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[image: ]he inkwell sat heavy on the desk, a dark obsidian pool reflecting the flickering candlelight that danced across the stone walls. Elara traced the rim with a trembling


finger, feeling the cold bite of the metal against her skin as she prepared for the trial ahead. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs, echoing the distant tolling of the university bell tower above.

She watched the black liquid swirl slowly, mesmerized by its depth and the promise of power it held within its viscous depths. To write was to bleed, a truth every scribe learned before they could even hold a quill without shaking from the sheer weight of expectation placed upon their young shoulders. The air smelled of iron and old parchment, a scent that clung to the back of her throat like a persistent ghost.

Elara dipped her quill into the well, watching the tip absorb the dark fluid until it gleamed with a dangerous, oily sheen under the dim light. Her hand hovered over the blank page, poised to strike the first mark that would define her fate in this brutal academic hierarchy. Silence pressed against her ears, thick and suffocating, broken only by the scratch of other students preparing their own instruments of creation and destruction nearby.
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The library was a cavern of shadows, filled with the hushed whispers of those who dared to dream of mastering the arcane arts of ink and venom. She glanced toward the far table where Kael sat, his posture rigid and his eyes fixed on his own parchment with an intensity that made her stomach twist with uneasy anticipation. They had been rivals since their first day, two stars colliding in the same orbit, destined to burn or extinguish each other completely.

Kael did not look up, but she felt his awareness like a physical touch, a heat radiating across the cold stone floor between them. His presence was a constant irritation, a splinter in her mind that she could not remove no matter how hard she tried to focus on her own work. Yet, there was something magnetic about his silence, a pull that drew her gaze back to him despite her best efforts to ignore the distraction he represented.

The proctor entered the room, his robes sweeping across the floor with a sound like dry leaves skittering over grave dirt in the autumn wind. He carried a staff topped with a crystal that pulsed with a faint, eerie light, casting long, distorted shadows against the bookshelves lined with forbidden texts. His eyes scanned the room, cold and unyielding, assessing each student with a detachment that suggested he viewed them as little more than experimental subjects.

“Begin,” he said, his voice low and gravelly, echoing off the high vaulted ceiling where bats slept in the darkness above their heads. The word hung in the air, heavy with implication, signaling the start of a trial that had claimed many promising minds before they could truly flourish. Elara took a deep breath, steadying her nerves as she lowered her quill to the paper, ready to spill her soul onto the page.


The first stroke was always the hardest, requiring a precision
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that bordered on the surgical to avoid wasting precious drops of the toxic mixture. She drew a thin line, watching it darken and spread slightly into the fibers of the parchment, binding her intent to the physical world through sheer will and sacrifice. A sharp pain pricked her fingertip, a small price for the magic that began to hum beneath her skin, alive and hungry for more. Kael’s quill moved with swift, confident strokes, creating symbols that seemed to writhe on the page like living things trapped in two dimensions. Elara hated the ease with which he worked, the natural talent that came to him while she had to fight for every inch of progress she made in this cruel art. Jealousy curled in her gut, hot and acidic, mixing with the fear that she might not be enough to survive the final evaluation

coming at the end of the year.

She forced herself to look away from him, focusing instead on the complex glyph she needed to construct to bind the spirit she intended to summon for the trial. The instructions were clear, but the execution required a balance of emotion and logic that few could maintain without losing themselves to the madness of the ink. Her mind raced, calculating angles and intensities, trying to predict how the venom would react with the base ingredients she had mixed earlier.

The candle flame flickered violently, casting wild shadows that seemed to reach for her with grasping hands made of darkness and doubt. Elara blinked, trying to clear her vision, but the image of Kael’s focused profile remained burned into her retina, a distraction she could not shake no matter how hard she tried. She wondered if he felt the same pull, the same terrifying attraction that threatened to undo all her careful preparations and disciplined study habits.


