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Chapter 1: The Ledger in the Dark
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The library slept like a cathedral. Tall arches, pale moonlight through the stained glass, and shelves that whispered when no one was supposed to be listening.

Mira paced the narrow aisle with a stack of manuscripts pressed to her chest. Her steps echoed in the empty hall, soft but sure, her sneakers squeaking faintly on the waxed floor. Midnight had long passed. The rest of the academy; students, teachers, the whole world was asleep.

She was not.

Not when a single mistake could cost her mother’s scholarship.

The Archive Wing smelled of dust and ink, comforting and dangerous. Mira had been volunteering there since her first term at Saint Fortuna Academy, long enough to know which books hummed when touched, which ones were safe, and which were better left alone.

Tonight, the librarian had gone home early, leaving Mira to finish cataloging a batch of rare donations. She didn’t mind the quiet; it was the only time she could think.

She placed the last book on the marble counter and exhaled. “Done,” she whispered, her voice scattering in the empty air.

Her stomach rumbled. She reached into her satchel for a half-eaten energy bar when a strange flicker caught her eye. A single book. Thin, leather-bound, sitting apart from the others gleamed under the lamplight.

It wasn’t on her list.

The cover was stamped with a faded emblem: a ring of ink spiraling inward, like a snake devouring its own tail. In the center, someone had written in thin, black script:

Covenant Ledger, Vol. I

Mira frowned. The handwriting didn’t look like any catalog entry. It looked... recent.

She hesitated only a second before curiosity won. She opened it.

The pages breathed, almost sighing as they separated. The ink was alive. Letters shimmered faintly, swirling like smoke in water. She leaned closer, the lamplight tracing her curls and the faint freckles across her nose. Her pen hovered, automatic instinct. She was supposed to transcribe anything not in the database.

The words seemed to shift into legibility the longer she stared:

“Every bond is a promise, and every promise a chain. Sign only if your word is unbreakable.”

She mouthed the sentence, brow furrowing. The language was old, but not ancient. And the ink, how did it still glimmer after centuries?

She pulled her notebook closer and began to copy. The letters formed perfectly under her pen until her wrist brushed the page.

A spark jumped between her skin and the ledger. She gasped, jerking back. The ink ripple spread outward, faint and blue, before settling as if nothing had happened.

“What the hell...”

Her heart thudded. For a second, she could have sworn she heard a whisper, soft and low, like someone breathing her name through the shelves.

“Mira.”

She froze.

The whisper wasn’t in her head.

She spun around, and nearly smacked into someone’s chest.

A hand caught her wrist before the notebook hit the ground.

“Easy,” said a cool, amused voice. “You’ll wake the archives.”

Mira’s stomach dropped. Of course. Cassian Vale.

The worst possible person to find her here.

Even at midnight, he looked like he’d stepped out of a school brochure: tall, crisp uniform shirt half-unbuttoned, dark hair tousled in that deliberate way, eyes too sharp for their own good. The academy’s golden boy—and, as far as Mira was concerned, its biggest problem.

“What are you doing here?” she snapped, wrenching her hand away.

“Checking on my assigned artifact,” he said. “The headmistress asked me to retrieve it tonight. Though,” his gaze drifted to the glowing ledger, “it seems someone got there first.”

“I’m working,” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “Some of us don’t have servants to do our assignments for us.”

He smirked. “Still stuck on that line, are we?”

“You mean the truth?”

Cassian sighed as though the very air exhausted him. “You shouldn’t be touching that book.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not meant for you.”

The way he said it, cold, clipped, dismissive, made her blood flare. “Oh, I see,” she said, crossing her arms. “Because I’m not born with a crest on my jacket, right? Because my mother doesn’t donate to the academy?”

“I’m saying,” Cassian replied quietly, “that the ink on that ledger isn’t harmless. It binds. And you’re standing too close.”

Her retort died on her lips. “Binds?” she repeated. “As in magic?”

He didn’t answer. He just glanced around the room, as if expecting something to move. When nothing did, he stepped forward and closed the book.

“Stop,” Mira said, reaching for it.

But the cover had already shut, and the lamplight flickered violently, plunging the aisle into near-darkness.

A cold wind tore through the hall. Papers scattered. The ledger pulsed once, faint blue light spilling from its edges, then went still.

“What did you do?” Mira whispered.

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “I told you. You shouldn’t have opened it.”

Footsteps echoed from the far end of the corridor. Both turned.

“Mira Esparza. Cassian Vale.”

The voice was unmistakable. Headmistress Rhys, her tone like steel wrapped in silk. Her tall figure emerged from the shadows, candlelight catching on her silver hair. “I assume there’s a good reason you’re both defiling the restricted section after curfew?”
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