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​Chapter One – Ashes of Victory
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The circle still smoked.

Ash clung to my robes, streaked across my arms, and coated the tips of my fingers as though the spirit had burned itself into my skin. The last syllables of the banishment spell still throbbed in my throat, heavy and raw. My chest heaved, every breath edged with copper and ash, like I had swallowed fire and survived.

Around me, the other witches staggered. Some collapsed outright. Spells this ancient always asked for blood, and tonight we’d paid in cuts, bruises, and fragments of our strength. The circle was broken now, salt scattered, candles half-melted, sigils charred into the stone.

The spirit was gone.

Or so everyone thought.

A wild, trembling cheer broke from one of the apprentices relief spilling too fast, too soon. My lips twitched into something that might have looked like a smile if anyone cared to glance at me. They didn’t. Witches embraced, trembling with joy and exhaustion. The academy bells began to toll midnight, echoing off the high walls like a victory song.

But I had seen it.

Just as the circle collapsed, just as my voice wavered on the final word, a seam in reality had split open. A hairline crack, thin and bright as lightning, ripped across the air behind the spirit’s dissolving form. Through it, I glimpsed the shadow—thin, sharp, hungry—slipping free. Not destroyed. Escaped.

The others hadn’t noticed. Too blinded by relief. Too desperate to believe it was over.

I stood there, heart pounding so hard it felt like the sound would betray me. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. The mark of the spell pulsed at my wrist, hot and aching, a reminder that the thing was still tethered to me somehow.

I wanted to scream. To shake them all, to tell them we failed. But the words stuck to my tongue like thorns. Because saying them aloud would make them true.

Malakai’s voice slid into my memory unbidden, rough and deep: “A spirit like this doesn’t vanish. It waits. It changes its skin. You banish, you bind, you bleed but you never assume it’s gone.”

He had been right. Saints help me, he was always right.

I pressed a hand to my mouth as the others congratulated one another. Their laughter scraped against my ears, sharp, too bright. Didn’t they feel it? The air still thrummed wrong. The shadows bent too eagerly, as if hiding a secret.

“Amara.”

A hand touched my shoulder. I startled, nearly snapping a ward reflexively, before I recognized the face—Zara. Her eyes glowed with the heat of triumph, her mouth softening into the smile that always infatuated me.

“You did it,” she whispered, her forehead tipping against mine. “We did it.”

My throat locked. I wanted to fold into her warmth, to let the illusion of victory carry me for a moment. To pretend we had truly destroyed it. But the truth pulsed beneath my skin like poison.

I forced a nod. Forced my lips to brush her temple. “Yes. We did.”

Her arms tightened around me, and the fragile lie held for now.

But when the circle was cleared and the others drifted away, I lingered at the edge of the courtyard, staring at the sky. Smoke smeared the stars. The moon hung low and red as blood, as if it knew.

Somewhere beyond those stars, or maybe closer than my own breath, the spirit was free. Free to slip into cracks, free to taste mortal blood, free to crawl into the hearts of witches who would never see it coming.

And I had let it escape.

My victory felt like ashes in my mouth.

I stayed long after the courtyard emptied.

The candles guttered out, one by one, as if even their flames couldn’t bear the weight of what lingered here. My body sagged, aching from the spell, but sleep felt impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw it again the crack, the shadow slipping through like smoke through a keyhole.

The academy towers rose black against the sky. Safe. Silent. But I could feel the wrongness pressing at their stones. Something hungry was already loose, pacing the edges of our world.

I pressed my palm flat to the cool marble of the wall, grounding myself, but the pulse in my wrist throbbed harder, a brand I couldn’t ignore.

“Damn you,” I whispered to the night. “I saw you.”

The words were stolen by the wind, meaningless to anyone but me. Still, saying them made my jaw tighten, made the coil of dread harden into something sharper.

No one else had seen. Not Zara with her steady eyes. Not Professor Leke, even with all his watchful scrutiny. The others had cheered their victory like children around a bonfire.

Which meant no one else would believe me.