A drop of sweat rolled down her temple, stinging her eye
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and blurring her view of the intricate design she was carefully crafting on the fragile surface of the paper. She wiped it away with the back of her hand, leaving a smudge of ink that looked like a bruise on her pale skin. The pain in her finger grew sharper, a reminder that magic demanded blood, and she had already given too much without seeing any real result yet.

The proctor walked slowly between the rows of desks, his staff tapping rhythmically against the stone floor with a sound that echoed like a heartbeat in the silent room. He stopped behind Kael, leaning in to inspect the younger man’s work with a critical eye that missed nothing, not even the slight tremor in Kael’s left hand. Elara watched them from the corner of her eye, her jealousy spiking again as she saw the proctor nod slightly in approval of Kael’s progress.

She turned back to her own work, forcing her hand to remain steady despite the turmoil raging inside her chest and mind. The glyph was taking shape, a complex web of lines and curves that promised protection and power if executed correctly. But one mistake, one slight deviation in the angle of a line, could cause the venom to backfire, poisoning her mind instead of empowering her will as intended.

The air grew thicker, charged with the static energy of dozens of spells being woven simultaneously in the confined space of the ancient library. Elara could taste the metal on her tongue, a sign that the ambient magic was reaching a critical mass that could overwhelm the unprepared. She closed her eyes for a second, centering herself, drawing on the reserves of strength she had built through years of rigorous training and solitary study.

When she opened them, the world seemed sharper, more defined, as if the veil between reality and the arcane had thinned

[image: ]

significantly. The ink on her page glowed with a faint, purple light, pulsing in time with her own heartbeat as the spell began to take root in the physical realm. It was working, but the cost was rising, the pain in her finger spreading up her arm like a creeping vine of thorns and poison.

Kael shifted in his seat, the sound of his chair scraping against the stone floor breaking the intense concentration that had settled over the room like a heavy blanket. Elara flinched, her line wavering for a fraction of a second, threatening to ruin the entire structure of the glyph she had spent hours designing. She cursed under her breath, quickly correcting the error with a delicate touch that required immense control and focus.

The proctor moved on, passing by her desk without stopping, his indifference stinging more than his criticism would have if he had bothered to comment on her technique. She wanted his attention, needed to know if she was on the right path, but his silence was a verdict in itself, suggesting she was insignificant in the grand scheme of the university’s expectations. The thought fueled her determination, driving her to push harder despite the growing exhaustion weighing down her limbs.

The venom in the inkwell bubbled softly, releasing a faint mist that smelled of bitter almonds and decay, a warning of the toxicity inherent in the craft they practiced. Elara held her breath, trying to avoid inhaling the fumes that could cloud her judgment and weaken her resolve at this critical juncture of the trial. Her lungs burned with the effort of holding back, her chest tight with the strain of maintaining both the spell and her physical composure.

She looked at Kael again, unable to help herself, and caught him glancing in her direction with an expression she could not quite decipher. Was it pity? Contempt? Or something
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else, something darker and more complex that mirrored the tangled feelings she harbored for him despite their rivalry? The moment passed quickly, but the uncertainty lingered, adding another layer of anxiety to her already overloaded senses.

The glyph on her page began to vibrate, the lines shifting slightly as the spirit she had summoned tested the boundaries of its confinement. Elara tightened her grip on the quill, pouring more of her will into the structure to keep it stable and secure against the entity’s restless energy. The pain in her arm was now a constant ache, a dull throb that reminded her of the physical toll exacted by such high-level magical workings.

Time seemed to stretch and compress, minutes feeling like hours as she fought to maintain control over the chaotic forces she had unleashed. The other students around her were lost in their own battles, their faces pale and drawn with the effort of sustaining their respective spells in the competitive atmosphere. The library felt like a battlefield, silent but deadly, where the weapons were words and the casualties were minds broken by ambition.

Elara’s vision blurred again, this time not from sweat but from the sheer intensity of the magical feedback looping through her nervous system. She bit her lip, tasting blood, using the sharp pain to anchor herself in reality and prevent her consciousness from slipping into the void of the spell. The spirit whispered in her mind, a seductive voice promising power if she would just loosen her grip and let it free.

“No,” she
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