienne continued, “you will fail. Support is load-bearing. Remove it and the whole structure collapses.”

“Resonance,” she said. No preamble. “The mechanism that makes healers necessary. Your healing abilities scale directly with bond strength. This is not metaphor. It is measurable, repeatable, and the single most important factor in determining your effectiveness as a practitioner.”

She paced. Each step intentional, claiming ground rather than covering it.

“The bond scale runs from zero to one thousand. At one hundred, you reach Ally. At three hundred, Confidante. Five hundred, Crush. Seven-fifty, Love. One thousand, Soulmate.” She let the words land. “Most healers spend their entire career in the lower ranges. A Confidante-level bond produces roughly twice the healing output of an unbonded healer. A Love-level bond produces output that most practitioners never achieve.”

She stopped. Her gaze settled on Kael while the nearest Resonance crystal hummed against the wall.

“Soulmate-level bonds are theoretical for most of you. In the history of this academy, fewer than a dozen healer pairs have achieved them. But the output at that threshold is transformative. A Soulmate-bonded healer can channel healing across distances, through barriers, into targets that conventional healing cannot reach.”

She paused. Around the room, students stopped shifting in their seats, and the practice crystals hummed into the gap.

“Today, we begin synchronization. Pair up. Palm contact. Match your mana signatures to your partner’s rhythm. The crystals will register your output.”

Kael sat across from Mira. She’d worn her robes loose, collar open, her ponytail freshly re-tied at a careless angle. Her feet were tucked under her chair. She extended her palms, direct as always.

“Hands,” she said. “Let’s see what happens.”

He took her hands. Her mana signature reached for his with the eagerness of her personality: bright, direct, unguarded. The contact was warm, her small palms slightly calloused, and the Resonance stirred between them with an immediacy that surprised him.

Around them, other pairs produced dim, tentative pulses. Freshmen fumbling with emotional openness, their crystals flickering yellow and pale green. Two pairs managed steady dim glows.

The crystal beside Kael and Mira blazed.

Golden light, strong and clear, brighter than any other pair in the room. Heads turned. Mira’s amber eyes widened, then crinkled with delight.

“Is that us?” she whispered. “That’s us.”

Adrienne was beside them in three strides. She didn’t kneel, didn’t touch. She stood and looked at the crystal, then at their joined hands, then at Kael’s face. The professional assessment in her green eyes warred with something less guarded.

She made a note on her assessment pad. The pen moved with the careful strokes of someone documenting an anomaly rather than a routine observation.

“Strong baseline,” she said. The words were neutral. The tightness at her mouth was not.

“Is that good?” Mira asked.

“It’s unusual. First-day synchronization readings this strong are rare even among second-year partnerships.”

“Maybe we’re just compatible.” Mira’s grin was unrepentant.

Adrienne’s gaze settled on Kael. “Compatibility accounts for some of the variation. Not all of it.” The tip of her pen pressed a dark dot into the assessment paper before she moved on to the next pair.

He felt her awareness like a pressure between his shoulder blades for the rest of the session. Every time a crystal pulsed near his corner of the room, he caught the slight turn of her head. She was watching. Measuring. Adding data to whatever file she was building on the freshman who didn’t fit.



The rest of the day passed in the regimented blur of academy routine. Afternoon independent study: Kael used the time to practice [Mend] directional flow in an empty classroom, retraining a lifetime of muscle memory with gritted teeth and methodical repetition. By the end of the session, his crystal held pure green for ten seconds at a stretch.

By battle mage standards, it was nothing. By first-day healer standards, it was strong.

He walked back to the dormitory through corridors that were becoming familiar in their new configuration. The healer wing was quieter in late afternoon, students scattered to gardens and study rooms and the infirmary observation gallery. A recruitment board near the stairwell displayed the career tracks that made Aegis attendance necessary rather than optional. Dungeon response teams: the frontline squads that descended into active Blight zones to contain corrupted surges before they breached the surface. Military healing corps: deployed alongside kingdom forces wherever the Blight threatened settlements. Frontier clinics: the outposts at civilization’s edge where the dungeon tiers ran deepest and the corruption was worst. Capital ward placements and private guild hospitals for those who preferred treating humans over monsters. Every position required Aegis certification. Without it, you couldn’t legally practice healing in any Guild-regulated capacity. The forty-two freshmen in the first-year healer track were all here because this was the only path to any of it, and the dungeon training that terrified most of them was the reason Aegis graduates were the ones who kept the kingdom from being overrun.

At the junction between the dormitory hall and the main corridor, his hand drifted.

Unconscious. Automatic. His body saw the weapon rack mounted on the wall opposite the healer wing entrance. Cross-track display, meant to showcase the academy’s martial heritage. Battle mage swords, staves, and channeling rods arranged in a decorative fan behind a glass case that wasn’t locked but was warded with a class-restriction enchantment.

His hand reached for a sword hilt. A specific one: single-edged, weighted for channeling, the exact configuration he’d wielded through every dungeon tier. His fingers closed around empty air six inches from the grip, and the ward pulsed.

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Battle Mage armory access denied. You are a Healer.]

The alert was cold and factual. His fingers twitched. He stared at his hand, extended toward a weapon he couldn’t touch, and the ache hit him with a specificity that surprised him. Recognition, sharp and immediate. His hand knew that sword’s grip, its balance, the way it channeled mana into a focused edge. His muscles remembered the motions even though his stats no longer supported them.

He lowered his hand. Slowly.

“Ambitious, aren’t you?”

Mira. Coming around the corner, shorts and tank top, hair damp from a bath. She’d stopped mid-stride, watching him reach for the sword with an expression of bemused interest that had sharpened into something more perceptive.

“Old reflex,” he said.

“You have a lot of those.” She fell into step beside him. Her feet made almost no sound on the stone. “Old reflexes. Weird knowledge. The thousand-yard stare. You reached for a specific sword, by the way. Not just any weapon. A specific one, third from the left, the channeling blade. Most people don’t know the difference.”

Kael let the silence answer.

“I notice things too.” She bumped his hip with hers. Casual, physical, the contact as natural to her as breathing. “You’re the most interesting freshman I’ve ever met, and I’ve met several dozen today.”

“I’m not that interesting.”

“Stoneface, you literally just tried to grab a battle mage sword from a decorative rack.” She grinned. “That’s objectively interesting. Like watching a cat try to open a door it used to fit through.”

“It was a reflex.”

“A reflex implies repetition. You don’t reflexively grab specific weapons unless you’ve grabbed them before.” She let the observation land, then shrugged casually, point made, no need to press it. “I’m not interrogating you. I’m collecting data. There’s a difference.”

“That’s the second time today someone’s told me the difference between two things that aren’t different.”

“Then maybe you should start believing us.”

They reached the dormitory hall. Kael’s door was at the far end. Mira’s was two down from his, as she’d claimed.

“Dinner in an hour,” she said. “If you brood in your room the entire time, I’m coming to get you.”

“Understood.”

“Is that military talk? ‘Understood.’ Who says that?” She was grinning at him as she walked backward toward her room. Amber eyes bright. “One hour, Stoneface. Don’t make me knock.”

She disappeared into her room, and the corridor was quiet again.

Kael stood in his doorway. Looked down the hall.

Sera’s room was four doors past Mira’s. The door was open, warm light spilling into the corridor. He could hear her talking softly to the plants, that same gentle murmur she’d used while arranging their shared quarters in a life she didn’t remember.

She appeared in her doorway, watering can in hand. Saw him. Smiled. That polite, warm smile of a stranger who meant well.

“Settling in okay?” she asked.

“Getting there.”

“If you need anything, I’m right here.” A gesture toward her room. The corridor’s green-tinted light caught her hair, copper and warm. “I know it’s weird being the new one. I mean, we’re all new. But you seem, I don’t know. Like you’ve been somewhere else.”

She tilted her head. That gesture. The one his heart recognized even if she didn’t. Chin angled, ear toward the speaker, her whole body turning quiet to receive what you said.

“Does that make sense?” she asked.

“More than you know.”

She studied him for a moment. Golden-brown eyes soft, perceptive. Not dissecting the way Neve dissected, stacking observations into a case. Just seeing. Seeing the locked jaw, the old eyes, the way he held himself braced for impact.

“Well,” she said. “For what it’s worth, you don’t seem lost. You seem like someone who knows exactly where they are and wishes they were somewhere else.” She paused. “I hope you find your way.”

She retreated into her room. The watering can swung at her side. Through the closing door, he caught a glimpse of her bending toward the windowsill plants, hair falling forward, and the memory hit with the force of a physical blow.

Year 3. That same motion. “You’re staring again.” Her hands on his, the green glow warming the soil between their fingers.

MEMORY ECHO

The reflex fired. He caught it, pressed his palm flat against his thigh before the gesture completed.

Kael entered his own room. Closed the door. Leaned his back against it and pressed his palms flat against the wood.

His hands were shaking. The Memory Echo’s afterimage lingered: Sera’s smile before the regression, warm and intimate, belonging to a woman who loved him. And Sera’s smile in this life, polite and kind, belonging to a stranger.

The distance between those two smiles was a lifetime and one death.



Evening brought stillness, and ghosts filled the empty hours.

Kael didn’t go to bed. He sat at the narrow desk beneath the window, status panel open, cataloguing the day’s damage.

The weapon rack incident had cost no HP, but it had cost him attention. A class-restriction message, an instinctive reach for battle mage equipment, six witnesses, and whatever enchanted ward system monitored armory access. He noted it in the mental ledger. Every reflexive mistake would tell a story he couldn’t afford anyone to read.

[Ghost Stats] had not fully surfaced yet, but he could feel the old sheet pressing beneath the new one: Level 34 habits under Level 1 numbers, a veteran’s instincts wearing a freshman healer’s skin. Adrienne had assessed his energy signature during the [Mend] practical, and Neve had the kind of curiosity that turned anomalies into case files. The more people who looked closely, the higher the probability that someone would catch the ghost in the machine.

[Temporal Divergence] ledger: one confirmed alert and one observed structural alteration. The class reassignment had come from the System. The healer wing’s expanded configuration had not, but the halls still disagreed with his memory in ways he couldn’t dismiss. Small shifts, but divergences compounded. If the timeline was altering class assignments and academy layouts in Week 1, what would Month 6 look like?

He closed the panel and pulled out a blank sheet of paper from the desk drawer. Drew a line down the center. Left column: assets. Right column: threats.

The pen moved without hesitation. Combat knowledge locked behind a class restriction. Healer skills that would grow with bonds. Foreknowledge of the academy’s layout, faculty, and dungeon systems, all subject to temporal divergence. Emotional maturity in a field of teenagers.

On the right side: Level 1 stats. No combat skills. A cover fraying at the edges. A timeline changing in unpredictable ways. A woman he loved who didn’t know him. An entrenched antagonist in the Dean’s office who might not even be aware of him yet.

He stared at the two columns. Then wrote a single line beneath both, underlined twice:

Sera alive. Everything else negotiable.

He folded the paper into quarters, then tore it into narrow strips. Tore the strips again until the line about Sera was unreadable. He scattered the pieces into the washbasin and let the room’s weak cleaning ward take them.

[GHOST STATS]

The phantom overlay flickered without warning. His status panel blazed: Level 34 Battle Mage, skill list cascading, bond slots showing four names in grayed-out text. Vara. Liss. Devi. Sera. All dead. All alive. All strangers.

Then gone.

Kael sat at the desk until the last paper fragment vanished.


Chapter 3: Skin Contact

The second week at Aegis fell into a rhythm that Kael navigated with hard-earned efficiency and a freshman’s forced patience.

Mornings: classes. [Mend] practicals, where his crystal burned steady green and Instructor Voss stopped commenting on his technique because commenting meant examining it closely. He’d found the balance between impressive and suspicious, producing results that ranked third in the cohort. Behind Neve, always behind Neve, and close enough to Sera’s consistent output that nobody questioned the ordering.

Diagnostic Theory with Instructor Aldren, where he answered questions at just below Neve’s level, which required more discipline than combat ever had. The temptation to demonstrate what he actually knew was constant. In first life, he’d been a Level 34 battle mage who ran [Diagnosis] on enemies while simultaneously casting [Fireball]. Here, he pretended to struggle with multi-target scanning.

Bond Mechanics with Adrienne, where the Resonance pulsed between his palms and whatever partner he was assigned, and where Adrienne’s green eyes tracked him with increasing frequency. She’d developed a pattern: watch him during exercises, pause beside his pair longer than others, make notes on her assessment pad with the careful handwriting of someone documenting an anomaly. She hadn’t said anything directly. The restraint was more concerning than questions would have been.

Afternoons: independent study and dungeon preparation. The first Tier 1 dungeon run was scheduled for next week. Kael spent the hours in empty classrooms, retraining his mana flow from combat to healing, drilling [Mend] until his hands ached and the crystal’s green glow felt less like a consolation prize and more like a tool. The pull model Neve had described in class was transforming his approach. Instead of pushing energy at injuries, he was learning to guide recovery. It was harder than it sounded. Four years of offensive casting had carved deep channels in his mana system; redirecting them felt like teaching a river to flow uphill.

But it was working. His [Mend] efficiency had improved forty percent in one week. In another month, at this rate, he’d be operating at second-year levels.

Evenings: the complicated part.

Mira was everywhere. Not in a stalking capacity; she was simply omnipresent, her natural orbit so wide that avoiding her would have required active effort. She ate breakfast at his table. Studied in whatever room he chose. Walked the corridors barefoot, ponytail swinging, offering commentary on everything from the quality of the evening’s meal to the structural integrity of the dormitory’s older walls.

She also changed clothes with her door open.

Not entirely. She wasn’t standing naked in the hallway. But the door was ajar, and the angle from Kael’s room, when his own door was open, offered a clear view of movement and skin. Tank top off, sports wrap on. Shorts traded for different shorts, the flash of tanned legs and compact hips visible for anyone who happened to look.

He noticed. He’d have to be dead not to notice, and he’d already been dead once.

“Bond mechanics class today,” Mira said, dropping into the seat beside him at breakfast. Day ten. She’d given up the pretense of choosing where to sit and simply claimed the chair as territory. “Resonance pairing. We’re partnered again.”

“We keep getting paired.”

“Because our readings are the strongest in the cohort.” She bit into an apple with the enthusiasm of a woman engaged in mortal combat with fruit. “Instructor Duval doesn’t like it, by the way. She watches you during pairing like she’s waiting for you to explode.”

“Maybe I will.”

“See, that’s a joke. I’m counting. That’s joke number three since we met. We’re making progress.” She nudged his leg under the table with her bare foot. “After class, common room? I want to work on channeling efficiency.”

“All right.”



Bond Mechanics continued to be an exercise in calibrated restraint.

By the second week, the pairing sessions had found their pattern: Kael and Mira’s Resonance crystal blazed brighter than any other pair in the room, and Adrienne’s notes grew longer with each session. She hadn’t questioned him directly since the first day’s anomaly, but her observation was constant, pressing. She watched the way a field healer watched a wound that wasn’t healing right: patient, precise, waiting for the thing that would explain it.

Unlike the first-day baseline exercise, today she pushed the class deeper. “Resonance isn’t just matching signatures. It’s empathic connection. You need to feel what your partner feels. Don’t guess or assume. Feel.”

She demonstrated with a student in the front row, her channeling controlled and immense, the crystal casting shadows on the far wall. “That’s what trained Resonance looks like. You won’t reach that level this year. Perhaps not this decade. But the principle is the same: open your channels. Drop the walls. Resonance requires vulnerability. If you’re armored, it can’t reach you.”

She looked directly at Kael as she said “armored.” He felt the word like a finger pressed against a bruise.

The demonstration continued. Adrienne moved between pairs, correcting hand positions, adjusting channeling stances. When she reached Neve and her partner, a nervous girl named Tassa, she paused.

“Miss Halford. You’re channeling at full output but your partner is receiving approximately forty percent. The differential is your emotional guard. You’re broadcasting power but withholding yourself.”

Neve’s jaw tightened. “I’m channeling correctly.”

“Technically, yes. Emotionally, no. Resonance doesn’t care about technique. It cares about truth.” Adrienne held Neve’s gaze for a moment, then moved on.

Neve adjusted her glasses with the tight, habitual motion that Kael had learned meant she was processing something she didn’t want to process. Her crystal flickered from green to yellow and back again, the light unstable, reflecting the internal negotiation between her intellectual willingness and her emotional reluctance to be known.

Three seats away, Sera sat with her partner, a quiet second-cohort student. Their crystal was a consistent green, unremarkable in output but perfectly reliable. Sera healed the way she did everything: without performance, without excess. Her hands were relaxed, her face calm, and the warmth she produced was the ambient kind that people noticed only when it was gone.

Partner work. Kael sat across from Mira. Hands together. Her attention fixed on him with her characteristic directness.

“I’m an open book,” she said. “You’re the fortress.”

She wasn’t wrong.

He breathed. Lowered the walls. Not all of them; he kept the compartment containing first-life memories sealed tight. But the surface layer, the tiredness, the grief, the quiet gratitude for the woman sitting across from him, that he let through.

The Resonance hit.

Not a pulse this time. A wave. Mira’s emotions flooded his awareness: warmth, excitement, a hunger for connection that was almost physical in its force. And beneath it, deeper, the thing he’d sensed on the first day. Worry. Financial anxiety. A sister’s face, hazy at the edges but shot through with love and desperation.

Mira’s eyes widened. She was getting his feed too. Whatever filtered version of his emotional state the Resonance transmitted, it was enough. Her eyes went bright and then suspiciously damp.

“Kael.” She whispered it. “You’re so sad.”

The crystal beside them flared again, golden light strong enough to draw glances from across the room. Adrienne’s gaze stayed on their joined hands while her pen moved across the assessment pad, documenting the anomaly before she turned back to the next pair.

“Hey,” Mira said softly. “I’m here, okay? Right here.”

He squeezed her hands. Said nothing. The Resonance settled quietly between their palms, a warmth that matched their breathing.



They met in the common room after class, late in the afternoon.

The healer common room was a broad, warm space on the dormitory floor. Fireplace, study tables, a collection of battered couches that had been accumulating student weight for decades. Enchanted windows showed the herb garden, where the last of the day’s magical sunlight filtered through climbing vines.

Kael and Mira worked on channeling exercises. [Mend] efficiency: how much healing per mana point, how to reduce waste, how to shape energy for specific injury types. She was good at it, better than she let on. Her casual demeanor hid a sharp practical mind that absorbed technique like a sponge.

“So the logarithmic curve means there’s a sweet spot,” she said, frowning at her practice crystal. “Below a certain threshold, more mana equals more healing. Above it, you’re just wasting energy.”

“Right. The skill is finding where that threshold is for each injury type.”

“Which means a smart healer with limited mana can outperform a strong healer who just dumps power into everything.” She looked up. Amber eyes bright. “That’s us. That’s our advantage.”

He couldn’t argue with that. And the speed at which she’d absorbed the concept, connecting theory to practical application without anyone drawing the line for her, confirmed what he’d suspected since Day 1. Mira Solis played dumb the way Kael played freshman: consistently, deliberately, and with increasing difficulty.

Other students drifted through. Neve appeared briefly, claimed a corner table, opened three books simultaneously, and disappeared into them. She didn’t look at Kael. He could feel her looking at Kael. The sensation was faint, a peripheral attention that registered in the way trained soldiers registered someone watching them from a concealed position.

Sera passed through on her way to the garden, watering can in hand. “Working hard?” she asked, pausing beside their table. Close enough that Kael could smell growing things and warm skin.

“Mira’s running drills,” he said.

“Drills is generous. I’m poking a crystal and hoping for the best.” Mira leaned back in her chair. “How’s the garden?”

“The elfwort is budding early.” Sera’s expression brightened. “Instructor Voss says it shouldn’t bloom until spring, but it’s already showing flowers. I think the atrium’s enchanted sunlight cycles are running slightly long.”

“You can tell the sunlight cycles are off from the budding pattern of a single plant?” Kael asked.

“Plants are honest. They respond to exactly what they’re given.” She tilted her head. “You’re a good partner.” The smile she gave him was genuine warmth, unperformative, entirely who she was. “Don’t let her work you too hard.”

She continued to the garden. Hair swaying against her shoulders. A fern peeking from her robe pocket.

Kael watched her go and felt the familiar ache.

“You do that thing,” Mira said quietly.

He looked at her. “What thing?”

“When Sera’s around. Your face does something. Like watching sunrise and knowing it’s going to rain.” She was studying him without the usual bounce in her shoulders, without the restless swing of one bare foot. Serious. Mira’s motion had cut off midstream, and with her, that meant something. “I’m not asking. But I see it.”

Words failed him. The bond between them carried what they couldn’t: she could feel the edges of what he kept sealed away, not the specifics, not the timeline. Grief moved through the link cold and sharp, shaped like a woman sleeping four doors down.

“Okay,” she said. “You don’t have to talk about it. But I noticed, and I’m not going to pretend I didn’t. Pretending is exhausting and I’m already tired from all this channeling practice.”

He met her eyes. She didn’t flinch. Behind the bright exterior, Mira Solis was steel cable wrapped in sunlight.

“Thank you,” he said.

She held his gaze until the corner of her mouth gave her away, then broke into a grin. “Okay, break time. My brain’s mush. Dinner in an hour. I’m going to take a bath and become a person again.”

She stood, stretched with her arms above her head, the motion pulling her thin tank top taut across her chest and exposing a strip of toned midriff. The stretch was performative in the way everything Mira did was performative: not for attention specifically, but because she existed in her body without apology and movement was her natural state. Her back arched, her arms reached, and the compact athletic frame that spent most of the day in constant motion paused in a tableau that Kael’s combat-trained mind had no framework for processing.

She caught him looking. Her grin went nuclear. “See you at dinner, Stoneface.”



The dining hall hummed with the evening’s energy, round tables encouraging conversation, the enchanted windows showing the herb garden’s last light. Kael found his table. Mira was already there, having materialized with the supernatural speed she brought to any situation involving food.

She’d returned from her bath in fresh shorts and a tank top thin enough that the cool evening air made its presence known through the fabric. She’d pulled her hair back wet, and damp honey-blonde strands stuck to her neck. The bond hummed at the back of his mind, a low warmth that turned the visual into something he felt as much as saw.

She was loading her plate with the focused enthusiasm of a supply chain operation. Bread, vegetables, two portions of protein, fruit for later. She ate like she fought: with strategic aggression and no apology.

“Sit,” she said, as if he’d been standing there for minutes rather than seconds. “I saved the good bread. There’s a finite amount and the second-years take it if you’re slow.”

He sat. She pushed a plate toward him.

They ate. Talked. She asked about his background; he gave her the carefully constructed version. Grew up on the kingdom’s northern frontier, homeschooled, self-taught mana practice. Enough truth that it didn’t taste like lies.

“Northern frontier,” she repeated. “That explains the survival instincts. Frontier kids learn to be alert. My uncle lived up there for a few years. Said the wildlife was lethal and the neighbors were worse.”

“Something like that.”

“And the self-taught mana practice explains why your channeling is so precise but directionally wrong. You learned by doing, not from a curriculum.” She pointed a fork at him. “See? I’m solving you, Stoneface. One piece at a time.”

“Maybe there’s nothing to solve.”

“There’s always something to solve. The question is whether the mystery is worth the effort.” She chewed thoughtfully. “You are. Worth the effort, I mean. In case that was unclear.”

“It wasn’t unclear.”

“Good. Because I’m not subtle and I refuse to start.” She stole a vegetable from his plate with unapologetic speed.

“Maybe I don’t want to be solved.”

“Nobody wants to be solved. That’s what makes solving people interesting.” She bit into her bread with the decisive energy of someone winning an argument against a baked good. “Besides, you like being figured out. I can tell. The Resonance told me.”

“The Resonance doesn’t work like that.”

“How would you know? You’re a freshman.” She grinned. The grin was disarming in its straightforward warmth.

Neve passed their table on her way to the exit, a stack of books in her arms. She glanced at Mira’s thin tank top, then at Kael, and her spine straightened by a fraction. She kept walking. Her expression was unreadable, but the tips of her ears were pink.

After dinner, the common room. Kael dropped onto one of the battered couches with a textbook on advanced [Mend] theory that he was using as a prop. Mira curled up on the couch beside him, close enough that her bare feet tucked against his thigh.

“Read to me,” she said. “From the textbook. I learn better when someone else talks.”

“That’s not how learning works.”

“It’s how I work. Humor me.”

He read aloud. Mana channeling efficiency under multi-target healing scenarios. The material was dry; his delivery was flat. Mira listened with her eyes closed and her head tipped back against the couch cushion.

“Multi-target healing requires the practitioner to maintain simultaneous mana connections to two or more subjects,” he read. “Each additional connection reduces individual output by approximately twelve percent, assuming standard bond configurations.”

“Twelve percent per connection,” Mira murmured. “So healing four people at once means you’re running at half efficiency per target.”

He stopped reading. “You’re listening.”

“Obviously I’m listening. I told you I learn better when someone else talks.” She cracked one eye open. “Keep going. I want to know what happens with non-standard bond configurations.”

He kept going. Non-standard bond configurations, the text explained, produced variable results. Bonded pairs who had achieved Confidante-level synchronization or higher could share mana load, reducing the per-target efficiency loss. At Love-level bonds, the text suggested the twelve-percent penalty could be halved entirely.

“Wait,” Mira said, both eyes open now. “So a healer with deep enough bonds could heal four people at once with almost no efficiency loss?”

“In theory.”

“That’s not theory. That’s a strategy.” She sat up, her feet leaving his thigh as she leaned forward. “Think about it. A dungeon party with a bonded healer at Love-level or higher could sustain healing across the entire team without the healer draining their reserves. That changes the math on how long a party can stay in a dungeon.”

She was right. In first life, the best healer parties had operated on exactly this principle, though most healers never reached the bond depths required to make it practical. Sera had. And the difference between Sera’s healing output at Soulmate-level bonds and an average healer’s output at Ally-level had been the difference between a party that survived Tier 6 and one that stalled at Tier 3.

“You should write that down,” he said.

“Already memorized it.” She tapped her temple. “The brain is the original notebook.” She settled back against the couch. “Keep reading. The boring parts are where the good information hides.”

He kept going. She kept absorbing, asking occasional questions that revealed a grasp of the material sharper than her casual posture suggested. The domesticity of the scene, him reading, her listening, the fireplace crackling, felt like something he hadn’t had in months. Normalcy. Comfort. The small mundane intimacy of two people existing in the same space without agenda.

He found himself relaxing. Not the forced stillness of combat alertness, but the actual loosening of tension in his shoulders and jaw. Mira’s bare feet were tucked against his thigh, warm through his trousers, and her breathing had slowed to a rhythm that matched the fire’s crackle. The bond’s warmth hummed beneath his awareness, quiet and steady.

Students filtered out as the hour grew late. By nine, only Kael, Mira, and two girls studying in the far corner remained. By ten, the girls left.

By ten-thirty, Mira was sitting on the couch beside him, bare feet pulled up, watching the fire die.

“I should sleep,” she said.

“You should.”

She didn’t move.

“Kael.” She turned toward him. The firelight caught her eyes, warming them to something almost golden. “Today in class. The Resonance reading. You felt what I felt.”

“Some of it.”

“The worry?”

He nodded.

Mira’s foot stopped bouncing. The fire crackled. Her fingers found the edge of a couch cushion and picked at it.

The bond caught fragments of what she carried. Not words, not images. Feelings. Worry so deep it had become structural, woven into her foundation. Something about family. Someone she loved who needed help she couldn’t give yet. The desperation beneath the bright exterior, the engine that kept her moving.

She felt him receiving it. Her eyes went damp, and she blinked hard.

“You felt that,” she said. The inflection didn’t rise.

“Enough.”

“The Resonance is unfair.” She smiled, smaller than usual. “It’s hard to keep walls up when someone’s inside your emotional frequencies.” She pulled her knees to her chest. “Your turn. What’s the sadness? The thing I keep catching at the edges?”

He could feel the exchange pulling at him. She’d been cracked open by the Resonance, and she was asking him to meet her partway.

“I carry a lot,” he said. “Explaining it would pull you into things you didn’t choose.”

True, but incomplete.

Mira studied him. Then she leaned over and pressed her head against his shoulder. The contact was slight, warm, grounding.

“Okay,” she said. “You don’t have to explain. Just don’t carry it alone.”

They sat like that until the fire was embers.

Neither of them spoke for a long time. Her head on his shoulder, his breathing slow, the bond humming with the low warmth of two people who’d shown each other something real. Not the whole truth. But enough to shift the ground between them.

Family. Someone she loved. Fear burning underneath the brightness. She didn’t name it yet, but the bond carried the texture, and he recognized the cost.

“I came here for someone,” she said quietly. “Not for me. I can tell you more when I’m ready. But it’s there. That’s what I’m telling you.”

He nodded. “When you’re ready.”

Her attention stayed on him. The firelight was gone now, just the mana lamps’ nocturnal amber and the faint starlight through the common room windows. In that dim light, with her guard down and that unnamed ache leaking through the bond, she was not the bubbly freshman. She was a woman with fear tucked under every joke, and she’d just trusted him enough to admit it existed.

The look lasted. Long enough that the Resonance between them shifted, the bond’s frequency deepening from warmth into something with edges and pull. She felt it. He saw the moment it registered in her eyes.



The walk back to the dormitory hall was quiet. The mana lamps had dimmed to nocturnal amber, casting long shadows on the stone walls. Most students had retreated to their rooms an hour ago.

They walked side by side. Mira’s bare feet were silent on the stone. The ease from the common room sharpened with every step toward the dormitory hall. The Resonance thrummed between them, her emotional signature changing: warmth deepening, intention crystallizing.

Mira did not take the direct route. She hooked her arm through his and veered them through an archway on the left, giving him the unofficial healer-wing tour in a whisper that kept turning into a grin.

“Common room is obvious,” she said, nodding back the way they’d come. “Good couches, terrible privacy, and a notice board that contains every academic announcement and three separate love triangles if you know how to read between the lines.”

She tugged him past a linen alcove that smelled of lavender soap and clean sheets, her hip bumping his with deliberate casualness. “Laundry alcove. Boring unless you need an excuse to vanish for five minutes. Infirmary balcony is better.” She drew him to a narrow railing that overlooked the practice beds below, then leaned in until her shoulder pressed warmly against his arm. “Useful if you ever need to know whether Adrienne is on duty before doing something stupid.”

“Planning for my future mistakes?”

“Planning to survive them.” Her fingers slid from his elbow to his wrist and squeezed. “Greenhouse stairs are through there. Roof access if the latch isn’t warded. Best view in the wing, worst place to pretend you aren’t being dramatic. And this hallway…” She turned backward, walking in front of him now, pulling him after her by both hands. “This hallway is where the interesting rooms are.”

She was planning something. The Resonance didn’t give him details, but it gave him the shape of her feelings. Determination. Desire. A decision made and about to be executed without second-guessing.

Mira’s room. She stopped at her door, hand on the frame. Turned.

The corridor’s amber light caught her face. Her gold-flecked eyes looked up at him without the teasing grin and without the serious mask. Something between them. Honest and hungry.

“Come in,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

He should have said goodnight. Should have walked to his door, two rooms down, and let the evening cool before adding anything else to it. That was the disciplined choice. The safe choice.

He followed.

Mira’s room was organized chaos: clothes draped over the chair, a collection of dried flowers in a jar on the windowsill, her bed unmade in a way that suggested she’d never made a bed in her life and saw no reason to start. The mana lamp was set to warm low light, casting the space in soft amber.

She closed the door. Not locked. The click of the latch was quiet but purposeful.

“The something I want to show you,” she said, “is my new channeling theory.” She picked up a scroll from her desk, then set it down. “Actually, that’s a lie. There’s no theory.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Mira. You’re not subtle.”

She laughed. Bright, genuine, startled. Then she pulled her tank top over her head.

No coy buildup. Mira moved before the thought finished forming, the way she did everything: fully committed from the first second. The tank top landed on the floor, and she stood in front of him in short shorts and nothing else.

Perky tits, small and firm, nipples stiff and flushed pink in the room’s cool air. Sun-kissed skin, the faint freckles across her shoulders catching the lamplight. Her body was athletic and compact, toned golden-tan legs visible below the shorts’ frayed hem, stomach flat with lean definition, a body built by constant motion and enthusiastic eating. The indentation of her waist, the compact flare of her hips, the way the lamplight traced every taut line of her. The petite body was built for motion, and standing still it practically vibrated with stored energy.

She watched him look. Watched his gaze travel from her hard nipples down the flat plane of her stomach to the low waistband of her shorts and back up. And she grinned. Rolled her shoulders back, making her bare tits bounce once, deliberately.

“So,” she said. “Are you going to keep staring, or are you going to do something about it?”

The grin softened. Her amber eyes held his, and for a moment she wasn’t performing. She was just standing there, half-naked and honest, and the vulnerability underneath the bravado finally showed.

“Everyone at this academy is trying so hard to be someone,” she said. “You’re the only person who seems like he’s trying not to be. That’s. I don’t know. It makes me want to reach you.” She shrugged one bare shoulder. “Someone back home needs me to become good at this, and most days the distance makes me feel like I’m drowning. You look like you’re drowning too. I’d rather drown next to someone than alone.”

The room went quiet. The charged edge between them vanished, replaced by the raw pause after someone says the truest thing they have. Mira’s eyes glistened, and she blinked hard, jaw working. She wrapped her arms around herself, one hand gripping the opposite elbow, and for a moment she looked nothing like the fearless girl who’d stripped in front of him. She looked like someone who had spent too long smiling around fear and had finally let one corner of it show.

Kael’s chest ached. He knew that particular loneliness. The distance from the people you were fighting for, measured not in miles but in all the things you couldn’t tell them.

She took a breath. Let it out. The vulnerability didn’t vanish, but a decision settled behind her eyes. When she looked at him again, the honesty was still there, but so was something else. Want. Not casual, not playful. Want born from loneliness, sharp and undisguised.

The commander’s brain registered the situation. His body had already decided. The eighteen-year-old hormones he’d been suppressing since regression roared against the battle mage discipline he’d forged across an entire career, and the discipline, for once, had nothing useful to contribute. But it wasn’t just hormones. It was her honesty, pretense stripped away before clothes, and the recognition that she was offering something he hadn’t known he needed: connection that wasn’t burdened by his secrets.

He crossed the room.

She met him halfway. He gripped her waist, and the contact sent a pulse through the Resonance that made both of them inhale sharply. Her skin was warm and smooth under his palms, and she was small enough that his hands nearly spanned her waist entirely.

She kissed him. Aggressive, playful, tasting like the dried fruit she’d stolen from his plate at dinner. Her hands fisted in the front of his robes, pulling him down to her height. She was grinning against his mouth, her bare tits pressing into the fabric of his chest, the stiff points of her nipples catching against the rough weave.

“Off,” she said, tugging at his robes. “These off. Now.”

He stripped. Robes, shirt, trousers. She watched with eyes that tracked every reveal with frank appreciation and no pretense of shyness. When his trousers cleared his hips, her gaze dropped and stayed.

“There’s the body behind the stoneface,” she murmured. Her hands pressed flat against his chest, fingers mapping the ridges of lean muscle. “Good shoulders. Actual definition. You’re hiding this under healer robes? Criminal.” Her palms slid lower, tracing his abdomen. “What freshman has abs like this?”

She pushed him. Backward. His calves hit the edge of her bed and he sat, and she was on him before he’d finished registering the motion.

Straddling his lap. Bare chest against his. The heat of her was immediate and everywhere, small body radiating warmth like a furnace, her small firm breasts mashed against his pectorals. She ground her hips against him and felt the hard length of his cock pressing up against her through the thin fabric of her shorts, and her grin went sharp with satisfaction.

“Already?” She rolled her hips. Deliberate, athletic. The friction of her clothed pussy dragging over his shaft made them both inhale. “Flattering.”

“You took your shirt off in front of me.”

“Fair point.”

She kissed him again. Deeper this time, less playful, the teasing edge replaced by genuine hunger. Her tongue slid against his, wet and demanding. Her hands gripped his shoulders with surprising strength. She was making small sounds against his mouth, soft whimpers that vibrated between their lips, her body already ahead of her brain.

Kael’s hands moved. Down her back, feeling the muscles shift beneath warm skin. Over her hips, thumbs tracing the line of her shorts, feeling the heat radiating through the thin cotton. She wriggled impatiently against his grip, the motion grinding her center against his cock until a groan broke from both of them at once.

“Off,” she said again. “Mine too. Come on.”

He hooked his thumbs into her waistband and slid the shorts down. She lifted her hips to help, then kicked them away. No underwear beneath. Completely bare, straddling his lap, and utterly unashamed of it. She was golden in the lamplight, toned and compact, legs gripping his thighs with dancer’s strength. The patch of neat, trimmed hair between her thighs caught the low light, and beneath it she was visibly wet, her inner thighs slick where her arousal had already been spreading.

She looked down between them. Saw his cock, hard and thick against his stomach. Her eyes went wide, and then crinkled with delight.

“Well. The System didn’t shortchange you.” She went still for one rare, telling second, eyes fixed on him. “That’s. I was not prepared for that.”

He pulled her against him and she gasped. The full-body contact was electric, skin against skin, her slick pussy pressing along the underside of his shaft where she straddled him. She was so wet that the contact produced a soft, obscene sound, and the Resonance stirred. He could feel it: not temperature, but connection, a thread tightening between them with every heartbeat.

Mira’s hand wrapped around his cock. Firm, confident grip. She stroked him, slow and purposeful, her fingers barely able to close around the girth. Her thumb swiped the head, spreading the bead of precum there, and the slick friction made his hips jerk.

“Good?” she asked, grinning at his response.

His jaw tightened. “Good.”

She positioned herself. Rose on her knees, guided the swollen head of his cock to her entrance, and the wet heat kissing his tip was astonishing. She was drenched, her arousal coating him before he’d even pressed in, the slick evidence of how much she wanted this.

“Ready?” she breathed.

He gripped her hips. Pulled her down.

She sank onto him with a moan that she made zero effort to stifle. Tight. Blazing hot. Her pussy gripped him like a fist as she took him inch by inch, the slow descent stretching her enough that her thighs trembled on either side of his hips. Her voice filled the small room, bright and unrestrained and so perfectly Mira that it cut through his restraint like a blade. She took all of him in one slow descent, her back arching, her mouth falling open, amber eyes locked on his as his cock bottomed out inside her.

“God,” she whispered. “You feel. God. You’re so deep.”

She rode him.

Athletic, rhythmic, her body built for exactly this kind of motion. Her hips rolled in a rhythm that started slow and built steadily, thighs flexing, core engaged, the toned muscles of her stomach working visibly as she rose and fell on his cock. Her perky tits bounced with each stroke, nipples flushed dark pink and stiff, and she didn’t bother hiding the pleasure on her face. It was broadcast: eyes half-lidded, lips parted, flush climbing from her chest to her cheeks. Each time she dropped, the wet slap of their bodies meeting echoed off the stone walls, and the obscene, slick sound of her pussy taking him all the way down sent a jolt through his spine.

She was loud. Not screaming, but vocal enough to make him grateful the walls were stone. Running commentary half-moaned between breaths: “Yes, like that. Harder. You feel so deep. Oh God, right there. You’re in my stomach.”

Kael’s hands found her hips and set a pace. Pulling her down on each upstroke, meeting her rhythm with upward thrusts that drove deeper than her own weight managed. The Resonance pulsed between them with every contact, warmth building, sensation building.

“Just like that,” he said. Low. Steady. The voice he used for commands, dropped a register without thinking. “Don’t stop. Ride me.”

She whimpered. Her rhythm faltered, then doubled. The wet sound of her pussy working his cock filled the room, obscene and perfect, and her arousal was dripping down his shaft, pooling where their bodies met.

He could feel what she felt. Not in words but in echoed sensation. The stretch. The fullness. The ridge of his cockhead dragging against her front wall on every stroke. The building pressure at the base of her spine. The Resonance translated her pleasure into his body, and his into hers, a closed circuit that sent both of them higher with each cycle.

“Kael.” The playful edge was gone, replaced by breathless, raw need. “Whatever you’re doing with the Resonance. Don’t stop. Your want is all over me and it’s making me so wet.”

He wasn’t doing anything. It was happening on its own, the bond responding to the physical and emotional connection, amplifying everything.

She leaned forward. Braced her hands on his chest. Changed the angle, deeper, grinding her clit against him on every downstroke, and her moan broke into a gasp that sounded like it surprised her. Her ponytail had come loose, honey-blonde hair falling across her face in damp strands, sticking to her neck and her flushed cheeks.

He reached up. Threaded his fingers through her hair, gripped at the base of her skull, and pulled her head back. Her throat arched, the tendons standing out. She groaned, loud, and her pussy clenched around him so hard his vision blurred.

“That,” she breathed. “Do that. Pull harder.”

He tightened his grip. She shuddered, her hips stuttering in their rhythm, a moan tearing out of her that was almost a scream.

He flipped her.

One motion, smooth, the combat training lending certainty to the shift from her on top to him above her. She landed on her back with a bounce and a startled laugh that dissolved into a moan when he drove back inside her in a single full thrust.

Her legs wrapped around him. Toned calves locked behind his back, heels digging into his ass, pulling him deeper. She was tight and soaked and the heat of her was extraordinary, her pussy gripping him in rhythmic pulses, and the Resonance was glowing now, visible golden light flickering at the edges of their contact.

“Kael. Oh fuck. Yes. Right there.”

He set the pace. Deeper. Harder. Each thrust punctuated by the wet slap of skin on skin and the sound of Mira losing the ability to form complete sentences. Her tits bounced with every impact, stiff nipples tracing arcs in the lamplight.

“Eyes on me,” he said.

Her eyes snapped to his. Wide. Burning.

“That’s it.”

Her answering cry was barely human. Her nails raked down his back, and the Resonance surged between them like a tide.

He held the eye contact because something in him needed her to see him. He wanted her to see past the freshman mask and the grieving veteran underneath it, down to the man still present in this one impossible moment.

“You’re in the bond,” she gasped. “All of you. Everything you’re feeling. You want me so badly. Your cock is throbbing inside me.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

He leaned down. Mouth by her ear, his breath hot against her neck. “I want you. I want to feel you come on my cock.”

Her body clenched around him. Not orgasm, not yet, but a spasm of raw response to his voice that made them both groan. Her pussy fluttered, gripping him, and fresh wetness flooded around his shaft.

He pulled back. Looked at her. Honey-blonde hair spread across the pillow, eyes burning, flush running from her cheeks to her chest, her breasts heaving with each ragged breath, nipples flushed dark and stiff, her whole body arched toward him, her toned legs spread wide around his hips.

“You feel incredible,” he said. His voice was rough, control fraying. “So tight. So wet. Every part of you. Mine.”

She shuddered beneath him. “Yours. God, yes. All yours.”

“You’re gorgeous,” he told her. He drove deep and held there, grinding against her clit, watching her eyes lose focus.

She pulled him down and kissed him fiercely, moaning into his mouth.

The Resonance peaked.

Golden light flooded the space between them, visible, tangible, warm. The bond crystallized: he felt her pleasure like a second heartbeat, the building wave of her orgasm approaching like a storm front, the tight coil in her belly winding to its breaking point. She felt his, the coiled tension in his muscles and the electric pressure building at the base of his spine, the aching need to let go inside her.

The closed circuit hit critical.

“Oh God. Oh God, Kael, I’m going to. I’m so close. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

She came with a cry that she didn’t try to muffle. Her back arched off the bed, her body going taut, every lean muscle locked. Her legs tightened around him with crushing force. Her pussy clenched in rhythmic waves, squeezing his cock in rapid, milking pulses that dragged him to the edge and held him there.

He thrust through her orgasm, feeling every contraction through the Resonance as well as physically, doubled sensation that shattered his control. Her walls gripped him in fluttering spasms, and the wet heat of her climax flooded around him.

He drove deep and came. Hard. The release was a full-body event, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself inside her in hot, urgent bursts, his hips driving forward on instinct, burying as deep as her body would allow. A groan tore out of him, raw and low, and the Resonance blazed golden around them, filling the room with warm light that pulsed in time with their shared heartbeat.

Mira gasped beneath him with each pulse, her body answering the heat of his cum flooding her, each throb of his cock sending a shockwave through her sensitized walls. Fresh spasms rippled through her aftershocks and milked every drop from him.

“Holy.” She panted. “That was. Did we just. What was that light?”

He held himself above her. Arms shaking. The golden glow faded slowly, dimming to a faint warmth between them.

Mira sprawled beneath him. Grinning. Hair everywhere, face flushed, completely wrecked and completely happy about it. She was breathing hard, and her grin was incandescent.

“Well,” she said. “That was better than training.”

Kael collapsed beside her. Lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. His breathing was ragged, and his body felt like it had been taken apart and reassembled slightly differently.

She rolled onto her side. Propped her head on her hand. Studied him with eyes that held warmth and curiosity and the satisfied laziness of a cat in a sunbeam.

“You smiled,” she said. “Just now. Actual smile. Not the Stoneface version. Real.”

He had. He hadn’t meant to.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

She nestled against his side. Head on his chest, arm across his waist, legs tangled with his. Small, warm, exactly as tactile in post-sex collapse as she was in everything else.

They lay like that. The room settling around them, the mana lamp dimming toward sleep mode, the ambient sounds of the dormitory filtering through stone walls.

Kael stared at the ceiling. Mira’s breathing was slowing toward sleep, her weight against him growing heavier and more trusting with each exhale. The connection between them thrummed, a gentle pulse that felt like the afterglow of something significant.

[RESONANCE DETECTED: BOND SYNERGY CALIBRATING]

[BOND: MIRA SOLIS -> 200 (ALLY)]

The notification surfaced at the edge of his awareness, quiet and certain. The System hadn’t measured the act. It had measured what came after.

Mira mumbled in her sleep and settled heavier against him, ponytail fully undone across his chest.

Four doors down, Sera was alive.

Guilt moved through him once, sharp and clean. Kael closed his eyes, and in the dark his fingers pressed against the pulse point beneath his jaw.


Chapter 4: Diagnosis

The Diagnosis practicum was held in the infirmary’s east wing, a long room with paired examination tables and the antiseptic smell that Kael associated with two very different lifetimes.

In the first, the infirmary had been a place he visited after dungeon runs, sitting on tables identical to these while Sera healed whatever he’d let slip past his guard. Quick visits. Efficient. Her hands glowing green on his skin, her voice calm and professional even when she was annoyed at him for being reckless.

In this one, it was a classroom.

“[Diagnosis] is the healer’s primary assessment tool,” Instructor Voss said, pacing between the tables. “It reads HP values, identifies status effects, detects mana anomalies, and, at higher levels, provides structural analysis of magical and biological systems. Today you will practice basic scans on your partners.”

Partners. Again. The healer track paired students constantly, and the pairs shuffled each session. Today’s assignment was randomized.

Kael checked the board. His partner: Neve Halford.

She was already at their table. Oversized robes, glasses, a notebook open to a page covered in dense handwriting. She looked up when he approached, fully prepared and not remotely surprised.

“Mr. Dayne,” she said.

“Miss Halford.”

“Neve.” She touched the bridge of her nose, a brief motion. “If we’re going to be scanning each other’s mana systems, we should use first names.”

“Neve.”

She nodded once. Efficient.

“I’ll scan first,” she said. “Then you. I’d like to compare notes afterward.”

She had already decided how the session would go. Kael sat on the examination table and let her.

Neve placed her palms against his forearms. Her hands were cool and exacting. The contact sent a mild pulse through the Resonance, muted compared to Mira’s connection; he and Neve had no established bond, and the reading was correspondingly shallow.

She closed her eyes. Concentrated.

[Diagnosis] from the receiving end felt like being read by a spotlight: a methodical sweep across mana channels, energy reserves, skill templates. Basic scans read the surface. Deeper scans required more skill and more trust.

Neve’s scan was basic but exceptionally clean. Textbook perfect. He could feel her mana moving through his channels with the careful attention of someone recording every detail.

She opened her eyes. Wrote in her notebook.

“Your mana channels are unusually developed,” she said. “Significantly beyond first-year baseline. The pathways show signs of years of sustained use, consistent with someone who has been actively channeling for at least four years.”

Kael’s expression didn’t change.

“Additionally, your energy signature carries dual-resonance markers. Your primary signature is healer-class, but there’s a secondary pattern underneath that’s inconsistent with any healing discipline I’ve studied.”

Her dark eyes sharpened on him.

“Your turn,” she said.

He placed his palms against her forearms. Cool skin, faint pulse, the scent of ink and paper that clung to her like perfume. He activated [Diagnosis].

The restraint required was immense. His [Diagnosis] was years beyond first-year capability; as a battle mage, he’d used it to read enemy weak points through three feet of dungeon stone. Applying it to a classmate at freshman resolution was like trying to whisper in a language designed for shouting.

He dialed back. Way back. Surface scan only. HP, mana reserves, basic mana flow.

Except something caught his attention.

Beneath the standard first-year healer profile, buried behind a threshold she hadn’t reached, was a locked ability. Not unusual; many students had dormant skills that unlocked with level progression. But this one was different. The lock wasn’t a standard skill gate. It was a suppression, an active restraint on an ability that was already developed but sealed.

He’d seen similar suppressions before. On prisoners. On creatures the academy wanted contained.

Someone had locked part of Neve’s power on purpose.

He dug deeper. Curiosity, the reflex of a commander identifying a resource. His [Diagnosis] resolution spiked past freshman limits, reading the suppression’s architecture with a depth that no first-year student should possess.

Neve’s hand clamped around his wrist.

“What did you see?” she said.

The question came low and urgent, all reserve gone. Her grip was strong enough that her knuckles whitened.

“Freshmen can’t read that deep,” she said. “I’ve studied [Diagnosis] resolution tables. First-year students max out at surface-level mana flow. You just read my suppression threshold.” Her dark eyes were blazing. “Who are you?”

Kael removed his hands. Sat back.

The infirmary continued around them. Other pairs practicing basic scans, Instructor Voss circulating with corrections and encouragement. No one had noticed.

“I have strong channeling,” he said. “The scan went deeper than I intended.”

“That’s not how [Diagnosis] works. Resolution is skill-gated, not accident-prone. You read at third-year resolution or higher.” She was leaning forward, voice barely above a whisper, and the urgency radiating from her was nearly physical. “And you found the lock.”

“What lock?”

“Don’t.” She cut the word off like a blade. “I felt you scanning it. An active suppression on a dormant ability. I’ve known something was wrong with it since I was twelve. My parents had it identified and told me it would unlock naturally with level progression. But the suppression signature doesn’t match natural skill gates. It’s artificial.”

She was telling him this. Voluntarily. Because he’d seen something she’d been carrying alone, and the relief of someone else knowing was overriding her caution.

“Someone locked part of your ability,” Kael said.

“Yes.”

“Do you know who?”

“I have theories.” Composure reassembling. “My parents are academy scholars. They had connections. The suppression was placed when I was twelve, and my parents described it as ‘precautionary.’ I’ve been trying to research it independently ever since.”

She said it without self-pity. A cold report on her own condition, delivered with the same detachment she brought to academic work. But Kael caught the undercurrent: the frustration of a brilliant mind operating with a limiter she couldn’t remove. Someone had decided she was too much, too early, and had capped her abilities before she was old enough to understand what was being taken.

“That’s why you deferred admission. The year of independent research.”

Her eyes narrowed. “How did you know I deferred?”

“You’re nineteen in a class of eighteen-year-olds.”

A beat. She relaxed fractionally. “Observant.”

“I notice things too.”

Her gaze held on him, long and searching, the analytical mind processing data at speed. He could practically see the equations running: his impossible scan depth, his combat-trained behavior, his veteran bearing, the dual-resonance markers in his mana signature.

“We should talk,” she said. “Not here.”



They talked in the corridor outside the infirmary, in a recessed alcove between two herb planters that gave the illusion of privacy. The corridor was quiet; most students had gone to lunch. The herb planters flanked them like sentries, their medicinal scent sharp in the enclosed space.

Neve stood with her arms folded, book clutched to her chest like a shield. In the corridor’s natural light, the contrast between her careful exterior and the person underneath was sharper. Oversized robes swallowed her frame. Hair in its severe bun, not a strand out of place. Glasses set straight. She looked like exactly what she presented herself as: a mind in a robe, nothing else relevant.

Kael knew better now.

“You have knowledge you shouldn’t,” she said. “Your [Diagnosis] resolution exceeds your level by years. Your mana signature carries markers that aren’t healer-class. You sit with your back to walls and scan exits. You answered fourth-year theory on the second day of class, and your [Mend] execution is technically clumsy but energetically sophisticated.”

She paused for breath.

“The logical conclusion is that you’ve had extensive prior training in a non-healer discipline. Possibly battle mage, given the dual-resonance pattern and the physical habit of reaching for weapons.”

She’d laid it out like an academic paper: observations, analysis, thesis statement. Clean. Devastating. An argument that left no room for deflection.

Kael leaned against the wall. Let her talk. Every point landed, and denying it would insult both their intelligences.

“I’m a healer,” he said.

“You’re a healer NOW.” Her chin lifted. The gesture was more pointed this time, less reflex and more punctuation. “The question is what you were before.”

“Before was a different life.”

“That’s a deflection, not an answer.” She shifted her weight, the books in her arms resettling. “I’ve reviewed the mana signature profiles for every class track in the academy database. Battle mage signatures carry a specific harmonic, a resonance frequency associated with offensive casting. Your secondary pattern matches it within a two percent margin. That’s not coincidental. That’s diagnostic.”

Kael kept the answer behind his teeth. She was building her case the way she built everything: methodically, with evidence arranged so that silence became its own confirmation.

“And the suppression you found during the scan,” she continued. “You identified its architecture in less than three seconds. The speed of that identification implies pattern recognition, not analysis. You’ve seen suppressions before. Seen them, not studied them.”

He met her eyes. Held. Neither spoke. Neve waited him out, books hugged to her chest, while Kael counted exits and kept the answer trapped behind his teeth.

In another life, he would have told her. Neve Halford was exactly the ally a man in his position needed: brilliant, suspicious, already pulling at the right threads. She was closer to understanding what he was in two weeks than most people would get in a year.

But trust was a weapon. In the wrong hands, at the wrong time, it could destroy everything. And he didn’t know enough about this timeline’s Neve to know if the trust he gave her would be used to help him or to expose him.

“I can’t tell you that,” he said.

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both.”

She studied him. For a moment, her expression softened. Not sympathy; Neve didn’t do sympathy in the traditional sense. Acknowledgment, maybe. Recognition of someone else with locked doors inside him. She knew what it was like to keep a part of yourself sealed, to have it suppressed by forces outside your control.

“I’ll figure it out,” she said. “I always do.”

“I believe you.”

“That sounded like respect.”

“It was.”

A flicker of something crossed her face. Surprise, maybe, or the rare warmth of being seen as an intellect first and everything else second. In a world that noticed the layers she wore before her mind, and the mind only when it produced results, being acknowledged for the intelligence itself was a currency she didn’t receive often.

She straightened. The vulnerability vanished behind the familiar defenses: bun, posture, the composed expression snapping back into place.

“Library,” she said. “Tomorrow evening. I want to study advanced [Diagnosis] theory with someone who can actually keep up.”

“Are you asking me to be your study partner?”

“I’m informing you that you’re my study partner. There’s a difference.”

“There really isn’t.”

“There is.” She almost smiled. Almost. The muscles twitched and she caught them. “Tomorrow. Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.”

She turned and walked away. Unhurried steps. Robes billowing. The motion hid whatever her body was doing beneath the fabric, but Kael had scanned her, and the [Diagnosis] had told him what the loose layers didn’t: Neve Halford was not the shapeless academic figure her wardrobe suggested. Wide hips. Full curves. A body that the careful layering intentionally concealed, the same way her clipped speech intentionally concealed the fierce intelligence behind it.

He tucked the observation away. It would matter later. For the immediate situation, he buried it.



Mira was already halfway through her plate when Kael reached the dining hall’s midday rush. She was vibrating with energy about the upcoming dungeon assignment.

“Tier 1 Tutorial Dungeon,” she said through a mouthful of bread. “Tomorrow. First real dungeon run. Are you nervous? I’m nervous. In the good way. Like before a race.”

“Who’s in our party?”

“Us, obviously. Neve. Sera. And Pria from Cohort 7.”

Kael nodded. A five-person party was standard for Tutorial runs. The composition was interesting: himself, Mira, and Neve, the three strongest performers in Cohort 7, plus Sera, whose raw talent exceeded her confidence, plus Pria, an unknown.

“Have you run dungeons before?” Mira asked. Then she caught herself. “Right. Freshman. Stupid question.”

“Not stupid.”

“You’re being nice. Suspicious.” She tore off a piece of bread and pointed it at him. “Okay, dungeon prep. What do we need?”

“Mana potions. Basic supplies. Knowledge of the layout.”

“Do you have knowledge of the layout?”

“Some.”

Her amber eyes turned perceptive beneath the bright energy. “You know what, Stoneface? I’m going to stop asking how you know things and just be grateful you do.”

Across the hall, a group of battle mage freshmen were celebrating their own dungeon assignments. Loud, aggressive, the pack energy of young men with combat skills and the confidence that came with them. At their center, Torren Grieve, sandy-haired and broad, holding court like he’d already graduated. He was describing his squad’s expected dungeon strategy with expansive confidence, textbook knowledge mistaken for experience.

“Tier 1, standard clear, three hours tops,” Torren said, his voice carrying across the hall. “Forward assault, my [Fireball] on point, two flankers running [Kinetic Shield], and Aldis anchoring with [Barrier Break].”

Kael assessed the formation from across the room without thinking. Overcommitted to offense. No healing capability. The [Barrier Break] was redundant in a Tier 1 dungeon where nothing required it. Standard freshman overconfidence: more damage, more speed, no contingency for things going wrong.

Kael had run formations like that in his original Year 1. By Year 2, he’d learned that the formations that survived weren’t the ones that killed fastest but the ones that recovered from mistakes.

His hand reached toward his hip. Phantom sword grip. He caught the motion, flattened his palm on the table.

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Battle Mage combat template unavailable. Suggested healer response: Mend.]

The alert pulsed. Fainter this time, as if the System was growing tired of reminding him.

“You just did the thing again,” Mira said.

“What thing?”

“The reaching-for-a-weapon-that-isn’t-there thing.” Mira covered his hand with hers. Warm. Grounding. “You’re the weirdest healer I’ve ever met. And I say that with tremendous affection.”

“It’s complicated,” he said.

“Everything with you is complicated.” She stole another piece of bread. “Eat. We have prep after lunch.”

Sera appeared at their table, tray in hand. “Mind if I sit?”

She didn’t wait for an answer, settling into the chair across from them with easy warmth, assuming welcome and never wrong about it. Her hair was pulled back in a loose knot, a few strands framing her face. Light freckles dusted her cheekbones, visible in the dining hall’s bright light. She angled her chin toward Mira, listening with her whole posture, and the warmth of her attention filled the space like sunlight.

Kael felt the pull. Not a bond; they had no bond yet. But the System measured potential, and whatever the Resonance registered between Kael and Sera was strong enough to make his mana channels ache with recognition. His body remembered her. His channels remembered her. Years of proximity, of watching her grow into the most extraordinary healer the academy had ever produced, left marks that regression couldn’t erase.

She felt none of it. To her, he was a freshman who sat too still and stared too long.

“The elfwort bloomed this morning,” Sera said, setting her tray down. “Three weeks ahead of schedule. Instructor Voss thinks the atrium’s enchantment cycles are running long, but I measured the light exposure and it’s within normal range. I think the plant’s just responding to the mana density in the healer wing.”

“You measured the light exposure,” Kael said.

“With a channeling crystal and a timing ward. It’s not complicated.” She unwrapped a small cloth bundle from her pocket: seeds, three of them, pale green, each one giving off a faint luminescence. “These are from the elfwort’s early bloom. I’m going to try propagating them in different mana conditions. If the bloom timing correlates with ambient mana rather than light cycles, that changes how we understand plant-based healing reagents.”

She said it casually, the way someone else might describe a hobby. But the observation was sharp, the methodology sound, and the implication, that the academy’s understanding of healing reagents was based on incomplete models, was exactly the quiet insight that would, given time, make her the most innovative practitioner the institution had ever produced.

She was already doing it. Already questioning. Already growing.

Mira leaned over to examine the seeds. “They’re glowing. Is that normal?”

“For elfwort? No. That’s the interesting part.” Sera’s eyes brightened. The enthusiasm was infectious, genuine fascination with the world, offered freely, assuming everyone shared it.

“I heard about the dungeon party assignments,” Sera said, tucking the seeds away. “We’re all together. That’s good.”

“Kael’s already planned our formation,” Mira said.

Sera looked at him. Head tilted. “You’ve planned our formation and we haven’t even had the prep session yet?”

“I like to be ready.”

“He says that like it’s normal,” Mira said to Sera. “Like freshmen typically show up to their first dungeon run with pre-planned combat formations.”

Sera’s warm eyes stayed on Kael. Perceptive beneath the friendliness. “You’re full of surprises.”

“He’s full of something,” Mira agreed. “I haven’t decided what yet.”

The three of them ate together. Mira carried the conversation with her usual energy, but the dynamic had shifted. Sera’s presence added a gravity that Mira’s brightness orbited, and Kael sat between them and felt the Resonance hum with two distinct frequencies: Mira’s bond, warm and familiar, and the pull of Sera, who was not yet bonded but whose proximity made his mana channels ache with recognition.

Under the table, his knee brushed Sera’s. She didn’t move away. The contact was incidental, innocent, and it sent a spike through his chest that he spent the next thirty seconds suppressing.



The practice hall filled with dungeon preparation energy after classes ended.

Instructor Voss walked them through Tutorial Dungeon protocols: standard mob types (low-level corrupted beasts, magical vermin, the occasional puzzle lock), safety wards that would extract incapacitated students, and the assessment criteria. Healers were graded on response time, mana efficiency, triage accuracy, and team coordination.

“You are healers,” Voss said. “You do not fight. You support, sustain, and survive. The dungeon will test your ability to keep yourselves and your teammates alive under pressure.”

She pulled up a projection crystal that displayed a schematic of the Tutorial Dungeon’s first three sections. Corridors branching from a central hub, mob spawn points marked in red, safe zones marked in green. The schematic was incomplete by design: sections four and five were blank, labeled VARIABLE.

“The dungeon’s layout is partially randomized,” Voss continued. “The first three sections follow a standard pattern. Sections four and five shift between runs. You cannot memorize your way through. You must adapt.”

In the original timeline, the randomization had been a known variable. Kael had run the Tutorial Dungeon often enough to recognize the six standard configurations for the variable sections. The question was whether the timeline had changed them.

Kael listened. Took notes he didn’t need.

Beside him, Neve was writing questions in the margins of the handout. Complex questions. Questions about mob behavior patterns, dungeon topology shifts, and threat escalation mechanics that wouldn’t be relevant until Tier 3.

Sera, two rows ahead, was listening with focused attention. When Voss described the corrupted beast types, Sera’s posture shifted. Not fear; focus. The instinctive alignment of a natural healer encountering the things she was built to counter.

After class, they gathered in the practice hall for spell drills. The dungeon party needed to coordinate: who covered [Mend], who ran [Diagnosis], who held [Barrier], who anchored [Purify].

The academy issued each of them a healer staff before drills began. Not weapons, officially. Channeling aids. White ashwood shafts with green crystals seated in the tips, light enough for students who had never carried steel, balanced to ground mana through the floor during sustained healing.

Kael hated the feel immediately.

His hands wanted a sword hilt. A combat staff. Anything with enough weight to answer pressure with force. The healer staff was too polite. Too eager to sit upright with its crystal aimed at the patient rather than the enemy. He adjusted his grip three times before he found the correct support-class hold: two hands, butt braced near the floor, crystal angled forward for projection.

Mira noticed, because Mira noticed physical things first. “You’re glaring at that staff like it insulted your mother.”

“It’s badly balanced.”

Neve glanced over her glasses. “It’s balanced correctly for healer channeling.”

“That’s what I said.”

Sera’s mouth twitched. Pria looked between them as if trying to decide whether this was normal cohort behavior. Kael grounded the staff with more force than necessary and felt the crystal hum in protest.

Another data point. Another small betrayal by muscle memory.

Kael read his team the way he’d read every party before a dungeon run: by watching how they moved and what they reached for.

Mira was already restless, shifting her weight, hands flexing. Strong [Mend], good instincts, and the bond-class performance had shown she’d follow clear direction without hesitation. She’d be his front-line healer. Neve stood apart, notebook open, mana calculations running in her dark eyes. Exceptional [Diagnosis], precise control, an analytical mind that would challenge his decisions but execute once convinced. Sera was the quiet center. Her [Mend] was steady and her [Diagnosis] adequate, but her [Purify] was extraordinary, already neutralizing corruption faster than anyone in the cohort. And Pria, a dark-haired girl from the adjacent cohort, seemed competent and quiet. Solid fundamentals, nothing exceptional on paper, but an unknown variable that could surprise him either way.

He started organizing them.

“Mira, primary [Mend]. You’re fastest. Neve, [Diagnosis] and secondary [Barrier]. You’ll scan ahead and call targets. Sera, [Purify] anchor. Any corruption effects, you’re point. Pria, backup [Mend] and [Barrier] rotation.”

Four women looked at him.

“Since when are you in charge?” Neve asked. Not hostile. Genuinely curious.

“Someone has to coordinate,” he said. “Unless anyone else wants the job.”

Silence.

“He’s right,” Mira said. “Kael’s the best strategist here. Anyone who’s watched him in class knows it.”

“I have conditions,” Neve said. “I want to understand the reasoning behind your decisions. I don’t follow orders blind.”

“Fair.”

Sera inclined her head. “I’m fine with it. You seem to know what you’re doing.”

Pria shrugged. “Works for me.”

Kael looked at them. Four women, arranged in a loose semicircle, watching him with varying degrees of trust and curiosity. For a disorienting moment, he saw the ghost of another formation: four women, bonded, deadly, following him into the deep dungeon.

He blinked. The ghost faded.

“Good,” he said. “Let’s drill.”

They drilled. During the first run-through, Kael’s hand came up instinctively, fingers splayed in the casting position for [Fireball]. The mana channels in his palm flared, reaching for a spell template that no longer existed.

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Spell not available. Did you mean: Mend?]

The alert pulsed with what felt like sarcasm. Kael stared at his hand. Lowered it.

Mira was grinning. “Were you just trying to cast a fireball?”

“No.”

“You absolutely were. Your hand did the thing. The battle mage thing.” She looked at Neve. “He just tried to cast a fireball.”

“I saw,” Neve said.

“I was stretching,” Kael said.

“You were stretching in the exact somatic pattern for a [Fireball] invocation.” Neve’s hand found the spine of her notebook, fingers tightening. “Which raises questions I’m choosing not to ask right now.”

“Wise.”

Kael walked them through healing formations: overlapping [Barrier] coverage, staggered [Mend] rotations, the basics of combat positioning in a corridor-based environment. He modulated his language carefully, stripping the military terminology and replacing it with healer-class equivalents, but the framework was pure battle mage strategy adapted for support units.

“If a target enters the corridor with active corruption, neutralize the infection vector through the flanking channel.”

Neve looked at him. “The word you’re looking for is ‘heal the patient from the side.’”

Sera laughed. Mira snorted. Even Pria cracked a smile.

Kael stood there with the military vocabulary hanging in the air like a confession. “Right. That.”

“When the corridor widens, Mira and Pria split [Barrier] coverage. Left and right walls. Narrow it back down with overlapping fields so anything that comes through has to pass a gauntlet.”

“Why would we narrow our own space?” Pria asked.

“Because we’re healers, not fighters. We don’t want a wide-open engagement zone. We want a choke point where we can stack [Purify] and [Diagnosis] on a single target without worrying about flanks.”

Neve was writing in her notebook. He caught a glimpse of the page: detailed diagrams of the formations he’d described, annotated with mana cost estimates and coverage percentages. She was reverse-engineering his strategic framework in real time.

“This next one is a staggered retreat pattern. If the front position takes too much pressure, the lead healer drops back and the second row becomes primary while the first recovers mana. It’s continuous coverage with no gaps.”

“You called it a ‘fighting retreat’ a second ago,” Mira said. “Then corrected yourself.”

“Did I?”

“You did.”

It worked. Slowly at first, the movements clumsy, the timing off. Pria held her [Barrier] too long on the left side, leaving a gap. Neve overcorrected on the right, her barrier overlapping Mira’s and wasting mana. Standard coordination errors.

“Pria, shorter hold, faster refresh,” Kael said. “Neve, tighter radius. You don’t need to cover the whole corridor; cover your section and trust Mira’s to cover hers.”

“Trust is a lot to ask in a combat scenario,” Neve said.

“Trust is the only thing that works in a combat scenario.”

They drilled again. Better. By the third run-through, the movements were sharper, the gaps were closing. Within an hour, they were moving in coordinated patterns, [Barrier] transitions smooth, [Mend] handoffs clean.

Sera adapted fastest. Her spatial sense was remarkable, her positioning exact without being told. She anticipated the formations’ needs before he called them, slotting into support positions with natural spatial awareness, understanding healing as positioning, not just mechanics. When he moved left, she drifted right. When the formation compressed, she found the exact spot where her [Purify] coverage was maximized. No instruction. Pure intuition.

Before the regression, Sera had healed with this same spatial intuition. It had taken her two years to develop it. Here, in this timeline, it was present on the first day.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Subject baseline performance exceeds original timeline parameters.]

He stared at the alert. Stored it. Sera was better. Earlier. The timeline was giving her a head start. Whether that was mercy or strategy, he couldn’t tell.

Neve noticed everything. Light glinted off her frames as she watched him direct.

“These are military formations,” she said quietly during a break. “Adapted for healers. Healer texts do not teach them.”

He let the silence answer first.

Neve’s eyes narrowed behind her lenses. “That isn’t denial.”

“No,” he said. “It’s me deciding a practice hall is a bad place to explain myself.”

She didn’t smile. But the intellectual shield cracked, just a hairline, and behind it he caught the beginning of respect.

Mira flopped onto a bench, wiping sweat from her forehead. “I don’t know where you learned this stuff, but my legs are killing me and I’m oddly confident about tomorrow. That’s a weird combination.”

Sera sat beside her. The two of them together were a contrast study: Mira’s compact kinetic energy beside Sera’s still warmth. Mira’s ponytail was coming undone, honey strands plastered to her neck. Sera’s hair had escaped its knot entirely, warm auburn loose around her shoulders, catching the practice hall’s light.

