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​Chapter 1 – Ashen Veins
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The first thing I noticed was the sound.

Not the crack of stone, not the low moans of the academy’s wounded halls, but the rhythm beneath my skin. My heart should have been steady, familiar. Instead, it stuttered in a double-beat one thudding human pulse, the other a whispering undertow, like wings brushing from the inside out.

When I opened my eyes, the chamber swam in shadow and ash. Splinters of light filtered through the broken shutters, catching on the faint glow crawling under my skin. I lifted my hand, horrified. My veins were no longer veins at all. They glimmered silver-black, molten threads that pulsed with each alien heartbeat.

I sat up, the sheet sliding off my body in a rustle of soot. The air was heavy with smoke and copper. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. My chest ached, every inhale scraping like glass. Then came the hunger sharp, hollow, unbearable. Not for food. Not for water. Something deeper, something that reached past flesh and bone.

Magic. I was starving for magic.

The realization slammed into me, and my throat closed. I pressed my palm to the scarred floor, willing it to steady me. Instead, the stone warmed beneath my touch, fissures spreading like spiderwebs as if the academy itself recoiled from me.

I tore my hand away, clutching it to my chest. My skin glowed brighter, a constellation of ash veins crawling up my arms. I whispered a spell, one I’d known since childhood, a binding charm meant to ground restless energy. The words fizzled to nothing, the syllables swallowed by the thing inside me.

A voice flickered at the edge of thought. Not mine. Not human.

More, it murmured. We need more.

The mirror across the room had cracked in the chaos of the night, shards dangling loosely from the frame. Against my better judgment, I stumbled toward it, drawn like a moth to flame.

My reflection wasn’t mine.

Half of my face remained Amara—skin dusted in soot, eyes rimmed with exhaustion, lips chapped. But the other half shimmered like glass in moonlight. My cheekbone glowed faintly, veins of black-silver webbing outward, swallowing the softness of my skin. My left eye, once dark and warm, had fractured into something alien—pale, swirling, a storm locked in a socket.

I reached out, fingertips brushing the broken surface. The shards trembled. The smallest one clinked free and fell, cutting my palm as it landed. Blood welled instantly, but instead of red it gleamed black, glittering with a faint silver sheen.

I gagged, clutching my palm. The wound sealed itself before my eyes, the skin knitting over as though time obeyed me now. No pain, no scar. Only the echo of what I used to be.

“Gods,” I whispered. “What have I become?”

The voice inside stirred again, closer this time. Not what. Who.

My knees buckled. I pressed my forehead to the cool wall, but even that trembled at my touch. I was a live fault line, a crack waiting to split wide.

And yet... beneath the terror, a sliver of awe coiled hot and seductive. I wasn’t fragile anymore. No one could bind me. No one could cage me. The spirit’s hunger wasn’t only destruction it was possibility.

The door creaked open before I could will the spirit’s glow to dim.

“Amara?” Zara’s voice, soft but ragged. She stepped into the room first, curls unbound, night robe slipping off one shoulder. Malakai shadowed her, his jaw tight, eyes flicking over every trembling surface like he expected the walls to collapse.

Both froze when they saw me.

Zara’s hand flew to her mouth. Malakai cursed under his breath.

The glow under my skin pulsed harder at their fear. The spirit inside me stirred, savoring it. They will kneel. They will learn.

I clenched my fists until the glow dulled to a faint shimmer. “Don’t look at me like that.” My voice cracked.

Zara moved before Malakai could stop her. She crossed the room on shaking legs and reached for me. Her hand hovered, trembling, then closed around mine.

A flare surged out of me searing, bright, alive. Zara gasped, the light branding her palm.

“Zara!” Malakai lunged forward, grabbing her wrist to pull her back.

But she didn’t let go. Tears streaked her face, and still she clung to me. “It’s you,” she whispered fiercely, wincing against the burn. “It’s still you.”

The spirit snarled inside me, furious at her defiance. I bit down hard on my lip, tasting copper.

Malakai pulled Zara back at last, wrapping her scorched hand in the edge of his shirt. His eyes never left me, hard as steel. “If you can’t control it, the council will come for you. And they won’t ask questions, Amara. They’ll end it.”

The words should have been warning enough. But the way he said my name half-prayer, half-condemnation split me worse than the spirit ever could.

I wasn’t just Amara anymore. I was something else. And both of them knew it.

I couldn’t stay under their stares Zara’s raw devotion, Malakai’s sharpened fear. The room pressed too close, the spirit inside me too restless.

I staggered to the window, bracing my glowing palms against the cold frame.

The academy grounds stretched below, scarred. Charred soil cut through the gardens, the marble fountain cracked in two, water trickling down like blood. Even the sky hadn’t healed dark seams ran through it, faintly glowing where the spirit had clawed its way into the world.

My breath fogged the glass. For a moment, the reflection looking back at me wasn’t mine.

Above my head shimmered a crown not gold, not silver, but a twisting circlet of shadow, woven from smoke and light. It pulsed with a strange majesty, regal and terrible all at once.

I blinked, and it was gone. Only my tired face remained, framed in restless glow.

But the whisper slithered through me, low and certain, curling into my bones:

Not girl. Not witch. Queen.

