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Chapter 1: Arrival
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The bus rattles to a stop in a village sculpted by mist and stone. Warm, stale air gathers in the aisle as the heater falls silent, and the vinyl seat clings to the back of Kali's legs. A gull's distant call weaves through the gentle hiss of the bus door, which hangs open, letting in a curl of cool, damp air.

Kali Peterson presses her forehead to the cold glass, leaving a faint print where her skin meets the window. Beads of moisture gather there, spreading coolness across her brow. The driver hefts her two battered suitcases onto the gravel; the thud echoes along the roadside. 

Aelridge unfurls beneath the cloud-heavy sky, narrow lanes winding between buildings that tilt inward, their stone shoulders nearly touching as if sharing secrets. The breeze threads past, bringing with it the briny scent of seaweed, a promise of water hidden beyond the mist.

Rain glides down the slate roofs, tracing patterns that glimmer on the dark stone. Droplets slip from eaves, landing with a soft percussion that lingers in the morning quiet. Fallen branches lie scattered, their shapes half-swallowed by mist curling at the ground. The fog drapes the village, slipping between houses, swallowing fences and gardens until lines and edges dissolve into pale, shifting veils.

The driver glances back, his warm smile creasing at the corners as he speaks. "Here we are, my love. End of the line."

Kali swings her backpack onto one shoulder and rises from the seat. The movement draws a wince as her stiff legs protest, the hours of sitting having left them heavy and slow. She pushes upright and steadies herself, fingers digging into the seat's edge until her knuckles pale. Her knees threaten to buckle beneath her, a tremor rippling through her body. The ache, always lurking, winds tighter in her chest, coiling until the world blurs and the weight of absence settles inside, dense and unmoving.

Three months have passed.

The memory snaps into focus: tyres losing grip, a blur of headlights on black ice, metal shrieking. Her parents' laughter, silenced in an instant, plunged the world into a new silence. Ninety days marked by mornings that arrived without welcome, each one carving deeper the shape of a life she never chose.

Kali steps down from the bus, the air saturated with rain-soaked earth and the tang of wood-smoke. Her boots scuff and crunch over loose gravel as she steadies herself, shoulders hunched against the chill. Peat smoke unfurls from a nearby chimney, weaving through the mist. The door seals itself behind her with a final hiss. The bus rumbles away, gears gnashing, red tail lights dissolving into the fog and leaving her solitary on the corner. A dog barks once—sharp, distant—before quiet folds around her again.

Kali stands rooted, bags huddled at her feet. Mist trails across the street, muting the outlines of houses and swallowing up the glow from the streetlamp. The borders of the village melt into shadow. The newness of the place presses close, unfamiliar shapes looming at the edges, every angle and corner both an invitation and a warning.

Manchester lingers behind her, the city she called home until yesterday. Neon glimmers on slick pavement, sirens weaving through the midnight air. Laughter rises from the street, slipping through an open window to mingle with the smell of rain and the jumble of books and curling posters filling her old bedroom. School mornings press her into crowded buses, damp coats brushing against hers. Every wall, every corner, stamped with certainty and belonging.

Now the shelves stand empty, the walls bare except for faint rectangles where posters once clung. Boxes hold the last of her books, laughter, and neon folded away with winter coats. Her world packed into crates, vanishing behind a closing door.

And here she is, standing at the edge of an unfamiliar village, clutching the strap of her bag with numb fingers. The street stretches before her, strange and silent, the stone cold beneath her boots. She traces the frayed edge of a sleeve, grounding herself in the rough nap of the fabric.

A memory slips through the fog: sunlight pouring over a garden, the sharp scent of cut grass, dragonflies darting brightly above a pond. Miriam, bathed in green shadow, knelt in the flowerbed and called Kali over with a crooked smile. Lavender pressed into Kali's palm, a butterfly trembling on a petal, her aunt's laughter mingling with the hum of bees. Warmth gathers across Kali's shoulders as if sunlight has found her there. For a moment, the village recedes—her hands are full of lavender and belonging, laughter curling at the edges of the day. Then the present returns, cool and uncertain.

"Kali?" A voice drifts from behind, gentle and careful, brushing the stillness.

Kali turns. A few paces away, a tall, thin woman stands wrapped in a charcoal wool coat, its hem skimming her boots. Streaks of silver thread through the loose bun at the nape of her neck. Her cheekbones cast gentle shadows, her nose sharp above a smile that spreads and softens her entire face. Moss-green eyes—so familiar, echoing Kali's mother and her own—light with welcome. Arms reach out, open and inviting.

"Aunt Miriam." Kali's voice finds its footing in the quiet.

Miriam crosses the space between them, coat shifting in the breeze. Her words fold between them, low and warm: "You look so much like your mother, Kali. I'm so glad you're here."

A quiet settles over them. Kali rolls the strap of her bag between her fingers, chin dipping as she listens, jaw working, the silence between them gentle rather than strained.

Kali's lips part, but no words form. She glances away, hands tightening on the suitcase handle.

Miriam's gaze drops to the luggage. She stoops, fingers curling around a handle. "Let me take one of those for you, Kali. You've had a long journey."

Kali releases her grip, allowing Miriam to share the weight. Their hands make brief, warm contact.

"Come on, then, my dear. Let's get you inside and warm up. It's not far, and I've got tea waiting for us."

Miriam turns, her coat catching the damp breeze, and sets off up the path, her stride wide and certain.

Kali wraps her hand around the battered suitcase handle and hauls it behind her, the wheels protesting over uneven cobblestones with each rattling clack. The backpack's weight tugs at her shoulder, the strap rubbing a raw line through her sweater. With every step, the smaller case thuds against her calf. Moss creeps between the stones, releasing a green, earthy tang that clings to the air.

They move in silence through streets lined with ancient stone. The houses watch with shuttered windows, their ivy-clad walls leaning inward. No dogs bark, no doors swing open, no laughter escapes from behind glass. The stillness thickens—every sound swallowed, even the crows falling quiet. Under this hush, Kali drags her world forward, crossing the threshold into strangeness.

Leaded panes scatter the fog, breaking the morning into shifting fragments across the narrow glass. Ivy coils up old stone, swallowing corners and windowsills. Thin alleys slip away into shadow, their ends lost in grey.

The street lay dark, devoid of the usual sweep of headlights or the spill of voices from open doors. Their footsteps tapped a steady, lonely rhythm on the pavement, a sharp sound that echoed in the stillness. The only other noise was a crow's distant call, a dry caw that hung in the cool air.

Kali's question floats in the quiet, barely more than a whisper: "Is it always like this?"

Miriam's reply is bright, almost cheerful: "It's Aelridge. There's a quiet magic here. People keep to themselves but look out for one another. If you need anything, you tell me."

They turn down a lane tighter than the last, stone walls almost brushing their shoulders. Fog gathers in hollows, pouring over the cobbles and swallowing their footfalls, voices slipping into silence.

The suitcase jerks against a raised cobblestone and drags Kali off balance. She lurches sideways, palm pressing flat to the icy wall, its damp surface sending a chill through her skin.

Miriam glances over her shoulder, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Careful, love! These streets are lopsided and old—everyone trips, eventually. We'll walk a little slower."

Kali huffs a quiet breath, lips twitching in reluctant agreement, and nudges her suitcase gently forward. They fall into step again, the sound of rolling wheels and shuffling feet threading through the fog.

The street spills into a small square, more a widening in the road than a true plaza. A stone fountain sits at the centre, its basin choked with dead leaves and brackish rainwater. From the centre, a statue rises—a woman with outstretched arms, her face blurred and softened by years of weather, features nearly erased. Fingers are missing from one hand; the other reaches for something invisible. Below her feet, an inscription curls along the base, its meaning lost to time, the letters worn and patchy, the message barely clinging to the stone as if whispering secrets only the wind can carry.

Kali lingers before the fountain, the suitcase handle pressing lines into her palm.

The statue's pose unsettles her: arms thrown wide, neither welcoming nor warning, caught between gesture and plea. Mist thickens around the plinth, curling up the figure's legs and pooling in the empty basin, clinging to the stone like a second skin.

"Kali." Miriam waits halfway across the square, her silhouette blurred at the edge of the fog.

Kali wrenches her gaze from the statue and quickens her pace as she hurries after her aunt.

On the far side of the square, a narrow lane snakes away between iron fences choked with wild hedges. Miriam sweeps down the lane, coat brushing the brambles, and Kali slips after her, each exhale swirling into the cold.

Houses withdraw behind mossy walls and locked gates. Larger than those in the village centre, they huddle in grey stone, windows wide and blank, gardens sprawling with bare trees and tangles of bramble that scrape at the ironwork.

Miriam stops before a house crouched at the lane's end.

Three stories climb above a low stone wall, narrow and strict, a slate roof slanting overhead. Tall windows mirror only the flat sky. The garden sprawls wild behind the wall, and a path of cracked flagstones winds toward a heavy wooden door that waits, silent and closed.

"We're here!" Miriam's voice rings out, bright as she steps aside and waves Kali toward the house. "Welcome home, Kali. I hope you'll be happy here."

Kali fixes her gaze on the house. Slate roof and tall, watchful windows loom overhead; shadows cling to the corners, and the stone seems to drink in the mist. The facade looked like it belonged in a storybook. Gables were sharp against the sky. The door was heavy and silent. It invited questions, not answers. She stands rooted, suitcase handle imprinting red lines on her palm, the garden's brambles leaning close as if listening.

A shiver runs through her, uncertainty settling just beneath the skin. Yet beneath the ache for what's gone, a quiet warmth flickers subtle as the glow behind a curtained window. Kali's steps falter on the threshold. Her fingers brush the weathered stone, pausing before she crosses into shadow and memory, balanced between belonging and trespass. The fog swirls at her ankles, and the pull of the house draws her forward, one heartbeat at a time, toward whatever waits beyond.

"The house itself is old," Miriam says, a broad smile brightening her face as she lifts her chin. Her fingers trail along the iron gate, lingering on the cold metal. "But it's sturdy and full of stories. It's been in our family for generations, and now it's yours, too, sweetheart."

Miriam's hand tightens on the iron gate; she pushes it wide, hinges shrieking into the quiet. With a glance back, she sweeps up the path, coat flaring behind her. Gravel shifts under Kali's feet as she follows, suitcases thumping and rattling with each step.

At the threshold, Miriam braces herself and presses her shoulder to the heavy door. A low grind echoes as wood drags against the frame; the door surrenders with a drawn-out groan, spilling a sliver of shadowed hallway into the open air.

Inside, the house breathes cool, dim air. Air eddies around their ankles, bringing the tang of old polish and must, edged with the ghost of last night's meal. Each step sets the floorboards murmuring, and a wandering draft teases the fine hairs at the back of Kali's neck.

Dark wood panelling climbs the walls, narrowing the entryway and soaking up the faint light. Old timber hangs in the air, mingling with something floral and sharp—lavender, dried and forgotten in some distant drawer. The scent settles on Kali's tongue, laced with dust and sunlight and the ghost of lost afternoons. Her throat contracts, hands curling tighter around the suitcase handles as memory flickers behind her eyes: sunbeams across faded rugs, the soft crumble of lavender pressed between fingers, the ache of something half-remembered and new.