“How does he know all this?” Pria whispered to Mira, apparently thinking Kael couldn’t hear.

“No idea,” Mira whispered back, at a volume that guaranteed he could. “But I’ve stopped questioning it. The man is a mystery wrapped in healer robes.”

“I can hear you,” Kael said.

“I know.” Mira grinned.



Kael sat alone in the common room for once; Mira had gone to bed early in preparation for the dungeon run. The fireplace threw warm light across the empty couches. The common room had that late-night emptiness that made spaces feel larger, the ward enchantments absorbing the last echoes of a day’s conversation.

He had a textbook open on his lap. He wasn’t reading it.

The comedy of the day played back in his mind. Afternoon prep session, Kael reaching for a healer staff from the equipment rack. The weight was wrong. Too light, too balanced, nothing like the battle mage weapons his hands remembered. He’d gripped it like a sword, one-handed, blade-forward, the stance drilled into him through countless dungeon runs. The healer staff was meant to be held two-handed, butt grounded, channeling focus directed through the tip. Two entirely different instruments for two entirely different purposes.

He’d had to consciously adjust to a support-class hold while four women watched. The transition had taken three seconds, which was two seconds too long.

Every slip was a data point. Every data point was a piece of evidence. And the people collecting evidence were not fools. Neve was building a case file. Adrienne was compiling formal observations. Even Mira, who didn’t frame it as investigation, was accumulating patterns that would eventually form a picture.

The cover was fraying. Every day, every class, every interaction peeled back another layer of the freshman mask. The instincts were too deep, the knowledge too ingrained, the physical habits too automatic. He was a commander playing a recruit, and the audience was getting suspicious.

How long before the mask failed entirely?

He leaned back. Closed his eyes.

Neve was a week from connecting the data points. Adrienne’s observations were escalating. Even Mira had shifted from asking questions to watching quietly, and the smart ones always did that right before they figured it out.

The dungeon run could accelerate everything. Or buy him time. Depending on how well he held the line between useful and impossible.

The dungeon was tomorrow. His first run in this life. His first test as a healer instead of a warrior.

He thought about Neve’s suppression. Someone had locked part of her ability when she was twelve. Her parents had been involved. The suppression architecture he’d read was sophisticated, purposeful, designed by someone who understood healer mana systems at a level that suggested institutional knowledge. Not a back-alley enchanter. Faculty-grade work. Perhaps even committee-level authorization.

Which meant the academy, or someone connected to it, had knowingly limited a child’s abilities. And Neve had spent years trying to understand why.

Another thread in a growing web of things the academy was hiding.

He opened his status panel.

[CLASS: HEALER, LEVEL 1] [HP: 100/100] [MP: 120/120] [SKILLS: Mend (Rank 1), Diagnosis (Rank 1)] [BONDS: Mira Solis, 200 (Ally)]

Two skills. One bond. A dungeon run tomorrow that would test every piece of the healer toolkit he was still learning to wield.

Mira’s bond hummed beneath his awareness, faint but present, a warmth in the dark that hadn’t been there a week ago.



Morning came too quickly.

The healer cohort gathered at the Tutorial Dungeon entrance thirty feet beneath the academy, where the stairwell opened into a staging chamber cut from old stone. Containment wards glowed slow blue around the archway. The air smelled of damp rock, old mana, and the faint medicinal sharpness of nervous healers pretending they weren’t nervous.

Kael took the healer staff from the rack.

The weight was still wrong.

Too light. Too balanced. No blade, no killing edge, no battle mage channeling array waiting for destructive mana. His hands wanted a sword. They wanted the old grip, the old stance, the old certainty of having power enough to end a threat before it reached the people behind him.

He forced both hands into the healer hold. Butt grounded. Crystal tip forward. Support tool, not weapon.

Mira noticed anyway. Of course she did.

“You look like the staff insulted your family.”

“It may have.”

Neve adjusted her glasses. “Please don’t antagonize the equipment before we enter the dungeon.”

Sera’s mouth curved, but her eyes stayed on the archway. Pria stood between Mira and Neve, pale but upright, clutching her own staff as if it might flee if she loosened her grip.

Instructor Voss checked their names against the assessment slate. “Cohort Seven. Tutorial clearance. Objective: complete the five standard sections, treat all injuries, maintain party cohesion, and return with all members ambulatory if possible. Extraction wards are active, but relying on them lowers your score and may leave you with lasting injuries. Do not be heroic.”

Kael almost laughed.

Voss looked at him. “Something amusing, Mr. Dayne?”

“No, Instructor.”

“Good.” She stepped aside. “Enter when ready.”

Kael looked at Mira, Neve, Sera, and Pria. Four freshman healers. They had no damage dealer, no tank, and no business walking into a dungeon under his command.

Mira rolled her shoulders. “Well, Stoneface?”

He stepped through the archway first.


Chapter 5: The Freshman Dungeon

The Tutorial Dungeon entrance was a stone archway set into the academy’s lower foundations, thirty feet underground, accessible through a spiraling staircase that smelled like damp rock and old mana.

Kael stood at the threshold and felt the familiar pull. Dungeon entrances had a gravity; once you’d crossed enough of them, you recognized it. The mana density inside was denser than the surface, the air charged with the latent energy of monsters and traps and corridors that shifted when no one was watching. Somewhere below, the Blight seethed against its boundaries, and every tier a dungeon team cleared pushed that boundary a little deeper. That was the entire reason Aegis existed: to train the people who held the line between corruption and the surface.

His body wanted to cross the threshold at a combat crouch, one hand on a weapon, the other channeling [Kinetic Shield]. Instead, he stood upright with a healer staff balanced across his shoulders and [Mend] loaded.

Mira bounced on the balls of her feet beside him. She’d tied her ponytail tighter than usual, a pre-combat adjustment he recognized. Her eyes were bright with nervous energy.

“Okay,” she said. “This is happening. We’re going into a dungeon. A real dungeon. With monsters. And we’re healers.”

“That’s the idea.”

“The idea is terrifying and exciting in equal measure. Lean into the exciting part. I’m leaning into the exciting part.”

Neve stood slightly apart, the dungeon entrance’s blue mana glow playing across her face. She’d brought a notebook. Kael didn’t comment.

Sera was calm. Hands folded in front of her, robes neat, her auburn hair pulled back in a practical knot. She looked at the dungeon entrance with the focused attention of a natural healer encountering the environment she was built for. No fear. Anticipation.

Pria was pale. She stood with her arms folded and her jaw tight, looking at the archway like it might bite her.

“Formation,” Kael said. He pitched his voice low, the command register that surfaced without thought in tactical situations. “Neve on point with [Diagnosis]. I’m behind her. Mira and Sera center. Pria covers our six.”

Neve looked at him. “You’re putting the scouts in front.”

“I’m putting the eyes in front. Your [Diagnosis] is the best in the party. You’ll see threats before they see us. I’ll be behind you with triage ready. If anything gets past your scan, I catch it.”

“And you’re second because?”

“Because I’m the one who can react fast enough to cover you if something comes through.”

She considered this. Nodded once.

“Let’s go,” Mira said. “Before Pria passes out.”

“I’m fine,” Pria said. She did not look fine.

They crossed the threshold.



The Tutorial Dungeon was Tier 1: the lowest difficulty level, designed for freshmen. Stone corridors with mana-lit sconces, occasional branching paths, predictable mob spawns. He’d cleared this dungeon before, with a different class and a different squad, and the difference lived in his body: where his hands had once crackled with [Fireball]’s heat, they now held the gentle warmth of [Mend]. Where a combat squad had flanked him, five healers walked with the cautious steps of students entering their first real test.

Neve’s [Diagnosis] swept the first corridor. “Two contacts ahead. Small. Low mana signatures. Corrupted vermin, probably rats.”

Kael had known that already. The Tutorial Dungeon’s first section spawned corrupted rats in pairs, positioned at the corridor’s first junction. As a battle mage, he’d killed them with a flick of mana so casual he hadn’t bothered tracking it.

Now they were an actual challenge.

“Mira, [Barrier] on our front,” he said. “Neve, mark the targets. Sera, [Purify] if they carry corruption debuffs. Pria, [Mend] on standby.”

“We’re healers,” Pria said from the rear. “How do we fight rats?”

“We don’t fight them. We outlast them. [Barrier] absorbs their attacks. [Purify] neutralizes corruption. [Diagnosis] finds weak points. We don’t need to kill them; we need to survive long enough that the dungeon registers a clear.”

“That’s the most miserable battle plan I’ve ever heard,” Neve said.

“Welcome to the healer track.”

The rats came around the junction. Larger than normal, black-furred, eyes glowing with low-level Blight corruption. They chittered and charged.

Mira’s [Barrier] caught the first one. The translucent green wall shimmered on impact, absorbing the rat’s lunge and bouncing it backward. The second rat diverted, circling for a flank.

“Left side,” Neve called, her [Diagnosis] tracking the movement. “Secondary target is faster than the first. Status: minor Blight corruption, no special abilities.”

Kael shifted his position and signaled Pria left. Her [Barrier] rose on the flank, the double coverage creating a corridor of protection that penned both rats in the junction.

“Sera,” he said.

She stepped forward. Placed her palms toward the trapped rats. Green light poured from her hands, the soft warm glow of [Purify], and the corruption in the rats’ eyes flickered. Their frantic scratching slowed. The Blight energy drained from their bodies like dirty water from a sponge, and the rats collapsed into normal, uncorrupted animals. Confused. Docile.

“That was elegant,” Neve said.

“That was Sera,” Kael said.

Sera flushed slightly. Pleased. “They were barely corrupted. It’s easy when the corruption level is low.”

“Low or not, your [Purify] output is remarkable for a first-year.”

She ducked her head. Tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

The tell surfaced. He killed it before his hand moved. The gesture was a trigger he’d catalogued now; the mess hall flash didn’t need to play out in full for the grief to land.

Moved on.

“Next section,” he said.



The dungeon’s second section was a broader chamber with multiple entry points. Standard Tutorial layout: a central room with branching corridors, each containing a small mob group that the party was meant to clear systematically.

Kael guided them through from memory.

Not perfect memory. The Tutorial Dungeon’s basic layout was familiar, but small details had shifted. A corridor that should have branched left went straight instead. A room he remembered as square was rectangular. The divergences were minor but cumulative.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Minor structural alteration. Corridor C-7 configuration does not match original timeline.]

He noted the divergence. Adjusted. Led the party through the corrected path.

“You seem to know where you’re going,” Sera said, falling into step beside him during a rest break. The observation was mild, curious, not accusatory.

“I recognize the structure.”

“Instructor Voss said the Tutorial Dungeon maps are restricted to faculty.”

“He is right about the pattern,” Neve said from within earshot, not looking up from her notebook. “Branching architecture, mob escalation, and mana-lamp spacing all indicate a standard Tutorial variant.”

Kael gave her half a glance. A rescue, and not a subtle one.

“A standard variant with minor deviations,” Neve added, because she couldn’t help herself. Then she looked at him over her glasses, and the look said enough.

They cleared three more rooms.

The beetles were straightforward: two corrupted insects the size of dogs, carapaces leaking Blight energy. Black chitin, mandibles dripping acidic corruption, the mindless aggression of creatures driven by Blight instinct. Before the regression, Kael would have killed them with a casual [Fireball]. Here, he directed.

Mira’s [Barrier] penned them while Neve scanned. “Corruption concentrated in the thorax. Acidic spit attack; keep distance. The carapace is thinnest at the joint between head and body.”

“Good. Sera, flanking [Purify], target the thorax. Pria, [Mend] on standby in case the acid connects.”

The beetles spat. One glob of corrupted acid hit Mira’s barrier and sizzled, the green translucent wall hissing where the corrosive substance struck. Tendrils of black smoke curled upward.

She grimaced. “That’s disgusting. It smells like burning hair.”

“Focus,” Kael said.

“I’m focused! I can be focused and grossed out simultaneously.”

Sera’s [Purify] cleansed both beetles in seconds. The green light penetrated their carapaces, neutralizing the Blight energy from the inside. They shrank to normal insect size, confused, the aggression draining from their movements. They skittered away down the corridor, ordinary creatures in an extraordinary place.

“Her output is increasing,” Neve said. She glanced at Kael, then back at Sera. “Measurably. Between the rats and the beetles, her [Purify] efficiency improved by at least ten percent.”

Kael nodded. He’d noticed too. Before, Sera’s growth had been gradual, a slow climb over years. Here, she was accelerating.

A notification pulsed in the corner of his vision.

[LEVEL UP: 1 -> 2] [HP: 110/110] [MP: 140/140]

Kael let the panel vanish before anyone noticed him staring at empty air. One level from rats and beetles wasn’t much compared to what he’d been, but the extra capacity settled into his channels like a breath he hadn’t known he needed. Still no [Barrier]. Still no offensive skills. But more room to work with.

The shadow foxes were harder. Three of them, faster than the beetles, with a phase-shift ability that let them blink through barriers for half a second. They materialized from the shadows at the far end of the chamber, their bodies flickering between solid and translucent, the Blight corruption giving them an unsettling half-presence that made targeting difficult.

Neve’s [Diagnosis] tracked their movements. “Three contacts. Phase-shift cycle is approximately four seconds. They’re solid for three seconds, then translucent for one. During the translucent phase, they can pass through barriers.”

“Timing,” Kael said. “Mira, Pria, barriers up on the three-count. Drop on four. Refresh on one.”

“You want us to pulse our barriers in sync with their phase-shift?” Mira’s eyebrows rose. “That’s. Actually brilliant.”

“Just follow the count.”

They pulsed. Three seconds of barrier, one second of gap. The foxes learned fast, timing their charges to the gap. The first one phased through during the drop and scored its claws across Pria’s arm before resolving back to solid.

Pria yelped. Blood welled from three parallel cuts.

Kael’s [Mend] hit the wound before Pria had finished flinching. The healing energy sealed the cuts with a speed that came from a place deeper than Level 2 training. Battle-medic response time. Instant triage honed by years of patching injuries under enemy fire, where two seconds versus four was the difference between a living teammate and a dead one.

He’d overdone it. Again.

“That was fast,” Neve said. Her voice carried the flat tone of someone cataloguing evidence for later use.

“Adrenaline.”

“You use that word a lot.”

The foxes fell to a coordinated [Purify] assault from Sera, with Kael and Mira timing their barriers to the foxes’ phase-shift cycle. Drop barriers at the translucent moment, forcing the foxes to remain in the chamber. Raise barriers when they resolidified, trapping them. Sera’s [Purify] hit the trapped foxes at full power. The timing required split-second coordination, and the fact that they pulled it off on the first attempt said something about the party’s growing cohesion. Or about the commander directing them.

The Blight-touched moths were the most disorienting: a swarm of sixty tiny creatures whose corruption created visual distortions. The corridor seemed to ripple and shift around them, walls breathing, floor tilting, the light from the mana sconces bending in ways that made distance impossible to judge. Pria stumbled. Mira swore.

“Visual corruption,” Neve called, her [Diagnosis] cutting through the illusion. “The moths are projecting a field that distorts spatial perception. Real corridor is straight. Everything else is interference.”

“Close your eyes,” Kael said. “Trust the [Diagnosis].”

“You want us to fight with our eyes closed?” Mira asked.

“Sera doesn’t need to see them. She needs to feel the corruption. Sera, wide-area [Purify]. Maximum radius.”

Sera stepped forward. Closed her eyes. Her hands spread wide, palms outward, and green light blazed from her in a hemisphere that filled the corridor. The visual distortions shattered like glass. The moths tumbled from the air, cleansed, ordinary insects raining softly onto the stone floor. The corridor smelled like fresh rain.

Each encounter built confidence. Each cleared room taught the party something new about working as a unit.

It was working. The combat framework Kael had built was functional, efficient, and utterly unlike anything healers were supposed to do. Healers weren’t supposed to position in formations. Healers weren’t supposed to use [Barrier] as a containment tool. Healers were supposed to stand behind combat classes and heal what they couldn’t dodge.

Instead, Kael’s party was operating like a military unit that happened to use healing skills instead of weapons. And they were clearing the dungeon faster than any healer party in the Tutorial’s history.

Mira was thriving. The formation structure gave her energy direction, and she executed [Barrier] rotations with a natural rhythm that suggested she’d been born for coordinated action.

Neve was analyzing. Between rooms, she scribbled in her notebook, recording observations about dungeon architecture, mob behavior, and Kael’s command decisions with the meticulous attention of someone documenting anomalies for future reference.

Sera was growing. Each [Purify] application refined her technique, and Kael could see the improvement in real time. Her mana efficiency jumped fifteen percent between the first room and the fourth. He remembered a gradual curve. This one was accelerating.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Subject status enhanced. Growth rate exceeds original timeline parameters.]

He stared at the alert. Added it to the ledger. The timeline wasn’t just different; Sera was different. Stronger, earlier. As if the regression had changed something in her trajectory.

Did the System want her to survive this time?



The fifth room was wrong.

Neve’s [Diagnosis] pinged before they entered. “Anomalous contact. Single entity. Mana signature is. Wait.” She frowned. Adjusted her glasses. Scanned again. “This doesn’t match Tutorial Dungeon threat profiles. The mana output is Tier 2 level.”

Kael’s blood cooled.

“Tier 2?” Pria’s voice climbed. “We’re in a Tier 1 dungeon.”

“I know what tier we’re in.” Neve’s voice was precise and flat, the sound of a mind processing dangerous data at speed. “The entity ahead is significantly more powerful than anything else we’ve encountered. It shouldn’t be here.”

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Enemy class altered. Threat level elevated.]

There it was. A Tier 2 mob in a Tier 1 dungeon. A divergence that could kill his party if he wasn’t careful.

“What kind of entity?” he asked.

“Corrupted stalker. Feline classification. Speed-type. High agility, moderate damage, Blight corruption active.”

Kael knew corrupted stalkers. He’d fought dozens of them as a battle mage. They were ambush predators: fast, quiet, and they targeted the weakest party member with surgical accuracy.

In a battle mage squad, you anchored with a tank, baited the stalker’s charge, and killed it mid-lunge.

In a healer party, you had no tank, no damage, and no way to kill it.

“We go around,” Pria said.

“The room layout doesn’t allow it.” Neve checked the corridor behind them. “The dungeon’s progression system requires us to clear each section to unlock the next. We can’t skip.”

“Then we call for extraction,” Pria said. “Instructor Voss said the safety wards can pull us out.”

“And fail the assessment,” Neve said.

Kael was thinking. Running combat scenarios at speed. A corrupted stalker’s weaknesses: poor sustained endurance, vulnerable to [Purify] if you could hold it still long enough, and its Blight corruption made it slightly slower than an uncorrupted version.

“We can do this,” he said.

Four women looked at him.

“Here’s the plan. Mira and Pria, layered [Barriers] in a V-shape, narrow end toward the stalker. Funnel its charge into a corridor where it can’t maneuver. Neve, [Diagnosis] on the stalker the moment it enters our barrier corridor. Find the corruption’s structural weak point. Sera, when Neve identifies the weak point, hit it with focused [Purify]. Maximum output.”

“That’s a battle strategy,” Neve said.

“It’s a survival strategy. The stalker is Tier 2. We’re five first-year healers. We’re not going to overpower it. We’re going to outsmart it.”

“He said ‘we’re going to outsmart it’ like a general,” Mira murmured to Neve.

“I noticed.”

“Positions,” Kael said.

They moved.

The barrier V-shape took thirty seconds to erect. Mira and Pria placed overlapping [Barriers] in a funnel pattern, the narrow end pointing into the fifth room’s entrance. Neve positioned at the funnel’s apex, [Diagnosis] active. Sera stood behind her, hands glowing with pre-charged [Purify].

Kael stood at the funnel’s mouth.

“Bait?” Neve asked.

“Bait.”

The corrupted stalker sensed him the moment he entered the room. It was exactly as Neve had described: a feline predator twice the size of the Tutorial rats, sleek black fur shot through with Blight-purple veins, eyes glowing with corrupted energy. It crouched at the far end of the chamber, tail lashing, locked onto the weakest target in its range.

That would be Kael. Lowest combat stats. No offensive skills. The stalker’s targeting logic was simple: kill the one who can’t fight back.

It charged.

Fast. Faster than a Tier 1 mob had any right to be. The stalker covered the distance in two bounds, claws extended, jaw unhinging to reveal corruption-laced fangs.

Kael held position. Counted heartbeats. At the last moment, he pivoted. Sidestepped into the barrier funnel.

The stalker followed.

The barriers closed around it. Mira and Pria’s overlapping walls narrowed the creature’s movement to a corridor barely wider than its body. It snarled, clawed at the barriers, found them solid.

“Now!” Neve’s voice cracked like a whip. Her [Diagnosis] blazed. “Corruption node is centered in the thoracic cavity. Three inches behind the left shoulder.”

Sera stepped forward. Her hands flared green. [Purify] lanced into the stalker with a blazing force that lit the corridor in emerald radiance.

The stalker screamed.

The corruption fought back. Black energy flared from the creature’s body, clashing against Sera’s green light. The barriers shuddered under the combined pressure. Pria’s face went white with concentration. Mira’s teeth clenched.

And then the stalker lunged.

Not forward. Upward. It leaped the barrier wall, clearing Mira’s [Barrier] by six inches, and dove toward Sera.

Kael moved.

Thought and calculation vanished. Pure reflex took over, a battle mage’s combat training firing through a body that didn’t have the stats to support it.

[BATTLE INSTINCT ACTIVATED]

His hand caught Sera’s shoulder. Yanked her backward. His body interposed between her and the stalker’s claws.

The world slowed. His perception accelerated to combat speed, the familiar hyperfocus of battle mage training that made everything crystal clear and terrifyingly detailed. The stalker’s claws descending. Sera’s gasp behind him. The barrier funnel collapsing. Neve’s shout.

He dodged.

A combat dodge, clean and fluid, honed by years of sparring against faster opponents. His body twisted, shifted his center of gravity, and the stalker’s claws slashed the air where his chest had been a tenth of a second earlier.

Vara in the junction chamber. Twin axes in the defensive cross, her wordless battle cry splitting the air before the wyrm’s tail sent her into the wall. She’d moved faster than this. Hit harder. Died anyway.

MEMORY ECHO

The flash gutted him for half a second, then vanished. His body was already past it, moving on muscle memory older than grief.

The cost was immediate.

[BATTLE INSTINCT: HP COST, 15] [HP: 95/110]

Pain. Not from the stalker’s miss, but from the skill itself. Using battle mage reflexes in a healer’s body was like running a war engine on lamp oil. His vision blurred. Blood trickled from his left nostril.

But Sera was clear.

“Sera!” he barked. “Purify! Now!”

She was on the ground where he’d shoved her. Wide-eyed, staring up at him. But her hands were already moving, healer training overriding shock. Green light blazed from her palms and caught the disoriented stalker full in the corruption node. Her eyes had changed. The warm golden-brown had sharpened to amber, bright and fierce, the color they turned when she was channeling at full capacity.

This time, it held.

The stalker convulsed. Blight energy shattered, purple veins draining to ordinary black fur. The creature collapsed, twitching, and then went still. Alive, uncorrupted, reduced to a normal feline predator that blinked confused yellow eyes at the ceiling.

The dungeon registered the clear. A chime, soft and final.

[DUNGEON SECTION 5: CLEARED]

Silence.

Kael wiped the blood from his nose. His hand was shaking. The Battle Instinct’s HP drain was a dull ache behind his eyes, and his body felt like he’d sprinted a mile in ten seconds.

Sera was on her feet, staring at him. Golden-brown eyes sharp, searching. Her hand was on her chest where the stalker would have struck.

“That wasn’t adrenaline.” Neve’s voice, from behind. Low, flat, certain. “That was a combat dodge. Fourth-year level, minimum. You moved faster than your stats should allow.”

Kael looked at her. She’d been watching. Of course she’d been watching.

“I moved before I thought,” he said.

Neve’s lenses flashed in the dim corridor. Her expression said she was adding another entry to a case file.

“Let’s keep moving,” Mira said, strain riding under the steadiness. “We’re close to the end.”

They kept moving.



The Tutorial Dungeon’s final section was a straightforward corridor leading to the exit threshold. No mobs. A cooldown zone designed to let shaken freshmen collect themselves before returning to the academy.

They walked in silence for the first minute. Then everyone talked at once.

“That was incredible,” Pria breathed. “The barriers, the [Purify], the. Oh God, I thought we were dead.”

“We weren’t going to die,” Neve said. “The safety wards would have extracted us. But the assessment score would have been abysmal.”

“Sera, that [Purify] was extraordinary,” Kael said.

Sera was walking beside him. Close. She’d been close since the stalker, as if proximity to the person who’d shielded her provided a gravitational comfort. Her hair had come loose from its practical knot, framing her face in warm strands.

“Thank you,” she said. “For pulling me out of the way.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“How did you dodge like that?” she asked again. Quieter this time. The question not accusatory but genuinely bewildered. “I’ve watched battle mage training from the terrace. What you did was faster than most of them.”

“I was already moving.”

Her warm eyes settled on him, perceptive enough to make every lie catch behind his teeth.

“Okay,” she said. She didn’t believe him. But she let it go.

They emerged from the dungeon into the lower academy, blinking in the mana-lamp light.

The transition from dungeon to surface was always disorienting, even for a veteran. The air pressure equalized, the ambient mana density dropped from combat levels to baseline, and the perpetual twilight of underground corridors gave way to the warm glow of academy lamps. The body didn’t adjust smoothly; there was always a moment of wrongness, like stepping from cold water into warm air, where everything felt too much and not enough simultaneously.

He’d always taken a moment at dungeon thresholds to let his body adjust. He’d stand still, breathe, let the mana drain at its own pace. Now, with a body that had never been in a dungeon before, the transition hit harder. His ears popped. His hands tingled as the excess mana drained from his channels. His left eye twitched from the [Battle Instinct] backlash, the neural cost of running battle mage reflexes through a healer’s nervous system.

The others felt it too. Pria stumbled on the last step, catching herself on the wall. Mira shook her head like a dog shedding water, ponytail whipping. “My ears feel weird. Is that normal?”

“Normal,” Kael said. “The mana density difference causes pressure changes. Deep breath, hold, exhale slowly.”

Neve gripped the stairwell railing with white knuckles, her expression controlled but pale. She was breathing through her nose with the forced rhythm of someone managing nausea through willpower alone. Her lenses had fogged slightly from the temperature change.

Only Sera seemed unaffected, walking through the threshold calmly, as if she’d found something in the dungeon rather than lost it. She paused at the top of the stairs and turned back to watch the others emerge, her expression thoughtful, her hair catching the mana-lamp light in warm bronze.

“You all look terrible,” she said. Warm. Not mocking.

“You look like you just had a spa day,” Mira muttered. “How are you fine?”

“I don’t know.” Sera touched her hands together, examining the faint green glow that still lingered in her fingertips. “I feel. Good. Like something clicked into place.”

Kael watched her. The glow in her hands was stronger than a first-year healer should produce after a full dungeon run. Most freshmen would be mana-depleted and exhausted. Sera looked energized.

Instructor Voss waited at the threshold with her assessment pad. She stood with the settled posture of someone who’d been waiting long enough to get comfortable, and her expression shifted from routine expectation to sharp interest when she saw them.

“Cohort 7,” she said. “Tutorial Dungeon clear time: forty-seven minutes. That’s the fastest healer clear this semester.” She glanced at her pad. “Fastest by eleven minutes, in fact.”

Mira punched the air. “Yes!”

“With a Tier 2 anomaly in Section 5,” Voss added, and the celebration deflated. “That shouldn’t have been there. Tier 2 mobs in a Tutorial Dungeon represents a serious breach of dungeon calibration. I’ll be filing an integrity report with the Dean’s office.”

She looked at Kael. Looked at the blood still drying under his nose. Her assessment sharpened, the weary patience of a veteran instructor replaced by something more focused.

“Mr. Dayne, do you require medical attention?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Nosebleeds in freshmen typically indicate mana overexertion. Did you exceed your channeling limits?”

“I pushed hard during the anomaly. The Tier 2 mob required more output than expected.”

Half-truth. The nosebleed was from [Battle Instinct], not mana overexertion. But the explanation was plausible, and Voss had no reason to suspect otherwise.

She studied him for a moment longer than comfortable. Her eyes moved from the nosebleed to his posture to the way his weight was balanced. Reading him the way a field healer read patients: looking for the thing that didn’t fit.

“Your party’s coordination was exceptional,” she said. “Barrier formations, staggered healing rotations, tactical positioning. These are not standard healer approaches. Your record does not explain them.”

“We practiced in the prep session yesterday.”

“One prep session doesn’t produce military-grade healing formations.” She held his gaze. The word “military” had been chosen deliberately. It landed between them like a challenge. “I’ll be noting the anomalous performance in my report alongside the dungeon breach. Both warrant investigation.”

“Understood.”

“That word again.” Voss looked at him the way Neve looked at him, the way Adrienne looked at him: the focused attention of a smart woman encountering something that didn’t add up. “Most freshmen say ‘okay.’ Only one demographic says ‘understood,’ Mr. Dayne. I’ll let you work out which one.”

She turned to the rest of the party, her voice shifting back to routine debrief mode. Kael stood still and felt the net tightening.

Level-ups pinged.

[LEVEL UP: 2 -> 3] [NEW SKILL: Barrier (Rank 1)]

Two levels in a single run. [Barrier]. A new skill, his first since regression. Kael felt the mana template slot into his channels like a key turning in a lock. Something in his chest loosened, a tension he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. It was a small thing, one Rank 1 skill in a class that still felt like a cage, but it was proof that the System hadn’t abandoned him entirely. He could build from this. He’d built around Mira and Pria’s barriers in the dungeon; now the System had put the tool in his own hands.

Mira and Neve leveled too. Sera gained two levels, her experience jump boosted by the massive [Purify] against the stalker. Pria leveled once.

They climbed the stairs to the surface. Late afternoon. The academy’s upper floors were flooded with warm light, and the healer wing’s herb gardens smelled like a reprieve after the dungeon’s stale air. The contrast was intentional; the academy had designed the healer wing as a sanctuary, and after a dungeon run, the green light and growing scents hit like a physical embrace.

Mira stretched in the corridor, arms above her head, back arched. “Dining hall. Now. I’m eating everything they have. That dungeon burned calories I didn’t have.” She looked at Kael. “You’re coming. No brooding alone. That’s a rule.”

“I didn’t know we had rules.”

“We have one rule. No post-dungeon solo brooding. I just made it.” She pointed at him. “Dining hall. Twenty minutes. I need to wash the dungeon off my face first.”

Neve peeled off toward the library. “I need to research the Tier 2 anomaly. That mob didn’t belong in a Tutorial Dungeon. The statistical probability of a tier mismatch in a calibrated assessment dungeon is effectively zero. Something placed it there.”

“Can the research wait until after food?” Mira called after her.

“No.” Neve’s voice floated back down the corridor. She was already pulling a book from her bag.

Pria went to her room, looking shaken but satisfied. She paused at her door. “That was. I survived a dungeon.” She blinked. “I survived a dungeon with a Tier 2 mob.” A smile broke across her face. “I’m going to write my mother.”

Sera lingered.

“Kael.”

He turned.

She was standing in the corridor’s green-tinted light, warm hair catching the glow, a strand tucked behind one ear. Her sleeves were still rolled from the dungeon, residual healing light fading from her palms. Her expression was open, considering. The head tilt.

“I don’t know what happened in there,” she said. “The way you moved. The way you commanded us. It was like you’ve done this before.”

He held the answer behind his teeth. The truth crowded his mouth, and the urge to speak it was so strong that he bit the inside of his cheek.

“But whatever it was, it worked. We survived because of you.” She stepped closer. Put her hand on his arm. A brief, warm touch. Her fingers were still faintly glowing with residual healing energy, and a pulse moved through his awareness that wasn’t Resonance but felt like the memory of it. “Thank you.”

“You saved us too,” he said. “The [Purify] against the stalker. Nobody else could have done that.”

“I just did what felt right.” Sera watched the last green glow fade from her fingertips. “It’s strange. In the dungeon, when it mattered, I wasn’t afraid anymore. I was just. There. Doing what I was supposed to do.”

“That’s not strange,” he said. “That’s who you are.”

Her expression turned searching, puzzled, drawn to something in his voice that she couldn’t name.

“You say things like that,” she said. “Like you know me. But we just met.”

He couldn’t answer that. The truth would break everything.

“Some people show you who they are under pressure,” he said.

She studied him for another moment. Then she smiled, warm and genuine, and walked away. Toward her room, toward her plants, toward the ordinary freshman life she was building. No idea that the man she’d just thanked had watched her die.

Kael stood in the corridor. His arm still warm where she’d touched him. The nosebleed from [Battle Instinct] a fading ache.

He opened his status panel in the corridor. Level 3. [Barrier] unlocked. One bond.

Behind him, Sera’s door was closing. Through the gap came the faint scent of green things and her soft voice murmuring to the plants, the same quiet tenderness she’d carried in a different life.


Chapter 6: Study Partners

The library occupied the academy’s central tower, five floors of stone shelving and enchanted silence wards that absorbed sound like water absorbing ink. Kael had spent his previous life in the battle mage section on the west side, where tactical manuals and combat theory texts gathered dust between generations of students who preferred hitting things to reading about hitting things.

The healer section was on the east side. He’d never set foot in it before the regression.

Now it was his territory, and he was discovering how much he’d missed.

Neve was already at their table when he arrived. She’d claimed the same corner spot for three consecutive evenings, and by the fourth, other students had stopped trying to sit there. Books arranged in a rigid grid: primary text open at center, reference texts flanking, notebook positioned at exactly the right angle for her handwriting.

“You’re on time,” she said, not looking up.

“Should I not be?”

“Most people aren’t. It’s refreshing.” She turned a page without looking up. “Sit. I found something in the advanced mana channeling texts that contradicts our course material.”

Kael sat. Across from her, their knees almost touching under the narrow table. The library’s mana lamps cast warm light across the polished wood surface, and the silence ward around their corner created a private bubble where the rest of the library was a muffled hum.

Neve slid a book toward him. “Page two-forty-seven. The standard model for [Mend] efficiency assumes a linear relationship between mana input and healing output. But this text, which is three editions older than our current curriculum, describes a logarithmic curve. After a certain threshold, additional mana input produces diminishing returns.”

Kael read the page. The older model was more accurate; he’d learned this through practical experience, watching Sera optimize her healing by reducing mana expenditure at high-output levels.

“The logarithmic model makes more sense,” he said. “If healing were linear, high-level healers would never run out of mana. They’d just scale input to output indefinitely.”

“Exactly.” Neve’s eyes lit up. Not the mild satisfaction of being agreed with; the intense pleasure of intellectual validation from a peer who understood. “The current curriculum is teaching an oversimplified model. Which means our [Mend] practice is calibrated wrong.”

“It’s calibrated for freshmen who can’t handle complexity.”

“But we can.”

He looked at her. She was leaning forward, elbows on the book, chin on her hands. In the warm lamp light, with her guard down and her mind engaged, she looked different from the armored academic who strode the corridors in oversized robes. Younger. Eager. The intelligence that she usually wielded as a shield became something brighter when she was excited.

“We can,” he agreed.

She smiled. Brief, almost involuntary, as if her face had done something without permission. Then she controlled it and went back to the book.

“So,” she said. “If we adjust our channeling based on the logarithmic model, we should be able to reduce mana expenditure by twenty to thirty percent at current skill levels while maintaining the same healing output.”

“Let’s test it.”

They spent two hours working through the mathematics. Neve was brilliant; there was no other word for it. She processed information at a speed that made Kael’s veteran knowledge feel sluggish, connecting theoretical models to practical applications with an intuitive leap that he could only follow, not lead.

He contributed experience. She contributed intellect. The combination was electric.

At some point, a dining hall bell chimed through the silence ward, muffled almost to nothing. Neve did not look up. Ten minutes later it chimed again, the second call for students who treated meals as optional and then complained about headaches during evening practicals.

Kael closed one of the reference texts with a finger marking the page. “Dinner.”

“Irrelevant.”

“Food is not irrelevant.”

“Food is a maintenance requirement. It can be satisfied later.” She wrote another line of notation. “This proof cannot. If I stop now, I’ll lose the intermediate step.”

He looked at the three cold cups beside her elbow, two of them hers, one abandoned long enough for a skin to form across the tea. “How often do you forget to eat?”

“Forget is inaccurate. I deprioritize.”

“That’s worse.”

She made a sound under her breath while copying a formula, a tuneless little hum that did not match the rhythm of the library or the scratch of her pen. It was off-key, almost aggressively so, and entirely unconscious. Comfort, not performance. The first unguarded habit he’d seen from her that wasn’t shaped by suspicion.

He let the book open again. “One more equation. Then food.”

“Three.”

“Two.”

Her pen paused. “Two and a half.”

“Done.”

“If the curve holds,” Neve said, “then every healer in the academy is wasting approximately twenty-five percent of their mana output on inefficiency that the curriculum doesn’t acknowledge. Scale that across a dungeon run, and you’re looking at party-wide mana reserves that could extend combat duration by thirty percent.”

“Assuming constant output levels.”

“Which I’m not.” She pulled a chart from one of the reference texts. “Variable output modeling suggests the gains are even larger. A healer who adjusts their efficiency in real time, responding to the logarithmic curve as conditions change, could produce results that current models say are impossible.”

Kael stared at the numbers. She was describing something he’d witnessed: Sera, in Year 3 of the previous timeline, producing healing output that exceeded her statistical maximum because she’d intuited the efficiency curve without ever studying it. What Neve was constructing from theory, Sera had discovered through practice.

“This is how she did it,” he murmured.

“How who did what?”

He caught himself. “Theoretical. A healer who worked this way would seem to exceed their class limits.”

Neve’s eyes sharpened. She’d caught the slip. She always caught the slips. But instead of pressing, she tucked it away and continued.

They worked through the efficiency models until the library’s closing warning chimed. The collaboration had a quality that Kael hadn’t experienced since before the regression: two minds working in genuine partnership, each one making the other faster, more incisive, better.

“Here,” she said during their third session, pointing to a diagram she’d drawn. She reached across the table for a reference text on the far side. Her arm extended, body stretched, and her robe parted.

Kael saw what the robes had been hiding.

Wide hips. Thick thighs in fitted leggings beneath the oversized outer layer. The curve of a prominent, round ass that the loose fabric had completely concealed. And above, the fitted tunic she wore under her robes, stretched across full breasts that her careful wardrobe rendered invisible.

For one sharp heartbeat, his mental model of Neve Halford, the one labeled “brilliant mind, no body,” shattered and reformed.

She had a body. A generous one. Hidden with the same studied precision she used to manage every part of herself.

She caught him staring.

The moment lasted a second, maybe less. Long enough for heat to climb the back of his neck and for his tactical discipline to fail in the most freshman way imaginable.

She noticed his eyes, registered where they’d tracked, and her hand flew to her robe, pulling it closed. Pink color flooded her cheeks, spreading down her neck and, he suspected, considerably further beneath the high collar of her tunic.

Neither of them acknowledged it.

“The Whitfeld diagram,” she said, her voice slightly too even, the exactness of her diction a shield raised against the moment that had just happened. She placed the reference text on the table with studied calm. “Shows the mana efficiency curve for compound healing scenarios.”

“Right.”

They studied the Whitfeld diagram. The blush faded from her cheeks over the next several minutes, retreating by degrees, pink to faint rose to her usual porcelain. The scholar’s reserve snapped back into place layer by layer.

His mental model didn’t go back to the old version. Neve Halford: brilliant, suspicious, dangerous, and hiding a body beneath her layered robes that would have drawn stares from across a room if she’d let anyone see it. The combination was more compelling than either element alone.



The study sessions became routine. Tuesday and Thursday evenings, the library corner, the careful dance of two minds that recognized each other.

By the second week, they’d developed a rhythm. Neve arrived first, always, and arranged the books in her exacting grid. Kael arrived on time, which Neve treated as a character virtue of the highest order. They spent the first thirty minutes in focused study: reading, annotating, building the theoretical foundation that Neve insisted was the prerequisite for any practical discussion.

Then they argued.

Not about trivial things. Never about trivial things. Their arguments were about mana theory, channeling mechanics, the fundamental architecture of healing magic. Each debate was an escalation of the last, building on shared knowledge that had grown dense enough to support real disagreement.

The arguments were the best part. Kael hadn’t been intellectually challenged since his fourth year at the academy, when the dungeon strategies had become complex enough to require genuine problem-solving. Mira was smart but intuitive; she operated on instinct rather than theory. Sera was perceptive but quiet; she absorbed rather than debated. Adrienne was brilliant but hierarchical; she taught, she didn’t spar.

Neve sparred.

Neve challenged him. Not the way Mira challenged him, through warmth and persistence, or the way Sera challenged him, through quiet perception. Neve challenged him the way a sparring partner challenged a fighter: by refusing to let him be lazy.

“Your [Mend] theory is wrong,” she said on the third session. They were deep in a channeling efficiency debate, books spread between them like a battlefield. “You’re modeling mana flow as a push system. Healing is a pull system. You’re not sending energy into the wound; you’re drawing the wound’s state toward a healthy template.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It absolutely is not.” She removed her glasses to clean them, and for a moment her face was bare. Without the frames, her features softened. Dark eyes larger, more vulnerable, the fierce intelligence less shielded. “If you push energy into a wound, you’re imposing your template on the patient’s body. If you pull, you’re guiding the patient’s own recovery. The distinction matters because pushed healing creates dependency and pulled healing creates resilience.”

He stared at her.

She was right.

Right, and insightfully enough to reshape his entire understanding of healing. As a battle mage, he’d watched healers work from the outside, assessing results without understanding methodology. Neve had just described the fundamental mechanism of advanced healing in three sentences, and she’d done it as a first-year student with a banned suppression on her abilities.

“You’re brilliant,” he said.

She put her glasses back on. The lenses caught the light, hiding her eyes for a moment. But the pink flush was back, spreading from her cheeks to the tips of her ears.

“I’m rigorous,” she corrected. “Brilliance is an inefficient word. It implies inspiration over method.”

“Method applied with that much insight is brilliance.”

She didn’t respond immediately. Her fingers went to the frames at her nose. Once. Twice. The tell he’d learned meant she was lining up thoughts before letting them out.

“Thank you,” she said. The words were careful, formal. The voice behind them was not.



Neve’s presence had a texture distinct from Mira’s warmth or Sera’s quiet gravity. She was incisive, demanding, relentless in her pursuit of understanding. She didn’t allow comfortable silence to remain comfortable; she filled it with questions. And her questions, Kael was discovering, were more dangerous than her observations.

“You hesitated on the third Whitfeld equation last session,” she said on the second Tuesday. They were deep in the silence ward, surrounded by books, the library emptying around them as the hour grew late. “You knew the answer instantly; I could see it in your posture. Then you waited four seconds before responding with a deliberately imprecise version. Why?”

“I was thinking.”

“You were performing thinking. The actual cognitive process was complete before I finished the question.” Her fingers found the arm of her frames, a habitual motion. “I’ve been timing your responses across sessions. In theoretical discussions, you have an average response delay of 3.2 seconds on questions where you know the answer. In practical demonstrations, the delay is 1.8 seconds. Both are artificially long for someone of your actual capability.”

“You’ve been timing my response delays.”

“I time everything.” She said it without apology. “You do this in class too. Slow down your responses to match what a first-year student should know. The gap between what you know and what you show is consistent across every subject, which suggests it’s intentional.”

“Or I’m consistently mediocre.”

“You’re many things. Mediocre isn’t one of them.”

He looked at her. In the warm library light, with books stacked around her like fortifications, Neve Halford was formidable. Not just intellectually; physically. Her usual layers couldn’t completely disguise the way she leaned forward when she was hunting a thought, her body engaging with ideas as if they were tangible things she could grab and wrestle into submission. When she was excited, she forgot to manage her posture, and the careful distance she wore like a second robe loosened without her noticing.

She noticed him noticing and pulled her robe tighter.

“The study sessions help,” he said. Changing the subject. Badly. “Your understanding of the pull model for [Mend] changed how I think about healing. I was approaching it wrong.”

“Because you were approaching it as someone trained in a push discipline.” She caught the deflection, noted it, didn’t press. “Attack magic is push. Healing magic is pull. The fact that you naturally default to push confirms my thesis about your background.”

“Which thesis?”

“The one I haven’t shared with you yet.”

They studied for another hour. The argument about mana channeling methodology surfaced again, refined by a week of independent research. Neve had found two more historical texts supporting the logarithmic efficiency curve, and Kael had spent the intervening days retraining his [Mend] based on her pull model. His healing output had improved by twenty percent.

“Twenty-two percent,” Neve corrected when he reported the figure. “I recalculated based on the variables you described. You’re undercounting because you’re still compensating for push-mode bleed. Once that residual pattern decays, you’ll see closer to thirty.”

“You calculated my personal mana efficiency from a verbal description.”

“I also estimated your actual channeling capacity, which is approximately three times what your level should allow.” She sipped her tea. Dark eyes steady behind glass. “But we’re not talking about that tonight.”



Week three. Late evening. The library emptying.

The corner table had become theirs. Other students who tried to sit there received a look from Neve that communicated territorial claim with the efficiency of a posted sign. Nobody tried twice.

Neve had brought tea. Two cups, from the faculty preparation area, which meant she’d either charmed a staff member or picked the lock. Kael didn’t ask which. The tea was good: a complex blend that tasted like something Adrienne would drink. Faculty-grade privileges, obtained through Neve-grade resourcefulness.

They sat across from each other. Books open but temporarily forgotten. The ease between them was new, a warmth that hadn’t existed during the first week, when every pause had been filled with Neve’s pointed observations and Kael’s careful deflections.

The comfort was dangerous. Kael knew it. Comfort led to lowered guard, which led to slips, which led to exposure. But the alternative was perpetual isolation, and he’d already learned that isolation was a weapon you pointed at yourself.

“I like these sessions,” Neve said. The admission was casual, delivered while she organized her notes, but the tips of her ears went pink. “Intellectually, I mean. The discourse is productive.”

“You enjoy arguing with me.”

“I enjoy arguing with someone who can keep up.” She looked up. “Most people can’t. It gets lonely.”

The word “lonely” landed on the table beside the cooling tea. She hadn’t meant to say it. He could see the moment she recognized the vulnerability, the flicker of regret followed by the stubborn decision not to retract it.

“You’re a better healer than you pretend to be,” Neve said, changing the subject with blunt efficiency, secrets preferable to feelings.

“I’m a Level 3 healer with a month of training.”

“You’re a Level 3 healer who thinks about healing like someone who’s been doing it for years. Your theoretical knowledge exceeds your skill level by an order of magnitude. You know the answers before I ask the questions, and you hold back in class on purpose to maintain the appearance of normal progression.”

She sipped her tea. Watched him over the rim.

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” she said. “I’m observing. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“Yes. Accusations require conclusions. I’m still gathering data.” She set the cup down. “But the data is accumulating, Kael. And it all points in the same direction.”

He met her eyes. The library was quiet around them, the silence ward sealing their conversation into a private space. In the warm light, Neve’s face was open in a way he hadn’t seen before. Not the careful poise. Something underneath.

“What direction?” he asked.

“You’ve been here before. At this academy. In a different capacity. The tactical formations in the dungeon, the mana channeling precision, the combat dodge that saved Sera, the way you reach for weapons that aren’t there. You are not a freshman.”

Neither of them spoke. The mana lamp flickered once, casting their shadows against the bookshelves, and the pause left enough room for either a lie or the truth.

“That’s not something I can answer,” Kael said.

“You didn’t deny it.”

“No.”

Neve took a moment to order herself. The motion of her hand toward her frames was slower than usual, conscious rather than reflexive.

“I respect secrets,” she said. “I have my own. The suppression you found during [Diagnosis]. My parents’ involvement. The year I spent researching something they told me not to research.” She paused. “But respect for secrets isn’t the same as tolerance for lies. If you lie to me, I’ll know. And I’ll stop helping you.”

“What if I can’t tell you the truth?”

“Then tell me that. ‘I can’t tell you’ is not the same as a fabrication. I can work with silence. I can’t work with deception.”

Kael looked at this woman. Nineteen years old, glasses slightly askew, robes that hid more than they showed making her look smaller than she was, and underneath all of it, a mind keen enough to cut through his cover in three weeks.

“I can’t answer that without bringing danger into this room,” he said.

“Then there is an answer.” She caught the boundary with the precision of a blade. “And you’re choosing where to draw the line.”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll wait.” She picked up her book. “But I’ll also keep researching. And if I figure it out before you tell me, I won’t be gentle about it.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to be.”

Her expression changed by a degree. Not a smile; Neve didn’t smile casually. An acknowledgment. The recognition of a peer who met her on equal terms and didn’t flinch when she pushed.

“Same time Thursday?” she asked.

“Same time Thursday.”

She began reading. He watched her for a moment: the careful way she turned pages, the slight forward lean that brought her closer to the text, her lips moving silently when she hit a passage that challenged her.

The robe had slipped again. Not far. An inch of shoulder visible, the fitted tunic beneath stretching across her upper body. She didn’t notice this time, or pretended not to.

Kael turned back to his own book and tried to concentrate on mana efficiency curves. The scent of paper and ink that surrounded Neve like perfume wasn’t helping.



Three days later, the academic argument that changed everything.

The library was nearly empty. The mana lamps had dimmed to their evening setting, casting amber light across the bookshelves. Their corner table was cluttered with texts from three different centuries, Neve’s notebook open to a page dense with mathematical notation, two cold cups of tea that neither had touched in an hour.

They’d been debating mana channeling methodology since seven o’clock. It was now nine-thirty, and neither had conceded a single point. The argument had progressed from polite disagreement to heated exchange to something that generated heat in more ways than one.

Neve’s position: channeling efficiency was determined by the practitioner’s theoretical understanding of the healing template. Kael’s position: channeling efficiency was primarily determined by practical experience and refined through repetition.

“You can’t refine what you don’t understand,” Neve said. Her voice had hardened from conversational to surgical. When she argued, she aimed for lethal points with the accuracy of an archer. “A healer who practices blindly will plateau. A healer who understands the logarithmic curve and adjusts their channeling accordingly will exceed any purely experiential practitioner.”

“Theory without practice is a blueprint without a building,” Kael said. “I’ve seen healers with perfect theoretical knowledge who couldn’t stabilize a papercut under pressure because their hands had never done the work.”

“Seen where?” Quick. She caught his slip.

“In texts.” Weak recovery. She knew it.

“In texts that describe combat healing scenarios with the specificity of firsthand observation.” She leaned forward. “You describe field medicine like you’ve administered it. Your examples always include environmental factors: dust, blood, time pressure. Textbook examples don’t include those details.”

He offered nothing.

Neve’s eyes blazed. “I proved you wrong about mana channeling last week. The pull model versus the push model. You conceded because the evidence was clear. That’s the only time you’ve conceded anything in three weeks of debate.”

“Because it was the only time you were more right than I was.”

Her jaw tightened. “I am frequently more right than you. You just won’t admit it because admitting it requires explaining how you formed your incorrect opinions in the first place.”

The argument was escalating. Not angry; electric. The intellectual friction between them generated heat far beyond academic disagreement.

“Prove me wrong,” Kael said. “Show me a theoretical framework that outperforms experienced channeling in a practical test.”

“Fine.” She stood. Grabbed a reference text from the shelf behind her. Her robe swung open with the motion, and for a moment the full outline of her body was visible: wide hips, thick thighs, the prominent curve of her ass in fitted leggings. She turned back to the table. Her cheeks were flushed, not from exertion but from the argument’s heat.

She slammed the book open to a specific page. “Chapter fourteen. The Thermond-Kavel framework for mana-efficient healing under compound status effects. Published forty years ago, suppressed from the curriculum under Dean Rethis’s predecessor. The theoretical model predicts a 40% efficiency gain over experiential channeling in multi-target healing scenarios.”

Kael read the page. Read it again.

“That’s a forty-year-old theoretical model that was never tested in practice.”

“Because the practice was banned.” She was standing across from him, breathing hard, cheeks flushed. “There was a specialization that used compound healing under combat conditions. The Thermond-Kavel framework was designed to optimize it. The theory was right. They banned it anyway.”

He looked up at her.

“A banned specialization.”

“Sealed. Scrubbed from the current curriculum. But references survive in older texts if you know where to look.” The flush on her cheeks deepened. “I’ve been pulling threads since my deferral year. The suppression on my abilities, the gaps in the curriculum, the sealed administrative records. Something was buried, Kael. Deliberately.”

They stared at each other. The silence ward hummed. The library was empty now, other students long gone, and in the warm light of the mana lamp, the air was charged like the breath before a thunderstorm. Books surrounded them like walls of a fortress, and inside that fortress, two people stood on the edge of truths that could reshape everything.

“What did you find in the sealed records?” he asked.

She paused. The scholarly facade was still in place, but he could see the cracks where genuine emotion pressed against the surface. Not vulnerability. Obsession. The same driven hunger he recognized from his own reflection: someone who’d found a thread that led somewhere dangerous and couldn’t stop pulling.

“References to applications that used healing energy beyond support,” she said. “Not clean combat doctrine. Fragments. [Diagnosis] applied to structural analysis under hostile conditions. [Barrier] shaped for containment pressure instead of passive defense. [Mend] theory pushed into territories the current curriculum pretends don’t exist.” She paused. Let the words land. “The texts are fragmentary. Someone removed the core documents decades ago. But the references in the footnotes are consistent. There was an entire branch of healer practice that the academy excised.”

Kael’s blood went cold. She was circling the sealed path without having its name yet.

“The material wasn’t banned in one public decree,” she continued. “It was buried through revisions, missing citations, and committee language about empathic feedback dangers. The Resonance bonds involved could overwhelm the practitioner, officially. Unofficially, the timing lines up with an administrative purge decades ago.” She leaned forward. The mana lamp reflected off her lenses, hiding her eyes. “I haven’t found who signed it or why. Not yet.”

She was closer to the truth than he’d realized. Weeks of research, pulling threads in restricted archives, and she’d reconstructed a picture that had taken Kael years to piece together before the regression.

“Enough to know the current administration is sitting on research that could change everything about how healing is practiced. And enough to know that asking questions about it makes people nervous.” She kept the words level. Her hands were trembling. “I haven’t found the full picture yet. But I will.”

She was telling him what she’d found. Not all of it, but more than he’d expected. It was a declaration of trust, given from a woman who rationed trust like a finite resource. She was saying: I know something is wrong, and I think you do too.

“Neve.”

“I’m not asking you to confirm anything.” She straightened. “I’m telling you what I know, because you’re the only person in this academy who might understand why it matters.”

What passed between them was different from the argumentative pauses of their debates. Her hands tightened around the book, knuckles pale against the binding. She’d offered him something real, something that could cost her academic standing, her access to restricted materials, possibly her position at the academy. She’d done it because she believed he was worth the risk.

[BOND: NEVE HALFORD -> 100 (ALLY)]

The notification brushed against his consciousness. First bond threshold. Mutual respect, intellectual trust, the beginning of something deeper. The System had registered what they’d both felt: the moment when two people stopped being adversarial puzzles to each other and started being allies.

Neve felt it too. He saw it in the slight widening of her eyes, the catch in her breath. Her hand went to her chest, pressing against the spot where the Resonance settled.

“That was a bond threshold,” she said. Not a question. Analytical even in the middle of experiencing it.

“Ally level.”

“One hundred points.” She processed the information the way she processed everything: rapidly, thoroughly, connecting it to existing data. “The bond scale responds to genuine emotional exchange. We just crossed the threshold because I trusted you with information that could endanger me, and you received it without deflection.”

“That’s a clinical way to describe what just happened.”

“I describe everything clinically. It’s how I process.” She paused. Something in her expression shifted. “But it didn’t feel clinical. It felt like something.”

The Resonance settled between them, not the bright warmth of Mira’s bond but something cooler, more cutting, the edge of a blade that could be either weapon or tool. An alliance forged in intellectual firelight.

“Thursday,” he said. “Same time.”

“Thursday.” She closed her book. Gathered her things with her usual methodical efficiency. Books stacked, notebook squared, pen capped and placed in her pocket. Every item in its assigned position. Paused at the table’s edge.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever you are, whatever you were.” She straightened. “I wanted you to know: I’m not your enemy.”

She left. Careful steps. Books clutched against her chest. The oversized robes swallowed her frame, concealing everything that the study session had briefly revealed. At the library’s entrance, she paused without turning back. She hesitated just long enough for him to feel the decision happening, then walked through the door and let it close behind her.

The Resonance crystal nearest their corner still held a faint glow, the residual warmth of a bond newly formed. It would fade in a few minutes. The bond would not.

Kael sat in the empty library. The mana lamp dimmed toward closing. The silence ward hummed around a corner that still smelled like paper and ink and Neve’s particular brand of dangerous intelligence.

He had an ally. A brilliant, suspicious, observant ally who was already closer to the truth than anyone had a right to be, and who was pulling at threads that led to places the academy had tried to bury.

Three weeks in, and the cover was thinner than the healer robes he wore.

Across the library, visible through the stacks, Adrienne was standing at the faculty section’s entrance. The copper-red edges of her hair catching the last of the mana lamp light. Formal robes impeccable, collar buttoned to the throat. She held a book in one hand, her other hand resting on the door frame, and she was watching him.

Had been watching for how long, he couldn’t tell. Long enough to see the Resonance crystal flare when Neve left. Long enough to read the body language of two people who’d just shared something significant. Long enough to add another entry to whatever mental file she was building on the anomalous freshman who channeled like a veteran and attracted brilliant women like a lodestone.

Their eyes met across the library’s length. Green eyes, penetrating, holding his gaze with steady authority. Field-commander habits died hard; she evaluated everyone in her line of sight.

She held his gaze while the silence ward swallowed the rest of the library.

Across the library’s length, the silence ward made her gaze feel closer than it should have. Not the Resonance; they had no bond. Something older, simpler. Recognition. She saw him seeing her, and for one unguarded beat, the guarded expression slipped and what was underneath was not curiosity or suspicion but something rawer. Loneliness that recognized its own kind.

Then she turned and walked away, her boots clicking on stone, the sound controlled and even as everything else about her.

Kael sat alone and calculated how long he had left.


Chapter 7: Resonance

The advanced Resonance practicum was held in the bonding ritual hall, and the difference between this room and a standard classroom was the difference between a campfire and a furnace.

Resonance crystals lined the circular walls, humming at frequencies that sat just below human hearing. The sound wasn’t audible; it was felt. A vibration in the sternum, a loosening in the chest, as if the crystals were gently prying open emotional doors that most people kept locked. The seating was arranged in pairs, cushioned, angled inward. No desks or barriers softened what the room demanded. The room was designed to strip away every physical and psychological buffer between partners.

Adrienne stood at the center. The ritual hall’s warm light caught the auburn in her hair, turning the twist to copper at the edges. She wore the same formal robes she always did, but today the high collar was loosened a button, the beauty mark above her collarbone visible as she turned. The fabric moved with her breathing, pulling across a figure that formal tailoring contained but could not conceal. Her green eyes swept the room with calm authority, a decade of command behind the gaze.

“Today we move beyond basic synchronization,” she said. “Previous sessions taught you to match mana signatures. Today, you learn synchronized healing. [Resonance] in its applied form. Two healers channeling as one, their bond amplifying output beyond what either could achieve alone.”

She paced. Each step unhurried, deliberate, the way she moved through every room: as if the ground had been placed there specifically for her.

“This requires more than mana compatibility. It requires emotional openness. Trust. Vulnerability. You cannot synchronize your healing if you’re hiding from your partner. The Resonance will feel it, and it will refuse to cooperate.”

She stopped. Looked directly at Kael.

“Partners from the first session. Begin.”

Mira was already sliding into the seat across from him, amber eyes bright with the eager focus she brought to anything involving physical contact. She’d worn a tank top under her robes, the collar pulled open, and her ponytail was re-tied at a jaunty angle that suggested she’d spent exactly zero seconds on it.

“Hands,” she said, extending hers. “Let’s light this place up.”

He took her hands.

The Resonance hit immediately. Stronger than the first session, deeper, the bond between them widened into a living current. The night in her room had changed the frequency of their connection; where before it had been a warm pulse, now it moved through him with her kinetic brightness. He felt her: excited, focused, the nervous energy of performance pressure, and beneath it, the bedrock warmth that defined her. He also felt the worry tucked under the brightness, a sister’s fear threaded through every other emotion like a bass note in a chord.

She felt him too. He knew it by the way her grip tightened, the way her eyes softened for one quick, telling beat before the class-exercise mask went back on. She was receiving his emotional signature: the grief, the determination, the growing affection for her that wasn’t tactical anymore and hadn’t been since the night in her room.

“Channel [Mend] through the bond,” Adrienne instructed, circulating between pairs. “One partner initiates, the other amplifies. The goal is synchronized output: both of you healing the same target, your energies merged rather than parallel.”

Kael initiated. Sent [Mend] through the contact, feeling it travel the Resonance link from his palms to Mira’s. The process was different from solo casting. Instead of shaping the energy alone, he released it into the bond’s current and let it travel. Mira’s mana caught his, shaped it, wrapped around it with her open, kinetic warmth. The return flow was warm, golden, twice the strength of either input alone.

The sensation was remarkable. His healing energy, refined by a veteran’s control, merged with Mira’s, amplified by her natural empathic openness. The combination produced something neither could achieve individually: a healing pulse that was both precise and warm, controlled and generous.

The Resonance crystal nearest them flared.

The crystal didn’t pulse or glow. It blazed. Golden light erupted from the crystal with a brilliance that cast shadows across the ritual hall, drawing every eye in the room. Other pairs stopped. Heads turned. Mira’s face was bathed in gold, her eyes wide, reflecting the light like twin lanterns.

“What the actual,” someone whispered.

The light was visible. Not just crystal-glow, but actual Resonance energy manifesting between Kael’s and Mira’s joined hands, golden threads spinning in the air like luminous spider silk. The display was beyond anything the ritual hall had seen from freshmen. Beyond most second-years. Resonance output that suggested a bond years deeper than what a month of acquaintance should produce.

Adrienne appeared at their side, fast enough that Kael hadn’t tracked her movement.

“Hold the channel,” she said, control locked around the words while her eyes betrayed the rest. Kael saw it: the fraction of a second where clinical focus warred with something rawer. Fascination. Alarm. Hunger.

She knelt beside their chairs. Placed her hand over their joined ones.

The contact sent a jolt through Kael’s system, sharp and immediate, beyond any Resonance mechanic. Adrienne’s hand was warm, her grip firm, and the proximity of her, the scent of formal perfume mixed with the green herbal smell of healing wards, put her close enough that he could see the pulse at her throat.

She closed her eyes. Opened her Resonance channels and read them.

The crystal blazed brighter.

Adrienne’s eyes snapped open. She looked at Kael. Then at Mira. Then at their joined hands beneath hers.

“Your Resonance capacity is exceptional,” she said. The words were careful, formal, selected from a vocabulary that kept personal reaction at arm’s length. “Both of you, but particularly you, Mr. Dayne. Your channels are unusually deep for your level.”

She didn’t remove her hand.

“Has anyone tested your Resonance ceiling?” she asked.

“No.”

“I’d like to. After class. My office.”

Mira’s eyes darted between them. “Is that normal? Personal Resonance testing?”

“It’s warranted for exceptional cases.” Adrienne released their hands. Stood. Smoothed her robes in the unconscious gesture that only drew the eye to the figure her tailoring never quite contained. “Continue practice.”

She moved to the next pair. Kael watched her go, noting the forced steadiness of her stride, her shoulders held as if containing something.

Mira leaned forward. Their hands were still joined, Resonance humming between their palms.

“Instructor Duval never touches students,” she said, leaning in until the words turned low and conspiratorial. “I asked the second-years. She maintains physical distance in all practicals. Uses demonstration models, never hands-on. You’re the first freshman she’s touched in three years.”

“Maybe she was testing the Resonance.”

“She was testing something.” Mira’s eyes sparkled. “You’re special, Stoneface.”

“Don’t.”

“Special, special, special.” She grinned. Then her expression shifted, the humor replaced by something warmer and more genuine. She squeezed his hands. “Seriously though. That was incredible. Did you feel it? The synchronization? Like our healing was one thing instead of two.”

He had felt it. The merged channel, the amplified output, the golden light that shouldn’t have been possible between a Level 3 healer and his Level 3 partner after one month of acquaintance. The bond ran deeper than the calendar allowed. The Resonance was responding to emotional depth that exceeded what a single timeline of interaction had built.

Because his emotional depth wasn’t from a single timeline. The bond measured real connection, and what he felt for Mira, the woman who hid a dying sister behind a bright smile and gave her warmth like the most natural currency in the world, was real enough that the Resonance didn’t care how many weeks it had taken to build.

“I felt it,” he said.



After class. Adrienne’s office.

The room was smaller than he’d expected, though he’d been here before the regression, under different circumstances. Warm lamp-light. Book-lined walls, the shelves organized with Adrienne’s controlled exactness. A heavy oak desk that served as a barricade between instructor and world. Two chairs facing it, low enough to require looking up at whoever sat behind the desk.

A power arrangement. Kael recognized it from military command tents.

Adrienne was already seated. She’d loosened her collar by a single button since class, whether consciously or not. The warm olive skin above her collarbone was visible where the fabric parted.

“Sit,” she said.

He sat.

“I tested thirty-seven freshmen today,” she said. “Your Resonance reading was the strongest by a factor of three. For context, that puts you in the top percentile of second-year students, not first.”

“Mira’s contribution was significant.”

“It was. But Resonance capacity is individual. Your partner amplifies what you produce; they don’t generate it for you. Your baseline output is extraordinary.”

She folded her hands on the desk. Green eyes unwavering. The posture was formal, but the voice had shifted half a register lower, the way it did when she was speaking more honestly than her position permitted.

“I need to test your personal Resonance ceiling,” she said. “Which requires physical contact and channel access between us. It’s not a standard procedure. If you’re uncomfortable, we can arrange an alternative assessment.”

“I’m not uncomfortable.”

She held his gaze until the professional answer cost too much. Nodded. Rose. Came around the desk.

Standing, she was taller than most of the students. 5’10” in her field-grade boots, and the robes, now seen at close range, revealed what the desk had hidden: a full hourglass figure shaped by years of combat healing before the desk claimed her. Auburn hair escaping the twist in small tendrils. Green eyes, up close, flecked with amber near the iris.

She extended her hands. “Take mine.”

He did.

Her hands were different from the students’ he’d partnered with. Not the uncertain grip of freshmen learning contact, not the eager warmth of Mira’s palms. Adrienne’s hands were sure, practiced, calloused from years of channeling under duress. Her fingers were long, her grip firm, and the contact of skin against skin sent a charge through him that no professional assessment could explain away.

Where Mira was warm and bright, Adrienne was deep. Her mana signature was vast, layered, dense with years of field experience. Kael felt the architecture of her channels: broad, well-developed, slightly scarred in places where overuse had left marks. A combat healer’s signature, earned through years of healing under fire. He recognized the scarring pattern; in first life, the most experienced field healers all carried it. The mana pathways widened and roughened with heavy use, like a river carving a deeper channel through stone.

Adrienne’s channels were some of the deepest he’d ever felt.

She closed her eyes. Opened her Resonance.

The reading was startlingly strong.

Not the blazing display of his pair with Mira. Something different: a quiet, immense pull, like standing at the edge of a deep lake and feeling the water’s gravity. No established bond between them, no emotional history except a month of teacher-student friction. But the Resonance didn’t care about categories. It measured resonant potential, and whatever existed between Adrienne and Kael rang like a bell struck once in an empty hall.

Her hands tightened on his. Her breathing changed: her even rhythm shifting to something less guarded, the unconscious quickening of a body responding to a stimulus it hadn’t felt in years.

He felt it through the contact: surprise, then a flood of something she’d been holding behind careful walls for years. Loneliness so deep it had become a load-bearing habit, so familiar she’d stopped noticing it the way a person stops noticing their own pulse. Five years of empty quarters and midnight walks and careful distance from every person who might matter. And beneath the loneliness, a hunger for connection that hit him like heat from an open furnace.

She felt what he felt too. The Resonance was bidirectional. His emotional signature, grief and determination and the raw ache of total loss and patient rebuilding, poured into her. He felt her receive it: the shock of encountering scars under his calm, not the performative struggles of freshman anxiety but genuine, battle-burned pain.

Something crossed her face. For one unguarded moment, the composed mask was gone entirely, and what was underneath was a woman who’d been starving for years and had just smelled food.

She let go.

Her eyes opened. She stepped back. Control reassembled in real time, flowing back into her features like water filling a mold.

“Your ceiling is considerably higher than expected,” she said, level as a formal report. Her hands, at her sides, were not. “I’ll note it in your file.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“You should be aware. High Resonance capacity attracts attention. From the administration. From other students. From faculty.” She returned to her chair behind the desk. Sat. Placed her folded hands on the wood surface with visible control. “And from the dean’s office.”

“Dean Rethis.”

“I didn’t say that.” Her gaze held steady. “Be careful, Mr. Dayne. You’re unusual. And this institution doesn’t handle unusual well.”

Her gaze lingered past the point where professionalism should have released him. The loosened collar framed the hollow of her throat in warm lamplight.

“Dismissed,” she said.

Kael left. The office door closed behind him, and he stood in the corridor and registered the phantom sensation of Adrienne’s hands in his. The depth of her Resonance. The loneliness. The hunger.

He’d known about the loneliness before the regression. Adrienne Duval: brilliant instructor, combat healer veteran, five years grieving a student she’d lost. Isolated by choice and by circumstance, surrounded by young people she couldn’t touch, consumed by an institution she’d given everything to.

He’d known it. But feeling it through the Resonance, the raw unfiltered reality of her isolation, was different from knowing.

He walked to dinner and tried not to think about it.



Mira was already eating when he reached the dining hall, competitive energy applied to her plate as always. She’d changed into off-duty clothes: short shorts and a pale tank top. She wore her body the way she wore everything, without apology or second thought.

“So,” she said, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “How was the private session with Instructor Tall-Dark-and-Authoritative?”

“Standard assessment.”

“Liar.” She grinned. “Was there hand-holding? There was hand-holding. Did the Resonance make it weird?”

“Mira.”

“I’m asking for science. Resonance data. Purely academic.”

“It was a professional evaluation.”

“That lasted twenty minutes and involved physical contact that she hasn’t initiated with a student in three years.” Mira leaned forward. Amber eyes dancing. “I’m not jealous, by the way. I’m fascinated. The woman who built an emotional fortress out of faculty regulations just touched you voluntarily.”

“You’re making it sound more significant than it was.”