If I confessed, the council would strip me bare. They would say I had faltered, that the spirit’s mark still lingered in me. Expulsion. Maybe even execution.

I curled my hands into fists. No.

If I had let it slip free, then I would be the one to hunt it. I would find the thing and drag it back into chains or bury it where no crack could ever open again.

The thought of Malakai flickered sharp and bitter in my chest. His warning, his voice, his cursed truth that haunted me even now. He would know what to do. But I had cast him away, hadn’t I? Chosen the academy, chosen Zara, chosen the path that was supposed to keep me safe.

Yet my skin still remembered his touch. My heart still stumbled when I thought of his eyes. And Saints help me, part of me wanted him here now wanted his shadow at my side, because he would never doubt what I’d seen.

I clenched my teeth against the thought and shoved it down.

I couldn’t need him.

I couldn’t need anyone.

The spirit was loose, and it wore my failure like a crown. If the academy discovered the truth, it would be my neck on the pyre.

So I would find it first.

Even if it meant walking into the dark alone.
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​Chapter 2 – Fractures
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The air outside the ritual chamber still smelled of burned herbs and iron. My legs wobbled beneath me, hollowed by magic, and for a moment I thought I might crumble into the earth. Then a shadow peeled from the stone archway.

“Amara.”

That voice rough-edged and steady all at once snapped through me like lightning. My head jerked up, breath caught in my throat.

Malakai.

His hair was mussed, his robe still carrying the dust of the journey that had torn him from me, but it was him. Entirely, irrefutably him. No trick. No phantom. My chest gave out, and before I could think, I stumbled forward into his arms.

He caught me easily, holding me tight against his chest. The heat of his body pressed through the cold that had been chewing at my bones since the banishment. I clung to him, fingers curling into his tunic as if to anchor him in place.

“You’re safe,” he whispered into my hair, voice thick with something I couldn’t name. Relief? Fear? “It’s over.”

I wanted to believe that. To let myself melt into the rhythm of his heart, steady and unbroken beneath my ear. To believe the nightmare was gone and the academy, the Grove, and my soul were all safe again.

But even as his hand smoothed down my back, a chill uncoiled at the base of my spine. The echo of the spirit’s scream. The mocking edge of its laughter. The sight of it slithering out into the mortal world through the crack my banishment had torn.

“Over,” I echoed, though the word felt like ash on my tongue.

Malakai pulled back just enough to look at me. His thumb brushed my cheekbone, and his dark eyes searched mine. “You’re shaking.”

“I’m tired,” I lied.

Because how could I tell him? How could I taint this moment, this impossible return, with the truth clawing at my insides?

That it wasn’t over.

That nothing had ended.

That the spirit had learned to wear his face.

Malakai’s arm stayed wrapped around my waist as he guided me from the chamber. The cool night air met us like a balm, fragrant with pine and the damp sweetness of moss. For a few precious breaths, I let myself believe it was just us, the forest, and the quiet.

The moonlight sifted down through the canopy, painting Malakai in silver. His presence was solid, grounding, as though the world itself leaned toward him.

“Tell me what I missed,” he said softly. “Every detail. I want to know everything.”

I almost laughed. Everything? Where would I even begin? With Zara’s restless jealousy, with Leke’s lingering stares, with Kesi’s threats, with the spirit’s hungry games? My throat tightened.

Instead, I pressed closer to him, cheek brushing his shoulder. “Later. Right now I just want to walk with you.”

His smile was small, but it eased something in my chest. “Then we walk.”

The path wound between ancient trees, their roots like knotted veins in the soil. Every step felt borrowed, a fragile reprieve stolen from the chaos waiting just beyond the veil of silence. I could feel the truth pressing against my ribs, begging to be spoken.

But I wanted—no, needed—a sliver of peace. Just a little longer. Just until the weight became unbearable.

Malakai glanced at me as though he could sense the storm beneath my stillness. His fingers brushed mine, intertwining without question. The warmth of his hand was enough to make me ache with both comfort and guilt.