My stomach clenched. The hunger pressed against my ribs, eager, unstoppable. No matter how tightly I wrapped my arms around myself, the truth pulsed there, undeniable.

The spirit hadn’t just chosen me. It was crowning me.

And hunger like this could not be denied for long.
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​Chapter 2 - Whispers of the Spirit
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The dormitory felt too small for her body. Too human. Too fragile. Amara lay in her narrow bed, the sheets clinging damp with sweat though the air was cold. Every beat of her heart came double—her own, and the strange, pulsing thrum of the spirit that lived beneath her skin.

It whispered. Always now. A hiss like wind threading through broken glass.

They don’t see you. Not as you are. But I see you. I feel you. You are not bound by flesh any longer.

Amara pressed her palms hard against her ears, as though she could squeeze the voice out, but the pressure only made her temples ache. She turned onto her side, staring at the ceiling beams warped with moonlight. Shadows coiled in the corners, not natural, not honest—shadows that bent toward her like loyal hounds.

Her body betrayed her in little ways. Her veins glowed faintly beneath her skin, silver-blue lines that pulsed when she tried to still herself. Her nails had sharpened, brittle and glassy, leaving fine scratches on her sheets when she shifted restlessly. Her mouth ached with hunger, not for food but for something she couldn’t name.

Power, the whisper corrected. Blood and breath and magic. Give me the reins and I’ll feed you until you never ache again.

Amara squeezed her eyes shut, fighting a tremor that shook her shoulders. This was supposed to be her sanctuary. The Academy was meant to be the one place she belonged, where her magic could grow without shame. Now her magic had become a parasite. Worse she had invited it in.

Her thoughts darted to Zara. To Malakai. They had seen her flaring skin, her burning veins. They hadn’t recoiled, not truly but their fear was there, plain and sharp in their eyes. What would they see if they could peer into her now? Would Zara dare touch her hand again, knowing it might burn her to ash next time?

The sheets tangled tighter around her legs. The spirit stirred, amused.

You’re not afraid of me, little witch. You’re afraid of yourself. Because you know I’m right. You’re already more than they are. More than any of them will ever be.

The ceiling creaked. Amara’s eyes snapped open. A shadow detached from the rafters and pooled across the floor, slithering toward her bed like ink spreading across parchment. Her breath froze in her chest. The spirit’s laughter rippled through her marrow, a cold vibration she couldn’t shake.

And yet when the shadow reached her wrist and curled around it like a cuff, heat sparked there. Not pain. Not fear. But a rush of belonging that made her heart stutter.

She whispered into the dark, barely audible even to herself.

“Then what am I becoming?”

The spirit purred its answer.

Mine.

Amara moved through the corridors of the academy with a careful, almost predatory grace. The faint glow tracing her skin pulsed like a heartbeat she could feel in her fingertips. Each step sent a ripple through her veins, the spirit coiling beneath her flesh like a living current, whispering promises she tried to deny. The walls themselves seemed to lean closer, the paintings of past witches staring down as if they could sense the duality she carried part human, part something far older and more dangerous.

“All you’ve sacrificed... all you’ve endured... give yourself fully, and none of it need be hidden,” the spirit purred, velvet and steel woven together. It painted visions of limitless power: mastery over every spell, every whisper, every shadow. It tempted her with control she had never known, seducing her with a dangerous intimacy that felt electric beneath her skin.

Amara clenched her fists, grounding herself. She pictured Zara’s worried face, soft and anxious, and her human heart fought against the seduction. Yet even the memory of love was tinged by the spirit’s corrosive presence, twisting warmth into a strange cocktail of longing, fear, and hunger.

Turning a corner, she almost collided with Malakai. His dark eyes, usually so unreadable, fixed on her with a mix of awe, fear, and concern. “You feel it, don’t you?” he said softly. “You can’t hide it not from yourself, not from anyone else.” His hand hovered near hers, the proximity offering a grounding warmth she desperately needed.

“I... I can control it,” she replied, though even she doubted her words. The spirit stirred, sensing weakness, brushing against her thoughts with gentle insistence: “Control? Or fear? You were never meant to be small. I can give you more than he ever could, more than she ever will.”

Malakai’s presence was steady, a tether she could cling to, but the pull of the spirit threaded through her mind, igniting something raw and hungry. Memories of unleashed magic, of witches saved and hurt alike, pressed on her conscience. Power like this demanded surrender, and the price was her very self a truth she wasn’t ready to name aloud.

She drew a deep breath and forced her gaze forward. The corridors hummed with latent energy, shadows bending subtly toward her, as if the academy itself recognized the storm within. And somewhere deep in her blood, the spirit coiled tighter, a whisper curling around her thoughts: “I am yours... and soon you will be mine.”

Amara clenched her jaw, feeling both terror and exhilaration. She had survived so much, yet she knew that this hunger, this power, was not something she could outrun. The tension between human desire and the spirit’s pull made her pulse thrum in tandem with the glowing veins that marked her as both dangerous and extraordinary.

Amara’s chest heaved as she tried to pull the surging energy back under control, but the dual pulse of human heartbeat and spirit hunger made her tremble from head to toe. The faint glow of the markings on her skin throbbed like molten veins, casting shadows across her trembling hands. She didn’t want them to see this—anyone seeing this—but the creak of the door made her spin.
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