“I’m making it sound exactly as significant as it was.” She bit into the stolen potato. “You have an effect on people, Stoneface. It’s the stillness. Everyone else is fidgeting and performing, and you’re just. Present. People lean toward that.”

She wasn’t wrong. And the accuracy of her observation, the casual intelligence behind the bright exterior, reminded him that Mira Solis was considerably more perceptive than she chose to advertise.

“Roof?” she asked when dinner was done.

“What?”

“The dormitory roof. There’s access through the maintenance stairwell on the fourth floor. I found it yesterday. Best view of the academy grounds. Come on.”



The dormitory roof was flat, broad, and technically off-limits. Mira had picked the lock on the maintenance stairwell door, a skill she presented as if everyone could do it and the question of legality had simply never occurred to her.

The view was worth the trespass.

Aegis Academy spread below them in all directions: the healer wing’s green-lit corridors, the battle mage yard’s torchlit training grounds, the central tower’s library spire, the dungeon access points glowing faint blue at the campus perimeter. Above, the sky was clear and vast, thick with stars that the academy’s mana pollution didn’t quite wash out.

They sat on the roof’s edge. Legs dangling. The evening air was cool enough to prickle skin but not cold enough to drive them inside.

Mira was quiet.

That was the first sign. In a month of constant proximity, Kael could count on one hand the times Mira Solis had voluntarily stopped talking. Each instance had been significant.

“I told you about my sister,” she said. “During the Resonance in class. You felt it.”

“I felt worry. Something about family.”

“Lira.” She said the name with the careful emphasis of someone handling something fragile. “She’s twelve. She’s the best person I know. She draws these little pictures of magical creatures she’s never seen, based on descriptions in books, and they’re always wrong in the most wonderful ways. Unicorns with three horns. Dragons the size of cats. She sends them to me in letters.”

She reached into her pocket. Pulled out a folded piece of paper. A child’s drawing: a bird made of fire, wings spread wide, rendered in colored wax in confident, imprecise strokes, feeling rather than observation guiding the wax.

“She has a wasting illness. It started when she was eight. Slowly at first, just fatigue, then faster. Her muscles are weakening. The healers at home can slow it, but the treatment costs more than my family earns in a year. The scholarship covers my tuition, not their expenses.”

She was looking at the stars, not at him. Her ponytail hung loose, honey-blonde strands catching the starlight. The drawing sat on her knee, the paper creased from being carried everywhere.

“If I graduate and join a guild, the salary covers treatment. If I’m really good, if I specialize, maybe I find the cure. But that’s four years of ‘maybe,’ and Lira doesn’t have four years.” Her voice cracked on the last word. Tiny fracture, immediately sealed. “She has maybe two.”

She folded the drawing. Put it back in her pocket. Her hands were still, but her jaw was tight with the effort of keeping them that way.

Kael looked at her. This was different from the brief emotional bleed in the Resonance class. This was Mira choosing to share, not the bond dragging it out. The vulnerability was deliberate, offered rather than exposed.

“Nobody at the academy knows,” she said. “You’re the only person I’ve told. In words, I mean. Not just Resonance bleeds.”

“Why me?”

She turned to look at him. Amber eyes, still bright, but with a depth that the casual observer would miss. The teasing was gone. The flirtation was gone. Underneath was a girl who loved her sister and was terrified.

“Because you know what it’s like to keep hurting where nobody can see,” she said. “I don’t know what yours is. But I feel it in the Resonance. Grief for something that’s still happening.” Her fingers settled on his knee. “I trust you.”

He owed her something. She’d given him the rawest truth she had; giving nothing back would be a cruelty.

“I lost someone,” he said. “Someone I loved. I came here because I have one chance to get it right this time.”

Not enough detail to expose him. Enough to be real.

Mira was quiet. Her thumb traced a slow circle on his knee.

“Is the someone here?” she asked.

He didn’t answer. His expression answered for him.

She nodded. Her expression held neither jealousy nor hurt. Understanding, tinged with a generosity that came from knowing love was bigger than possession.

“I’m glad you’re in this track,” she said. “Whatever mistake the System made. It got you here. With me. And I’m going to make sure that counts for something.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder, small and warm and utterly certain, and stayed there like an anchor.

[BOND: MIRA SOLIS -> 300 (CONFIDANTE)]

The threshold crossing was a physical sensation: warmth deepening in his chest, the Resonance link between them broadening from a thread to a cord. Her presence resolved with new clarity. Emotions arrived with shape and texture: her worry for Lira, specific and constant; her affection for him, genuine and growing; her determination, the fierce stubborn engine that kept the bright exterior running even when the interior was terrified.

“That thing that just happened,” Mira said against his shoulder. “The warm thing. That was a bond threshold, wasn’t it?”

“Confidante level.”

“Confidante.” She tested the word. “I like that. Sounds better than ‘person who cried about her sister on a roof.’”

“You didn’t cry.”

“I absolutely was about to and you know it.” She tucked her cheek against his shoulder. Muffled: “Thank you for not making it weird.”

They sat until the stars shifted. Eventually Mira fell asleep against his shoulder, her breathing deep and even, her body trusting his completely. He let her sleep and watched the academy below and felt, for the second time since regression, something other than grief.

Liss in the common room after a healing rotation, curled on the battered couch, humming off-key even in sleep. The tuneless melody the party had stopped noticing years ago. Vara carrying her to the bunk because Liss never woke on her own, and the humming fading as they laid her down, the last sound before silence.

MEMORY ECHO

The flash was brief and tender and gone. Kael looked at Mira’s sleeping face, the honey-blonde hair falling across his shoulder, and the ache was the same shape. Different woman. Same trust. Same quiet surrender of someone choosing to fall asleep beside him.



He carried Mira to her room. She woke enough to mumble something incoherent, curl onto her bed, and immediately resume sleeping. He pulled her blanket over her, closed her door quietly, and stood in the corridor.

The eastern terrace called.

He walked there without thinking. The balcony overlooking the western yard, the place he came to mourn what he’d lost. At this hour, the grounds below were lit by residual mana crystals, the training equipment casting long shadows across packed earth.

He stood at the railing. Gripped the cold stone. Watched the empty yard where he’d built everything the System had taken.

“Wishing you were over there?”

He turned.

Sera stood at the terrace entrance. She’d been walking the corridors; her robes were pulled close against the night chill, a plant in her pocket, hair loose around her shoulders. The starlight caught it, turning it to dark bronze.

“Sometimes,” he admitted.

She walked to the railing. Stood beside him, close enough that their arms nearly touched. The warmth of her presence was a specific gravity, distinct from Mira’s kinetic energy or Neve’s intellectual intensity. Sera’s warmth was quiet and pervasive, the kind that crept up on you until you realized you’d been cold before she arrived.

“You come here a lot,” she said. “I’ve seen you. Always looking west.”

“Old habit.”

She smiled. “You have a lot of old habits for a freshman.”

They were quiet for a moment. Below, the battle mage yard sat empty. In the dormitory behind them, the first-year healer floor slept.

“What’s your dream?” Kael asked. He already knew the answer.

Sera tilted her head. That listening posture he’d never been able to forget.

“Best healer Aegis has ever produced,” she said. Not boasting. Stating a goal with the calm certainty of someone who’d never considered ambition to be arrogance. “I want to be the healer who changes what people think healing means. Not just fixing wounds. Understanding them. Understanding why they happen, what the body does to recover, how magic interacts with living systems at a level nobody’s studied.”

She’d done it before. Four years of quiet, relentless growth. She’d exceeded every healer in the academy’s three-hundred-year history. She’d become the most powerful practitioner anyone had ever measured.

And then she’d died because the man she loved pushed too deep into a dungeon.

Kael’s eyes stung.

He blinked. Controlled it. Pressed the grief flat. Held it there.

Not fast enough.

“Hey.” Sera’s voice, soft. She was looking at him. Golden-brown eyes perceptive, warm, seeing more than he wanted seen. “You look like you’re bracing for something no one else can see.”

“Everyone carries something.”

“Sure. But most people don’t look at the battle mage yard like they left a part of themselves there.” She paused. “And most people don’t look at me the way you do.”

The answer lodged in his throat and stayed there.

“I’m not asking you to explain,” she said. “I barely know you. But I see it.”

She didn’t touch him. Didn’t lean against him like Mira would have. She just stood beside him and offered presence, the simple gift of another person who was willing to be near pain without needing to fix it.

They stood until the stars came out fully. The battle mage yard below. The healer wing behind. The divide between what he’d been and what he was now.

Sera talked, and he listened. She told him about her parents: kind, supportive, mid-tier healer family from the eastern provinces. Nothing dramatic, nothing traumatic. A childhood of garden tending and small healings, her mother teaching her the basics of herb cultivation, her father reading aloud from healer histories in the evenings.

“They were so proud when I got accepted,” she said. “My mother cried. My father pretended not to cry, which was worse.” She smiled. The smile was warm and uncomplicated, her fundamental relationship with love healthy and unbroken, written across her face. “They’re ordinary people. They don’t have grand ambitions or complicated histories. They just want me to be happy.”

The simplicity of it hit Kael like a blow. There was no tragedy behind it, no complex motivation to untangle. Just love and support, and the quiet ordinary courage of two people sending their daughter into the world.

She’d almost failed the entrance assessment because she froze under pressure. The practical examination had required solo healing of a simulated combat injury, and Sera had locked up. Hands shaking, channels closed, the talent she’d demonstrated in every practice session simply gone.

“I stood there,” she said. “The examiner was waiting, the simulation patient was bleeding, and I couldn’t move. It was like something in me knew the power was there but wouldn’t let me touch it. Alone, or without something I couldn’t name, it just wouldn’t open. I don’t know. Context.”

She pulled her knees closer. The night air moved a strand of auburn hair across her face. She didn’t brush it away.

“The examiner gave me a second chance. Told me to try again with a partner present. Another student, someone I’d trained with that morning. And it worked. The channels opened. The healing came. The examiner wrote it up as performance anxiety and passed me, but I don’t think that’s what it was.”

“What do you think it was?”

“I think I need people.” She said it like an admission of weakness, the way a soldier might admit to flinching. “Not just nearby. Connected. Present. When I’m alone, the power is there but it won’t move. When someone I care about is close, when there’s a reason beyond the exercise, it flows like breathing.”

She was describing exactly what the Resonance bond system was designed to harness. The connection-gated healing talent that, in the original timeline, had made her the most powerful practitioner in the academy’s history once she’d found the bonds that unlocked it.

She was afraid that the freeze meant something fundamental about her, that when it mattered most, she wouldn’t be enough.

She had no idea that under pressure, when someone she loved was threatened, she’d access power that would rewrite what the academy understood about healing. She couldn’t know the freeze wasn’t weakness; it was the safety mechanism on a talent so large it needed emotional context to activate. Her power wasn’t blocked by fear. It was gated by connection. She needed to love someone before she could heal them at full capacity.

The Resonance bond system had been designed for healers exactly like her.

“You’ll be enough,” he said.

Something in his voice, some quality of certainty that went beyond encouragement, reached her.

“You sound very sure.”

“I am.”

The strike. The blood. Cold fingers on his cheek.

MEMORY ECHO

His jaw clenched. The echo was brief this time, a single flash of sensation rather than a full replay, but the afterimage lingered: two Seras superimposed. The one who’d died and the one sitting beside him, alive and warm and completely unaware.

Sera was watching, and she noticed.

“You just,” she started. “Your hand. You do that sometimes. When you go away for a second.” She paused. “Three times today. In class, in the corridor, and just now.”

“You counted?”

“I noticed. That’s not the same as counting.” She leaned closer, studying his face. “Where do you go? When you go away.”

“Somewhere I’d rather not be.”

“That’s a real answer. Not one of your deflections.” She seemed pleased by this. “See? We’re making progress.”

He looked at her. This woman who’d been the center of his world for an entire lifetime, who’d died saving someone else, who was sitting beside him on a stone terrace watching stars and had no idea that his entire existence revolved around keeping her alive. What he felt and what he could say were separated by an ocean, and he was drowning in it.

She studied him. Golden-brown eyes unhurried, taking their time with what they saw. He felt exposed in a way that Neve’s razor intelligence and Mira’s intuitive warmth had never managed. Sera didn’t analyze or intuit; she simply saw. The seeing was quiet, patient, and utterly without judgment.

“I don’t understand you,” she said. Quiet. Honest. “But I think I’d like to.”

She stayed.

They sat on the terrace floor, backs against the railing, legs stretched toward the healer wing’s green-lit corridors. They talked about nothing in particular: classes, the dungeon run, the bizarre reality of Kael being one of five male healers in a cohort of forty-two. She laughed at that, a genuine sound that reached her eyes, and Kael felt the ache in his chest like a hand squeezing his heart.

Eventually the stars moved far enough that fatigue won. Sera yawned, covered her mouth, smiled with sleepy warmth.

“I should sleep,” she said.

“You should.”

She stood. Brushed off her robes. Looked down at him.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. For being here.”

She walked away. The starlight caught the freckles across her shoulders, and her hand found her wrist, thumb tracing the thin scar there, the self-soothing gesture she didn’t know he recognized.

[BOND: SERA LYTTON -> 100 (ALLY)]

The bond arrived with a gentleness that was entirely Sera: no blazing light, no dramatic pulse. Just a warmth kindling somewhere behind his ribs, quiet and sure, like a candle lit in a room he’d thought was empty.

He sat on the terrace floor. Alone. The battle mage yard below, empty and dark.


Chapter 8: Behind Closed Doors

The study session was real.

Kael reminded himself of that as he climbed the dormitory stairs toward Neve’s floor, a stack of advanced channeling texts balanced against his hip. Whatever else was happening between them, whatever charged undercurrent had been building since the first library session, the academic work was genuine. Neve didn’t do anything halfway, and she certainly didn’t invent excuses for proximity.

When she’d found him after breakfast and said, “I found something in the advanced texts. My room tonight. Bring the Whitfeld diagrams,” the urgency in her dark eyes had been pure intellectual hunger.

He just wasn’t sure it was only intellectual.

The dormitory was quieter than usual at this hour. Most of the cohort had gone to the common room after dinner, drawn by someone’s enchanted card game and Mira’s vocal encouragement of gambling. Kael had declined. Neve had never been invited; or rather, she’d been invited and declined so consistently that the invitations had stopped coming, a social calculus that she either hadn’t noticed or had intentionally engineered.

Her room was at the end of the third-floor corridor, past Mira’s door (closed for once, music faintly audible through the wood) and the empty stretch where the male dormitory section technically began. The healer wing hadn’t been designed for male students; Kael’s room was a converted supply closet at the corridor’s far end, and the walk between his door and Neve’s took him past six other rooms.

He knocked.

“It’s open.”

He pushed through the door and stopped.

Neve’s room was a library that happened to contain a bed. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined two walls, each shelf organized with labels he couldn’t read from the doorway but suspected were alphabetized by subject. A narrow desk sat beneath the window, buried under reference texts arranged in the grid pattern he’d come to recognize as her organizational system. Three half-drunk cups of tea occupied a shelf beside the bed, their existence suggesting she forgot about beverages once she started reading.

The bed itself was surprisingly large for a dormitory room. Covered in a dark blue spread. Two open books facedown on the pillows, mid-read.

And Neve was standing at her bookshelf in clothes he’d never seen her wear.

The oversized robes were gone, along with the academic armor she brought to every public space like a shield between her body and the world’s gaze.

A fitted tunic in charcoal gray, laced at the front with thin cord. Leggings beneath, dark, clinging to legs he’d only glimpsed through accidental robe slips. Without the concealing fabric, Neve Halford’s body was an ambush. Wide hips tapering to a waist the robes had made invisible. Full breasts pressing against the tunic’s fabric, the lacing straining across a chest that the academic wardrobe had systematically denied. Thick thighs, strong calves, the prominent curve of her ass filling the leggings enough to rewire his mental model of her for the second time in two weeks.

She turned from the bookshelf. Dark eyes behind rectangular glasses. Hair in its tight bun, a few strands escaping near her temples. A flush already building on her cheeks that suggested she was aware of what she’d chosen to wear and aware that he was processing it.

“The texts are on the desk,” she said, level and controlled. Professional.

“You changed.”

“I changed out of robes because I’m in my own room and robes are uncomfortable for extended reading.” Her chin lifted, the slight forward lean that meant she’d decided the conversation was beneath her. “Are you going to comment on my clothing for the entire session, or can we work?”

“We can work.”

He set the Whitfeld diagrams on her desk. Found the only chair, pulled it to the desk’s edge. She took the bed, folding her legs beneath her, the position worn in by countless hours of study.

The room was small. Even with him at the desk and her on the bed, they were close enough that he could smell paper and ink, tea, and beneath it all, the warmth of her skin after a day of classes.

She opened the first text. “I found a contradiction in the advanced channeling framework that I think undermines the current academy model entirely.”

For the next forty minutes, they worked.

Kael had many skills. The ability to concentrate on mana channeling theory while Neve Halford sat cross-legged on a bed in fitted clothing three feet away was not among the strongest. But he managed, because the work was genuinely interesting and because Neve’s mind, when fully engaged, was a more compelling stimulus than her body.

Almost.

She’d found a discrepancy between two historical texts on Resonance bond amplification. The older text described a harmonic state achievable between bonded partners during physical synchronization, an exponential increase in healing output that the current curriculum didn’t acknowledge. The newer text referenced it obliquely, then dismissed it as “unverified and potentially dangerous.”

“The newer text was edited,” Neve said. She’d moved from the bed to the floor beside his chair, kneeling to spread both books open side by side. The position put her face level with his knee. She didn’t seem to notice. Her attention was wholly on the texts. “Look. The page numbers skip. Forty-seven to fifty-three. Six pages excised from this edition.”

Kael looked. The page numbers jumped cleanly from forty-seven to fifty-three.

“Someone removed the section on harmonic states.”

“Someone removed the section on harmonic states from the curriculum edition while the archived edition retains it. Which means the academy actively suppresses knowledge of Resonance amplification during physical synchronization.” Her gaze blazed behind those frames. “Why would they suppress that? The harmonic state could multiply healing output by a factor of ten. That’s not dangerous. That’s revolutionary.”

“Unless the physical synchronization component made someone uncomfortable.”

Her eyes lifted from the notes. “Physical synchronization between bonded partners. You mean sex.”

“The archived text doesn’t use that word.”

“The archived text uses ‘intimate harmonic alignment,’ which is a euphemism a twelve-year-old could see through.” She sat back on her heels. The position drew the tunic tight across her chest, and her flush deepened. “The academy banned knowledge of a Resonance amplification technique because it’s triggered by sexual contact between bonded partners. That’s institutional prudishness masquerading as safety protocol.”

“Or institutional control. If bond pairs could amplify their healing tenfold through intimacy, the academy’s hierarchy becomes irrelevant. Pairs become more powerful than faculty.”

Her eyes sharpened. “That’s a better theory. It’s about power, not propriety.”

“It’s always about power.”

“Not always.” She pushed the frames up with one finger. “Sometimes it’s about fear. The administration might have understood the harmonic state and recognized that they couldn’t control it. Sexual intimacy between bonded partners is inherently private, inherently autonomous. The institution can supervise training exercises and grade practical examinations. It cannot supervise what happens in dormitory rooms at midnight.”

“You’re saying the suppression was about maintaining the academy’s authority over the bond process.”

“I’m saying the academy’s entire pedagogical model depends on healers learning Resonance through controlled, supervised exercises. If students discovered that the most powerful amplification technique required intimacy rather than classroom instruction, the curriculum would become irrelevant. The instructors would become irrelevant. The ranking system, the assessments, the entire hierarchy of academic achievement would collapse, because the most important variable in healing output would be something the academy couldn’t measure, couldn’t grade, and couldn’t control.”

She was animated now. Academic passion had dissolved her public self, leaving someone fierce, luminous, her intellect fully engaged. Her dark eyes blazed, the rectangular frames catching the lamp light. A strand of black hair had escaped her bun and hung across her cheek, and she didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“Think about what that means for the power structure,” she continued. “Dean Rethis’s administration is built on the premise that the academy determines who becomes a powerful healer. Rankings. Assessments. Faculty recommendations. If bond-amplified intimacy bypasses all of that, the Dean’s authority is built on sand.”

Neve paused, visibly arranging the next piece of the argument. Then she reached across the books and pulled a third text from her shelf, a slim volume in faded green binding that he hadn’t seen before.

“I found this in the restricted section annex,” she said. “It’s a comparative study of Resonance bond mechanics from before the current administration. The author was a faculty researcher named Thermond. She mapped the correlation between bond depth and healing output and found that the relationship isn’t linear. It’s exponential.”

She opened the text to a marked page. The diagram showed a curve that climbed gently through the lower bond thresholds, Ally and Confidante, then steepened dramatically at Crush level and went nearly vertical at Love and Soulmate.

“The harmonic state is the mechanism,” she said. “Physical synchronization triggers an exponential amplification that corresponds to the bond depth. At lower levels, the effect is mild. At higher levels, it’s. Extraordinary.”

“The Thermond-Kavel framework.”

Her attention snapped to him. “You know that name.”

He’d heard it in the library during their academic argument. She’d mentioned it then. But the speed with which he’d recalled it, the familiarity in his voice, was a slip.

“You mentioned it during our debate about channeling efficiency,” he said. “The framework that was designed for the banned specialization.”

“I mentioned the name. I didn’t elaborate on the framework’s relationship to Resonance amplification.” She set the text down with the reverent care of a researcher handling evidence. “It wasn’t just a theory. It was a working model. Thermond and Kavel spent eleven years mapping Resonance amplification curves across hundreds of bonded pairs. They established the exponential relationship between bond depth and healing output, and they identified the harmonic state as the peak amplification mechanism. Their work was the foundation for an entire discipline.”

“A discipline that got banned.”

“A discipline that got erased. There’s a difference between banning something and pretending it never existed. The administration didn’t just prohibit the harmonic state. They removed every reference to the framework from the active curriculum, reassigned researchers to unrelated projects, and sealed the original papers in the restricted archive.” She adjusted them absently. “Eleven years of foundational research, disappeared within a single administrative cycle. That requires institutional will at the highest level.”

She studied him. The sharp focus in her eyes was running calculations that went far beyond academic theory. “You already know about the Thermond-Kavel framework. You know about harmonic states. You know about institutional power suppression. Every time I think I’ve found something new, you react like someone encountering a familiar landmark.”

Kael swallowed the answer.

“The texts I’ve found are sealed. Restricted. Accessible only through specific ward vulnerabilities that I’ve been exploiting for months. A freshman healer shouldn’t know any of this.” She paused. “Unless the freshman healer isn’t a freshman.”

The room was very quiet. The mana lamp hummed. Somewhere in the dormitory, a door closed.

“I have a working hypothesis about you,” Neve said. “I’ve had it since the second study session. Every interaction strengthens the foundation. Tonight’s evidence is particularly compelling.”

“What’s the hypothesis?”

“I’m not ready to present it.” The scholar’s discipline, even now. She wouldn’t state a conclusion before the evidence was complete. “But I’m getting close.”

She studied him. The familiar gaze that saw too much. In the warm light of her desk lamp, with her hair escaping its bun and her body visible in private instead of hidden behind public armor, she looked different from the scholar who stalked the library. Softer. Younger. The intelligence was the same, but the vulnerability underneath was closer to the surface.

She stood. Walked to the desk. Took off her glasses and cleaned them with the hem of her tunic, a gesture that required lifting the fabric and revealing a strip of pale stomach.

Her face, without the frames, was open. Dark eyes larger, the sharp intelligence unshielded. Her expression was ninety percent focused intelligence, the remaining ten percent heat leaking through the cracks.

“You’re the first person who can follow what I’m talking about,” she said. “Not just follow. Contribute. Challenge. Everyone else nods and pretends or changes the subject. You argue back with evidence, and you’re wrong just often enough to be interesting.”

“Wrong just often enough?”

“You’re wrong about experiential channeling. The pull model proves it.” A ghost of a smile. “But you’re right about power structures suppressing knowledge, and you’re right that the harmonic state is about administrative control. That synthesis would take most faculty a week. You did it in three seconds.”

The frames slid back into place, restoring a little of the scholar’s armor. She pushed them firmly up her nose.

“I know you’re hiding something,” she said. “I’ve told you that. I’ve been gathering evidence for weeks, and the evidence points in directions I haven’t fully explored yet.”

“Neve.”

“But right now, I don’t care.” She stepped closer. The academic rhythm fell out of her words, leaving them bare. “Do you know what it’s like to be nineteen and have no one to talk to? Not about research. About anything. My parents sent me here with a suppression on my abilities and a year of independent study that isolated me from every peer I might have connected with. I’ve been surrounded by people and completely alone since I was twelve.”

She caught herself. Blinked. The vulnerability had escaped before her mind could intercept it, and for a heartbeat she looked startled by her own honesty.

“Right now, I care that you see my mind before my body. That you argued with me for forty minutes about channeling theory before you looked at what I was wearing. That you treat me like a person with ideas, not a figure to stare at.”

She was close enough to touch. The paper-and-ink scent of her surrounded him, mixed with warmth and something floral that might have been soap. Her gaze pinned him with a force mana theory couldn’t account for.

“I’m going to kiss you,” she said. “Unless you have an objection.”

“No objection.”

She leaned in. Tentative at first, her lips finding his with precise, deliberate care. A testing kiss: evaluating, gathering data.

Then his hand found the curve of her waist, and the data-gathering phase ended.

She kissed him back. Not tentative. Hungry. The caution evaporated. Her mouth opened against his, her hands gripping the front of his shirt with a strength that surprised him. She tasted like tea and mint, and the soft involuntary noise she gave when he pulled her closer meant a wall she’d been maintaining had finally cracked.

They broke apart. Both breathing hard. She took a step back, her hand going to her lips, her expression the specific look of a brilliant woman encountering data that her models hadn’t predicted.

“That was,” she started. Stopped. Recalibrated. “I hadn’t planned for what came after the kiss.”

“What comes after?”

Her gaze moved over him, then the desk between them, covered in evidence of weeks of intellectual partnership. Her room, the books, the careful order of a life built around the mind. Then back to him.

“Everything,” she said. “If you want it.”

It wasn’t casual. It wasn’t a hookup masked as curiosity. It was a woman who had spent her entire life leading with her intellect making a deliberate, terrifying decision to lead with something else. The gravity of that decision was visible in her eyes, in the flush climbing her neck, in the way her hands trembled at her sides.

“I want it,” he said.



Her glasses stayed on.

Later, he would remember that. In the inventory of details that defined each woman’s surrender, Neve’s glasses remaining on her face while everything else came off would become a fixed point. An anchor for her identity: the mind never fully disengaged even when the body took over.

But that was later. Right now, she was kissing him with increasing urgency, her hands pulling at his shirt, her body pressing against his with a desperation that had nothing academic about it. He stood from the chair and she rose with him, their mouths never separating. He gripped her hips, the wide curve of them a revelation through thin fabric. She shuddered at the contact.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered against his lips. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t stop.”

He wasn’t thinking. That was the problem and the point.

His hands traveled up from her hips. Found the tunic’s lacing at the front and pulled. The cord loosened, fabric parting, and Neve drew a sharp breath as cool air met the skin of her chest.

He pulled the tunic over her head. She helped, arms raised, hair escaping the bun in black strands that fell across her shoulders.

Underneath: pale skin, flushed pink from her cheeks to her collarbones. Full breasts held by a simple cloth wrap that strained to contain a chest that had been invisible for weeks. The wrap was practical, not decorative, chosen by a woman who dressed to disappear. But what it contained was anything but invisible. Full D-cups, the deep line of cleavage spilling over the fabric’s edge, nipples already hard and pressing visible peaks through the thin cloth.

Kael’s body responded with a directness that bypassed every layer of veteran discipline. His cock stiffened so fast it ached, blood rushing south until his pulse hammered in his ears. His breathing changed. His hands tightened on her waist.

Neve watched his face. Watched his gaze drop to her chest and stay there. The pink flush deepened across her sternum, spreading down between her breasts. Self-consciousness flickered across her face, the old programming that said attention for her body negated her mind.

“Say something,” she said. Voice controlled. Barely.

“You’ve been hiding this.” His voice came out rougher than he intended. “Under those robes. All this time.”

“I’ve been. Yes.” She swallowed. “The robes are. It’s easier when people don’t.”

He kissed her again. Not gently. He caught the wrap’s edge and tugged. The fabric unwound in a single pull, and her breasts fell free: full, natural, falling into a soft hang that swayed with the momentum of their release. Pale, blue-veined, with wide pink nipples that hardened to stiff points in the cool room air. They were magnificent: the kind of tits that the oversized robes had been committing a crime against, lush and round, shifting when she breathed. His breath stopped. His hands tightened on her waist before conscious thought caught up.

She made a small sound. Not pain. Exposure. Years of concealment stripped away in a single motion, her most hidden self suddenly bare.

He cupped her breasts. Both hands, lifting them until soft flesh overflowed his palms, warm and impossibly plush. His thumbs brushed across stiffened nipples, tracing the pebbled texture of her areolas. Neve’s eyes closed. Her head tipped back. Her composure cracked on a sound that was pure response, no words, no control, just a woman being touched where she’d decided not to be touched and discovering she’d been starving. He rolled her nipples between his fingers, gently pinching, and her hips jerked against his of their own accord.

“The desk,” he said.

Her eyes opened. Dark, dilated, her focus reforming around something that wasn’t academic. “The desk has books on it.”

“Move them.”

She turned. Swept the books aside with a motion that, from Neve Halford, was the equivalent of screaming. Texts, notebooks, reference diagrams scattered. She turned back to him, lenses askew, breasts bare, cheeks blazing pink, and the image burned into his mind.

He lifted her onto the desk’s edge. Her legs parted around his hips, thick thighs gripping with a strength that sent another pulse of heat through him. She caught the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head with efficient urgency. Cool fingers mapped his chest, the lean muscle of a healer’s body that still moved like a fighter’s.

“Your physiology is inconsistent,” she breathed. “This musculature doesn’t match a Level 3 healer’s development.”

“Neve.”

“I’m observing.”

“Stop observing.”

Her mouth found his neck. Teeth grazed his pulse point. “Make me,” she whispered.

He gripped her hips and pulled her to the desk’s edge, grinding the hard ridge of his cock against her through layers of clothing. The contact drew a gasp from her that had no academic content. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her leggings and pulled downward. She lifted her hips to help, the motion arching her back and pressing her freed tits upward, and the fabric slid down thick thighs, past strong calves, to the floor.

Underneath: simple underclothes, already soaked. The fabric had gone translucent with wetness, clinging to the swollen lips of her pussy, the dark patch of arousal unmistakable. Her body’s betrayal of every wall her mind had built, written in a language that required no academic interpretation.

“You’re soaked,” he said. “Through the fabric.”

The flush on her face turned crimson. “The Resonance feedback between us is. The physical proximity combined with emotional vulnerability creates an amplified.” She stopped. Swallowed. “Yes. I am. I’ve been wet since you touched my waist.”

He hooked a finger under the fabric and pulled it aside. Found her pussy drenched, her folds slick and swollen, glistening in the lamp light. The scent of her arousal hit him, warm, musky, undeniably real. His fingers traced through her slit, parting the slick folds, and Neve gripped the desk’s edge with both hands, her knuckles going white, her full tits shaking with the force of her reaction.

“There,” she said. The clinical tone returning, even now. “Exactly there. The anterior. Yes. Higher. That’s.”

Her words dissolved as his thumb found her clit, swollen and hard under the hood, and circled it with firm, deliberate pressure. The academic vocabulary shattered into a moan that she bit off halfway, jaw clenching, fighting for control even as her hips rolled against his hand, riding his fingers with unconscious need.

He leaned in close. His mouth at her ear. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want.” She struggled. The control was a reflex, a language she spoke when the world was too much. Her brain reaching for structure while her body abandoned it. “I want you inside me. The Resonance data suggests that intimate harmonic alignment requires.”

“In plain language, Neve.”

She turned her head. Dark eyes meeting his, wide, vulnerable, furious at her own vulnerability.

“Fuck me,” she said. “Please.”

He pulled his trousers down. Her eyes dropped and widened, her lips parting. Whatever clinical assessment she might have formed died as she saw the full length of him, thick and hard and straining toward her.

“That’s. Proportional to nothing in the medical texts,” she managed. Her gaze stayed fixed on his cock, her tongue wetting her lower lip in an unconscious gesture that sent a bolt of heat through his groin.

He positioned himself between her thighs. The desk was the right height; her legs wrapped around his hips, pulling him forward with surprising strength. The swollen head of his cock pressed against her entrance, her wetness immediately coating him in slick heat, her pussy lips kissing his tip.

“Stay with me,” he said.

She looked. Dark eyes wide, lenses slightly askew, hair half-down in black strands across bare shoulders. Pale skin flushed pink from cheeks to the tops of her exposed breasts, her full tits rising and falling with rapid breathing. The most brilliant woman he’d met in two lifetimes, stripped bare except for her glasses, sitting on a desk surrounded by scattered academic texts, legs spread, pussy dripping, waiting.

He pushed inside her.

A quiet, undoing breath escaped her. Not a scream, not a theatrical moan. A controlled inhale that broke apart on a shudder as his cock stretched her open, her body adjusting to his girth, her walls gripping tight and hot around him, so wet that the first thrust seated fully with a single slick glide. Her legs tightened around his hips. She clutched his shoulders, nails biting crescents into his skin.

“There,” she whispered. “That’s. Oh. You’re so. Full.”

He began to move.

Slow at first. Deliberate. He watched her face, reading every micro-expression on her flushed face: the way her jaw loosened as his cock dragged against her inner walls, the way her eyes unfocused when he hit deep, the way the pink flush spread down her chest each time their bodies met and her tits rocked with the impact.

Neve’s bond was different from what he shared with Mira. Mira’s was warm and bright, a golden current that amplified joy. Neve’s was cooler, sharper, thought sharpened into physical sensation. Through that channel, he could feel what she felt: the stretch, the fullness, the growing spiral of pleasure building at her core. But he could also feel her mind, still working, still trying to file every sensation even as it overwhelmed her. The engine that never stopped, now trying to make sense of what her body was doing without her brain’s permission.

“Faster,” she said. Then, because she was Neve: “The current rhythm is suboptimal for. I need more. Harder.”

He gave her more. Gripped her hips, yanked her to the desk’s edge, and drove into her until the wooden legs scraped against stone. The desk creaked beneath them with every thrust. Her tits bounced with each impact, the lush fullness of them swaying and jiggling, and she looked down at them and then at him with an expression caught between arousal and mortification, as if she’d only just realized her body was doing obscene things without her brain’s permission. He watched them move, the hypnotic sway of her full D-cups, the way the pale flesh rippled with every collision of their hips.

“You’re beautiful,” he told her. Not flattery. Statement of fact, delivered in the flat register that made people believe him.

Her composure cracked. The flush went nuclear, crimson spreading from her face to her chest. She pulled him closer, nails biting into his shoulders.

“Don’t say things like that when I’m trying to.”

“Trying to what?”

“Maintain some level of. Oh God. Right there. Don’t stop. Don’t.”

Her control was failing. He could hear it: the complete sentences fragmenting, the vocabulary narrowing, the careful diction dissolving into raw sound. Neve Halford’s intellectual armor, the structure she built between herself and a world that evaluated her body instead of her mind, was coming apart under his hands.

He lifted her off the desk. She gasped, legs tightening, arms wrapping around his neck. He carried her the three steps to the bed and turned her there, chest pressed into the pillows, knees tucked beneath her, open books sliding away under her hands.

“Like this?” she asked, voice rougher than before.

“Like this.” His hand settled at the small of her back, firm and steady.

Another silence. Shorter. Then she pushed her hips higher into his hands, and his whole focus narrowed to the view in front of him.

Neve from behind made every robe she’d ever worn look like a deliberate act of sabotage. Wide hips flared from her waist, the prominent round curve of her ass dominating the visual field. Full, pale, an ass that strained every garment she owned and justified every concealing robe she’d ever burned. Thick thighs parted, the swollen pink lips of her pussy glistening between them, her arousal coating her inner thighs in wet trails. The pale skin of her back, flushed along the spine. Her head turned, looking over her shoulder, dark eyes meeting his: challenge and surrender in equal measure.

“Well?” she said. Her voice had gone rough. “Are you going to analyze the view, or are you going to.”

He gripped her hips and thrust into her from behind. One hard stroke, burying himself to the root, his hips smacking against the round cushion of her ass.

A broken noise left her, stripped of vocabulary. Her most carefully constructed walls breached by a cock filling her at an angle she hadn’t anticipated. Her arms buckled. Her face pressed into the mattress. Her back arched, lifting her ass higher, and she pushed back against him, scholarly discipline channeled into something primal, her round ass pressing flush against his pelvis, demanding more depth.

He set a pace. Hard enough to make her feel it. The impact of his hips against her ass filled the room with a wet, rhythmic slap, skin on skin, each thrust sending a ripple through the full curves of her backside. Her pussy gripped him with each withdrawal, as if reluctant to release him, and each re-entry drew out fresh wetness that glistened on his shaft. Sounds from Neve were evolving in real time. First: caught gasps, bitten-off exclamations, remnants of academic restraint. Then: open moans, her face turned against the sheets. Finally: a continuous sound, not quite a moan, not quite a cry, the noise of a brilliant mind letting go of every structure it relied on.

“Harder,” she managed. “The. Resonance. Is.”

“Say my name.”

“Kael.” She pushed back harder. Her hands fisted in the sheets. “Kael, please. I need. More. I can’t. I’m going to.”

He reached forward. One hand in her hair, gripping the black strands that had come completely undone from the bun. Pulled her head back gently. His other hand slid around her hip, finding her clit, circling. The dual stimulation drew a sound from her that was louder than anything she’d produced, a raw, unfiltered cry that she would have been embarrassed by if she’d had any composure left to feel embarrassment.

The Resonance spiked. He felt the wave building in her: a cascade of sensation that the bond channeled between them, her pleasure feeding his, his feeding hers, the loop tightening. Golden light flickered in the dim room, threads of luminous energy spinning between their bodies.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “I’m. The feedback is. Your pleasure is inside mine and it’s. Oh God. Oh.”

The composure dissolved completely.

She came with her face pressed into the mattress and her ass pushed back against him, her pussy clenching in rhythmic spasms that gripped his cock with crushing pressure, milking him in rapid contractions. Her thick thighs shook violently. The sound was the most honest thing he’d ever heard from Neve Halford: wordless, unstructured, raw. Every academic framework and controlled vocabulary had abandoned her. A long, broken cry that rose from somewhere deeper than language, pure sensation that bypassed every filter she’d ever constructed.

The Resonance feedback hit him. Her orgasm echoed through the bond; he felt her climax as if it were his own, the pulsing waves of release, the clenching heat. The sensation of her pleasure layered on top of his own pushed him to the edge and over. He came with a groan that started deep in his chest, his hips slamming forward one final time, burying his cock as deep as her body would allow. The release pulsed through him in hard, heavy spurts, his cum flooding her in waves that drew a gasp from her with every throb. His grip on her hips tightened, finger-shaped marks blooming against pale skin as his cock pulsed inside her until he was drained. The golden light blazed once, then settled into a steady glow that limned both their bodies.

She collapsed forward. He followed, catching himself on his arms, his chest against her sweat-damp back, both of them breathing hard. His cock softened inside her, and he felt his cum beginning to seep from where they were joined. The aftershocks rolled through them via the Resonance: pulses of shared pleasure, gradually decreasing, each one drawing a small sound from her and a reflexive clench of her pussy around him.

Neither moved. Even the lamp seemed to hold its glow steady around them.

Then Neve turned her head on the pillow. Her hair was a black curtain across her face. She pushed it aside with one trembling hand and looked at him.

“The Resonance feedback during intimate harmonic alignment is.” She stopped. Tried again. “The data suggests.”

“Neve.”

“I can’t form complete sentences.” She sounded genuinely alarmed. “I always form complete sentences.”

He kissed her shoulder. Felt her shiver. Through the Resonance, the aftershocks still rolled between them: diminishing pulses of shared sensation, each one drawing a small catch in her breathing. The bond settled into its new shape, the Confidante threshold making the connection permanent. He could feel the working edge of her mind through it now: the fierce intelligence, the hidden vulnerability, the relief so vast it bordered on grief.

“Give it a minute.”

“I don’t need a minute. I need.” She paused. Her breathing was still uneven. The flush had spread across her entire upper body, pink against porcelain, and her nipples were still hard. She pressed her fingers to her temples, frowned at nothing in particular, and settled.

“That was. Significantly beyond my theoretical models.”

He pulled out carefully. She hissed at the withdrawal, then melted onto the mattress with a bonelessness that was entirely foreign to her usual rigid posture. Her black hair was spread across the pillow in a dark fan, freed from the tight bun that served as her public armor. Without the bun and the oversized robes and the rigid posture, Neve looked different. Younger. The sharp angles of her face softened by the flush and the disheveled hair and the frames sitting slightly crooked on her nose.

His cum began to seep from her, and she reached for a cloth from the bedside table with automatic efficiency, planning for contingencies even ones she hadn’t consciously anticipated.

She rolled onto her side. Tucked her legs up, thick thighs pressing together, the full curves of her body arranged with an unselfconsciousness that would have been unthinkable an hour ago. Her expression was one he’d never seen on her face before: unguarded, warm, the academic machinery still present but resting rather than working. She reached out and traced a pattern on his chest. Idle. Almost affectionate.

“How do you know things you shouldn’t?” she asked. Quiet. Not angry. Curious.

He offered nothing. Let her continue.

“The channeling precision. The tactical formations. The combat dodge that saved Sera. The way you knew about institutional power structures without being told. You’re not a freshman, Kael. You haven’t been a freshman since the day you arrived.”

He looked at the ceiling. Her fingers continued their pattern on his chest: a spiral, repeating.

“The answer would put you in danger before you had the full map,” he said. “I won’t do that to you tonight.”

“Tonight.” She caught the boundary, the same way she’d caught the old one in the library. “I told you I can work with silence. I told you I can’t work with deception.”

“I’m not deceiving you.”

“You’re omitting.”

“Yes.”

Her fingers paused. “Is it dangerous? What you’re hiding?”

“Yes.”

“To you?”

“To everyone.”

Neve let the question settle. The spiral resumed on his chest.

[BOND: NEVE HALFORD -> 300 (CONFIDANTE)]

The new depth settled into his awareness while they lay together like a key turning in a lock: clean, definitive, unmistakably Neve. Not triggered by the sex itself but by the conversation after, by the trust she’d offered and the silence he’d returned instead of lies. The System measured honesty, not orgasms.

He felt her more clearly now through the new depth of the bond. The fierce intelligence. The body shame she was fighting. The relief, so vast it was almost grief, of being seen as whole.

“Tonight changed something,” she said. “Not just the bond. Something in the way I process you. Before tonight, the hypothesis was intellectual. Now it’s.” She paused, searching for the right word even in the afterglow. “Embodied. I know you through the Resonance now. Not just what you think, but how your body stores what you’ve survived. Years of it. Not weeks.”

He let the question sit between them.

“The way you touched me,” she continued. “Attentive. Present. But also practiced. Not like a man showing off experience with other women, though I’m certain there have been. Like someone who’s learned to read bodies as data, who approaches physical connection with the same tactical awareness you bring to everything else. That level of integration between physical and cognitive attention doesn’t develop in eighteen years of civilian life.”

She adjusted her glasses. The gesture was pure Neve: the scholar’s reflex, the signature tell, performed while naked in bed with her lover’s cum still warm between her thighs. The contrast stole his breath for half a second.

“I’m closer than you think,” she said. “And I won’t stop until I have the full picture.” Her eyes held his. “But Kael. Whatever it is. I’m in this now. That hasn’t changed.”

She didn’t say promise. She didn’t say trust me. She said I mean it, which from Neve Halford was the same thing, shorn of sentiment and loaded with conviction. Those eyes held the steady, fierce intelligence that he’d come to recognize as the most dangerous and most valuable thing in the academy.

He didn’t mean to fall asleep. His insomnia had been a constant since the regression, the damaged circuitry of a combat brain refusing to power down in unfamiliar territory. But the warmth of Neve beside him, the Resonance humming at its new Confidante frequency, and the bone-deep exhaustion of weeks of careful performance conspired against him. His eyes closed. His breathing slowed.

He slept. Dreamless. The first dreamless sleep since the regression.

When he woke, the room was dim. The mana lamp had been turned to its lowest setting, casting just enough amber glow to read by. The space beside him in the bed was empty, the sheets still warm.

Neve was at her desk.

She’d pulled on the fitted tunic but not the leggings, bare legs folded beneath her on the chair. The low lamp light threw reflections across her glasses as she bent over a stack of texts that hadn’t been on the desk before. Restricted section stamps. Faded covers. Material that required specific ward vulnerabilities to access, retrieved at an hour when nobody would notice the accessing.

She was writing rapidly. Not careful annotations. Urgent shorthand, a thread found and being pulled before it could disappear.

He watched her through half-closed eyes. The mind that never fully stopped, that had processed what had just happened between them and immediately turned to the next problem. She’d waited for him to fall asleep. Then she’d gotten up, gotten dressed, retrieved restricted texts, and begun hunting.

A page turned. Her quill scratched. She paused, tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear with impatient efficiency, and pulled a second volume from the stack. The header was visible even in the dim light: TEMPORAL EVENT CLASSIFICATION: HISTORICAL INDEX.

She cross-referenced something between two texts. Flipped rapidly through pages, stopped, compared passages, and wrote a notation in the margin of her own notebook with the quick, angular strokes that meant she’d found a connection. Her lips moved slightly, forming words he couldn’t hear. Probably citations. Neve cited sources even in her personal notes.

A third text joined the spread. This one was older, the binding cracked, the pages yellowed. She handled it with care, turning each leaf gently, aware that some knowledge survived only in fragile containers. Whatever she was reading made her stop writing. Her pen hovered above the margin while amber light crossed her face, her expression shifting from analytical focus to recognition.

She looked over her shoulder at him. He kept his breathing even, his eyes narrowed to slits. She studied his sleeping form for three seconds, five, and then turned back to the text with renewed focus.

Already hunting.


Chapter 9: The Instructor’s Eye

The summons arrived by enchanted note during the morning’s Diagnostic Theory lecture.

A small square of academy parchment, folded once, sealed with green wax bearing the healer track’s sigil. It materialized on Kael’s desk without warning, an inter-office delivery spell that faculty used when they wanted something formal but not public.

He broke the seal under the desk while Instructor Aldren diagrammed mana pathways on the board.

Mr. Dayne. My office. 4 PM today. Regarding anomalous performance assessment. Attend promptly. A. Duval.

The handwriting was clipped, each letter formed with the same commanding authority Adrienne brought to every interaction. Every line had been pared down to necessity, with warmth deliberately omitted.

But she’d written it by hand instead of using the standard printed summons forms that sat in a stack on every faculty desk. That was a choice.

Mira, beside him, craned her neck. He tilted the note toward her. She read it, eyes widening, and mouthed: Anomalous performance?

He folded the note and put it in his pocket.

Mira leaned close. Her whisper was louder than most people’s speaking voices. “She’s calling you in for a private meeting about being too good. This is either very flattering or very dangerous.”

“Could be both.”

“Could be both.” She grinned. She turned back to the lecture. “Keep me posted, Stoneface. I want details.”



The hours between the summons and four o’clock were a specific kind of torture.

Yesterday’s training block had finally pushed him over the threshold: weeks of intensive practice, Resonance-boosted healing sessions, and Neve’s Confidante threshold coalescing into a quiet system pulse beneath his awareness.

[LEVEL UP: KAEL DAYNE -> LEVEL 4]

There had been no fanfare or dungeon clear. The System measured all of it.

Kael sat through classes with minimal patience expertly disguised. Having lived through all of this once before made freshman lectures feel glacial.

Healing Fundamentals occupied the morning block. Instructor Voss walked the class through advanced [Mend] applications: multi-target healing, sustained channeling over extended periods, the difference between structural repair and symptom management. Kael knew the material so thoroughly that holding back his responses required discipline usually reserved for interrogation resistance.

Voss called on him during the practical demonstration. “Mr. Dayne. Show us sustained channeling on the compound fracture target.”

He approached the practice dummy. Its enchanted surface displayed a complex fracture pattern: multiple breaks, soft tissue damage, simulated internal bleeding. The exercise was designed to take a first-year student ten to fifteen minutes of careful, supervised healing.

Kael gauged the damage in two seconds. His hands glowed green. He channeled [Mend] into the fracture site, pulling the bone alignment toward healthy template, simultaneously addressing the soft tissue and sealing the simulated bleeder with a technique that compressed three steps into one.

The dummy’s damage indicators cleared in forty seconds.

Voss stared at the display readout. The classroom was quiet. Neve, in the front row, leaned forward with the sharp focus of someone assembling a thesis and wrote in her notebook without looking up.

“That’s. Very efficient technique, Mr. Dayne.” Voss’s voice carried the strained tone of an instructor who’d just watched a student casually exceed his grading rubric. “Perhaps a bit fast for a demonstration meant to show the class the sequential steps.”

“I can do it again slower.”

“That would be helpful.”

He did it again. Slower. Deliberately sloppy, introducing pauses and hesitations that a real first-year student would exhibit. The performance was harder than the genuine article; faking incompetence required more discipline than demonstrating competence.

Herbal Preparation followed. Identifying medicinal plants, their properties, their applications in healing compounds. Sera sat two seats ahead, and her answers were instinctive and correct, the knowledge coming from some deep familiarity with growing things that went beyond textbook memorization. She identified the bloodmoss specimen by smell alone, a detail that Instructor Hallan noted with visible interest.

Kael identified the same specimen by memory. Sera had taught him the distinctive scent of bloodmoss during a late-night study session in the healer garden, years from now and lifetimes ago, her hands stained green from the plant’s sap, her voice warm and patient as she explained properties he’d never bothered to learn as a battle mage.

The memory sat behind his ribs like a stone.

Dungeon Preparation closed the afternoon. Reviewing Tier 1 protocols, formation theory for support parties, the standard operating procedures for healer units during dungeon operations. The instructor, a former field healer named Breck who’d lost two fingers to a corrupted wyrm and liked to show the stumps as motivational props, walked the class through extraction procedures for compromised parties.

“Your job in a dungeon is to keep the fighters standing,” Breck said, holding up his three-fingered hand. “You are not here to fight, lead, or call tactics. You heal. You barrier. You purify. And when it goes wrong, you extract. In that order.”

Kael sat in the back row and maintained his freshman expression while his mind mapped every point where Breck’s extraction protocols would fail under Tier 3 conditions. The procedures assumed static dungeon layouts, predictable mob behavior, and functioning extraction runes. All three assumptions had killed people he knew.

He said none of this. He sat. He listened. He maintained the carefully calibrated expression of a student absorbing new material while his mind ran through the implications of Adrienne’s summons.

Anomalous performance assessment.

The phrase was bureaucratic. Clinical. Language that appeared on formal review documents, the documents that led to investigations, that led to hearings, that led to expulsion or worse. He’d seen two students removed from the academy after performance reviews flagged inconsistencies. The process was methodical, systematic, and final.

Adrienne was on the faculty committee that conducted those reviews.

But she’d also tested his Resonance capacity personally, held his hands in the ritual hall, and let her loneliness bleed into the Resonance where he could taste it. She’d noticed his anomalous performance in the dungeon run and chosen not to file an immediate report. She’d looked at him across the library with an expression no assessment protocol could explain.

The professional and the personal were colliding. He needed to know which Adrienne would be sitting behind the desk at four o’clock.



4 PM. Adrienne’s office.

The room was as he remembered it: warm lamp light, book-lined walls, the heavy oak desk positioned as a barricade. But small details had shifted since his last visit for the Resonance test. A teapot sat on a shelf behind the desk, steam rising, two cups beside it. The chair for visitors had been moved closer to the desk, the distance reduced by a foot.

Adrienne was seated. Formal attire: dark green and ivory robes, high collar buttoned to the throat, the robes doing their usual losing battle with her figure, fitted fabric pulled taut despite the tailor’s best efforts. Not a strand of hair escaped its pins. Green eyes fixed on him, hands folded on the desk surface.

Full professional armor.

“Sit, Mr. Dayne.”

He sat.

She poured tea without asking if he wanted any. Set a cup before him. The gesture was practiced, domestic, something she did without thinking. He remembered: Adrienne shared tea with people she was letting in. The act itself was the concession, not the beverage.

“I’ve been reviewing your performance metrics from the past month,” she said. “Across all healer-track evaluations, you’ve demonstrated capability that exceeds your level by a significant margin.”

She opened a folder. Placed it between them. He could see pages of assessment data, his name at the top, columns of numbers and instructor notations.

“The pattern starts with your channeling,” she said. “Technically unrefined but energetically refined to a degree consistent with four to five years of sustained practice. That alone would be notable.” She turned a page, not reading from it but using the motion to pace her argument. “Then your [Diagnosis] range comes in at nearly double the freshman average. Instructor Voss described your deep-scan accuracy as, and I’m quoting, ‘impossible at his skill level.’ Which led me to review your [Barrier] work in the Tutorial Dungeon, where you arranged a healer party in a defensive corridor formation that our third-year combat theory students study but rarely execute correctly.”

She closed the folder. Let the accumulated evidence hang between them.

“And then there’s the dodge that saved Miss Lytton from the divergent mob.” Her focus locked on him. “Reaction time consistent with a Level 20 combat specialist. Each of these individually could be explained. Together, they tell a story.”

Silence filled the office. The lamplight flickered. Steam rose from the untouched tea.

“Your explanation for these anomalies,” Adrienne said. Her tone was clinical, the same voice she used when presenting case studies to the cohort. “I’m listening.”

“I learn quickly when survival is involved.”

“You learn quickly.” She repeated it without inflection. Opened the folder again. “The [Barrier] corridor formation you deployed in the Tutorial Dungeon. That’s a defensive configuration described in the Advanced Tactical Healing manual. Third-year curriculum. You’ve been here six weeks.”

“You already know any answer I give here will be insufficient.”

Adrienne’s expression didn’t change, but the silence sharpened.

“That,” she said, “is the first honest thing you’ve said in this room.”

“The Advanced Tactical Healing manual is restricted to third-year students with faculty recommendation. It’s not available in the general library.” She turned a page. “Your Resonance capacity during the bond testing session. I administered that test personally. The output you generated, without a formal bond, exceeded every first-year student I’ve tested in fifteen years. It exceeded most third-year students.”

She closed the folder again. The closing was pointed, the sound of it marking a transition from evidence to conclusion.

“I’ve also noted your spatial awareness during practical sessions. You position yourself with your back to walls, sightlines to both exits. That’s not student anxiety. That’s trained situational awareness. Combat veterans develop it through years of operating in hostile environments.”

He picked up his tea. Drank. It was good: dark, slightly bitter, the blend she preferred. The act of drinking gave him two seconds to assess the conversation’s trajectory and find the response that revealed the least while conceding the most.

“I grew up in a family that valued practical skills,” he said. “My father was a security contractor. Some of the habits are inherited.”

“Your admission file lists your father as a civilian merchant.”

The trap was elegant. She’d checked. Of course she’d checked.

“Habits can be inherited culturally as well as professionally,” he said. “The border regions where I grew up had security concerns. People learned to watch their surroundings.”

Adrienne regarded him with patient, experienced scrutiny. She knew the difference between a student constructing answers and one recalling them. She let the pause extend. Three seconds. Five. The technique was familiar: field interrogation methodology, where waiting served as pressure that words couldn’t match.

He waited her out. Two could play that game, and his version had been learned in situations considerably more hostile than an instructor’s office.

“Mr. Dayne,” Adrienne said. “What were you before you came here?”

The directness surprised him. Not the question; he’d expected the question. But the phrasing. Not who are you or what are you hiding, but what were you. Past tense. As if she already suspected the answer involved a previous existence.

“I was a student,” he said. “I am a student.”

“You were a student somewhere else. Before Aegis.”

“That’s not something I’m able to discuss.”

“Not able, or not willing?”

“Both.”

She leaned back. The chair creaked. She studied him with the same focused scrutiny she’d brought to the Resonance test: thorough, controlled, but with a current running beneath the professionalism that her training wasn’t designed to contain.

“I’m not building a case against you,” she said. The formality thinned, and the honesty underneath it made the room feel smaller. “If I were, I wouldn’t have invited you for tea. I would have submitted the assessment report to Dean Rethis’s office and let the investigation proceed through official channels.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because the official channels would bury you. The Dean’s office doesn’t handle anomalies well. Their default is containment. Containment means restriction, surveillance, and if the anomaly doesn’t resolve, removal.”

She picked up her tea. Sipped. Set it down.

“I don’t think restriction serves you or the academy.”

“What does serve the academy?”

“Understanding.” She stood. Came around the desk.

The proximity shifted everything. Behind the desk, Adrienne was the instructor: formal, separated, contained. In front of it, she was a woman in a small room, standing close enough that Kael could smell her perfume, the high collar’s top button worked loose.

She leaned against the desk. Crossed her arms. The posture was defensive but the position was open, her body language at war with itself.

“I’m assigning you a special research project,” she said. “I want a paper on healer combat applications. Historical precedents, theoretical frameworks, practical proposals. Due by month’s end.”

“Healer combat applications.”

“Yes. The topic is intentionally broad. I want to see what you already know.” A pause. “And what you choose to reveal.”

“You’re testing me.”

“I’m giving you an opportunity to demonstrate your knowledge in a controlled environment rather than letting it leak out in dungeon runs where other faculty can observe and report.” Her attention stayed fixed on him. “Consider it a favor. Or a strategy. Depending on your perspective.”

A favor. From the woman who’d felt something through the Resonance that she hadn’t meant to reveal. From the instructor who hadn’t touched a student in three years and then held his hands in the ritual hall.

“I’ll write the paper,” Kael said.

“Good.” She didn’t move from the desk’s edge. The office was small, designed for formal conversations across a desk, not for the arrangement they’d created. With her leaning against the desk’s front edge and him in the visitor’s chair, they’d collapsed the professional distance the room was built to maintain.

He stood.

They were close enough to touch.

The transition happened in the space between sitting and standing. One moment he was a student receiving instructions. The next he was a man standing within arm’s reach of a woman whose perfume he could now identify: sandalwood layered over the natural warmth of her skin. The exposed skin above her collarbone drew his eye where the high collar’s top button had loosened during the conversation, a glimpse of vulnerability on otherwise composed skin.

Neither touched. But the air between them compressed. He could feel her through the ambient Resonance, even without an established bond: the rigid self-control, layer upon layer of professional propriety built over years of solitary practice. And beneath that architecture, the same hunger he’d sensed during the Resonance test in the ritual hall. Loneliness so deep it had become structural, load-bearing, something she’d stopped noticing because it was the foundation of everything else she’d built.

She was standing within arm’s reach, and his Resonance made those walls feel thin. And she knew it. He could see the knowledge in the careful way she held her body still, the effort of not shifting, not leaning, not closing the distance that faculty protocol demanded she maintain. Her hands were folded across her chest, arms creating a barrier that her proximity contradicted.

Before the regression, he hadn’t understood Adrienne Duval. She’d been a name on committee rosters, an authority figure glimpsed in corridors, the instructor whose reputation preceded her into every room. He’d never been close enough to see the small mark he’d noticed before. Never been close enough to smell sandalwood.

He was close enough now. And the Resonance between them, formless and unnamed, made the closeness feel like standing next to an open window on a cold night: the warmth pulling at him, the cold reminding him what crossing the threshold would cost.

“Is there anything else?” he asked.

“No.” She kept it level. Her body was very still. She held his stare for one beat, two, three. On the fourth beat, the professional distance in her gaze gave way to something rawer. Not surrender. Recognition. The acknowledgment of a force that the barricade of protocol was losing ground against.

“You’re dismissed.”

He turned toward the door. His hand found the handle.

“Mr. Dayne.”

He stopped.

“Be careful. Your capabilities have attracted attention beyond my office. The Dean’s committee reviews faculty observation notes at the end of each month. I can delay filing mine, but I can’t withhold it indefinitely.”

“How long?”

“Until month’s end. When your paper is due.” A pause. Her fingers stilled on the rim of her teacup. “Deliver something worth protecting.”

He left. The door closed behind him with a soft click, and he stood in the corridor for ten seconds, replaying the conversation.

The formal evaluation, delivered with official detachment. Performance metrics, documented anomalies, faculty observations compiled into a folder that any investigator could use to build a case. That was Adrienne the instructor. The committee member. The bureaucratic functionary who’d spent five years channeling every careful impulse into paperwork and protocol.

The informal warning, delivered in a voice that had dropped low enough to feel like a hand on his chest. Deliver something worth protecting. That wasn’t an instructor’s guidance. That was a woman who’d decided, consciously or not, to place herself between him and the administrative machinery that would grind him into data points if she didn’t intervene.

The tea. She’d poured without asking, the same quiet concession she’d extended during the ritual hall test. She could have conducted the entire meeting in formal mode, folder between them, the gap of protocol maintained. Instead, she’d come around the desk, stood close enough that he could count the threads in the embroidery at her collar.

She knew what she was doing. That was what made it complicated. Adrienne wasn’t a woman who acted without calculation. Every calculated decision she’d made for five years had been considered, calculated, designed to maintain the institutional framework that protected her from the risk that had already cost the academy a promising student. And now she was knowingly positioning herself as his shield, assigning a research project that created a reason for proximity, delaying observation notes that the Dean’s committee expected.

She was the faculty member who knew which old healer-combat theories had been pushed out of circulation and which committee rooms kept deciding what students were allowed to learn. Not the people who had buried those paths decades ago, but one of the current custodians of the academy’s careful omissions.

She knew what was in those records.

The research paper wasn’t just a test of his knowledge. It was a breadcrumb trail. She was guiding him toward information she couldn’t openly share, using the academy’s own processes as cover. Every step of the trail required him to come back to her: for guidance, for access, for the clearance tokens that opened doors the academy kept locked.

The circular trap was elegant. She’d designed it, consciously or not, to bind them together: each step toward the paper required a step closer to her.

He couldn’t tell which Adrienne had made that choice: the instructor protecting a student from the academy’s scrutiny, or the woman who’d held his hands a beat too long in the ritual hall and felt something through the Resonance that she hadn’t been prepared to feel.



The dining hall was busy at five o’clock. Post-class energy filled the long room with noise: the clatter of trays, the overlapping conversations of forty healer freshmen decompressing from the day, the background hum of mana crystals in the ceiling.

Kael took his usual corner seat, the wall-at-his-back positioning so automatic by now that it had ceased to be a conscious decision and become simply the way he existed in crowded spaces.

Mira was already eating, having arrived before him through some route that involved neither the main corridor nor punctuality for anything other than meals. She’d changed into off-duty clothes: short shorts that revealed the full length of her toned, golden-tan legs, and a thin tank top that did nothing to conceal the hard points of her nipples in the hall’s cool air. She perched on her chair sideways, one leg tucked under her, the other swinging.

“Debrief,” she said around a mouthful of bread. “Private assessment. Anomalous performance. What happened?”

“Research project. She wants a paper on healer combat applications.”

“A paper.” Mira’s eyes narrowed. “Instructor Duval, who held your hands in the ritual hall and made your Resonance crystals go supernova, is assigning you personal homework.”

“It’s an academic assessment.”

“It’s an excuse to have you in her office regularly. I’m not judging; I’m admiring the strategy.” She grinned. Then the grin faded into something more serious. “But seriously. Is she suspicious? Of the other thing? The you-knowing-too-much thing?”

“She’s observant.”

“That’s a yes.”

“It’s a she-hasn’t-decided-what-to-do-about-it-yet.”

Mira studied him. Behind the teasing and the bright energy, the calculating intelligence that she kept wrapped in warmth. “You’ve got a month before she has to file her observation notes. That’s what the paper’s about, isn’t it? She’s giving you time.”

“How did you know about the filing timeline?”

“I pay attention when people talk about bureaucracy. Nobody notices me doing it because I’m the fun one.” She tapped her temple. “The fun one hears everything.”

Across the hall, a commotion. Torren Grieve entering with his battle mage squad, four broad-shouldered boys in red-trimmed black robes who moved through the dining hall like they owned it. Which, by the social hierarchy of Aegis Academy, they approximately did.

Battle mages sat at the long tables on the hall’s west side. Healers on the east. Scholars occupied the center tables, their blue-trimmed robes bent over books and enchantment diagrams even during meals, the academic intensity never fully switching off. Wardens claimed the tables nearest the doors, gray-trimmed robes worn loose, their defensive-track stoicism manifesting as quiet meals eaten with minimal conversation and maximum awareness of every entrance and exit. The divides were unofficial, enforced by stares, corrected seats, and the subtle territoriality of eighteen-year-olds sorted into competing tracks.

Torren spotted Kael. Changed course.

The approach was direct. Torren walked between tables with the confidence of privilege untested. Sandy brown hair swept back, blue eyes fixed on target, shoulders squared in a frame that was built for the combat track and dressed to advertise it. His squad fanned out behind him, an instinctive combat spread that Kael recognized as untrained but natural. The boy had command presence. Misapplied, undisciplined command presence, but presence nonetheless.

“Dayne.” Torren stopped at the end of the healer table. Close enough to loom. Not close enough to be technically aggressive. A positioning chosen by someone who understood social dominance without understanding actual threat assessment. “The only male healer anyone talks about. How’s it feel being the weakest link?”

“Adequately.”

“Adequately.” Torren smiled. Not cruel; condescending, which was worse. “We’re doing inter-track exercises next week. Healer parties supporting battle mage squads. You’ll be assigned to my group.”

“I look forward to it.”

“You should. It’ll be educational. Show you what real combat looks like.” He leaned one hand on the table, the casual invasion of space that signaled ownership. “My squad’s been running Tier 1 clears since the second week. Fastest times in the cohort. When we’re paired, stay behind us, heal when you’re told, and try not to get in the way.”

One of his flankers, a thick-necked boy whose name Kael hadn’t bothered to learn, grinned. “Last healer party we trained with, their lead healer cried after the first mob encounter.”

“She didn’t cry,” another flanker corrected. “She just stopped moving. Like a deer.”

“Same thing.”

The healer table had gone quiet. Pria, two seats down, was staring at her plate with the rigid focus of someone trying to become invisible. Two girls from the adjacent cohort had stopped eating, watching the confrontation with the wary attention of students who’d learned that battle mage attention was rarely positive.

“Noted,” Kael said. His voice was flat, uninflected, the tone that gave away nothing and cost the listener nothing. He’d heard better threats from better soldiers. “Anything else?”

Torren’s eyes narrowed. The flatness bothered him. He’d expected deference, or anger, or the nervous scramble that freshmen usually performed when confronted by someone bigger and louder. Kael’s response didn’t fit any of those templates, and the mismatch registered on Torren’s face as a flicker of uncertainty that his conditioning quickly buried.

He glanced at Mira, his gaze traveling down her legs and back up. Automatic, entitled, the way boys like him always looked. “Solis. Nice shorts.”

Mira smiled. The smile had teeth. “Nice ego. Does it come in a smaller size?”

A stifled laugh from somewhere at the healer table. Torren’s jaw tightened. His squad shifted behind him, the subtle recalibration of boys who recognized their leader had been pricked. The thick-necked flanker stepped forward half a pace, but Torren raised a hand, a small gesture that showed better instincts than his mouth. Escalating with a healer girl in the dining hall would cost more social capital than it gained. He knew it. The restraint was the first genuinely intelligent decision Kael had seen him make.

“See you next week, Dayne.” He turned. Walked back to the battle mage tables. His squad followed, the formation re-forming with the unconscious discipline of boys who’d been drilled in formation walking since orientation.

The healer table exhaled. Pria picked up her fork. The girls from the adjacent cohort returned to their meals. The small moment of tension dissolved into the dining hall’s ambient noise like a stone dropped into a pond.

Mira watched them go. “He’s not terrible,” she said. “Just young and convinced the world arranges itself around his convenience.”

“He reminds me of someone.”

“Who?”

Kael didn’t answer. The someone was himself, before the regression. Same confidence. Same assumption of invincibility. Same blind spot where consequences lived.

At the far side of the hall, past the battle mage tables, past the faculty entrance, a flicker caught his attention.

[Ghost Stats]

The phantom overlay materialized in the corner of his vision: Level 34 Battle Mage profile ghosting behind his Level 4 Healer sheet. The spectral text shimmered, transparent but legible. Stats from another life, another body, another world. The overlay lasted three seconds, then faded.

His jaw clenched. The ghost stats appeared at random, triggered by stress or proximity to combat-adjacent stimuli. Torren’s challenge had been enough.

He scanned the hall. Nobody running [Diagnosis]. Nobody close enough to have caught the flicker. The phantom overlay was invisible to the naked eye; it could only be detected through active diagnostic scanning at exactly the right moment.

Safe. This time.

His gaze swept past the battle mage tables before settling. Among the red-trimmed robes on the west side, a figure at the far end caught his attention. Tall. Sitting apart from the nearest group. Something in the way she held herself, squared shoulders, the particular angle of her head, tripped a wire in his memory. He didn’t get a clear look. She was too far away, half-turned, just a shape among shapes. But the silhouette hit his pattern recognition like a cold draft. He noted it and moved on.

Sera was watching from across the hall.

She sat with her usual group, three tables away, her hair warm under the mana lamp’s amber glow. She hadn’t seen the ghost stats; she didn’t have [Diagnosis] active. But she’d seen something else. She’d seen Torren approach, deliver his dominance display, and walk away.

And she’d seen Kael’s response.

Her eyes were thoughtful. Not afraid, not angry, not amused. Thoughtful. She’d watched the entire exchange and noticed that Kael hadn’t performed the role the scene required.

Torren had been a bully. Kael should have been the target. Instead, he’d been composed. Calm. Not a freshman’s calm but something deeper and more grounded, the patience of a veteran dealing with a subordinate’s tantrum.

Sera tilted her head, listening.

She’d noticed. She didn’t understand what she’d noticed. But the observation was stored away, filed in whatever quiet archive Sera maintained behind those warm, perceptive eyes. She’d add it to other observations, other moments where Kael’s behavior didn’t match the template of a frightened freshman. The question was waiting for the moment her gentleness turned into certainty.

Kael turned back to his food.

Mira was recounting the confrontation to Neve’s empty chair. “He said ‘nice shorts.’ Like it was a compliment. Like I’m supposed to be grateful a battle mage noticed my legs.”

“Your legs are noticeable,” Kael said.

“That’s different. You said it factually, not like you were granting me permission to have a body.” She pulled apart a roll with more force than it required. “Also, did you see his squad? Four of them, spreading out behind him like they rehearsed it. Is that something battle mages practice? The intimidation formation?”