Miriam steps inside, fingers working carefully at each button on her coat. "Leave your things here, Kali. I'll show you to your room, and then we can have something hot to drink."

Kali lowers her suitcases, the soft thud echoing in the quiet hall, and slips after her aunt, the scent of lavender trailing in her wake.

The steps creak beneath their weight, each board voicing a distinct note, uneven and plaintive. Along the staircase, photographs crowd the walls—sepia faces frozen behind dusty glass, dressed in fashions from another time, gazes steady and unsmiling. Kali slows, suitcase bumping the stairs, drawn toward the image of a young woman standing at the edge of the old garden, her chin lifted with quiet pride. The echo of a lullaby hums at the edge of memory, the sensation of a soft hand smoothing her hair. She hovers, fingertips nearly grazing the glass, breath held at the sight of a smile that matches her own.

Miriam's voice drifts up from ahead: "That's your grandmother. My mother." Her back remains straight as she leads the way, neither pausing nor turning.

At the top, a narrow hallway stretches out, doors lined like silent sentries. Miriam stops at the farthest door, her hand resting on the worn brass knob before she pushes it open.

"This was your mother's room." Her fingers linger on the frame, words softened by memory. "She would sit at that window for hours, book in hand. I hope you'll find your own place here, too."

Kali steps through the doorway.

Sunlight traces a pale line across the floorboards. The window, rimmed with condensation, frames a patch of tangled garden. Her fingertips press to the cold glass, following the trails of raindrops that streak the pane. Peeling wallpaper blooms with faded flowers; in the corners, the pattern curls away from the wall. Dark wood furniture stands in careful arrangement—a narrow bed, a wardrobe, a writing desk polished to a muted shine. The floor aches beneath her weight, boards groaning as she crosses to the bed. Dust motes swirl in the faint light, settling on the coverlet's edge.

The room breathes stillness, a sense of waiting held in every object. Each piece, untouched and arranged with care, preserves the space as if waiting for someone to return.

Miriam gestures across the hall. "Bathroom's just there. Dinner's at six, take your time settling in. If you need anything, just call for me."

At the threshold, she lingers for a moment, hand resting on the frame. A small smile softens her mouth. "This isn't what either of us planned, Kali. But I'm glad you're here. I want this to feel like home. We'll figure it out, together."

Miriam's footsteps fade, the hallway swallowing the last echoes.

Kali stands rooted in the centre of the room, hands fisted at her sides, shoulders drawn inward. The air presses close, thick with the weight of her mother's belongings. Eyes shut, she draws a slow breath, lips moving in a silent question. The memory of her father's steady voice lingers at the edge of thought, a phantom warmth in the cool room. Her mother's laughter—so distant now—drifts through her mind, a fleeting spark that glimmers and fades. The ache doesn't lift, but a faint glow flickers in her chest, coaxing her to move.

She crosses to the window, palms flat against the cold glass.

The garden sprawls below—untamed hedges and brambles tangled together, skeletal trees dripping with rain, their branches etched black against the clouds. In the far corner, ivy and moss cling to the stone shape of a small outbuilding, half-swallowed by green. A blackbird scolds from the bramble, its call sharp in the quiet.

Fog swallows the garden in rolling waves, erasing hedges and trees beyond the glass.

Kali leans into the window, cold biting at her palm. Lids pressed tight, jaw tensed, she stands unmoving—no tears, only the silent ache gathering behind her eyes.

Her breath slows, shoulders rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Fingers splay on the windowsill, tracing grooves worn by years of hands before hers. A flicker of longing moves through her—an echo of her mother's presence, the question of what it meant to stand in this same place, years apart.

Light blurs behind her lashes. She opens her eyes. Fog crowds the pane, dense and close, as if searching for a way in.

A tightness coils in her stomach, breath catching as the fog presses closer. Kali pushes back from the window, cool air brushing her cheeks, and turns away from the view.

One suitcase, Miriam's share of the weight, waits below, abandoned for now. The other rests by the bed, its battered side pressed against the wall. Kali lingers in the centre of the room, gaze drifting over faded wallpaper, shadows seeping into the corners, silence weaving between the bed and the desk. The house breathes around her, every tick of the clock in the hall below threading through the silence. She sinks onto the narrow bed, hands loose in her lap, stillness settling over her shoulders.

A single chime pulses from below, vibrating through the floorboards—a thin, distant warning drawn out by the silence. She sits unmoving, held in the pause between arrival and belonging.

Kali perches on the edge of the narrow bed, shoulders drawn in, the framed photo of her parents clutched in both hands. Stillness pools in the corners, pressing against her back. She lowers the photo onto the bedside table, fingers lingering on the glass. Her gaze flickers to the door.

After a moment, she pushes herself upright, feet dragging across the floorboards. One suitcase waits by the bed; the other sits forgotten at the foot of the stairs. Kali trudges down, retrieves it, and hauls it up. She unzips zippers, folds shirts, lines up shoes by the wardrobe—the motions mechanical, her breath tight and shallow.

Downstairs, the kitchen glows with warmth, steam curling from the stove. Kali hesitates at the threshold, hands curled at her sides, pulse fluttering in her wrists. She crosses to the table, each step careful.

Her aunt stands at the stove, wooden spoon in hand, the scent of herbs drifting through the air. Kali's voice is barely above a whisper. "Would you like some help?"

Miriam glances over her shoulder, her smile easy and open. "No, dear, I'm almost done here. But I'd love your company—would you set the table for us? I've made my favourite, and I hope it will become yours too."

Kali gathers the table mats and cutlery from the counter and arranges them with care on the scarred wooden table. She lowers herself into a chair, fingers drumming a quiet pattern as Miriam ladles food onto plates and carries them over, each step measured.

Dinner unfolds in slow, muted rhythms. Roast chicken glistens on the plates beside pale potatoes and carrots soft enough to yield to the slightest touch. Steam curls from a chipped teapot, clouding the air with the scent of butter and herbs. Warmth pools in the kitchen, wrapping around them while the rest of the house remains chilly. The table bears the marks of years: shallow grooves, faded varnish, the soft indentation of a forgotten carving. Cutlery clinks gently, and the wall clock ticks, steady and low.

Kali traces the edge of her plate, pushing potatoes into patterns, words caught behind her teeth. She lifts her gaze and draws a breath.

"How long have you lived here?"

"All my life." Miriam's voice hovers, light as she glances toward the window. "Except for a few years at university, but I always missed this place."

Kali shifts in her chair, fingers tracing the rim of her glass. "Did my mother grow up here, too?"

Miriam's fork stills in midair, chicken cooling on the tines. "Yes."

Kali's words are quiet, barely above the clink of cutlery. "She never talked about it."

Miriam sets down her fork, gaze drifting across the table. "No. She was always looking ahead, but there were good memories here too."

A pause stretches between them. Miriam picks up her fork and returns to her meal, shoulders set, the silence settling back in.

Kali draws a circle on the tablecloth with her fingertip. "What's the school like? Aelridge Academy?"

"Small. Old." Miriam's words land with a soft finality. "You'll start Monday. Eat your dinner before it gets cold."

Kali nudges a carrot with her fork. "Are there a lot of students?"

A laugh breaks from Miriam, lighter this time. "So many questions, Kali. I know this is all new and maybe a little strange, but we'll settle in together. I want you to feel comfortable asking anything."

Miriam's shoulders drop; the corners of her mouth relax as she looks away, her fingers tracing the rim of her teacup, grip a little clumsy. The cup rattles softly against the saucer.

Kali lowers her fork to the table, shoulders folding in, untouched food cooling on her plate. "Why did my mother leave?"

Miriam's gaze flicks up, jaw set, the lines at the corners of her mouth growing taut. "She wanted more than this village could offer. So she left for university and never came back."

Kali's voice barely stirs the quiet. "Never?"

"Not once."

Steam curls from Kali's mug as her fingers clamp tight around the handle, knuckles whitening. The silence between them was a dense, heavy blanket, muffling any potential conversation.

Kali's next words fall soft, almost lost in the hush. "Did you two fight?"

Miriam's features hold steady, her mouth set in a careful line. "We have different ideas about what matters. That's all."

She rises, stacking her plate and cutlery with practised hands. "It's been a long day—rest up. We'll have a fresh start tomorrow. I'll be just down the hall." Her footsteps fade toward the sink, water running and dishes clinking in the basin.

Kali lingers, fingers curled around her mug, heat slipping away with each moment. The scent of soap and cooling potatoes drifts through the kitchen. The clock ticks on the wall, each beat filling the quiet.

After a while, she pushes back her chair and heads for the stairs, footsteps soft against worn wood.

Night settles heavily. Kali stretches out on the narrow bed, eyes tracing cracks in the ceiling while the house murmurs—floorboards groaning, wind brushing the windows, timbers settling deep in the bones of the walls. Chill leaks through the thin blanket, raising goosebumps along her arms. Lavender and starch linger in the sheets, the scent curling up with each shift.

Each creak in the dark matches the restless turning of her thoughts. Shadows tumble across the walls as she rolls onto her side, blanket pulled tight. At every snap and sigh, breath catches, muscles tense, listening for a voice that never comes. Wardrobe doors stand open, clothes stacked inside, pockets and collars still holding traces of detergent and city air. Books—paperbacks with worn covers and bent spines—line up along the desk. On the nightstand, her phone glows useless, no signal threading through the stone walls.

The room presses close, unfamiliar, each object marked by a history not her own. The wallpaper bears pale rectangles where old pictures once hung. Kali lingers by the bed, fingers grazing the coverlet's edge, pausing before sitting, as if waiting for the space to welcome her in.

Fog drapes the garden in white ribbons, softening the hedges and trees until the world beyond the window dissolves. Streetlights sputter, their glow fractured and tossed across the wet glass.

Kali curls onto her side, blankets tucked beneath her chin, breath shallow beneath the covers.

A memory slips in—the press of her mother's lips against her forehead, the muffled clatter of the door, her father's voice carrying a reminder from the hallway. Small, everyday things. A backpack slung over her shoulder, laughter echoing in the stairwell. No warning in their voices, no sign these moments would be the last.

A tight ache gathers in her chest. She buries her face in the pillow, breath trembling, refusing to let the sound escape.

No tears. Not now. Not yet.

Tears slip free, warm against Kali's cheeks, soaking the pillow in quiet surrender.

Night presses in, deep and unmoving, the old room holding its breath around her. Blankets gather at her shoulders. Her chest rises and falls with muffled sobs, each one swallowed by the dark.

Sleep drags her under. Fog bleeds through her dreams, curling around her arms, damp and cold. Cobblestones glisten beneath her feet; each step rings out, echoing through empty streets. Shadows spill from the walls, windows looming overhead, blank and watchful. Mist clings to her ankles, tugging her down, soft and relentless. A key—small, ornate—glints on the ground, its metal shining even in gloom, a silent invitation. Somewhere, a voice calls her name, distant and strange, shaped by the fog. She turns, searching, but finds only swirling grey and the press of hidden eyes. The key rests in her palm, cold and weighty—a promise, or a warning, waiting to be answered.

Kali jolts upright, fists tangled in the blanket, chest heaving as her breath stumbles into the dark.

Night clings to the corners; the window glows with a thin wash of grey, fog pressing tight against the glass and swallowing the garden beyond.

