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Prologue – The Promise

The first time Avery saw the Mourner, she was eight years old.

It was a winter morning, the kind that made the frost cling stubbornly to the windows of her mother’s car. They were driving past the old cemetery—back when the iron gates still hung straight, before the weeds swallowed the stones.

A figure stood at the far end of the path. Wrapped in black. Still as the statues.

The veil stirred, even though the air was perfectly still.

Avery had asked her mother who it was.

Her mother’s hands had tightened on the wheel.

“Don’t look at her,” she’d said.

“Why?”

“Because she’s looking for someone to follow her home.”

That night, Avery dreamed of a knock at her window. Three soft taps, then silence.

When she told her mother the next morning, her mother only said one thing:

“If she ever knocks, don’t answer. No matter what she promises you.”

Avery never told anyone she’d heard it again. Not when she was twelve. Not when she was sixteen.

And not the night before Lila disappeared
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Chapter One – The First Glimpse
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Scene 1: Victim POV

The night was quiet too quiet for a town that had once thrived on secrets.

Ashland Hollow never truly slept, not since the disappearances started again. But tonight, the silence clung like fog. Heavy. Suffocating.

Kara Lewin pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders, the hem brushing the wet grass as she crossed through the overgrown cemetery shortcut behind her apartment. Her breath steamed in the cold air, sharp and fast. She wasn’t supposed to be here  not after midnight, not since what happened to Lila but shortcuts, by nature, never cared about warnings.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced down at the cracked screen: No Signal. Typical.

Kara muttered under her breath and picked up the pace, boots crunching on gravel. The mausoleums loomed like teeth, sharp and crooked under the flickering streetlamps. She kept her eyes forward.

Then she heard it.

A soft, dragging sound. Like fabric over stone.

She stopped.

Nothing but wind.

She turned back.

Nothing but graves.

And yet... just at the edge of the cemetery path, standing beneath the shadow of a crooked willow

A figure.

Wrapped in black.

Motionless.

A long veil stirred slightly in the wind, though the figure itself did not move.

Kara squinted, heart thudding, breath shallow. “Hello?”

No answer.

Then a sudden, sharp snap behind her. A twig.

She spun around nothing.

Back to the figure

Gone.

She bolted.

Scene 2: Protagonist Introduction

Across town, the morning sun broke over the edge of Ashland Hollow like an apology. The golden light fell through the windows of the campus café, where Avery March sipped lukewarm coffee and pretended to study.

Books open. Highlighter in hand. But her eyes were far away.

She wasn’t thinking about midterms.

She was thinking about Kara. About Lila. About how their group texts had started with memes and movie night plans... and now were full of read receipts and silence.

“Earth to Ave,” came a voice.

She looked up to see Noah dropping into the seat across from her, balancing two coffees and a breakfast sandwich. His usual lopsided grin didn’t reach his eyes.

“You okay?” he asked.

Avery nodded, a little too quickly. “Yeah. Just tired.”

“Tired or haunted?”

Avery blinked. “What?”

He shrugged. “You’ve been... weird. Since Lila. Since Kara, now.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m just saying—”

“I said don’t,” Avery snapped, more sharply than she meant to.

Noah held up his hands in surrender, backing off. Avery closed her eyes for a second and let out a breath.

“Sorry. I didn’t sleep.”

“Any reason why?”

She looked out the window instead of answering. Something had been off since the night Kara vanished. Dreams. Cold spots in her apartment. Her cat hissing at corners where nothing stood.

And last night... something had knocked on her window.

She lived on the third floor.

That night, Avery brushed her teeth in front of the bathroom mirror. The old pipes gurgled behind the walls. Her eyes were bloodshot from too much caffeine, too little sleep.

She spat out the toothpaste and turned off the faucet.

Behind her movement.

She whipped around. Nothing.

But... the light flickered.

And there, just faintly, on the mirror’s surface not on her, not in the reflection was the suggestion of a veil.

Just the edge of one. Draped like shadow across the mirror’s corner.

She blinked.

Gone.

But on the edge of the sink, her silver bracelet was missing.

The one Lila had given her.

And the bathroom door creaked closed on its own.
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Chapter Two – Everyday Shadows
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Scene 1: Daily life interactions, introduce friends/family

By mid-morning, the eerie residue of the night before had thinned — or at least, Avery convinced herself it had.

The sunlight streaming through the classroom windows at Ashland Hollow College was too warm to feel haunted. Too normal.

She sat between Mia, her art-major roommate, and Jordan, a film student who’d once pitched a found-footage documentary about the town’s haunted past until a professor told him it was in bad taste.

He still claimed he had footage. No one ever asked to see it.

“Are you even here right now?” Mia whispered, nudging Avery with her pen.

Avery blinked and refocused. “Yeah. Sorry. Just tired.”

“That’s your third time saying that today,” Jordan said. “If you’re not sleeping, maybe don’t ignore the whole creepy things in the mirror situation.”

Avery frowned. “I didn’t say anything about a mirror.”

Jordan froze. “Wait—seriously?”

“I said my bracelet was missing. That’s it.”

Jordan shifted uncomfortably. “Sorry. Must’ve dreamed it.”

Mia’s brows furrowed. “You dreamt about Avery’s mirror?”

Jordan gave a weak laugh. “This town’s just getting to me, I guess.”

The room went quiet for a beat. The professor droned on about modern folklore and cultural trauma. Irony, Avery thought, had a cruel sense of humor.

She looked down at her notebook  blank, except for one phrase, scrawled in the margin in handwriting she didn’t recognize:

“You were warned.”

She tore out the page and shoved it in her bag.

Later that afternoon, Avery made her way to the Ashland Hollow Historical Society a run-down brick building next to the chapel, where time smelled like dust and floor wax.

She wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Maybe proof. Maybe a distraction.

The bell above the door jingled softly as she entered.

Behind the counter, Mrs. Harrow, a retired librarian with cloud-white hair and hearing aids she never wore, looked up from a stack of town records.

“Ah. Miss March,” she said. “Back again. What shadow are you chasing today?”

“I was wondering if you had anything on... uh, local figures tied to grief. Or mourning. Maybe something symbolic?”

Mrs. Harrow raised an eyebrow. “Mourning? As in... death?”

Avery hesitated. “Something like that.”

The old woman tapped her fingers thoughtfully. “There’s always the Black Veil Bride.”

Avery’s ears perked up. “Who?”

“She’s more legend than history, dear. Some say she was a grieving woman who used to walk the cemetery path every Sunday, searching for her lost love. Others say she cursed the town with her sorrow after they hung her lover for treason. You know how stories get twisted.”

“Was she ever named?”

Harrow shook her head. “No name ever stuck. She was called many things  the Mourner, Lady Noose, the Widow’s Ghost... but nothing concrete. Just stories. Frightened people give grief a face. Makes it easier to ignore.”

Avery swallowed. “But what if the face starts showing up again?”

The old woman smiled faintly. “Then I’d say you’re not the first to regret breaking someone’s heart in Ashland Hollow.”

That evening, Avery locked her door and double-checked the windows. She wasn’t superstitious. She didn’t believe in ghosts.

But she did believe in the feeling crawling up her spine now. The kind that whispered: you’re not alone.

She checked her nightstand. Phone. Journal. Lip balm. Silver ring

Gone.

She swore it had been there that morning.

That ring had belonged to her mother. Her mother who had told her never to take it off. Her mother who, shortly before dying, had warned her in a rare moment of clarity:

“Don’t lie to someone you love, Avery. Not even to protect them. It always comes back.”

She turned her room upside down, searching.
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