“It’s instinctive. Pack behavior. The leader confronts while the group signals numbers.”

“You analyze social dynamics like a military strategist.”

“Bad habit.”

“Interesting habit.” She bit the roll. Chewed. Studied him with the bright, calculating warmth that she kept wrapped in humor. “You know what I think? I think Torren is going to have a very educational dungeon run next week. And I think you’re going to teach him exactly what a healer party can do.”

“I’m going to follow protocol and provide standard support.”

“Sure you are.” She grinned. She’d watched him closely enough to know that protocol was the thing he followed until someone’s life depended on him breaking it.

The dining hall found its routine. Battle mages on the west. Healers on the east. Faculty at the raised table along the north wall. Adrienne sat at the faculty table, eating with mechanical efficiency, meals as fuel rather than social events. She didn’t look at Kael.

She didn’t need to. The awareness between them hummed without eye contact, a frequency established during the Resonance test that proximity maintained and professionalism couldn’t quite silence.



Kael found Neve in the library that evening. She’d returned to her corner table, robes restored to their full concealing volume. The Neve who’d scattered books from a desk and dissolved into wordless sound might have been a different person entirely. This Neve was armored: glasses set, hair pinned tight, posture rigid.

Except for the flush that crept up her neck when he sat down across from her.

“I’ve been expanding on the harmonic state theory,” she said. No greeting. Neve’s conversations began when the thought began, which was usually mid-sentence. “If the academy quietly narrowed what first-years are allowed to learn about Resonance amplification, the missing pieces should leave pressure marks in public texts. Citations to papers that no longer appear on the curriculum. Course editions that change without explanation. That sort of thing.”

“Likely.”

“Not just likely. Certain.” She pulled a reference text from her stack and opened it to a page bristling with annotation tabs. “I’ve been cross-referencing the curriculum editions published in the last fifty years. The older editions reference a Resonance sub-discipline called ‘Harmonic Channeling’ that doesn’t appear in any text published after Year 23 of the current administration. Every mention, excised. Every citation, redirected to generic Resonance theory.”

She turned the book so he could see her annotations. The page margins were covered in her precise handwriting, arrows connecting passages across different texts, a web of evidence that would have taken most researchers weeks to compile. Neve had done it in days.

“There’s more. The academy’s published research index lists seventeen papers on Resonance amplification between Year 1 and Year 22. After Year 23, zero. Not a decline. A cliff. Seventeen active researchers producing nothing overnight. That doesn’t happen because people lose interest. That happens because someone ordered them to stop.”

“Year 23 of the current administration.” He did the math. “Twenty-seven years ago. That’s when Rethis became Deputy Dean.”

Her dark eyes sharpened behind the glasses. “You know the administrative timeline.”

“It’s posted in the entrance hall.”

“The dates are posted. The correlation to research suppression is not.” She watched him. The flush at her neck deepened, and her hand found the spine of the nearest book, fingers tracing its edge with the unconscious rhythm that meant her analytical engine was running at full capacity. “You noticed the correlation immediately. Which means you were already thinking about institutional timelines and who had the authority to suppress research.”

He picked up one of her reference texts. Read the annotations to buy time.

“I want access to the older curriculum indices,” she said.

“That requires faculty clearance tokens.”

“I know. I’m working on it.” She met his eyes for a brief, charged second, then looked back at her book. “I’ve also found discrepancies in the administrative records students can access. Course descriptions that reference vanished prerequisites. Disciplinary notes about healer students being warned away from ‘combat-role confusion.’ Someone spent effort narrowing the acceptable shape of healer competence. The pattern is systematic.”

“What kind of pattern?”

“Concentric drift. The harmonic state research is the center, but the curriculum shifts outward: related topics renamed, adjacent disciplines softened, historical case studies summarized until the useful parts disappear. Whoever ordered the changes was thorough. Systematic.” She paused. The scholar’s discipline, holding back the hypothesis until the evidence was complete. “But the scope is larger than Resonance research. Healer-combat precedent, anomalous support-track performance, old disciplinary language. The public record keeps pointing at doors we’re not allowed to open yet.”

She closed her book. Stacked it on the neat grid of reference texts.

“Same time Thursday,” she said.

“Same time Thursday.”

She left. He sat in the library’s quiet glow, surrounded by mana lamp warmth and the scent of paper and ink that lingered in the space where she’d been.

Neve was assembling evidence. Public inconsistencies, old curriculum gaps, Kael’s combat vocabulary, dungeon behavior, and anomalous [Diagnosis] depth: she was building a case, methodical and patient, already certain there was a hidden structure even if the documentary proof hadn’t materialized. Every study session, every observation, every conversation pulled the thread a little further.

He gathered his books and left the library. The corridor outside was dim, the mana lamps cycling to nocturnal amber. Through the window at the hall’s end, the old combat yard was visible, lit by residual crystals, empty.

His hand reached for his hip. Fingers curled for a sword hilt that didn’t exist. The System didn’t correct him this time; the reach was below the threshold that triggered [CLASS RESTRICTION].

He walked back to the dormitory. He had work to do.


Chapter 10: The Joint Dungeon

The inter-track dungeon exercise assembled at the Tier 1-2 transition point: a broad stone platform deep in the academy’s foundations where the Tutorial Dungeon’s safe corridors gave way to something older and less predictable. The tier system measured depth and danger in roughly equal proportion. Tier 1 held training-grade threats, creatures corrupted enough to test freshmen but contained by the academy’s wards. Each tier deeper doubled the Blight concentration, the monster intelligence, and the stakes. Tier 2 was where the containment shifted from academic exercise to actual Blight suppression. He knew from experience that the tiers beyond 3 were where the Blight stopped being a training hazard and became the existential threat the academy existed to fight.

Kael arrived with his healer party at 0800. Mira was bouncing on her toes, ponytail tight, bright with pre-dungeon focus. Neve walked beside her, notebook in hand, the dungeon entrance’s blue mana glow reflecting off her lenses. Sera stood at the threshold with her hands folded, her hair pulled back in a practical knot, a calm that radiated outward like a low-frequency Resonance field. Pria was present and upright, which was an improvement on her pre-dungeon baseline.

Torren’s battle mage squad was already there. Four boys in red-trimmed black robes, weapons racked and ready. They carried themselves with the aggressive confidence of students who’d spent a month being told they were the academy’s elite. Torren stood at the front, sandy hair swept back, a heavy practice blade slung across his back in a harness designed to display the weapon rather than deploy it efficiently.

Kael sized up the squad’s equipment in two seconds. Suboptimal weapon placement. Gear maintained for appearance, not function. They carried no secondary tools and had planned no fallback positions.

In his previous life, he would have corrected these errors before the squad crossed the threshold. In this life, he was a healer, and healers didn’t critique battle mage loadouts.

Adrienne stood at the proctor station. A raised platform overlooking the transition point, equipped with monitoring crystals and emergency extraction runes. She wore combat-rated robes rather than her usual formal attire: darker, closer-fitting, with reinforced seams and spell-resistant threading. The practical garments fit her differently than the academic robes, closer to the body, the fabric pulling across her chest with every breath.

She’d been a combat healer for eight years. The combat robes belonged to that life. He wondered how long it had been since she’d worn them.

“Attention,” she called. Her voice filled the platform with effortless authority, field-commander clear. “Today’s exercise pairs healer Cohort 7 with Battle Mage Squad Grieve. The objective is cooperative dungeon clearance: Tier 1 corridors transitioning to Tier 2 assessment zones. The battle mage squad provides offensive capability. The healer party provides sustained support.”

She looked at Torren. Then at Kael. Back to Torren.

“The exercise evaluates coordination. Not individual prowess. The strongest squad in the academy is the one that works best with its support team.” She let the pause run until Torren looked away first. “Am I clear?”

“Clear,” Torren said. The word was respectful; the tone suggested he planned to ignore the instruction.

Adrienne picked up a monitoring crystal. Her green eyes swept the combined group, hard and wary, too many dungeon runs gone wrong behind those eyes.

“Begin.”



The descent was familiar and alien at once.

The transition point connected to a series of stone stairwells that spiraled downward through the academy’s foundations. The last time he’d descended these stairs, he’d taken them at a combat jog, armored, armed, his party spread in a tactical column behind him. Now he walked with a healer staff across his shoulders and four women in green-trimmed white robes, descending into a dungeon that should have felt routine and instead felt like walking back into his own grave.

The air changed as they descended. Surface atmosphere, clean and herb-scented, gave way to dungeon atmosphere: denser, colder, carrying the metallic tang of mana crystals and the faint organic smell of things that lived underground. The mana density increased with each level, prickling beneath his collar and tightening around his lungs. His body recognized the sensation the way a horse recognized the smell of a stable.

Mira fell into step beside him. She’d stopped bouncing. Her eyes were focused, her movements efficient, the kinetic energy channeled into readiness rather than casual motion. She caught his eye and gave a small nod. Ready.

Neve walked behind them, the stairwell’s blue mana glow catching her pale features. She’d brought her notebook, tucked into a reinforced pouch at her belt. She’d also, Kael noticed, tied her hair back in a tighter bun than usual and rolled her robe sleeves to match his. Small adaptations. She learned by observation.

Sera was calm. Her hands hung at her sides, but the faint green glow of pre-channeled [Purify] was visible at her fingertips. She hadn’t been instructed to pre-channel; she’d done it without thinking, a healer preparing her tools before entering the operating theater. The efficiency of the preparation surprised him. Before the regression, that level of anticipatory readiness hadn’t appeared until her second year.

The timeline was changing her. Accelerating her development. Making her stronger, faster, more prepared than she had any right to be at this stage.

Pria brought up the rear. Pale but upright, jaw set with grim determination. She was going to get through this if it killed her, though she very much preferred that it didn’t.

The Tier 1 corridors were familiar territory. Stone halls, mana-lit sconces, predictable mob patterns. Kael had cleared these a dozen times before and once already in this timeline. The corridors hadn’t changed.

But the dynamic had.

Torren led from the front, as battle mage squad leaders did. His team spread in a standard offensive wedge: two flankers, one heavy hitter, Torren at the point. They moved fast, aggressive, eating up corridor with the impatience of students who found Tier 1 beneath them.

Kael’s healer party trailed behind. The designated position for support: follow the fighters, heal the damage, stay out of the way.

It was the wrong position. He knew it from a lifetime of running dungeon content where formation and positioning made the difference between clearing a level and carrying corpses to the surface. Healer parties positioned in the rear had no sightlines to incoming threats, couldn’t reach wounded fighters efficiently, and were the first to get cut off if the formation broke.

But the wrong position was the assigned position. And the assigned position was where a freshman healer stayed.

“He’s not even looking back,” Mira whispered. She walked beside Kael, keeping pace with the squad’s aggressive tempo. She recognized poor leadership even without the vocabulary for it. “We could fall behind and he wouldn’t notice.”

“He’d notice when he needed healing.”

“He’d notice when he was bleeding out and we weren’t there.” She shook her head. “This is going to be a thing, isn’t it?”

“It’s going to be a thing.”

First contact came at the Tier 1 junction. A mob of corrupted rats, standard Tutorial Dungeon fare. Torren’s squad hit them with the enthusiasm of boys who’d been waiting for something to kill. Blades and [Firebolt] spells lit the corridor. The rats died in twelve seconds.

Nobody needed healing. The squad cheered. Torren glanced back at the healer party, triumph written plainly across his face: See? We don’t need you.

Kael watched the corridor ahead. He remembered the Tier 1-2 transition: three standard encounter rooms and one trap corridor. The trap corridor was second from the end: a narrow passage with pressure-triggered collapsing walls and a mob spawn that activated when the walls moved.

First-life layout.

Current timeline might differ.

They reached the first encounter room. Torren’s squad cleared it without support. Second encounter room: same result. His fighters were genuinely skilled. Raw, unrefined, but powerful, with the deep mana reserves that came from battle mage track training. They burned through mobs with the casual efficiency of students who’d never encountered a fight they couldn’t win through direct application of force.

The trap corridor was next.

Kael recognized it fifteen steps before the entrance. The stone floor was slightly discolored near the threshold, the mana sconces spaced differently, the air temperature dropping by two degrees. Details invisible to first-year students. Obvious to someone who’d seen this corridor claim three of his first-life classmates.

“Wait,” he said.

Torren kept walking. His squad followed.

“Grieve. Hold.”

Torren turned. “What?”

“That corridor. The floor discoloration at the entrance. The sconce spacing is different from the rest of the tier. It’s a trap room.”

Torren looked at the corridor. Looked back at Kael. His expression shifted from impatience to condescension. Lesser people had told him things before. It always ended the same way.

“It’s a Tier 1 dungeon, healer. The worst thing in here is rats with bad attitudes. We’ve already cleared three rooms.”

“The trap rooms are in the transitions. Tier 1 to Tier 2. The difficulty spikes.”

“And you know this because of your extensive dungeon experience as a Level 4 healer?”

“I know this because I can read a corridor.”

Torren’s squad shifted behind him. Not quite hostile. Uncertain. They were used to following Torren’s lead; the introduction of a second voice with command authority, even quiet authority, disrupted the dynamic.

“Just heal when I tell you to, Dayne.” Torren turned and walked into the corridor.

His squad followed.

The pressure plate triggered at the halfway point. Torren’s lead flanker stepped on a floor stone that depressed half an inch, and the dungeon responded with mechanical efficiency: a trap designed to punish overconfidence.

The walls moved. Stone panels on both sides lurched inward with grinding force, narrowing the corridor from eight feet to four. The squad bunched, formation breaking as soldiers stumbled into each other. A slab dropped from the ceiling, blocking the exit behind them.

And the mobs spawned.

Not rats. Corrupted dungeon stalkers: lean, fast predators that the Tier 2 assessment threw at parties to test response under pressure. Six of them, materializing from shadow in the newly compressed space. Their Blight-tinged hides glowed faint purple.

The corridor erupted into chaos. Torren’s squad, compressed into a space too narrow for their wedge formation, swung weapons and cast spells with the desperation of boys who’d never fought in close quarters. A [Firebolt] bounced off the stone wall and nearly hit the flanker. A sword stroke meant for a stalker glanced off the ceiling.

Two stalkers hit Torren’s heavy hitter simultaneously. The boy went down with Blight status effects already spreading: dark veins climbing his forearm, his sword arm spasming.

Torren’s second flanker took a claw across the chest. Not deep, but the Blight corruption entered the wound immediately, turning flesh gray at the edges.

Kael moved.

He didn’t think about it. Didn’t calculate the risk. The corridor was collapsing, two fighters were down with Blight status effects, and the remaining squad members were seconds from panic. Four years of dungeon command overrode every careful disguise he’d constructed.

His voice dropped. Low, flat, carrying through the chaos with penetrating clarity, the voice of command under fire.

“Mira. [Barrier] across the corridor at the three-meter mark. Cut the space in half, buy us room. Neve. [Diagnosis] on both wounded. Identify which corruption is deepening faster. Sera. [Purify] rotation starting with the heavy hitter. Pria. Cover our six. Anything comes through that ceiling slab, you call it.”

The healer party moved. Not smooth, not yet a trained unit, but responsive. They recognized competence and moved without hesitation. Mira’s [Barrier] blazed to life, a wall of golden light that bisected the corridor. The stalkers slammed into it. Two bounced back; two clawed at its surface.

The barrier bought space.

Devi’s barriers in the dungeon dark, the same blue-white shimmer, her quiet certainty holding the line while the party worked. Her face behind the wall, calm, adjusting the geometry before Kael called for it because she already knew.

MEMORY ECHO

The flash dissolved before it fully formed. His former party’s anchor, holding a wall just like this one in a different corridor, a different life. Gone.

Kael turned to Neve.

“Status.”

Neve had her hands on the heavy hitter’s arm, [Diagnosis] active. Her dark eyes flicked behind glasses. “Blight corruption, Stage 1. Spreading at approximately two centimeters per minute. The second wounded is Stage 1 as well but with compound laceration. He needs [Purify] before [Mend] or the corruption seals inside the wound.”

“Sera. Heavy hitter first. Purify the arm. Neve, take the second wounded. I’ll stabilize both after Purify clears.”

Sera knelt beside the heavy hitter. Hair tucked behind her ears, hands glowing with [Purify]’s green-gold light. Her face was focused, calm. A natural healer encountering real combat corruption for the first time, and meeting it without flinching. The light grew brighter, sharper. The Blight veins on the boy’s arm began to recede.

Kael channeled [Resonance] through his bond with Mira. The golden energy amplified her [Barrier], the light flaring brighter, the wall thickening. The stalkers threw themselves against it. The barrier held.

Torren and his remaining flanker fought the two stalkers that hadn’t been caught behind Mira’s barrier. The compressed space forced close combat. Torren was good; Kael could see it in the economy of his sword work, the instinctive footwork, the raw combat talent that first-year training hadn’t yet refined. He killed one stalker with a clean thrust. The flanker wounded the second.

But more were coming. The dungeon’s mob spawn was on a timer, and the trap corridor kept producing.

“Grieve,” Kael called. “Push the remaining mob toward Mira’s barrier. I’ll open a gap. You finish it against the wall.”

Torren looked at him. In the blue-purple glow of Blight energy and the gold of the barrier, the battle mage’s face was a study in conflicting impulses: anger at being commanded, recognition that the command was sound, pride fighting pragmatism.

Pragmatism won. Barely.

Torren drove the wounded stalker toward the barrier. Kael thinned Mira’s wall at one point, creating a funnel. The stalker hit the narrowed gap and stalled. Torren’s blade took its head.

“Neve,” Kael called. “Weak point on the ceiling slab. Find it.”

Neve was already scanning. Her [Diagnosis] swept the trapped corridor’s architecture, the same skill that read bodies reading stone. “Load-bearing point. Upper left corner. The mana binding is weakest there. A concentrated force application should fracture it.”

“Grieve. Upper left corner. Hit it.”

Torren’s eyes narrowed. Then he raised his blade, channeled [Firebolt] into the weapon’s edge, and drove a burning strike into the ceiling slab’s upper left corner.

The stone fractured. Light poured through the gap. The slab cracked down its length and crumbled.

Exit clear.

The remaining stalkers behind Mira’s barrier scrabbled at the golden wall. Kael withdrew Resonance support, the barrier thinned, and Torren’s flanker met the first stalker through the gap with a strike that split it from shoulder to hip. Torren killed the second.

Silence.

The trap corridor settled. Dust motes drifted in the blue mana light. Two wounded battle mages sat against the wall, Blight corruption receding under Sera’s Purify and Neve’s precise [Mend]. Torren stood with his blade dripping ichor, breathing hard, staring at Kael.

“Since when,” the flanker said slowly, “do healers know flanking theory?”

Mira, on adrenaline, grinned wide enough to show teeth. “Since we got the only healer in history who thinks he’s a general.”

Kael gave her a flat look. She winked.



They cleared the remaining corridor in tight formation. Solo charges ended there. Rear-positioned healers ended with them. Kael had restructured the combined party without anyone explicitly agreeing to the change: Mira’s barrier as a mobile wall, Neve’s [Diagnosis] on point scanning for traps and weak points, Sera’s [Purify] cycling between corrupted zones, and Torren’s squad providing the damage in response to targets Kael identified.

It worked. The Tier 2 assessment zone fell in coordinated sequences that resembled military operations more than freshman exercises. Mobs died quickly. Wounds healed efficiently. Nobody took Blight corruption because Sera’s Purify rotations caught the taint before it spread.

At the junction between Tier 2 corridors, Kael saw it. A branching passage where solid stone should have been, an opening that his first-life memories didn’t contain. The air coming from its depths was wrong: not the clean blue mana of dungeon construction but something darker, carrying the tainted purple-black signature of Blight energy.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Dungeon layout altered. Unknown corridor detected, not in original configuration.]

The notification pulsed. He slowed for half a step, registering the corridor’s dimensions and mana signature, then kept moving. The assessment objective was clearance, not exploration. Leading freshmen into an unknown Blight-contaminated passage would have been the same kind of recklessness that had killed his party.

But the corridor existed. The timeline had added something to the dungeon that his foreknowledge couldn’t predict.

Torren said nothing during the clearance. He fought where Kael positioned him, struck where Kael directed, and accepted tactical commands with rigid compliance. Disagreeing with every order but unable to argue with results.

At the Tier 2 final chamber, the assessment boss waited.

A corrupted sentry, eight feet tall, plated in Blight-hardened chitin that gleamed like wet obsidian in the chamber’s mana light. The creature stood motionless at the far wall, its six limbs folded beneath it in the hibernation posture that assessment bosses adopted until triggered by proximity. Two compound eyes, each the size of a fist, glowed with the dull purple luminescence of deep Blight corruption. The mana density in the chamber was higher than the corridors. Each breath tasted metallic and organic.

Standard fare for semester dungeon assessments. Kael had fought this type at Level 12; it had been an annoyance. A warm-up before the real floors.

At Level 4, with a mixed party of freshmen, it was a genuine threat.

He read the chamber in two seconds. Sixty feet across. Circular, domed ceiling, no secondary exits. The floor was scored with old damage marks from previous assessments. The lighting was uneven: brighter near the entrance, dimmer at the far wall where the sentry crouched. The chamber’s geometry favored ranged attackers; for melee fighters, the approach meant crossing thirty feet of open ground with no cover.

He turned to the party. Kept his voice low, the command register that he’d used through the trap corridor. The transition from student to commander happened without conscious decision.

“Grieve. Engage from the left. Draw aggro. Your flanker circles right, hit the joints where the chitin is thinnest. Don’t try to break the plating head-on. Your blades won’t penetrate without significant force, and the corruption reinforces the chitin when it takes damage. Target the joints, the seams, the places where the armor shifts.”

Torren’s jaw tightened, but he listened.

“Mira, barrier corridor to channel its movement. Don’t let it choose its approach angle. Neve, deep-scan for the mana core. Every corrupted sentry has one; it’ll be in the chest cavity, left of center.”

Neve’s [Diagnosis] flared. The skill’s green light swept the sentry in a broad arc, her eyes narrowing as data resolved. “Found it. Chest cavity, left of center. The chitin is weakest along the ventral seam, approximately three inches below the sternum. But the corruption density around the core is higher than the reference texts describe. This sentry has been absorbing ambient Blight energy from the dungeon. It’s reinforced.”

“How reinforced?”

“Twenty percent above standard assessment parameters.” Her lenses caught the dungeon’s blue light as she pushed them higher on her nose. “Give or take.”

“Sera. When I call, Purify the ventral seam. Concentrated burst. The purification will soften the chitin around the core. Grieve, that’s your window. One strike.”

Torren met his eyes. Blue versus gray-green. The battle mage and the healer who talked like a commander.

“One strike,” Torren said. Not questioning. Confirming.

“Pria.” He looked at her. She was pale, gripping her staff, but she met his gaze. “Stay at the entrance. If anyone takes a hit, you heal. Don’t move forward. Don’t engage. You’re our reserve.”

Pria nodded. The fear was there, but she planted her feet and held her staff with white-knuckled resolve.

They executed.

Torren charged. His speed was impressive, three strides eating the open ground, blade drawn mid-sprint. The sentry’s compound eyes tracked movement, the corrupted intelligence behind them selecting the most aggressive target. It unfolded from hibernation with the mechanical speed of a predator that had been still for hours: six limbs extending, chitin plates sliding over each other like tectonic plates. Standing, it was taller than eight feet. The forelimbs ended in curved appendages that glowed faintly purple at the edges, Blight energy concentrated along the striking surfaces.

Its forelimb swept in an arc that would have taken Torren’s head off, but the boy ducked under the strike with the instinctive combat awareness that marked genuine talent. His blade rang against the chitin plates on the sentry’s flank, the impact sending sparks of mana into the dim chamber. The chitin held. The blow that would have carved through an unarmored creature barely scored a white line across the corrupted plating.

Torren’s face registered the reality of a reinforced assessment boss. His expression shifted from confidence to calculation.

The flanker circled right. Slower, more cautious than Torren, targeting the joints where chitin gave way to the leathery flesh beneath. His blade found the right knee joint and scored a cut. Dark fluid seeped from the wound. The sentry staggered, shifted its weight, and the momentary imbalance gave Torren an opening for a second strike along the shoulder seam. This blow bit deeper, the blade finding the gap between plates, and the sentry screamed. The sound reverberated off the domed ceiling, a shriek of corrupted aggression that made Pria flinch at the entrance.

“Mira, channel the barrier into a corridor,” Kael called. “Funnel its movement. Don’t let it turn.”

Mira’s [Barrier] reshaped. The flat wall became a V-shaped corridor of golden light, narrowing the sentry’s options. She was sweating, ponytail plastered to her neck, her gaze fierce with concentration. The creature slammed against the barrier’s edge, chitin scraping against mana-hardened light. The impact traveled through the barrier into Mira’s channeling. She gritted her teeth and held.

“It’s strong,” she said through clenched teeth. “The corruption is reinforcing the chitin. It’s stronger than a normal sentry.”

“Hold it,” Kael said. He pushed [Resonance] through their bond, feeding mana into Mira’s barrier. The golden wall brightened, thickened. Mira’s shoulders eased a fraction as the additional energy shouldered part of the load.

The sentry tested the barrier. Slammed one forelimb against it, then another. Each impact shook Mira’s stance, her feet sliding on the stone floor. But the barrier held.

Neve called out weak points from behind the barrier wall, her [Diagnosis] running continuous scans. Clinical, exact, the academic delivering data under pressure with the same controlled cadence she used in the library. “Left knee compromised. Right shoulder seam has a micro-fracture from Grieve’s second hit. Ventral, three inches below the sternum, the chitin is thinnest. The mana core is directly behind it. But the corruption is cycling. It’s regenerating the damaged chitin. If we don’t hit the core within the next ninety seconds, the knee and shoulder wounds will seal.”

“Ninety seconds,” Kael repeated.

“Approximately.” She paused. “Possibly less.”

The sentry found the edge of Mira’s barrier corridor and lunged around it. Fast. Faster than eight feet of armored corruption should have moved. It caught Torren mid-reposition, and the boy had to throw himself sideways to avoid a forelimb strike that cratered the stone floor where he’d been standing.

“It’s adapting,” Neve said. “The corrupted intelligence is learning the barrier’s geometry.”

“Mira, shift the corridor thirty degrees. Close the gap.”

Mira’s barrier rippled and reformed. The golden walls twisted, closing the opening the sentry had exploited. The creature slammed against the new configuration and recoiled.

Torren pressed the advantage. He drove in low, targeting the compromised knee joint with a strike that would have been textbook-perfect in a training exercise. The blade found the joint and drove deep. The sentry’s leg buckled. Dark fluid sprayed. Torren rolled clear as the creature’s tail whipped overhead, missing him by inches.

The flanker hit the sentry from behind, blade biting into the damaged knee joint again. The creature screamed, a sound like metal tearing, and whipped its tail in a blind arc that caught the flanker across the chest and sent him tumbling. He hit the chamber wall and slid down, gasping.

“Pria,” Kael called. “The flanker. Mend the chest. Don’t move from the entrance.”

Pria ran to the fallen boy. Her hands shook but the [Mend] was clean, green light spreading across the bruised ribs. The flanker gasped as the healing took hold.

The sentry was down to five functional limbs. It dragged the damaged leg behind it, leaving a trail of dark fluid on the stone, but the remaining limbs were compensating with terrifying efficiency. The corruption was, as Neve had warned, sealing the shoulder wound. The white line on the chitin was filling with dark crystalline growth.

“Forty seconds,” Neve said.

“Sera. Now.”

Sera stepped forward. Hair pulled back from her face. Hands raised, green-gold [Purify] light building between her palms. Her face held the deep stillness that came over her when healing demanded everything she had. Her eyes had changed: the warm golden-brown shifting to full amber, bright and almost luminous, the color they turned when she channeled at peak capacity.

Kael had seen this before. In Year 3, during a Blight incursion exercise. The same amber eyes, the same stillness, the same light gathering between steady hands. The memory was a blade turned sideways in his chest.

The [Purify] lanced across the chamber. Green-gold light, brighter than anything she’d produced before, brighter than what her level should have allowed, hit the sentry’s ventral seam and spread like a sunrise. The chitin smoked. Blackened. Cracked. The Blight corruption woven into the sentry’s armor recoiled from the purification, the dark energy hissing as it burned away, leaving the natural material weakened and brittle. The regeneration that had been sealing Torren’s strikes reversed. The shoulder wound reopened. The knee joint collapsed further.

Sera held the channeling. Her arms trembled with the sustained output. Through the Resonance, Kael felt what it cost her: deep mana reserves draining faster than a first-year should have been able to sustain, her body pulling from wells of power that shouldn’t have existed yet.

“Grieve!”

Torren was already moving. The boy had genuine combat instincts, the kind that training refined but didn’t create. He read the opening the way a seasoned fighter read a dungeon map: instantly, completely, his body committing to the strike before his conscious mind caught up. Two steps, blade raised, and he drove the weapon through the softened chitin into the mana core beneath with a clean, core-splitting thrust.

The sentry shuddered. Blight energy erupted from the wound in a dark plume that billowed toward the chamber ceiling, and Sera’s Purify caught it, channeled it, bent the corruption away from the party and dispersed it against the stone dome where it dissipated into harmless residue. The creature’s remaining legs buckled. It collapsed, chitin plates cracking against the floor, the purple glow in its compound eyes dimming to nothing.

[DUNGEON ASSESSMENT: TIER 2 CLEARED] [EXPERIENCE GAINED] [LEVEL UP: KAEL DAYNE -> LEVEL 5] [BOND: MIRA SOLIS -> 350 (CONFIDANTE)] [BOND: SERA LYTTON -> 150 (ALLY)]

The notification pulsed. Level 5. Higher than most freshmen at mid-semester. The combined dungeon experience plus the complex encounter had pushed him past the threshold.

Two warmer pulses followed. The bonds with Mira and Sera had deepened through the shared danger. He could feel it: the clarity of Mira’s presence sharpening in his awareness, the connection carrying the echo of their coordinated [Barrier] and [Resonance] work through the fight. And Sera’s bond, quieter but undeniable, had strengthened through the final sequence where her [Purify] had been the decisive blow and his commands had given her the window to deliver it. The shared risk, the shared trust, the shared victory had done what classroom exercises couldn’t.

Mira whooped. Pria sat down on the dungeon floor looking like she’d been holding her breath for twenty minutes. Neve wrote something in her notebook, as the assessment notification’s glow faded.

Sera stood in the chamber’s center. Her [Purify] had been the decisive factor. The channeling output she’d produced exceeded what her level should have allowed by a significant margin. She flexed her fingers, residual green-gold light clinging faintly to her skin.

“I didn’t know I could do that,” she said quietly.

Neither did anyone else. Except Kael, who’d watched her do things like that across an entire lifetime no one remembered.



At the dungeon exit, Torren waited.

His squad had gone ahead, the two wounded walking with the careful gait of soldiers who’d been healed but remembered the pain. The flanker had clapped Mira on the shoulder as he passed, a grudging acknowledgment of the barrier that had saved his life. “Solid wall,” he’d said. The two words had carried more respect than anything a battle mage had said to a healer all semester. Even the heavy hitter had nodded at Sera, touching his arm where the Blight veins had climbed and finding clean skin.

Torren stood at the exit archway. Arms crossed. Jaw tight. His blade was sheathed but his hand rested on the pommel. Unconscious, the way fighters always drifted back to their weapon when their mind couldn’t settle. The blue eyes held a fury that the dungeon’s darkness hadn’t quenched.

“Dayne.”

“Grieve.”

The corridor was empty between them. Thirty feet of dungeon stone, blue mana sconces casting cold light. The sounds of the retreating squad faded up the stairwell, leaving silence.

“You had no right.” The words came fast, bitten off. “You don’t get to command my squad, call formations, or give my men orders like you’re their superior.”

“Your men were dying.”

“My men were in a combat engagement. Battle mage protocol is clear: the squad leader directs. Support follows. You overrode my authority in front of my own fighters.” Torren pushed off the archway and paced three steps, then pivoted back. The movement was rigid, needing to hit something and choosing not to. “Venn is going to hear about this. Every battle mage instructor is going to hear about this. A healer, commanding a joint operation.”

“A healer who kept your squad alive.”

“That’s not the point.”

“That’s exactly the point.”

“The point is protocol.” Torren stopped pacing. Faced him. “The point is that the academy has a structure. Battle mages fight. Healers support. That’s not arbitrary. It’s built on a hundred years of operational doctrine. When a healer starts giving tactical commands in a dungeon, the chain of command breaks, and when the chain of command breaks, people die.”

“People were already dying. Your heavy hitter had Stage 1 Blight corruption climbing his arm. Your flanker had a compound laceration with corruption sealed inside the wound. If Sera hadn’t purified both of them within the next two minutes, the corruption would have hit their mana channels. At that point, even a field hospital can’t guarantee full recovery.”

Torren stopped pacing. The fury didn’t leave his face, but it shared space with something else. He’d known his men were hurt. He hadn’t known how close they’d come to permanent damage.

“Two minutes,” he said. Flat.

“Less, for the flanker.”

Nobody spoke.

Torren’s face darkened. He stepped forward. The corridor’s blue mana light carved hard shadows across his features, and for a moment the arrogant boy was gone. What stood in his place was a young man whose confidence had been cracked open, furious about what he’d found inside.

“You’re not a healer,” he said. Lower now. Not shouting. The anger compressing into density.

“The System says otherwise.”

“The System says you’re a Level 5 healer. What you did in there wasn’t healing. You commanded a combined arms operation with a level of tactical coordination that our combat instructors haven’t taught us yet.” He paused. His jaw worked. “I’ve trained with the best freshman battle mages in the academy. None of them could have coordinated that clearance. The barrier funnel, the diagnostic targeting, the timed purification strike. That’s not improvisation. That’s doctrine. Combat doctrine that I haven’t been taught yet, and I’m the top-ranked freshman in the battle mage track.”

The admission cost him. The fact that he’d made it told Kael more about Torren Grieve than anything else the boy had done.

“I walked into a trap room because I was too arrogant to listen to a healer.” The second admission came through gritted teeth, each word extracted like a tooth. “My men got hurt because I dismissed your warning. I saw the floor discoloration. I noticed the sconce spacing. And I walked in anyway because a healer telling a battle mage to stop felt like an insult.”

He stepped closer. Blue eyes burning.

“I don’t know what you are, Dayne. But you’re not what you’re pretending to be. And I don’t like being lied to.”

Kael held his gaze. Didn’t escalate. Didn’t retreat. The discipline of standing still in the face of anger that wasn’t entirely wrong.

In another life, he’d been this boy. The same pride. The same assumptions about who gave orders and who followed them. The same blind certainty that combat power was the only power that mattered. Torren Grieve was a mirror held up at an uncomfortable angle, reflecting a version of Kael that had gotten people killed.

“Next time I say wait,” Kael said, “wait.”

Torren’s nostrils flared. For a long second, the confrontation balanced on a knife’s edge: the battle mage’s pride warring with the memory of his squad members’ gray-veined arms and the healer who’d known exactly how to save them.

“Next time say it louder.” The words came grudging, forced through clenched jaw. He turned and walked into the light of the surface corridor, red-trimmed robes disappearing around the corner. His stride was stiff. But before he rounded the corner, he stopped.

“Grieve,” Kael said.

Torren paused. Didn’t turn.

“Your kill strike on the sentry. Clean execution. You read the opening perfectly.”

Torren’s shoulders shifted. Not relaxing. Acknowledging. He continued around the corner without a word, but the set of his stride was fractionally less rigid than before. The conversation wasn’t finished. Just postponed.

Kael stood at the exit. Behind him, the dungeon hummed with residual mana. Ahead, the academy corridors stretched toward the surface.

At the proctor station, Adrienne was writing. Not the casual notes of routine observation; her quill moved with the rapid urgency of someone recording something significant. Her green eyes lifted as Kael passed.

They held his gaze for a long moment. He read her expression through the ambient Resonance that connected them, even without a formal bond: concern, professional calculation, and underneath both, something that looked like recognition. The combat healer recognizing a veteran in the freshman’s skin, seeing what the instructor wasn’t supposed to acknowledge.

Then she looked back at her notes and kept writing.



The healer wing’s common room was crowded that evening. Post-dungeon energy filled the space with the charged vibration of students who’d faced real danger and survived. Conversations overlapped: rehashing the trap corridor, debating tactics, the wounded battle mages’ expressions when healer freshmen had saved their lives.

Kael sat in his usual corner. Back to the wall.

Mira had claimed the chair beside him, still riding the adrenaline. She’d changed into short shorts and a tank top, her post-dungeon routine apparently identical to her every-other-moment routine.

“The look on Torren’s face when you called the barrier formation,” she said. “I wish I’d had a way to preserve it. His entire worldview got compressed into a very small space, and you could watch it happen in real time.”

“He adapted.”

“He adapted because the alternative was dying. That’s not the same as willingness.” She grinned. But the grin faded into something more thoughtful. “You were different in there, Kael. In the dungeon. When things went wrong, you changed. Your voice changed. Your posture changed. It was like watching a different person step into your body.”

Kael looked toward the common room fire instead of giving her another answer that would insult them both.

Mira’s mouth softened. “Right. That’s where we are.”

“Whatever it is, it taught flanking theory.” Her eyes stayed steady. “I’m not Neve. I’m not going to build a case file. But I know what I saw. You commanded that dungeon the way someone commands who’s done it before. Many times. For years.”

He held the words behind his teeth.

“I don’t need you to explain,” she said. “I saw it. I’m not smoothing that over. And it was. Pretty incredible, actually. The way you positioned us, the way you used our skills, it was like you already knew exactly what each of us could do.”

She put her head on his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re on our side. Whatever side that is.”

Neve appeared from the stairwell, notebook in hand. She sat in the chair across from them, adjusting her frames as she settled, and opened the notebook to a page covered in annotations from the dungeon run.

“I’ve documented the dungeon’s divergent corridor,” she said without preamble. “The branching passage at the Tier 2 junction that doesn’t appear in any published dungeon map. The mana signature from its entrance was consistent with Blight-contaminated zones rather than standard dungeon construction.”

“You measured the mana signature during the middle of a dungeon run?” Mira asked.

“I measured everything during the dungeon run. It’s what I do.” Neve looked at Kael. “That corridor wasn’t there before. Was it.”

The inflection didn’t rise.

“I don’t know what was there before,” Kael said. The lie was thin enough to be transparent.

Neve wrote something in her notebook. The scratching of her quill was commentary enough.

Kael looked at the two women flanking him. Mira, who’d seen the commander surface and accepted it without needing an explanation. Neve, who’d seen the same thing and was already building the case file.

The cover was slipping. Not cracking; slipping, the way a mask slipped when the face underneath pressed too hard against it. Every dungeon run, every crisis moment, every time someone’s life depended on him acting like what he was instead of what he pretended to be, the mask lost another fraction of its hold. He’d commanded openly in front of a battle mage squad, a proctor, and his own party. Used formations that freshmen didn’t know and terminology that healers didn’t use.

Adrienne’s notes from the proctor station would go into the monthly review file. The file the Dean’s committee would read. Unless the research paper gave her a reason to delay.

Neve closed her notebook. Her dark eyes stayed on him after the corridor noise had moved on.

“That corridor wasn’t there before,” she said again. Quietly. Not a question this time.

She stood, collected her things, and walked toward the stairwell. Mira watched her go, then looked at Kael, understanding sharper than she usually let herself show.

“She’s going to figure it out,” Mira said. “Whatever it is.”

“I know.”

Mira put her head back on his shoulder. The common room noise washed over them.


Chapter 11: Fractures

The summons to the Dean’s office arrived at dawn.

Not the warm-toned parchment of Adrienne’s personal notes or the standard academy letterhead used for class assignments. This was formal administrative correspondence: heavy cream paper, black ink, the Dean’s seal pressed into wax the color of dried blood. It had been slid under Kael’s door sometime during the night, which meant someone from the administration had walked the healer dormitory corridor while students slept.

He read it standing in his small room, dawn light filtering through the narrow window.

Mr. Kael Dayne. Report to the Office of the Dean at 0900 hours. Regarding: conduct parameters during inter-track exercise. Attendance mandatory. A. Rethis, Dean of Aegis Academy.

Conduct parameters.

He set the summons on his desk, dressed in the pre-dawn quiet, and sat on the edge of his bed to calculate the threat.

The inter-track dungeon exercise had been two days ago. Two days for the observation reports to travel from the proctor station to the Dean’s committee. Two days for someone, probably battle mage faculty, to flag that a healer student had exceeded class parameters by commanding a combined arms operation.

Adrienne had been the proctor. Her notes would be in the file. What she’d chosen to include would determine everything.

He had three hours before the meeting. He used them.



Mira was already across from him in the dining hall when he arrived, eating toast with the focused determination of someone preparing for war.

“Dean’s office,” she said when he told her. The teasing and jokes disappeared. The bright exterior dimming to the serious intelligence underneath. “Because of the dungeon.”

“Because of the dungeon.”

“You saved Torren’s squad. His men were going down with Blight corruption. You organized the clearance that kept everyone alive.”

“I did it using combat knowledge that a healer freshman shouldn’t possess.”

“So the reward for saving lives is an administrative spanking.” She bit her toast hard enough that the bread cracked. “This place.”

“It’s not punishment. It’s investigation. Rethis wants to know why a Level 5 healer can command a dungeon clearance.”

Mira looked at him. Amber eyes sharp, warm, with a fierceness that reminded him why she’d been the first bond, the one who broke through his isolation with nothing but persistence and warmth.

“Be careful,” she said. “And don’t tell him anything real.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“I know. But you have this thing where you get very still and very honest when someone important is asking questions. It’s compelling. It’s also a liability.” She put her hand on his knee under the table. Squeezed once. “Lie well.”



	Dean Aldric Rethis’s office.


The room was the opposite of Adrienne’s warm, book-lined space. Clean lines, minimal furnishing, pale stone walls bare of decoration. A desk of dark wood, polished to a reflective sheen, occupied the exact center of the room. Two chairs before it, hard-backed, positioned to create the maximum power differential between the seated visitor and the standing administrator.

Rethis stood behind his desk. He was shorter than Kael expected from first-life memory: 5’9”, thin, honed in the way that a surgical instrument was honed. Silver hair combed flat against his skull. Pale blue eyes behind wire spectacles that he adjusted with a frequency that suggested the gesture was calculated rather than habitual. Formal academy blacks, pressed and immaculate.

“Mr. Dayne. Sit.”

Kael sat. The chair’s back was designed to prevent comfortable slouching. He kept his posture neutral, hands on his thighs, the trained habit of appearing relaxed while internally running threat assessment.

Rethis remained standing. The power arrangement was intentional: the Dean above, the student below.

“I’ve reviewed the proctor observations from the inter-track exercise conducted two days ago.” Rethis placed a folder on the desk. He didn’t open it. “Instructor Duval’s notes describe a freshman healer who assumed tactical command of a combined party consisting of five healers and four battle mages, directed defensive formations beyond the scope of healer-track curriculum, and coordinated a multi-phase dungeon clearance using terminology consistent with advanced military theory.”

He paused. Adjusted his spectacles. Pale blue eyes dissecting.

“Battle mage faculty have separately filed observations noting that members of Squad Grieve followed your commands over those of their assigned squad leader.” Another pause. “This is irregular.”

“The situation required immediate response. Squad Grieve had triggered a trap corridor without heeding my warning. Two of their members were wounded with Blight corruption. Standard healer-track protocols for the situation don’t exist because the situation isn’t supposed to arise in Tier 1-2 exercises.”

“And so you improvised.”

“Yes.”

“Using tactical formations that are taught in the battle mage track’s third-year combat theory curriculum.”

“Using common sense.”

Rethis’s mouth thinned. A recalibration of approach.

“Mr. Dayne. Let me be direct. Your admission to the healer track was standard. Your entrance scores were unremarkable. Your family background is civilian. There is nothing in your file that explains how a first-semester healer student can command a dungeon operation like a trained combat specialist.”

He removed his spectacles. Held them. The gesture removed the formal barrier between his eyes and Kael’s, and the pale blue gaze that emerged was sharper without the glass between them.

“I’ve spent twenty-three years administering this academy. I’ve seen prodigies, savants, and students with hidden backgrounds. I’ve also seen anomalies that, upon investigation, revealed threats to the academy’s stability.”

“I’m not a threat.”

“That’s not for you to determine.” He replaced the spectacles. “I’ve received a formal complaint from battle mage faculty. Instructor Venn, who oversees Squad Grieve’s training, states that his students followed your commands over those of their assigned squad leader during a live dungeon engagement. He characterizes this as a breach of inter-track operational protocol.”

“His students were dying.”

“His students were engaged in a combat scenario that exceeded expected parameters. The appropriate response, per protocol, was for the healer party to provide support while the battle mage squad leader managed the tactical situation.”

“The battle mage squad leader triggered a trap corridor after ignoring a direct warning. Two of his fighters went down with Blight corruption. If I’d waited for him to manage the combat situation, those two boys would have lost arms.”

Rethis’s mouth thinned. The spectacles came off again. This time the gesture felt less like a power move and more like a man removing a barrier he no longer needed.

“I’ve read the medical reports, Mr. Dayne. I’m aware of the severity of the Blight corruption in both wounded students. I’m also aware that your healer party’s intervention was, by all accounts, effective and likely prevented permanent injury.” He set the spectacles on the desk. Precisely centered. “None of that changes the fact that a first-semester healer student commanded a joint dungeon operation using tactical methodology that exceeded his class parameters by several years of training.”

The mana lamp on Rethis’s desk hummed at a frequency that suggested exacting calibration, and Kael kept his breathing even under the scrutiny. Even the ambient magic in this room was controlled.

Rethis let the pause work. Five seconds. Ten. The wire spectacles caught the light. Behind them, the pale blue eyes conducted their own assessment, reading Kael’s stillness with the practiced eye of an administrator who’d interrogated students for over two decades.

“You understand my position,” Rethis said. “I am responsible for the safety and academic integrity of every student in this institution. When a healer freshman commands a joint dungeon operation using advanced combat methodology, I am obligated to investigate. Not because I wish to punish competence, but because unexplained competence, in an institution that trains young people to enter lethal environments, represents a variable I cannot afford to leave unexamined.”

The phrasing was careful. Not threatening. Reasonable. The Dean was presenting himself as a responsible administrator acting in the interests of the academy’s safety. Which he was. That was what made him dangerous.

“Effective immediately: you are confined to healer-track activities. No combat commands during inter-track exercises. No cross-class engagement beyond standard healer support protocols. You will attend all assigned classes, complete all standard assessments, and refrain from any activity that exceeds the parameters of your class assignment.”

The formal warning. Delivered with cold efficiency. Rethis believed in systems the way other people believed in gods.

“Understood,” Kael said.

“I’m not finished.” Rethis opened the folder. Inside, Kael could see Adrienne’s handwriting, the proctor notes from the dungeon, and beneath them, additional documents. “The dungeon incident is not an isolated data point. Your [Diagnosis] range has been flagged by Instructor Voss as anomalous. Your Resonance capacity has been noted by Instructor Duval as exceptional. Your physical reflexes during the Tutorial Dungeon were described in faculty observation notes as ‘inconsistent with healer-class parameters.’”

He closed the folder.

“Each of these observations, individually, could be attributed to natural variation. Together, they form a pattern. I intend to investigate that pattern.”

“Through what channels?”

“Through the proper ones, Mr. Dayne. Faculty observation, performance review, and, if warranted, formal academic inquiry.” The pale blue eyes held steady. “You have until the end of the semester. I advise you to ensure that your conduct, for the remaining weeks, provides nothing further for investigation.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

Kael rose. Walked to the door. His steps were even, unhurried, because visible urgency was a concession of power.

“Mr. Dayne.”

He stopped. Hand on the door.

“Instructor Duval has been your strongest advocate on the faculty committee. Her assessments of your performance have been consistently favorable. You should be aware that advocacy, in this institution, is a finite resource.”

The implication was clear. Adrienne was protecting him, and Rethis knew it. The Dean was putting Kael on notice and, simultaneously, putting pressure on Adrienne. If Kael continued to attract attention, Adrienne’s position as his shield would become untenable.

“I understand,” Kael said.

He left. The Dean’s office door closed behind him with a soft, final click. The corridor outside was silent: polished stone floors, evenly spaced sconces, the administrative wing’s particular atmosphere of quiet authority and carefully managed silence.

He stood still for ten seconds. Ran the conversation back through his mind.

Rethis was building a case. Not guessing, not speculating, not fishing. Building. The folder on his desk contained faculty observations that, individually, were explainable. Together, they formed a pattern that institutional investigators had been trained to recognize for generations.

The Dean had given him until the end of the semester. Not months. A narrowing span of classes, assessments, and increasingly watched corridors. Enough time for Rethis to build the case properly, and barely enough time for Kael to make the investigation serve a different purpose.

Adrienne was his strongest advocate on the faculty committee. Rethis had said so explicitly, which meant Rethis was applying pressure to the advocacy. The message was clear: keep protecting the anomaly, and the anomaly drags you down with it.

Kael walked the administrative corridor toward the main campus. His steps were even, his posture calm, his training keeping the surface unhurried while the mind beneath it calculated probabilities and mapped escape routes.

The escape routes were limited. He was a student. The institution had absolute authority over students. If Rethis decided to formally investigate, the process would be thorough, invasive, and impossible to deflect without revealing the truth.

The truth was the one thing he couldn’t reveal. The danger was bigger than his own exposure: it would destroy the mission. If the Dean’s office discovered what sat beneath his healer profile, the response would be containment. Isolation. Study. They would lock him in a room and analyze the anomaly while the Blight Surge accelerated and Sera kept changing toward a purpose none of them understood.

He needed allies. More than allies: he needed people who knew the truth and chose to protect it.

The pattern he knew from experience was simpler and more brutal than any case file: one person alone could be isolated, explained away, or removed. A person with allies became harder to contain. A peer. A faculty member. A bond partner. The right people, trusted at the right time, could turn an investigation into a shield.

Timing. Everything came down to timing.

He skipped morning class. The first intentional absence since orientation, and the decision came with the certainty of a strategic pivot: attending Healing Fundamentals while Rethis’s investigation loomed would be maintaining a routine that no longer served the mission. Instructor Voss would note his absence. One more data point in the file. But the file was growing regardless, and the hours were better spent on damage control.

He stopped by the healer garden. The morning light through the glass ceiling was warm, golden, and the medicinal herbs released their dawn scents in concentrated waves. Sera wasn’t here; she’d be in class, the responsible student he was failing to be. He sat on the bench where they’d practiced [Diagnosis] and let the garden’s warmth soak into him for five minutes. Processing. Recalibrating. The garden smelled like her, like growing things and patience, and the Resonance between them hummed at its low, quiet frequency even at a distance.

Then he went to the library.



Mid-morning. The reading room was empty at this hour; most students were in class, and the silence ward was set to maximum, wrapping the shelves in a hush so deep that his own breathing felt intrusive.

Neve was not in class either. She was in the oldest public curriculum annex the library allowed students to use without a faculty signature.

Kael found her at a table deep in the stacks, surrounded by obsolete curriculum guides, faculty-published essays, and disciplinary summaries so dry they looked designed to repel curiosity. Her robes were pulled close, glasses reflecting the mana lamp’s warm light, and she was writing rapidly, her mind outpacing her hand.

“You’re supposed to be in Herbal Preparation,” he said.

“You’re supposed to be a normal healer student.” She didn’t look up. “We both have commitment issues.”

He sat across from her. The table was covered in documents: old parchment, newer administrative paper, handwritten notes in Neve’s tight, angular script. The headers he could read from across the table were narrower than the danger in her eyes: INTER-TRACK CONDUCT PARAMETERS, HEALER ROLE DELINEATION, SUPPORT-TRACK DISCIPLINARY REVIEW: SUMMARY INDEX.

“How did you get these?”

“They’re not sealed. That’s the interesting part.” She straightened the stack of documents with a sharp tap, aligning edges with the compulsive tidiness that surfaced when her research was running hot. “Nobody bothers hiding what looks like committee housekeeping. But if you compare enough housekeeping, a pattern appears.”

She turned her notebook toward him. Pages of dense handwriting, organized by date, instructor, and disciplinary phrase. A second column ran down the margin in red ink: temporal anomaly, temporal recall, regression candidate. Three different committee euphemisms for the same impossible thing.

“I found thirty-one references to healer students being warned for exceeding support-track parameters over the last fifty years,” she said. “Most are ordinary: students getting too close to combat, trying to imitate battle mage forms, predictable freshman stupidity. But six summaries use the same language.”

Her dark eyes met his. Behind the glasses, her analytical mind was running at full power, the same relentless focus she brought to academic arguments now directed at the most dangerous shape of his secret.

“Anomalous tactical proficiency. Combat vocabulary inconsistent with assigned class. Energy signature mismatch. Reflexive response beyond recorded level.” She tapped the notebook. “Those phrases appear in unrelated decades, with unrelated students, written by different committees. They shouldn’t cluster unless the academy has an internal category for this kind of anomaly.”

She slid a disciplinary summary across the table. Most of the identifying marks had been excised by age and bureaucracy, but one line remained clear enough to read: subject’s class reassignment followed temporal recall event; continued observation recommended.

“The public index calls them System anomalies,” Neve said. “The older disciplinary summaries use stranger language. Temporal recall. Regression protocol. Students who arrived with knowledge they could not have learned, skill patterns that belonged to another class, and memories the committee treated as a containment risk.”

“Suspicious wording isn’t proof.”

“No. It’s the outline of where proof should be.” She pulled another page forward. “There are also curriculum removals. Healer-combat theory appears in course descriptions until fifty years ago, then vanishes. Harmonic Resonance research drops out of the public index. Inter-track disciplinary language becomes harsher immediately after that. The academy didn’t just decide healers should avoid combat. Someone made that avoidance policy.”

She leaned forward. The silence ward swallowed the room so completely that her next words barely needed volume.

“And then you arrive. A healer freshman with battle mage posture, battle mage reflexes, battle mage tactical vocabulary, and mana channels that Sera’s scan described like a canyon someone tried to cover with soil.”

The question beneath the words had teeth. It wasn’t proof or accusation. But close enough to draw blood.

“What were you before Aegis, Kael?”

She didn’t let him answer. Her voice lowered further, and the question sounded less like a thesis and more like fear.

“Are you from the future?”

He looked at her. The brilliant, suspicious, observant mind that had already seen more than he wanted seen. The woman whose trust he’d earned and then strained with every deflection.

“I can’t explain that safely.”

“You’ve said that before. I accepted it before.” Her jaw tightened. “The public texts don’t describe exactly what you are. That’s the problem. They describe the shadow cast by something the academy keeps removing from view. And you fit the shadow too well.”

“Neve.”

“I’m going to find proof. Whether you confirm it or not. I have the public pattern, the curriculum gaps, and direct observation of your behavior. The only variable I haven’t resolved is the category.” She paused. “Hidden prior training. Class-profile mismatch. Suppressed specialization. Something else. I don’t know yet.”

She was close enough to be dangerous, but the explicit door remained shut. For now.

“I will find the proof,” she said. Her jaw was set, the determination absolute.

She gathered her documents. Methodical, efficient, the same motion she used after every study session. But her hands were trembling. Not from fear. From the frustration of knowing she was right and being unable to force the confirmation.

At the table’s edge, she paused.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not going to tell anyone what I’ve found.” She controlled the words. Her dark eyes, behind the glasses, were not controlled at all. “But you owe me the truth. Eventually.”

She left. Her footsteps faded down the stacks, even and controlled. She regulated even the way she walked away.

Kael sat in the library. The restricted texts lay scattered on the table, evidence of a mind that was outpacing his ability to contain it.

Six old disciplinary summaries. Fifty years of curriculum gaps. Enough public evidence for Neve to sketch the academy’s blind spot without yet naming what stood inside it. If her sequence held, his exposure was not a question of whether but when. Rethis was building a case from suspicion. Neve was building one from anomalies and absences, and that kind of evidence moved faster than he liked.

She was going to figure it out. Not might. Would. The only question was timing.

He gathered the documents carefully, returning each to its approximate position in the restricted shelves. Neve’s transcription notes were in her notebook; the originals would show no sign of disturbance.

A month of careful construction. And a brilliant woman was dismantling it faster than he could repair the cracks.



Sera found him in the healer garden after the morning’s interrogation.

He hadn’t gone there consciously. After the Dean’s warning and Neve’s confrontation, his feet had carried him to the one place in the academy that felt closest to peace. The healer garden was an interior courtyard surrounded by glass walls and enchanted skylights, filled with medicinal plants that grew in organized beds. The air smelled of rosemary and lavender and the green, growing scent of things alive.

Sera spent most of her free hours here. He knew that from before, and from six weeks of this life. She tended the plants the way she tended people: with patient attention and a warmth that seemed to make things grow faster in her presence.

She was kneeling beside a bed of healing herbs when he arrived. Her hair loose, catching the skylight’s filtered sun in warm amber. A smudge of soil on her cheek. Her robes’ sleeves were rolled to the elbow, exposing forearms that were stronger than they looked. The thin scar on her inner left wrist was visible: a pale line against warm skin, the childhood accident that he’d kissed in another life and hadn’t earned the right to acknowledge in this one.

“Kael.” She looked up. Smiled. The expression reached her eyes, genuine and unhurried. “You look like you’ve been summoned by the dean.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You have a specific expression when institutional authority has been applied to you. Sort of a controlled blankness that’s actually suppressed frustration.” She pushed a copper strand from her face. “I’ve gotten good at reading your expressions. Most of them are very small.”

He sat on the garden bench beside her herb bed. The wood was warm from the skylight’s heat.

“I have an idea,” Sera said. “I’ve been wanting to improve my [Diagnosis] accuracy, and you’re the best diagnostician in the cohort. Practice partners?”

Physical contact. [Diagnosis] required palm-to-skin connection, the healer’s hands reading the patient’s mana system through touch. Innocent, professional, entirely within healer-track parameters.

And the most dangerous thing Kael could agree to, because Sera’s touch had always been the thing that dismantled him.

“All right,” he said.

She smiled. Sat on the bench beside him and pulled a small practice journal from her pocket, its pages filled with the neat, rounded handwriting that was so different from Neve’s angular script.

“I’ve been having trouble with depth control,” she said. “My scans pick up surface-level readings clearly, but when I try to push deeper, the resolution blurs. Like looking through water. Adrienne says the deep layers require sustained focus, but I think there’s something else. A frequency issue. The scanning energy isn’t calibrating properly to the subject’s mana signature.”

“You’re describing impedance mismatch. Your diagnostic frequency and the subject’s mana frequency aren’t synchronized.”

Her focus sharpened. “That term isn’t in the textbook.”

“It’s in the advanced theory.” Another piece of knowledge he shouldn’t have. He let it pass without elaboration. “Try matching your breathing to the subject’s pulse before initiating the scan. Physical synchronization helps calibrate the diagnostic frequency.”

She considered this. Nodded slowly. “Like tuning a Resonance crystal. You match the input frequency to the target frequency before you amplify.”

“Exactly like that.”

She knelt before him on the garden path. Took his hands in hers. Turned them palms-up and placed her own hands over them, fingers aligned. The contact was warm, sure, her hands rougher than Neve’s from garden work but gentler in their pressure. Soil still darkened the creases of her knuckles. Her inner wrist crossed his field of vision, the pale line he’d noticed before, and he had to force his eyes away from it.

Sera’s low harmonic pulsed through him: not the bright blaze of Mira’s bond or the sharp frequency of Neve’s, but a quiet vibration that made his chest ache. Quieter. Deeper. A note that resonated with something fundamental in his mana architecture, as if their connection existed at a level below conscious access.

She matched her breathing to his. Three cycles, four. He felt the moment when their rhythms synchronized, a subtle alignment that the Resonance registered as a deepening of the ambient hum between them. Her pulse slowed to match his, and the garden around them responded. The healing herbs in the nearest bed straightened perceptibly, leaves angling toward the paired healers as if drawn by the combined Resonance.

“That’s better already,” she said. Her eyes were still open, watching her hands on his. “The frequency matching. I can feel the calibration settling.” She smiled. “Your pulse is very slow. Like someone who trained themselves to stay calm under pressure.”

“I meditate.”

“Mira says you wake up before dawn and sit in the dark. She says it’s creepy.” The smile reached her eyes. “I think it’s interesting.”

She closed her eyes. Concentrated. [Diagnosis] activated: he felt the sweep of her scanning, the careful methodical pass through his mana channels, the reading of his energy signature. The scan was smoother this time, the depth better, the frequency-matching technique producing an immediate improvement in resolution. Where her previous scans had felt like someone running a hand across fabric, this one pressed deeper, reading the weave beneath the surface.

Her hands tightened fractionally on his. The contact lingered beyond professional necessity. The Resonance carried her focus to him: total, absorbed, the healer’s concentration that made everything else disappear. In this state, Sera’s self-doubt vanished. The woman who worried about entrance assessments and compared herself to Neve was gone. What remained was pure healer.

The sensation of being read by Sera was different from being read by Neve. Neve’s [Diagnosis] was clinical, exacting, the scan of a researcher logging data points. Sera’s scan was intuitive, empathic. She read bodies the way other people read faces. She didn’t just detect his mana channels; she felt their texture, their history, the residual echoes of what they’d been used for.

Her brow furrowed. The concentration on her face deepened. Her hands tightened on his, not gripping but pressing, as if the diagnostic required physical pressure to reach what she was trying to read.

“Your channels are strange,” she said. Eyes still closed. “They’re. They’re much deeper than they should be. Like someone carved river channels through the bedrock and then tried to fill them back in. The surface reads Level 5, but the underlying structure is.” She paused. Her brow furrowed further. “It’s like looking at a canyon that’s been covered over with soil. The depth is still there. The capacity is still there. It’s just. Buried.”

She opened her eyes. Golden-brown, warm, looking directly into his.

“Kael. Your mana channels have been used for years. I can feel the residual patterns. The pathways are wide, well-worn, development that only comes from sustained high-output channeling over a long period. And the signature isn’t just healer-type channeling. There are traces of combat-frequency mana in the deep layers. Combat-frequency mana. Battle mage mana.”

“I’ve been practicing intensively.”

“Intensive practice doesn’t create structural development like what I’m reading. This is sustained, long-term channeling over years of active use. Years, Kael. Not weeks.” She paused. Her eyes were perceptive, gentle, seeing more than he wanted seen without demanding more than he was willing to share. “And there’s something else. A secondary mana signature underneath your healer profile. Like a. Like a ghost.”

[Ghost Stats]

The phantom overlay surfaced for a heartbeat, ghosting across his status. Level 34 Battle Mage ghosting behind Level 5 Healer. If Sera’s [Diagnosis] was active at that exact moment, if her scan was deep enough to catch the flicker, the ghost stats would be visible.

But the overlay lasted only a fraction of a second. And Sera’s scan, while perceptive, was still first-year depth.

The ghost passed undetected.

He hoped.

“I felt something,” Sera said slowly. “Just for a moment. Like a second profile behind yours, much larger, much more developed. But it faded before I could read it.”

“Mana channel echoes,” Kael said. “Normal during deep scans. The reading reflects the scanner’s own channels back as artifact.”

He was lying. She might know he was lying. Her gaze held his with the quiet perceptiveness that made lying to her feel like a physical cost, each half-truth a coin drawn from an account he couldn’t replenish.

“Maybe,” she said.

She didn’t let go of his hands.

“Your turn,” she said. “Scan me.”

He activated [Diagnosis]. Pressed his awareness into the connection between their palms and let the skill read her.

What he found made him go very still.

Her mana signature was stronger than it should have been. Not incrementally; substantially. At this point in the previous timeline, Sera had been a solidly average first-year healer with untapped potential that wouldn’t surface until Year 2. This Sera, six weeks into her first semester, was already developing channeling capacity that first-life Sera hadn’t reached until the middle of her second year.

Her channels were wider. Her energy reserves deeper. Her [Purify] pathways, in particular, were developed to a degree that made no sense for a student who’d only used the skill a handful of times.

And underneath her standard healer profile, something else.

A resonance. Faint, latent, like a tuning fork vibrating at a frequency just below detection. Not Blight, not corruption, not any recognized mana pattern. Something that the [Diagnosis] couldn’t categorize because it didn’t exist in the skill’s diagnostic database.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Subject status enhanced. Mana development exceeds expected parameters for current timeline position.]

The notification pulsed beneath his thoughts. Quiet but clear.

Timeline changed something about Sera too.

She was already better. Already stronger. Already developing toward the power that had taken years to reach the last time around.

Was the timeline preparing her for something worse?

“Well?” Sera asked. Her eyes were curious, trusting, unaware that the man scanning her was cataloguing evidence of a temporal alteration that he couldn’t explain.

“You’re stronger than you think,” he said. True. Inadequate. The best he could offer.

She smiled. The expression was unguarded, warm with the particular pleasure of being told something she wanted to believe by someone she trusted. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

She didn’t let go of his hands immediately. The [Diagnosis] had ended, the skill no longer active, but her palms stayed pressed against his. Warm from the channeling. The physical contact wasn’t medical anymore. It was just contact. Just her hands on his, in a garden that smelled like rosemary, with afternoon light filtering through the skylight and the plants around them leaning toward the paired Resonance.

She seemed to realize it at the same moment he did. A flush crept up her neck, subtle, the pink barely visible against her warm skin. She looked down at their joined hands, curiosity tangled with something she hadn’t expected to feel.

She let go of his hands. Sat back on her heels. Tucked her hair behind her ear. The gesture was so familiar that his body answered before thought, every muscle bracing for a Memory Echo, an entire previous life of watching her do exactly that compressed into a single moment.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“Why do you look at me like that?”

Like what, he should have asked. But he knew. The way he looked at Sera was the thing he couldn’t control, the one piece of the disguise that slipped no matter how tightly he held the rest. He looked at her like she was the answer to a question he couldn’t voice. Like she was the center of a universe only he could see. Like he’d watched her die and been given one impossible chance to watch her live instead.

“You remind me of someone,” he said. Another half-truth. Another coin paid from a diminishing account.

“Someone you lost?”

He didn’t answer. The nothing was enough.

Sera was still. She stayed where she was, hands folded in her lap, and let her presence be enough. The same way she’d sat with him on the eastern terrace under the stars: no questions, no conditions, just the quiet fact of her being there.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said. And then, softer: “I’m sorry.”

She touched his hand. Brief, warm, then gone. A gentle Resonance pulse answered, softer than anything he’d felt from any other bond. Quiet. Patient. Warmth that didn’t announce itself but was simply there when you needed it.

Sera’s bond hummed just below the surface of his thoughts: low, constant, deepening. Not a threshold crossing, not yet, but growing. He could feel her more clearly than before. Her self-doubt. Her hidden strength. Her confusion about the freshman who looked at her like the center of the universe.

And underneath all of it, the faint, latent, unidentifiable resonance that the timeline had placed inside her.

She stood. Brushed soil from her knees. Looked down at him with the skylight turning her hair to bronze and freckles scattered across her cheeks.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked. “The practice was helpful.”

“Same time tomorrow.”

She walked away. The practice journal shifted in her pocket, and her sleeve slipped back into place as the greenhouse light moved across her arm.


Chapter 12: Midnight

He couldn’t sleep.

Two in the morning. The dormitory corridor silent, mana lamps dimmed to their nocturnal amber, the healer wing’s green-scented air settling into the deep stillness between midnight and dawn. Through his narrow window, the academy grounds lay in darkness: scattered mana crystals marking pathways, the central tower’s library spire lit from within, and the western combat yard empty and haunted by residual light.

The insomnia wasn’t new. It had been a feature of every night since regression, his body refusing to believe in safety even when the dormitory walls offered it. By Year 3 of his previous life, Kael had slept four hours a night, the accumulated tension of dungeons and command and the slow, grinding awareness that the Blight was coming keeping him in a state of permanent alertness that his body had learned to treat as normal.

Now the habit existed without the context. An eighteen-year-old’s body running a twenty-two-year-old’s insomnia protocols, lying in the dark with a healer’s crystal on the nightstand and a lost lifetime pressing against the inside of his skull like a second pulse.

He’d tried the usual remedies. [Mend] channeling exercises, cycling energy through his hands until the repetitive motion should have lulled him to sleep. Meditation techniques that the healer curriculum taught as stress management. Lying very still and counting his breaths, the way Sera had once told him to do when the bond feedback from combat kept him wired after dungeon runs.

Sera had never told him that. Not in this timeline. The advice belonged to a dead woman in a dead future.

He gave up at 1:47.

Dressed in the dark. Trousers, boots, a fitted shirt. No robes. The healer uniform felt like a lie at this hour, and after midnight, he wanted to stop lying for a few minutes.

He moved through the corridor without sound. Old habit: weight on the balls of the feet, each step placed with care, avoiding the flagstones he’d marked as creaky during the first week. Past Mira’s door (silence; she slept heavily, a fact he knew from the night on the roof and confirmed by the faint sound of her breathing through thin walls). Past the common room (empty, the fire banked to embers). Past Neve’s door (a line of mana-lamp light beneath it, because Neve Halford apparently required even less sleep than a traumatized regressor, or possibly she’d simply decided that sleep was an inefficient use of research time).

Down the stairs to the ground floor. Through the garden corridor, where the herbs released their nighttime scents in concentrated waves: rosemary and lavender and the sharp medicinal tang of bloodmoss, a healing plant that thrived in darkness and produced its strongest compounds between midnight and dawn.

The healer training yard was an enclosed courtyard adjacent to the garden. Stone walls on three sides, open archway on the fourth, a flagstone floor worn smooth by generations of healer practicals. Practice dummies lined one wall: enchanted training targets that absorbed healer-grade impacts and regenerated damage overnight. A rack of training staves occupied the opposite wall, the wooden shafts hung in neat rows with healer crystals embedded in their tips. The space was designed for controlled healer skill exercises: [Mend] practice on damage targets, [Barrier] formation against marked walls, [Diagnosis] drills on enchanted mannequins.

In proper academy hours. With proper supervision. Using proper technique.

The moon was high. Its light came through the open archway and painted the training yard in silver, casting the practice dummies’ shadows long across the flagstones.

Kael picked up a training staff. Weight was wrong, as always. Too light. It had no blade, no mana-conductive edge that let a battle mage channel combat spells through the weapon, no counterbalance in the pommel, no grip texture engineered for blood-slick hands, and no enchantment that amplified strike force. Just a wooden shaft with a healer crystal embedded in one end, designed for gentle therapeutic channeling.

He held it like a sword anyway.

