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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapters Two and Five if you need to know which secrets break first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The rain slicked the cobblestones outside the library’s leaded windows, each drop a tiny, frantic heartbeat against the storm-swept silence of the University of the Damned. Circe traced a droplet’s path with her fingertip, smudging the cold, ancient glass. Her reflection stared back—dark eyes, sharp cheekbones, the practiced look of human exhaustion. A flawless disguise. It was the face of Miss Clive, a studious, financially struggling scholar enrolled in the most dangerous institution the mortal realm had ever conceived.

Inside, the air hung thick, a suffocating mixture of dust, the dry scent of crumbling paper, and a faint, electric tang of residual magic that never fully dissipated here. The vast reading room was a temple of shadow: heavy, carved oak beams spanned the vaulted ceiling, and brass-caged lamps cast pools of weak, yellow light over the desks. Students—mortals, Vampires, even a few minor Fae—hunched over texts, their forms often hidden behind towering stacks of leather-bound folios and scrolls weighted with antique copper paperweights. Their whispered anxieties about upcoming exams for Binding Rituals and Advanced Necromancy felt ridiculously trivial to Circe. Her hunt demanded a focus far beyond academic petty strife.

She shifted in the stiff wooden chair, the wood cool even through the thick, borrowed fabric of her student robes. The silence was broken only by the rustle of turning pages and the distant, mournful chime of the university’s ancient clock tower, tolling the hour of twilight.

The University was not built for mere learning; its purpose transcended that simple goal. The University was built for harnessing chaos. Founded on the fractured ley lines of an ancient cataclysm, the University of the Damned existed solely to process and catalogue forbidden knowledge—a dark repository where the fragile laws of the mortal realm frayed and snapped. Its very purpose was to push the boundaries of reality, a goal that demanded endless sacrifice. Circe, a creature of the Underworld, understood that language perfectly.

Her target wasn’t listed in any catalogue the University sanctioned. It was the stuff of myth and fear, known only by its effect: The Cursed Manuscript.

Rumors painted it in hushed, reverent whispers: bound not in leather, but in shadow itself; its ink reportedly pulsed with a dim, corrupted light. Circe knew the truth was far more potent. The Manuscript contained the First Incantations of Absolute Persuasion. Reading it, absorbing its truth, would grant its master god-like power over the will of others—a mastery so total it transcended magic itself. It wasn't just a book, it was a key to supreme, autonomous rule.

It held Power. Real power. Not the petty temptations of mortal souls she’d once fed upon with bored ease. As a high-ranking Succubus, Circe was eternally bound to the cycle of essence consumption. The constant, low-level drain, the need to hunt, to feed, to maintain her power level—it was an exhausting servitude. The Manuscript was her escape route. It would allow her to ascend, evolving beyond the limitations of her current demonic form and finally severing the humiliating, endless chain of desire and consumption. This was why she’d endured the tedious entrance trials, the mind-numbing lectures on Forgotten Infernal Latin and Chthonic History, and the mortal facade that felt like wearing coarse sackcloth over her true, hungry skin. Why she sat here, breathing this stale, human-filtered air, patiently enduring the slow march of time.

She was a predator forced to wear the wool of a sheep, but the wait was drawing to a close.

Beyond the library’s oppressive hush, the University of the Damned sprawled like a gothic labyrinth carved from nightmare. Rain lashed the gargoyle-studded spires of the Divination Hall and ran in black, oily rivulets down the black facade of the Necromancy Wing. The Department of Obscure Languages was marked by a bell tower whose bronze was perpetually stained dark, giving it the appearance of old, dried blood. The aesthetic was a deliberate, brutal commitment to the dark and dangerous, its architecture designed to instill both awe and a primal, chilling fear. Students hurried along covered cloisters, their black robes flapping like the dark wings of scavenger birds against the downpour, all of them chasing the next piece of forbidden knowledge that would elevate or destroy them.

