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​Chapter 1 – Waking in Blood
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The moon hung low over the academy gardens, its pale light spilling across the damp earth, making silver ribbons along twisted branches and stone pathways. Amara’s eyes snapped open, heart hammering, as cold air pricked her skin. Her knees sank into the soil, wet and clinging, while her hands came up coated in a thick, sticky layer of dried blood. The scent iron and decay stung her nose, pulling a sharp gasp from her lips.

The shadows of the trees seemed closer than they should have been, their limbs leaning in, scraping against one another with unnatural intent. A chill crawled up her spine, and for a heartbeat, the garden felt alive, watching, whispering. Vague flashes stabbed her mind: laughter too cold to belong to any living being, a twisting sensation like roots tightening around her chest, and the taste of something metallic that wasn’t hers.

Amara tried to push it down, to tell herself she had slept too long in the library or wandered in a fevered dream. But the spiraling unease inside her refused to be silenced. She shivered, noticing for the first time that the soil beneath her knees was not just damp it was flecked with crimson streaks, seeping into the folds of her pants. Her fingers brushed across the wet stains, and a shiver of recognition rolled through her. This wasn’t a dream.

A soft rustle behind her made her whirl. Malakai appeared from the shadows of the far arbor, his expression taut with concern. Moonlight kissed the edges of his dark hair, and his eyes caught hers, sharp and assessing. He moved closer, each step deliberate, grounding. His hands reached her face before she could step back, brushing dirt and dried blood from her cheek. The touch was gentle but deliberate, and the warmth from him contrasted violently with the chill that still clung to her skin.

“You... you’re covered in—” he started, but she raised a hand to stop him, forcing a shaky smile.

“Sleepwalking,” she whispered, voice tight, voice hoarse from the garden air and the panic clawing in her chest. “I must have... slipped outside in my sleep.”

His eyes didn’t fully believe her. He tilted her chin, studying her like he could see inside her, but he didn’t press further. Instead, he offered a half-smile, the kind that felt both comforting and dangerous. “Sleepwalking through blood isn’t normal, Amara. Come on... let’s get you cleaned up.”

Every step back toward the academy felt amplified. Each snap of twigs, each hiss of wind across the leaves, set her nerves on edge. Her fingers itched, tracing along her forearms where faint, spiral-like scratches had appeared—tiny, precise marks that glinted in the moonlight. Blood sigils. Her chest tightened as her mind ticked through the impossibilities: she had no memory of making them, and yet, they pulsed faintly, as if alive beneath her skin.

Malakai noticed her hesitation. “You’re trembling,” he murmured, his voice low, almost a caress, but edged with warning. He slid an arm lightly around her waist, guiding her along the stone path that led back to the academy. “Try to focus on the path, Amara. Don’t let your mind wander to... whatever it is that touched you out here.”

Her thoughts refused to cooperate. Every flicker of shadow in the garden hinted at movement; every rustle in the leaves sounded like whispers in her head. She felt the faintest tug of power inside her, wild and unshaped, a buzzing pulse that rose along her spine. It made her stomach tighten in a mix of fear and anticipation.

As they walked, Amara’s fingers brushed absently along the spiral scratches on her arms. The patterns glimmered faintly under the moonlight, shifting almost imperceptibly, like the sigils had a heartbeat of their own. “I... I don’t remember doing this,” she murmured, her voice trembling.

Malakai’s hand tightened slightly around her waist. “You’re not alone,” he said, eyes scanning the gardens for movement. “Whatever happened, whatever touched you... it’s not beyond us. But you need to be honest with yourself—and with me.”

The academy’s stone walls rose before them, bathed in the silver glow of the moon. Torches flickered along the corridors, casting long shadows that stretched and twisted with a life of their own. Amara followed Malakai up the stairs, each step echoing softly, but in her mind, the garden’s whispers still lingered, a cold, taunting presence she couldn’t shake.

Once inside, Malakai guided her to a quiet chamber tucked near the east wing, far from the common halls. He pressed a hand to her shoulder, steadying her. “Sit,” he instructed, and she obeyed, sinking onto a low bench. “Let me see your arms.”