The first kata was basic. First-year battle mage form: spin, block, thrust. The movements were muscle memory, encoded in his nervous system through years of daily repetition. His body knew the angles, the footwork, the exact way to shift weight from back leg to front during a thrust so that the full kinetic chain powered the strike.

His body knew. It couldn’t do.

The spin was slow, the healer’s frame lacking the explosive rotation that the battle mage build provided. The block was weak, his arms absorbing impact through structural integrity rather than conditioned muscle. The thrust was accurate but soft, the staff striking the practice dummy with a thud instead of the crack that a Level 34 battle mage would have produced.

He tried second-year combinations. Flowing sequences: the staff as extension of body, movement and mana integrated. His feet traced patterns on the flagstones that his body couldn’t support at speed, the footwork evasion drills that had saved his life in dungeons reduced to a slow-motion rehearsal of something that no longer existed.

Third-year adaptive sequences. Responding to phantom attacks from imagined opponents. Here the disconnect was sharpest: his combat instincts screamed dodge-counter-kill, and his body responded with the approximate urgency of someone reaching for a book on a high shelf. His combat memory outstripped his healer body by years of physical development that the regression had erased.

He tried the fourth-year killing sequence. The one he’d used against the Blight-corrupted beasts in the deep dungeon. Twelve movements, each flowing into the next, the final strike designed to sever a corrupted mana core from its host body. His arms knew the angles. His feet traced the footwork pattern on the flagstones. His body executed at perhaps forty percent of the speed and thirty percent of the force that the sequence demanded.

Vara beside him in the deep corridors, running the same sequence in mirror. Her axes tracing wider arcs but the same timing, the same footwork, the two of them moving as a paired unit after three years of daily practice. Liss behind them both, humming her quiet melody, the sound that meant all clear, nothing behind us, keep going.

MEMORY ECHO

The flash dissolved. Moonlight on flagstones. A healer’s training yard. Alone.

But the mana channeling. The channeling was intact. His healer body lacked the physical conditioning, but the energy control, the ability to shape mana into weapon-grade force, had survived the regression because mana control wasn’t stored in muscle. It was stored in the channels themselves. And his channels, as Sera’s [Diagnosis] had discovered, carried the depth and width of sustained high-output combat channeling from his time as a battle mage.

The body was weak. The channels were veteran-grade.

Frustrating. Useful. The disconnect was data. Every failed form told him exactly how far his muscle memory exceeded his current frame’s capacity, and the data was necessary because closing that distance was the project of his remaining time at the academy.

He ran the katas for twenty minutes. Methodical. Documenting failures. His breathing stayed controlled, his focus sharp, hard-won discipline treating the frustration as information rather than emotion.

Then he shifted approach.

The training staff’s healer crystal glowed faint green as he channeled mana into it. Not [Mend] energy but [Barrier] energy, the defensive skill that created walls and shields to protect patients during healing. He pushed the energy through the crystal and shaped it with his will.

A flat barrier formed in front of him. Standard healer technique: a wall of golden light, translucent, solid enough to stop physical impacts. A shield healers erected between themselves and danger while they worked.

He compressed the barrier. Squeezed it with mana pressure, reducing the flat wall to a curved surface, then a small sphere, then a concentrated point. The energy resisted compression; barriers were designed to be broad, not focused. But mana was mana, and mana followed will.

The compressed barrier became a spike. Golden light condensed to a brilliant point at the staff’s tip, humming with contained force.

He thrust.

The spike-barrier punched through the practice dummy’s torso.

Kael stared at the hole. The dummy’s enchanted surface was designed to absorb healer-grade impacts; it could take a full-power [Mend] channeling without a scratch, could withstand [Barrier] formations slammed against it at training intensity. The spike had gone through it like a sword through parchment, the concentrated energy boring a clean circular hole through the enchanted wood.

He pulled the staff back. Tried the technique again: channel [Barrier], compress to a point, shape the spike, thrust. The second attempt was faster. The spike was smaller, tighter, the compression more efficient. It punched through the next dummy’s head.

“[Diagnosis] as structural analysis,” he murmured to himself. Activated the diagnostic skill and scanned the third practice dummy. The [Diagnosis] reading appeared in his awareness: material composition, enchantment layering, structural weak points where the wood grain created natural stress fractures. Every object had weaknesses. [Diagnosis] was designed to find weaknesses in biological systems for healing. Applied to inanimate targets, it found weaknesses for destruction.

He targeted the third dummy’s structural weak point with the barrier spike. The strike shattered the dummy entirely, the enchanted wood splitting along the stress fracture and collapsing in two pieces.

[Barrier] as weapon. [Diagnosis] as targeting. Two healer skills, repurposed. Not used the way the curriculum intended. Used the way a battle mage’s mind interpreted them: as tools for finding and exploiting vulnerability.

The foundation of everything the Battle Healer had been.

He stood in the moonlit training yard, surrounded by broken practice dummies, and felt something he hadn’t felt since the regression. Not satisfaction. Recognition. The familiar click of a skill set coming together, of theory translating into application, of power finding its proper shape.

This was what the System wanted him to learn. Not healing as support. Healing as warfare.

“That’s not in any curriculum I’ve approved.”

The voice came from behind him.

Kael turned. Staff level, barrier already forming at the tip. The combat reflex happened before the recognition, and by the time his brain caught up with his body, he was in a defensive stance facing the entrance to the training yard, barrier-tipped staff pointed at Adrienne Duval’s chest.

She stood in the archway. Not formal robes; a simple blouse in cream linen and fitted trousers. Walking clothes, the two-in-the-morning wardrobe of someone for whom sleep was a luxury their schedule didn’t include. The blouse was untucked, the collar loose, and the moonlight illuminated the skin at her collar where the formal attire usually covered.

Her auburn hair was down.

He’d never seen it outside the elegant twist. Loose past her shoulders in thick waves, the hair was longer than the twist suggested, and the moonlight caught the copper-red tones and turned them to dark fire. The effect transformed her. The formal instructor, the committee member, the institutional authority was gone. In her place stood a tall, striking woman in casual clothes with fire-colored hair and green eyes that caught the moonlight the way deep water caught sunlight: absorbing it, holding it, reflecting back warmth the moonlight hadn’t put there.

She looked at the staff. At the barrier-spike formation. At the destroyed practice dummies. At him.

“You’re adapting healer skills for offensive application,” she said. She stated it flat, already certain, with the calm assessment of a field healer deciding on intervention. “The barrier compression technique you’re using requires mana shaping control that’s beyond your level. Your [Diagnosis] targeting of structural weak points isn’t in any first-year text, and the combination of the two, barrier spike plus diagnostic targeting, is a combat technique. Healers don’t develop combat techniques. Not unless they’re working from a framework that predates the current curriculum by fifty years.”

She stepped into the training yard. Her boots were soft-soled, practical. Walking shoes, not the heeled field-grade boots she wore for instruction.

“Which means you either learned this somewhere that isn’t this academy,” she said, “or you’re the most naturally talented healer I’ve observed in twenty years of teaching.”

He lowered the staff. Dismissed the barrier. “You’re up late.”

“I walk the grounds after midnight. Have for years.” She moved through the training yard, examining the practice dummies. Ran her finger around the edge of the hole his first spike had created. “Clean bore. Full penetration through enchanted material. The mana density required for this level of barrier compression is. Significant.”

She picked up one of the shattered dummy fragments. Turned it in the moonlight. Set it down.

“It helps me sleep,” she said. “The walking. Or it usually does. Except tonight, instead of sleep, I find a student performing prohibited techniques in the training yard at this hour.”

“You should report me.”

“I should.” She walked to the staff rack. Lifted a training stave. Tested its weight with practiced ease, hands remembering combat tools even after years behind a desk. She spun the staff once, and the move was clean, economical, weapon handling that didn’t come from healer training. It came from eight years of field operations, of healing under fire, of running toward danger with a mana focus in one hand and a [Barrier] in the other.

“Instead,” she said, “I’m going to ask you to show me.”

She took position opposite him. Staff held in a guard stance that was half healer drill, half combat form. Her gaze was steady, her footing sure, and in the moonlit training yard with her hair down and her formal armor shed, Adrienne Duval looked like the combat healer she’d been before the desk and the institution and the grief had buried her.

“Show you,” Kael said.

“The barrier compression. The offensive shaping. The diagnostic targeting. Whatever you were doing to those dummies that reduced them to firewood.” She tapped her staff against his, wood knocking wood in the moonlit yard. A challenge. “Show me.”

He showed her.



They trained for an hour. Not the tentative exchanges of an instructor evaluating a student; the rapid, focused progression of two practitioners who understood what they were doing and trusted the other to keep up.

He demonstrated the barrier spike. Step by step: the channeling focus, the compression technique, the shaping into a point. She mirrored the process on her second attempt, her field healer’s mana control more than sufficient for the demands of the technique.

Then she refined it.

“Your channeling angle is inefficient,” she said, positioning her staff beside his. “You’re pushing the barrier energy forward in a cone and then compressing. That wastes twenty percent of the mana on compression alone. Try this.”

She stepped behind him. Her body close to his back, hands reaching around to reposition his fingers on the staff. The contact was professional, instructor-to-student. Her voice low and certain, delivering corrections with practiced authority, years of training combat healers behind every word.

The warmth of her against his spine, the press of her chest against his shoulder blade as she leaned in to adjust his grip angle, was not professional. Her breath brushed the nape of his neck. The auburn hair, loose and unbound, fell across his shoulder as she leaned in.

“Your wrist is locked. The compression energy needs a fluid channel, not a rigid one.” She adjusted his wrist. The correction required her palm to wrap around his forearm, her fingers pressing against the tendons with decades of diagnostic memory in the contact. “There. Feel the difference?”

He felt the difference. He also felt the conscious moment when she held the contact a half-second longer than the correction required before pulling away. The distance reasserted itself: two feet of moonlit air between their bodies, the professional distance restored.

“Channel in a cylinder instead of a cone. The compression is built into the initial shape. Less waste, more penetration.”

He tried it. The cylindrical channeling was harder, requiring finer control at the moment of formation, but the resulting spike was significantly tighter. It punched through a practice dummy with a sound like a hammer on a nail.

“Triple the penetration depth,” she said. “And half the mana cost.”

“That’s field work,” he said. “Not classroom technique.”

“And that spike is combat channeling wearing healer colors,” she countered.

Neither answered. The pause was not uncomfortable. It was the mutual acknowledgment of two people who held parallel secrets and had decided, for the moment, to let the parallel stand.

She demonstrated a second technique: the barrier shell. Instead of compressing energy into a spike, she shaped a hollow sphere of barrier energy around a practice dummy’s head, then contracted it. The sphere tightened like a vise. The enchanted wood splintered inward. The dummy’s head imploded.

“Containment barrier repurposed as a compression weapon,” she said. Her tone was almost clinical. Almost. The edge of excitement underneath betrayed the field healer remembering who she’d been. “The energy expenditure is higher than the spike, but the application range is broader. You can immobilize a target, restrict a limb, constrict an airway. All with a skill that the curriculum classifies as purely defensive.”

He tried it. His first attempt produced a sphere that contracted unevenly, crushing one side of the target while leaving the other intact. Adrienne watched, stepped forward, and corrected his energy distribution with three words: “Even pressure. Breathe.”

The second attempt was clean. The sphere contracted symmetrically. The practice dummy’s midsection caved.

“Better,” she said. The word carried warmth that a simple technical assessment shouldn’t have contained.

They moved to [Diagnosis] applications. He showed her the structural analysis approach: scanning targets for material weaknesses, mapping the stress points, then targeting offensive barriers at those points with surgical intent. She caught on instantly, the field healer’s triage instinct translating into combat analysis without any apparent friction.

She demonstrated something he hadn’t considered: using [Diagnosis] in reverse. Instead of scanning for weakness, she scanned for strength, identified the load-bearing structures in a practice dummy, and then used barrier spikes to destroy those specific points. The dummy didn’t just break. It collapsed inward, structural integrity gone, like a building when you removed the foundations.

“Applied structural triage,” she said. “The same skill that tells a healer where a body is strongest, where to reinforce, where to support. The same skill that tells a tactician where to strike.”

Within thirty minutes she was punching spike-barriers through practice dummies with an accuracy that exceeded his own, finding stress points he’d missed and exploiting them with lethal efficiency, a professional lifetime spent identifying where things broke.

“You’re better at this than I am,” he said.

“I’ve had more practice.” She paused. The admission was there, hanging in the air, and she chose to let it stand rather than deflect. “The techniques we’re using aren’t healer standard. They’re not battle mage either. They occupy a space the curriculum doesn’t have a category for.”

“Something that was banned fifty years ago.”

She set her staff down. Leaned against the practice dummy rack. Caught her breath. The hour of training had put color in her cheeks and loosened the posture formal instruction kept locked down. Sweat darkened the linen of her blouse along her spine and at the hollow of her throat. The fabric clung to her frame, and without the structured formal robes to contain it, the full hourglass of her figure was visible: the width of her shoulders, the curve of her waist, the swell of her chest beneath the damp linen.

He noticed. The noticing was involuntary, immediate, the same combat body-scan that he applied to every person in every room. But with Adrienne, in moonlight, with her hair down and her guard lowered, the scan became something else.

She caught his eyes. Didn’t look away. Didn’t adjust her clothes. Let him see what he saw.

“Water?” she asked, slightly rougher than normal, whether from exertion or from the same awareness that was pulling them closer with every breath.

There was a supply station at the yard’s edge. She filled two cups from the enchanted cistern and brought them to the bench along the wall. Sat. Left space beside her.

He sat.

The bench was stone, cool beneath him. The training yard was quiet around them, the broken practice dummies standing like sentries with holes in their chests. Moonlight silvered the stone walls. The air smelled of healing herbs from the garden next door, the faint ozone of discharged mana, and the warmth of two bodies cooling after exertion.

Adrienne drank. He watched her: the movement of her throat, the way she held the cup in both hands, the auburn waves of hair falling across her shoulder. In the moonlight, with the formal armor gone, the age lines around her eyes weren’t signs of wear. They were history. The evidence of a life lived at full burn, one that the administrative desk was slowly suffocating.

“Five years ago,” she said. She set the cup on the bench beside her. Stared at the moonlit flagstones. “I had a student. Brilliantly talented. Reckless in the way that talented young people are reckless, because they’ve never encountered a problem their gifts couldn’t solve.”

She paused. Not for dramatic effect. For composure.

“I mentored him privately. Advanced techniques, accelerated progression, access to materials beyond his year level. He wanted to be a combat healer. Not the standard support role; the real thing. Field operations. Dungeon response. The work I used to do.” Another pause. “The work I missed.”

Kael listened. The habit of listening without filling silence, of creating space for words that needed to find their own way out.

“I recommended him for an advanced dungeon assessment. He was ready, or I thought he was ready. The assessment parameters were standard. Tier 3, supervised, extraction protocols in place.” She picked up the cup. Put it down without drinking. “The dungeon escalated. Tier 3 became Tier 4 became something the proctors weren’t prepared for. The extraction protocols failed. The monitoring crystals lost signal.”

Silence.

“His name was Daric Wynne,” she said. “He was twenty years old. He died on a Tier 4 landing, alone, because his party had already been overrun and he was too stubborn to retreat.”

Daric Wynne. He knew that name. Had seen it on a memorial plaque in the healer wing corridor, a name he’d walked past a hundred times without learning its story. The plaque had been small, understated, a quiet memorial that remembered the dead without examining who had put them there.

He kept his face neutral. Listened with the careful attention of a man pretending to hear a story he already knew while guilt coiled in his stomach.

The parallel locked his ribs around a breath he could not release. A talented young man, dead on a dungeon landing, too stubborn to retreat. His own party, dead in the deep dungeon, because their commander had been too arrogant to call the fall-back when the signs said run.

The details differed. The architecture of the grief was identical.

“I put him there,” Adrienne said. The steadiness was the tell: the perfect control that meant the emotion underneath was vast enough to drown in. “I recommended the assessment. I signed the approval. I told him he was ready. And he died proving me wrong.”

“You didn’t kill him.”

“I know that. In the part of my mind that deals in facts, I know that. Dungeon escalations happen. Extraction failures happen. Twenty-year-olds make reckless decisions regardless of their mentors’ advice.” Adrienne studied her fingers in the moonlight: a healer’s hands, long-fingered, deft, shaped by decades of channeling. The same hands that had signed the approval form putting a brilliant young man into a dungeon he didn’t come back from. “But the other part of my mind, the part that isn’t rational, the part that remembers the sound when the monitoring crystal went dark. That part says I put him there. And that part has been running my decisions for five years.”

Adrienne looked across the moonlit flagstones before she trusted herself to continue.

“The worst part isn’t the guilt. The guilt I can manage. I’ve had five years of practice. The worst part is the waste. Daric had the potential to be what the healer track was supposed to produce: someone who could protect others in conditions that battle mages couldn’t handle. Blight response. Deep-dungeon extraction. The operations where raw combat power isn’t enough and you need a healer who can think tactically, channel offensively, improvise under pressure. He was developing those skills. I was helping him develop them.” Her voice hardened with an edge that cut. “And when he died, I took those skills and locked them in a drawer. Went back to teaching first-years to channel [Mend] into practice dummies and pretended that was sufficient. Five years of pretending that the desk was where I belonged.”

Adrienne’s gaze found him across the moonlit flagstones.

“I buried myself in work after that. Transferred from field operations to instruction. Stopped mentoring. Stopped training at night. Stopped doing anything that felt like who I was before the desk. I am an excellent instructor. My student outcomes are the highest in the department. My committee contributions are valued. My research publications are cited.” Each sentence delivered with the careful cadence of someone reciting a resume that no longer satisfied. “I’m a model faculty member.”

“And you’re miserable.”

She didn’t flinch. “I’m functional.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No. It’s not.” She held his gaze. In the moonlight, her expression was open in a way he’d never seen during daylight hours, when the professional framework contained everything. Here, after midnight, on a bench in a training yard she hadn’t visited in five years, Adrienne Duval was uncontained. Not broken. Uncontained. The difference was important.

“And then,” she said, “a freshman shows up who channels mana like a veteran, moves like a combat specialist, and trains in the moonlit yard using techniques that haven’t been seen in this academy for fifty years.” A breath. “I should report you. Everything in my training says report the anomaly, file the observation, let the system handle it.”

“But?”

“But you remind me of him. Not because you’re reckless. You’re not. You’re careful where Daric never was, careful with the kind of restraint that only comes from having already paid the price for carelessness.” Her hand tightened around the teacup, the admission stripped of its instructor’s polish. “You measure every answer before you give it. You watch doors when you should be resting. I don’t know what put that restraint in you. But I recognize guilt when it has learned to stand still.”

She was close. Not physically; the space between them on the bench had stayed constant. But emotionally, in the moonlit quiet, with her hair down and her story shared, the gap between Adrienne the instructor and Adrienne the woman had collapsed.

“Whatever you are, Kael, you’re not a threat. I’ve assessed threats professionally for twenty years. You’re something else entirely.”

“What am I?”

“I don’t know yet.” She picked up her water. Sipped. Set it down. The cup left a ring of condensation on the stone. “But I know this. There are sealed records in this academy about a healer specialization that was banned fifty years ago. The Battle Healer. The last practitioner used techniques similar to what you were doing tonight, barrier compression and diagnostic targeting, but at a scale that allowed offensive healing applications in Blight conditions.”

She paused. The information she was sharing was not publicly available. It was sealed, classified, committee-level knowledge that she sat on by virtue of her faculty position. Sharing it with a student was a violation of the faculty protocols that had governed her life for five years.

She shared it anyway.

“The records are sealed for a reason.” Her voice hardened. “Officially, the specialization was too dangerous. Unofficially, the people who buried it were protecting more than student safety.”

Her warning landed because she had sat in the rooms that kept those records sealed. “If you’re looking for what I think you’re looking for, be careful. The people who banned it are still powerful. And they don’t react well to students who rediscover things they worked very hard to erase.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

He asked it bluntly. The man speaking instead of the student.

Adrienne was quiet for a moment. The moonlight shifted as a cloud passed. When it returned, her expression had changed. Softer. More exposed.

“Because Daric might have survived if he’d had access to techniques that were banned before he was born,” she said. “Because the knowledge that could have saved him was locked in a sealed archive by people who valued institutional stability over student lives.”

She stood. Set her cup on the bench. The motion was careful, the cup placed exactly where it had been, and the care was Adrienne reassembling the professional framework one brick at a time.

“And because you’re better than he was,” she said. “You’re more careful, more controlled, more. Something. I can’t name it yet. But you might actually do something with the knowledge, instead of being destroyed by it.”

She picked up her staff. Walked toward the archway. Stopped with her hand on the stone frame.

“The sealed archive has the records. My clearance token can grant access. For the research paper.” She looked over her shoulder. In the moonlight, with her auburn hair loose and her green eyes catching silver, she looked like someone who’d made a decision that she couldn’t take back and had chosen to make it anyway. “Don’t make me regret this, Mr. Dayne.”

She left. Her footsteps faded down the corridor, soft-soled boots on stone, and the training yard was empty.

[BOND: ADRIENNE DUVAL -> 200 (ALLY)]

The new bond carried more weight than he expected. Not the bright warmth of Mira’s bond or the sharp clarity of Neve’s. Adrienne’s bond registered as gravity: five years of walls, and tonight, in a moonlit training yard, one brick lowered.

The connection carried her to him. The grief for the student she’d lost, specific and permanent, the scar tissue of a wound that had healed wrong. The guilt of institutional silence, of sitting on committees that sealed records while students struggled with inadequate knowledge. The loneliness that had become foundational, so deeply embedded she’d forgotten what stood on top of it.

And underneath everything else: the tentative, terrifying sensation of choosing to let someone in. The first new foundation in five years.

Kael sat on the bench. The training yard was silent. Practice dummies with holes punched through their torsos. Two cups on the stone, one still holding water, the other empty. The residual warmth of where she’d sat was fading from the stone beside him.

Before the regression, Adrienne had been a name on a committee roster. The instructor who signed sealed records. A figure he’d passed in corridors without understanding because he’d been a battle mage and she’d been healer faculty and the tracks didn’t mix.

In this life, she was a woman who walked the academy grounds at midnight because sleep was a luxury grief didn’t permit. Who picked up a training staff with the ease of someone remembering a life she’d left behind. Who told him about a dead student because the telling cost her something and the not-telling cost her more. Who pointed him toward sealed records because she believed the knowledge mattered more than the rules containing it.

He owed her honesty. The same honesty he owed Neve, the same honesty he owed Mira, the same honesty he owed Sera. The debt was accumulating. The interest compounding. The cover that protected everyone requiring him to keep borrowing from people who deserved repayment.

He cleaned the training yard. Returned the staves to the rack. Collected the broken dummy fragments and arranged them at the base of the intact targets, where the enchanted repair spells would reabsorb the material by morning. Poured the water from both cups. Wiped the condensation ring from the stone bench.

Left no evidence except the holes in the standing dummies, which the overnight repair enchantments would seal.

Walked back through the garden corridor. The bloodmoss was at peak production, its medicinal compounds filling the air with sharp green scent. In the dormitory, he passed Neve’s door. The line of mana-lamp light was still there. Three in the morning and she was still researching. Still building the case that would eventually crack his cover like a barrier spike through an enchanted wall.

His room. The narrow bed. The desk where the research paper waited, half-drafted.

He didn’t sleep. He wrote.

Healer combat applications. The barrier compression technique, described in theoretical terms that didn’t explicitly reference the training he’d just conducted. The [Diagnosis] targeting approach, framed as a theoretical proposal rather than a demonstrated capability. The potential for healer skills to serve offensive roles in Blight conditions, supported by Adrienne’s authorized breadcrumbs, old public curriculum fragments, and his own deliberately cautious theory.

Adrienne’s breadcrumb trail, leading from her office to the sealed archive. Her clearance token was the key. The paper was the justification.

He wrote until the mana lamp dimmed toward dawn, then set the pen down.


Chapter 13: The Bond Surge

The Resonance practice chamber was empty at six in the evening, the crystals lining its walls humming at their sub-audible frequencies like a room full of sleeping instruments. The paired seats had been pushed aside for maintenance, creating an open circle of polished stone beneath a domed ceiling inlaid with amplification runes that traced geometric patterns in silver and gold.

Kael stood at the chamber’s center, palms open, channeling [Resonance] in slow waves. Alone, the skill felt like pushing water uphill: the energy left his hands, encountered empty air, and dissipated without contact. Resonance was a partner skill. It needed someone on the other end. As a battle mage, he’d never had cause to learn this; that class bonded through combat trust and shared danger, not Resonance exchanges. The healer track’s approach to connection was fundamentally different: intimate, mutual, built on the exchange of vulnerability rather than the sharing of violence.

The door opened.

Mira entered at her usual velocity, which was approximately twice the speed that anyone else walked through doors. She’d come straight from the dormitory: short shorts, a thin tank top in pale blue, barefoot despite the practice chamber’s stone floor. Her ponytail was re-tied at a high angle that suggested a recent shower, and she carried a scroll under one arm like it contained state secrets.

“I have a theory,” she said.

“Good evening to you too.”

“Evening, yes, hello. I have a theory.” She dropped onto one of the displaced practice seats, perching cross-legged on its cushion. The position drew her shorts higher on her toned thighs, golden-tan skin catching the chamber’s ambient glow. “You know those old Resonance notes Adrienne approved for your paper? The harmless public ones with all the interesting parts summarized into mush?”

“The ones removed from the curriculum.”

“Those ones. I’ve been thinking about them.” She unrolled the scroll. It was covered in her handwriting, which was looser and faster than Neve’s but considerably more legible than Kael expected. Diagrams, annotated Resonance curves, circled passages from what appeared to be transcribed archive text. “The harmonic state amplifies healing output by a factor of ten. It requires emotional and physical synchronization between bonded partners.”

“We’ve established this.”

“We’ve established the theory. We haven’t tested the application.” Her bright gaze lifted from the scroll. Focused. Intent. Mira’s intelligence, the kind people underestimated because she delivered it at twice the volume and half the gravitas of Neve’s presentations. “In class today, our Resonance synergy was already the strongest in the cohort. The crystal nearly cracked. Adrienne tried to pretend she wasn’t alarmed, which, by the way, looked like this.”

She did an impression of Adrienne’s professional composure face. It was distressingly accurate.

“If our baseline synergy is that strong without the harmonic state, what happens when we actually push it? When we synchronize emotionally and physically at the same time?”

“You want to test the harmonic state.”

“I want to test the harmonic state.” She rolled the scroll back up. “Not in class, obviously. We’d set the crystals on fire. In private. Controlled environment. Where we can push the Resonance without worrying about.”

She gestured vaguely at the chamber around them.

“Breaking things,” Kael supplied.

“Breaking things. Yes.” She hopped off the practice seat, then hopped back. “Wait. Look at this first.”

She unrolled the scroll again. Pointed to a diagram she’d drawn: two curves, one gentle and one exponential, intersecting at a point she’d circled in red.

“This curve is standard Resonance output. Linear growth with bond depth. This curve is harmonic state output. Exponential. The intersection point is roughly where Confidante-level bonds cross into physical synchronization territory.” She tapped the red circle. “We’re past the intersection. Our baseline is already in the exponential zone. Which means the harmonic state won’t just amplify our output. It’ll turn us into a closed circuit where each partner’s sensation amplifies the other’s, and the amplification compounds until the System has to do something with the energy.”

“Do something.”

“Unlock something. Allocate it. Register a new capability. The notes keep implying Resonance effects that only appear when a bonded pair reaches harmonic synchronization. Abilities the pair can’t access individually, that only exist in the shared space between them.” Her eyes were bright, the intelligence behind them fully engaged. “We could unlock a Resonance ability, Kael. Something new. Something the curriculum pretends is only theoretical.”

She hopped off the seat again. Ponytail swinging. “My room. After dinner. We eat, we go, we test.”

“Running the numbers.”

“I run numbers. Don’t look so surprised.” She bumped his shoulder with her hip as she passed toward the door. “I’m not just a pretty face and incredible legs. Though I am also those things. Come on. Dinner.”



Before dinner, the official Resonance practice session.

Adrienne supervised from the chamber’s center. The cohort paired off at their usual stations: Kael and Mira, Neve and a third-year named Rissa, Sera and Pria. The assignment was compound healing under Resonance amplification: synchronized [Mend] applied to damaged training targets, healing output measured by the monitoring crystals.

Kael took Mira’s hands. The contact was immediate, familiar, the Resonance carrying the Confidante level’s deepened awareness. He could feel her: focused, competitive, jittery, intent on outperforming every other pair in the room.

“Standard synchronization,” Adrienne instructed. “Build the Resonance gradually. I don’t want anyone overloading the crystals.”

Kael and Mira synchronized. The technique was straightforward: open the bond channel, align breathing, let the Resonance find its natural frequency between them. For most pairs, this produced a gentle hum of shared sensation, a warm glow from the monitoring crystal, a mild amplification of healing output.

For Kael and Mira, the channel opened like a floodgate.

Their combined healing output flowed into the damaged target, green-gold light spreading across the test material’s fracture lines. The monitoring crystal beside them glowed brighter, then brighter still. The light intensified past the amber range, through gold, toward a white-hot luminescence that cast sharp shadows across the practice chamber’s walls.

At the adjacent station, Pria flinched. The crystal beside Sera and Pria’s target was glowing a steady, healthy green. Two stations over, Neve’s crystal with Rissa pulsed at a respectable amber. Theirs was approaching supernova.

The practice target between Kael and Mira healed so rapidly that the enchanted damage simulation couldn’t keep pace. Fracture lines sealed, infection patterns cleared, and the target’s integrity restored to full before the monitoring system could register the intermediate stages. The crystal’s measurement readout flickered, scrolled upward past its calibrated range, and displayed a string of numbers that shouldn’t have been possible for a pair at their bond level.

Mira’s competitive energy merged with his trained control. The output climbed. Past the freshman average. Past the second-year standard. Past the range that the monitoring crystals had been calibrated to measure. A hairline crack appeared in the crystal’s surface, the material straining to contain energy levels it hadn’t been designed to register.

“Dayne and Solis.” Adrienne’s voice cut through the chamber. Controlled, but he caught the edge beneath the control: not alarm, not quite fascination. Wariness. The combat healer’s instinct that recognized a force exceeding safe parameters.

She crossed the chamber in four strides, her green eyes locked on their monitoring crystal. The hairline crack in the crystal’s surface was spreading, a thin vein of fracture that traced upward through the measurement lens. She placed one hand on the crystal’s base, channeling a stabilizing pulse that slowed the crack’s progression without fully stopping it.

“Reduce output. Now. You’re past the crystal’s measurement ceiling.”

Mira met his eyes across their joined hands. She mouthed: Measurement ceiling.

They scaled back. The effort of containment was like closing a valve on a pressurized line: the bond wanted to stay open, the Resonance wanted to flow at full capacity, and throttling it required active suppression that left his hands tingling and Mira’s cheeks flushed.

The crystal dimmed to a level that was still twice the next highest pair’s output. The crack in its surface had stopped spreading, but the damage was visible: a permanent record of what they’d produced. Adrienne examined it, her expression carefully neutral, then made a notation on her assessment clipboard without comment.

Neve, at her station, bent over her notebook and wrote something without looking up, her quill moving rapidly, three hypotheses identified, two being eliminated. Her hand filled the page with real-time shorthand, and Kael could see from across the chamber that the page was already half full.

Adrienne walked the practice stations. She paused at each pair, offering corrections, noting output levels, maintaining the professional assessment that justified the session’s existence. When she reached Kael and Mira, she stopped. Didn’t speak immediately. Her green eyes studied the monitoring crystal, then their joined hands, then the residual glow that lingered in the air between them like heat shimmer.

“Your synchronization rate is exceptional,” she said. The words were clinical, professional, no more expressive than a standard assessment. She didn’t mention the cracked crystal. Didn’t mention the healing output that had exceeded the monitoring system’s range. The omission was deliberate, and Kael recognized it for what it was: Adrienne choosing what went into the official record and what stayed between the three of them in this chamber.

But her professional stare held his for one measured beat longer than the words required, and the ambient Resonance between them, the connection that existed without a formal bond, carried what her voice didn’t: she’d felt the energy they were suppressing. She knew what the crystal wasn’t measuring.

The rest of the session passed in controlled demonstrations. Kael held the Resonance link with Mira at a fraction of its capacity, which was like trying to sip from a fire hose. The connection wanted to open fully, to reach for the harmonic state that Mira’s research had identified. Containing it took more effort than releasing it would have.

The bond carried the strain of containment to Mira. She squeezed his hands.

“After class,” she whispered. “My room. No ceiling.”



Dinner was noisy and normal. Mira ate like she was fueling for a marathon. Neve sat beside Kael with her notebook open, and when he glanced at the page, he saw a diagram of Resonance amplification curves with annotations in red ink. “Our pair’s output exceeds the projected maximum for Confidante-level bonds by a factor of 1.8,” she murmured without looking up. “The anomaly suggests either your Resonance capacity is fundamentally different from baseline, or your bond depth with Mira exceeds what the System’s threshold classification indicates.”

“Or both,” Kael said.

“Or both.” She turned a page. “I’d like to observe you during an unregulated Resonance session. For research purposes.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Sera sat across from them, eating quietly. She looked up and caught Kael’s eye. Smiled. The warmth of it reached through the noise of the dining hall like sunlight through cloud cover. She’d changed into off-duty clothes: a soft knit sweater in pale green that brought out the copper warmth of her hair. A plant, as always, in her pocket. She’d tucked a small sprig of rosemary behind her ear, either as a forgotten garden accessory or a conscious aesthetic choice, and the green against the copper of her hair made something in his chest contract.

“You two were glowing so bright in practice that I could see it from across the room,” she said. “Is that normal?”

“Not remotely,” Neve said.

“It felt incredible,” Mira added, bouncing slightly in her seat. “Like being plugged into a mana crystal the size of a house. I could feel everything Kael was feeling, and it just kept amplifying.”

“That sounds intense.” Sera looked between them with the quiet perception that saw more than she said. “Are you okay? Both of you? That kind of Resonance load could be draining.”

“I feel amazing,” Mira said. “Best I’ve felt since orientation.”

“You feel amazing every day.”

“True. But today is extra amazing.” She looked at Kael. “Isn’t it?”

“It was notable,” he said.

“Notable.” Mira turned to Sera. “He calls cracking a monitoring crystal ‘notable.’ This is why I have to do the emotional labor in this bond.”

“You actually cracked the crystal?” Sera leaned forward. “Adrienne was unusually quiet during the debrief. She didn’t comment on your pair’s results at all. She commented on everyone else’s.”

“That’s worse than commenting,” Neve said without looking up. “When Adrienne withholds analysis, it means the data exceeded her framework for casual explanation. She’s deciding how to categorize it before putting anything on record.”

Mira pointed her bread at Neve. “See? This is why we keep you around. Scary brain, useful translations.”

“I’m not a translation service.”

“You’re everyone’s translation service. You just charge in smugness instead of currency.”

Neve’s mouth twitched. The closest she came to a smile when she was deep in research. She turned another page in her notebook and continued writing.

Sera laughed. The sound was warm and unguarded, and Kael’s chest clenched around the remembered silence after it had stopped forever.

She went back to her dinner with the untroubled acceptance that he’d always loved about her. Other people’s extraordinary was Sera’s interesting.

Mira nudged his knee under the table. A look that said: After.



After dinner.

They walked to the dormitory together. The evening air was cool, the healer wing’s corridors quiet at this hour, most students in the common room or the garden. Mira walked beside him, her feet making soft sounds against the flagstones.

The bond hummed between them. Even at the suppressed level they maintained in public, the Resonance was louder than it had been that morning. The practice session had opened something, a channel that wasn’t closing fully, and the residual energy made every accidental contact, the brush of her arm against his, her hip bumping his as they turned a corner, feel amplified.

Twice he caught himself adjusting his walking speed to match hers, the synchronization happening below conscious thought. Their breathing had aligned during the practice session and hadn’t fully separated. Two bodies moving in a rhythm that the Resonance had established and neither had chosen to break.

“Your thinking is loud tonight,” she said.

“I’m always thinking.”

“I know. But right now you’re thinking about what happens if we actually push the Resonance to its limit. Whether the harmonic loop is safe. Whether the harmonic state could overload the bond or damage one of us.” She glanced up at him. “Am I close?”

“You’re close.”

“The public notes describe successful harmonic states between bonded pairs at Confidante level and above, before the curriculum starts getting vague. No documented cases of overload or damage in the material Adrienne cleared. The circuit looks self-regulating: when one partner reaches capacity, the loop decelerates.” She squeezed his hand. “I did the research, Kael. This is safe. Or as safe as anything involving exponential energy amplification can be.”

“That’s not as reassuring as you think it is.”

“It’s very reassuring. Trust the data.” She grinned. “And trust me.”

Mira’s room. The door closed behind them with a click that carried finality.

Her room was warm, cluttered, alive. Unmade bed with tangled sheets. Scattered clothing on every surface except the one she’d cleared for the scroll and her notes. A window cracked open, evening air mixing with the scent of the herbal soap she used and the underlying warmth of a room where a person lived fully rather than carefully.

She turned to face him.

The transition between Mira-the-theorist and Mira-the-woman happened in the space of a breath. She reached behind her head and pulled the elastic from her ponytail. Honey-blonde hair fell past her shoulders, catching the room’s mana lamp light in warm gold. The casual gesture was a shift in register: research was done. Something else was beginning.

“So,” she said. She sat on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, and held up her scroll one more time. “The harmonic state requires emotional and physical synchronization. We’ve got the emotional part covered.” She tapped the scroll’s circled intersection point. “The physical part requires actual physical connection. Sustained. Intense. The archived text uses the phrase ‘intimate harmonic alignment,’ which is a euphemism that a twelve-year-old could see through.”

“Neve’s phrase.”

“I borrowed it. She’s good with words. I’m better with actions.” She set the scroll down with the decisive finality of a researcher transitioning from theory to experiment. Then she pulled the tank top over her head.

No preamble. Mira stripped with the same all-in momentum she brought to everything: energy, commitment, and the total absence of self-consciousness that was her most disarming quality. The thin fabric cleared her head and her breasts were bare. Perky B-cups, nipples already hard from the evening cool and the anticipation that the Resonance bond was broadcasting clearly enough that Kael could feel it humming beneath his thoughts. Sun-kissed skin, faint freckles dusting her shoulders, the compact athletic body that moved with kinetic energy even when standing still.

She grinned at his expression. “Come on. Stop being noble.”

He was already hard. The combination of the bond’s emotional feedback, Mira’s bare-skinned confidence, and the sight of her, small and sun-warm and completely unashamed, had bypassed every wall he kept between instinct and reaction.

She looked down. Her grin widened. “That’s encouraging.”

“Mira.”

“Kael.” She held out her hands. “Active Resonance link first. We’re doing this properly.”

He took her hands.

The Resonance ignited. Not the gentle hum of classroom practice or the warm current of casual proximity. A full connection, both channels open, carrying everything they were feeling with zero filtration. He felt her: excitement, desire, the buzzing anticipation of someone about to discover something. She felt him: want, barely leashed hunger, the specific need of a man watching a woman he cared about offer herself without reservation.

Golden light sparked between their joined palms. Brighter than class. Brighter than the ritual hall.

“Okay,” Mira breathed. “That’s. Wow. You’re right there in the bond. Not just emotion. Body heat, want, everything.”

“Same from you.”

“What I’m feeling is really, really turned on, and now that I know you can feel that, I’m even more turned on, which is creating a feedback loop, which is.” She laughed. Bright, unguarded. “This is incredible.”

He pulled her in. The kiss was different from their first time. Less testing, more certain. His mouth on hers, her body pressing against him, the golden Resonance light pulsing between them with each heartbeat. She tasted like the mint tea she’d had at dinner and a sweetness that was just Mira.

She caught the hem of his shirt and pulled up. He broke the kiss long enough for the fabric to clear his head, and then she was against his chest, warm bare skin against his, her perky breasts pressing into him, and the Resonance feedback spiked.

“Wall,” she said against his mouth. “I want to try the wall.”

He caught her by the waist. Lifted. She was light, compact, the athletic frame that could wrap around him with the efficiency of a vine climbing a post. Her legs went around his hips, ankles locking behind his back. Her toned thighs gripped with dancer’s strength. He pinned her against the wall, the stone cool against his hands on either side of her head.

“Like this?” he said.

Her amber eyes locked on his. Wide, bright, glowing faint gold from the Resonance light that was now visible between them, threads of luminous energy weaving through the air. She was beautiful, and the beauty was amplified by the joy on her face, the pure uncomplicated pleasure of a woman doing exactly what she wanted with someone she wanted to do it with.

“Exactly like this.” She reached between them. Found him through his trousers. Freed him with quick, practical motions, obstacles treated as temporary inconveniences. “Oh. Right. Still impressive. Good.”

Her shorts were still on. He held her with one arm, which was easier than it should have been; the Resonance was doing something to his physical capacity, mana supplementing muscle far outside anything the healer curriculum covered. His free hand found the waistband of her shorts, and she wriggled her hips to help, the motion grinding her soaked pussy against his bare shaft. The fabric dropped. No underclothes. She’d come prepared, or she never wore them. Both were equally Mira. The wetness she’d left on his cock glistened in the Resonance glow.

He pressed against her entrance. The head of his cock nudged between her slick folds, and the heat was staggering. She was dripping, her arousal coating him without effort, the evidence of want that the Resonance was broadcasting between them in vivid sensory detail. He could feel what she felt: the anticipation, the ache, the emptiness demanding to be filled.

“Now,” she said. “Come on. Stop being careful. Put it in.”

He thrust into her.

Mira cried out, bright and sharp, a gasp that escalated into a moan she didn’t bother trying to suppress. Her pussy clenched around him, tight and blazing hot and soaked, and the Resonance feedback hit him with her sensation layered on top of his own: the stretch of his cock spreading her open, the fullness, the electric pulse of being filled in one stroke. She was tighter than the angle suggested, her inner walls gripping every inch of him, and the wet friction was maddening.

Golden light exploded between them. Visible waves of Resonance energy rippled outward with each thrust, pulsing in time with their bodies. The light played across the room’s walls, casting their shadows in luminous gold.

“The bond is showing me the inside of this,” she gasped. “When you’re inside me, the tightness is right there in my head. How wet I am. Oh God. That’s incredible. Your cock is throbbing through the link.”

He set the rhythm. Hard, steady, pinning her against the wall with each thrust, driving into her until her shoulders pressed against the stone. Her legs tightened around him, ankles locked, toned calves pressing against his lower back, pulling him deeper. She gripped his shoulders, her nails biting crescents into his skin. Her perky tits bounced between their bodies with each impact, the stiff points of her nipples dragging against his chest in a friction that made her whimper.

“Harder.” She said it like a demand, eyes blazing. “Come on. The Resonance needs intensity. Push it.”

He pushed it. Drove deeper, faster. The wall shook behind her. She threw her head back, honey-blonde hair falling around her face in damp strands, and moaned with a volume that had zero regard for the dormitory walls. Anyone in the adjacent rooms would hear her. She knew it. She didn’t care. The exhibitionist thrill of being heard was feeding into the Resonance loop, her arousal amplifying his, his amplifying hers.

“You feel incredible,” he told her. The words came out rough enough to make her pupils dilate. “You’re so wet. So tight. You were ready for this before you walked through that door.”

“Since practice.” She was grinning even while gasping. “Since you held my hands and the Resonance nearly cracked the crystal. I’ve been wet since the ritual hall.” A moan cut through the words. “The feedback is making everything more intense. When you get deep, it shoots straight up my spine.”

“That’s my Mira.”

The words landed. The Resonance translated her response into a spike of arousal that he registered as clearly as his own, full-body, immediate, the kind of response that said she hadn’t known she wanted to hear that until she heard it. Her walls clenched tighter. Her nails dug deeper into his shoulders.

“Say that again,” she breathed.

“Good. Girl.” He punctuated each word with a thrust that pressed her harder into the wall. Her back arched, head falling back, the column of her throat exposed.

“Fuck. Right there. Don’t change anything. Right. There.”

He held the angle. Thrust with deliberate consistency, reading her. The Resonance gave him perfect feedback: he knew exactly what she felt, exactly when the sensation peaked, exactly how to maintain the trajectory that was building her toward climax. It was [Diagnosis] applied to pleasure, and the intimacy of that knowledge, the ability to give her exactly what she needed because the bond told him what that was, made the attentive dominance feel supernatural.

The golden light pulsed between them in visible waves, each cycle synchronized to the rhythm of their bodies. He could feel the heat building in her core, the mounting pressure that the Resonance translated into a physical sensation in his own chest, like standing too close to a fire.

He shifted her. Carried her from the wall to the bed without pulling out, his cock still buried inside her slick heat. The transition required lifting her weight entirely with the Resonance-augmented strength, and she gasped as her back left the wall and her body was suspended on nothing but his arms and his cock, gravity pulling her down onto him, impaling her deeper than any position before. Her legs clamped tight around him, and she clung to his neck, whimpering at the sensation of being carried while completely filled. When he laid her on the mattress and kept moving, she grabbed the sheets with both hands.

“Okay, new plan. Stay like this forever.”

He slowed. Deliberate. Long, deep strokes that let her feel every inch of his cock dragging against her walls, the ridge of his head catching at her entrance before he pressed fully back inside. The change of pace drew a different sound from her: lower, more sustained, a moan that came from somewhere deeper than the sharp gasps of the wall.

“Don’t tease,” she said. But her body was responding to the slower rhythm, her hips rolling up to meet each thrust, her pussy gripping him tighter on each slow withdrawal, the Resonance pulsing between them in longer, slower waves that built heat through duration rather than speed.

He leaned down. Kissed her. Tasted the salt on her lips and felt her smile against his mouth. She framed his face with both hands, holding him there, and the intimacy of the position, face to face, eyes open, his cock buried deep inside her, added a layer to the Resonance that pure physical urgency hadn’t reached. The bond deepened. He felt her: not just the pleasure but the emotion underneath it. Joy. Trust. Chosen warmth. Chosen presence. His cock inside her and his eyes on hers, and she wanted both.

He hooked her legs over his shoulders. Her toned calves rested against him, and the angle changed dramatically, deeper, folding her compact body beneath him. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open.

“Oh. Oh, that’s.” Her vocabulary narrowed to single syllables. “Yes. There. Fuck. Kael. How are you so deep? You’re everywhere.”

“You take me so well.” He watched her face. The Resonance feedback was giving him a perfect map of her pleasure, the rising topography of sensation that the bond translated into his own body. He adjusted the angle by fractions, reading her the way he read a dungeon map: every contour, every response, every path that led toward the peak. At this angle, his cock was pressing against the spot that made her clench and gasp, and her pussy was so wet that every thrust produced a lewd, slick sound that filled the room.

“I can’t.” She was losing words. “The Resonance. It’s showing me what my body feels like around you. The tightness. The heat. It’s looping through us and I can’t.”

“Let go.”

“Not yet. I want. More. I want everything.”

The Resonance light was constant now, golden illumination that turned her skin to warm bronze. Sweat sheened across her chest, her firm tits bouncing with each thrust, nipples flushed pink and hard. Her eyes, almost orange in the Resonance glow, locked on his. Mira’s focus narrowed to his face with fierce, shameless concentration, but it was fracturing, her composure crumbling under the dual assault of physical sensation and Resonance feedback.

He gripped her hips. Flipped her onto her stomach and hauled her hips up with Resonance-augmented strength, folding her into a tight arch against the mattress. Her toned legs spread wide, the compact curve of her ass presented without an ounce of self-consciousness. Her pussy was swollen, glistening, the evidence of their combined arousal visibly slick along her inner thighs. He gripped her hips and drove into her in a single thrust, and she pushed back against him, active rather than passive, her taut ass meeting his hips with a sharp slap.

“God, yes,” she groaned. “Deeper like this. Everything’s lit up. Your cock is hitting spots that didn’t exist five minutes ago.”

The Resonance light blazed. In this position, the golden threads of energy were visible along their skin, tracing the contact points where his hands gripped her hips, where her body received his, where the bond translated physical connection into luminous feedback. Each thrust sent a ripple of gold along her spine, and she arched into it, chasing the light and the sensation.

“More,” she demanded, ragged now. “It’s building. The Resonance is. Something’s happening.”

Something was happening. He could feel it too: their connection building toward a threshold that felt physical, like water rising behind a dam. Each thrust pushed the level higher. The golden light burned brighter with every cycle of shared sensation. The room hummed. The mana lamp flickered, overwhelmed by the ambient Resonance output.

He slid his hand into her hair. Honey-blonde strands, warm and damp, wrapping around his fingers. Pulled her head back gently. She moaned, loud, uninhibited, the sound echoing off the stone walls. His other hand found her hip, gripping hard, fingers pressing into the compact muscle of her athletic body.

“Tell me who you belong to.” Low. Commanding. The voice he used when the mask dropped and the veteran spoke.

“You.” She pushed back harder, meeting each thrust. “Yours. All of this is yours.”

“Louder.”

“Yours!” She didn’t care who heard. She’d never cared who heard. The volume was part of her, the exhibitionist joy of declaring something without shame. “God. Don’t stop. I’m so close. You’re getting close and it’s pushing me.”

“Let it hit.”

The harmonic state peaked.

She came with a cry that the dormitory definitely heard: loud, unrestrained, joyful. Her body convulsed around him, her pussy clenching in rhythmic contractions that gripped his cock with crushing, milking pressure, each spasm pulling him deeper. Her athletic body shook, toned muscles locking, her ass pressing back against him as if trying to take every last inch. The Resonance surged. Her orgasm crashed through him, a wave of pleasure hitting like a wall of warm water, and it dragged him over the edge with her.

He came hard. Deep inside her, hips locked flush, his cock pulsing as the release flooded her in forceful bursts. Each throb drew a whimper from her, his cum pumping into her clenching pussy while the Resonance amplified and reflected every sensation back. He ground against her ass, emptying himself completely as the golden feedback swallowed the room. Mira gasped at each pulse, her body shuddering, the aftershocks of her own climax mixing with the feedback of his release until the two were indistinguishable.

Golden light flooded the room.

Brighter than any previous encounter. A sustained, brilliant wave of Resonance energy that blazed from their connected bodies like a sunrise contained in a dormitory room. The light was warm, alive, and in the instant of its peak, the System spoke.

[LINKED PULSE UNLOCKED] [When bonded pair achieves harmonic state, healing output doubles for 60 seconds.] [RESONANCE ABILITY REGISTERED: KAEL DAYNE + MIRA SOLIS]

The notification struck both of them at once, the System message arriving in the shared harmonic space. Mira collapsed forward onto the bed, his cock slipping from her, and she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, eyes wide.

“We just leveled up,” she said. “We just leveled up by having sex.”

He lay beside her. Breathing hard. The golden light was fading, settling into the warm afterglow that followed peak Resonance. His cum was leaking from between her thighs, a slow trickle that she noticed with a brief downward glance and a total absence of concern.

“The harmonic cascade,” she said, half to herself. “It worked exactly like the old notes hinted. Emotional synchronization amplifying physical synchronization until the System registered a new capability threshold.” She turned her head on the pillow. “We just proved the curriculum is hiding the useful half of Resonance theory. The harmonic state is real, it produces measurable System effects, and the academy sanded it down into footnotes.”

“This is the greatest System ever designed,” she said. She laughed. Bright, genuine, the unguarded sound that was Mira at her most real. “I’m writing a thesis. ‘On the Amplification of Healing Output Through Sexual Synchronization.’ Neve will be furious she didn’t discover it first.”

“Neve would insist on peer review.”

“Neve would insist on replicating the results under controlled conditions with a larger sample size.” She paused. A grin spread across her face, slow and wicked. “Actually, that might be worth discussing.”

He tucked that comment away for later consideration.

Mira stretched. Full-body, unselfconscious, occupying the bed the way she occupied every space: completely and without apology. Her toned legs extended across the mattress, tanned skin catching the fading Resonance glow. She turned her head to look at him, honey-blonde hair plastered to her face, breasts rising and falling with rapid breaths, sweat glistening on warm skin.

“The [Linked Pulse] ability,” she said, suddenly serious. “Healing output doubles for sixty seconds when we achieve the harmonic state. Do you understand what that means? In a dungeon, in a crisis, that kind of amplification could save lives. We didn’t just have incredible sex, Kael. We unlocked a combat-relevant Resonance ability.”

“You’re thinking about dungeon applications thirty seconds after orgasm.”

“I’m thinking about everything thirty seconds after orgasm. My brain doesn’t have an off switch.” Her attention shifted sideways toward him, sharp despite the afterglow. “But yes. The practical implications are enormous. Linked Pulse during a Blight encounter could be the difference between containment and catastrophe.”

The expression on her face shifted. The post-orgasmic analysis softened into warmth, her mind quieting to let something gentler surface.

“There he is,” she said softly. “You should laugh more.”

“I should have a lot of things.”

She rolled onto her side. Pressed against him. Her body was warm and damp and completely comfortable in the sprawled afterglow. One leg draped over his, toned calf warm against his shin. Her hand found his chest, tracing idle patterns.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“When Sera walks into a room, your whole body checks whether she’s safe.” Mira’s voice had gone gentle. Not teasing, not bright. The raw honesty she showed only when the masks were off. “Like the world has to wait until you know where she is.”

The room was quiet. The golden Resonance light had faded to a dim ambient glow. The mana lamp was the only illumination.

“I’m not asking for the story tonight,” she said. “I’ve accepted that you have secrets, and I’ve accepted that some of them hurt. But I see your attention catch on her before you notice it happening, and it’s not the way you look at me, and that’s okay.” She pressed her face into his shoulder. “It’s okay because I chose this, and I chose you, and I’m not competing. I’m here. That’s the point.”

He couldn’t speak. What she was offering hit him somewhere behind his ribs. Her generosity: seeing another woman at the center of his grief and responding with acceptance rather than jealousy.

“She’s special,” Mira said, barely above a whisper, unguarded, surfacing only when every defense was down. “The Resonance tells me things, even when you try to keep them quiet. Not just that you care about her. That she’s. Connected to something bigger. Something in you spikes around her, like your whole body starts watching for the next disaster.”

“Mira.”

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you what I see.” She lifted her head. Amber eyes, warm, serious, the intelligence behind them fully present. “Whatever happened to you before this, whatever you lost, Sera’s part of it. And I’d rather be part of the team that protects her than pretend I don’t notice.”

The word team. Not harem, not competition, not the jealous geometry of multiple bonds straining against each other. Team. Mira’s instinct for what mattered, cutting through complexity with bright, physical certainty.

“I’m here,” she repeated. Muffled against his skin as she settled back against his shoulder. “Whatever you need.”

[BOND: MIRA SOLIS -> 500 (CRUSH)]

The System waited until the quiet after she’d seen the shape of his grief and chosen to stay anyway. Mira’s bright current deepened from a cord to something structural, the bond becoming a permanent feature of his awareness. He felt her more vividly: the happiness, bright and genuine. The steady warmth that was her default state. And fierce, protective loyalty: she’d just told him she’d guard the person he loved most, without asking for anything in return.

He held her. One arm around her small athletic frame, pulling her close. She settled against him the way she always did: no walls, no distance, just presence.

They lay together until Mira’s breathing evened out and her body went boneless with the loose warmth of someone sliding toward sleep.

He disentangled carefully. Dressed. Pulled the blanket over her, the same gesture he’d made on the roof weeks ago. She murmured something incoherent, curled tighter, and smiled in her sleep.

He opened the door.

Neve was in the hallway.

She stood six feet from Mira’s door, clearly on her way somewhere, having rounded the corridor corner at exactly the wrong moment. She wore her robes like armor, the corridor’s nocturnal amber glow limning the frames of her glasses. A stack of reference texts was cradled against her chest, the late-night research run that was as habitual for Neve as barefoot hallway walks were for Mira.

Her dark eyes took in Kael’s appearance in a single sweep: disheveled shirt, flushed face, the telltale disarray that Neve could calculate the origin of in approximately one second. He could feel the Resonance react, the Confidante-level connection carrying a burst of data that was entirely involuntary: his post-sex warmth, his elevated heart rate, the residual Resonance signature that clung to his skin like perfume.

She looked at Mira’s door. The mana lamp sconce above it still flickered faintly gold, the residual Resonance energy from their harmonic state slowly dissipating into the dormitory’s ambient field. Then she looked at him.

A complicated flicker crossed her face. Not jealousy. Her eyes gave away something more layered: curiosity, a flare of heat she hadn’t expected, recognition of a dynamic she was processing in real time. Her mind filing observations while the woman beneath the armor responded to a stimulus she hadn’t anticipated. Her pale skin flushed pink at her neck, the tell she couldn’t control, and her arms tightened around the reference texts as if they were a shield against whatever she was feeling.

She didn’t say a word. Walked past him. Her dark eyes lingered on his for one beat longer than necessary, and in that extended second, their connection carried something that the Confidante threshold had made impossible to hide: the Resonance surge from Mira’s room had reached her. The harmonic state’s energy had broadcast through the dormitory’s mana field, and she’d come to investigate.

She’d found exactly what she’d expected to find. The flush at her neck said it bothered her. The heat in her eyes said it didn’t bother her the way it should have.


Chapter 14: Lakeside

The Beast Preserve was the wildest part of Aegis Academy’s grounds: a sprawling wilderness area beyond the eastern gardens where the academy’s careful cultivation surrendered to untamed growth. Ancient trees formed a canopy that filtered sunlight into shifting green-gold columns. Underbrush crowded the paths, trimmed just enough to prevent total obscurity. The air smelled of wet earth, growing things, and the faint mana-tang of magical creatures.

The lake was at the preserve’s eastern edge. Still water reflecting the canopy, ringed by reeds and smooth stones. Before the regression, Kael had come here with his party after dungeon runs, the six of them sitting at the water’s edge, washing blood and adrenaline from their hands while Sera healed whatever they’d been too stubborn to let her fix in the field. Vara drying her axes across her knees, the metal catching the light in clean arcs. Liss humming her tuneless melody while she tended the small cuts and bruises the others were too proud to report. Devi sitting slightly apart, as she always did, watching the water with the particular stillness that meant she was content. And Sera with her hands in the shallows, green light bleeding from her fingertips as she healed the lake’s small creatures without thinking about it, the way other people breathed.

Now it was a classroom.

“Field healing exercise,” Adrienne announced from the preserve’s entrance. She’d worn her combat-rated robes again, the closer-fitting garments that moved differently on her body than the academic robes. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a functional twist, and her green eyes swept the assembled cohort sharp and evaluating, years of treating wounds in far less controlled environments behind that gaze. “Paired assignments. Each pair will be directed to a location in the preserve where an injured magical creature has been sedated for treatment. Your objective: diagnose the injury, apply appropriate healing, and document the treatment protocol.”

She began calling pairs. The assignments were alphabetized, which meant Kael had approximately ten seconds of warning before:

“Dayne and Lytton. Station four. Lakeside.”

Sera appeared beside him. The morning light found the freckles across her nose and cheekbones, dusting them gold. She’d rolled her sleeves before arriving, forearms already bare, as if she’d known the exercise would involve getting her hands dirty. She smiled at him with the easy warmth that made his chest ache every time he encountered it.

“Looks like we’re partners,” she said.

“Looks like it.”

“Try to contain your enthusiasm.”

“I’m containing a lot of things.”

She tilted her head. That gesture. “That was almost a joke. I’m keeping a tally. You’re up to seven since orientation.”

“Seven?”

“I have a mental spreadsheet. Mira thinks I’m crazy for tracking it. I told her that monitoring your humor frequency is the most efficient way to assess your emotional state, because you only make jokes when your guard is down.” She smiled. “She told me I think about you too much. I told her she thinks about you a conspicuous amount herself.”

The casual mention of conversations about him between Sera and Mira created a small, warm knot in his chest. They talked about him. Not in the suspicious, analytical way Neve discussed him, but in the ordinary way that friends discussed someone they cared about.

They walked the preserve path together. The canopy above filtered light into patterns that moved across Sera’s face and hair, turning copper to bronze to gold. She walked beside him with the natural ease of someone comfortable in wild spaces, her feet finding stable ground without conscious effort, her body moving through the underbrush with a fluid efficiency that suggested she’d spent considerable time outdoors.

Plants grew toward her. He noticed it, as he always noticed it. The undergrowth along the path leaned fractionally in her direction as she passed, leaves angling toward her like flowers tracking the sun. A subtle effect, invisible to anyone not watching closely, but consistent and unmistakable.

Her healing affinity was bleeding into the world around her.

Station four was at the lakeside. A young griffin lay on a treatment pad, sedated, one wing angled awkwardly. The creature was the size of a large dog: tawny feathers, sharp beak, taloned feet curled in drugged sleep. Its right wing was broken at the joint, the fracture visible as a swelling beneath the feathers.

“Oh,” Sera said. She knelt beside the griffin with the immediate focus of a healer encountering a patient. “Wing fracture. The joint is displaced.”

“[Diagnosis] first. Check for complications.”

She placed her hands on the griffin’s flank. Closed her eyes. [Diagnosis] activated, the skill’s green glow spreading from her palms across the creature’s body. Kael watched her work. The concentration on her face, the slight furrow between her brows, the way her hair fell across her shoulders as she leaned in. His jaw tightened. He looked away before his attention could linger long enough to betray what the posture and focus meant to him.

“Clean fracture,” she reported. “No nerve damage. Minor inflammation around the joint. The muscle tissue is stressed but not torn.” She opened her eyes. “I can set the bone and [Mend] the fracture if you stabilize the wing.”

“You lead. I’ll support.”

She worked. Carefully, precisely, with the quiet competence that Kael recognized from a lifetime of watching Sera heal things. Her hands glowed green, the light steady and warm, and the griffin’s breathing evened as healing energy flooded the fracture site. She guided the displaced joint back into alignment with a gentle, firm touch that showed more skill than six weeks of training should have produced.

Kael provided stabilization: [Barrier] fields shaped as splints, holding the wing in position while she worked. Sera’s low harmonic hummed in the background, the bond amplifying their coordination. They moved together without speaking, his support anticipating her needs, her healing flowing into the spaces his barriers created.

Seamless. The way they’d always worked. Four years of partnership encoded in a connection that the current timeline hadn’t earned but the bond measured anyway.

The griffin’s wing set with a soft pop. Sera’s [Mend] sealed the fracture. She sat back, breathing slightly elevated, a sheen of perspiration on her forehead.

“Done,” she said. “The muscle stress will take longer to resolve, but the bone should heal cleanly.” She stroked the griffin’s feathers with one hand, and the sedated creature made a soft chirring sound. “You’re okay, beautiful. You’re going to fly again.”

She talked to it. Of course she did. Sera talked to everything she healed: plants, animals, people. The same genuine, unhurried warmth entered each word regardless of the recipient. She believed being cared for was a universal need, and she was right.

They moved to the documentation phase. Sera dictated treatment notes while Kael checked the griffin’s vitals with [Diagnosis]. Routine work. Professional. But even the routine had a quality with Sera that he didn’t find elsewhere. She worked without rushing, with quiet patience, thoroughness as respect for the creature under her hands.

“Heart rate stabilizing,” Kael reported, one hand still on the griffin’s flank. “Mana circulation normalizing around the fracture site. Your [Mend] integration is clean. No residual inflammation.”

“Good.” She made a note in her practice journal, pausing to sketch a small diagram of the wing joint. “The sedation compound interacts with the griffin’s mana metabolism differently than with human patients. Their systems burn through alchemical compounds faster because the magical metabolism accelerates everything. We should note that for the treatment protocol.”

“You’re thinking about dosage recalibration.”

“I’m thinking about the next person who treats a griffin.” She looked up from her notes. “If we document the accelerated metabolism, the next healer knows to factor it in. They use a longer-acting compound, or they time the sedation differently. One note in a treatment file, and someone avoids getting scratched.”

The thoughtfulness of it struck him. She was healing the patient in front of her and building knowledge for the healers who would come after. Before the regression, Sera’s treatment protocols had become the gold standard for creature care at Aegis. The notes she’d written during field exercises had been compiled into a reference manual that third-year students used as a textbook. She’d started writing those notes here, in her first semester, without any awareness of what they’d become.

“The feather pattern around the joint is unusual,” she said, leaning closer to examine the griffin’s wing. Her hair fell forward, and she tucked it behind her ear without thinking. “See how the plumage changes direction at the fracture site? The body redirected feather growth to protect the vulnerable area. It’s an adaptive response. Like scar tissue, but constructive. The griffin is healing itself even while we heal it.”

“Cooperative biology.”

“Exactly. The creature isn’t a passive recipient. It’s an active participant in its own recovery.” She sat back on her heels, afternoon light warming the copper strands that had slipped loose around her face. “That’s what I mean about the pull model. Healing isn’t something we impose on patients. It’s something we invite them into.”

She ran her hands along the muscle surrounding the repair site, and the griffin chirred in its sleep, a sound like a purring cat crossed with a small eagle. “The bone’s good, but the muscle stress around the joint still needs attention. If it heals with scar tissue instead of flexible fibers, the griffin won’t have full range of motion.”

She channeled a gentle, sustained [Mend] into the muscle tissue. The technique was delicate, exacting work that most first-years wouldn’t attempt. Her hands glowed with a soft green light that was warmer and steadier than the focused beams she’d used on the fracture.

“You’re using the pull model,” Kael said. “Drawing the muscle toward healthy template instead of pushing healing energy at it.”

She looked up, surprised. “You know about the pull model? That’s not in the first-year curriculum.”

“I’ve been studying with Neve.”

“Neve.” Sera smiled. “She’s brilliant. She explained the pull versus push distinction to me last week, and it changed how I think about healing entirely. She said you were the one who recognized it first.”

“She was the one who proved it.”

“You’re both too modest about each other. It’s sweet.” She returned to the griffin’s wing. “The pull model works better for living tissue. Plants too. I’ve been using it in the garden for weeks without knowing it had a name. When you heal a plant, you don’t force it to grow. You create the conditions for growth and let the plant do the work.”

Unselfconscious wisdom. Intuitive understanding that transcended academic frameworks. It was exactly the insight that had filled third-year reference manuals with her treatment protocols in the other timeline. Not raw power. Understanding. The ability to see healing as partnership rather than imposition.

“You should publish that observation,” Kael said.

“Publish? I’m a first-year student. Nobody publishes in first year.”

“Neve does.”

“Neve is Neve.” She laughed. The sound carried through the preserve, easy and warm. “She also sleeps surrounded by open books and forgets to eat lunch unless Mira physically places food in front of her. I’m not sure she’s the standard I should measure myself against.”

“She’s not. You’re the standard you should measure yourself against.” He paused. “And by that standard, you’re ahead of schedule.”

Her expression held half amusement and half something she couldn’t name. “You’re very good at that. Saying things that sound like casual encouragement and somehow make people sit up straighter. Mira says it’s your superpower.”

“Mira says a lot of things.”

“Mira says exactly the right things, actually. She just wraps them in enough noise that people miss the precision underneath.” Sera tilted her head. “You two are alike that way. You both hide your real skills behind a persona that people underestimate.”

The observation was sharper than he expected. He tucked it away.

“I’ll think about it,” she said again. “The publishing.”

The griffin stirred.

Not a gentle wakening from sedation. A sudden, violent jerk: wings snapping open, talons scrabbling at the treatment pad, beak gaping in a disoriented shriek. The sedation had worn off faster than expected, the creature’s magical metabolism burning through the dosage at an accelerated rate.

The griffin lunged. Not at Kael. At the nearest warm body.

Sera’s arm took the scratch. A single talon raked across her forearm, shallow, opening a line of red across her skin. She yelped. Pulled back. The griffin scrambled away into the underbrush, treatment pad tangling around its feet, shrieking as it went.

The wound was superficial. A scratch. Every field healer accumulated dozens during creature work. A basic [Mend] would close it in seconds.

Kael’s reaction was not proportional.

He was on his knees beside her before the scratch had finished bleeding. His hands clamped around her forearm with a force that startled them both. [Mend] poured from his palms in a surge that turned the green glow into a blazing emerald flare, healing energy flooding a wound that needed a trickle, his mana expenditure wildly out of proportion to the injury.

His hands were shaking.

“Kael.” Sera’s voice. Calm, slightly confused. “Kael. It’s a scratch.” She said it with gentle amusement, looking at the blazing emerald light pouring from his palms into a wound that barely qualified as an injury. “I’ve had worse scratches from my own cat.”

He couldn’t stop. The healing energy kept flowing, his body locked in a response that came from a different life, a different dungeon, a different wound that hadn’t been superficial. The blood on her arm, even a thin line of it, triggered something deep in his limbic system that years of combat trauma had wired to panic. His hands on Sera’s arm, the green glow of [Mend], the sight of blood on her skin: the combination cracked the wall between timelines.

Blood. Slack limbs in his arms. The smell of Blight.

MEMORY ECHO

The flash was mercifully brief, a single sensory jolt rather than the full replay his mind had subjected him to in the early weeks. His body still reacted. His fingers twitched toward his neck before he caught the motion.

Sera saw it.

“Hey.” Her voice went quieter. Her uninjured hand found his. “Kael. Look at me.”

He looked. Golden-brown eyes, warm, alive, watching him with a perceptive gentleness that disarmed him every time. There was no blood on her robes, no Blight corruption, only a scratch, already healed, on an arm that was warm and whole.

“It’s just a scratch,” she said. She laughed. Soft, surprised, the sound of someone confronting an emotional reaction she didn’t understand but recognized as significant. “You’re trembling.”

He was. His hands, still gripping her forearm, vibrated with a tension born entirely from a memory he couldn’t share.

He released her arm. Sat back. Pressed the memory flat. Bricked over it. Held it there until the mortar set.

He looked down at the healed line on her arm and made himself release the answer he would have used a month ago.

“I don’t have a clean explanation I can give you.”

“That is probably the most honest answer you’ve given me,” she said. Her expression softened, but the skepticism stayed. “And somehow it explains less than the lie would have.”

“I’m aware.”

She studied him. Those warm eyes unhurried, taking their time, seeing past the composure that he was fighting to rebuild. Sera didn’t have Neve’s analytical sharpness or Mira’s social intelligence. She had something different: the ability to see emotional truth without needing to understand its source.

“Come on,” she said. She stood. Offered her hand. “The griffin’s gone. Our assessment is done. Let’s sit.”



The lake.

They sat on a flat stone at the water’s edge, legs dangling above the surface. Late afternoon sun came through the canopy in amber shafts, turning the lake to molten gold. The preserve was quiet. Other pairs were at their stations, scattered through the wilderness. No one close enough to hear conversation.