She folds her knees to her chest, chin tucked in, legs wrapped in the worn blanket.

Dreams slip away, leaving a prickle beneath her skin and the taste of fear lingering at the back of her throat. The house creaks and settles, each groan and sigh carving silence into the room. Still and small, Kali waits, unease coiling beneath her ribs, eyes fixed on the pale window as the world holds its breath.

The wrongness of the village, the house, settles in her bones—an ache she can't shift. Regret pools beneath her ribs, heavy and cold, each breath caught between what's lost and what waits ahead.

Kali lies back, gaze fixed on the ceiling, while the grey wash of dawn creeps across the plaster. The world outside remains muffled, edged with the silence of fog and the distant tick of the hall clock.

Monday will come quickly, as Miriam had said earlier.

Kali isn't sure she is ready.

But ready or not, her new life is beginning.

And there is no going back.
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Chapter 2: The Academy
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Monday arrives as pewter light spills over the village rooftops, flattening their shapes until edges blur in the heavy dawn. Damp earth presses against the air, the scent clinging to the windowsill. The church bell rings out, its sound gliding over rooftops and trembling faintly in the glass. Kali steps into dark jeans and tugs an oversized burgundy jumper over her head. She gathers her hair, weaving it into a loose braid that brushes her shoulder.

A tarnished mirror above the dresser reflects a girl with cheeks drawn thin, mouth set in a quiet line, and shoulders curved in on themselves. Toasted bread and strong tea drift up the staircase, swirling with a hint of lavender from the sachet beneath her pillow. The wooden floor bites at her bare feet, sending a shiver through her legs. She moves into the hallway, breath clouding in the cool air, the old radiator whirring low beneath the quiet.

As she leaves her room, she pauses at the window at the top of the stairs. Outside, the glass captures her stillness. Rooftops and lanes ripple with the silver sheen of early morning, their shapes softened by mist and the faint outlines of distant chimneys. For a moment, her reflection blurs into the scene, a quiet figure suspended between the house behind her and the waking world ahead.

Downstairs, Miriam moves with brisk purpose, hair pinned in place and a bright scarf knotted at her throat. She crosses the kitchen, a smile curling warmly as she presses a napkin-wrapped piece of toast into Kali's hand, followed by a thermos. "Morning, love. Toast—extra butter." The scent drifts up, familiar and rich. "And tea, strong and sweet." Miriam's voice softens, words wrapping around Kali like a worn blanket. "If anything comes up, just ring the office. The first days always test the nerves, but you'll manage."

"Thanks."

Miriam pauses at the door, her hand on the frame. For a moment, she looks back at Kali, her expression soft. "Really, whatever you need, I'm just a text or call away."

With another gentle smile, Miriam heads out, the door closing behind her with a quiet click that leaves a trace of warmth in the air.

Kali eats her toast standing at the kitchen window, holding it in both hands. Her mother always said cold mornings called for warm bread. Fog blurs the garden as Kali remembers how her mother used to tend their garden in the city. The toast is tasteless, a mouthful of dry nothing; her appetite gone with the memory of her mother's voice. She lingers by the window, but the sense of being adrift propels her into motion. 

Instead of waiting for the day to come to her, she grabs her bag—a worn leather satchel that was her father's—and steps out into the cold. The morning air bites at her cheeks, damp and tinged with chimney smoke. Each step crunches over gravel still wet from last night's rain. The metallic tang of frost lingers in her mouth.

Kali walks through the heart of the village, past slate-roofed cottages and narrow, rain-dark lanes from her first day. In the square, the fountain burbles quietly; the stone woman still pours water from her urn, her face serene and empty. Kali slows and circles the fountain, tracing a finger along the rim, still slick and clammy from the night. Moss clings to the stone, and water murmurs, echoing off the paving, while the scent of earth and decaying leaves seeps through the square. The statue's green-smeared gaze settles on her back, a ripple running up her neck.

Soft whispers drift from an elderly man and woman seated on a nearby bench.

"They say the woman in the fountain was a real villager," the man murmurs, "turned to stone when she betrayed her love."

The woman nods, adding, "And on misty nights, you can hear her weeping for forgiveness. Oh, George, you are a character," she laughs.

A slight shiver runs through Kali, but she doesn't rush past. Instead, she pauses at the statue's face, trying to find any trace of emotion or memory. She pulls her coat closer and continues her walk. A few people are out: an elderly man walking a small dog, and a woman unlocking the door to a bakery. No one looks at her. No one acknowledges her at all.

She moves through the square, footsteps barely stirring the quiet, her body weightless as the chill seeps into her, dissolving within like morning mist fading into the air.

The old church Miriam had mentioned looms on the main road in the distance, its spire piercing the grey sky like a blackened finger. Kali turns left, and there it is.

Aelridge Academy.

The building is massive, all iron-dark masonry and Gothic arches. Tall windows reflect the dull sky in fractured, distorted shapes. Ivy crawls up the walls, thick and ancient. Two gargoyles frame the main entrance, their faces worn smooth by centuries of rain. Above them, ivy partly hides a crest etched into the weathered facade. Kali pauses. The crest's lines tug at her memory, a shiver running up her spine, as if some forgotten dream stirs beneath her skin. The architecture is unmistakably old, Victorian, perhaps, or older. Maintained with care, it feels less like a school and more like a monument.

Students drift through the entrance in loose clusters, their voices swelling, bright against the morning air. Laughter rings out—sharp, genuine—echoing off stone walls. Near the doors, a group of boys jostle and shoves, grins flashing. Two girls pass by with arms linked, words tumbling between them. Kali merges with the crowd, breath catching, the press of bodies tightening around her as her heartbeat thuds in her chest.

Inside, the academy is just as imposing. High ceilings show exposed wooden beams. Generations of footsteps have worn stone floors smooth. Narrow corridors branch off in too many directions. Wrought-iron sconces hold lights that flicker with electric bulbs meant to mimic candles. The air smells of old wood and dust. There is a hint of metal, similar to the flavour of blood in your mouth from a cheek injury.

Kali enters the main office and collects her schedule from a tired-looking woman who barely glances up. The paper lists English, History, Mathematics, Biology, and Art, a standard final-year timetable. Nothing unusual, but she traces the word 'Art' with her finger, hope flickering that the studio will have the same quiet light as her old school.

A persistent chill creeps along her arms. The uneasy strangeness of this place clings to her, secrets whispering along the stone corridors, curling in the shadows behind ivy, threading quietly through every moment. With every step, the world slips further from her grasp; her hands and feet grow numb, as if she's stepped into a memory, a story teetering on the brink of reality.

She weaves through the crowd toward her first class—English, room 214—and climbs a narrow staircase, each step groaning beneath her. Footsteps tap against stone, the sound fading into the hush of high ceilings. Names on classroom doors blur past as she moves, tracing invisible escape routes and searching for quiet corners. 

The hallways teem with students, filling them with laughter and shouts. Someone behind her yells, "Wait up!" A locker clatters shut. Two girls double over, shrieking at a phone screen. A boy rushes past, almost hitting her, and calls back an apology as he continues on. The noise presses in, bright and relentless, so different from the silence at Miriam's house—this is messy, restless, alive.

The corridor was long. Room 214 was at the end. She pushed the heavy door. A draft curled around her ankles. Inside, the air smelled of chalk and old varnish.

The classroom is smaller than she expected, with tall windows that let in the muted morning light. Old wooden desks, scarred with decades of carved initials, fill the room. A blackboard dominates the front wall. Above it hangs a faded portrait of some long-dead headmaster, eyes following her as she moves.

The room hums with pre-class energy. A dozen students have already claimed their seats. By the windows, a group of girls burst into laughter, one holding up a phone before passing it along, grins flashing as each new image or message appears. At the back, two boys throw a crumpled paper ball between them, aiming for the empty bin, their shoulders shaking with barely contained amusement.

Someone calls out, "Did you finish the reading?" and everyone responds with a chorus of groans and "Are you kidding?" A girl with bright red hair sits poised on her desk, animatedly telling a story to three friends gathered around her, her hands gesturing wildly. The noise is comfortable, familiar — the sound of teenagers filling time before a teacher arrives.

Kali threads her way through the noise and claims a desk near the middle, not too far back, not too far forward. She drops her bag on the chair beside her, a quiet barricade. The wood is worn smooth and cold beneath her palm, etched with the initials of students long gone. Dust motes swirl in the slanted sunlight, and the faint scent of ink and pencil shavings clings to the air. This spot is tactical: close enough to the teacher to ask questions, distant enough to keep herself out of the spotlight, and with a vantage point that puts exits in view. She makes herself as unremarkable as possible, but the choice is hers.

A subtle change settles over the room, a quiet tension rising like the moment before a storm. Somewhere in the distance, thunder mutters beneath the stillness. Even the trees outside seem to pause; the world balanced on a silent, expectant edge.

Across the room, he sits three rows ahead, hair catching the light. Angles define his face—a sharp jawline, high cheekbones, a mouth drawn in a line untouched by smiles. A dark sweater rests over a white shirt, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. He holds himself with a quiet stillness, a gravity that settles around him—not from age, but from something deeper that sets him apart.

Noise from the classroom thins to a distant hum, as if someone's turned down the volume. 

And then he turns. Their eyes meet.

A note of copper lingers in the space between them, metallic on her tongue. For a heartbeat, something flickers across his face; his mouth falls open, a shallow inhale stalling in his chest, and his hand clamps down on the desk, knuckles whitening.

His features loosen as if an invisible force barrels through him. The faint, alien thread of smoke pricks the sterile classroom; her shoulders draw tight, muscles tense at the shift in air.

A tremor ripples along his jaw, and his lips press thin as his mouth draws tight. A shiver in his posture pools beneath his skin.

And then, just as quickly, tension bunches beneath his skin, drawing lines across his face. His jaw locks. He turns, shoulders rigid as he faces the blackboard, gaze boring into its dark surface. Still, his hand grips the edge of the desk, tendons straining, knuckles pale.

A tremor quakes in Kali's chest. Warmth creeps up her neck, pooling beneath her collarbone. The air between them shimmers, heavy and bright with what hangs unsaid. Kali drags her gaze away, rummaging for her notebook and pen. Her fingers are clumsy as she pulls her book out of her bag, and the pages shake as she holds them.

"All right, settle down."

A middle-aged woman with greying hair in a tight bun and piercing eyes behind wire glasses enters. She places a pile of books on her desk and looks at the class with the tired authority earned from years of instructing reluctant teenage students.

"I'm Ms Hartley. For those of you who are new," she looks at Kali briefly, "we're currently studying the Gothic tradition in literature. In this term, we focus on obsession, isolation, and the supernatural as metaphors for the human condition. Cheerful stuff."

Several students laugh. Someone in the back row groans dramatically, and a girl near the window mutters, "Sounds like a party," which earns a few snickers from her friends.

Ms Hartley gets a piece of chalk and marks two titles on the board: Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre.

"We're starting with the Brontë sisters. I expect you've all done the reading for today."

Kali hasn't. She's been too busy packing, moving, and grieving. Ms Hartley's words blur at the edges, her blank notebook glaring up at her. What if she is called upon? A lump rises in her throat, a chill blooming beneath her skin. 

