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    To everyone who has ever stood their ground when it would have been easier to surrender—
May you never mistake cruelty for love, and may you never shrink yourself to fit into someone else's world.
For the hearts brave enough to face their mistakes, grow beyond who they once were, and build something better from the ruins—
May love always meet you where respect begins, trust is earned, and both hearts are free to choose each other.
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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Didn't Belong
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The iron gates of Blackwood Academy rose above Ava Bennett like something from another century.

Stone pillars framed the entrance, while an ornate black crest bearing the academy's emblem gleamed beneath the morning sunlight. Beyond the gates stood a sprawling campus surrounded by ancient oak trees, perfectly trimmed gardens, and towering buildings constructed from dark gray stone.

Everything about the place radiated wealth.

Luxury cars lined the circular driveway.

Students wearing perfectly tailored uniforms walked confidently across the courtyard, laughing together as though they had known one another their entire lives.

Ava tightened her grip on the strap of her worn leather bag.

For a brief moment, she wondered whether she had made a terrible mistake.

She glanced down at the acceptance letter she had folded and unfolded at least twenty times during the past month.

Congratulations. We are pleased to offer you a full academic scholarship to Blackwood Academy.

A full scholarship.

Her ticket to a better future.

Her opportunity to build a life different from the one she had always known.

She took a deep breath.

"You can do this."

The words barely escaped her lips.

She had repeated them throughout the bus ride.

She had repeated them while standing outside the gates.

And she repeated them again as she stepped onto the campus.

Because the truth was simple.

She didn't belong here.

And everyone would know it within the first five minutes.

Her sneakers were old.

Her suitcase had scratches along the corners.

Her uniform wasn't custom-tailored like everyone else's.

And unlike most of the students surrounding her, she hadn't arrived with wealthy parents driving expensive vehicles.

She had arrived alone.

Just like she always did.

Her phone vibrated.

Mom: Did you make it?

A smile immediately appeared.

Ava: Just arrived.

Three dots appeared almost instantly.

Mom: Remember why you're there.

The smile remained.

Because she knew exactly why she was there.

Her mother worked two jobs.

Her father had left years ago.

Every opportunity she'd ever received had been earned through late nights, endless studying, and determination.

Blackwood Academy wasn't simply a prestigious school.

It was a doorway.

And she refused to allow anyone to close it.

The main administrative building looked more like a castle than a school.

Marble floors reflected sunlight pouring through enormous windows.

Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling.

Portraits of former headmasters decorated the walls.

Ava followed the signs toward student registration while trying not to stare at everything around her.

"First year?"

She turned.

A cheerful blonde girl stood beside her.

"Is it that obvious?"

The girl laughed.

"Completely."

Ava smiled.

"That bad?"

"A little."

The girl extended her hand.

"I'm Harper."

"Ava."

"Scholarship student?"

Ava blinked.

"How did you know?"

Harper pointed toward the old leather bag.

"Trust me. I can spot one from a mile away."

Ava laughed.

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"It absolutely is."

For the first time since arriving, some of the tension disappeared.

At least she wasn't the only scholarship student.

"You'll survive," Harper said.

"That doesn't sound very encouraging."

Harper laughed again.

"Trust me. Blackwood is strange, but you'll figure it out."

"I hope so."

"Just avoid Lucas Blackwood."

The smile instantly disappeared from Harper's face.

Ava noticed the sudden change.

"Who's Lucas Blackwood?"

Harper's eyes widened.

"You really don't know?"

Ava shook her head.

"No."

Harper lowered her voice.

"Student council president."

"Okay."

"Captain of the debate team."

"Still doesn't sound terrifying."

"His family owns half the city."

Ava crossed her arms.

"That's impressive."

Harper leaned closer.

"And he's absolutely horrible."

Ava laughed.

"You're exaggerating."

"I'm really not."

A group of students suddenly entered the building.

Almost immediately, conversations became quieter.

Several students moved aside.

Others straightened their posture.

The reaction reminded Ava of employees preparing for an executive inspection.

Harper sighed.

"Speak of the devil."

Ava turned toward the entrance.

Three boys walked through the doors.