Sera sat beside him. Close enough that their arms touched at the shoulder. The contact was light, accidental, proximity that happened naturally between people who were comfortable together.

She’d rolled her sleeves up. Both forearms exposed: the healed scratch on her right, a faint pink line that would fade by evening.

He kept his attention on the healed scratch, on the clean evidence that this small wound had become only a lesson and not a memory with blood in it.

“I almost failed the entrance assessment,” Sera said.

She was looking at the lake. Her hair caught the afternoon light, warm strands turning to bronze, and the healed scratch on her forearm glowed faintly pink against her skin. She spoke with the unhurried honesty that was her conversational default, the voice that made people confide in her because it carried no judgment.

“There was a practical evaluation. Emergency triage simulation. Three patients, declining fast, limited mana. The scenario is designed to force prioritization: you can’t save all three, so which one do you treat first?”

“And?”

“I froze. Couldn’t choose. Stood there while the timer ran down and all three simulated patients flatlined.” She smiled. Self-deprecating. “The evaluation panel let me in on the strength of my theory scores, but the triage failure went in my file. ‘Lacks composure under pressure.’ It’s the first thing Adrienne sees when she opens my record.”

“You didn’t freeze in the dungeon.”

“The dungeon was different. People I knew were in danger. Pria was down. The Blight was real. When it mattered, really mattered, I didn’t think. I just. Did.”

“That’s the difference between simulation and reality. Simulation tests discipline. Reality tests heart.”

Her head tilted toward him, warm and searching.

“You say things like that. Things that sound like experience, not theory.” She paused. “Everyone here is eighteen and scared. Trying to figure out what kind of healer they’ll be. And then there’s you. You already know. You move through the academy like someone who’s been here before, who knows where every corridor leads, who’s already decided what matters and what doesn’t.”

He let her observation stand.

“I’m not going to ask,” she said. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready, or you won’t. But I see it. You don’t have to explain it for it to be real. The old look in your eyes. The way you watch the people around you like you’re counting them.”

She drew her knees up. Wrapped her arms around them. The posture made her look smaller, younger, the insecure girl behind the capable healer.

“I’m afraid I’m not good enough,” she said. “I know that sounds ridiculous after the dungeon, after the griffin, after Adrienne said my [Purify] output was exceptional. But the fear doesn’t care about evidence. The fear says I froze during the entrance test, and freezing is what I do when it matters.”

She picked up a pebble from the lakeshore. Turned it in her fingers.

“My parents are mid-tier healers. Good at what they do, but not exceptional. Nobody in my family has been exceptional at anything. We’re the kind of people who show up, do solid work, go home. There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s just.” She threw the pebble. It skipped once, twice across the still water. “I came here wanting to be more than solid. And every day I’m surrounded by people who seem so sure of themselves. Mira with her energy and her confidence. Neve with her brilliance. You with your. Everything.”

She threw another pebble. This one didn’t skip. It sank with a quiet plop.

“It’s not that I don’t try. I study every night. I practice in the garden before dawn. I run [Diagnosis] on every plant I can find because Adrienne says repetition builds channel depth.” She picked up another pebble but didn’t throw it. Turned it in her fingers. “But trying hard and being good enough are different things. Trying hard just means you care. Being good enough means you can deliver when the caring matters.”

“You delivered in the dungeon.”

“The dungeon was a crisis. I reacted. That’s not the same as being consistently excellent. Consistent excellence is Neve. Consistent excellence is you.” She placed the pebble carefully on the stone beside her. “I want to be the kind of healer people can count on. Not just in emergencies. Every day. For every patient.”

“Sometimes I sit in class and watch Neve answer a question, the way she builds an argument like she’s constructing a bridge, every piece load-bearing, and I think: I will never think that clearly. Then Mira demonstrates a [Barrier] technique and her Resonance output lights up the whole room, and I think: I will never be that bold. And then there’s you, and you move through every exercise like you’ve already done it, and I don’t even have a word for what you are. I just know I’m not it.”

“You’re comparing yourself to people who specialize in the things you notice. You don’t notice the things you specialize in because they come naturally.”

“What do I specialize in?”

“Seeing people.”

Curiosity warmed her face.

“You saw that Pria was about to panic in the dungeon before anyone else did. You adjusted your [Purify] rotation to cover her position without being told. You noticed that I reach for my neck when something pulls me out of the present, and you didn’t make it an interrogation. You noticed Mira’s sister before Mira told anyone, because Mira’s humor gets louder when she’s worried and you heard the difference.” He paused. “Healers who can channel energy are common. Healers who can read the people they’re healing are rare.”

She was quiet for a long time after that. The lake reflected the canopy in stillness, every leaf mirrored in the surface. A dragonfly with mana-bright wings traced a line across the water, its iridescent body leaving a faint trail of dissolved light.

“Nobody’s ever said that to me before,” she said quietly. Not performing vulnerability, just being it. “My parents tell me I’m talented. My instructors tell me I have potential. But you said I see people. Like it’s the skill, not the afterthought.”

“It is the skill.”

She picked at the moss on the stone beside her. The small plant responded to her touch, greening visibly, tiny shoots uncurling toward her fingers.

“I’m not sure of myself.”

“You’re the most certain person I’ve ever met. Not arrogant. Certain. Like you already know what kind of healer you’re going to be, and you’re just going through the steps.” Her voice softened. “I want to feel that. That certainty. That sense that I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

“You are exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

“How can you be so sure?” She wasn’t challenging. Genuinely asking. Her eyes were open, vulnerable, a young woman searching for a reason to believe in herself.

He could tell her.

The words assembled themselves behind his teeth like a formation call. Because I watched your treatment protocols become the ones third-years studied. Because in four years, your [Purify] bent corrupted wards back into clean light and your hands found patients no one else could read. Because when the Blight came and everyone else ran, you stood your ground and fought with a power that rewrote what healing meant.

Because the only thing that stopped you was me. My arrogance. My mistake. My insistence on pushing one level deeper when every instinct said retreat. And you still died with kindness on your lips, forgiving me for the thing that should have been unforgivable.

He couldn’t say any of it. The truth would make her doubt everything between them. Would transform their growing connection from a natural bond into a response to foreknowledge she couldn’t verify. She would wonder if every conversation had been calculated, every moment of warmth engineered by a man who already knew what she would become.

The truth would make her smaller. And Sera Lytton was not meant to be small.

“Because I know a healer when I see one,” he said. Insufficient. Inadequate. The best he could offer without cracking the wall that protected them both. “You don’t freeze when it matters, Sera. You access something that most healers never find. The triage simulation was artificial. A controlled scenario designed to test decision-making under pressure. But healing isn’t about decisions. It’s about connection. When real people are in danger, when someone you care about is bleeding, you don’t think about priorities or protocol. You heal. You reach for the patient and the healing comes, because for you, the reaching and the healing are the same thing.”

He paused. Chose his next words carefully, balancing on the edge between what he knew and what he could say.

“That ability, that instinct, is the rarest thing in the healer track. Neve can analyze a patient’s condition faster than anyone I’ve met. Mira can channel Resonance with raw power that breaks measurement equipment. But you can feel what a patient needs before you’ve run [Diagnosis]. You heal by understanding, not by technique. And that kind of healing doesn’t come from confidence or academic talent or natural power. It comes from something deeper. Something you already have.”

She was quiet for a long time. The lake was still. Sunlight moved across the water. A fish broke the surface, a silver flash that sent rings spreading outward in slow concentric circles.

“Extraordinary,” she said softly. “You say that like you’ve seen evidence.”

“I have.”

“In a month of freshman training.”

“Some things are visible early.”

She smiled. Not the bright, easy smile she used in class or with friends. Something quieter. More personal. A smile that meant something had reached past her defenses and touched something honest.

She leaned against his shoulder. Slowly, as if giving him time to move away. He didn’t.

Simple human warmth: a woman choosing to be close to someone who made her feel safe. The press of her against him was specific and familiar, warm hair brushing his jaw, the scent of growing things and herbal soap and warmth that was purely Sera.

[BOND: SERA LYTTON -> 200 (ALLY)]

Sera’s low harmonic clarified in his chest, quiet as roots growing silently beneath the surface. The self-doubt she carried. The hidden strength she didn’t believe in. The trust she’d chosen to place in him without needing to understand why.

“Thank you,” she said. “For believing in me more than I believe in myself.”

He wanted to tell her everything. The truth pressed against the wall like water against a dam, the accumulated pressure of weeks of half-truths and careful omissions and the fundamental lie of pretending she was a stranger.

She was the center. Not just of his grief or his mission or the second chance the System had given him. She was the center of everything, the person he’d crossed timelines to protect, the woman whose death had been the price of his arrogance and whose life was the purpose of his regression.

He couldn’t tell her. The truth would break the natural progression of their connection, would transform her from a woman choosing him freely into a woman responding to foreknowledge she couldn’t verify. The truth would make her doubt every interaction they’d had, every moment of growing closeness, every instinct that told her to trust the freshman who looked at her like the answer to a question she couldn’t hear.

He sat with that.

The echo hit. Just a flash: light, then blood, then silence.

MEMORY ECHO

His shoulders tightened. Sera, leaning against him, felt the shift.

“There it is again,” she murmured. “That thing you do. Your hand going to your neck when you go away for a second.”

“Bad habit.”

“It’s not a habit. It’s a response. Something pulls you out of the present and you come back by touching that spot.” Sera’s thumb brushed the back of his hand, patient and steady. “What are you remembering?”

“Someone I lost.”

“The person from the terrace? When we talked under the stars?”

“Yes.”

“Were they a healer?”

Careful without being aggressive. Curious without being invasive. That was Sera: finding the right words at the right moment, creating space for honesty without demanding it.

“The best I’ve ever known,” he said.

She didn’t push. She never pushed. She leaned against his shoulder and let the words rest, and the afternoon sun moved across the lake, and somewhere in the preserve a bird sang.

The bond hummed low and steady, the quiet frequency that he’d come to associate with Sera’s presence. It felt the way her voice sounded when she got honest: unhurried, certain, impossible to doubt.

He closed his eyes.

She was alive. Here. Leaning against him at the edge of a lake, with warm hair catching the light and freckles dusted across her cheeks and no idea what her ordinary nearness did to him.

He would not fail her again. This time, in any version of any timeline the System could construct, he would not fail her.

The lake held their reflections. Two figures on a stone, one leaning close, one watching the healed skin on her arm as if proof could vanish.



They walked back to the academy as the sun lowered. The preserve path was dappled gold, and Sera walked beside him in easy silence, the important things already said, no need to fill the space.

At the preserve’s entrance, other pairs were returning. Mira spotted them and waved, bouncing on her toes. Neve stood at the assessment board reviewing treatment scores, one finger pushing her glasses up as she leaned closer to the numbers.

“How was station four?” Mira asked. “I got paired with Pria. She fainted when our basilisk moved.”

“Station four was fine,” Sera said. She smiled at Mira. “The griffin scratched me. Kael healed it with enough mana to rebuild a fortress.”

“Sounds like Kael.” Mira’s eyes flicked between them, the social intelligence behind the bright exterior reading their posture, the quiet warmth that hadn’t been there two hours ago. She didn’t comment on it. She grinned. “Dinner?”

The four of them walked to the dining hall together. Sera and Mira side by side, talking about the field exercise. Neve a step behind, reading her assessment scores, occasionally contributing a dry observation that made Sera laugh and Mira gesture emphatically.

Kael walked with them. Behind and slightly apart, watching.

Dinner was warm, noisy, normal. Mira stole food from his plate with casual entitlement, shared meals being shared territory in her worldview. “The basilisk didn’t even move aggressively,” she continued between bites, still on the Pria story. “It shifted in its sleep and Pria hit the floor like someone cut her strings. I had to heal the basilisk and revive Pria simultaneously. Multi-target triage. I should get extra credit.”

Neve sat beside Kael, notebook open to a page of annotations from her ongoing research. She ate with one hand and wrote with the other, a feat of coordination that he’d seen her perform in the library but never at a dining table. Her robes were pulled close, scholarly armor firmly in place, and only the slight flush at the base of her neck when her knee accidentally brushed his under the table suggested that anything had changed between them. She adjusted her glasses, glanced at the treatment scores Adrienne had posted, and wrote something in the margin of her notebook without breaking stride in her dinner.

Sera sat across from him. Eating quietly. Smiling when their eyes met.

After dinner, Mira walked with him toward the dormitory. She was quiet for once, the bright energy dimmed to a warm glow. Most students were still in the dining hall or the common room, so their footsteps echoed off the stone in a rhythm that had become familiar over weeks of walking these halls together.

“The field exercise today,” she said. “With Sera.”

“What about it?”

“You came back different. Both of you.” Her sharp focus surfaced as the bubbly exterior stepped aside. “Not bad different. Closer different. Like a wall came down.”

He didn’t deny it.

“She kept looking at you during dinner,” Mira said. “Did you notice? While you were talking to Neve about the field exercise scores, Sera watched you like she was trying to understand why you mattered so much before she had a reason. Then you caught her eye, and for just a second, you relaxed. Your shoulders dropped. Your jaw unclenched. I’ve never seen you that unguarded in the dining hall.”

“You saw all that.”

“I see everything.” She said it without pride. Statement of fact. “It’s what I do. Neve builds theories. Sera heals people. I read rooms. And the room tonight told me that something happened at that lake.”

“The way you healed her scratch,” Mira said. “Sera told me. She said you poured enough mana into a scratch to regrow a limb. She said your hands were shaking.” Her eyes found his in the corridor’s nocturnal light. “That wasn’t a startled reflex. That was terror. You were terrified that she was hurt, and the wound was nothing.”

He didn’t deny it.

“I’ve seen you in a dungeon. I’ve seen you face a corrupted sentry and a mob rush and Torren Grieve’s ego, and you didn’t shake. You went cold. Your jaw locked. You became that other version of yourself, the one who gives orders that make combat veterans listen. Nothing rattles you.” She paused. “Except Sera bleeding. Even a little. Even a scratch.”

She let that land. She wasn’t asking a question. She was presenting evidence, and the presentation was sharper than she usually allowed people to see.

“Whatever happened to you before, it involved her. I don’t know how. I don’t need to know. But you track her like you’re afraid she’ll vanish if you blink. That’s not a crush developing. It’s something you carried in with you.”

They reached the corridor where their rooms diverged, and she stopped. Turned to face him.

“She’s important to you,” Mira said. She stated it flat, no inflection rising. “More important than you let anyone see.”

“Everyone here is important to me.”

“Sure. But Sera’s the center.” She caught his arm and squeezed once. “It’s okay. I told you on the roof, I’m not competing. Just don’t shut me out when it starts hurting. I’m part of this too.”

Mira’s steps slowed, her bare feet making soft sounds on the stone.

“You know what I noticed today? When Sera was telling us about the griffin, she kept looking at you to see if you’d add the part about the scratch. You didn’t. You let her tell it. And when she described you healing the scratch, she made it funny, but her eyes were serious. Because she saw something in you that scared her a little and fascinated her a lot.”

“You got all that from dinner.”

“I got all that from two seconds of watching her face.” Mira shrugged. “People tell you everything if you know where to look. Most people are too busy talking to notice.”

She held his eyes for a moment longer. Then she grinned, the familiar bright warmth reassembling itself over the serious intelligence beneath.

“Also, Neve wrote four pages of notes during dinner. Four. I counted. She’s going to corner you about Resonance data within forty-eight hours. Consider yourself warned.”

She went to her room. Closed the door softly behind her. Music started through the thin walls, faint and warm.


Chapter 15: The Sealed Wing

The clearance token was a disc of bone-white stone inscribed with a healer’s sigil and a faculty authorization code. It fit in his palm like a coin, smooth and surprisingly warm, as though the enchantment embedded in the stone had its own low-grade metabolism.

Adrienne had passed it to him during the midnight training session three nights ago. No ceremony. She’d finished correcting his barrier compression form, her hands on his forearms repositioning the angle of his channeling, and then she’d placed the token in his palm without meeting his eyes.

“For the special project,” she’d said. “Restricted stacks. Third level below the main library. The wards will recognize the token and admit you.”

“And if someone asks why a freshman is in the sealed archive?”

“Tell them your instructor authorized it.” She’d released his arms. Stepped back. Crossed her own arms beneath her chest, the gesture she used when duty and personal inclination were at war. “The sealed wing contains material relevant to your research paper. Historical precedent for healer combat applications. I’m asking you to be thorough.”

She’d meant: I’m giving you what you’ve been looking for. Don’t make me regret it.

He hadn’t gone immediately. Three nights of deliberation, turning the token in his hand each evening, weighing risk. The sealed archive was monitored. Access logs were reviewed by the records committee, of which Adrienne was a member. Of which Dean Rethis was also a member. Any visit would generate an entry that Rethis could examine if he chose to look.

But the information in those records was the reason the System had sorted him healer. The Battle Healer path existed. The requirements were unknown. And the Blight was accelerating, which meant the timeline for understanding what the System wanted from him was contracting faster than his caution could accommodate.

Three in the morning. The academy slept.

Kael moved through the library’s upper level with the token warm in his fist. The main library was a cathedral of books: vaulted ceiling lost in shadow, reading desks arranged in concentric semicircles, tall windows admitting moonlight that painted silver rectangles on the stone floor. During daylight hours, the space was alive with students. At this hour, only the mana-lamps burned, dimmed to a preserving glow that kept the older texts from degrading.

The restricted stacks occupied the library’s lower levels. A spiral staircase behind the reference desk descended past the first sub-level (advanced texts requiring third-year access) and the second (faculty-only research materials, academy records, sealed committee minutes). The third level was the sealed wing proper: a door of dark iron set into stone, inscribed with wards that pulsed with faint silver light.

He pressed the token to the ward surface. The inscriptions flared, recognized the authorization code, and the door opened inward with a sound like a sigh.

Cold air. Dust. The smell of very old paper and preservation enchantments and something else beneath both: a faint metallic tang that his combat-trained instincts identified as residual Blight energy. Old Blight. Contained. But present, like the memory of a fire in a room that had been cleaned.

The sealed wing was smaller than the levels above. A single long chamber with stone walls lined floor to ceiling with shelves. The shelves held a mixture of bound volumes, scrolled documents, sealed boxes, and crystalline storage media. Dim mana-lamps lit at intervals along the walls, casting pools of amber light that didn’t quite touch each other, leaving shadows between.

He closed the door behind him. The wards re-engaged. The silence was absolute, the kind that pressed against the ears and made the pulse audible.

Kael began searching.

The organization wasn’t intuitive. The sealed archive wasn’t a library for browsing; it was a repository for material that someone had decided shouldn’t be found easily. Texts were shelved without apparent thematic order. A treatise on Blight containment protocols sat beside a record of student disciplinary hearings from forty years ago. A sealed box of crystalline recordings (mana-stored audio, an old preservation technique) was wedged between two volumes on academy governance.

He worked methodically. Section by section, scanning spines and labels, applying the systematic approach that dungeon mapping had trained into his habits. Each text he pulled was evaluated for relevance, returned or set aside. The dust he disturbed settled on his robes like grey pollen.

Most of the material was administrative: committee minutes, disciplinary records, budget disputes, the bureaucratic detritus of an organization three centuries old. He found a sealed report on academy construction costs from fifty-two years ago, placed between a botanical survey and a sealed envelope marked PERSONAL - INSTRUCTOR KATHEN. The filing system wasn’t disorganized. It was designed to bury.

A treatise on Blight containment caught his attention. Old bindings, carefully preserved. Valuable enough to maintain but dangerous enough to seal. He read the first two pages. Standard containment theory, consistent with the faculty-approved texts. But the third page diverged into speculative territory that the public curriculum never touched: Blight energy as a directed force rather than a natural phenomenon, containment failures that followed patterns too consistent for coincidence. The author’s name had been removed. The final page was missing.

He shelved it. Continued.

Thirty minutes in, he found the first Battle Healer reference.

A thin volume, bound in green leather with no title on the spine. The cover bore a symbol he recognized from his research paper notes: a healer’s sigil overlaid with a strike marker, the visual shorthand for offensive healing application. Inside, handwritten text in a formal script that placed the writing at approximately fifty years old.

On the Practice and Theory of the Battle Healer Specialization: A Record of Documented Abilities, Historical Practitioners, and the Circumstances of Formal Prohibition.

On the inside cover, almost hidden beneath the old ownership stamp, a fresh graphite sentence cut across the margin in a hand that didn’t belong to the original scribe.

The Surge is not a natural event.

Recent. Small enough to miss. Wrong enough that he couldn’t afford to.

He sat on the stone floor with the volume in his lap and began reading.



The Battle Healer specialization had existed for three centuries before its ban. A rare path, requiring specific conditions that the text described as “bond saturation combined with threat-response evolution.” The healing skills that every student learned, [Mend], [Diagnosis], [Barrier], [Purify], could be channeled through different frameworks when the practitioner’s bond network reached critical mass.

[Diagnosis] became structural analysis: the ability to find weakness in any living or constructed system. The same skill that identified a patient’s injury could identify an enemy’s vulnerability.

[Barrier] became offensive projection: the walls designed to protect patients could be compressed, shaped, and projected as kinetic force. The barrier spike technique that Kael had developed in the training yard wasn’t innovation; it was rediscovery.

[Mend] could theoretically be reversed: the energy that repaired tissue could, with sufficient control and intent, unmake it. The text noted this ability with clinical detachment and heavy caveats. Reverse Mend was the Battle Healer’s most dangerous capability and the one most frequently cited as justification for the ban.

[Purify] at Battle Healer levels could absorb and redirect corruption rather than simply cleansing it. The last active Battle Healer had used this ability to neutralize a Blight event by pulling corruption out of an affected area and channeling it through the bond network, distributing the toxic energy across multiple connected partners until it could be safely dissipated.

The Resonance bond was the key. Every Battle Healer ability scaled with bond depth. The deeper and more numerous the bonds, the more powerful the offensive applications. The text described the relationship in terms that made the System’s requirements suddenly transparent: the Battle Healer wasn’t a lone fighter. It was a node in a network, and the network’s power was determined by the quality of its connections.

Kael read the section on historical practitioners. Seven named Battle Healers over three centuries. All male. All bonded to multiple partners. The text noted this correlation without explanation, which either meant the author didn’t know why the specialization favored male practitioners with multiple bonds, or knew and considered the answer too sensitive for a written record.

The last Battle Healer, the one active fifty years ago, was described in the most detail. Named Dorien Vael. Bonded to four women, all healers, all at what the text called “terminal bond depth.” His abilities at peak had included every offensive application: diagnostic targeting, barrier projection, reverse mend, and a Purify variant that the text called “corruption channeling.”

A separate folder, tucked behind the green volume, held personnel files for Vael’s bondmates. Four women: Elara Sund, combat healer; Maren Sund, her sister, a [Purify] specialist; Thaya Kallis, a diagnostic savant; and Ruen Laverre, a herbalist who had developed the first documented Blight-resistant ward compounds. All four had achieved what the file called “Soulmate-level Resonance bonds” with Vael. All four had survived the southeastern Blight containment without lasting damage.

The personnel files included brief notations on each woman’s post-ban trajectory. Elara Sund had transferred to a frontier healing station. Her sister Maren had left the academy entirely. Thaya Kallis had remained as faculty for three years before accepting a position at a smaller institution where her diagnostic work would attract less scrutiny. Ruen Laverre had stayed. Her personnel file carried the longest notation: “Subject refused reassignment. Challenged committee decision through formal appeal. Appeal denied. Subject remained on academy grounds in a reduced capacity until retirement.”

One woman had fought. Had stayed in the institution that had stripped her work and sealed her research and severed the bonds that had made her extraordinary. Had remained in a diminished role for what must have been decades, watching the academy she’d helped save pretend that her greatest accomplishment had never happened.

All four had been stripped of their positions, their research confiscated, their bond records sealed by committee order after the ban was enacted.

The committee’s punishment hadn’t targeted Vael alone. It had dismantled his entire network. Four accomplished healers, each a specialist in her own right, had been erased from the academy’s public record because their bonds with one man had proven that the academy’s hierarchy was a political fiction.

Kael set the folder aside. The anger was distant, familiar. The academy’s machinery hadn’t changed in fifty years. It was the same engine that was investigating him now, driven by the same family, protecting the same lie.

The section on the ban.

His spine straightened as he read.

The official justification for prohibiting the Battle Healer specialization was empathic overload. The deep bonds required for the path created a feedback loop of shared sensation that, the committee argued, posed unacceptable risk to the practitioner and their bonded partners. Pain shared through the bond during combat operations could incapacitate the entire network. Emotional distress experienced by one partner would propagate to all connected members. The human nervous system, the committee concluded, was not designed for the level of empathic saturation that the Battle Healer path demanded.

That was the official record. Clean. Reasonable. Supported by medical testimony from three faculty healers. And not entirely false. The medical testimony wasn’t fabricated. The overload risk was real. The deep bonds did create a feedback loop of shared pain, shared fear, shared sensation at levels that could incapacitate a bonded network mid-combat. The committee had simply chosen the truth that served their purpose and discarded the one that didn’t.

The real reason was in the footnotes.

Small text. Handwritten in a different hand than the main body, the ink a shade darker, as though the footnotes had been added later by someone who wanted the truth preserved but not prominent.

Footnote 14: The committee’s medical justification, while technically accurate regarding empathic overload risks, does not reflect the primary motivation for the prohibition. See sealed hearing transcript, case 47-112.

Footnote 17: Dorien Vael’s final action before the ban was enacted involved the containment of a Blight Surge event at the academy’s southeastern boundary. The Surge, classified as a Tier 3 incursion, was neutralized entirely through Vael’s corruption channeling ability, distributed across his four bond partners. No battle mage involvement was required. The Surge was contained, the corruption dissipated, and all five participants survived without lasting damage.

Footnote 19: The committee’s decision to ban the specialization was reached twelve days after the southeastern containment. The primary argument presented in closed session was not empathic overload. It was institutional. The southeastern event demonstrated that a single Battle Healer with sufficient bond depth could accomplish what an entire wing of battle mages failed to achieve. The implications for resource allocation, prestige, and the academy’s class structure were, in the committee chair’s words, “untenable.”

Kael stared at the page.

The Battle Healer had been banned because it threatened the academy’s power structure. The danger to practitioners and the cited risk of empathic overload were cover stories. A healer had done what battle mages couldn’t, and the people who ran the institution had decided that was unacceptable.

He turned pages with controlled urgency.

Footnote 23: The committee chair who moved for prohibition was Council Member Aldric Rethis Sr. The motion was seconded by three members of the institutional governance board, all with documented affiliations to the battle mage track’s senior faculty. The healer track’s representative on the committee was overruled.

Rethis. The Dean’s grandfather. The family’s political authority had been built on the ban that neutered the most powerful healer specialization in the academy’s history.

He read further. The footnotes continued, each one a small incision in the official narrative.

Footnote 27: Following the ban, all Battle Healer records were sealed by committee order. Research into offensive healing applications was prohibited. Students displaying bond configurations consistent with the Battle Healer path were to be monitored and, if necessary, their bond development was to be “guided away from terminal depth” through administrative intervention.

They’d actively prevented healers from forming the bonds that would unlock the path. Not just banned the specialization; engineered the conditions to ensure it could never emerge again.

Footnote 31: The Blight Surge that Vael contained in the southeastern event was not, according to Vael’s own testimony, a natural occurrence. Vael reported that the corruption’s signature contained “artificial structuring consistent with deliberate introduction rather than organic propagation.” This testimony was stricken from the official record by committee vote. Vael’s claim that the Blight was engineered was classified as “unsubstantiated and potentially destabilizing.”

The air in the sealed wing felt colder.

The Blight wasn’t natural. Fifty years ago, the last Battle Healer had said so, had provided testimony, and the academy had buried it. Stricken from the record. Classified. Hidden behind the same bureaucratic machinery that banned the specialization capable of fighting it.

Kael closed the volume. His hands were steady. His pulse was not.

The System had sorted him into the healer track because the Battle Healer path was the weapon that the Blight required. The academy had banned that weapon and covered up the evidence that the Blight was engineered. Dean Rethis’s family had led the ban. The current Dean was investigating Kael for exhibiting exactly the qualities that the banned specialization demanded.

And the irony was brutal. The institution that had created the healer track, that trained students in bonds and Resonance and the connective tissue of healing magic, had systematically destroyed the one path that gave that training its highest purpose. Every bond formed at Aegis was a bond that could have powered the Battle Healer’s defense against the Blight. Instead, those bonds were capped at depths that the committee deemed safe, the students’ potential carefully limited to ensure that the threat the Battle Healer represented never emerged again.

The layers of complicity pressed down on him like stones.

He stood. Set the green volume and the personnel folder on the narrow reading shelf beside the table instead of returning them to the stacks. His fingers lingered on the spine of the green leather, the embossed healer-and-strike sigil rough against his thumb. Fifty years this book had sat in the dark, holding truths that the institution above it was built on suppressing. He let go. Continued searching.



An hour in the sealed wing. More volumes. More revelations, each one building on the last like courses of brick in a wall.

A treatment record from forty-eight years ago described Blight exposure patterns that mapped onto the Surge he’d experienced before the regression. The corruption didn’t spread randomly; it followed bond networks. Healers were the primary vectors, their Resonance connections serving as conduits that carried Blight energy from person to person. The stronger the bond, the faster the corruption traveled.

The mechanism was elegant in its brutality. Healers bonded to fight the Blight. The Blight used those bonds to spread. The Battle Healer’s corruption channeling could break the cycle by pulling Blight energy out of the bond network and dissipating it, but the Battle Healer had been banned. Which meant the next Surge, whenever it came, would propagate through the healer bond network unchecked.

Unless someone rebuilt the path.

The next box held temporal records.

Not the public history of “rare System anomalies” that academy students heard in first-year theory as cautionary folklore. These were sealed classifications, committee copies, each file stamped with the same black wax and indexed under disaster response rather than metaphysics. The choice of category told him what the academy had always known: regression wasn’t a curiosity. It was a weapon the System deployed after catastrophe.

Five cases over two centuries. The first, an old-calendar battle mage reassigned to Warden after a containment breach that had swallowed half a frontier fort. The second, a Scholar who returned as a Healer after an epidemic the records described only as “mana-born tissue failure.” The third was mostly redacted, but the surviving line described a Warden reassigned to Scholar after “containment doctrine failure and temporal recall.” The fourth, seventy-three years ago, was a combat specialist reassigned to Healer after catastrophic bonded-party failure. The fifth was Dorien Vael.

Each file carried the same pattern in different handwriting. Class change. Knowledge beyond training. Skills appearing in the wrong emotional context. Faculty concern. Committee observation.

The phrasing in Case Four made his stomach tighten.

Subject displays tactical proficiency inconsistent with assigned class parameters. Repeated attempts to attribute behavior to prior private instruction are unsupported by admission file.

Kael could hear Rethis’s voice saying the same thing in colder words. He could see Adrienne’s pen hovering over an assessment pad, Voss’s expression at the dungeon exit, Neve’s glasses flashing as another answer confirmed another theory. The archive did not feel like old history anymore. It felt like reading the first draft of his own prosecution.

Vael’s file was thicker than the others because the academy had feared him longer. A notation in a committee hand described his temporal alignment as “consistent with regression protocol.” Another confirmed class reassignment from [BATTLE MAGE] to [HEALER] via System intervention. The same impossible swap Kael had experienced, fifty years earlier, written in ink by men who had pretended in public that no such thing could happen.

The System had done this before.

It had taken a dead battle mage, sent him back as a healer, and pointed him at the Blight. Vael had followed the path far enough to save the southeastern boundary. The academy had watched the cure work, measured it, documented it, and then buried it because the cure made the wrong people look weak.

Kael turned the page slowly.

Attached to Vael’s file was a bond-depth table. Four names. Four columns. Each bond tracking upward across crises, field operations, emotional events, and finally the southeastern containment itself. The terminology was older, but the thresholds were familiar enough: Ally, Confidante, Crush, Love, terminal depth. Soulmate by another name.

The table didn’t read like romance. It read like logistics. Capacity. Load. Recovery after shared pain. Maximum safe corruption distribution. The committee had reduced four living women to numbers because numbers could be sealed in a file without anyone grieving them.

Kael saw Mira’s bright grin over a Resonance crystal. Neve’s fierce eyes across a library table. Adrienne’s fingers lingering too long on his wrists in the training yard. Sera’s hand on his arm, warm and alive.

The archive was telling him what the System would eventually demand. Bonds weren’t decoration. They weren’t a reward for surviving long enough. They were the structure that kept the Battle Healer from turning every act of salvation into suicide.

Another folder sat beneath Vael’s table: post-ban disposition.

Kael opened it expecting punishment orders. He found careers instead. Promotions denied. Research licenses revoked. Transfer approvals stamped with careful signatures. Elara Sund sent to a frontier station where her combat-healer experience would be useful and invisible. Maren Sund leaving academy service entirely within a month of the ban. Thaya Kallis remaining for three years, long enough to teach watered-down diagnostics to students who would never see her best work, then disappearing into a smaller institution. Ruen Laverre refusing to leave, filing appeal after appeal until the committee stopped answering and left her in a reduced role among the gardens.

The academy had not merely banned a specialization. It had scattered the women who had proven it could work.

He imagined Vael walking the same halls after the vote. Four bonds still humming, four women being pulled away by polite orders and formal seals. There would have been no battlefield and no monster to kill, only letters delivered under doors and meetings where the result had been decided before anyone sat down.

That kind of loss was quieter than the Surge. It might have been worse.

Kael knew what it was to feel a bond go dark because a body died. He did not know what it would feel like to watch a living bond starve under administrative separation. To feel someone alive at the far end of the connection, close enough to know they were hurting, barred by paperwork from crossing the distance.

His hand found the token in his pocket. Adrienne’s authorization, warm against his fingers.

She sat on the same committee that had inherited this machine. She knew pieces of it. Maybe more than pieces. The token in his pocket was not a casual favor; it was a crack opened from the inside by a woman who understood the door she was unlocking.

He thought of her in the midnight training yard, formal robes loosened at the throat, green eyes too tired to keep every secret contained.

If you’re looking for what I think you’re looking for… be careful.

She had not given him permission to discover the Battle Healer path. She had given him warning that the people guarding it already knew how to destroy anyone who reached for it.

The difference mattered. Permission was political. Warning was personal. Adrienne had risked both, and the archive proved exactly how costly that risk might become soon.

He found a personnel file. Thin. Partially redacted. The name was blacked out, but the details matched a pattern: a student twenty-three years ago who had displayed anomalous bond configurations. Three bonds at high depth in first year. Performance metrics that exceeded class parameters. Faculty observation notes describing “impossible reflexes,” “knowledge beyond stated experience,” and “energy signature inconsistent with recorded level.”

The parallels pressed against his ribs like cold stone. Three high-depth bonds in first year. Performance that exceeded class parameters. Faculty notes that could have been copied verbatim from whatever file Rethis was building on Kael right now, word for word, observation for observation. The only difference was twenty-three years and a redaction stamp where the name had been.

The file ended with a transfer notation. “Reassigned to independent study. Contact with cohort members restricted. Bond development to be monitored by committee.”

Six words to describe the dismantling of a life. Contact with cohort members restricted. The committee had used distance as the blade, inserting enough separation between the student and their partners that the Resonance connections atrophied. The student hadn’t been expelled. Hadn’t been punished in any way that would generate controversy or appeal. They’d simply been moved. Isolated. Left to watch their bonds thin to nothing from the far side of an administrative wall.

The cruelty was bureaucratic in the truest sense. No single act of malice. A sequence of administrative decisions, each one defensible on its own terms, that together constituted the systematic destruction of a healer’s potential.

They’d found a potential Battle Healer and isolated them. Prevented the bonds from forming. Killed the path before it could emerge.

Kael wondered how many others. How many potential Battle Healers had been identified and quietly suppressed over fifty years, their bonds disrupted, their development redirected, their threat to the established order neutralized through paperwork and protocol. Five documented regressions over two centuries. But how many non-regressors had simply formed strong bonds, displayed offensive healing potential, and been reassigned to independent study before the path could manifest? The file in his hands described one. The redacted name suggested someone worth hiding. And redaction implied that the committee considered even the identity of the suppressed healer dangerous enough to conceal.

The anger was cold and functional. A veteran’s anger: not the hot flare that clouded judgment, but the sustained burn that fueled purpose.

He checked the supplemental pages. Bond records, mostly. Three women listed by initials only. H-1, H-2, H-3. The committee had not even preserved their names in this copy, only their measured output and the dates their connections began to degrade after the transfer order.

Week one: contact restricted, Resonance output reduced by 12%.

Week three: correspondence delayed for “academic focus,” output reduced by 38%.

Week six: direct contact prohibited pending review, bond signatures unstable.

Week eight: all three bonds below Confidante threshold.

There had been no screaming, no trial, no visible cruelty a student body could rally against. Just doors closed at the right times, messages intercepted by clerks, schedules altered so people who needed each other stopped crossing paths. The academy had learned how to kill a bond without ever drawing blood.

Kael put the page down carefully because if he gripped it harder the old paper would tear.

This was what waited if Rethis moved before Kael was ready. A duel would be cleaner. So would expulsion announced in a hall. What waited was isolation, administrative distance. Mira moved to another cohort “for balance.” Neve reassigned to independent study “to maximize her academic potential.” Sera kept in the infirmary for monitoring. Adrienne warned through committee channels until helping him cost her everything.

And every step would look reasonable on paper.

He set the green Battle Healer volume aside with the personnel file.

The graphite sentence on its inside cover had bothered him since he first saw it, small enough to miss, recent enough to make the old records feel suddenly inhabited.

The Surge is not a natural event.

He was about to shelve the personnel file when he noticed the same mark on its back cover. Small. Recent. Not the faded ink of fifty-year-old committee notation, but a fresh mark in graphite, as though someone had written on the file and then attempted to erase the mark.

He angled the file toward the mana-lamp. The graphite was faint but legible.

The same words.

The handwriting didn’t match any faculty member’s script he’d seen on posted notices, lecture notes, or committee documents. Someone had been in the sealed wing recently. Someone who had read these same files and reached the same conclusion.

And they’d left a message. They had not left it for the official record or the committee. They had left it for whoever came looking next.

Kael turned the file over. On the inside of the front cover, another mark. Even fainter. He had to tilt the paper nearly flat to catch the graphite in the light.

A date. Three weeks before the current semester started.

And below the date, two words: Not alone.

The cold in the sealed wing deepened.

Someone had been here three weeks before orientation. Before Kael had set foot in this version of the academy. Before the current semester had even begun. Someone with access to the sealed archive, with knowledge of Battle Healer history, with the understanding that the Blight was engineered.

Someone who had left a message for the next person who found these files.

Not alone.

A warning. An invitation. Both at once.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Archive records partially altered. Additional entries not in original configuration.]

The System confirmed what his instincts already knew. These files had been changed outside the archive’s normal record sequence. The date put the marks before his arrival, before orientation, before he had any presence in this version of the academy. Whoever left them had been moving ahead of the official story.

Not alone.

The words carried too many possible meanings to trust. A warning from an insider. A message from a faculty member who had found the same buried trail and lacked the clearance to say it openly. An old ally of Vael’s legacy, if any such person had survived the committee’s purge. Or someone else entirely, someone with access and foreknowledge that should have been impossible.

He sat back against the shelving unit, the cold stone pressing through his robes. He had come into the sealed wing looking for a path. He had found a weapon, a cover-up, and proof that someone else was already moving in the dark.

But the message that mattered most wasn’t Not alone.

It was the one written like an incision across the archive’s buried heart.

He stood. Collected the volumes he’d marked for return visits. Made sure every shelf looked undisturbed, every dust pattern consistent with the decades of accumulation that the sealed wing displayed. The token pulsed warm in his pocket, the authorization code still active.

He ascended the spiral staircase. Each level brightened incrementally: the sealed wing’s cold amber giving way to the research level’s warmer tones, then the advanced stacks’ reading lamps, then the main library’s moonlit cathedral.

The main floor was empty. Moonlight pooled between the reading desks, silver and still. He moved through the space soundlessly, boots placing themselves on stone with the silence that years of dark corridors had trained into muscle.

At the library’s exit, he paused. Listened. The corridor beyond was silent, the academy’s nighttime hush unbroken.

He stepped into the corridor.

No one waited outside.

That should have reassured him. Instead it made the archive’s silence follow him into the hall. The marks on the file had been written for someone, and the empty corridor proved only that the writer had already left.

Kael closed his fist around Adrienne’s token and walked back toward the healer wing with the older words fixed behind his eyes.

The Surge was not a natural event.


Chapter 16: Confrontation

The summons came by note, slipped under his door sometime between morning practicals and lunch.

It was Neve’s handwriting, but not as he knew it: the same precise letters pressed too hard into the page, slanted forward by a hand that had been trembling.

My room. After evening class. Come alone. Don’t bring a textbook.

He read the note twice. His attention snagged on come alone. The instruction not to bring a textbook meant this wasn’t academic.

Neve had found something. Or Neve had decided something. Either way, the note was a detonation notice.



The day passed in the muted unreality of waiting for a confrontation that couldn’t be avoided. Morning theory class: Adrienne lecturing on advanced [Purify] applications, her formal robes impeccable, her auburn twist perfect, the green eyes sweeping the classroom with professional attention that lingered on Kael for one dangerous heartbeat longer than on anyone else. The pause was invisible to every student except the one it was aimed at, and the one sitting beside him who noticed everything.

Mira noticed. She always noticed. Her eyes tracked the micro-pause, tucked the observation away, and her mouth twitched as if she were adding another data point to whatever internal model she maintained about the women in Kael’s orbit.

Afternoon practicals: [Barrier] formation exercises in the training yard. Kael held back, purposefully clumsy, producing flat, broad barriers consistent with the first-year curriculum. The barrier spike technique stayed locked away. He was a student who knew exactly as much as he should. Nothing more.

Sera was his partner for the exercise. She worked beside him with quiet focus, her warm hair pulled back in a loose knot that kept slipping, strands falling across her face. She tucked them behind her ear with the habitual gesture that he’d watched across another lifetime, then raised her hands to channel [Barrier] energy.

“Your form is getting better,” she said. Her eyes were warm. “Two weeks ago you were channeling barriers like someone trying to punch through a wall instead of building one.”

“I had some unconventional instincts.”

“You still do. But you’re learning to work with the skill instead of against it.” She smiled. “That’s growth.”

She didn’t know how accurate she was. The battle mage’s instinct to use barriers as weapons was giving way, gradually, to the healer’s understanding of barriers as protection. Not replacing the offensive application but integrating it. The Battle Healer synthesis that the sealed records described: not one or the other, but both.

“Your barrier structure has improved too,” he said. And meant it. Her [Barrier] formations were stronger than they should have been at this stage, the energy denser, more coherent. The accelerated timeline was changing her baseline output, strengthening abilities that were already above average and opening [Purify] capacity ahead of schedule.

She brightened at the compliment. “Neve’s been helping me with the theoretical framework. She says my intuitive channeling is strong, but my formal structure needs work. She’s very. Specific.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“She told me yesterday that my mana flow patterns exhibit ‘promising irregularity consistent with latent capacity exceeding measured parameters.’ I think that was a compliment?”

“From Neve, that’s practically a declaration of admiration.”

Sera laughed. Unguarded, warm, the sound that reached through every defense he’d built and found the raw nerve underneath. The afternoon sun caught the copper in her hair and the sleeve she’d rolled above the healed scratch on her forearm, and for a moment the training yard and the exercise and the burden of foreknowledge receded, and there was just a woman laughing in the sunlight who didn’t know she was extraordinary.

The exercise ended. He walked back toward the dormitory with the note folded in his pocket and the knowledge that Neve’s room would change everything.



The corridor outside Neve’s door was empty when Kael arrived after dinner. The mana-lamps had shifted to their nocturnal amber, and the dormitory was easing into the post-dinner quiet that preceded the night’s varied activities: studying, socializing, the intimate hours the academy’s walls enabled and its rules pretended not to notice.

He knocked.

“Come in.” Flat. Controlled, and costly.

He opened the door.

Neve’s room was always immaculate. Books in ordered stacks. Research notes in labeled portfolios. Desk surface clear except for the current project. Her order was so thorough it felt defensive: the physical space reflecting the mental space, every object in its assigned position.

Tonight, the system was broken.

Books were scattered across the desk, the bed, the floor. Research scrolls lay unrolled and overlapping like geological strata. Her observation notes about Kael, the ones he knew she kept because she’d referenced them during their library arguments, were spread across the desk in chronological order. And beside them, newer notes in red ink: annotations, cross-references, underlined passages from texts he recognized as restricted section material.

She’d built a case.

Neve stood at the center of the wreckage. No robes. A fitted tunic in dark blue and leggings, the domestic clothes that revealed the figure her academic armor concealed. Wide hips. Full breasts straining the tunic’s fabric. Thick thighs. The body that her robes were designed to hide was on full display, and she either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care, which meant the situation was more serious than the note had suggested.

Her hair was down. Loose. Glossy black curtain past her shoulders.

Her eyes were red.

She’d been crying. The evidence was unmistakable: swollen lids, flushed cheeks, the raw brightness of eyes that had been producing tears recently and might produce more. Her glasses were slightly askew, as though she’d removed them to wipe her eyes and replaced them without her usual care.

“Sit down,” she said.

“Neve.”

“Sit. Down.”

He sat. The only clear surface was the edge of the bed; the desk chair was buried under scrolls. He sat on the bed and watched her.

She picked up a book from the desk. A bound volume with a green cover that he recognized immediately: the temporal regression treatise from the restricted section, the text that described the five documented cases of regression in academy history.

She held it up. Her hand trembled.

“Five cases,” she said. “Five documented temporal regression events over two centuries. Each one followed the same pattern: a student or practitioner of significant accomplishment died during a catastrophic event. The System offered regression. The subject returned to their enrollment date. Their class assignment changed.”

She set the book down. Picked up another. Her observation notes.

“Early observations. You arrive at orientation. You sit with your back to the wall in every room. You scan entries. You reach for weapons that aren’t there. You answer fourth-year theory questions with first-day casualness. You channel [Mend] with clumsy execution but impossible energy control.” She flipped a page. “Dungeon observations. You deep-scan Neve Halford during a partner exercise, reading diagnostic data that first-year students can’t access. You call tactical formations during a dungeon run, using vocabulary that only battle mage veterans know. You demonstrate combat reflexes that exceed your stated level by a factor of thirty.”

Another page. “Post-dungeon observations. You train at two in the morning, developing offensive healing techniques that match the description of a banned specialization. Your energy signature, when you forget to contain it, reads as a veteran battle mage pattern overlaid on a low-level healer profile. Your instructor, who has decades of experience, cannot reconcile your abilities with your apparent background.”

She closed the notebook. Set it down. Her hand was steady now, the trembling replaced by rigid control. She’d moved past fear into something harder.

“And Sera Lytton.” Her voice cracked. Just once. She repaired it immediately, her spine straightening, her chin leveling with visible effort. “You orient toward her before anything happens. Door opens, footsteps pass, her voice crosses a room, and your whole body checks whether she’s safe. Like you’ve already lived through the version where she wasn’t.”

Her eyes pinned him in place.

“You died, Kael. You came back. The System put you in a different class.”

The room was very quiet. The mana-lamp on Neve’s desk cast warm light across the scattered research. Outside the window, the garden was dark, the nighttime scents drifting through glass that wasn’t quite sealed.

“I’m not asking,” she said. “I’m telling you. I have the evidence. The regression treatise describes your exact profile. The observation data matches every documented case. I have channel-depth readings, combat-frequency residue from Sera’s scan, and case-pattern evidence all pointing to the same hidden profile: a battle mage history buried beneath a healer sheet.”

She picked up a piece of paper from the desk. Red ink. Dense annotations.

“You were a battle mage. High level. Bonded. You fought something catastrophic and died. The System offered regression. You came back on Orientation Day. Expected your original class. Got Healer instead.” She set the paper down. “And Sera died. In whatever happened. Sera died, and you came back, and she’s alive, and every instinct you have is still guarding the place where she used to be gone.”

“Neve.”

“Stop lying to me.” Her voice broke wide open. Gone was the surgical control she used to win arguments, the cool formality of academic discourse. What remained was raw. Hurt. Trust given and deception received, all of it in the fracture of her voice.

She slammed the book on the desk. The sound was sharp in the quiet room, and several scrolls fell to the floor. She didn’t pick them up. She didn’t seem to notice.

“I earned your trust.” She wasn’t shouting. Every word came tight, controlled, vibrating with the effort of not shouting. “I gave you my research. I gave you my body. I gave you. Me. And you’ve been lying to me every single day. Every conversation. Every study session. Every time I asked who you really are and you deflected with half-truths that I pretended to accept because I wanted to believe you’d tell me when you were ready.”

She pulled her glasses off. Wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Put the glasses back on. The gesture was jerky, graceless. Neve Halford doing something without grace was like watching a cathedral’s foundation shift.

“You owe me the truth.”

He sat on the edge of her bed, surrounded by the evidence of her investigation, and felt the wall he’d built crack under her grief and anger and the fundamental justice of her demand.

She was right. She had earned it. From the first library session, when her mind had matched his and he’d felt the thrill of meeting an intellectual equal, through the night in this room when she’d kissed him and they’d fallen together with the urgency of two people who had stopped pretending. She had given him truth: her body, her research, her vulnerability. And he had given her careful fractions in return.

But Neve wasn’t the wrong person. Neve was the right person in the worst possible way: brilliant enough to have figured it out on her own, trustworthy enough to keep the secret, and hurt enough by the deception that continuing it would break something between them that he couldn’t afford to lose.

“Yes,” he said.

The word fell into the room like a stone into deep water.

“Yes, what.”

“Yes to everything. I died. I came back. The System put me in a different class.” He looked at her. Met her tear-reddened stare, fierce and unblinking. “I was a battle mage. Level 34. Four years at Aegis. Bonded to a team. We fought the Blight Surge. I pushed too deep. Everyone died.”

Neve stood still. The anger was still there, but a second expression was surfacing through it: a researcher’s hunger. Primary source testimony, live, unfiltered.

“Everyone?”

“My bondmates. My team. Everyone.” His voice was level. The discipline held. It had to hold, because if it cracked here he would break and there was too much left to say. “Sera was a healer. The best I’ve ever seen. She took a Blight strike shielding someone. Died in my arms.”

Neve’s hand went to her mouth.

“The System offered regression. One chance. I took it. Woke up on Orientation Day, eighteen again, Level 1. Expected Battle Mage. Got Healer.” He paused. “And Sera was sitting three rows ahead of me in the orientation hall. Alive. Laughing. No idea who I was.”

“How long?” Neve asked. Her voice had gone quiet. The anger hadn’t left, but compassion and wonder and the anguish of a mind confronting a grief it couldn’t quantify were crowding it aside. “How long were you. How many years?”

“Four years. Four years at Aegis, from orientation through Year 4. The Surge came in Year 4. I was twenty-two when I died.”

“You’re mentally twenty-two.”

“In an eighteen-year-old body. With four years of combat experience locked behind a class restriction and the memory of every person I failed.”

She sat down. Not on the desk chair, which was still buried. On the floor. Cross-legged, amid the scattered research, surrounded by the evidence of her investigation. She looked up at him, and the anger had shifted. Not gone. Transmuted. The fury of deception replaced by the deeper anger of understanding: the anger on his behalf, on Sera’s behalf, on behalf of a timeline that had been broken and rebuilt.

“The way you react to Sera,” she said. “You already love her.”

“Yes.”

“And she doesn’t know you.”

“No.”

“And you can’t tell her. Because telling her would change the way she relates to you, and the bond has to form naturally, based on this timeline’s connection, not the memory of another life.”

“Yes.”

Neve sat with this information. He could see her mind working behind her eyes, implications stacking at a speed that most people reserved for fight-or-flight responses. She was building a model. This time, the model had blood in it: the shape of a life broken once and forced to continue.

“The Blight,” she said. “In the dungeon. The Surge signature Sera’s [Purify] reacted to.”

“In first life, the Blight didn’t appear until Year 3. It’s already here. The timeline is accelerated. The regression changed something fundamental about the sequence of events.”

“I’ve been trying to figure you out for six weeks.” She looked at the scattered research around her. “And you’ve been carrying this alone the entire time.”

“Not alone. Mira knows I have secrets. She doesn’t know what they are. Adrienne knows I’m anomalous. She doesn’t know why.”

“But you told me.”

“You didn’t give me a choice. You already knew.”

“I gave you every opportunity to tell me voluntarily.” The hurt resurfaced. Briefer now, but sharp. “Every late-night study session. Every conversation where I said ‘I know you’re hiding something’ and waited for you to trust me. Every time you deflected.”

“I know.”

“Instead I had to build a case file and confront you like a criminal investigation.”

“I know.”

“That’s not enough, Kael.”

“I know that too.”

She stood. The movement was sudden, propelled by the emotional force that her control was struggling to contain. She crossed the room to where he sat on the bed’s edge. Stood in front of him. Close. Close enough that the fitted tunic’s fabric was at his eye level, the strain of her full breasts visible, the rise and fall of her breathing evident in the way the dark blue fabric moved.

He looked up. Her dark eyes, red-rimmed and fierce. The fury was there. The hurt was there. And underneath both, burning hotter than academic curiosity and cutting deeper than professional betrayal, the desire that had been building since the first night in this room and had found in tonight’s wreckage an excuse to stop hiding.

“I’m angry at you,” she said, low and tight, each word vibrating. “I’m furious. You lied to me for six weeks. You let me sleep with you without telling me the truth. You let me believe I was falling for a freshman who was maybe a bit older than he seemed, not a dead man who came back from the future with the memory of watching the woman he loves die in his arms.”

“Neve.”

“I’m not finished.” She stepped closer. Her knees touched his. “I’m angry. And I’m hurt. And I’m terrified, because everything you’ve told me means the world is more dangerous than I thought and the person I care about keeps speaking like grief is a report he can file away. And I look at you, sitting on my bed with that level stare and your controlled voice and your compartmentalized grief, and I don’t know whether I want to hit you or hold you.”

Her breathing had quickened. The control she’d rebuilt was fracturing again, but not into tears this time. Into heat. The confrontation’s charge, the raw vulnerability of truths spoken and secrets broken, the combustion that occurred when intellectual equals met without walls between them.

“You owe me,” she said. She caught his jaw in both hands. Gripped. Tilted his face up to look directly into her eyes. “You owe me the truth. All of it. In pieces if it has to be. It doesn’t have to happen today or all at once. But you owe me, Kael Dayne.”

“Yes.”

“And right now.” The trembling anger left her. What remained was lower, rawer, pared down to nothing except want. “Right now I need your eyes on me. Just me. Only me.”

She kissed him.

There was nothing tentative in it, none of the careful curiosity that had escalated into hunger during their first encounter. This was immediate. Her mouth on his, hard, demanding, the physical expression of anger that had transmuted into a more honest form of need. She bit his lower lip. The bite stung, and the taste of copper bloomed between them. Her glasses pressed against his cheek. Her hands held his jaw with a grip that didn’t allow him to look away.

He pulled her down.

She came willingly, straddling his lap on the edge of the bed, her thick thighs bracketing his hips. She was different from Mira’s compact frame: fuller, heavier, the curves that the robes concealed pressing against him with the urgency of a body that had spent a lifetime being hidden and was finished with concealment.

“Keep your eyes on mine,” she said against his mouth. “When you’re inside me. No one else. Just me.”

He gripped her waist and slid his hands upward, following the curve. The tunic was soft fabric over warm skin, and beneath it her body was generous, yielding, the full figure that she’d spent years burying under scholarly restraint now demanding attention with a physicality that matched the force of her mind.

He yanked the tunic off her. The fabric caught on the frames, and she freed it with an impatient sound, pulling the garment the rest of the way and tossing it somewhere behind her.

Bare from the waist up. No binding underneath. Her tits spilled free with a lush sway, full D-cups, natural, the heft of them falling into a soft hang that shifted with each ragged breath. Pale skin flushing pink from cheeks to chest, the blush that betrayed her control spreading across porcelain skin like watercolor on wet paper. Dark nipples, wide areolas, the tips stiffening to hard points in the room’s cool air, responding to the temperature and to the exposure and to his eyes devouring her body.

He stared. There was no politeness in it, no diplomatic appreciation. He stared with the unfiltered hunger of a man watching a woman he’d wanted since the library shelf incident, because the chasm between Neve-the-scholar and Neve-undressed was something his brain needed to cross: the wide hips that her robes concealed, the thick thighs gripping his waist, the full, gorgeous tits swaying with her breathing, pale skin flushing pink wherever his gaze lingered as though his eyes alone were enough to warm her.

“Stop analyzing,” she said. Her voice wavered. “I know what I look like. I know my body doesn’t match the. The academic.”

“You’re wrong.” He caught her hips. Pulled her tight against him, grinding the hard length of his cock against the junction of her thighs through their remaining clothes. “You’re wrong about what I’m seeing.”

His mouth found her neck. Kissed downward. Along the collarbone. The hollow of her throat where her pulse hammered visibly. Lower. Between her breasts, pressing his face into the deep, warm cleft, breathing her in. Ink and the herbal soap the dormitory provided and something underneath both that was heated skin and arousal and just Neve.

She gasped. Her back arched, pushing her chest forward, her breasts pressing against his face, full and warm, soft flesh enveloping him. Her hands went to his hair, gripping until his scalp prickled, and her voice fractured somewhere between a moan and a word she couldn’t quite form.

“Kael.”

He cupped her breasts. Both hands. They filled his palms and overflowed, soft and warm, the stiff nipples pressing into his fingers. He squeezed, watching the pale flesh spill between his fingers, then lowered his mouth to one nipple and sucked. She cried out, her hips bucking against him, and the pink flush spread further down her chest as he worked her with his tongue, flicking the hard peak, then drawing it deep into his mouth while his hand kneaded and squeezed the other.

“The Resonance feedback,” she managed. The clipped academic register crept back into her voice, struggling to maintain a foothold. “Your arousal is feeding through the bond into my sensory channels. It’s compounding with my own.”

He pinched her nipple. Gently. She lost the sentence entirely.

“That,” she breathed. “More of that.”

He stood, lifting her. She weighed more than Mira, the heavier frame and fuller curves substantial in his arms. Her legs wrapped around him, thick thighs gripping, and he turned and laid her on the bed among the scattered research papers.

She looked up at him. Black hair spread across white sheets. Dark eyes behind glasses that were now thoroughly askew but still on, because Neve Halford did not remove her glasses. The blush covered her from cheeks to chest, her breasts rising and falling with rapid breathing, and the expression on her face was raw, unguarded. Every wall torn down. Waiting to see if what was left was enough.

He pulled off his shirt. Leaned over her. Kissed her with the careful thoroughness that the Resonance bond told him she needed: not rushed, not tentative, but methodical, intent on taking his time.

His hand found the waistband of her leggings. Pulled. She lifted her hips to help, the motion arching her back, pressing her breasts upward, and the leggings came away to reveal thick thighs and wide hips and the dark fabric of underclothes that he removed with the same unhurried motion.

Neve, naked except for her glasses, lay amid her research. Her body was a landscape of hidden abundance: full everywhere, pale everywhere, the blush making her skin warm pink from face to inner thighs. She was wet. He could see it, the evidence of arousal glistening.

“The empirical data,” she said. Her voice had gone slightly breathy, the academic veneer struggling to maintain itself. “Would suggest that the combination of emotional vulnerability and physiological arousal creates a heightened state of.”

He lowered his mouth between her thighs.

The sentence became a gasp. Her hands flew to his hair, fingers tangling, gripping. Her back arched off the bed. The research papers crinkled beneath her.

He put his mouth on her pussy and she made a sound that was nowhere in any academic vocabulary: a raw, unstructured moan that rose from somewhere deep and escaped without permission. She was drenched, her folds swollen and slick, the taste of her sharp and musky on his tongue. He licked through her, a broad stroke from her entrance to her clit, and the moan sharpened into a cry that she muffled with her own fist.

He worked her with his mouth. Sealed his lips around her clit and sucked, then flattened his tongue and circled, the Resonance bond translating her body’s responses with perfect clarity: the exact location of maximum sensation, the rhythm that built her fastest toward the edge. He used that information with the systematic thoroughness that his attentive dominance provided, alternating pressure and pace, reading her responses through the bond and adjusting in real time. When he sucked hard, her thighs clamped around his head. When he licked slowly, her hips chased his tongue with desperate, rolling motions.

“That’s.” She was trying to narrate. The academic habit, describing her own experience even while a man ate her pussy on her own bed. “The neural feedback from your Resonance is creating a. A cascade of.”

He pushed two fingers inside her. Curled them forward, pressing against the spongy spot on her front wall. The narration collapsed into a strangled moan.

“Oh God.” Her hips bucked off the bed, driving her pussy harder against his mouth. “There. Right there. Don’t. Don’t stop. Your fingers. More.”

He didn’t stop. His mouth sealed around her clit, tongue circling in steady rhythm, his fingers curling and stroking inside her, pumping with an insistent pace that matched the rhythm of her hips. The Resonance bond amplified every sensation between them, translating the mounting pressure in her core into a hot, precise map of what pushed her toward the edge. Her thick thighs trembled on either side of his head. Her hands gripped his hair until his scalp prickled, pulling him closer, grinding herself against his face.

Her climax was sudden. She went rigid, body arching off the bed, and her voice followed the Neve signature: a gasp of structured words dissolving into formless, helpless moaning as her pussy clenched around his fingers in rhythmic spasms, her juices flooding his hand, her clit pulsing against his tongue. The Resonance surged, golden light flickering at the edges of his vision.

He didn’t let up. Gentled the pressure but kept his mouth on her, kept his fingers moving in slow, curling strokes, and her body shuddered through wave after wave of aftershocks, her moans softening to whimpers, her thighs quivering.

“Please.” The word came out wrecked. “Please. I need you inside me.”

He stood. Shed the rest of his clothes. She watched from the bed, hair wild, eyes hungry, her body flushed and trembling and spread across the research that had led them here.

Her eyes went to his cock. Widened slightly. Still cataloguing, even now. “That’s not. Academically possible.”

He covered her. His body over hers, skin against skin, the full-body contact that the Resonance bond amplified into something overwhelming. She was warm everywhere, soft everywhere, her curves yielding against his harder lines, and the feeling of her, all of her, pressed against him was different from anything the first encounter had given. That had been urgency and discovery. This was anger and truth and the desperate need of two people who had burned through every pretense.

He entered her slowly. Inch by inch, watching her face as his cock spread her open, her pussy stretching around his girth, her wetness making the entry a slick, torturous glide.

Her eyes locked on his. Dark, intense, swimming with everything the night had contained: fury, grief, understanding, want. Her lips parted, and a tremor ran through her jaw. The slow stretch of penetration drew a sound from her that started as a whisper and expanded into a moan that she couldn’t control, growing in volume until it filled the room as he bottomed out inside her, his cock seated deep in the tight, soaked heat of her body.

“Eyes,” she said. The demand from before. “Kael. Stay with me.”

He looked. Held her gaze. Thrust deeper.

Her back arched. Her breasts pressed against his chest, soft flesh caught between their bodies. Her thick thighs opened wider, her hips tilting to take him fully, and when he bottomed out she gasped and her hands found his back and her nails scored lines down his spine.

“I know what you are,” she said. Shaking. Not with fear. With the truth finally out while she was more exposed than she had ever allowed herself to be. “I know what you are, Kael Dayne.”

He set the rhythm. Hard, purposeful. Not the frantic urgency of their first time. Controlled. Each thrust full and deep, pulling back slowly, driving forward with purpose. Neve’s sharp channel hummed, then pulsed, golden light beginning to manifest around them.

“And I’m choosing this.” Her words came between gasps, between moans. Her syntax dissolving with each thrust. “I’m choosing you. Your secrets. Your grief. Your impossible. Your impossible mission.”

He gripped her hip with one hand. The other found her hair, the glossy black curtain spread across the pillows. He wrapped it around his fist and pulled, tilting her head back, exposing the pale column of her throat. She gasped, and the gasp became a moan, and the moan was louder than anything the composed Neve Halford had ever produced.

“Say it again,” he told her. The command went through the Resonance bond like a hand closing around her wrist. “Say you’re choosing this.”

“I’m choosing this.” Her eyes glazed, her mind losing its grip on language. “I’m choosing. You. All of you.”

He released her hair. Rolled her. She went onto her stomach with a breathless sound, and he pulled her hips up, positioning her on hands and knees among the scattered papers. From behind, her body was a study in the curves she’d spent years concealing: wide hips, prominent round ass, thick thighs, the pale skin flushed pink from arousal and exertion. Her back was arched, head down, black hair falling in a curtain around her face.

He entered her from behind. The angle was deeper, rawer, and the guttural moan that tore out of her as he pushed in, filling her completely in one long stroke, was unrecognizable as Neve Halford. Nothing academic remained in it.

“Harder,” she said. The word was muffled, face half-pressed into the pillow. “The Resonance is. Everything is more intense from this angle. You’re hitting. God.”

He gripped her hips. Pulled her back against him as he thrust forward, the impact driving a wet slap of flesh on flesh that echoed off the stone walls. Her round ass rippled with each collision, and she pushed back against him with an assertiveness that contradicted every reserved, composed impression she’d ever made, her pussy gripping his cock with greedy contractions.

“You’re mine,” he told her. His hands on her wide hips, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her curves hard enough that the marks would show tomorrow. “Every curve. Every inch. This body you’ve been hiding. Mine.”

“Don’t stop. Don’t. It’s building.” Every word fracturing. The reserve was gone. The control was gone. What remained was sensation and need and the words that rose from somewhere beneath the surface, beyond vocabulary, beyond the right words she always had. “Harder. Please. I need. Fuck me. I need you to fuck me harder.”

He gave her what the bond told him she needed. Faster. Deeper. The rhythm turned punishing, each thrust driving him flush against her, his balls pressing against her swollen clit. One hand slid forward, between her thighs, found her clit directly, and circled it with firm pressure. The combined stimulation, his cock stretching her, his fingers on her clit, the Resonance carrying their shared sensation, drew a sound from her that rang off the stone walls. A scream. Neve Halford screamed, and neither of them expected it.

“I’m close.” She was gasping. “Kael. I’m. The Resonance is. Your orgasm is pushing through the bond and it’s pushing me.”

“Give it to me.” He said it the way he said everything in this register: quiet, controlled, a command that was also permission. “Let go, Neve. Come on my cock.”

She let go.

The climax hit her in waves. Her body convulsed, pussy clenching around him in rhythmic, crushing contractions that gripped his cock like a vice. Her composure shattered completely: no word, no neat moan, only a raw cry that went on and on. Her body pushed back against his, demanding every inch, and her thick thighs shook violently.

The Resonance surged. Golden light blazed through the room, brighter than their first time, brighter than anything he’d produced with anyone except the harmonic state with Mira. Her orgasm pulsed through the bond and caught his in the same sharp channel, mutual sensation climbing until thought vanished.

He came with a groan that broke his own restraint. He drove deep and stayed there, the release punching through him in hard pulses as he emptied himself inside her. His hands locked on her hips, bruising pressure holding her to him while her body answered every throb. She gasped, her pussy milking him in sharp contractions, and the Resonance echoed the sensation between them until neither could tell where one pleasure ended and the other began. His cum filled her until it seeped from around his shaft, warm and slick on her thighs.

He withdrew from her. Lay beside her on the wrecked bed, amid scattered research and crumpled notes and the evidence of an investigation that had achieved its objective. She rolled onto her side, facing him. Her body was flushed, damp, the generous curves sheened with sweat. Her black hair was spread across the pillow in tangles.

She traced a line along his jaw with one finger. The touch was gentle now. The anger spent. Something else in its place: the intimate aftermath of two people who had collided so violently that everything nonessential had been stripped away.

“How do you carry it?” she asked. “The grief. Knowing what you know. Seeing Sera every day.”

“Badly. The answer is badly.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile.

“I’ll keep your secret.” She gave him no hesitation and no qualifiers. A decision already made, locked behind eyes that didn’t revisit conclusions once reached. “But you owe me the full truth. No more sealed compartments. The timeline. The bonds. What the System wants. What happened to Sera. What’s coming.”

“Everything.”

“Promise me.” She leaned forward. Her forehead against his. Glasses pressing into his skin. “Promise me, Kael. I can’t carry this with you if I don’t know what I’m carrying.”

“I promise.”

[BOND: NEVE HALFORD -> 500 (CRUSH)]

The promise did what the orgasm had not. The bond deepened all at once, a new channel carved between their awareness, and he felt Neve with a vividness physical proximity couldn’t account for. The raw state of her, post-confrontation and post-surrender, the fear and the relief and the savage satisfaction of having torn truth from behind its walls. And then, flooding through the newly deepened bond, his grief. She received it, and her fingers tightened against his jaw.

“Oh,” she whispered. “It’s here now. The bond is showing me.” Her breath shuddered. “That much. You’ve been carrying that much.”

She kissed him. Gentle. The anger and the urgency spent, replaced by a tenderness that meant more for the wreckage it had crossed to arrive.

She pulled back. Her eyes searched his face. Behind those dark eyes, her mind was already reorganizing, the temporary dissolution of order giving way to Neve’s characteristic reboot: data to process, systems to build.

“I need the rest,” she said. “You said everything. Start with the sealed archive.”

He told her.

He didn’t tell her all of it at once, or in the flattened, efficient version he’d have given before tonight. He told her because she had demanded the truth and because the promise between them had made the old half-measures impossible.

The clearance token. The sealed wing. The green leather Battle Healer volume. Dorien Vael and his four Soulmate-bonded partners. [Diagnosis] as structural targeting, [Barrier] as projected force, [Purify] as corruption channeling, [Mend] turned backward into something the text treated like a loaded blade.

He told her about the ban. The official medical justification, the real institutional motive, the southeastern Blight event Vael had contained without battle mage support. The footnote naming Aldric Rethis Sr. He told her about the redacted student file from twenty-three years ago: three high-depth bonds in first year, impossible reflexes, energy signature inconsistent with level, then administrative isolation until the bonds withered.

Neve listened from the wrecked bed with the sheet around her waist and her glasses still crooked, naked shoulders bare in the lamplight, her body held in rigid concentration while her hand kept moving. It had found a blank page somewhere in the wreckage and started taking notes before she seemed to notice she was doing it.

When he reached the graphite marks, her pen stopped.

“Say that again,” she said.

“The first message said, ‘The Surge is not a natural event.’ The second was a date. Three weeks before orientation. Under it: ‘Not alone.’”

Neve’s face emptied of everything except thought. Not the cold academic mask. Something sharper and more human: fear forced to sit still while her mind worked.