The boy three rows ahead remains still, gaze fixed elsewhere. His back remains rigid, shoulders drawn as if an invisible tether holds him facing forward.

Halfway through the class, Ms Hartley calls on him.

"Hm, let's see," she says, looking around the room. "Atlas Sorenfell, what do you make of Heathcliff's obsession with Catherine? Is it love, or something darker?"

He answers, words slipping out in an unhurried, steady current. A rhythm in his speech hints at somewhere far from here. "It's both. Love and obsession aren't mutually exclusive. Heathcliff's love consumes him because he never learns to exist without her. When she's gone, he's hollow."

Ms Hartley nods approvingly. "Well put. And do you think that makes him sympathetic or monstrous?"

Silence stretches. He meets Ms Hartley's gaze. "Both."

Goosebumps rise on Kali's skin. His words settle with careful weight, each one measured, his gaze always sliding past hers. The pen in her hand trembles, slipping, a thin line of ink scoring her page. That faint smear lingers, a knot forming just below her ribs.

The lesson drifts on. Kali's pen moves over the page, lines growing jagged with each word. At the bell, she shoves her books into her bag, shoulders bunched, chest rising with pent-up breath as she pushes toward the door and the promise of cool air beyond the corridor.

As she rises, Atlas stands in her path, presence looming for a heartbeat.

But then he's gone.

Morning unfolds, with History and Mathematics intertwined, classrooms filled with moving students and teachers raising their voices above the noise. Kali drifts from lesson to lesson, steps unsteady, her focus caught on the memory of Atlas and the weight of his gaze.

Like she is something impossible.

By the time it's lunchtime, her arms hurt and her eyes feel heavy. Each step through the corridor feels thick, as if she's moving underwater. The cafeteria is in the basement, a long, low-ceilinged room with narrow windows set high in the walls that let in slivers of grey light. The aroma of overcooked vegetables and something vaguely meat-like permeates the atmosphere. Kali buys a sandwich and a bottle of water and finds an empty table near the back.

The noise is overwhelming. Students crowd around tables, shouting over one another and laughing too loudly. Vinegar's sharp scent from the chips combines with the sweet, yeasty warmth of fresh bread and the oily smell of overcooked vegetables. The din is relentless, laughter bouncing off tiled walls, trays clattering, chairs scraping. When she bites into her sandwich, it's cold and a little soggy, mayonnaise seeping through the bread.

Someone throws a balled-up napkin across the room. Several boys jostle each other in the lunch queue, shoving and grinning. Girls cluster together, phones out, showing each other something that makes them shriek with laughter. The clatter of trays persists, a constant, pulsating backdrop that amplifies the surrounding chaos, each metallic echo a reminder of her sensory overload. The scrape of chairs and the constant hum of teenage chaos press in from all sides.

Suddenly, the clamour drains away, leaving only a soft, muffled stillness. The sound around Kali dissipates, and all voices and footsteps recede to the edges. The quiet folds over her, thick and enveloping; she drifts in its hold, untethered, the corridors and faces around her dissolving into shifting shadows and far-off echoes. Kali unwraps her sandwich and takes a bite, barely tasting it.

And then she sees him again, across the room.

He sits at a table by the far wall, two girls and a boy gathered close. Their voices barely stir the air, heads tipped together, a quiet bubble amid the cafeteria's clatter. The girl with golden braids dips into her bag, draws out a small, folded paper, and sends it gliding across the tabletop. The others lean in, glances flickering, mouths twitching with secret amusement as the paper reaches the centre.

The boy with the quick grin tips his chin in a subtle nod, fingertip moving in a lazy loop across the table—a silent signal. The pale girl's lips twitch; a sound slips out, barely more than a breath, and the group's calm holds, untouched by the clang and chatter beyond.

The boy's curls spring with each movement, laughter bubbling up as a sly grin tugs at his lips. Around him, the others hold their composure. Light dances off the tall girl's charms as her braids sway; she throws her head back, laughter ringing out, her smile daring and unrestrained. The smaller girl sits motionless, bone-pale, hair falling in a sleek curtain to her shoulders. She looks at Kali, cool and steady, unreadable, never looking away.

Warmth blooms beneath Kali's collar as she drops her gaze, shoulders stiffening, a flutter deep in her chest.

Kali's gaze drifts back. Atlas Sorenfell meets her stare, his attention unwavering this time, and the space between them seems to tighten.

The moment stretches. The noise of the cafeteria fades. Kali's heart is pounding so hard she can feel it in her throat. She presses her fingers into the table's edge, the cold metal biting into her skin, anchoring her. A rush of vertigo tips the floor beneath her—her stomach lurches, toes curling inside her shoes as if the ground might give way. Atlas's gaze lands on her, raw and unguarded, and for a breath she's balanced at a cliff's edge, the world tilting, gravel skittering underfoot.

His gaze lingers on her, distant and searching, as if a memory flickers behind his eyes. The girl with the blonde plaits murmurs something, drawing his attention; his jaw sets, and he turns away.

Kali exhales, breath shaky, and forces another bite of sandwich past the tightness in her throat. The bread feels like cardboard in her mouth.

Art unfolds in a studio tucked beneath the roof, skylights pouring pale light across the scattered canvases and the sharp tang of turpentine curling in the air. Mrs Lake, the art teacher with paint-covered hands, assigns them freestyle drawing. She instructs them to express their emotions in whatever they feel inspired to draw. By the window, Kali's pencil moves in loose arcs, the fountain emerging on the page—stone limbs, a woman frozen mid-pour. As her lines darken, another shape creeps in, shadow pressed into the water's reflection, its outline twisting beneath her careful hand. Pencil hovers midair, shoulders drawn taut, a faint tremor in her grip. The shadow clings to the corner of the drawing, weight blooming in her stomach. She presses on, each stroke measured, the figure lurking in the graphite even as she avoids its gaze.

When the last bell rings, she slides her books into her bag and threads through the desks toward the door. With each step, her shoulders ease, the heaviness she carried all day falling away. A gentle warmth unfurls inside, lightening her stride as she heads for the exit.

Halfway down the front steps, a voice rises above the end-of-day chatter, calling out.

"Hey! New girl!"

Kali turns. The boy from the cafeteria—curls bouncing, a playful grin tugging at his mouth—jogs down the steps, his bag swinging from one shoulder.

"You're in my English class, right?" He stops a few feet away. "I'm Caliebe."

"Kali."

"Kali. Nice." His grin flashes. "How was your first day? Surviving the Aelridge Academy experience?"

"It's... different."

"That's one word for it." He glances back at the building, then back to her. "So, how's Miriam's guest room treating you? She's been fussing over it for weeks. It's the talk of the village."

Kali dips her chin, fingers curling around her bag strap. Heat blooms at the back of her neck, a restless energy humming beneath her skin. News travels fast here—small towns, every story on the wind.

Caliebe's grin softens, shoulders dropping a fraction. "Well, if you need help, someone to show you around, or just want to complain about Ms Hartley's reading lists, let me know."

"Thanks."

He lifts his hand in a loose wave. "See you around, Kali."

And then he slips away, jogging back up the steps to where the tall woman waits, arms crossed, gaze pinned to Kali with a look that gives nothing away.

Kali pivots, pace quickening toward the main road. A charge zips through her limbs, breath coming faster.

Caliebe's warmth lingers, a contrast to the cool reserve of his friends. When Atlas's gaze finds hers, something sparks beneath her skin, a tautness settling at her throat, a silent question pressing in.

Her hands burrow deep into her pockets, fingers curled tight until her nails leave crescents in her palms. The wool is rough and uneven beneath her touch—a small, gritty anchor as restless energy crackles through her.

Kali walks home through dark streets, the fountain and old church slipping past in a blur, rows of lichen-streaked houses melting into each other. Fog curls through the streets, thickening until the world shrinks to a pearl-grey pocket around her. Each step lands with a damp squelch, her footsteps swallowed by the mist. Streetlights hang like pale coins in the murk, and every car is only a flicker of headlights, gone in a heartbeat.

The front door sticks before it gives, letting her spill into a warmth that carries the scent of simmering stew and sun-dried linen. Her bag drops onto worn carpet, and the quiet folds around her, dense and heavy.

Upstairs, the bag thumps against her leg as she climbs. In her room, she sinks onto the bed, fingertips trailing the faded quilt—her mother's, sent across the miles and still edged with lavender and dust. The fabric is thick, a little coarse, and bluebells faded almost to grey. The air carries the scent of old paper and lavender. Fog presses against the window, smudging the streetlights outside. Below, pipes grumble, and the floorboards creak, the house exhaling into the night.

Kali lets herself fall back onto the bed, the worn quilt bunching under her chin. The scent of old linen and cardboard boxes rises as she sinks in. Lids drift shut, shutting out the room, and his face swims up from the dark—shadowed in the classroom, unreadable in the cafeteria, a spark leaping between them.

The room tips off-balance, everything shifting under invisible weight. A restless energy coils through her, nerves humming, every flicker of his face behind her eyelids tugging her forward. The silence presses in, mind looping, his image refusing to fade, always pulling her toward what comes next.

Longing twists inside her, unexpected and sharp, colder than the night pressing against the window.
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Chapter 3: Patterns
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A pale slice of morning slips through the kitchen window, catching dust on the air and the edge of the table’s scarred wood. Kali stands at the sink, hands curled around a chipped mug, the warmth barely making it through to her knuckles. Toast pops up, a curl of steam rising, and Miriam moves through the kitchen with a practised ease—humming, setting plates, the scent of marmalade and tea trailing in her wake.

“Good morning, love. I hope you slept well.” Miriam’s smile flickers, sunlight catching on her apron. Jam jars line the shelves, little stained-glass windows in the glow.

Kali finds her place at the table, Miriam sliding a plate her way. “Eat up, darling, you need your strength.” Toast lands, edges browned, a wedge of butter melting slowly. The kettle hisses; tea swirls amber in their cups.

They sit together, the small table between them holding years of breakfasts and stories. Steam drifts, blurring the space, and Miriam fills it with quiet tales—of the neighbour’s cat, the garden’s stubborn roses, and the way her mother once hated eggs. “She’d push them around her plate, claiming she wasn’t hungry. Made me laugh every time.”

Kali traces the rim of her mug, fork resting on her plate. The silence grows heavier, something unspoken pressing between them.

“She never told me that.” The words come out thin, almost lost beneath the kettle’s last sigh.

“She probably didn’t remember.” Miriam’s laugh rolls out, soft and genuine. “She was stubborn, even as a child. Always making up reasons to ban eggs on Tuesdays.

Kali glances at the toast, fingertips smoothing breadcrumbs into the wood. “What else was she like?”

Miriam’s gaze softens, eyes crinkling as she leans in. “Curious, always—questions tumbling out, three or four at once. She’d follow me through the house, wanting to know everything: why the sky was blue, why bread had to rise. My little shadow. And when she wasn’t at my heels, she’d vanish upstairs with a book, asleep before she made it halfway through the story.”

A small smile tugs at Kali’s lips. “I love books too.”

“That stack on your desk tells me everything,” Miriam says, reaching out, her palm settling over Kali’s hand. Their fingers knit together—a quiet, careful promise in the morning light.