Her palms brushed against the spiral scratches. Malakai’s eyes narrowed slightly as he examined them, a frown tugging at his lips. “These are... significant,” he murmured. “Blood sigils aren’t accidental. Someone or something has marked you. You need rest, but you also need clarity. And we need to understand what it is that followed you tonight.”

Amara swallowed hard, the memory of the cold laughter and the twisting roots in her mind making her stomach lurch. “I... I felt... it watching me,” she whispered, voice barely audible. “I can’t explain it. I just...” Her hands curled into fists, knuckles white. “...I just woke up in the garden like this.”

Malakai’s gaze softened slightly, but the sharp edge remained. “I’ve seen this before,” he said, voice low. “It’s rare, dangerous, and it won’t let go easily. Whoever or whatever it is... it wants something from you. We’ll find out what, but you must be ready.”

The room seemed to grow heavier, the torches casting warmer, steadier light, but the shadows in her mind remained, moving, waiting. Amara’s pulse thrummed in tandem with the faint hum of magic radiating from the walls. She felt both drawn to it and wary, aware that every flicker of power within her could be exploited or consumed.

Malakai’s hand brushed her cheek again, gentle but grounding. “Try to rest tonight,” he murmured. “Sleep. Anchor yourself. The moment you let your guard down is the moment it will find you.”

As Amara leaned back against the bench, exhaustion gnawed at her. She closed her eyes, but even in the quiet of her chamber, she could feel it the presence lingering at the edges of her consciousness. Cold. Patient. Watching. A whisper slithered through her thoughts: You took the first step.

Her stomach tightened as she opened her eyes again. The words were not spoken aloud, but they vibrated in her mind, sending shivers along her spine. She had no doubt they were meant for her. And somewhere deep, beneath the fear and the lingering warmth of Malakai’s hand, a spark of curiosity flickered, dangerous and electric.

Sleep, when it came, was fitful. Every time her lids fluttered shut, she imagined those shadows from the garden, the spiraling scratches, and the cold, mocking laughter. Her body ached with a mixture of fatigue and residual adrenaline, the edges of her magic tingling beneath her skin, alive with untamed energy.

By the time dawn’s pale light bled through the chamber’s tall windows, Amara knew one thing with certainty: she had crossed a threshold tonight. The academy was no longer just a place of study; it was a crucible. The first step had been taken, and now there was no turning back. Whatever had followed her, whatever had marked her, had set its sights, and she would not be free of it until it had its claim—or she had learned to fight back.

And deep in the corners of her mind, still echoing in whispers, the words lingered: You took the first step.
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​Chapter 2 – New Academy Rules
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The sun rose in hesitant streaks over the ancient stone spires of the academy, spilling golden light into the frost-tinged gardens. Amara’s boots crunched against the gravel path as she made her way to the morning assembly, still tasting the iron tang from the previous night in the back of her throat. The blood in her dreams had not washed away entirely; it lingered in memory, sticky and accusing.

Students were already gathering in the central hall, a cathedral of arched windows and echoing wood, murmuring in small clusters like restless birds. Whispers rippled through the air before she even stepped inside: the echo of rumors, the subtle tremor of fear and curiosity. Some glanced at her with wide eyes, others with quick, knowing smirks. Her blood sigils, faintly healed but still etched in spiral scars along her arms, itched under her sleeves as if sensing the tension.

Headmistress Valeria’s voice cut through the murmurs like a whip, echoing from the dais. “This term begins with new regulations,” she said, her silver hair catching the light like threads of moon. “Curfews will be strictly enforced. Spellwork is to be monitored. Any student found ignoring these rules will face consequences appropriate to their offense. The safety of the academy is paramount.”

The words landed like stones. Amara felt the familiar tightening in her chest, a coil of unease winding with every syllable. It wasn’t just the curfews or the rules it was the unspoken glance from the upperclass witches, the knowledge that her possession incident had marked her in more ways than one. She caught a flicker of the spirit’s influence in the shadows of the rafters, a black smudge against the sunlit glass. The faintest hiss of laughter tickled her ears, or maybe it was the wind.

Rumors had already begun to fly. Whispers of her “spirit problem” being contagious carried like sparks in dry grass, brushing against her consciousness whenever a student passed by. “The Grove’s chosen corpse,” someone muttered under their breath. The words wrapped themselves around her name, turning her pulse quick and hot. She swallowed, forcing her expression into neutrality, but the spirals along her arms pulsed with a subtle irritation, magic reacting to the echoes of mockery.