Because soon, I would have to shatter it.

Soon, I would have to tell him the spirit had stolen his face.

I didn’t make it past the river.

The water shimmered in the moonlight, rippling as though the current itself carried secrets. I stopped on the bank, every part of me straining against the words I had held down for too long.

“Amara?” Malakai’s voice was steady, but I caught the faint crease between his brows. Concern. Suspicion. Both.

I stared at the reflection of the moon breaking on the water’s surface and felt my chest splinter. The silence became unbearable.

“The spirit...” My voice cracked, thin and raw. “It wasn’t just tormenting me. It—it used you.”

He stilled.

My breath came shallow, but once the dam broke, I couldn’t stop. “It wore your face, Malakai. Your voice. It—” I swallowed hard, bile rising. “It tried to seduce me. I fought it, I swear, but the way it looked at me, the way it spoke—like you were the one—”

“Amara.” His tone was sharper now, cutting me off, but I couldn’t look at him. My gaze stayed locked on the river, shame prickling like needles across my skin.

“I didn’t want to tell you,” I whispered. “I was afraid of what you’d think. Afraid you’d see me as... tainted.”

The silence that followed was heavy enough to drown in.

Then his hand was on my chin, firm but not cruel, forcing me to meet his eyes.

“They used my image because they knew it would unmake you,” he said, low and dangerous. “That’s not your shame, Amara. That’s their weapon.”

The fierceness in his voice burned through the fog of guilt, but a tremor still lingered in me. “But I let it get close—”

“You resisted,” Malakai growled, eyes dark as storm clouds. “That is what matters. Do not twist survival into sin.”

My lips parted, a protest half-formed, but then his thumb brushed across my jaw, gentle, grounding. The contrast of his tenderness and his anger stole the words from me.

And for the first time since the banishment, I let myself believe maybe I wasn’t broken.

The river carried the moonlight away in silver fragments, as though the night itself wanted to wash me clean.

Malakai didn’t let go of me, not even when the silence stretched. His thumb still rested at the edge of my jaw, warm, unyielding.

“You are stronger than you know,” he murmured. “And if that spirit thought to use me against you, it will regret the day it ever touched your mind.”

The weight of his words curled into me like a shield.

For so long, I had been waiting for the blow—for disappointment, for disgust, for the fracture that would split us apart. Instead, there was only his steady gaze, burning with something fiercer than judgment.

It wasn’t forgiveness. It wasn’t pity.

It was faith.

And for the first time in weeks, I let myself breathe without the taste of ash on my tongue.
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​Chapter 3 – Haunted Grounds
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The carriage wheels crunched over the frost-hardened path leading back to the academy, each sound startling in the stillness of early dawn. Amara sat rigid, hands pressed against her knees, watching the trees sway like dark sentinels beyond the fogged windows. The Grove’s aftermath clung to her like a second skin—roots of shadow curling at the edges of her vision, the taste of iron lingering faintly in her mouth. She forced herself to swallow. She had banished it or so she told herself but a lingering tremor in the air whispered doubt.

Malakai’s hand brushed hers, light, almost casual, and she flinched. He didn’t speak, only watched the landscape roll past, eyes narrowed as if searching for something invisible. The tension between them felt like a live wire, and for the first time, Amara recognized the irony: she was safer with him than without, yet every moment near him ignited a nervous, unwelcome heat beneath her skin. She had wrestled a spirit to the edge of annihilation, but this this quiet, close proximity made her pulse race in ways that had nothing to do with magic.

The academy came into view, spires black against a bleeding sky. The gates groaned as they opened, welcoming them back, and a cold wind slithered through the courtyards. Everything seemed unchanged, yet wrong. A shadow darted across the stone steps; the torches flickered oddly, casting jagged silhouettes that didn’t belong. Amara’s chest tightened. The air hummed—an undercurrent of something unnatural—and she had the sudden, suffocating suspicion that the Grove had not been fully cleansed.

“You’re quiet,” Malakai said, voice low, carrying a weight she felt in her chest.
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