For a moment, the world steadies: marmalade glows, tea warms her hands, and the silence between them fills with something like belonging.

Mist lingers in the hollows as Kali weaves through narrow lanes, the morning air cool and tinged with distant wood-smoke. Shoes scuff against flint chips embedded in the path, dew soaking the hems of her tights. Jackdaws chatter overhead from the telephone wires, their calls sharp against the hush of waking houses. A window opens, letting the faint trill of a radio spill out, tinny and bright. The breeze carries a whiff of cinnamon and rising dough—someone baking early—blending with the earthy scent of fresh-turned soil from garden beds.

At the crossroads, puddles catch the pale sky, scattered coins of light across the asphalt. A delivery van trundles past, tyres whispering on the damp road, and the postman tips his cap as he sorts letters at the green door of the corner house. Hands tucked deep in her pockets, Kali follows the low hum of village life toward the academy gates. Students file past, voices rising and falling in waves. Sarah from history calls out, waving as she hurries by. Kali lifts her hand in greeting, a small smile catching at her lips. 

Her steps lighten as Emma from her English class pops up at the church corner, energy spilling from every movement. On Tuesday, she skips to Kali’s side, feet springing off the pavement. Her backpack swings with each step, enamel pins flashing—cartoon cats and band logos catching the light as she falls in beside Kali.

“There you are! I was hoping I’d catch you before the first period.” Emma adjusts her backpack. “I brought extra snacks if you want some. My mum always packs way too much, like she thinks I’m going on an expedition instead of going to school.”

A smile tugs at Kali’s lips. “Thanks. I’m okay.” She taps the strap of her bag, a quiet rhythm matching Emma’s chatter.

“Suit yourself, but you’re missing out. She made these amazing lemon biscuits.” Emma pulls one from her bag and takes a bite, crumbs scattering. “Oh! I mean, did you finish the English reading? Because I have thoughts about that ending. Like, what is the author even trying to say? I’ve got three different theories, and I need someone to tell me if I’m completely off base.”

“I finished it,” Kali says, lips curling into a small smile. Emma’s voice bubbles between them, each word bright. The grip on her bag relaxes, footsteps falling into the gentle cadence of their conversation as the morning’s heaviness gradually drifts away.

“Perfect! Okay, so theory number one...” Emma sweeps her biscuit through the air, crumbs scattering with each gesture. Her words spill out in a stream, leaping from book theories to grumbles about mathematics, then spinning into conspiracies about teachers’ secret romances. Laughter bubbles between them, the tension in Kali’s arms slowly unwinding as they climb the academy steps together.

Every slam of a locker sends a jolt through Kali’s shoulders. The squeak of sneakers and the burst of laughter ricochet off the stone walls. Perfume mingles with sweat and the sharp tang of marker ink, thickening the hallway air. Overlapping voices tumble and crash together, the noise rising and falling in waves that press at her temples. Each shout or peal of laughter tugs her gaze from place to place, the world brimming with secrets that hover just out of reach.

As the clamour settles into the background, the flicker of fluorescent bulbs draws her gaze upward. A faint buzz weaves through the voices, while shadows leap and stretch across the stone floors with every passing student. She blinks, squinting at the shifting light, the world bending and rippling at the edges. Dust motes spiral in golden shafts, and a lingering chill clings to the air; the old stone walls press close—silent, watchful, full of stories.

From the cafeteria, the scent of overcooked meat drifts, twining with the sting of disinfectant. Along the corridor, damp coats and soaked backpacks leave a path of grass and rain. The cleaning trolley leaves a ribbon of vinegar in its wake, quickly overtaken by sugary juice. Layers of smell press against Kali. With shoulders hunched, she clamps her hand around her bag strap and lets out a shallow breath, angling her body away from the thickest clouds.

Every step sticks to the linoleum, shoes making small, reluctant sounds. The hum of the ventilation system burrows beneath the chatter, its vibration running up Kali’s legs. Smells and movement twist together, tightening the muscles across her shoulders and sending a twinge through her stomach.

Hallway noise swells—books thud into lockers, laughter ricochets, greetings volley from every direction. The chaos of the corridors is familiar, echoes of Manchester’s restless pulse. Days slide past, each marked by Emma’s chatter, Sarah’s wave at lunch, the easy pattern of nods and smiles. Kali drifts from group to group, faces and names blurring, laughter bubbling at her shoulder, her own voice weaving into the crowd.

But the comfort is surface-deep. With every new conversation, her attention flickers to Atlas and his friends—always together but never quite inside the warmth. The school’s chatter, the voices of teachers, even the backdrop of drizzle and stone, all fade when the four of them pass. They move as a silent current, their presence parting the corridor’s chaos. In every crowd, they remain a step removed, fitting in without ever truly belonging.

There’s something in their rhythm that catches at her, a steady undertow. Each day, Atlas, Delia, Caliebe, and Nyx arrive together, gliding through the halls untouched by the mess of sweat and perfume. They slide into seats—backpacks slung, notebooks thumping onto desks—answering teachers with clipped ease, words passed between them with barely a glance. When Delia’s hand arcs for a pencil, movement flows like water; Caliebe’s laughter, quick and bright, turns heads; Nyx sits statue-still, eyes focused somewhere just beyond the wall, unmoved by the flurry around her.

Their faces are too perfect, every line smoothed by the light, as if carved from marble and set apart from the restless tide of students. Even in the swirl of scraping chairs and tumbling laughter, their posture never wavers—backs straight, arms loose, hands resting lightly atop books. The scuff and jostle of the day slide past them, leaving their composure intact. At her own desk, Kali shifts, knees drawn close, fingers picking at the edge of her notebook, tension collecting in her muscles as she tries to puzzle out their quiet poise—the impossible ease that never falters.

When chaos erupts—a cafeteria argument, a stumble on the stairs, a flurry in the classroom—Delia’s gaze lands on the scene, face unreadable. Caliebe’s hand hovers, ready to help, but the moment passes. Nyx’s focus never strays from her own distant point, stillness wrapping her in a shield untouched by the swirl. Even when laughter bubbles from their table, or smiles flicker across their faces, a space lingers around them, their attention catching on moments, collecting secrets no one else sees. But worst of all is Atlas.

In Maths, Atlas takes the seat two rows ahead, posture impossibly straight, pen already twirling between his fingers. The teacher fires a question his way; his answer is clipped, precise, his eyes never leaving the board. Delia sits nearby, her pencil arcing over her notebook with neat, deliberate strokes. Caliebe leans back in his chair, laughter slipping free at some private joke, light and effortless. Nyx remains motionless, hands folded, gaze fixed somewhere past the window.

Kali’s gaze drifts to Atlas, watching the way his jaw tightens, how his silence seems to gather itself around him. The rest of the class fades, the teacher’s voice smudged into background noise, and she feels the group's tension ripple out, drawing edges around their little circle.

Every so often, as her pencil hovers and her thoughts drift, her gaze flicks up. Across the rows, Atlas’s stare lands on her—steady, unreadable. The classroom fades; her fingers clamp around the pencil, breath pausing, body gone rigid. Atlas looks away, shoulders hunched, the edge of his mouth hard. Beneath her desk, Kali’s nails carve half-moons into her palm, her head dipping as a heat crawls up her neck. Questions stack up between them, thick as books, the silence pressing her forward until she almost forgets to breathe.

Thursday’s cafeteria hum circles Kali, Emma, and Sarah, laughter and gossip twisting around their corner of the table. Forks clatter, trays scrape, Emma’s voice cutting through the noise with wild theories about the teachers and their secret lives. A chill skips along Kali's spine, sandwich paused mid-air, her grip tightening as the mood in the room tilts, invisible but sharp.

Her head lifts, gaze skimming the crowded room.

Across the cafeteria, Atlas sits, pinned in the same spot, hands braced on either side of an untouched lunch tray. Delia leans in, mouth moving, but Atlas’s eyes never waver. The room’s edges smear and fade, and Kali’s arms tuck close to her ribs, breath shallow as the force of his attention cuts through the din, sharp enough to leave her off-balance.

A hunger flickers in Atlas’s stare, something raw etched across his face. Muscles stand out along his neck, lips pressed flat, every part of him wound tight, as if a single word could undo him.

Their eyes catch and hold, seconds stretching, the air tight as a drawn wire. Delia leans in, whispering. Atlas jerks back, chair scraping, one hand curled white-knuckled on the table. The line of his mouth hardens, and he turns away, the spell broken.

“You okay?” Emma’s voice nudges her from the trance.

Kali holds herself still, air caught in her throat, muscles locked one against another. “Yeah,” she says, voice scraping out low. “I’m fine.”

Kali blinks, forcing her shoulders to relax. “Yeah, just—tired. Still getting used to everything.”

Emma leans in, lowering her voice. “How are you settling in, really? Like, on a scale from ‘I know where the canteen is’ to ‘I might have nearly walked into the boys’ toilets’?”

A wry smile tugs at Kali’s lips. “I think I’m somewhere in the middle. I did get lost looking for the science block yesterday.”

Emma grins. “That’s nothing. My first week, I tried to open what I thought was the girls’ bathroom and found the caretaker’s cupboard instead. He was eating a Cornish pasty and just nodded like it happened every day.”

Kali laughs, warmth blooming in her chest. “Did you run away?”

“Nope. I asked if he had any ketchup.” Emma’s grin widens. “He did, by the way. Total legend.”

For a moment, the tension between them softens. Emma nudges her gently. “Hey, do you want to swap numbers? In case you get lost or just need someone to send you memes about grumpy teachers?”

Kali unlocks her phone, and they tap in their numbers, screens glowing side by side.

Emma beams as she saves the contact. “Fair warning, I text a lot. Like, you’ll probably be sick of me by the end of the week.”

Kali smiles, genuine now. “I think I’ll risk it.”

Restlessness prickles beneath her skin, legs hitching under the table, fingers tracing the seam of her jeans. Each time Atlas or his friends cross her line of sight, muscles pull tight, her body drawn forward as if by a current she can’t break. Focus slips, the ache of it settling low and stubborn, never letting her settle.

Except nothing about it is wrong. Each time she tells herself to let go, her gaze betrays her, seeking him out across classrooms and corridors. The sensation builds, a pull in her chest, breath catching whenever his presence brushes close. No matter how often she tries to resist, something in her always turns toward him.

Friday’s study break finds Kali hunched over a library table, voice low as she pitches a question to Emma. Books and notes scatter the tabletop, history homework shoved aside, pens rolling into the cracks. Light filters through tall windows, dust swirling in golden ribbons as she waits for Emma’s answer.

A few days earlier, the library found her—corridors narrowing, her steps echoing as she wandered lost, the school map crumpled in her fist. Each turn led deeper into the maze until a heavy oak door rose up, carvings twisting across its dark wood, the hush of old stories breathing through the gap.

Inside, old paper clings to the air, dust and wood polish swirling with every shift of her body. Silence collects in the aisles, fractured only by a distant creak or the soft thump of a book sliding into place. The room stretches wider than the walls suggest, cool air curling around her forearms. Shelves climb towards the ceiling, packed with books—spines ghosted by age, covers peeling at the edges. Dust motes tumble in the thin light, ladders of gold crossing the floorboards.