“The date predates your enrollment,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And the handwriting doesn’t match faculty documents you’ve seen.”

“No.”

“Then someone else had access before you entered the archive. Someone who expected another temporal anomaly to find the same file.” Her hand tightened around the pen. “Or wanted the next anomaly to know they existed.”

“Possibly.”

“Don’t do that.” Her eyes lifted to his. “Not with me after tonight.”

He breathed once. “Someone with impossible timing and access they shouldn’t have.”

She nodded, accepting the corrected answer because it cost him something.

“The Blight spreads through bond networks,” he said. “Healers are primary vectors. The same bonds that power the Battle Healer path can carry corruption if no one channels it in reverse.”

Neve wrote two lines. Stopped again.

“So your bonds are both the weapon against the Blight and a route it can use to kill everyone connected to you. And Sera’s [Purify] is developing alone, toward a load Vael required four Soulmate bonds to dissipate.”

“Yes.”

“I need access to those files,” she said. “Complete access. Not borrowed. I need to cross-reference the Battle Healer records with the Blight propagation data, build a model of how corruption moves through bond networks, and identify the archive intruder’s access patterns.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tonight.”

“I’m aware of the time. I’m also aware that the timeline is accelerated, Sera’s [Purify] is developing toward a load she may have to carry without a network, and someone in this academy is operating with unknown objectives.” She sat up. The sheet fell from her chest, her full breasts catching the mana-lamp light. “I don’t sleep when there’s work to do. You know this about me.”

He did know this about her. The line of light under her door at all hours. The dark circles she concealed with willpower and coffee. The relentless engine of a mind that treated uncertainty as a problem to be solved and sleep as a concession to biological weakness.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll arrange access with Adrienne. You’ll have time.”

She considered this. Accepted it. Lay back down beside him, still trembling slightly from the confrontation, the sex, the truth, the threshold crossing.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“When you said everyone died.” Very quiet. “You meant Sera. And the others from that life.”

“Sera. Vara. Liss. Devi.” The names left his mouth like stones dropping into water, each one making a separate impact. “Mira and Adrienne weren’t part of my first-life party. Neve Halford wasn’t either.”

“But you’re building bonds again. Knowing what happened last time.”

“Not the same. Different timeline. Different choices. Different outcome.” He paused. “That’s the plan.”

“The plan is to do it better this time.”

“The plan is to not get everyone killed.”

“I’ll build the model,” she said. “Blight propagation. Bond-network load limits. Corruption channeling capacity requirements. If the Battle Healer path needs four Soulmate bonds as distribution infrastructure, I need to map how the corruption flows and what bond depth keeps the doses survivable.”

“That’s the research alliance.”

“That’s the research alliance.” She traced patterns on his chest. “And Kael.”

“Yes.”

“Neve Halford commits to things completely. Research. Analysis. Trust.” She paused. “People. I need you to understand that what happened tonight wasn’t conflict-driven impulse. It was a decision. I’ve decided. You’re mine as much as I’m yours, and whatever the bond system says about multiple connections and Resonance mechanics, that decision stands.”

He looked at her. The fierce intelligence. The hidden vulnerability. The body she’d spent years concealing, now exposed and unashamed. The glasses that never came off.

“Understood,” he said.

“Good.” She closed her eyes. “Now let me sleep for three hours. Then we start.”

Her breathing slowed. Her body went heavy against his. Sleep claimed her faster than he’d expected, the exhaustion of emotional upheaval and physical exertion combining to override the insomnia protocols that usually kept her awake.

He lay in the dark room, surrounded by the wreckage of Neve’s investigation, and felt the Crush-level bond hum between them with a warmth that was sharp and specific.

On the desk, amid the scattered notes, a single page caught the mana-lamp’s dying light. Neve’s handwriting, in red ink.

Research priorities: (1) Temporal regression case comparison. (2) Hidden battle-mage profile hypothesis. (3) Kael/Sera behavioral anomalies. (4) Sera’s anomalous Purify development timeline.

She’d written her first research plan before the confrontation. Before the tears. Before the sex. She’d prepared with what she could prove, and the blank space beneath those four lines waited for everything he’d finally told her.

He closed his eyes.

She slept against him, breathing steady, glasses still on.


Chapter 17: The Deep Dungeon

The semester assessment dungeon opened after the evening bell.

Tier 2 was deeper, darker, and colder than the Tutorial Dungeon that had nearly killed them six weeks ago. The entrance was a carved archway in the academy’s sub-basement, the stone framing inscribed with containment wards that pulsed with slow blue light. Beyond the arch, a staircase descended into blackness. The air that rose from below carried the mineral tang of deep stone and the faint, unsettling hum of active dungeon enchantments.

All healer cohorts were required to clear Tier 2 to pass the semester. No faculty accompaniment inside. Proctor stations at the entrance and exit. Assessment by survival and treatment metrics: time to completion, injuries sustained, healing efficiency, party coordination. The dungeon was the exam, and the dungeon didn’t grade on a curve.

Adrienne waited behind the proctor station. Formal robes, combat-rated boots, hair pinned for field work, the fabric straining across her chest as it always did. Her green eyes swept each party with field-trained sharpness. She’d proctored in places considerably more dangerous than a Tier 2 academic dungeon. When her gaze passed over Kael, it lingered for a half-second that anyone watching would have missed.

“Standard rules,” she announced. “Stay together. No individual exploration. Mark your exits. If you encounter anything that exceeds Tier 2 parameters, withdraw and signal for proctor intervention.” She paused. “These dungeons shift. Corridors change between runs. Do not rely on previous parties’ reports for navigation.”

Kael’s party gathered at the entrance: Mira, Neve, Sera, Pria. The same composition as the Tutorial Dungeon run, minus the battle mage support.

Mira bounced on the balls of her bare feet. She’d compromised with the dungeon’s cold stone floors by wearing light sandals that she’d already complained about twice. Her ponytail was high and tight, and her eyes bright with the specific look she got when danger became entertainment. She wore her healer robes with the collar open and the sleeves pushed back.

“Ready?” she asked the group. She looked at Kael. “Any sage advice from our resident tactical genius?”

“Don’t die.”

“Inspiring. Truly. I’m taking notes.”

Neve stood beside Kael, robes properly fastened, the ward-light glinting off her frames. She carried a research notebook and a small mana-crystal for illumination, because entering a dungeon without writing materials would have been, for Neve, like entering without air. Her dark eyes met Kael’s with sharp focus. She knew what he was now, and the last forty-eight hours had gone into building research models based on that knowledge.

She’d brought her Blight propagation notes, folded into her robe pocket. The model wasn’t finished, but the preliminary framework was complete: corruption moved through Resonance bonds at a rate proportional to bond depth. Stronger bonds carried corruption faster. The Battle Healer’s channeling technique could reverse the flow, but without it, the corruption was unidirectional.

Sera stood slightly apart, checking her equipment. Healer robes neat, her hair in a loose knot, the plant that usually lived in her pocket replaced by healing supplies. She looked calm. She always looked calm. The quiet centeredness that Kael had watched deepen over years in the previous timeline was already present at six weeks, the innate healer’s calm that steadied everyone around her.

The change inside her was invisible. No external sign. But Kael had scanned her with [Diagnosis] during yesterday’s practice session, and the readings were different from six weeks ago. Her baseline energy output was eleven percent higher than initial measurement. Her [Purify] channel was wider, more conductive. [TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE] had flagged the enhancement, and the readings puzzled him: she was growing faster than the first timeline’s parameters predicted, her pathways expanding as though preparing for something her body understood before her mind did.

The enhancement wasn’t hurting her. It was changing her. He had no way to determine whether that was gift or preparation.

Pria rounded out the party. Quiet, steady, the competent but unspectacular healer who anchored the group’s support rotation. She’d recovered from the panic of the Tutorial Dungeon and the shadow-fox scratch she’d taken there, though she remained skittish near anything that smelled of corrupted mana.

“Let’s move,” Kael said.

They descended.



Tier 2 was a different beast.

The Tutorial Dungeon had been controlled: wide corridors, marked intersections, mobs calibrated for freshman healers with no combat capability. Tier 2 abandoned the guardrails. Corridors narrowed. Intersections branched without signage. Mana-lamps thinned out, and the sounds that carried through the stone were the distant, irregular noises of things that lived in the dark.

Kael led. The formation was the same one he’d used in the Tutorial: himself at point, Sera and Pria in the center for sustained healing, Neve on observation and [Diagnosis], Mira as the mobile element covering flanks. It was a modified battle mage formation, adapted for healers who couldn’t fight, and it worked because it put the most experienced member at the front where his decisions could flow backward through the party.

He knew this dungeon. He’d cleared Tier 2 as a battle mage, running these corridors with a sword in hand and combat spells on his lips. The layout was different now, the [Temporal Divergence] alerts had confirmed that, but the fundamental architecture was the same: a central spine of primary corridors branching into secondary passages, with mob spawn points at the intersections and the assessment objective at the deepest point.

“Left at the next branch,” he said. “The right corridor loops back to the entrance after three hundred meters. Wastes time.”

Neve, without missing a beat, lifted her notebook as if checking a prepared route plan. “Mana flow favors the left branch. The right corridor is circulating back toward the entrance.”

Mira glanced back with a grin. “Our scholar has spoken.”

The cover was no longer a lie so much as a team maneuver. His navigation was too accurate, his threat assessments too sharp, his understanding of dungeon architecture too sophisticated for a freshman healer. But Neve knew enough now to step between his knowledge and the questions it created, and the assessment dungeon was not the place for full disclosure.

They cleared the first section in twenty minutes. Standard mobs: corrupted rodents, minor fungal elementals, a single stone guardian that Neve identified with [Diagnosis] and Kael routed around using a service corridor that the official maps didn’t show.

“How did you know about that corridor?” Sera asked, curious.

Kael paused half a breath too long.

Neve answered for him. “The stone around that junction rings differently. Service corridors are usually cut beside load-bearing seams.”

Sera looked from Neve to Kael. She knew enough to recognize the handoff. She let it stand.

The second section was harder. More mobs, narrower corridors, higher ambient Blight. Kael felt it in the mana’s faint wrongness and the metallic taste at the back of his throat. Before the regression, this concentration wouldn’t have appeared in Tier 2 until Year 3.

The timeline was accelerating. Everything was happening faster.

The assessment route bent through a junction he remembered from first life, but the memory arrived wearing the wrong shape. In the old run, the corridor had opened into a broad practice chamber with three stone guardians. Here, the floor narrowed into a ribbed passage whose walls leaned inward by inches at a time.

“Stop,” Kael said.

Everyone froze.

Mira’s hand lifted, ready to throw a barrier. Neve’s [Diagnosis] glow brightened behind her glasses. Sera looked at the stones rather than the darkness ahead, following his attention. Pria went still enough that the healing crystals at her belt stopped chiming against one another.

Kael crouched and brushed two fingers over the threshold. The stone was discolored by half a shade, easy to miss unless a person had spent four years reading dungeon floors the way other men read letters from home. The mana sconces in this corridor were spaced too evenly for natural architecture. The air carried a faint cold line across his knuckles.

“Pressure trap,” he said.

Neve’s eyes narrowed. “On an assessment route?”

“Second from the end in the Tier 1-2 transition. Not usually here.” He pointed without looking away from the floor. “Ceiling slab drops behind us. Walls contract to four feet. Mob spawn triggers from both vents.”

Mira stared at the vents. “I would like to formally object to the dungeon having vents.”

“Objection noted,” Kael said.

Sera tilted her head. “Can we disarm it?”

First life answer: yes, with a battle mage’s kinetic pulse into the trigger plate housing and a warden’s containment field catching the backlash. Current answer: maybe, with healer tools, if he stopped thinking like the man who had carried a sword through this corridor and started thinking like the man the System had forced him to become.

“We don’t disarm it,” he said. “We treat it.”

Mira blinked. “You want to heal the floor?”

“I want to diagnose the trigger architecture, isolate the active pressure channel, and apply a barrier splint.” He heard himself and almost laughed. Battle mage tactics wearing healer vocabulary like borrowed robes. “Neve, scan the threshold. Sera, match my breathing. Pria, watch the rear. Mira, if anything opens, seal it.”

Neve dropped beside him, robes pooling around her knees. Her [Diagnosis] ran over the floor in a pale green sheet. “Three pressure channels. Two false. One active beneath the left seam.”

“Load-bearing?”

“Yes. If we step wrong, the ceiling answers.”

“Polite of it,” Mira muttered.

Kael pressed one palm to the stone. He could have blasted it once. He could feel the old spell shape in his wrist, the remembered shove of [Kinetic Blast] gathering in muscles that no longer had permission to use it.

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Battle Mage spell unavailable. Did you mean: Barrier?]

“I did not,” he said under his breath.

Mira heard him anyway. Her mouth twitched. “The System remains committed to customer service.”

He shaped [Barrier] instead. Not a wall. A brace. Thin, dense, pressed into the active channel like a healer setting a broken bone from the inside. The mana resisted for a second, dungeon enchantment grinding against his foreign correction, then settled.

The cold line vanished from his knuckles.

Neve’s eyebrows rose. “You immobilized a trap with a barrier splint.”

“Temporary.”

“That’s not less interesting.”

“Move.”

They crossed one at a time. Mira first, light on her feet. Sera next, steady, trusting the invisible brace without a question. Pria followed with her shoulders hunched and her eyes on the ceiling. Neve crossed last, glancing down at the threshold with the look of a woman already composing three pages of notes in her head.

When Kael stepped across, the barrier splint cracked behind him. The pressure plate sank a fraction. The ceiling groaned but did not fall.

They kept moving.

Mira channeled [Resonance] through their bond during the tighter encounters. The [Linked Pulse] ability they’d unlocked activated naturally, doubling her healing output for the critical seconds when Pria took a glancing blow from a fungal elemental’s toxin spray. The golden light flared between Mira and Kael, visible to everyone.

“That’s not in the first-year curriculum either,” Sera observed, watching the golden Resonance light play across the corridor walls.

“Extracurricular research,” Mira said. “Very thorough.”

Sera looked from Mira to Kael. Her expression was unreadable, but her low harmonic hummed with a warmth that carried complications she wasn’t voicing. She turned back to the corridor and continued forward.

They pushed deeper. Thirty minutes. Forty. The assessment’s difficulty scaled with depth, the mobs becoming larger, faster, their Blight corruption more concentrated. Kael guided the party through encounters that a standard freshman healer group would have struggled with, using terrain knowledge and deliberate positioning to minimize direct confrontation. The formation held. Mira’s Resonance-boosted healing covered the damage they couldn’t avoid. Neve’s [Diagnosis] provided real-time threat analysis. Sera’s [Purify] rotations cleansed the ambient Blight corruption that accumulated on their robes and equipment.

At the forty-five minute mark, they reached the deep section.

The corridor changed.

Not the gradual shift in architecture that marked Tier 2’s progressive difficulty. A sudden, visible alteration: the stone walls became rougher, the mana-lamps failed entirely, and the ambient temperature dropped by several degrees. The corridor ahead was dark, lit only by Neve’s mana-crystal and a faint, sickly green luminescence that emanated from the walls themselves.

“This isn’t standard,” Neve said, her jaw tight. “The Tier 2 architectural profile doesn’t include this material composition. The stone is. Different.”

“Older,” Kael said. He could feel it. The corridor was ancient, predating the academy’s construction. The dungeon had incorporated pre-existing structure into its layout, tunnels that had been here long before the institution built above them.

This was the corridor from the joint dungeon. The unknown passage that had appeared in the Tutorial’s deeper sections, the one that [Temporal Divergence] had flagged as “not in original configuration.” It connected to Tier 2 here, at the deep section, bridging the two dungeon levels through architecture that shouldn’t have existed.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE: Dungeon structure altered. Unknown corridor connection confirmed. Proceed with caution.]

“We should signal the proctors,” Pria said, barely above a whisper. She stood at the rear of the formation, her healing crystals clutched to her chest, and the green luminescence made her face look grey.

“The proctor signal won’t reach from this depth,” Neve said. “The containment wards interfere with communication enchantments below the second junction.”

“Then we go back.”

Kael looked at the corridor. The green light pulsed, slow and rhythmic, like something breathing. The metallic taste was stronger here. The Blight concentration was orders of magnitude higher than the rest of Tier 2.

This corridor hadn’t existed before. It was a divergence that the System couldn’t explain and that his foreknowledge couldn’t navigate. Whatever was at the end of this passage was something he’d never seen.

“We could go back,” he said. “Complete the assessment through the standard route. Pass the semester.”

“And leave whatever this is unexplored,” Neve said. Her eyes met his. She knew what the green light meant. She’d read the Blight propagation data. “Whatever’s generating that luminescence is a concentrated corruption source. If it’s here, inside the academy’s dungeon system, then the assessment route runs adjacent to it. Other parties will pass close enough to be affected.”

“So we investigate,” Mira said. The playfulness was gone from her voice. She stood ready, ponytail tight, eyes scanning the darkness. “Make sure it’s safe. Or signal if it’s not.”

Sera said nothing. She stared down the corridor, and her expression was the one Kael had seen before when she confronted something that her body recognized before her mind could name it. Alert. Focused. The quiet certainty of a healer sensing a wound that needed treatment.

“I can feel it,” Sera said. “The corruption. It’s. Concentrated. Like a knot in a muscle. Twisted energy that needs to be released.”

“Sera, stay behind me.”

“Kael.” Her eyes were steady. “That means my [Purify] can reach it. Whatever that corruption source is, it’s within my range.”

He wanted to say no. Wanted to order her to the back of the formation, to wrap barriers around her and push her toward the exit. Every reflex screamed that Sera near concentrated Blight was the nightmare scenario, the exact configuration of vulnerability that had killed her the first time.

But this wasn’t then. The Sera in front of him was different: accelerated by the timeline’s pressure, her [Purify] channels wider, her organic sensitivity to Blight energy waking early. And the party needed her. Whatever was generating the green light would require [Purify] at a scale that nobody else in the group could produce.

“Formation tight,” he said. “I’m on point. Mira, left flank. Neve, [Diagnosis] continuous. Sera, center. Pria, rear. Nobody separates.”

They entered the corridor.

The green luminescence grew stronger with each step. The walls were slick with something organic, a thin film of corrupted mana that had condensed on the stone like moisture. Each breath scraped metallic at the back of Kael’s throat, carrying Blight corruption at levels he’d only experienced in the deep dungeon runs of Year 3 and 4.

“Blight concentration rising,” Neve said. She was reading her [Diagnosis] output in real time, the skill’s green glow illuminating her glasses as she scanned the environment. “This exceeds Tier 2 parameters by a factor of eight. The corruption density here is consistent with. Tier 4. Minimum.”

Tier 4. Tier 4 dungeons were run by Year 3 and 4 battle mage parties with full combat loadouts. The idea of encountering Tier 4 Blight concentration in a first-year healer assessment was beyond anomalous. It was impossible.

“Kael,” Pria whispered from the back. “I’m not. The corruption is on my skin. It’s crawling.”

“[Barrier],” Kael said. He raised his hands and projected a series of [Barrier] shells around each party member: translucent golden walls of protective energy, shaped close to the body, thin enough to allow movement but dense enough to filter the ambient Blight. The technique was advanced, requiring mana shaping control that the first-year curriculum didn’t teach. He didn’t care about the exposure. Pria needed protection, and the barrier held.

The shells changed the sound of the corridor.

Breathing became close and private inside each thin layer of protection. Footsteps dulled. The Blight’s hum muted from a tooth-deep vibration to a pressure at the edge of hearing. Kael watched Pria’s shoulders lower by a fraction when the crawling sensation stopped, and he marked the cost in his own reserves. Five shells, shaped tight, filtering corruption with every step. Efficient by battlefield standards. Absurd by first-year healer standards.

Neve noticed the cost. Of course she did.

“Your mana curve just dropped,” she said quietly.

“Manageable.”

“For how long?”

“Long enough.”

She gave him a look that said long enough was not a unit of measurement, then kept scanning.

The corridor tried to make them turn back with pressure. The green luminescence caught on Sera’s skin and turned the copper in her hair molten. She walked at the formation’s center, hands slightly raised, as if the corruption were a fever she could reduce by touch.

That was what scared him most.

The beasts were wrong. The Blight concentration was wrong. Worse still was Sera’s calm, the way her body was answering the pocket before they reached it.

The corridor opened into a chamber.

It was roughly circular, fifteen meters across, with a domed ceiling that vanished into darkness. The green luminescence was brightest at the chamber’s center: a roiling sphere of concentrated Blight energy suspended two meters above the floor, rotating slowly. Tendrils extended from the sphere to the walls, floor, and ceiling, sinking into stone like roots.

A Blight pocket. A miniature Surge energy knot, years ahead of schedule. A seed of the catastrophe, embedded in the academy’s dungeon.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE - CRITICAL: Blight signature outside expected parameters. Corruption density exceeds recorded baselines. Source origin: unknown.]

“It’s beautiful,” Sera whispered.

He looked at her. She was staring at the Blight pocket with an expression he’d never seen in either timeline. Recognition, strange and quiet. As though she were looking at something that, on some level she couldn’t articulate, she understood.

The Blight pocket pulsed. Green light washed over the chamber.

And the corruption spawned enemies.

They erupted from the sphere’s tendrils: corrupted beasts, two, then four, then six. Not standard Tier 2 mobs. Larger. Faster. Their bodies were wreathed in Blight energy that crackled like green lightning, and they moved with the focused speed of creatures driven by alien intelligence rather than animal instinct.

“Contact!” Kael snapped. His voice dropped to command register, the battle mage surfacing without permission. “Formation holds. Mira, [Barrier] line left. Neve, [Diagnosis] on the pocket, find the structural weakness. Sera, [Purify] rotation on the beasts. Pria, stay behind the barrier line and sustain [Mend].”

The party responded. Mira threw [Barrier] formations along the chamber’s left flank. Neve activated [Diagnosis] on the Blight pocket, green light shining behind her glasses. Sera raised her hands and channeled [Purify] in waves that made the nearest beast flinch and stagger.

The first beast hit the barrier line. Mira’s formation held for two seconds, then cracked. The beast was stronger than Tier 2 parameters allowed, its corrupted strength shattering [Barrier] formations that should have contained it.

“They’re Tier 3 minimum,” Neve called. “The corruption is enhancing their physical parameters. Standard [Barrier] won’t hold.”

A second beast slammed into the cracked barrier a half-second later. The golden wall shattered completely, shards of crystallized mana dissolving in the air. Mira threw a replacement barrier immediately, her hands moving with the athletic quickness that defined everything she did, but the gap had been open for two seconds. In dungeon combat, two seconds was a lifetime.

The beast that had broken through lunged at Pria. She screamed and stumbled backward, her healing crystals scattering across the stone floor. Sera caught her arm, pulled her back, and channeled [Purify] at the beast’s face in a concentrated burst that made the creature flinch and veer sideways.

Pria’s heel caught on one of the fallen crystals. She went down hard, shoulder striking stone, breath leaving her in a thin, frightened sound. The beast corrected instantly. Not animal correction. Tactical correction. Its blind white eyes turned toward the weakest target with the horrible certainty of a thing that understood triage and had decided to perform it backward.

Mira threw a barrier between Pria and the beast. The wall formed at an angle, rushed and thin, but it bought the half-second that mattered. The creature hit it shoulder-first. Gold cracked. Mira grunted and slid back, sandals scraping stone, both hands locked in front of her as she poured more mana into the failing plane.

“Pria, roll left!” Kael snapped.

She tried. Panic made her slow. The beast hooked one corrupted claw through the edge of the barrier as it broke, and the tip caught Pria high on the shoulder. Cloth tore. Blood appeared black in the green light.

Blight moved faster than blood.

Dark lines crawled outward from the wound, thin at first, then branching. Pria stared at them with blank disbelief.

“No,” she whispered.

Sera reached her before Kael did. She dropped to her knees beside Pria, one hand clamping over the wound, the other catching Pria’s wrist when the girl tried to claw at her own skin.

“Look at me,” Sera said.

Pria’s eyes jerked to hers.

“Breathe with me. In. Hold. Out.”

Her voice cut through the chamber with a healer’s authority no class rank could grant. Pria obeyed because Sera made obedience feel like the safest thing in the room.

Kael put himself between them and the beasts.

“Neve, weak points!” Kael shouted.

“Center mass, where the corruption’s densest. There’s an anchor point, a nexus where the Blight connects to the original biological structure. Strike the anchor and the corruption loses cohesion.”

Kael compressed a [Barrier] into a spike. Projected it at the beast’s structural weakness, the nexus that [Diagnosis] had identified. The spike punched through the corrupted torso. The beast staggered. The green light wreathing its body flickered, corruption losing its grip on the biological framework, and the creature collapsed, its body already dissolving as the Blight energy dissipated without its anchor.

One down. Five remaining. The technique worked, but each spike cost mana that a healer’s reserves couldn’t sustain. At this rate, he’d be drained before the fourth beast fell.

A third beast circled left, testing the barrier line’s edge. Mira tracked it, repositioning her [Barrier] wall to cover the flank, and the beast slammed against the new formation and drove Mira back a step. She set her feet. Held. The sandals she’d complained about found purchase on the stone, and the barrier held for the critical seconds that it needed to hold.

“They’re learning,” Neve said through clenched teeth. “The corruption is adapting. They’re testing the barrier’s weak points instead of charging blindly.”

Corrupted beasts with tactical intelligence. Before, Tier 3 Blight creatures hadn’t displayed coordinated behavior until Year 3. The timeline’s acceleration wasn’t just pushing the Blight’s power forward. It was pushing its intelligence.

Two beasts flanked right. Toward Sera.

Kael moved.

[Battle Instinct] activated. The skill fired without conscious choice, his body accessing battle mage combat reflexes that the healer class shouldn’t have possessed. He covered the distance between himself and the flanking beasts in three steps that were faster than a Level 5 healer could produce, his body moving with Level 34 efficiency, every dungeon run he’d ever survived encoded in muscle memory.

He intercepted the first beast with a compressed barrier that detonated on impact, throwing the creature sideways. The second beast’s claws raked the air where Sera had been standing. He’d pushed her clear, his hand on her shoulder, the force of the shove sending her stumbling toward Pria’s position behind the barrier line.

HP cost slammed through his body. The [Battle Instinct] drained his health pool, the System extracting payment for skills that his current class wasn’t supposed to access. He staggered. Blood dripped from his nose, the classic sign of HP expenditure beyond class parameters. His vision doubled for a second, the phantom overlay of Level 34 stats flickering in his awareness.

“Kael!” Mira’s voice. She was already channeling. The [Linked Pulse] activated, their bond’s harmonic ability flooding him with healing energy that halted the HP drain and stabilized his vitals. Golden light blazed between them, visible to everyone in the chamber.

He straightened. Wiped the blood from his nose. Three beasts remaining. The barrier line was failing. Pria was down, a corrupted claw having caught her shoulder during the flanking attack. Blight corruption was already spreading from the wound, dark lines tracing across her skin.

“Pria!” Mira’s barrier line buckled, and she made a choice before Kael could order it. She abandoned the left wall and dropped beside Sera, pressing one palm to Pria’s uninjured shoulder and the other toward Kael. “Linked Pulse. Now.”

He gave it to her.

Mira’s bright current flared gold. Not the clean controlled ignition from practice, but a hard emergency burn, raw and immediate, dragging power through the connection. Healing energy poured from Kael into her, from her into Sera’s working hands, and Sera used it without looking up.

[Mend] sealed torn flesh. [Purify] burned corruption out of the wound. The dark lines fought the cleansing, retreating a finger’s width, then surging back toward Pria’s collarbone.

Pria made one small sound and then bit it off.

“Stay with me,” Sera said. “Do not chase the pain. Let it pass through.”

“It’s in my arm.”

“Not for long.”

Kael held the front alone while they worked. Three beasts remaining. No, four. One of the collapsed bodies twitched as the pocket fed it fresh corruption, the anchor reknitting under the skin. The Blight pocket wasn’t just spawning creatures. It was maintaining them, feeding its servants faster than the party could kill them.

Neve saw it at the same time. “Kael. The pocket is reconstituting damaged anchors. Killing the beasts is temporary unless we disrupt the source.”

“Then find me the source’s throat.”

“Working on it.”

Mira’s [Linked Pulse] strained. Her jaw set, her shoulders trembled, and the golden light between them flickered as she pushed power beyond the comfortable range.

“Mira.”

“Don’t you dare tell me to ease off,” she snapped. Her voice shook, but her hands stayed steady. “She’s not dying because the dungeon cheated.”

Sera’s [Purify] brightened. The dark lines in Pria’s shoulder thinned, broke apart, and dissolved into flecks of black smoke that evaporated against the white-gold glow. Pria gasped, then sobbed once as clean pain replaced corrupted pain.

“Stable,” Sera said. Her hands stayed on the wound a heartbeat longer. “Physical damage sealed. Corruption cleared.”

Mira sagged, caught herself, and looked up with amber eyes gone hard. “Now we kill the thing that did that.”

“Neve!” Kael called. “The pocket. Weakness.”

“Working on it.” She ground the words out, her [Diagnosis] pushed to maximum output. “The pocket’s structural integrity is maintained by three anchor points. The tendrils connecting to the floor, the wall, and the ceiling. If we can disrupt the anchors, the pocket will destabilize.”

“How do we disrupt them?”

“[Purify]. Massive [Purify]. The anchors are corrupted mana connections. Cleansing energy will sever them.” Her mind worked at combat speed, glasses reflecting the green Blight light. “But the output required exceeds anything our party can produce. Mira’s [Linked Pulse] might reach the first anchor, but all three simultaneously requires a level of [Purify] that.”

“That Sera can produce,” Kael said.

They both looked at Sera. She knelt beside Pria, her hands pouring healing energy into the wounded girl, and the [Purify] output she was generating was visible as a white-gold aura that pushed back the ambient Blight corruption in a two-meter radius around her. The energy was strong. Stronger than it should have been. Stronger than any first-year healer had a right to produce.

Whatever the timeline had awakened in her was fueling her [Purify], turning the Blight’s own pressure against itself.

“Sera!” Kael’s command voice. The one that cut through chaos. “The pocket has three anchor points. Floor, wall, ceiling. Can you channel [Purify] at all three simultaneously?”

She looked up from Pria. Her eyes had shifted. Not the warm golden-brown of everyday. Brighter. Amber. The color they turned when she was healing at peak capacity, the shade he’d seen over shattered wards, poisoned soldiers, and wounds that every other healer had declared final, in a timeline only he remembered. But there was something else in them now: a faint luminescence that wasn’t entirely her own. The Blight energy, integrated, channeling through her healing pathways.

“Yes,” she said. She answered without hesitation, self-doubt, or the old fear that she wasn’t good enough. The certainty of a healer who could feel the wound and knew exactly how to treat it.

“Mira, [Linked Pulse] on me. Maximum output. Neve, maintain [Diagnosis] and call the anchors. I’ll hold the beasts.”

He didn’t wait for confirmation. Compressed three [Barrier] spikes and launched them at the remaining corrupted beasts. The spikes struck all three beasts and staggered them, buying seconds. His mana reserves dropped to dangerous levels. The HP cost of [Battle Instinct] lingered, his body protesting the expenditure.

Mira’s hand found his. The [Linked Pulse] ignited. Golden light roared between them, the harmonic ability pouring healing energy into his depleted reserves. The mana refilled in a rush that made his vision swim with amber light.

It wasn’t enough.

The pocket answered with a surge of its own. The remaining beasts convulsed as fresh Blight energy flooded them. Limbs lengthened. Chitin split into hooked ridges. The one he’d thought dead rose on too many joints.

“That’s new,” Mira said.

“Understatement,” Neve replied, voice tight.

The first mutated beast hit Kael’s barrier spike mid-flight and shattered it with its skull. The second went for the ceiling, running overhead with insect speed toward Sera.

Kael’s body tried to cast [Lightning Arc].

[CLASS RESTRICTION: Spell not available. Did you mean: Mend?]

“No,” he said, and turned the failed instinct into a barrier lance before the System could mock him further.

Not the perfected technique Adrienne had shown him. A crude compression, ugly and overcosted. The lance tore from his hand and struck the ceiling runner in the shoulder, knocking it sideways. It fell and cracked the stone. Mira sealed it under a barrier before it could rise.

“That was not standard [Barrier],” Neve said.

“Debrief later.”

“I am developing a backlog.”

“File it under surviving.”

Sera kept walking toward the pocket.

“Anchors marked,” Neve called. “Floor: two meters south of the pocket’s center, where the primary tendril meets the flagstone. Wall: eastern surface, the convergence point of three secondary tendrils. Ceiling: directly above the pocket, the largest connection.”

Sera stood. Pria was stable behind her, the Blight corruption cleansed, the wound healing. She walked toward the Blight pocket with the steady, unhurried gait of someone approaching a patient rather than a threat.

“Sera, be careful.”

She didn’t look back. Her hands rose, palms open, and [Purify] erupted from her.

Nothing like classroom exercises or the focused beam that healed wounded tissue. This was a wave. A cascading wall of white-gold cleansing energy that swept outward and struck all three anchor points simultaneously.

The chamber fought her.

The floor anchor tried to crawl away, tendril roots ripping free of the flagstone and burrowing into new cracks. Neve shouted a correction, and Sera adjusted without looking, one hand tilting two inches left. White-gold light pinned the tendril in place.

The wall anchor split into three smaller knots. Mira threw the last of her [Linked Pulse] output through Kael, and Kael pushed it into Sera’s channel, not controlling it, only feeding the healer who knew where the wound was.

The ceiling anchor opened like an eye.

For one heartbeat, Kael saw the Blight looking back.

It had no mind and no face. With attention. Focus. Hunger.

It knew Sera.

It wanted her.

“Sera!” he shouted.

“I know,” she said.

The calm terrified him more than panic would have.

The floor anchor severed. The tendril dissolved, corrupted mana dissipating into clean energy. The wall anchor cracked, secondary tendrils snapping like overtensioned wires. The ceiling anchor resisted for a heartbeat, the primary connection holding against the wave of [Purify], and then it broke.

The Blight pocket destabilized.

The sphere of concentrated corruption began to collapse inward, the rotating mass losing cohesion, green light flickering erratically. The remaining corrupted beasts shrieked and staggered, their connection to the pocket’s energy severing.

And then the pocket released.

A surge, raw and directional. The Blight energy erupted outward in a flash flood of toxic light. Mira’s [Barrier] formations shattered. Neve’s [Diagnosis] overloaded and went dark. Pria screamed.

Kael raised every [Barrier] he had, layering protection around the party, burning mana fast enough to empty his reserves in seconds. The corruption wave hit and pushed, testing, seeking gaps.

The energy didn’t dissipate.

It didn’t spread across the chamber and attenuate into background contamination. It moved with purpose, with direction, with the focused intent of something that had a destination in mind.

It surged into Sera.

She stood at the chamber’s center, hands raised, [Purify] still active. The Blight energy hit her like a river hitting a dam, and instead of destroying her, it flowed into her through pathways already widened beyond first-year limits. Her skin turned luminous, faint green-gold tracery in her veins.

She didn’t scream. She gasped. Her back arched. Her eyes went wide, and the amber that had replaced golden-brown blazed with healing energy and Blight at once. The [Purify] glow shifted from white-gold to a deeper, warmer frequency, a color Kael had never seen in either timeline.

The remaining corrupted beasts collapsed. Dead. The Blight energy that had sustained them had been pulled into Sera’s body through the same [Purify] wave that had severed the anchors.

The chamber went dark. The Blight pocket was gone, the miniature Surge dissolved into Sera’s body. A freshman healer. She shouldn’t have been able to channel a fraction of that energy.

Sera swayed.

“Sera!” Kael caught her. His arms around her, her body collapsing against his chest. She was warm. Too warm. The temperature of her skin was elevated, the corruption inside her generating heat as it integrated with her existing pathways. Her eyes were closed. Her breathing was rapid, shallow, her body processing something massive.

[SUBJECT: SERA LYTTON - STATUS ANOMALY - BLIGHT RESONANCE DETECTED] [WARNING: Corruption integration in progress. Healer pathways restructuring. Monitor for degradation.]

The System notification pulsed in his awareness with clinical detachment. Status anomaly. Corruption integration. Healer pathways restructuring.

She’d absorbed the entire Blight pocket. Energy the Battle Healer path would have distributed through four Soulmate-level bonds had gone into one freshman who didn’t know the corruption inside her was the key to everything.

He held her. Her hair was damp with sweat, freckles stark against skin drained pale by the expenditure. The corruption’s residue showed through her wrists and forearms, faint luminous tracery that hadn’t been there six weeks ago.

He’d carried her dead body once before. Hands under her knees and shoulders. Copper hair trailing in dungeon water. His arms remembering the shape of her. His hand checking for breath that wasn’t there.

MEMORY ECHO

His jaw clenched. The muscles locked so hard his teeth ached, and he closed his eyes against the echo’s afterimage until the dead Sera faded and the living one remained.

She did not wake.

Her eyelids fluttered once, then went still. The green-gold lines in her wrists faded, but they did not disappear. Thin threads pulsed beneath her skin, keeping time with a rhythm his [Diagnosis] couldn’t categorize.

Unconscious. Breathing. Warm.

Alive.

He picked her up. Arms under her knees and shoulders. Her hair trailed across his arm, warm where the memory had been cold, and his jaw locked so hard it hurt.

“Mira, take point. Neve, navigation. Pria, stay between them. Standard exit route, double time.”

“Kael.” Mira’s voice was quiet. She stood at the chamber’s edge, eyes wide, looking at the place where the Blight pocket had been. Looking at Sera in his arms. She understood enough to be frightened, even without the full context. “What just happened?”

“Later. Move.”

They moved through the corridor, past the green-lit passage now dark and dead, the corruption drained. The organic film on the walls desiccated, crumbling away from the stone. The air was cleaner. The metallic taste was fading. The Blight pocket was gone, and the tunnel was returning to inert stone.

Pria walked under her own power, one hand pressed to her healed shoulder, the other clutching Mira’s arm. The wound was clean, but shock remained in the grey tint of her face and the careful way she placed each foot. She’d expected a standard dungeon run and was leaving with proof that the academy’s infrastructure contained threats nobody had anticipated.

At the first junction, she stopped.

Mira nearly pulled her forward, then caught herself. “Pria?”

Pria stared at the standard stone walls as if they might open and show teeth. Her fingers tightened around Mira’s sleeve. “If that was under the assessment route, how many other corridors have pockets like that?”

No one answered.

Because the answer was the wrong shape. Unknown. Possibly many. Possibly enough to make every healer party in Aegis Academy a future casualty report.

Kael shifted Sera’s weight. Her head rested against his shoulder, copper hair damp against his neck. The faint tracery in her wrists pulsed once, and his grip tightened before he could stop himself.

Neve saw the motion. Her eyes moved from Sera’s wrist to Kael’s face. Behind the cracked composure of the scholar was the woman who had spent the last two days building models from forbidden truths.

“We document nothing in the standard assessment report until we speak to Adrienne,” she said.

Pria looked at her, horrified. “We can’t lie.”

“We can sequence disclosure.” Neve’s voice sharpened, not cruel, but precise enough to cut panic into usable pieces. “If this goes straight into the standard report, it reaches the Dean’s office before Adrienne can protect Sera or preserve the evidence. We tell the truth to the person least likely to weaponize it first.”

Mira’s mouth tightened. “That’s a very Neve way to say Rethis can choke on paperwork.”

“I was being diplomatic.”

Pria swallowed. She looked at Sera again, then at Kael. Something changed in her face. Fear remained, but loyalty threaded through it, quiet and new. “Adrienne first.”

“Adrienne first,” Kael said.

Mira kept one hand on Pria and the other ready for barriers. Her eyes scanned the corridor with a focus that had nothing playful in it. Her ponytail hung loose, honey-blonde strands stuck to her neck with sweat. She’d burned through more mana in that chamber than in every prior dungeon run combined.

Into standard Tier 2 architecture: familiar stone, mana-lamps, containment wards humming at their reassuring frequency.

Neve navigated with steady precision. She marked walls with chalk, chose the shortest safe route, and paused twice to scan intersections before Kael reached them. She’d seen everything: [Battle Instinct], impossible speed, barrier spikes, tactical command, and the way Kael moved when Sera was threatened. Not like a healer protecting a patient. Like a soldier protecting someone he loved.

At the pressure-trap corridor, the barrier splint had failed. The ceiling slab had dropped halfway, leaving a jagged gap just large enough for a crouched student. The walls had contracted to the promised four feet. Beyond them, the vents had opened.

Something moved in the dark behind the vent grates.

“No,” Mira said. “Absolutely not.”

“We don’t fight,” Kael said. “One at a time under the slab. Mira, barrier the vent mouths. Neve, count the rhythm.”

“There is a rhythm?”

“There’s always a rhythm.”

Neve listened for two breaths. “Four seconds between movement cycles.”

“On three.”

They passed under the slab with Sera in his arms. The stone scraped his shoulder. Sera’s hair brushed the floor. A vent grate buckled outward and a corrupted rodent forced its snout through, teeth flashing black. Mira’s barrier smashed it back into the vent, and the grate rang like struck iron.

“That was for my sandals,” she snapped.

No one asked.

Neve said nothing about any of it. She kept counting the trap rhythm, kept choosing the safest turns, and got them out while Mira covered the vents.

The dungeon exit was bright after the deep sections’ darkness. Kael’s eyes watered as he carried Sera into the assessment area.

Adrienne was there. She took one look at Sera, at the unconscious girl in Kael’s arms, at the fading glow beneath her skin, at the expression on his face, and the composure she maintained so carefully didn’t slip. It shattered.

“Infirmary. Now.” She was already moving, her combat healer instincts overriding every institutional protocol. “Everyone else, assessment debriefing in thirty minutes. Dayne, with me.”


Chapter 18: 3 AM

The infirmary was a long hall of beds, white sheets, green-trimmed walls. Healing crystals lined the ceiling, their gentle light designed to supplement the body’s natural recovery. The room smelled of medicinal herbs, clean linen, and sterile warmth.

Kael laid Sera on the nearest bed. Gently. Her hair spread across the white pillow like a spill of warm metal. Her breathing was even now, deeper, the rapid shallow pattern giving way to something closer to natural sleep.

Adrienne was already scanning. [Diagnosis] at full output, hands moving with field-healer efficiency, the faculty mask gone and the combat healer fully present.

“Blight energy integration,” Adrienne murmured. “Active. The corruption is bonding to her healer pathways. Not degrading them. Reinforcing them.” She looked at Kael. “This shouldn’t be possible. The corruption should be destroying her channels, not enhancing them.”

“She absorbed a Blight pocket,” Kael said. “Concentrated Surge energy. Her [Purify] pulled it in.”

“Her [Purify] shouldn’t be strong enough to absorb concentrated Blight energy. Her baseline output doesn’t support that level of channeling.” Adrienne’s [Diagnosis] deepened. “Unless her baseline has changed.”

She looked at Kael again, sharp-eyed and disheveled from the corridor sprint.

“What happened in that dungeon?”

He told her. The impossible corridor. The Blight pocket. The Tier 3 beasts. The anchor points. Sera’s [Purify] wave. The energy surge. The absorption.

He left out the [Battle Instinct], barrier spikes, and tactical command. The parts that would confirm what Adrienne already suspected.

She heard what he said and what he didn’t. That silence was where her conflict lived.

“Stay with her,” Adrienne said. “I’ll stabilize the integration process. The corruption needs monitoring for the next twelve hours. If it shifts from reinforcement to degradation, I need to know immediately.”

“I’m not leaving.”

She held his gaze a beat longer than the professional context justified, then broke it deliberately.

“I know you’re not,” she said.



The infirmary was dark except for the healing crystals and the mana-lamp at Sera’s bedside. The other beds were empty. The staff had checked vitals, noted the unusual readings, and departed with troubled expressions smoothed into professional calm.

Kael sat in the bedside chair. He hadn’t moved in six hours. His robes were still dusty from the dungeon. The faint residual taste of iron lingered from the nosebleed he’d wiped away hours ago.

Sera slept. The Blight’s faint glow had stabilized in her veins, visible only in the infirmary’s dim light. Her face was peaceful. Whatever the energy was doing inside her, it wasn’t hurting her.

He watched her breathe and checked the amber-green threads in her veins every twenty minutes. He’d failed this watch once. He would not fail it again.

“I can hold the line.”

MEMORY ECHO

His lungs locked. He held the air trapped until the three words released their grip and the infirmary materialized around him again.

She was alive. Here. Blight energy pulsed in her veins, and warm hair spread across a white pillow.

The infirmary door opened. Soft footsteps. Formal perfume and the herbal tea Adrienne only shared with people she’d decided to let in.

Adrienne set a cup on the bedside table. Steam curled upward. She stood beside his chair, looking down at Sera. Her expression said what her training couldn’t: she had no framework for this.

“Her vitals are stable,” Adrienne said. “The Blight response has settled into an undocumented pathway. Her healer channels are wider. Her [Purify] capacity has increased by an estimated forty percent. The energy is behaving as though it belongs inside her system.”

“As though it’s natural.”

“Nothing about this is natural.” She sat on the neighboring bed. Her formal robes were less formal now: collar unbuttoned, sleeves rolled, auburn twist beginning to escape its pins.

“It’s three in the morning,” she said. “You should sleep.”

“I’m not leaving her.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you leave. I was suggesting you close your eyes for more than ten consecutive seconds.” She picked up her own tea. “I’ve been doing infirmary watches for fifteen years. I know what a vigil looks like.”

Healing crystals hummed. Sera breathed. The mana-lamp cast warm light across the narrow space between beds.

“You remind me of him,” Adrienne said. “Daric.”

Her voice had changed. The instructor’s authority was gone, the combat healer’s distance dissolved. What remained was the three-in-the-morning voice.

She didn’t need to say more. He knew the story: the brilliant student, the dungeon, the empty chair. But the context was different tonight. She was sitting a vigil beside a girl whose condition echoed the disaster that had taken Daric Wynne from her.

The tea trembled in her hands. She set the cup down.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“I see it in you,” she said. “The way you sit vigil without blinking. The way you scan rooms, protect your cohort with a ferocity freshmen don’t possess, watch Sera’s breathing like a field casualty check. You’ve lost someone. You’ve held someone while they died.”

Kael gave her no answer. The truth crowded his throat, and the discipline held it there, but barely.

“What was their name?” she asked.

He looked at the sleeping girl beside him. Warm hair on the pillow. Freckles. Luminous tracery pulsing in her veins.

He couldn’t answer.

Adrienne followed his gaze to Sera, then to the way he looked at Sera. Understanding crossed her face like dawn light through a window.

“Oh,” she said, very quietly.

“Adrienne.”

“The person you lost.” The question barely rose above a whisper. “It was her. Sera.”

He couldn’t speak. Discipline fractured. Grief leaked through, and his eyes burned.

She reached across the gap between the beds and took his hand. The grip was strong, warm, steady from years of holding patients through the worst of it. She’d forgotten what it felt like to be held in return.

“Not tonight,” she said. “Tonight I’m just a healer sitting a watch with another healer.”

He held her hand. In the infirmary’s dim light, everything that separated instructor from student compressed to the width of two joined hands.

Adrienne’s thumb traced circles on his knuckles. Unconscious. She’d been starved for touch for so long that the impulse expressed itself without permission.

She caught herself. Pulled her hand back. Stood.

“I’ll check her vitals again at five,” she said. “Get some rest.”

For one suspended second, the room held everything neither of them said. The touch had not been accidental. The grief between them had not been professional. But Sera lay unconscious on the bed beside them, Blight energy still writing unknown patterns under her skin, and Adrienne was still the healer responsible for keeping her alive.

Here, beside a patient who could not wake, fear was still too tangled with permission.

She walked toward the infirmary door, posture correcting itself with each stride, authority settling back into place. At the door, she stopped.

“Kael.”

“Yes.”

“The dungeon report will say that your party encountered an anomalous Blight concentration and that Sera Lytton’s enhanced [Purify] resolved the situation. It will not mention anomalous combat behavior, unauthorized tactical decisions, or any detail that invites the Dean’s office to ask the wrong questions.” She turned. “Because I’m writing the report.”

She left.

Kael sat beside Sera’s bed. The tea cooled. The healing crystals hummed. The Blight’s glow pulsed in her wrists, slow and steady against the white sheets.

Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten.



Dawn came grey through the infirmary windows. The healing crystals dimmed as natural light replaced them.

Sera slept through the transition, breathing deep and regular. The corruption’s glow kept time with her pulse.

Kael hadn’t slept. Exhaustion existed as a distant physical fact rather than an immediate sensation. He sealed the vigil into a box that could be opened later, when there was time and privacy.

The infirmary door opened at 5:14 AM. Adrienne entered exactly when Adrienne said she would. Fresh formal robes, auburn hair in its elegant twist, shadows under her eyes proving she hadn’t slept either.

She performed the vitals check in silence. [Diagnosis] cast green light across Sera’s sleeping face, and Kael watched Adrienne’s expression for the micro-tells field experience had taught him to read.

“Stable,” Adrienne said. “The integration remains steady. Her healer pathways have widened by another twelve percent since midnight. The corruption is behaving as a symbiont, not a parasite. She’ll wake naturally. Probably within the hour.”

“Side effects?”

“Unknown. This isn’t documented. Nothing in the medical literature or the sealed records describes a healer integrating Blight energy at this level without degradation.” She paused. “I’ll need to monitor her daily. The corruption could shift from reinforcement to degradation at any point.”

“She needs someone who understands what’s happening.”

“She needs more than that.” Adrienne met his gaze across the bed. “She needs someone who can explain why a first-year student just absorbed enough Blight energy to contaminate a dungeon tier, and why her body treated it as fuel rather than poison. And I suspect you know more about the answer than you’re willing to share.”

He held her gaze. Whatever separated them was thinner than it had ever been, worn away by midnight training, clearance tokens, and a shared vigil.

“I know some of it,” he said. “Not enough.”

“Then find out.” She turned toward the door. Stopped, fingers pressing against the stone. “I have committee meetings this morning. The dungeon report is filed. Your party’s assessment scores will reflect the anomalous encounter as a natural hazard. You’ll pass the semester.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Mr. Dayne. Understand what I’m risking.”

She left. The formality of “Mr. Dayne” was the wall reasserting itself. The crack beneath it belonged to the human under the institution, and the human was losing.



Sera woke at 6:22 AM.

Her eyes opened slowly. Golden-brown, warm, focusing on the infirmary ceiling with the slight confusion of someone emerging from deep sleep in an unfamiliar location.

“Kael?”

“I’m here.”

She turned her head. Found him in the bedside chair. Her expression shifted from confusion to recognition to the quiet warmth that Sera reserved for people she’d decided were important.

“You stayed.” She already knew the answer.

“I stayed.”

She sat up slowly. The movement was careful, testing. She raised her hands. Turned them. Examined the faint vein-light visible in her wrists.

“The Blight energy,” she said. “I can feel it. It’s inside me.” She sounded curious rather than frightened. “It doesn’t hurt, and it doesn’t feel wrong. It feels. Integrated. Like a new system running alongside my healing channels.”

“Adrienne says the integration is stable. No degradation. Your pathways are enhanced.”

“Enhanced.” She flexed her fingers. A brief pulse of [Purify] flowed through her palms, warmer than standard light and carrying an amber quality. “I feel stronger. My [Purify] is. More. I can feel the range of it extending beyond my hands. It’s in my whole body now.”

Her gaze held him with its new amber warmth.

“In the dungeon,” she said. “When the Blight pocket released. I didn’t choose to absorb it. My body just. Did. Like it knew what to do before I did.”

“Your instincts are ahead of your training. They always have been.”

“There’s that certainty again.” She smiled, warmth reaching her eyes as morning light caught the copper waves of her hair. “You say things about me as though you’ve seen evidence I haven’t.”

“I have.”

“In six weeks of freshman training.”

“Some changes announce themselves before anyone has names for them.”

They held each other’s gaze. Morning light caught the copper waves of her hair. He wanted to touch her, and the effort not to do it carried through the Resonance as visible tension. She felt it. Her fingers tightened around his.

“Kael,” she said softly. And then she didn’t say anything else.

She reached for his hand. Took it. Her fingers laced through his, drawing the Resonance bond into its low, familiar hum. Warmth. Gravity. Home.

He held her hand and said nothing, because the words that wanted to come would break the fragile architecture of everything he was building.

Mira arrived at 7:00, bringing breakfast stolen from the dining hall and news that Pria had been released after observation, shaken but clear of corruption. She came through the infirmary door bright-eyed and moving fast, worry channeled into action: pastries, citrus juice, amber eyes scanning until she found everyone alive.

“I brought food,” she announced. “And the dining staff gave me a weird look for taking this much, so you’re all eating.” She deposited the basket on Sera’s bedside table, kicked off her sandals, and climbed onto the neighboring bed cross-legged.

Neve arrived at 7:15, bringing research notes and coiled purpose. She stood at the foot of Sera’s bed, cataloguing the Blight-lit lines, skin color, and breathing pattern. The notebook came open. The pen came out. Neve Halford’s care manifested as data collection and the determination to protect through understanding.

They sat around Sera’s bed, the four of them.

“How are you feeling?” Mira asked, speaking around a bite of pastry with the single-minded focus she brought to all physical activities.

“Strange,” Sera said. “Stronger. Different.” She looked at her veined hands. “The Blight energy isn’t hostile. It’s just. Present.”

“Pain level?” Neve asked, pen poised.

“None. Really. It feels like another channel opened inside me. A new pathway running alongside the ones I already had. Like learning to breathe through a second set of lungs.”

Neve wrote in fast, precise script.

“I’m going to need to study you,” Neve said. “Regularly. Your vital signs, your [Purify] output, the integration stability. If we can document the process, we can predict the trajectory.”

“You want to study me.” Sera’s tone was amused.

“I want to understand what’s happening to you. These are different objectives that require the same methodology.”

“She wants to study you,” Mira translated. “Say yes. It’s easier.”

“I appreciate the translation,” Sera said, looking at Mira. “I’m learning that Neve’s concern sounds like a research proposal.”

“My concern is a research proposal,” Neve said, without looking up from her notebook. “The two are not mutually exclusive.”

Mira caught Kael’s eye across the bed and grinned. The grin said: Look at us. Look at this team. And beneath the grin, the Resonance carried the quieter signal: Are you okay? You look like death warmed over. Eat a pastry.

He took a pastry.

Sera laughed, unguarded and warm. She looked at Kael, and the warmth in her eyes included him in the circle.

He sat in the bedside chair, eating a stolen pastry, and let the moment rest around him.

Underneath the warmth, the commander’s mind kept running scenarios. The Blight pocket had spawned in a first-year assessment dungeon, and Sera’s body had treated concentrated Surge energy as fuel. If the corruption could exploit bonds, then every connection he built was both weapon and risk.

He held her hand. Smiled when she smiled. Laughed when Mira made a joke about writing a research paper on “Blight-enhanced healing and its applications in passing semester assessments.”



The day passed. Sera was released at noon with instructions to report any changes and avoid strenuous [Purify] channeling until Adrienne completed a full assessment. She walked back to the dormitory flanked by Mira and Neve.

Kael watched them go. Then he returned to the infirmary.

Adrienne was in the back office. A small room adjacent to the main ward, lined with shelves of medical records and treatment logs. Her desk was covered in Sera’s diagnostic printouts, the crystallized [Diagnosis] readings that captured vitals in permanent form.

No unconscious patient lay between them now, and no active crisis gave either of them an excuse to call this triage. Waiting had not cooled the thing that had sparked at three in the morning. It had stripped away the emergency until only choice remained.

“She’s released,” Kael said from the doorway.

“I know. I signed the discharge.” Adrienne didn’t look up from the printouts. “Close the door.”

He closed it. Her desk stood between them, the usual barricade, but warm lamp-light and shared secrets made the space intimate anyway.

“The dungeon report is filed,” she said. “Dean Rethis reviewed it this morning. He had questions. I provided answers that were technically accurate and comprehensively misleading.” She looked up. “I’ve committed insubordination for you, Mr. Dayne. Twice now. The clearance token. The report. Both dismissible offenses.”

“I know what you’ve risked.”

“Do you?” Her gaze held his. “My position. My committee seat. My access to the sealed records that you need. If Rethis connects my report to the archive access log, I lose everything.”

“Everything you’ve built.”

“Everything I have.” She stood. The chair scraped against stone. She moved around the desk, closing the distance to less than a meter. “My career. My research. My standing on the committee. Twenty years of work. And I’m risking it for a freshman who won’t tell me the truth about who he is.”

“Adrienne.”

“Don’t ‘Adrienne’ me. I’m Instructor Duval. I’m the woman who signed your clearance and falsified your assessment report and sits on the committee that’s investigating you.” Her control was visibly fracturing. “And despite all of that, despite every professional instinct I possess, despite the memory of the last student I trusted who ended up dead in a dungeon, I cannot stop.”

She closed her eyes. Opened them.

“I cannot stop caring about what happens to you.”

Adrienne’s gravitational pull shifted. The quiet connection that had settled at Ally after the midnight training deepened. He felt it like a lock turning: her loneliness, her defiance, the years of holding herself apart from everyone, all of it suddenly legible through the bond beyond what the Ally threshold had permitted.

[BOND: ADRIENNE DUVAL -> 300 (CONFIDANTE)]

The bond’s answer was quiet. No golden light, no dramatic surge. Just a deeper settling, acknowledging what they’d both known for weeks: this had passed beyond professional investment. She couldn’t feel the System notification, but her professional cadence failed for one bare second as if she sensed the shift.

The mana-lamp’s hum was the only sound in the room. On the shelves, medical records held other people’s crises documented and filed. This crisis wouldn’t be filed.

Kael looked at her. The striking woman in formal robes was breathing harder than the conversation warranted, auburn hair escaping its twist, hands pressing into her own hips as if she could physically hold herself in place. The bare collarbone exposed by her loosened collar said what her mouth refused: the armor was cracking.

“You said you wouldn’t ask me to explain,” he said. “The night in the infirmary.”

“I said I wouldn’t ask tonight. That was last night. It’s a new day.” But the certainty slipped. “I don’t need the full explanation. I need to know that what I’m risking my career for isn’t a mistake. That you’re not going to end up like Daric. That you’re not going to get Sera killed by pushing too deep.”

The words landed with surgical accuracy.

“I won’t get her killed.” His voice was rough. “Not again.”

Adrienne went still.

“Again,” she said.

The word hung in the air: the accidental confession, the crack in the mask that he couldn’t unsay.

“Kael.”

“Don’t ask.”

“Again.” She took a step closer. The careful distance she maintained compressed to nothing. She was close enough that he could see the pulse in her throat, the green of her eyes, the way the mana-lamp light caught the copper-red strands of hair escaping the twist. “You said ‘not again.’ Which means it happened. Which means you.”

She stopped. Her mind was reaching the conclusion that the evidence demanded.

“You lost her.”

He couldn’t speak.

“You lost Sera.” The words thinned to a whisper. “And you came back.”

She meant it emotionally, not literally. But she’d seen enough to understand the shape of the loss.

The wall broke.

A quiet fracture. His eyes burned. His throat closed. The grief he compartmentalized every day found the crack and leaked through.

Adrienne saw the grief on his face, and something in her broke too.

“Oh, Kael.”

She reached for him. Cupped his face in warm palms, her fingers curving around the back of his head. The gesture was instinctive, maternal. Years of healing others had embedded the reflex so deep she didn’t notice it: hands on the wound, warmth against the hurt. She’d just never turned those hands toward her own damage.

“I know I shouldn’t,” she said.

The words marked the boundary between the woman and the institution. She said them and the institution lost.

She pulled him to her. The kiss was not the tentative first contact of new attraction. It was the collision of two people who had been circling each other for weeks and had finally run out of distance. Her mouth on his, hard and desperate, the formal reserve shattering into physical urgency. She tasted like tea and loneliness and a hunger that had been building for years.

He kissed her back. His hands went to her waist, pulling her closer, and the sensation of her body against his was overwhelming: the height, the curves, the warmth of her through layers of formal fabric. She was taller than the other women he’d been with, his mouth reaching hers without lowering his head, and the equality of the angle made the kiss feel like a conversation between people who stood on the same ground.

She broke the kiss. Breathing hard, searching his face for regret or hesitation.

She found neither.

“Not here,” she said. “My quarters.”

She led him through the infirmary’s back corridor, past supply rooms and the staff rest area, through a locked passage to the faculty wing. Her quarters were at the end: a solid oak door with her name plate in brass.

She unlocked it. Pulled him inside. Locked it behind them.

Adrienne Duval’s private quarters were orderly and formal, dark wood and deep green linens. But the personal touches betrayed the loneliness: a single teacup on the counter, a single chair at the table, books stacked by the armchair with bookmarks that hadn’t moved in months.

She turned to face him. Her back against the locked door. Her breathing was rapid, the rise and fall of her chest visible in the formal robes’ straining fabric. The control she’d rebuilt in the corridor was fracturing again.

He stepped toward her. Reached for her face. Slowly. Deliberately. Giving her time to pull away, to invoke the professional barrier, to say “Mr. Dayne” and mean it.

She caught his hand. Held it against her cheek. Closed her eyes.

The contact was electric. Loneliness cracked open beneath the touch, tangled with guilt crossing professional lines and hunger denied so long it had become a chronic ache.

She turned her head and kissed his palm. The tenderness of it made his chest constrict.

Then she pulled him to her.

The second kiss was different from the first. Not desperate. Fierce. She pushed him against the wall beside the door, her body pressing against his, authority reasserting itself in the physical: angle, pressure, pace. Her hands gripped his shoulders. Her mouth was demanding.

Her fingers found the collar of his shirt. Pulled at the buttons. One opened. Two. Then she stopped. Her forehead dropped against his chest, her hands flat against him, feeling his heartbeat through the fabric while she steadied herself one breath at a time.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

He didn’t move. Didn’t push.

She pulled back. Stepped away from him. Put three feet of space between their bodies, and the air in that gap felt like a wall. She turned away, arms wrapping around herself.

“If this happens,” she said, her voice low, deliberate, the instructor reassembling herself word by word, “I lose my committee seat. Potentially my position. Everything I’ve built since Daric died.”

“I know.”

“You’re my student. The power differential alone would justify dismissal.”

“I know that too.”

She was quiet. The rigid architecture of her posture fought the looseness the kisses had introduced.

“Tell me this is a mistake,” she said. “Tell me you don’t feel what I felt in the Resonance. Tell me I imagined the loneliness in your energy signature and I’ll walk you back to the infirmary and we’ll pretend this corridor doesn’t exist.”

He could have. He should have. Let her rebuild the wall, let her retreat into the careful distance that had kept her functional for five years.

“I felt it,” he said. “All of it.”

She turned. The war played out across her face: five years of self-imposed isolation fighting the simple, devastating need to be touched. The instructor said stop. The woman said please.

“Then hear this too.” He kept his hands at his sides, giving her the space she’d made. “If you want me to leave, I leave. Right now. You don’t owe me protection, reports, clearance tokens, or any part of yourself because I understand what loneliness feels like.”

Her eyes held his. The words hit harder than a touch would have.

“I know what I’m risking,” she said. “And I’m choosing before you take another step.”

She reached for his shirt again. Third button. Fourth.

“I don’t want to stop,” she said, and the difference between those two sentences was the width of her entire life.

He took the ties of her robes in hand and pulled. The bow at her waist loosened. The formal dark green and ivory fabric parted, and he pushed the robes off her shoulders.

They fell.

The sound of formal fabric hitting the floor was quiet, but the visual was anything but. Adrienne’s robes pooled at her feet, and underneath she wore a thin linen shift that concealed almost nothing, clinging to curves that the formal robes had been struggling to contain.

She was statuesque: tall, full-figured, wide-hipped, long-legged, the hourglass proportion her robes had hinted at and now confirmed. Her breasts pressed against the thin shift with lush, natural fullness, modest fabric turned into evidence.

The authority dissolved.

The moment the robes fell and she stood in thin linen under his gaze, Instructor Duval’s armor disintegrated. Her arms started to cross over her chest. Stopped. Her chin started to lower. Stopped. Guarded habit fought the decision to stand exposed. She overruled it.

“It’s been years,” she said. Quiet. Not the low alto that filled lecture halls. Something smaller. “Since anyone. Since I.”

He stepped to her. Cupped her face in both hands. Tilted it up so her gaze met his.

“I know,” he said.

He kissed her gently this time. Not the collision of the infirmary office. A slow, thorough kiss that told her: I see you. Not the instructor. You.

She gasped against his mouth: small, involuntary, the reaction of a body starved for touch receiving it after years of deprivation. She clutched his shirt and pulled him closer with a strength that surprised him.

He pulled the shift over her head.

Adrienne Duval, naked, was a revelation.

The formal robes had promised and the shift had hinted, but the reality exceeded both: broad shoulders, defined waist, wide hips, warm olive skin, and the beauty mark above her left collarbone.

And her breasts. Massive, full, natural. They fell free from the shift, each one larger than his spread hand, dusky pink nipples stiffening in the cool air. They shifted when she moved, swayed when she breathed, and the sight made his mouth go dry.

She watched him look, vulnerable enough to make the risk visible: a woman exposing a body she’d hidden for years, waiting for his reaction.

He reached for her. Both hands. Cupped her breasts, and the heft of them filled his palms and overflowed, warm and impossibly soft. She gasped, the sound shuddering through her entire body, her nipples hard and hot against his palms.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. The Resonance carried his sincerity and raw want with a specificity words alone couldn’t achieve.

She shuddered. Her hands came up to cover his, pressing his palms harder against her breasts, guiding him to squeeze, and her breath broke between a gasp and a sob.

He kissed her again. His thumbs found her large nipples. Circled. Pinched gently. She arched into his hands, pressing the warm heft of her heavy breasts more firmly into his grip. The kiss deepened. Her tongue found his, and the urgency returned, desperate and starving. She moaned into his mouth.

She pulled at his shirt. He released her long enough to strip it off, and when his bare chest pressed against hers, the skin-on-skin contact drew a moan from her that resonated through the quiet room.

His hands went to her waist. Slid down. Over the curve of her hips, the swell of her ass. Full and round, the confirmation of the hourglass that her robes had concealed. He gripped, and she gasped, and the sound was louder than she expected, the shock on her face at her own responsiveness telling him how long it had been since anyone had touched her like this.

“The desk,” she breathed. “The.”

He lifted her. She was substantial, the tall frame and generous curves weighting her differently than anyone else he’d held, and the effort was satisfying. He set her on the desk. Papers and diagnostic reports slid aside. She sat on the edge, legs parted, and he stood between them.

Her fingers worked his belt open with efficient certainty. She’d decided. She was done hesitating. His trousers opened. She freed him, and her hand wrapped around his cock, and a breathless, involuntary gasp escaped before she could cover it with practiced calm.

“Proportional,” she murmured. Her eyes were glazed. “You’re.”

She stroked him. Her grip was firm, certain, muscle memory outlasting deprivation. The visual of Instructor Duval, naked and flushed and stroking his cock on her own desk, was enough to make his vision narrow.

Her gaze dropped to his cock, then returned to his face. Her jaw set with resolve: a decision made. She slid off the desk. Knelt.

The authority inversion was total. This woman who commanded lecture halls and sat on the committee was on her knees in her private quarters, looking up at him with surrender and hunger.

She pressed her breasts together around his cock.

The sensation was overwhelming. Soft, impossibly warm, the fullness of her breasts enveloping his shaft in a cushion of flesh that swallowed him almost entirely. She held them together, fingers sinking into yielding weight, creating warm, slick pressure from base to tip. From above, Instructor Adrienne Duval looked up with desperate surrender, auburn hair escaping its twist in copper-red tendrils, her breasts wrapped around his cock.

She moved, sliding her tits up and down his shaft, warm slick friction pulsing through his entire body. At the top of each stroke, her mouth found his tip, tongue swirling, lips closing around him briefly before releasing him back into the cushioned grip of her breasts. Hot mouth and soft tits, alternating, unbearable.

“Adrienne.” His voice was rough. Barely holding. He slid his fingers into her loosened hair and pulled the remaining pin free. Auburn hair cascaded past her shoulders in thick waves, the copper-red catching the lamp-light, transforming her. The formal instructor was gone. In her place was a woman with fire-colored hair and desperate, wanting eyes, her tits wrapped around his cock, her lips swollen and wet from working his tip.

She looked up at him with surrender, pleasure, and the dawning realization that the drought hadn’t killed the part of her that wanted.

He pulled her up. Lifted her back onto the desk. She went willingly, legs wrapping around him, her pussy pressing hot and slick against his cock. He positioned himself at her entrance and paused. Held her gaze.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Please. Don’t make me wait anymore.”

He entered her. Pressed forward, the head of his cock spreading her open, and she was so wet that he slid into her with a single slick stroke, deep into heat that clenched around him like a vice.

Her cry was nothing like the authority-voice that commanded classrooms. It was raw, broken, her pussy gripping him with a desperate tightness. Her body arched on the desk, her breasts swaying in the lamp-light.

“Oh God.” Her voice cracked. Her hands gripped the desk’s edge, knuckles white. “Oh. I forgot. I forgot what this feels like. You’re so. I’m so full.”

He began to move. Slow at first. Letting her body adjust, letting the Resonance bond between them build from its Ally foundation. He drew back until only his tip remained inside her, then pressed forward again, a long, deliberate thrust that let her feel every inch. The feedback was thinner than with Mira or Neve, the bond shallower, but what came through was startling in its clarity: isolation shattering, self-imposed exile cracking apart, pleasure returning to a body that had been used as penance for too long. Her pussy clenched and released around his cock in rhythmic pulses.

“Harder.” She said it like a confession. Like a prayer. “Please. I need more.”

“Stay open, Adrienne.” The command carried through the bond like a hand pressed to bare skin. “Drop the armor and the title. Just you.”

She obeyed. Her gaze found his, bright with unshed tears and blazing desire, and the surrender in it was absolute.

He stopped treating her like something fragile and answered the surrender she had spent years starving for. Faster. Deeper. His hands gripped her hips, holding her on the desk’s edge, and the angle let him drive into her until sounds broke out of her that neither of them expected.

“I can’t.” The authority-voice, the low alto, fragmenting into something breathless and raw. “I can’t believe I’m. This is.”

He leaned forward. Kissed her. Swallowed the sounds she was making. Her arms went around his neck, pulling him closer, and the fullness of her breasts pressed between them, soft and warm and overwhelming.

He lifted her from the desk. She gasped as his cock shifted inside her, the change in angle hitting new depths. He carried her to the bed, her legs wrapped around him, the full softness of her chest pressed against him, and laid her down across her own sheets: auburn hair fanned out, olive skin flushed, long legs spread, her pussy swollen and glistening where he’d just been buried.

