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Chapter 1: The Return
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The black car cut through the rain like a knife, its sleek body humming low as it ascended the narrow road that twisted through the woods surrounding Marlington Academy. Water streaked down the tinted windows, obscuring the silhouette of the passenger inside. Trees loomed on either side like silent witnesses, their branches clawing at the glass as if they, too, remembered.

Ava Leclair didn’t flinch.

She sat motionless, her spine straight, hands folded in her lap. The scent of leather and the faint musk of the car’s interior surrounded her, but her focus was fixed far beyond the rain-smeared glass. Marlington’s gate, wrought iron and rusted with time, appeared in the distance — just as she remembered it.

The past coiled in her stomach.

Ten years.

Ten years since her mother’s body was found floating in the reflecting pool behind the east wing. Ten years since she’d been pulled from the dormitories in the dead of night, her wrists raw from gripping the sheets as faculty whispered in corners. Ten years since every face turned away from her as if grief were contagious.

And now she was back.

The driver slowed, waiting for the security post to clear them through. A red light blinked in the mist. The guard, a new face, eyed her through the fogged glass. He didn’t recognize her. Of course not.

"Miss Leclair," the driver said, his voice the perfect balance of reverence and detachment. "Shall I wait for your return, or—"

"You can go," she interrupted softly. Her voice was smooth but lacked warmth. She reached for the door handle as the gates creaked open.

The crunch of gravel beneath her boots echoed in the hush. Marlington stood before her — proud, gothic, cold. Ivy clung to the stone like scars, trailing down the facade in tangled veins. The windows glimmered with golden light, as if the building itself was pretending nothing had happened.

But it had.

It still reeked of secrets.

She took a slow breath, the air sharp with pine and rain. Beneath it all, the scent of stone and old wood — the academy’s particular perfume — hit her like a slap. Her fingers clenched involuntarily.

She heard the door open behind her.

"You're early," came a voice.

A male voice. Deep, controlled, with an edge like glass ground against stone.

Ava turned.

Headmaster Elias Thorn stood beneath the archway, shielded only by the long umbrella he held in his gloved hand. He hadn’t aged the way she’d imagined. His dark hair, now peppered with gray, remained close-cropped. His eyes, pale as ice and twice as indifferent, assessed her with a sharpness that made her breath catch before she could control it.

He wore his usual black, the tailored coat and crisp collar making him appear both funereal and untouchable.

Ava met his gaze evenly. "I prefer to arrive before the vultures circle."

Thorn’s mouth quirked, but not into a smile. "They’ve never stopped circling, Miss Leclair."

No apology. No warmth. Just acknowledgment — clinical, detached. But his gaze lingered on her face, as though searching for the remnants of the girl who had once lived here. Ava felt the weight of it, like fingers tracing a wound that never closed.

He gestured toward the door. "You’ll want to get out of the rain."

The stone steps were slick underfoot. As she passed him, she caught the faintest scent of cedar and smoke clinging to his coat. It unsettled her more than the rain.

The main hall hadn’t changed.

Vaulted ceilings stretched like cathedral arches above her, and the chandelier hung like a constellation of firelight. The floors gleamed, dark mahogany polished to an almost liquid shine. Echoes of footsteps whispered down the corridor like ghosts.

Students wouldn’t arrive for another week, but the academy pulsed with the low thrum of readiness — faculty murmuring behind doors, the scent of ink and paper, waxed floors and freshly washed linens.

"Your room is ready," Thorn said, leading her through the east wing.

Ava fell into step beside him. She refused to trail behind.

"Same one?" she asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Of course not," Thorn replied. "You’ll be in the Tower Annex. Private quarters."

A punishment or a privilege? She couldn’t tell.

They reached the staircase, and he paused at the base. "There’s no staff assigned to your floor."

Her brow lifted. "Security concern?"

"A courtesy." His eyes flicked to hers. "I assumed you might prefer... privacy."

Ava’s lips parted slightly, the word echoing in her mind. Privacy. She’d had none of that the night her mother died. Reporters had clawed through every thread of her life, dragging photographs and names and whispers out into the open. No arrests. No answers. Just a note that had never been found and a shadow cast so long it reached even now.

She nodded once, tightly.

Thorn watched her ascend, his expression unreadable.

The room was minimal — white linens, dark wood, a writing desk beneath the arched window that overlooked the reflecting pool. Ava stood before it for a long time, her arms wrapped around herself as her reflection stared back from the glass.

She remembered the way the water had looked that night. Black. Still. Holding her mother like an offering.

She closed her eyes.

A knock shattered the silence.

"Miss Leclair," came Thorn’s voice through the door.

She opened it slowly.

He held out a slim envelope. Her name in looping calligraphy. Her mother’s hand.

It wasn’t possible.

"I found it in the archives this morning," he said, voice low.

Ava stared at the envelope. Her fingers trembled as she took it.

It was sealed.

Unopened.

The weight of it in her palm was heavier than it should have been.

Thorn hesitated before speaking again. "Some ghosts refuse to stay buried."

She looked up at him, throat tight. "Then it’s time someone learned how to dig."

His gaze darkened. “You were always good at asking the wrong questions.”

Ava’s voice turned cold. “And you were always good at ignoring the right ones.”

He didn’t flinch, didn’t speak. Just held her gaze for a beat too long before turning away and disappearing down the corridor.

The envelope pulsed in her hand.

And somewhere beneath the foundations of Marlington, the past shifted — as if it, too, had been waiting.
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Chapter 2: Ashes Beneath the Ivy
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The chapel bells rang once, low and somber, rolling across the mist-veiled campus with the gravity of a warning. Ava stood beneath the archway that framed the west courtyard, her coat unbuttoned, the morning fog curling at her ankles like smoke.

The letter from her mother lay untouched on the desk in her tower room. Sealed. Untouched. A silence more terrifying than any scream.
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