The librarian, an elderly woman with silver hair, sits at the desk by the door, reading a paperback mystery. She glances up when Kali enters, nods once, then returns to her book.

Between the stacks, her fingers skim leather bindings—some cracked, some vivid, most gone soft with use. A breath escapes, the knot in her chest loosening for the first time since Aelridge. Her hand pauses over a battered copy of Wuthering Heights. The faded title, the worn cover—memories rush up, bittersweet and sharp, stories of hidden loves and ghosts that feel too close. Here, at least, is something that fits in her palm. Something she can name, when so much else dissolves into uncertainty.

She returns every day after that, and Emma starts joining her during their free periods. Now they sit at one of the worn wooden tables near the back, textbooks spread between them, and Kali tries to sound casual as she asks, "What do you know about Atlas and his friends?"

Emma glances up from her notes. "Not much more than I told you before. Why?"

"Just curious." Kali fidgets with her pen. "They're in a lot of my classes."

"Yeah, they're in most of the advanced courses." Emma shrugs. "They're really smart. Atlas, especially, I hear he got perfect marks on every exam last year."

"Have they always been this... close? The four of them?"

Emma considers this. "As long as I've known them, yeah. They're kind of their own thing, you know? But they're not mean or anything. Caliebe's actually really friendly if you talk to him—he helped me with a Maths problem once and was super patient. And Delia's on the track team with my sister. She says Delia's intense but fair."

"What about Nyx?"

Emma's expression shifts slightly, something uncertain crossing her features. "I don't really know her. She's... quiet. Keeps to herself more than the others." She hesitates, watching Kali closely. "You sure there's nothing more to it? Maybe you know something about them that the rest of us don't?"

So many thoughts rush through Kali's mind; Atlas looks at me like I'm something fragile he's afraid to touch. I can't stop thinking about him, and whenever I see him, my hands fidget and my breath stutters, and I don't understand why. She doesn't say them out loud.

"Just trying to figure out who everyone is," Kali says. "New school and all."

Emma rolls into a story about her brother’s cake disaster, the memory tumbling out in quick bursts. Laughter slips between the shelves. Kali lets herself drift on the surface of it, but her focus snags on the window—the moors stretching past the school, a smudge of grey beneath the sky. Somewhere beyond the fog sits the stone house where her mother once lived, where Miriam waits, opening the door just a little more each day. The kitchen holds strange smells, the floorboards creak in the wrong places, and every echo turns into a question that won’t stop circling.

Afternoon spills into the empty hallways, classes finished, most students already gone. Books weigh down her bag, footsteps echoing along stone floors as she heads for the main entrance. Voices drift from an empty classroom ahead, door cracked just enough for words to slip out and snag her.

"—not healthy, Atlas. You can't keep doing this to yourself."

Kali stops. Delia’s voice slices through the corridor. Her feet anchor to the floor, breath scraping at her ribs as the air thickens—walls squeezing closer, every sound sharpening: the drag of chair legs, the slam of a far-off locker, all magnified by the hush of being somewhere she shouldn’t.

"I'm fine." Atlas's voice is low and strained.

"You're not okay. It looks like you haven't been sleeping well recently. You barely eat. You..." Delia stops speaking, and when she talks again, her tone is gentler. "I know this is hard. But you need to—"

"I need to what?" Atlas's voice cracks slightly. "Ignore it? Pretend it isn't happening? I've tried, Delia. It doesn't work."

"Then talk to her. Actually, talk to her instead of torturing yourself from a distance."

"I can't."

"Why not?"

A long pause. Then: "Because I can't do this again. I won't survive it again."

Atlas’s voice scrapes down the hallway, rough with something that lands hard beneath Kali’s ribs. Her palm braces against the wall, knuckles blanching as she soaks in the words. Do what again? Survive what?

"Atlas—"

"I need to go."

Footsteps scrape toward the door. Kali spins away, heart jackknifing as she slips around the corner just as the classroom opens. She flattens against the wall, palms damp, breath caught in her mouth, waiting for Atlas’s steps to fade down the corridor.

When the echo finally dissolves, Kali exhales slowly, head pressed to cold stone. I can't do this again. I won't survive it again. The words snag, raw and strange, as if they belong to her now too.

Atlas’s stare lingers behind her eyelids—pain flickering in the set of his mouth, the way he holds himself tight, always on the edge of movement. Delia’s words loop in her ears: Talk to her instead of torturing yourself from a distance.

Her. Who is ‘her’? Maybe it’s someone from before, someone he’s lost. But Atlas’s gaze always lands so heavily, his face twisting with words he never says. The ache in his voice hints at old wounds, something deeper than the strange pull between them.

Still, those words, talk to her, torturing yourself, cling to Kali, fitting almost too perfectly with the way he watches her, the way tension knots his posture whenever she is near.

I can't do this again. I won't survive it again. The words echo, tangling with the invisible line that pulls her toward Atlas, longing etched across his face when he thinks no one sees.

Pushing off the wall, Kali moves for the exit, thoughts tumbling like loose stones. Outside, thick pewter fog presses in, turning the village into a watercolour blur. She follows the pavement home, hardly feeling the cold nipping at her ankles or the way the streets fold in, narrower than before.

At the house, Miriam is in the kitchen preparing dinner. She looks up when Kali enters, and something in Kali's expression must show because Miriam's features soften slightly.

"Rough day?" she asks.

Kali sets her bag down. "Just... confusing."

Miriam nods, turning back to the stove. For a moment, Kali thinks that is the end of it. But then Miriam says, "Your mother found things confusing too, when she was your age. She would come home from school with this look on her face, as the world had shifted, and she was trying to figure out how to stand on solid ground again."

Kali moves to the table and sits down. "What did she do?"

"She would sit in her room and read until she worked through whatever was bothering her." Miriam glances back, her expression almost warm. "You're very like her, you know. Same determined look when you're trying to figure something out."

Kali lets the words drift between them. A slow breath loosens the knot in her chest. “Thanks,” she whispers, voice barely more than a hush.

Miriam nods and turns back to the stove. At the table, fog presses thick against the glass, Atlas’s pain and the knot of mystery swirling in the air. The mantel clock ticks a relentless rhythm, darkness pooling at the window. Questions gather in the corners, crowding out the quiet.

Somewhere in the house, an old floorboard groans, echoing the unspoken tension that hangs in the air. After dinner, Miriam tells Kali a story about her mother getting lost on the moors as a child—how she found her three hours later, covered in mud and grinning like she’d had the adventure of her life. Kali lies in bed, staring at the ceiling. Sleep feels impossible. Her mind keeps replaying the conversation she overheard, circling back to Atlas's voice, broken and raw: I won't survive it again.

Survive what? Losing someone? Maybe that’s why his face twists—why pain flickers whenever his gaze hooks onto hers, as if she’s a shadow of someone he can’t quite reach.

The questions multiply, each one leading to three more, until Kali's thoughts are a tangled mess she can't unravel. She rolls onto her side and pulls the blankets up to her chin. Outside, the fog presses against the window, and somewhere in the darkness, the house settles with its usual creaks and groans.

Kali shuts her eyes and waits for sleep, but Atlas’s face swims behind her lids. The look he gives her refuses to fade—every memory tugging her muscles tighter, a thread drawn so fine it threatens to snap if she moves too quickly. She curls her fist against her ribs, holding still as the tension hums beneath her skin.

She doesn't understand it. Doesn't understand any of it. But something electric races beneath her skin, a restless energy that refuses to fade. The risk circles at the edge of her thoughts, cautioning and enticing her, and she knows she’s going to find out—even if it means breaking the fragile safety she’s just begun to trust.

The day ends with Kali curled up in the window seat in her room, the one that looks out over the back garden, losing herself in a borrowed book. Outside, the fog rolls across the moors in slow waves, and the world feels distant and quiet. For a while, Atlas drifts from her mind. The pull and the pain in his eyes, the mystery that has tangled itself around her since arriving in Aelridge, all fade to the background. She just reads, breathes, and exists in the small peace of the moment.

Later, the house’s quiet is gentle and real. The ache of questions and the pull of Atlas and his friends lingers, but for the first time, comfort threads through her chest, fragile but growing.
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Chapter 4: Proximity
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Morning brings persistent grey light slipping through the narrow window, casting fragmented shadows on faded wallpaper. Kali stands on the scuffed boards, toes curled in the cold. She tugs her sweater over her head and hugs it close, shoulders tense as the chill persists. The stairs murmur underfoot, her descent wavering between urgency and hesitation.

Miriam hums over the kettle as she pours steaming tea into chipped mugs. Spotting Kali, she smiles. “Good morning, Kali!” She slides a mug across the table, steam curling between them. “Sit down, I made your favourite tea.” Kali’s shoulders drop a fraction; her mouth twitches, and she sinks into her chair with a breath.

Miriam holds up a slice of bread, knife poised above the open jar. “Toast? I can add a bit of jam if you like.” Her mug sits beside Kali’s, the rim chipped, a shallow swirl of tea catching the kitchen light.

“Please.” Kali presses her palms flat against the table, fingertips drumming a silent rhythm as she waits.

Butter slides over warm bread, the knife scraping gently against the crust. The hallway clock ticks behind them. Steam rises from Miriam’s chamomile tea, its aroma mingling with the cinnamon from the potpourri by the window. Scents drift through the kitchen, wrapping Kali as she settles into her chair. Beyond the glass, pale mist blurs rooftops and hedges to watercolour shapes.

Kali tips the last of her tea into her mouth, warming her hands before she sets the cup aside. She reaches for her bag with smooth movements, knuckles whitening on the strap. Miriam glances over; her shoulders lower, her smile growing gentle, as if questions linger behind her lips.

“You’re settling in,” Miriam says gently. “If you need anything, you know you can always talk to me.”

“I’m trying.” Kali’s reply floats out on a breath, fingers gripping the worn leather handle of her bag.

Miriam’s lips curve, a silent warmth lingering in her smile. Her hand settles on Kali’s shoulder, fingers pressing gently—a promise, a quiet strength. The tap runs, water splashing over plates as she turns away, shoulders relaxed, the weight of reassurance left behind.

Kali pulls her scarf tight as she steps into the morning chill. Breath billows in clouds. Ivy clings to stone cottage walls, dark green threading through cracks, while wrought-iron fences bow under the weather. A battered bicycle rests by a lamppost. Damp earth and chimney smoke hang in the air. A church bell rings in the distance.

Each empty street tugs at her, feet moving faster as shadows deepen along the paths. Boots grind over loose gravel; a shopkeeper’s broom sends dust swirling, his nod brief but steady. With every step, chill creeps up her arms, biting at her fingers and toes. The Gothic building waits at the end, gargoyles perched above the entrance, stone faces unreadable. Moisture beads on the heavy air, the faded school crest and fluttering festival flyers blurring in her vision as if the whole town is pressing her onward, urging her toward the doors and whatever lies ahead.

Students drift through the hallways, voices bouncing off stone walls in overlapping currents. Dust and floor polish linger in the air, carried by the scrape and squeak of shoes on linoleum. Kali’s fingers trail the chill of the metal bannister as she takes the stairs, her steps steady, the familiar rhythm guiding her to the second floor. The door to room 214 swings open under her palm.

Atlas waits inside, settled in his usual seat three rows from the front. Grey morning light pools across the desk, painting shadows along the floor.