Laughter, sharp and brittle, echoed from a nearby refectory, quickly swallowed by the wind. Circe didn’t flinch. Normalcy here was a carefully curated illusion – a thin veneer of scholarly pursuit stretched over ancient, humming power. The air itself tasted different than the mortal world: ozone, old magic, damp earth, and something faintly metallic, like blood on stone after rain. It was a place where ambition didn’t just grow; it curdled into obsession before breakfast, fed by the hunger of what dwelled here.

Circe’s gaze drifted past the frantic scholars. Through the high, arched windows, she watched figures move in the gloom. A trio of pale-skinned students argued near the Alchemical Gardens, their gestures sharp, their eyes glowing faintly crimson in the twilight—Vampires, barely controlling their feeding instincts. Near the Chrysalic Obelisk—a monument rumored to be a massive, inverted anchor to the Underworld—a lone, unnaturally still figure stood. Hooded, the rain seemed to actively avoid their form, leaving the ground immediately around them dry. A Fae Shadow-Walker, perhaps. This wasn’t Oxford or Cambridge with its tweed and tea. This was a crucible.

Here, a misplaced step could lead to an irreversible pact, a misspoken word to a potent curse, and failure wasn't a bad grade, but oblivion. The hunger in the air was palpable, a low, demanding thrum beneath the surface calm, and it resonated with the demonic core she concealed. Everyone here craved something – forbidden knowledge, terrifying ascension, power over others, or a complete escape from the mortal coil. Just like her.

A shiver traced its way down Circe’s spine, unrelated to the damp chill seeping through the ancient stone walls. It was pure anticipation. The Manuscript was close. She could feel its pull, a subtle, irresistible vibration within her soul, a siren song only her kind, the Succubi of the highest echelon, could perceive. It whispered promises older than the University’s foundations, promises of endless essence and supreme, chaotic reign.

But finding it was only the first, simplest incantation. Keeping it... that required navigating a den of predators far more dangerous than the hapless mortal world she’d left behind. Her fingers curled into fists on the worn oak desk, her nails briefly attempting to pierce the human skin of her palms. The hunt was truly beginning, and she felt the thrill of imminent power in her veins.

The library door groaned open, the sound unnaturally loud, and a gust of rain-scented air momentarily displaced the dust-heavy quiet.

Professor Azreal Blackbourne entered. Her eyes snapped to him the moment he entered as they did every time. He was captivating. His presence sliced through the studious hush like a honed blade. He moved with an unnerving, contained silence, every stride economical, every muscle coiled. His tailored suit of the darkest dyed black wool was so perfectly fitted it looked less like clothing and more like a second, shadow-forged skin, stark against the faded grandeur of the towering shelves.

His gaze, sharp and unnervingly perceptive, swept the room. It was the scan of a predator who didn’t need to look for prey because he knew exactly where his attention needed to be.

Circe instinctively lowered her head, feigning absorption in a mundane text on binding rituals, her breathing shallow, regulated. Yet, she felt the precise moment his attention settled on her—a palpable weight, a heat that had nothing to do with the room’s ambient temperature. It was the focused scrutiny of a creature recognizing kin, or perhaps, recognizing a very tempting target. It was the scent of danger, and it tasted like ozone and a primal, hungry malevolence.

He didn’t approach her desk. Instead, he paused near a towering shelf dedicated to the most forbidden grimoires, a section secured by faintly shimmering silver wards that promised death to the curious. His back was partially turned, yet Circe knew his focus hadn’t strayed.

His voice, when he finally spoke, was low. It was meant only for her ears, yet the sound seemed to carry effortlessly through the thick, hushed space, bypassing conscious hearing and vibrating directly against her demonic core.

"Miss Clive. A word. My office. Now."

It wasn’t a request. The command resonated with an undercurrent of pure, sovereign power, the kind that bypassed conscious thought and tapped directly into primal, instinctual obedience—the same kind of obedience Circe was accustomed to demanding, not giving.

Circe’s breath hitched. A rush of adrenaline, sharp and sweet, flooded her system. He knew. He knew she was hunting the Manuscript, the key to her ascension. The game had just shifted from clever subterfuge to something far more perilous, far more exhilarating. She felt
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