From across the hall, her rival group lounged on a carved bench, their robes immaculate and eyes sharpened with amusement. They whispered and nudged each other, their laughter low and dangerous, a current that prickled along the edges of her mind. Amara’s stomach knotted, half with fear, half with frustration. She wanted to vanish into the shadows, to slip between the carved pillars where the golden light hit the dust motes and hide from every watchful gaze.

Then, a hand touched her elbow. Warm, steady, grounding. Malakai. He leaned close, brushing an errant strand of her hair from her forehead, fingers lingering too long along her temple. “Ignore them,” he murmured, low enough that only she could hear. His dark eyes scanned the room with a protective weight. “They have nothing they can touch.”

She nodded, the gesture small, almost invisible, but inside, a storm brewed. Even as he stood by her, defending her with silent authority, she felt the pull of the whispers the unspoken accusations and a heaviness pressed against her shoulders. Being “defended” only emphasized her sense of being marked, of being watched, of being dangerous in ways she didn’t fully understand.

The assembly continued, the Headmistress detailing more rules: limited practice hours for elemental magic, forbidden charms that were too potent, and curfew patrols that would monitor corridors for unauthorized spirit interactions. Each rule was a blade tucked behind velvet, slicing away at the freedom the students had once taken for granted. The words felt heavier for Amara, as though they were designed for her specifically, as though the academy itself was reminding her that she had crossed a line that could not be uncrossed.

As the final decree was read, a ripple of murmurs ran through the students. Amara’s rival group, those who had mocked her so effortlessly, let their amusement spill into the room. “Better watch where you step, corpse girl,” one hissed, her words a mix of venom and fascination. Another leaned closer. “Or maybe the spirit’s next trick will be more... permanent.”

Amara’s jaw clenched. The spiral scars along her arms burned faintly, each tendril of magic sensitive to their words. She clenched her fists, feeling the warmth of energy simmer under her skin, warning her, sharpening her senses. The spirit, she realized, wasn’t gone; it was here, in the hall, in the echoes of laughter, in the curl of whispered curses. And it was watching her.

Malakai stepped forward then, positioning himself slightly in front of her, his presence a shield more than any spell could be. “Enough,” he said, voice low but commanding, carrying over the murmurs. The students fell silent, as if the sound of his control pressed against the air itself. “She is under my watch. Any further provocation will not be tolerated.”

Her stomach fluttered at the protective edge in his tone, and a strange mix of guilt and gratitude coiled in her chest. He had the power to enforce the rules, to push back the snide remarks, and yet she felt an itch of self-recrimination. Why did she need saving? Why did she feel like she couldn’t handle even the whispers without someone shielding her?

The assembly ended in a murmur of applause and shifting feet. Students began filing out, leaving a trace of dust and magic in their wake. Amara followed Malakai, silent, feeling the faint brush of his arm against hers as they walked. Even without looking directly at her, his presence reminded her of the boundary she had almost crossed, the danger simmering beneath her fingertips, and the strength she hadn’t yet learned to claim fully.

Once they stepped into a quieter corridor, Amara slowed, glancing at her arms. The spiral scratches were deeper now, dark against her pale skin, faintly glowing in the morning light filtering through the stained windows. Blood sigils. Her pulse jumped at the sight they weren’t just marks; they were messages, etched by the spirit while she had slept or wandered without memory.

“Your body... it remembers things you do not,” Malakai said quietly, reading the marks with a scholar’s precision but the undertone of concern clear. “These are not mere scratches. Someone or something is leaving its signature on you.”

Amara’s fingers traced one spiral lightly. “I... I don’t know,” she admitted, voice low. “I keep thinking I’m just imagining it, or maybe sleepwalking. But this... this feels deliberate. Like it’s choosing me.”

Malakai’s hand hovered near hers, not touching, but warm with intent. “It has chosen, yes. And now, it waits. Watch for the signs. Control your thoughts. Even small indulgences can invite it in.”

She swallowed, nodding, heart thrumming like a drum. The warning felt heavier than any rule in the assembly, more binding than the Headmistress’s decree. She was a target, a vessel, a nexus of magic and spirit intent that pulsed beyond her comprehension.
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