He remains still, head bent over the desk, the morning’s dim glow catching on the slope of his shoulders. At Kali’s entrance, a faint ripple runs through his posture; his back straightens, muscles drawn tight beneath his jacket, a subtle change that flickers and settles as the silence stretches.

Kali slides into her seat and sets her notebook on the desk. Goosebumps rise as she uncaps her pen. The scent of chalk and old paper cuts through the classroom air, stirring energy beneath her skin. Atlas’s presence tightens the space, her knuckles whitening on her pen. Each scrape of her pen slices the silence. With every pause from his side, the room seems to shrink around her, stillness drawing her attention as if the walls themselves are leaning in.

Students drift through the doorway in loose clusters. Backpacks knock against desk legs, and a swirl of cheap perfume mixes with the chalk dust. Laughter bursts near the window—one girl flashes her phone screen, both faces bright with amusement, their giggles tumbling over each other. In the far row, two boys volley football scores, voices tumbling into playful shouts. 

Atlas anchors himself at his desk, back straight, gaze anchored to the blackboard. His jaw remains set, hands folded atop his notebook, and not so much as a flinch betrays his attention as the room stirs around him.

Ms Hartley strides through the doorway, ponytail swinging, arms stacked high with books that land on her desk in a single, solid thump. Lips pressed in a straight line, brow drawn, she fixes the class with a look that stills conversations mid-sentence and has chairs scraping quietly to attention.

“All right, settle down.” Her voice slices through the last scraps of chatter. “We’re moving forward with our study of obsession in Gothic literature. Today, we’ll look at how the Brontës turn romantic obsession into both a driving force and a destructive storm within their stories.”

Kali’s gaze rests on the chalk dust swirling under the fluorescent lights, the words of the lesson threading in and out of focus. Fingernails tap against her notebook, the rhythm unsteady. Each mention of obsession in the Brontës’ tales lands heavy in her chest, a strange tremor fluttering beneath her ribs. Atlas’s name flickers at the edge of thought, the lesson pooling between fiction and something raw, half-formed, inside her.

Ms Hartley reaches for a stick of chalk. Her hand moves in looping script, white dust trailing behind as she writes two titles across the blackboard: Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre.

“Heathcliff and Catherine. Rochester and Jane. Two very different relationships, both defined by an intensity that borders on—or crosses into—obsession.” Ms Hartley pivots toward the class, gaze sweeping over the rows with the precision of someone cataloguing every expression. “For your next assignment, you’ll work in pairs to analyse the nature of obsession in one of these texts. Ask yourselves: where does love end and obsession begin? And what happens when that line is crossed?”

Chairs scrape as a low groan ripples across the room. A muttered, “Great, more essays,” draws a snort and a quick scatter of laughter, the sound darting between desks before quiet settles again.

Ms Hartley lifts her roster, voice steady as she calls out pairs—each name clipped with the assurance of long practice. Kali’s pen hovers above her notebook, her gaze slipping to the window. Pale mist unfurls along the glass, hiding the world outside in slow-moving swirls.

“Kali Peterson and Atlas Sorenfell.” Kali’s head lifts. Fingernails press into the desk, shoulders drawing in. Her lips flatten as a protest dies unspoken. The scrape of a chair and Ms Hartley’s raised eyebrow pins her in place, a tightness winding through her stomach. “You’ll be analysing Wuthering Heights. I expect a five-page essay and a presentation to the class. You have two weeks.”

Dryness creeps across Kali’s tongue. Her eyes flick sideways, searching for Atlas through the blur of light and shadow. Atlas freezes, fingers tightening around the desk until pale ridges form along his knuckles. His chin dips. For a heartbeat, his features falter: tension crawls along his jaw, lips pressed flat, eyelids fluttering shut as though against a sudden surge rising beneath the surface. He draws in a thin breath and releases it, a tremor running through his shoulders before composure slides back into place.

“I’d rather work alone.” Atlas’s words land with a calm edge.

A ripple of stillness settles over the class. Chairs stop shifting. Mouths close mid-whisper. Two students catch each other’s gaze, brows lifted, then look quickly away. At the front, Ms Hartley’s mouth forms a hard line; she leans into her desk, eyes steady on Atlas, unmoved.

“This is a partner assignment, Mr Sorenfell. You’ll work with Miss Peterson.”

“I work better independently.”

“Then consider this practice for teamwork.” Ms Hartley’s reply snaps through the quiet. “Any real reason you can’t work together?”

Atlas’s jaw grinds, cords standing out along his neck. His fists press against the desk, knuckles pale. Shoulders draw taut, breath shallow. For a moment, the tension in his frame threatens to spill over—then, a long breath escapes him. His posture loosens, the fight draining away. He dips his chin, a single, reluctant shake.

“No. No reason.”

“Good.” Ms Hartley pivots back to her list, voice slicing through the quiet, pen tapping briskly as she resumes pairing names.

Kali’s muscles lock, shoulders tight, breath shallow. Damp palms grip the desk’s edge, fingertips digging into the wood. Heat crawls up her neck. The scrape of her chair at middle school presentations, the sting of laughter pressing against her ears, the suffocating brush of a too-stiff collar—all coil together in a rush of memory. The fluorescent lights glare overhead, and shadows flicker as classmates shift in their seats. Her chest contracts, each inhale jagged and uneven. The murmur of voices blurs with the buzz of overhead lights, the air thick with the weight of too many eyes. Beneath it all, longing and dread tangle, tightening their hold: a chance to prove herself, or to crumble, exposed.

The lesson drifts past in a haze. Words about Heathcliff and Catherine echo at the edges—obsession, ruin, grief—while Kali’s pen scrawls crooked lines across the page, her mind tugged between past and present, hope and fear.

The bell rings, vibrations shivering across the metal fixtures, and Kali’s fingers fumble with zippers and paper, her grip unsteady. Each item slides into her bag with deliberate care, even as tremors run through her hands.

Atlas stands by the door already, bag balanced on his shoulder, mouth set in a line, posture a study in restraint. He drifts toward the exit, gaze fixed ahead, shoulders pulled taut—then halts mid-step.

He pivots, eyes meeting hers across the rows. Stillness cracks. In the pale classroom light, a flicker of rawness flashes across his face—like a ripple in a pond’s calm. Kali’s breath stalls, chest tight as heat prickles along her skin. Her own hand pauses mid-zip, knuckles white.

Atlas crosses the space between them, each step smooth, measured, silent on the linoleum. He stops just out of reach. The light glints off his face; his jaw clenches, the muscles beneath his skin drawn tight as stone. He has his hands in his pockets, shoulders squared against the ancient walls, standing as if braced for a storm.

“We should meet.” Atlas’s voice barely stirs the stillness between them. “To work on the assignment.”

Kali dips her chin, jaw tense, lips pressed tight. Her throat constricts around any words that try to rise.

“Library. Tomorrow, after class?” His gaze lingers, steady and searching. “Does that work?”

Air shudders past Kali’s lips. “Yes.” The syllable slips free, thin as a sigh.

Something shifts across Atlas’s face—a brief loosening of the lines at his mouth, tension flickering at his brow. He gives a single nod, shoulders slackening, before turning away. His footsteps fade, but the charged air remains, humming with everything left unsaid.

Kali lingers, her body rooted in the empty classroom as Atlas’s footsteps fade down the hall. The silence closes in, thick and oddly fragile, her awareness tethered to the distant echo of his stride. Each sound sharpens—her own breath, the faint tick of the clock, the scrape of her shoe against linoleum. Certainty dissolves, the edges of her thoughts growing soft, as if a draft has slipped through old brick and found its way beneath her skin.

Questions circle, restless and insistent, tightening in her chest. The air between them always thrums, a subtle current, whenever their paths cross. Each encounter leaves a residue—a humming unease, a prickle along her spine, as if something hidden in him tugs at something hidden in her. The puzzle of his distance and the flickers of emotion he can’t quite hide pull at her, unravelling the boundaries she keeps neatly in place.

Students spill into the corridor, voices swelling as doors swing open. Kali lets herself be carried along by the tide of backpacks and chatter, the scent of cafeteria food growing stronger with each step. She threads her way through the crowded hallway, each step carrying her farther from the classroom’s fluorescent glare and toward the cafeteria’s raucous din. The sharp slam of trays, the tumble of voices, and the scent of fried potatoes and something sugary fill the air. Shoes tug against sticky linoleum as she queues for lunch. Cold plastic presses into her palm—a sandwich and a water bottle, condensation beading on her skin. She weaves past clusters of students, shoulders hunched, and slips into a seat at an empty table near the back, where the noise fades just enough for her breathing to steady.

She lifts the sandwich, chewing slowly, the bread soft and flavourless as she surveys the room. Across the table, a tray lands with sudden energy, the presence settling across from her before she can react.

Caliebe slides into the chair, a grin tugging at his mouth. “Mind if I join?”

Kali shrugs, shoulders loosening as she nods toward the empty spot. “Go ahead.”

Caliebe peels back the lid on his lunch, a coil of steam rising with the strong bite of garlic. Fork tines scrape against plastic as he twirls pasta, the aroma smothering the other cafeteria scents for a moment. He leans in, brows lifted, watching Kali as he chews. “So. English class this morning. That was interesting.”

Heat creeps across Kali’s face. She lowers her gaze, sandwich paused halfway to her mouth. “Was it?”

“Atlas, trying to get out of a partner assignment?” Caliebe lets out a whistle, his shoulders bouncing as he shakes his head. “Last week, he nearly slammed his fist on the desk over a quiz grade. Even Delia’s jaw dropped.” Caliebe jabs at his pasta, fork clinking. “He’s wound so tight, I’m surprised he hasn’t snapped a pencil yet. Maybe it’s this project—or maybe there’s something else chewing at him.”

A chill prickles up Kali’s arms. “Is he always like that?”

“Yeah. He runs intensely, always.” Caliebe leans forward, words dropping to a near-murmur as his gaze flicks toward the far table. “Last year, he vanished for a week. Came back and barely said a word. Delia found him every lunch in the library, just pacing, or staring out the window like he was waiting for something that never came.” Caliebe digs into his pasta, a quick grin flickering as he swallows the weight of his own words. “Anyway, Ms Hartley never goes easy. Should be fun, right?”

Kali’s fingers tense around her sandwich, questions crowding behind her teeth. Across the table, Caliebe’s gaze skims away, shoulders hitching up as if warding off more. His fork jabs at the pasta, and he launches into football predictions, voice pitched higher, hands sketching wild disasters on the field until laughter nudges the mood lighter. Kali picks at her crust, the words drifting past as Atlas’s distant stare flashes through her mind, looping on the way his attention lingered just a moment too long.

Caliebe’s fork pauses in mid-air. “You okay?” His head tilts, brow quirking in gentle concern.

Kali’s eyes refocus. She gives a small nod. “Yeah. Just... thinking.”

“About the assignment?” Caliebe leans in, elbows braced on the table.

“Something like that.” Her fingers twist the plastic label on her water bottle, shoulders bunching as she hunches over her tray.

A grin spreads across Caliebe’s face, chasing away the last of the tension. “Well, good luck. Atlas is brilliant—once he stops overthinking, you’ll have an essay worth framing.”