He covered her. Entered her again, missionary, sinking into her slick, welcoming heat with a groan. The position let him see everything: her face contorting with pleasure, her body accepting him, the heavy sway of her breasts with each thrust. He braced himself on one arm and cupped one breast with his free hand, thumbing across the stiff nipple. She arched into his touch with a moan that had abandoned all pretense of control.

“You feel incredible,” he told her, voice low enough for the Resonance to carry it straight into her nervous system. “So tight. So wet. You’ve been hiding this body for years and it’s wasted time. Look at you, Adrienne. These tits. These hips. All of you. I want every inch.”

“Don’t stop.” She was breathless. The carefully constructed sentences that she used in lecture halls were gone. Fragments. Pleas. The low alto that commanded rooms had broken into something higher, needier. “Please. Don’t stop. I need this. I need you.”

He increased the pace. Deeper thrusts, harder, the angle adjusted by fractions until the bond showed him he was hitting the spot she needed, and when he found it, her entire body convulsed and her mouth fell open in a soundless cry. Her legs tightened around him, long and strong, heels digging into his back, pulling him deeper on every stroke. Her hands gripped his back, and her nails scored lines down his spine, the pain sharp and grounding.

“Kael.” His name in her voice, every defense she used to keep the world out fallen away. Just his name. Just the raw sound of a woman saying the name of the man inside her. “Kael. I’m. I’m going to.”

“Then let go.” He cupped her jaw, holding her face still, his thumb tracing her lower lip. “You’re mine tonight. All of this is mine. Let me feel you come.”

He held her gaze. Watched her face. Her eyes going wide, the flush spreading from her cheeks down her neck to her chest, the expression of someone approaching a threshold they hadn’t crossed in years.

She came.

It hit her like a wave breaking. Her body went rigid, back arching off the bed, her full breasts lifted with the motion, and the orgasm pulled a sound from her that was half cry, half sob. Unperformed. Unguarded. A full-body shudder that was part physical release and part emotional collapse, years of loneliness and guilt and denial breaking open in a single shattering moment. Her pussy clenched around him in powerful, rhythmic spasms, gripping his cock with a pressure that bordered on pain, her body seizing around him as if terrified to let go.

She wrapped her arms around him. Buried her face in his neck. Her body shook with the aftershocks, the tremors running through her frame like echoes of the primary event, her breasts pressed between their bodies, her legs locked around him. He felt moisture on his neck: tears. She was crying into his skin, the orgasm and the grief and the relief combining into something that she couldn’t separate, her pussy still fluttering around his cock in diminishing contractions.

He held her. Both arms around her. His hips still moving, gentler now, slow deep strokes that let her feel the fullness of him through every aftershock, and the continued sensation drew whimpers from her that she pressed into his shoulder.

“I’m here,” he said. The words were inadequate and the only ones that mattered. “I’m here. I’ve got you.”

His own climax built with the feedback from hers: the Resonance bond carrying her orgasm’s echo into his awareness, the mutual sensation cycling upward until the pressure was unbearable. He drove deep, burying himself completely in the tight, clenching heat of her, and came with a groan that he pressed into her auburn hair. The release pulsed through him in thick waves, his cock throbbing as he filled her with cum, each hot spurt drawing a gasp from her, her pussy milking every pulse as though her body was determined to take all of him. He held himself deep, grinding against her, letting every last throb empty inside her while she shook in his arms.

She lay beneath him. Auburn hair spread on the pillow. Green eyes closed, tears drying on her cheeks. Her breasts rose and fell with gradually slowing breaths. The beauty mark above her collarbone was a dark point against flushed olive skin.

He withdrew from her. Lay beside her. The bed was narrow, a single, and their bodies pressed together in the limited space.

She was silent for a long time. Her breathing evened. The trembling stopped. He watched the reserve return piece by piece: the conscious regulation of breath, the slight straightening of posture even while lying down, the chin lifting a fraction.

“This can’t happen again,” she said.

Her words came level. Her eyes, when she opened them, were not.

[BOND: ADRIENNE DUVAL -> 500 (CRUSH)]

Those words deepened the bond because the contradiction was too naked to hide: what she said against what the bond revealed. Gentler than Mira’s or Neve’s crossings. Through the newly opened depth, her emotions were brutally clear: afterglow, fear, defiant refusal to regret it, and the ache of saying “never again” to the first person who’d touched her in years.

“You’re my student. I’m your instructor. The power differential alone makes this unacceptable. By every code this institution maintains, what just happened is a dismissible, career-ending violation.”

She said this while lying naked beside him, his cum still inside her, the Crush-level bond humming between them with warmth that contradicted every word.

“Adrienne.”

“Instructor Duval.” She said it firmly. Then less firmly. “This can’t happen again.”

She sat up and gathered her shift from the floor. Dressing rebuilt the barrier: shift, robes, pins for her hair. She twisted the auburn waves back into authority and control.

He watched her rebuild. Each layer added distance.

“I need to check on Sera,” he said.

She nodded. Her eyes met his for one beat. Two. Long enough for the bond to carry what her discipline wouldn’t allow her to say.

“Go,” she said.

He dressed. Left her quarters through the faculty wing corridor, the locked door closing behind him with a sound that felt more like an opening than a closure. The line she’d drawn between instructor and student wasn’t crossed. It was gone.



The infirmary was quiet. Sera’s bed was empty, the sheets straightened by the nursing staff. Released at noon. Back in the dormitory, flanked by women who cared about her.

But the bed beside it held a residual warmth in his awareness. The memory of the vigil. The smell of chamomile tea and Adrienne’s perfume. A woman’s grief breaking open in his arms.

He checked Sera’s vitals through the [Diagnosis] record on the bedside clipboard. The readings confirmed what Adrienne had said: stable integration. Enhanced pathways. The corruption behaving as though it belonged inside her.

The Blight wasn’t just a threat to be eliminated. It was changing the people he cared about, strengthening them in ways he’d never witnessed. Sera was becoming something neither version of her had been: a healer enhanced by the corruption she was designed to fight.

Whether the enhancement was gift or preparation remained unanswered.

He left the infirmary. Late evening had driven the students to their rooms, leaving only the low hum of healing crystals behind him.

“Kael?” Mira’s voice. She appeared at the corridor junction in her usual tank top and shorts. “You look like you haven’t slept in two days.”

“I haven’t.”

“Come on.” She took his arm. “Sera’s asleep, Neve’s buried under papers, and you look like you’re about to fall over standing up.”

She led him down the corridor, and the touch of her hand on his arm was pure Mira: present, physical, requiring nothing but acceptance.

At the dormitory junction, she squeezed once.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Whatever terrible thing you’re carrying, we handle it tomorrow.”

Mira’s hand stayed on his arm until he nodded.


Chapter 19: The Garden

Three days after the dungeon.

The implications of the archive data had been running through Kael’s mind on a loop since the dungeon made Neve’s model urgent. Three days of scenario analysis while the academy carried on around him, oblivious. Three days of watching Sera laugh with Mira in the dining hall, the glow beneath her wrists pulsing in rhythm with a heartbeat that carried corruption no one else could see.

Three days was enough. The emotional mind could scream later. The strategic mind needed Neve’s model.

He dressed. Went to find Neve.



She was in her room. Awake. Surrounded by papers. The observation notes from the previous week had been reorganized into a new system: color-coded folders, cross-referenced indices, a wall diagram that connected names to events to dates with lines of red string that she’d apparently acquired from somewhere.

“I need to brief you,” Kael said from her doorway.

“Come in. Close the door.” She didn’t look up from the paper she was annotating. “I’ve been waiting for this conversation since I woke up at four. The Blight propagation model has reached a conclusion that I suspect you’ve already arrived at independently.”

He closed the door. Sat on the bed’s edge, the only clear surface. Her room had become a command center, the immaculate organization of a few weeks ago replaced by the controlled chaos of active intelligence work.

“The bonds are vectors,” he said.

“Yes.” She looked up. Her dark eyes were alight, the analytical engine running at maximum output. “The Blight propagates through Resonance connections. Bond depth determines transmission speed. Stronger bonds carry corruption faster and more efficiently.” She picked up a paper. Dense equations in her precise handwriting. “I modeled the propagation using the archived data from the southeastern containment fifty years ago, extrapolated to the current bond network configuration at Aegis. The results are. Not encouraging.”

“How fast?”

“With the current bond density in the healer track, a full Surge event would compromise the entire network in approximately fourteen hours. Corruption would begin at the source, travel through direct bonds, jump to secondary connections, and cascade through the track. By the sixteen-hour mark, every bonded healer at Aegis would be carrying Blight energy.”

“And Sera is the source point.” He didn’t need to restate what the archive data had already implied. Those records had given them the qualitative picture. Neve’s model was giving them the numbers.

“If an external Surge event destabilizes the energy inside her,” Neve said, “the integration could shift from symbiotic to parasitic. Her enhanced pathways would become the most efficient corruption conduit in the network.” She set the paper down. Removed her frames. Cleaned them with the hem of her robe. “But the numbers tell us something the archive didn’t.”

She put them back on. Picked up a second sheet. More equations.

“The corruption channeling works as a reversal of the propagation mechanism. Resonance in reverse. The Battle Healer pulls Blight energy inward through bonds and then pushes it outward through bonded partners in doses small enough for each to safely dissipate.” Her fingers tapped the equation. “The distribution requires minimum channel capacity. Four Soulmate-level bonds provide that capacity. Fewer bonds, or shallower bonds, and the corruption isn’t distributed widely enough. The partners absorb toxic doses.”

“The bonds aren’t just the weapon. They’re the safety system.”

“Exactly. Without sufficient bond depth, corruption channeling would kill your partners instead of saving them. The System requires Soulmate-level bonds because anything less would be lethal.” She looked at the wall diagram. “And here’s what I couldn’t see until I ran the numbers. The council didn’t just ban the Battle Healer to protect prestige. They eliminated the only proven countermeasure and buried Vael’s testimony that the Blight was engineered.” Her next words came flat and careful, the way she handled conclusions too dangerous to state casually. “Someone on that council, or behind it, wanted the Blight to continue unchecked. That’s not inertia. That’s policy.”

The word hung in the room. Policy. The deliberate, sustained choice to leave the academy defenseless against the one threat that could destroy it.

“The academy doesn’t suppress healer combat capability out of incompetence,” Neve said, the conclusion landing with cold precision after weeks of assembly. “They suppress it because the Battle Healer path threatens the institutional power structure that the Rethis family built their legacy on. A single Battle Healer with four Soulmate bonds could do what an entire battle mage wing couldn’t. That makes the battle mage track redundant. It makes the committee’s authority redundant. So they banned it, buried the research, and let the Blight grow unchecked rather than admit that a healer could outfight their entire political apparatus.”

The information lay between them, inescapable. The morning light through Neve’s window was growing brighter, casting pale rectangles across the scattered papers.

“I need to tell Mira,” Kael said. “Not the full truth. But enough for her to understand the stakes.”

“Mira should know that Sera needs protection and monitoring. She should know that Blight symptoms in any bonded healer are a critical warning sign. She doesn’t need to know the mechanism. Not yet.” Neve paused. “Mira is intelligent. She’ll infer more than you tell her.”

“That’s fine. Mira operates on trust, not information. Give her a mission and she’ll execute.”

“And Adrienne?”

“Adrienne knows that Sera’s integration is anomalous. She doesn’t know about the bond propagation mechanism. She needs to, eventually. She’s on the committee that could authorize Battle Healer research.”

“Eventually.” Neve’s voice went sharp. She knew “eventually” was Kael’s word for commitments he couldn’t yet make. “How many people are you maintaining separate information compartments for?”

“Too many.”

“At some point, the compartments collapse. The women in your life need to be in the same room, with the same information, making decisions together. Not receiving curated briefings from a man who thinks he can manage everything alone.”

The criticism was exact. Surgical. And deserved.

“Tonight,” Kael said. “After evening class. Your room. Mira and me. We talk.”

Neve nodded. Her mind approved of operational convergence.



He found Mira on the dormitory roof.

She was sitting on the parapet, feet dangling over a three-story drop, eating an apple with a casual disregard for mortality that extended to heights, rules, and personal safety in equal measure. Her honey-blonde ponytail caught the morning breeze. She wore a tank top and short shorts despite the cool temperature, her toned legs golden in the early light.

“Hey,” she said. “You look terrible.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not being mean. You look like you haven’t slept in three days, your shoulders are up around your ears, and the bond is giving me stress responses that are making my jaw clench.” She took another bite of apple. “Sit.”

He sat beside her on the parapet. The academy spread below them: the healer gardens, the central quad, the library spire, the battle mage yard in the distance. The morning was clear and cold, the light sharp enough to cut.

“I need to tell you something,” he said. “Not everything. But enough.”

Mira’s expression fixed on him. The playful energy that usually powered her interactions narrowed into focus, replaced by a steadiness that most people never saw. This was the Mira that people underestimated: the one who listened, who calculated, who made decisions with a strategic intelligence that the bubbly exterior concealed.

“The Blight energy that Sera absorbed in the dungeon is stable. It’s enhancing her abilities. But it could become dangerous under certain conditions.”

“What conditions?”

“External Blight exposure. If there’s another incident, another pocket, or anything larger, the energy inside Sera could be triggered. It could spread through the bond network.” He watched her face. “Through Resonance connections.”

Mira’s expression didn’t change. But the apple stopped halfway to her mouth. That was Mira’s alarm signal: her constant motion cutting out, all that kinetic energy going quiet at once.

“Through our bonds,” she said.

“Through all bonds. Healers are connected through Resonance. The Blight uses those connections as conduits. The stronger the bond, the faster the corruption travels.”

“So our bonds, the ones we’ve been building, the ones that make us stronger as a team.” She set the apple down. “Those are also the way the Blight could spread.”

“Yes.”

Mira went still, the roof breeze tugging at her ponytail while she worked through the implication. Below, students crossed the quad, tiny figures going about their morning routines.

“What do you need from me?” she asked.

Not “how do we fix this” or “what does this mean” or the cascade of analytical questions that Neve would have produced. Mira cut to the operational reality. What do you need. How can I help. Give me a mission.

The wind shifted on the rooftop, carrying the scent of the healer gardens upward. Mira’s ponytail swayed, and she tucked the loose strand back with quick, automatic efficiency.

“Watch Sera. Monitor her for changes. Any shift in the Blight energy, any symptoms that don’t match normal healer fatigue, any behavioral changes. You’re her closest friend in the cohort. You’ll notice things that diagnostic scans might miss.”

“Done.” The stillness broke at once. She was Mira again: active, directed, the kinetic energy finding purpose. “What else?”

“Be ready. If something happens, if the Blight triggers, you’ll need to help me contain it. The [Linked Pulse] ability we unlocked. It might be the beginning of a countermeasure.”

“Our sex-activated healing superpower.” The ghost of a smile. Mira’s humor, even in crisis, surfacing briefly before the gravity pulled it back down. “I’ll be ready. Whatever you need.”

She picked up the apple. Set it down again. The fidget told him what her voice didn’t: the fear was still processing. Mira’s emotional metabolism ran fast, joy and grief and fear all burning through her system at the same speed as her restless energy, but this fear was bigger than her usual processing could handle. The bonds she’d been building with Kael, with Sera, with the cohort that had become her chosen family, those bonds were the best part of her life at Aegis. And now she was learning that they could be weaponized against the people she loved.

“Kael,” she said, quieter than he’d ever heard her. “If the Blight uses bonds as vectors. If our connection could hurt Sera.” Mira flexed her fingers, the same fingers that had channeled [Linked Pulse] and held Pria’s arm and stolen pastries from the dining hall. “I won’t let that happen. I don’t care what it costs.”

“It won’t come to that. That’s what the Battle Healer path is for.”

“Then we unlock it.” The steel beneath the sunshine. “Whatever it takes.”

“Tonight. Neve’s room. The three of us need to talk.”

Mira looked at him. Her eyes flickered, the brightness shifting into awareness of what “the three of us in Neve’s room” meant in a context beyond mission planning.

“Neve and me,” she said. “Together. In a room with you. Talking about Blight conspiracies and bond networks and the fact that we’re both sleeping with you.”

“Yes.”

“Has anyone ever told you that your life is absurdly complicated?”

“Several people. Repeatedly.”

She laughed. Brief, genuine, the unguarded sound that made the Resonance hum with warmth. Then she picked up her apple, took another bite, and swung her legs over the parapet.

“Tonight,” she said. “I’ll be there.”



Neve’s room had transformed into a command center.

The wall diagram had expanded since that morning. New nodes: Sera’s Blight integration data, the bond network map that Neve had extrapolated from cohort records, the timeline analysis showing the accelerating Blight emergence. Red string connected everything. The room looked like a conspiracy theorist’s den, if the theorist had perfect handwriting and color-coded their paranoia.

Mira sat cross-legged on the bed, because Mira never sat in chairs if a bed was available. She wore her standard off-duty uniform: short shorts, thin tank top. The informality of her appearance contrasted with the seriousness of the conversation, which was very Mira: the packaging never matched the content.

Neve stood at the desk, glasses pushed up on her nose, a pointer that she’d fashioned from a rolled scroll tapping the wall diagram. She wore fitted clothes, the domestic attire that revealed the curves her robes concealed. The transition from public concealment to private presentation was still striking. Kael noticed Mira noticing.

He stood between them. Literally and figuratively.

“The Blight propagates through Resonance bonds,” Neve began. She used the pointer. Professional. Thorough. As though she were giving a conference presentation rather than briefing two people on the potential mechanism of their own destruction. “Bond depth determines transmission speed. The corruption travels along Resonance connections from a source point, in this case Sera, and cascades through the network.”

She outlined the model. The propagation timeline. The fourteen-hour window. The mathematical reality that the same bonds they needed for the Battle Healer path were the conduits through which the Blight could spread.

Mira listened without interrupting, fingers curled around the edge of Kael’s chair. When Neve finished, the room was quiet except for the mana-lamp’s hum.

“So,” Mira said. “We’re doing this?”

She looked at both of them. Amber eyes moving from Neve to Kael and back.

“The three of us. Working together. On Blight research and bond network defense and protecting Sera and figuring out how to stop an apocalypse.” She paused. “Together.”

The word reached past its operational meaning. Three people in a room. Two women who were both sleeping with the man between them. The first time the configuration had been acknowledged explicitly.

“The bond system is designed for multiple connections,” Neve said. “It’s not a limitation. It’s the mechanism. The System measures bond depth across multiple partners simultaneously because the architecture requires it. The Battle Healer path needs four Soulmate-level bonds. That’s not an accident. It’s infrastructure.”

“I know what it is,” Mira said. She grinned. The first real grin of the conversation, the bright Mira energy surfacing through the gravity. “I like how you make ‘sharing’ sound academic.”

Neve flushed. The pink that started at her cheeks and spread. “I’m providing context. The emotional and physical dynamics of multiple-partner bonds are well-documented in the archived literature. The Resonance feedback creates a network of mutual awareness that.”

“Neve.” Mira’s voice was warm. “I’m not objecting. I’m saying yes.”

The two women looked at each other. Over Kael’s head, figuratively. A direct exchange between Mira Solis and Neve Halford, wholly about the relationship between them.

What passed in that look wasn’t rivalry. It was assessment. Two very different women measuring each other and finding, to their mutual surprise, that what lay between them wasn’t a wall to defend but a territory worth exploring. Mira’s eyes held warmth and curiosity and a spark that no academic framework could categorize. Neve’s eyes held respect and interest and a flush that the clinical framework couldn’t explain.

“So,” Mira said. Her voice had gone softer. “We’re doing this. All of us.”

“All of us,” Neve confirmed, the answer not quite steady. “For the mission.”

“For the mission.” Mira’s grin was back, but warmer. “And because it’s the right thing.”

The moment held. Mira swung her legs off the bed and stood, crossing to the wall diagram with the easy physicality that she brought to every space she entered. She studied the red string connections, head tilted, and reached out to touch the node labeled with her name.

“You have me connected to Kael and then to Sera through him,” Mira said. “But I’m also directly connected to Sera. She’s my friend. That bond exists outside the System’s measurements.”

Neve blinked. “The model uses System bond metrics. Informal connections aren’t measured.”

“Maybe they should be. The Blight doesn’t know the difference between a System-recognized bond and two girls who eat breakfast together every morning and braid each other’s hair when one of them is sad.” Mira tapped the string. “If corruption travels through Resonance connections, it might also travel through regular human connections. People who care about each other. People who are around each other constantly.”

Neve’s pen stopped above the page. Then she turned to the diagram and began making annotations in rapid, precise script. “You’re suggesting that the propagation model should account for non-System emotional bonds. That the Blight’s transmission vector isn’t limited to measurable Resonance.” She wrote faster. “That would dramatically expand the vulnerability window. Every friendship, every close mentorship, every.”

“Every connection that matters,” Mira said. “Which means the academy is more vulnerable than your model predicts. And it means that the people who can stop it aren’t just the people with System bonds. It’s everyone who gives a damn about each other.”

The implication landed. The model wasn’t just bigger. It was more human, and more frightening.

Then Mira stretched, the motion deliberate, her body arching in the thin tank top, and Neve’s eyes tracked the movement before she caught herself and looked away, a faint pink flush rising along her cheekbones.

Kael watched the dynamic form. The pattern his second chance was building, the network taking shape between women whose differences were their complementary strengths: Mira’s energy and Neve’s rigor, Mira’s warmth and Neve’s depth, Mira’s body comfort and Neve’s intellectual rigor. They weren’t just accepting each other. They were beginning to appreciate each other, and the appreciation had an edge that wasn’t entirely platonic.

“Research priorities,” Neve said, recovering her focus with visible effort. She tapped the wall diagram. “First: Blight propagation monitoring. I’ve designed a scanning protocol that can detect early-stage corruption in bond networks. Mira, you’ll need to learn the diagnostic technique.”

“Teach me.”

“Second: Battle Healer path requirements. The sealed records describe the corruption channeling technique in theoretical terms. We need to develop practical application. Kael, your offensive healing techniques are the foundation.”

“Understood.”

“Third: the archive intruder. Someone accessed the sealed archive before the semester started. Their motivations are unknown. We need to identify them.”

“We need to keep Sera safe,” Mira said. “That’s the priority. All the research in the world doesn’t matter if the person carrying the Blight energy gets hurt.”

“Agreed,” Neve said.

“Agreed,” Kael said.

Mira hopped off the bed. Stood beside Neve at the wall diagram. The height difference was notable: Mira’s compact 5’3” beside Neve’s fuller 5’7”. Mira’s golden tan beside Neve’s pale skin. Mira’s exposed athleticism beside Neve’s concealed curves.

“I have a question,” Mira said. She was looking at the diagram, but her question was directed at Neve. “Your Blight propagation model. The fourteen-hour window. Is that based on current bond depths, or projected bond depths if we follow the Battle Healer path requirements?”

Neve blinked. Her expression shifted, recognizing a sophisticated question from a source she’d expected to provide only operational simplicity.

“Current depths,” Neve said. “The projection at deeper bond levels is. Considerably shorter.”

“So as we get stronger, the vulnerability increases.”

“Until the Battle Healer path is unlocked, yes. Deeper bonds are both more powerful and more dangerous.”

“A race,” Mira said. “We need to deepen the bonds fast enough to unlock the path before the Blight reaches the point where those same bonds become the mechanism of catastrophe.”

Neve stared at her.

“What?” Mira said. “I run numbers. Don’t look so surprised.”

Neve’s expression didn’t change, but something behind her eyes did. Recognition. A strategist acknowledging a peer.

“Yes,” Neve said. “Exactly that. A race.”

They stood together at the wall diagram, two women who had found in each other something that neither had expected, and the bond network between them, mediated through Kael but extending beyond him, began to take a shape that was more than the sum of its individual connections.

Kael stood at the room’s center and felt the team forming. Not a collection of individual bonds. A network. The foundation that the Battle Healer path required and the Blight would exploit.

The race was on.



Kael found Sera among her plants as dusk settled over the garden.

The garden at dusk was a different space from its daytime version. The carefully cultivated beds released their evening scents in concentrated waves: rosemary, lavender, bloodmoss, and the sweeter fragrances of healing flowers that opened their petals to the cooling air. The mana-lamps along the garden paths were dimming toward their nocturnal amber, and the sky above was deep blue, the first stars beginning to show. The garden’s preservation enchantments hummed at a frequency that Kael had learned to distinguish from the dungeon wards and the library’s mana-lamps, each magical system in the academy operating at its own pitch, its own rhythm. The garden’s was the gentlest: a low, organic pulse that matched the growth cycle of the plants it sustained.

Before the regression, he’d rarely come to the healer garden. The battle mage yard had been his territory, the training ground where steel met spell and strength was measured in combat output. The garden had been Sera’s domain. She’d spent hours here, tending plants outside the curriculum entirely, talking to seedlings in the same warm voice she used for wounded patients. He’d teased her about it. She’d told him that the plants listened better than he did.

Sera sat on the stone bench at the garden’s center. The bench was her preferred spot, the place she came when the dormitory felt too enclosed and the open air offered the solitude her healer’s temperament required. She sat with her feet tucked beneath her, her hands resting on her knees, and the Blight-lit marks were visible in her wrists, the corruption’s light tracing her veins in slow rhythm.

She looked up when he approached. Her hair loose around her shoulders, catching the evening light. Freckles. The warm, searching eyes that made people confide in her because they carried no judgment.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“Sit with me?”

He sat. The bench was small enough that their arms touched at the shoulder. The contact hummed with the Resonance between them, the bond carrying warmth and comfort and the low frequency that he associated with Sera’s presence.

She was looking at her hands. Turning them over. Examining the amber-green threads that marked the Blight’s integration into her pathways.

“I should be scared,” she said, quiet and thoughtful. Not frightened. Processing. “Everyone keeps looking at me with worried eyes. Mira checks on me every hour. Neve is building monitoring protocols. Adrienne scheduled daily assessments. You haven’t slept in three days.”

“I’ve slept.”

“Kael. You’re a terrible liar.”

He couldn’t argue.

“I should be scared,” she repeated. “There’s Blight energy inside me. Corruption. The thing that the academy spends every resource fighting. It’s in my body. In my healing channels. And everyone who understands what that means is afraid for me.”

She paused. The garden’s evening scents drifted around them. A bloodmoss plant near the bench had opened its flowers, dark red petals releasing their medicinal perfume.

“But I’m not scared.” She looked at her hands. The faint light pulsed beneath her skin. “It feels like it’s mine. Like it was always supposed to be there. When I channel [Purify] now, the power is. Different. Bigger. More intuitive. It’s like the corruption taught my healing something new, showed it a frequency it couldn’t find on its own.”

“You’re stronger.”

“I’m different.” Her attention settled on him, calm and luminous. “Not just stronger. Changed. The Blight isn’t a foreign presence. It’s part of me now. Part of my healing. I can feel corruption the way I feel injuries, as something that needs treatment. I know where it is, how it flows, where it concentrates. It’s like my [Diagnosis] expanded to include an entire new category of perception.”

She said this with the quiet wonder of someone discovering a new dimension of a talent they’d always possessed. Not fear. Awe. The instinctive healer encountering a form of healing that nobody had taught her, that her body was inventing from the raw material of integrated corruption.

She turned her hands over again. The light beneath her wrists pulsed in slow rhythm, and in the garden’s dimness the tracery cast faint patterns on her palms, delicate and luminous. A bloodmoss plant near her feet had opened its flowers wider than the others, the dark red petals straining toward her hands as though drawn by the energy she carried. She noticed. Reached down. Touched the nearest petal with one fingertip.

The flower brightened. The red deepened. The plant’s stems straightened, and the leaves that had been curling in the evening cool spread wide, green and vital.

“I healed a plant,” she said. She sounded startled. “I wasn’t channeling [Mend]. I just touched it and the energy moved.”

The Blight integration was expanding her healing beyond the System’s defined skills. Her body was developing capabilities that didn’t have names, that the curriculum had never imagined, that the sealed archive’s Battle Healer records had only hinted at. She was becoming the thing that the academy had spent fifty years preventing.

“You’re becoming something new,” Kael said. “Something the academy doesn’t have a category for.”

“Is that why you’re scared for me?”

“I’m scared for a lot of reasons.”

She studied him with patient, amber-deep attention, unhurried, seeing past the careful distance that he wore like a second set of robes. Sera didn’t have Neve’s analytical mind or Mira’s social intelligence. She had something that neither could match: the ability to see emotional truth without requiring its explanation.

“Why do you care so much about what happens to me?” she asked.

Simple. Direct. Sera always knew when the answer mattered more than the conversation around it.

He could deflect. He’d done it a dozen times. Every conversation with Sera was a careful dance around the central truth, each answer a half-truth crafted to preserve fiction. That he’d met her six weeks ago. That she was merely interesting. That his interest had a beginning.

The fiction was crushing him, the loneliness of it unbearable. Neve knew the truth. Mira knew parts. Adrienne had guessed. But Sera, the person at the center of everything, the woman whose life was the purpose of his regression, the person who deserved the truth more than anyone, knew nothing.

The deflection was ready. The careful words, the strategic half-truth, the answer that would satisfy the question without revealing the wound.

He looked at her. Hair catching the evening light. Freckles. Golden-brown eyes, warm and searching. The thin scar on her left wrist, pale against warm skin.

The deflection died in his throat.

“Because I’ve lost you before,” he said. “And I can’t do it again.”

Sera’s low harmonic shifted. Not the bright golden surge of Mira’s thresholds or the keen edge of Neve’s. A quiet deepening, gravity pulling something already present into a new depth, the Resonance recognizing what the words had cost and what her listening had given.

[BOND: SERA LYTTON -> 300 (CONFIDANTE)]

The threshold crossing felt like roots growing silently beneath the surface, the same way her first Ally bond had felt at the lakeside. Deeper now. Her warmth and curiosity resolved into something more specific: trust arriving through her hands, steady and chosen. She didn’t understand what he’d said. She believed it anyway.

The words fell into the garden’s quiet like stones into still water. Ripples spreading outward. Silence reforming.

Sera’s breathing quieted. Not shock. Attention. The kind of listening she gave to a patient describing pain they didn’t yet have words for.

“Lost me,” she said. “Before.”

“Yes.”

“We’ve known each other for six weeks.”

“No. We haven’t.”

Her golden-brown eyes searched his face, seeing the tears that he couldn’t stop, that six weeks of discipline couldn’t hold back any longer. The grief found the fracture and ran down his face, and he didn’t wipe it away because wiping it away would require looking away from her, and he couldn’t look away.

She didn’t pull back. She didn’t ask for clarification. She didn’t demand the full explanation that the words deserved.

She took his hands.

Her fingers laced through his, and Resonance surged through their joined hands. Not the bright intensity of Mira’s bond or the sharp specificity of Neve’s. Something deeper. Something that felt like coming home after a journey measured in years and deaths and the agony of loving someone who was standing right in front of you and couldn’t hear you calling.

Sera held his hands and worked through the meaning of it with touch first. Her thumbs moved slowly across his knuckles, tracing circles, her touch steady even as her brow furrowed.

“I don’t know what that means,” she said gently. “But I know what I see when you’re with me. You’re seeing someone who isn’t here yet. Someone I haven’t become. And instead of making me feel less, it makes me feel like more. Like there’s a version of me that you’ve already met, and she was worth crossing impossible distance to reach.”

The tears fell. He didn’t try to stop them. The composure, the compartmentalization, the careful separation of grief and duty that had carried him through six weeks of living beside a ghost, all of it gave way. Quietly. Evening softened the garden around them, the day’s armor set aside, the night not yet demanding its replacement.

Sera saw the tears. She saw the grief. She saw the man behind the mask that he wore for everyone, the twenty-two-year-old soldier in an eighteen-year-old body carrying the memory of watching her die.

She didn’t ask what it meant. She didn’t need to understand to respond. She leaned forward.

Her lips found his.

The kiss was tender. Gentle. Not the fierce urgency of Neve’s confrontation or the playful enthusiasm of Mira’s initiation. Soft lips against his, the taste of the herbal tea she’d been drinking, the warmth of her breath mixing with his. A kiss that said: I’m here. I’m staying. Whatever this is, I’m not letting go.

The Resonance exploded.

Not the golden light of his bonds with Mira or Neve. Something warmer. Deeper. The frequency that he’d associated with Sera’s presence since the day the regression deposited him in a life where she was alive, the low, steady hum that felt like gravity and sunlight and the particular ache of holding someone you’d lost. The frequency crescendoed into something overwhelming, deepening in a single moment from the cautious proximity of Ally to something that the System recognized as fundamentally different.

[BOND: SERA LYTTON -> 500 (CRUSH)]

The threshold crossing was not gentle. It was a flood. The bond opened like a door flung wide, and through it came Sera’s emotional landscape in vivid, overwhelming detail: warmth, curiosity, the quiet wonder of a woman discovering that the man kissing her was carrying something enormous and choosing to carry it for her. Fear never surfaced, and neither did a demand for explanation. Trust. Pure, irrational, instinctive trust in someone she’d known for six weeks and felt she’d known forever.

And underneath the trust, the Blight. The faint awareness of the corruption inside her, pulsing in time with her heartbeat, humming in response to the Resonance surge as though it too recognized the significance of what was happening.

Sera, Year 2. The first kiss. Her room in the healer wing, late at night, lamp-light warm on her skin. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a year.” The taste of herbal tea and the warmth of her laugh against his lips.

Sera, Year 3. The last kiss. Dungeon entrance. Copper hair braided for combat. “Come back to me.” The taste of fear and determination and the absolute certainty that they would survive because they always had.

Sera, Year 4. No kiss. Blood on her lips. Copper hair matted wet against his arm. His fingers searching her throat for a pulse that was gone.

MEMORY ECHO

The flashback took him apart with every kiss he’d given and received across two timelines. Four years of intimacy compressed into a three-second sensory assault that made his body shake.

The tell surfaced. Fingers at the base of his skull, pressing against the vertebrae, the body’s reflex for bridging the gap between timelines.

Sera felt the shudder pass through him. Felt the grief in the way his hands tightened, the way his mouth went still against hers, the way his body tried to fold around a memory she couldn’t see. She didn’t pull away. She held tighter. Her hands gripping his, her mouth against his, her body leaning into his. She understood without words: whatever he was experiencing, the remedy was presence, not distance.

The kiss deepened. It wasn’t sexual, and it didn’t follow the escalation toward physical hunger that his encounters with Mira and Neve had taken. Something different. Something that ached more than pleasure and healed more than grief. The devastation of kissing someone you’d crossed timelines to save, someone who was alive and warm and holding you in a garden at dusk.

She pulled back. Her hands came to his face. Both palms against his cheeks, thumbs brushing away the tears he hadn’t realized were still falling. Her eyes looked into his from inches away, and the amber warmth in them was not the Blight’s enhancement but something older and more fundamental.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” she said. “But I believe you.”

She kissed him once more. Brief. A seal. A promise made without understanding its terms.

They sat in the garden as the last light faded. Her fingers threaded through his. Sera’s low harmonic hummed at its new depth, the Crush-level bond carrying warmth and trust and the faint pulse of Blight energy that she couldn’t feel and he couldn’t ignore.

The stars came out. The garden’s night-blooming flowers opened. Her hand in his.


Chapter 20: What Are You?

The all-track semester-end assessment dungeon was not the healer-track Tier 2 practical that Kael’s party had cleared earlier that week.

This was something else. A combined dungeon, all freshman tracks, selected freshman units assembled at the entrance to a joint assessment that the academy ran once per semester: healers, battle mages, scholars, wardens, packed together in the sub-basement’s largest staging area, the noise of sixty representatives echoing off stone walls. The entrance was wider than the standard Tier 2 archway, the containment wards more elaborate, the blue light of the sealing enchantments casting cold illumination across the assembled crowd.

Two proctor stations flanked the entrance. Adrienne at the left, in full combat-rated robes, hair pinned tight. Dean Rethis at the right, in his academy blacks, silver hair combed flat, pale blue eyes scanning the crowd with the patient focus of a man building a file on everyone present.

His gaze found Kael across the staging area. Held. The pale eyes were cold, cataloguing, a case built over an entire semester and waiting for its final piece.

Kael held the gaze. Returned nothing.

“Standard combined assessment,” Adrienne announced. Her voice filled the staging area, the low alto carrying without effort. “All tracks operating as integrated units. Healers support. Battle mages engage. Scholars advise. Wardens anchor. The objective is deep clearance: reach the terminal chamber, eliminate or contain the assessment target, and return.”

“Assessment rankings will determine placement for the spring semester,” Rethis added. His voice was quieter than Adrienne’s, clipped, a voice that made silence feel intentional. “Performance is tracked individually and by unit. Exceptional performance will be noted. As will anomalous behavior.”

The last two words were directed at Kael with the subtlety of an arrow in flight.

The dungeon opened.



The combined assessment dungeon was larger, more complex, and more dangerous than anything the selected first-year units had encountered. The corridors were wide enough for mixed-track units to move in formation, the mobs calibrated for teams that included combat-capable members, and the ambient mana concentration was higher, the air humming with energy that made Kael’s skin prickle with the ghost of battle mage reflexes.

His unit was assigned by the proctors: Kael’s healer cohort supporting Torren Grieve’s battle mage squad. The same configuration as the joint dungeon earlier in the semester, the one where Kael had taken command during the trap room and earned Torren’s grudging, furious respect.

Torren stood at the front of the unit. Broad-shouldered, sandy-haired, blue eyes holding the arrogant confidence that came from being the top-ranked battle mage freshman. He wore his red-trimmed black robes like a uniform, the fabric crisp, the trimming bright, every element communicating status.

He looked at Kael. The arrogance was still there, but memory had tempered it: the trap room, Kael’s commands, the fact that a healer had saved his squad by doing things that healers didn’t do.

“Stay behind me,” Torren said. It was less dismissive than the first time he’d said it. Almost professional. “Heal when I tell you. Don’t do anything. Unusual.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Mira, beside Kael, made a sound that might have been a laugh disguised as a cough.

They descended.

The first sections were standard. Mob encounters scaled for combined teams. Battle mages engaged, healers supported, the rhythmic cycle of combat and healing that the academy’s curriculum was designed to produce. Torren was effective: aggressive, powerful, his battle mage skills deployed with the raw talent that came from good genetics and hard training. His squad followed his lead with the automatic trust that status and ability commanded.

Kael held back. [Mend] and [Barrier] at first-year levels. He used no barrier spikes, no diagnostic targeting, and no tactical commands. The mask of a competent but unremarkable healer, doing exactly what the assessment expected.

Mira and Neve worked beside him. Mira’s Resonance-boosted healing supplemented the squad’s recovery between encounters. Neve’s [Diagnosis] provided threat assessment that she delivered in clipped, clean summaries that Torren initially ignored and then, after the second time her warnings proved accurate, began heeding.

Sera anchored the [Purify] rotation. The Blight concentration in the combined dungeon was higher than the Tier 2 assessment, the corruption ambient and persistent. Her enhanced channels filtered the contamination with an efficiency that Adrienne, watching the assessment feed at the proctor station, would have found remarkable.

They pushed deep. Thirty minutes. An hour. The corridors narrowed, the mobs grew more numerous, and the ambient Blight concentration rose to levels that made Kael’s veteran senses sharpen. The metallic taste at the back of his throat was stronger than it should have been. The dungeon’s air carried a wrongness he recognized, the frequency of Blight energy at concentrations that preceded serious events.

The terminal chamber was at the deepest point of the assessment dungeon. A massive circular space, fifty meters across, with a domed ceiling supported by carved pillars. The assessment target occupied the chamber’s center: a construct, normally. An enchanted stone guardian calibrated for freshman-level combat, designed to test coordination and endurance without genuine lethality.

The construct was not what occupied the chamber.

What stood at the center of the terminal chamber was alive. Massive. Wreathed in Blight corruption that crackled like green lightning across a body that had once been a dungeon guardian and was now something else entirely. The stone construct’s form was visible beneath layers of corrupted flesh and energy: the general shape of the assessment target, twisted and enlarged by Blight mutation into a creature that stood four meters tall and radiated corruption so dense it made the air shimmer.

A Blight-corrupted entity. Something that had been transformed by the same corruption that the sealed archive described, that the Battle Healer had fought fifty years ago, that Sera was carrying in her veins.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE - CRITICAL: Assessment target corrupted. Entity classification exceeds Tier 2 parameters. Blight signature matches Surge precursor pattern.]

The System’s notification pulsed in Kael’s awareness with an urgency that previous divergence alerts hadn’t carried. The word CRITICAL burned at the edges of his vision.

The corruption in this creature carried the same pressure, rhythm, and predatory focus as the energy that had come before the Surge. Not a random contamination. A precursor. A warning. The Blight wasn’t just accelerating; it was manifesting, sending advance scouts into the academy’s infrastructure, testing the defenses that the institution had maintained for fifty years.

The selected assessment units had stopped at the chamber’s entrance. Sixty students, battle mages and healers and scholars and wardens, staring at a creature that their semester’s training had not prepared them for. The noise that had filled the corridors, the chatter and competition and the noise of teenagers pretending not to be scared, died completely.

“That’s not the assessment target,” someone said.

“No shit,” someone else said.

Torren stepped forward. His battle mage reflexes were good: engage, overpower, demonstrate superiority. His squad formed behind him, weapons charged, combat spells loaded.

“Hold,” Kael said.

The word came out in command register. Not the first-year healer’s careful tone. The Level 34 battle mage’s voice, the one that had commanded dungeon operations at the highest tiers. It cut through the chamber’s ambient noise and the students’ fear and Torren’s forward momentum like a blade through silk.

Torren stopped. Turned. Fury flashed first, then the involuntary recognition a soldier gives to a commanding officer whose authority is self-evident.

“That creature is Blight-corrupted,” Kael said. His voice carried through the chamber. Every student heard it. Every face turned toward him. “The corruption is active and broadcasting. If battle mages engage at close range without healer support, the Blight will contaminate your weapons, your armor, and your mana channels. You’ll be fighting with degrading equipment and degrading abilities within thirty seconds.”

“The proctors will intervene,” a scholar said from somewhere in the crowd.

“The proctors are at the entrance. The dungeon sealed behind us when we entered the terminal chamber. Standard protocol for assessment targets.” He’d felt the ward-locks engage when they crossed the threshold, and through the stone above them, the faint vibration of alarm enchantments activating at the proctor stations. The faculty knew something was wrong. They couldn’t reach the students. “Except this isn’t a standard target.” Kael stepped forward. Past Torren. Past the battle mage formation. Into the space between the assessment group and the creature that the Blight had made.

He shouldn’t have done this. Every impulse of concealment, every calculation of exposure risk, every carefully maintained strategy for preserving the mask screamed that stepping forward was the worst possible choice. Rethis was watching the assessment feed. Adrienne was watching. Every student in the selected assessment units would see whatever happened next.

But the creature’s Blight signature matched the Surge. And its alien intelligence was capable of sensing the temporal anomaly he carried, the regression marker that had already drawn its aggression. And sixty selected freshmen who hadn’t spent years fighting in dungeons were about to die if nobody took command.

The veteran made the decision that the freshman couldn’t afford.

“Battle mages, form a semicircle at fifteen meters. Engage with ranged attacks only. No close combat.” He pointed. “Torren. You’re the strongest striker. Take center position. Your squad flanks you.”

Torren stared at him. The blue eyes were wide.

“Now, Torren.”

Torren’s jaw clenched. His blue eyes burned with the urge to refuse, to remind this healer that battle mages didn’t take orders from support classes. The arrogance demanded it. But the memory of the trap room overruled the arrogance, and the grudging, hard-won respect that he’d been denying for weeks won the argument his pride couldn’t finish.

He moved. His squad moved with him. The battle mage formation assembled with the reluctant compliance of soldiers whose egos had been overridden by the need to survive.

“Healers, behind the battle mage line. Barrier wall formation. Three layers, staggered. [Purify] rotation on the barriers to cleanse any Blight contamination that gets through.”

Mira was already moving, pulling the healer cohort into position. Neve directed the barrier construction, her [Diagnosis] providing real-time structural analysis of the optimal placement.

“Scholars, I need [Diagnosis] on the entity. Full structural analysis. Find the weak points. The corruption has an anchor in the original construct’s framework. Find where it attached and we find where it’s vulnerable.”

The scholar cohort scattered to observation positions, their diagnostic skills activating in a coordinated sweep that turned the scholars’ eyes into a distributed intelligence network.

“Wardens, anchor the formation. If the entity pushes through the battle mage line, you’re the last defense before the healers.”

Commands given. Formation set. The entire assessment group arranged in a combat structure that no first-year should have been able to coordinate, directed by a healer who was giving orders to battle mages and being obeyed.

The entity charged.

It moved with a speed that its size shouldn’t have allowed, the Blight corruption powering its muscles like fuel in an engine. The ground shook. The corrupted flesh rippled. Green lightning crackled across its surface.

“Engage!” Torren roared. The battle mages opened fire.

Combat spells struck the entity in a barrage of force, fire, and lightning. The combined output of twelve battle mage freshmen hit the corrupted creature in a sustained volley that would have destroyed any standard assessment target.

The entity staggered. It didn’t fall.

The corruption absorbed the combat energy. The Blight that wreathed the creature’s body ate the battle mage spells like a fire consuming kindling, the corrupted flesh healing the damage faster than the freshmen could inflict it. Where Torren’s strongest strike had carved a wound in the entity’s shoulder, green light pulsed and the flesh knit itself together in seconds, the corruption rebuilding what combat had torn.

A battle mage on the left flank panicked. Broke formation. Charged forward with a fire spell that detonated against the entity’s chest at close range. The blast knocked the battle mage backward, and the entity’s corrupted arm swept the space the student had occupied a second before. A warden dragged the stunned battle mage back behind the line.

“Hold formation!” Torren shouted. To his credit, his voice was steady. He was a freshman who had never fought anything that could regenerate, but his combat sense was compensating. He pulled his squad tighter, shifted the barrage pattern to sustained pressure rather than individual strikes, a combat adjustment learned in real time.

The healers were working hard. Three students had taken glancing corruption from the ambient Blight broadcast, the entity’s energy contaminating everyone within its radius. Mira’s [Barrier] line held the worst of it, but the corruption seeped through the gaps, and the healer cohort’s [Purify] rotation was struggling to keep up.

Within ten seconds, the entity was advancing again, the barrage having slowed it but not stopped it.

“The corruption is regenerative,” Neve called from the diagnostic line, tight with the strain of pouring everything through [Diagnosis]. “The Blight energy is feeding the entity’s repair mechanisms. Standard combat damage won’t exceed its regeneration rate.”

“Weak points?”

“The original construct’s core is still intact beneath the corruption. Center mass, approximately two meters deep. If you can reach the core, destroying it will collapse the entity. But the corruption layer regenerates faster than you can penetrate.”

“Unless the corruption is cleansed first,” Kael said.

He looked at Sera. She stood in the healer formation, hands at her sides, eyes fixed on the entity. The luminous threads beneath her skin pulsed faster, the Blight energy inside her responding to the entity’s broadcast. She was resonating with it. The corruption in her body recognized the corruption in the creature.

“Sera. Can you feel its corruption?”

“Yes.” Calm. Steady. A healer who had found her patient. “I can feel where it connects to the original construct. The energy flow is clear. If I channel [Purify] at the connection points, I can disrupt the regeneration.”

“Do it. But stay behind the barrier line.”

She raised her hands. [Purify] erupted from her palms, not the targeted beam of classroom exercises but the wave that she’d used against the Blight pocket: white-gold cleansing energy, tinged with the amber warmth that the corruption integration had given it. The wave swept across the chamber and struck the entity.

The creature screamed. Not the mechanical shriek of a construct. A living sound, the cry of corrupted flesh being challenged by something it hadn’t encountered: Sera, feeling its corruption and attacking it specifically, her [Purify] carrying the resonant frequency of integrated Blight energy.

The corruption layer flickered. The regeneration slowed. The battle mages’ attacks began to do visible damage, the combat spells striking corrupted flesh that couldn’t heal fast enough.

“It’s working!” Torren shouted. “Keep pushing!”

The entity wasn’t finished.

It pivoted. The massive body turned with sudden, alien focus, and instead of pressing toward the battle mage line, it changed direction. It ignored Torren’s squad, ignored the healer formation, ignored Sera’s [Purify] wave entirely. Its corrupted white eyes swept the chamber with predatory focus, searching, and then locked onto Kael.

It charged straight at him.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE - CRITICAL: Entity drawn to regression marker. Blight corruption detecting temporal anomaly. You have been identified.]

The notification seared across his vision. The Blight could sense the regression. The temporal displacement that the System had woven into his existence was broadcasting like a beacon, and something thinking behind those corrupted white eyes had locked onto it with the focused hunger of a predator recognizing wounded prey. The corruption didn’t care about Sera’s [Purify] or the battle mages’ combat spells. It wanted the temporal anomaly. It wanted him.

“Barriers!” Kael shouted. The healer formation’s three-layered barrier wall materialized between the entity and the healer line. Golden light, stacked, reinforced by every healer’s combined output.

The entity hit the barriers like a siege ram. The first layer shattered. The second cracked. The third held for one second, two, and then exploded outward in a shower of golden fragments.

The entity’s corrupted fist swung at him with brutal force. He threw himself sideways, shoving Sera clear of the debris blast, and the fist cratered the stone where he’d been standing.

[Battle Instinct] activated at full power. Not the partial activation of the dungeon encounter earlier that week. Full. Complete. Level 34 battle mage combat reflexes overriding Level 5 healer limitations, the phantom overlay of his first-life stats blazing into his awareness like a fire lit in a dark room.

He moved with the fluid, explosive efficiency of a veteran combat specialist: feet finding purchase on the stone floor with trained certainty, center of gravity low, shoulders leading, the entire kinetic chain of a four-year battle mage’s movement pattern expressed through a healer’s frame with borrowed strength.

The entity tracked him. Only him. Its corrupted bulk pivoted to follow, ignoring sixty other students, ignoring the battle mage barrage that struck its flank. The regression marker was a signal it couldn’t ignore.

He compressed a [Barrier] to maximum density and projected it into the entity’s path. The creature hit the barrier at full charge. The barrier held for one instant before shattering, but the impact staggered the entity back, buying seconds.

The entity recovered. Swung again. The corrupted fist caught him as he dodged, clipping his shoulder and sending him airborne. He struck the chamber wall; stone cracked behind him.

HP cost tore through him. [Battle Instinct] at full power drained his health pool to dangerous levels. Blood poured from his nose, from his ears. His vision strobed: the phantom Level 34 stat overlay flickering in and out, visible to anyone running [Diagnosis]. His body screamed with the contradiction of a Level 5 system executing Level 34 operations.

He pushed off the wall. Staggered. Stayed upright.

The entity had paused. The blow should have killed him. The fact that he was standing, bleeding from every orifice but standing, seemed to confuse its alien intelligence.

Around the chamber, every student in the selected assessment units had seen what he’d done.

The battle mages had seen the speed. The distance covered. The combat reflexes. Healers did not move like that. Neither did first-years, and nobody at Level 5 crossed that kind of distance with those reflexes.

The healers had seen the barrier compression. The combat interposition. The willingness to take a killing blow for another healer.

Torren had seen it. His blue eyes were wide, the arrogance replaced by stunned recognition.

Neve had seen it. Her expression was locked down, but her hand gripped her notebook so hard that the binding creaked.

Mira had seen it. Her eyes were bright, terror and fierce defiant pride warring across her face in equal measure.

Sera had seen it. She lay where he’d pushed her, hair fanned across the stone, golden-brown eyes locked on him. She didn’t look shocked. She looked like a woman watching a man confirm what she’d already sensed, what her body had been telling her since the day he’d healed her scratch with shaking hands and looked at her like the center of the universe.

Adrienne, at the proctor station, watching the assessment feed. He couldn’t see her face, but something in the Crush-level connection snapped taut enough to hurt. The careful separation of instructor and lover, the distance she rebuilt every morning. It broke.

Rethis had seen it. The Dean’s pale blue eyes behind wire spectacles were fixed on Kael with focused attention. The final piece of evidence, delivered in front of witnesses.

“Healers!” Kael’s voice, blood-streaked and ragged, carrying command authority through the chamber. “Full [Purify] chain. Every healer channels simultaneously. Feed the output through Sera. She’s the amplifier. Battle mages, sustained barrage on center mass. Scholars, guide the strikes to the core.”

He was exposed. Completely. The mask was gone. The commands he was giving were military formations that no healer curriculum taught. The speed he’d displayed was impossible for his class and level. Everyone in the chamber knew that what they were seeing was not a freshman healer.

He didn’t care.

Sera was alive. The entity was still moving. The Blight was still broadcasting. And sixty students were going to die if he didn’t finish this.

The assessment group responded. The healers formed a channeling chain, hands linked, [Purify] energy flowing from each healer into Sera, who stood at the chain’s apex and shaped the combined output into a wave of cleansing force that dwarfed anything the academy had seen in fifty years. The white-gold energy, amplified by integrated Blight resonance, struck the entity’s corruption layer and peeled it back like bark from a tree.

Then Sera’s output surged beyond what the chain provided. The Blight energy inside her activated, her own integrated corruption resonating with the entity’s signature and feeding back into her [Purify] in a feedback loop that doubled, then tripled, the cleansing wave’s intensity. The chain was fueling her, but her own power was exceeding its input. She was generating more [Purify] than the entire healer class combined, her body channeling corruption and cleansing energy simultaneously, the amber glow in her eyes blazing bright enough to cast shadows.

The battle mages poured combat spells into the exposed construct core. Torren led the barrage, his strongest strike punching through corrupted stone to reach the core’s crystalline center.

Neve’s [Diagnosis] guided each strike with surgical accuracy, her voice calling weak points in rapid succession.

Mira channeled [Linked Pulse] through her bond with Kael, the doubled healing output flooding the healer chain with additional energy that kept the [Purify] wave sustained.

The entity’s corruption layer collapsed. The construct core, exposed, cracked under the sustained barrage. The creature staggered, shrieked, and fell.

The chamber shook with the impact. Dust fell from the ceiling. The ambient Blight concentration plummeted as the entity’s corruption dissipated, the green energy fading into the stone like water into sand.

Silence.

Sixty selected freshmen stood in a chamber that smelled of ozone and corruption and the acrid metallic tang of Blight dissolution. The entity’s remains smoked on the floor, corrupted flesh dissolving, the construct core broken into fragments.

Nobody moved. The battle mages stood in their semicircle, weapons still charged, combat spells still loaded, their formation holding through sheer muscle memory even though the target was dead. Three of them were trembling. Two had burns from glancing Blight contact that their unit healer was already treating. Torren stood at center position, his strongest strike still dissipating from his fist, and his face said he’d just learned how wide the gulf was between what he thought combat was and what it actually looked like.

The healers lowered their [Barrier] formations. The golden walls dissolved, the mana returning to the casters who had sustained them. Several healers sat down where they stood, the effort of maintaining barriers against a corrupted entity having drained their reserves to nothing. Pria was one of them. She sat on the chamber floor, staring at the dissolving remains, and the look on her face said she was revising every assumption she’d had about what the semester assessment was supposed to test.

The scholars were still running [Diagnosis]. The data from the entity’s corruption, its Blight signature, its regenerative capacity, was too valuable to let fade with the creature’s remains. Notebooks emerged. Observations were recorded. Even in the aftermath of near-death, the academic compulsion to document persisted.

The dungeon unsealed. The containment wards at the terminal chamber’s entrance flared blue, then dimmed. The passage back to the surface opened.

Kael stood in the center of the chamber, blood drying on his face, his healer robes torn, his body trembling from [Battle Instinct] expenditure. The phantom Level 34 overlay flickered in his vision, fading as the borrowed reflexes released their hold on his system.

The System spoke.

It wasn’t a small notification or one of the brief bracketed messages that marked bond thresholds or temporal divergences. A full System announcement. It pulsed twice in his awareness, slow and absolute, the way class assignments had pulsed in the Sorting Hall.

[CLASS EVOLUTION DETECTED] [PRELIMINARY REQUIREMENTS MET] [PATH: BATTLE HEALER (LOCKED)]

The words blazed in his vision. And then the requirements, displayed with the System’s characteristic clinical detachment:

[REQUIREMENTS:] [BOND THRESHOLD: 4 SOULMATE-LEVEL BONDS (0/4)] [BLIGHT COMPREHENSION: 0/100%] [TEMPORAL ALIGNMENT: 12%] [LINEAGE ANCHOR: UNDETECTED]

The notification pulsed twice. Faded. The information settled into his awareness with the solidity of something written in stone.

Battle Healer. The path existed. The System recognized it. The requirements were explicit: four bonds at Soulmate depth, full understanding of the Blight, temporal alignment at a threshold he didn’t yet understand, and something called a Lineage Anchor that the System declined to explain.

Lineage Anchor. The term was opaque. Neither healing nor combat terminology. Something else. Something the System embedded in its requirements with the implication that it was as fundamental as bond depth or Blight comprehension.

He set it aside. There would be time to understand. Neve would analyze it. The research alliance would decode it.

First, he needed to survive the next ten minutes.



The proctor station was chaos. Faculty rushing toward the dungeon entrance. Emergency protocols activating. The assessment feed replaying footage that nobody in the administrative chain had expected to generate.

Adrienne caught his eye as he emerged from the dungeon. She stood at her proctor station, her face shuttered, her expression telling him everything her composure wouldn’t. She’d seen it all. The speed. The combat reflexes. The commands. She’d seen a student she’d been sleeping with demonstrate abilities that confirmed every suspicion she’d been building since the first day of class.

She looked away. Her control snapped back into place with the practiced speed of years spent navigating the academy’s politics. But Adrienne’s new bond carried what her face refused to show. He felt her fear. He felt anguish, because she’d just watched someone she cared about take a blow that should have killed him. And beneath both, the fierce, unwilling admiration that she would never admit to feeling in public.

Mira was beside him. She’d attached herself to his side during the ascent from the terminal chamber and showed no intention of leaving. Her eyes were bright, her energy focused, the playful energy set aside in favor of the fierce, protective version of Mira Solis that emerged when people she loved were threatened.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“I’m aware.”

“From your ears, Kael. Your ears.” She pressed a [Mend]-warmed hand to the side of his head. “Whatever you did in there cost more than you’re admitting.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re terrible at lying. Sera’s better at spotting it, but I’m catching up.”

Neve appeared on his other side. She’d pushed her glasses up with one finger, the gesture she made when her mind was racing faster than her hands could write. Notebook in hand. Her expression was the composed stillness she wore when processing information too complex for emotional response.

“I felt it,” she said before he could speak.

Kael looked at her.

“The class-evolution announcement. It hit the bond like a bell.” Her fingers tightened around the notebook. “Not the full panel, but enough. Battle Healer. Locked path. Requirements.”

He gave Mira and Neve the rest in a low voice: four Soulmate-level bonds, Blight Comprehension, Temporal Alignment, Lineage Anchor.

“Lineage Anchor,” Neve said quietly. Urgency sharpened the words. “We need to talk about what that means.”

“Later.”

“The other three requirements are about connection and knowledge. Lineage Anchor is different. It sounds biological. Healer bloodlines, maybe. Or something more literal.” Her focus held him through the chaos. “The System rewards permanence, Kael. The deepest bonds might require more than emotional depth. Permanence. Lineage. The System might be asking for something that outlasts the practitioners themselves.”

Mira, who had been listening from his other side, said what Neve wouldn’t. “Lineage Anchor. As in bloodline? As in children?”

Neve’s flush deepened, but she didn’t look away. “The terminology is consistent with that interpretation.”

“So the System wants us to. Make something permanent.” Mira’s voice was quiet, the playfulness gone. “More than bond or love. Create.”

“It’s a hypothesis,” Neve said. “One of several. But the language is suggestive.”

The implication settled between them. The System’s requirements weren’t just about power or knowledge or even love. They might demand creation. Life. The most permanent bond there was.

“Later, Neve.”

“Soon.”

Sera was behind them. Walking on her own, upright, light moving beneath her wrists with the heightened intensity that followed heavy [Purify] channeling. The other healers gave her space, the unconscious deference that came from watching someone perform at a level that exceeded comprehension.

She looked at Kael. Her expression held everything she’d seen in the chamber: the speed, the reflexes, the commands, the blood. She’d watched the creature single him out, watched him take a killing blow and stand back up. Impossible.

“Later,” she said quietly. “You and I need to talk.”

“I know.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I know that too.”

The four of them stood in the assessment staging area, surrounded by sixty shaken assessment representatives and a faculty response team that was still trying to understand what had happened in the terminal chamber, and for one moment the bonds between them hummed in unison: bright and keen and deep and sure, four frequencies harmonizing into the beginning of a chord.

Then Dean Rethis’s voice cut through the noise.

“Mr. Dayne.”

Kael turned.

The Dean stood at the proctor station’s edge, wire spectacles reflecting the ward-light, silver hair impeccable, academy blacks pressed and formal. His expression was the practiced institutional calm that concealed everything and revealed one thing: certainty.

“My office,” Rethis said. “Now.”



The Dean’s office was austere. Dark wood. Minimal decoration. A desk that served as a barricade between the institution and whatever sat on the other side. The windows were narrow, admitting light but not warmth. The room was designed to diminish whoever sat opposite: authority pressing down, individual ambition rendered insignificant.

Rethis sat behind the desk. Spectacles removed. The pale blue eyes were sharper without them, the glass frames a concession to human frailty that the man beneath didn’t seem to require.

Kael stood. He hadn’t been offered a chair. The omission was deliberate.

“I’ve watched you all semester, Mr. Dayne.” Rethis’s voice was quiet, calibrated, each word selected with bureaucratic exactness, language deployed as a primary weapon. “From Orientation Day. The way you sat with your back to the wall. The way you scanned entries. The way you answered questions that a freshman shouldn’t have been able to answer and performed skills that a first-year healer shouldn’t have been able to perform.”

He folded his hands on the desk.

“Early in the semester, you deep-scanned a fellow student with [Diagnosis] depth that the first-year curriculum does not teach. During the joint dungeon exercise, you called tactical formations using vocabulary that only appears in battle mage command training. After that, repair logs from the healer training yard showed practice-dummy damage consistent with offensive barrier compression, logged after midnight and never attributed to a supervised session. Earlier this week, a dungeon assessment report from your instructor was filed with conspicuous omissions.” He unfolded his hands. Refolded them. The only fidget the Dean allowed himself, and even that was contained. “And today. The energy signature that my [Diagnosis] captured during the assessment: a Level 34 Battle Mage overlay on your Level 5 Healer profile. No flicker. No artifact. A sustained overlay that persisted for the full duration of your combat engagement.”

Kael’s blood went cold. The [Ghost Stats]. Rethis had been running [Diagnosis] during the boss fight. He’d seen the phantom overlay. A sustained reading, unambiguous. The evidence was diagnostic.

“The reflexes you displayed in the terminal chamber today were not healer reflexes,” Rethis continued. “They were not scholar reflexes. They were not warden reflexes. They were the combat reflexes of a battle mage with years of experience, operating through a healer’s System profile with an HP cost that should have killed you.”

He leaned forward. His gaze locked on Kael’s with the patient hunger of a predator that had cornered its prey and was taking its time.

“I know what you are, Mr. Dayne. Or more precisely, I know what you’re not. You’re not a freshman. You’re not a natural healer. And the diagnostic overlay I observed during the assessment suggests that your actual capabilities exceed anything this academy has produced in a generation.”

The office was very quiet. The narrow windows let in afternoon light that made the dust motes visible, suspended in the air like frozen stars.

“What are you?” Rethis asked.

Simple. Direct. Bureaucratic authority at its most naked: a man with power demanding an answer from someone without it.

Kael looked at the Dean. The thin, meticulous man in academy blacks. The grandson of the council member who had banned the Battle Healer. The inheritor of a political legacy built on suppression and concealment and the systematic destruction of the one path that could have prevented the catastrophe that Kael had come back to stop.

“I’m a healer, sir.”

Rethis stared at him. The pale eyes were glacial.

“No,” the Dean said. “You’re not.”

He stood. Walked to the window. Looked out at the academy grounds with a proprietary gaze, the institution his personal domain.

“My family has served this academy for three generations. My grandfather sat on the committee that established the current class structure. My father maintained it. I intend to maintain it after them. The system works, Mr. Dayne. It produces competent healers, capable battle mages, and effective wardens. It has maintained stability for fifty years.”

He turned from the window.

“And then you arrive. A freshman who moves like a veteran. Who commands like a general. Who develops offensive healing techniques that match a banned specialization. Who forms bonds at a rate that my committee has never documented.” He returned to the desk. Sat. Replaced his spectacles. “I’m going to find out what you are. Your background. Your real level. Your connection to whatever is happening in the dungeons. And when I have enough evidence to present to the full committee, I will act.”

He opened a drawer. Removed a file. Set it on the desk. Kael’s name was on the tab.

“You have until next semester. Diagnostic evidence alone is insufficient for formal charges under academy governance. The committee requires a hearing, sworn testimony, and corroborating documentation before it can authorize suspension or expulsion of an enrolled student.” His tone suggested he found this process personally offensive but immovable. “More importantly, I need to understand the nature of what I observed. Whether it constitutes a threat to this institution, or merely an anomaly that requires containment. I will not bring an incomplete case before the committee and risk having it dismissed on procedural grounds.”

He closed the drawer. “Consider this a formal warning.”

“I understand, sir.”

“Do you?” Rethis leaned back. The chair didn’t creak; even the furniture in this office was disciplined. “The Blight corruption in today’s assessment was not scheduled, not simulated, and not part of any test this institution has administered. A genuine Blight entity manifested inside our dungeon system and targeted a specific student.” The stare behind his wire spectacles narrowed. “You. It targeted you. In forty years of dungeon assessments, no entity has ever displayed selective aggression toward an individual. That creature was drawn to an anomaly in your System profile. An irregularity that my [Diagnosis] detected during the assessment but that I have not seen documented in any existing literature.”

He paused. Studied Kael’s face the way a surgeon studies a lesion, mapping its boundaries before deciding where to cut.

Kael gave him nothing.

“I doubt that you understand the scope of what I’m telling you.” Those targeting eyes were unblinking behind the spectacles. “Whatever you are, Mr. Dayne, this academy has protocols for dealing with anomalies. We’ve dealt with them before. We’ll deal with you. I intend to identify that irregularity. I intend to understand what it means. And when I do, the investigation will proceed through official channels with the full authority of this office.”

The dismissal was implicit. Kael turned. Walked to the door. His hand found the handle.

“One more thing,” Rethis said.

Kael stopped.

“Instructor Duval’s assessment report for the Tier 2 dungeon earlier that week was remarkably incomplete. Missing details. Omitted observations. A thorough instructor’s work, when she’s deliberately concealing information about a student.”

He let the implication settle.

“Tell Instructor Duval that her committee seat is not as secure as she believes.”

Kael left the office. The door closed behind him with the soft, definitive sound of the academy’s machinery engaging.



The dormitory rooftop was empty when Kael climbed through the maintenance access.

Kael stood at the parapet’s edge, looking across the academy campus. The healer gardens below, silver in starlight. The central quad, empty. The library spire, lit from within. And to the west, the battle mage training yard, the space where he’d spent his previous life, the place he watched from the eastern terrace when the healer wing smelled too much like Sera’s garden and his hands wanted old weapons.

The battle mage yard was not empty.

A figure was sparring alone. Moving through sword forms with brutal efficiency, treating practice as combat, each strike carrying force and control that suggested years of training compressed into a body that was built for violence. Tall. Athletic. A woman’s build, broad-shouldered and powerful. The sword caught the moonlight as it moved: a training blade, heavy, swung with a wrist action that Kael recognized from muscle memory.

He knew those forms. He’d trained beside them. Year 1, Year 2, Year 3, Year 4. Four years of watching that body move through those exact sequences, the sword work evolving from raw talent into refined lethality.

His first bondmate from first life. A warrior. A woman who had fought beside him from orientation through the Surge, who had died in the dungeon with her sword still in her hand. A stranger in this timeline. A battle mage freshman who had never met a healer named Kael Dayne.

He watched her train. The grief was distant, held behind glass. He’d already mourned her. Already accepted that the woman in the battle mage yard was not the woman he’d known, that the regression had reset every relationship and every connection.

But the recognition was visceral. His body remembered her. The way she moved. The rhythm of her strikes. The particular angle she held the blade at the top of the arc, the signature tell that he’d identified in Year 1 and never forgotten.

The System spoke.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE - ANOMALY: Additional regression candidate detected. You are not the only one who remembers.]

His blood went cold.

Not the gradual chill of intellectual understanding. The sudden, full-body cold of a threat response activated by information that changed the fundamental parameters of his situation.

He activated [Diagnosis]. Long range. Maximum output. The diagnostic skill swept across the campus, the green glow invisible at this distance, the awareness expanding outward in a bubble of diagnostic perception.

The battle mage yard: the woman sparring. Her diagnostic profile was unremarkable. First-year battle mage. Standard stats. No anomalies.

The battle mage dormitory: a window on the third floor. A figure standing still. She wasn’t sleeping or moving. Standing at the window, in the dark, facing the healer wing.

Facing him.

Kael’s [Diagnosis] reached for the figure. The skill connected, the diagnostic assessment beginning, and then:

[SUBJECT: ??? - STATUS: [REDACTED] - REGRESSION MARKER: CONFIRMED]

The diagnostic hit a wall. The figure’s profile was redacted, sealed behind a System classification that Kael’s [Diagnosis] couldn’t penetrate. The details were hidden: name, level, class, abilities, all concealed behind the [REDACTED] tag.

But the regression marker was visible. Confirmed. The System’s own acknowledgment that the figure in the battle mage dormitory window had undergone temporal regression.

Kael stepped away from the parapet. Into shadow. The figure in the window didn’t move. It stood in the dark, facing the healer wing, a silhouette behind glass.

Watching him.

He stood in the shadow of the rooftop stairwell. The bonds hummed their four frequencies. The System’s notification burned in his vision. The figure in the window watched.

The other regressor was here. Had been here. Had been in the sealed archive before him, had left breadcrumbs, had watched from the battle mage dormitory with unknown intentions and unknown capabilities and the same temporal displacement that Kael carried.

He descended the stairs. The dormitory was quiet. Through the thin walls, the faint sound of Mira’s music. Down the corridor, the line of light under Neve’s door. In the garden below, the night-blooming flowers that Sera tended opening to the dark.

He went to his room. Sat on the bed. Looked at the wall, and through the wall, across the campus, to the window where a figure stood watching.

Someone else came back. And they knew he was here.
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