He stands, stacking fork and container, and lifts his tray in an easy salute before drifting toward a cluster of friends near the windows, laughter already catching at his heels.

Kali lingers over her sandwich, crumbs scattered on the tray, her gaze trailing over the cafeteria’s scuffed floor and windows blurred with condensation. At the far table, Atlas sits flanked by Delia and Nyx—Delia’s fingers flicking flashcards, Nyx tipping herbal tea into mismatched cups. Atlas stares down at his tray, shoulders drawn tight, a silent island in their trio. Delia and Nyx lean close, heads angled together, their words a shared secret sealed by the low hum between them. Kali hovers at the edge, watching the shape of their world from a distance.

Atlas’s head lifts, his gaze catching Kali’s from across the room. An untouched apple rests beside a closed book on his tray, each untouched, arranged with careful distance. For a heartbeat, the cafeteria’s clatter and fried-oil haze fall away. The room shrinks to the electric tether between them, an invisible brush of static along her arms, warmth blooming low in her belly, as if a current passes through the air—private, invisible, undeniable. Delia leans over and whispers in his ear, and Atlas’s attention snaps back to the table. His jaw tightens, shoulders stiffening as he angles away.

A ragged breath escapes Kali as she drags her focus back to the half-eaten sandwich. She tears off a corner, chewing slowly, the taste lost in the rush of sensation.

Tomorrow waits—the promise of it tugging just out of reach.

The final bell reverberates through the halls, leaving behind the scrape of chairs and the slap of shoes on tile as students scatter for the day. Kali lingers at her locker, fingers fumbling with the zipper before she steps out into the gathering dusk. Kali trudges down the empty street, boots scuffing damp pavement, breath billowing in soft clouds. The chill settles deep, pressing through her coat. Fingers tug the fabric tight, knuckles red from the cold.

Grey clouds drift low, but a sudden break lets blue spill across the sky—a fleeting window, sharp against the monotone. Wind tugs at her hair and sends leaves skittering along the curb, stirring something restless in her chest. Every few steps, her mind loops back: the hush of the library, Atlas’s unreadable gaze, the way his agreement stretched like a challenge between them, both of them bracing for something neither can name.

Thoughts tangle and slip, answers darting out of reach.

Her chest tightens, the memory of his words flashing—an invitation, bright and edged, quickening her steps and sending warmth chasing the cold from her skin.

The smell of roasting vegetables greets her as she pushes open the front door, the clatter of pans and Miriam’s humming drawing her down the hall and into the golden light of the kitchen. Dusk pools at the edges of the stone house by the time Kali steps onto the path. Warmth and light spill from the kitchen window. Inside, Miriam’s voice twines with a melody from the radio, and the scent of roasting vegetables drifts through the air.

A wooden spoon tapping in rhythm as Miriam calls out, “Welcome home, Kali! Dinner will be ready soon—come sit and tell me about your day.” Miriam turns, flour dusting her hands, a smile curving her mouth. “How was school, love?” She leans against the counter, spoon poised above the bubbling sauce, the radio’s gentle tune threading between their words.

“Fine.”

“Just fine?”

Kali’s lips press together. She shifts her weight, glancing at the pattern on the kitchen tile before her voice finds its shape. “I have a partner assignment. For English.”

Miriam’s hand covers Kali’s, her thumb tracing a gentle arc. “That’s wonderful! Partner assignments are a great way to make new friends, and I’m sure you’ll do brilliantly.”

Kali’s fingers curl around Miriam’s, then slip away. Silence pools between them. The word “friends” hangs, untethered, not quite fitting the shape of her thoughts.

The kitchen table fills with warmth and the aroma of roasted vegetables as they sit down to dinner. Miriam fills the silence with stories from her school days—tales of muddy games, midnight snacks, and a younger version of Kali’s mother sneaking biscuits from the larder. Laughter rises and falls, cutlery tapping plates, the scent of baking bread lingering in the air. Kali’s replies come in brief, uneven threads, her gaze dropping to her plate, but she listens, each story a patchwork memory brightening the meal.

When the last plate is empty, Kali rises to help clear the table, hands brushing crumbs into her palm, plates stacked and carried to the sink. The rhythm of washing up—water running, dishes clinking, tea towels exchanged—settles between them, comfortable and familiar. When the last glass is dried, and the kitchen counters wiped clean, Miriam switches off the radio, and the house grows softer, quieter, as evening thickens outside.

Kali lingers a moment in the hushed kitchen, then slips away as the lights blink off one by one. Stairs creak beneath her tread as she climbs to her room. The runner muffles her steps, and her bag lands with a soft thud on the wooden floor. She drifts to the window, shoulders sagging. Home fills the space—a stack of notebooks sprawled across the desk, a faded photo propped against the wall, a blue-flowered mug brimming with pens.

Outside, streetlamp shadows twist over glass, branches tangled in the golden spill. The radiator ticks, cooling under the sill, while the scent of old rain slips in through the cracked window. On the landing, a strip of darkness stretches along the unlit hallway, air colder there, a faint tang of stone clinging to the plaster. Light thins, every creak stretching the shadows. Tomorrow presses in, a restless thrum beneath her skin.

A golden pool of lamplight spills across Kali’s desk, her copy of Wuthering Heights propped open but unread. Fingers trace the battered spine while wind rattles the windowpanes. The steady tick of a clock and the old house’s creaks fill the room, the hush pressing closer, wrapping around her chest.

Thoughts churn beneath the stillness—tomorrow’s meeting, the memory of Atlas’s pained glance, Caliebe’s words looping in her mind. The questions twist tighter: anger, discomfort, something deeper. Her breath grows shallow, the urge for answers tugging her forward, restless and unresolved.

She folds the corner of her book and sets it aside, brushing her teeth in the dim bathroom light before sliding beneath the covers. The radiator ticks as the house grows quiet for the night. Lids flutter closed, breath slipping out in a slow stream. The desk lamp’s glow softens the edges of the room, and tomorrow drifts closer with every inhale—a meeting set in the library, Atlas’s name a silent refrain. The memory of his gaze—a steady, unsettling current—lingers at the edge of thought, each remembered silence nudging her out of her familiar rhythm. Muscles tense, restless beneath the search for solid ground.

Sheets rustle as she shifts, the mattress cold beneath her, legs drawing up as anticipation curls in her stomach. No more dodging, no more shrinking from the pull that draws her to him. Fingertips tap the window glass; darkness shimmers beyond, streetlights throwing pale halos on wet pavement, a dog’s bark skipping over stone. Tension winds through her limbs, a subtle energy humming just beneath the surface.

The wait stretches—too long, too sharp. Arms hug her pillow, breath quickening with every imagined word and look. Still, beneath the hope, unease prowls: a chill clings to her skin, the taste of mint lingering on her tongue. The house creaks and settles, wind brushing the window with restless fingers. A distant clock tolls midnight, each chime echoing through the quiet rooms, setting her thoughts spinning through questions she can’t name and answers that feel just out of reach.

Tomorrow glimmers, uncertain and electric. The truth presses closer, as inevitable as the dawn.
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Chapter 5: The Library Meeting
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Kali wakes before her alarm, the chill of early morning brushing her skin. Distant birdsong and the rattle of a car seep through the walls. The scent of tea drifts up from the kitchen below, steady and familiar.

Grey light filters through her curtains. Today, she’ll sit across from Atlas Sorenfell and talk about literature—just the two of them. She lies still for a moment, uneasy but determined, then gets up to face the day.

She presses her palms against her eyes and exhales slowly. This is ridiculous. It is just a school project. Just a meeting in the library. Just a conversation about books.

Except it isn't, and she knows it.

Kali drags herself out of bed and goes through the motions of getting ready, her movements automatic. The worn floorboards creak beneath her feet. She pulls on jeans and a dark green sweater, the fabric soft against her skin. She runs a brush through her hair without really looking in the mirror, catching a faint whiff of lavender shampoo, and heads downstairs with her bag slung over her shoulder.

Miriam is already in the kitchen, humming softly as she prepares breakfast. Sunlight dapples the worn table, and the gentle clink of pottery adds a homey rhythm. Miriam stands by the counter, a cup of tea in her hand, her face warm with a gentle smile as Kali enters.

"You're up early," Miriam says, her tone bright. "Did you sleep all right, sweetheart?"

Kali shrugs and reaches for the kettle. "Couldn't sleep."

"Bad dreams?"

"No. Just..." Kali trails off, not sure how to explain the restless anticipation that has kept her awake half the night. "Just thinking about school stuff."

Miriam's gaze lingers, her smile reassuring. "If you want to talk about anything, I'm here," she says gently before taking another sip of her tea.

"There's fresh bread if you want toast, and I just made some jam," Miriam says cheerfully. "Let me know if you'd like eggs or anything else."

"Thanks."

They stand in silence while Kali makes herself tea and forces down a piece of toast she doesn't really want. Buttery taste coats her tongue, mingling with the floral notes of black tea. Warmth from the stove crowds the small kitchen, the air dense with heat, the faint tick of the wall clock marking each second. Kali grabs her bag, shoulders tense, and heads for the door.

"Kali."

She pauses, one hand on the doorknob, and looks back.

Miriam gives her a warm, encouraging look, her hands wrapped around her teacup. "Have a wonderful day, Kali. Remember, I'm proud of you. And don't forget, there will be hot cocoa waiting when you get home."

Kali manages a small smile and nods before stepping out into the cold morning air.

It is a strange thing to say, but Kali doesn't have the energy to question it. She nods and steps out into the cold morning air. The air outside bites with dew and earth, sharp and fresh as she pulls the door shut behind her. The brisk wind tugs at the edges of her sweater as she starts down the path.

The walk to school feels longer than usual. Her shoes squeak over damp cobblestones slick from the night's rain, the chill biting through the soles. Early sunlight glances off puddles, and dew beads cling to the iron garden gates, glinting in the early light. As Kali brushes past, droplets scatter onto her sleeve and shoes, their chill a quiet reminder of last night's rain. Faint voices echo from doorways, mingling with the distant clang of a milkman's cart. Kali's breath clouds in the crisp air, and she shoves her hands into her pockets, her thoughts circling back to the library, to Atlas, to the way he reacted when Ms Hartley announced the pairing, as if he were bracing himself for something painful.

The school looms ahead, its dark stone walls stark against the pale morning, cold and unyielding. Kali climbs the steps and pushes through the heavy doors, and is met by the warmth inside, carrying the faint tang of floor polish and the sweet, yeasty air from the cafeteria down the hall.

Each minute drags, the classroom clock ticking in slow, uneven beats. Kali taps her pen, the urge to move crawling beneath her skin.

Kali sits through her morning classes in a haze. Chalk scratches the board, the radiator hums, and paper and ink, stale and dry, seem to cling to her skin, the taste of old lessons lingering at the back of her throat. Her pen moves across the page, neat lines appearing without conscious thought. Every glance at the clock finds the hands unmoved, time stretching thin and slow.

She sees Atlas once, between the second and third period. He walks down the hallway with Delia, his expression distant and unreadable. The corridor buzzes with laughter and the slam of lockers. Her chest tightens, and her steps falter, heat rising in her cheeks as she tracks him through the tide of students, the waxy tang of floor polish in the air.
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