The one standing in the middle immediately drew her attention.

He was tall.

Dark-haired.

Confident.

Every movement carried an effortless authority that suggested he was accustomed to people making room for him.

His uniform jacket hung perfectly across his shoulders.

His expression remained completely unreadable.

People watched him.

People moved for him.

And judging by the nervous expressions around them, people feared him.

"That's Lucas Blackwood."

Ava studied him.

He certainly looked impressive.

But she had spent enough years dealing with arrogant people to recognize one when she saw one.

And Lucas Blackwood practically wore arrogance like a second uniform.

As if sensing her attention, he looked directly at her.

Their eyes met.

An unexpected shiver ran down her spine.

His gaze moved over her.

The old bag.

The inexpensive shoes.

The slightly wrinkled uniform.

And then he looked away.

Just like that.

As though she weren't important enough to deserve a second glance.

"Wow."

Harper shook her head.

"I told you."

"What exactly is his problem?"

"You'll figure it out soon enough."

Orientation lasted nearly two hours.

Rules.

Schedules.

Academic expectations.

Dormitory assignments.

By the time it ended, Ava's head was spinning.

She finally located her dorm room on the second floor of one of the residence halls.

Fortunately, she wouldn't have to share.

Her scholarship package included a private room.

It wasn't large.

But it was hers.

She unpacked her clothes, organized her books, and placed a framed photograph of her mother on the desk.

The familiar image immediately made the room feel less intimidating.

She sat on the bed and took a deep breath.

So far, the day hadn't been completely terrible.

Then someone knocked on her door.

She opened it.

Harper smiled.

"Want a tour?"

"Absolutely."

Twenty minutes later, they walked through the campus together.

The library.

The science building.

The gymnasium.

The art center.

Everything seemed larger than necessary.

Everything seemed designed to remind students of privilege.

"This place is ridiculous."

Harper laughed.

"You'll get used to it."

"I'm not sure that's possible."

As they walked toward the student center, Ava noticed something strange.

Students kept lowering their voices whenever certain people walked past.

Whispers followed them.

Names floated through conversations.

The Blackwoods.

The Montgomerys.

The Sinclairs.

The Prestons.

Families with influence.

Families with money.

Families that apparently controlled the social hierarchy of the academy.

Ava rolled her eyes.

High school politics.

Wonderful.

They reached the student center just as the lunch period began.

The dining hall resembled an expensive restaurant.

White tablecloths covered several tables.

Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the courtyard.

Ava grabbed a tray.

Then she immediately regretted it.

Hundreds of students.

Hundreds of unfamiliar faces.

Her confidence began disappearing again.

"Relax," Harper said.

"I'm trying."

"No, you're panicking."

"I'm absolutely panicking."

Harper laughed.

"You'll be fine."

Ava selected a sandwich and followed Harper toward an empty table.

Unfortunately, she wasn't paying attention.

Her shoulder collided with someone.

Her tray tilted.

A glass of water slipped.

And suddenly, ice cubes and water splashed across the floor.

The entire dining hall became silent.

Her heart stopped.

Slowly, she looked up.

Lucas Blackwood stood directly in front of her.

Of course.

Of all the people.

His white shirt was covered in water.

Several students immediately turned toward them.

Some looked amused.

Others looked horrified.

Harper covered her face.

"Oh, no."

Ava set the tray on the nearest table.

"I'm so sorry."

Lucas slowly looked down at his shirt.

Then back at her.

His expression remained completely emotionless.

"No problem."

The words sounded polite.

The tone didn't.

She grabbed several napkins.

"Seriously, I'm sorry."

He didn't move.

"It's fine."

It clearly wasn't fine.

The surrounding silence made the situation even worse.

She reached toward his sleeve with one of the napkins.

His hand immediately caught her wrist.

The movement was so unexpected that she froze.

"I said it's fine."

His voice was cold.

Controlled.

And completely dismissive.

Heat rushed into her cheeks.

Something about his attitude instantly irritated her.

"It was an accident."

His eyebrows lifted.

"I noticed."

Several students exchanged uncomfortable glances.

Harper gently pulled on Ava's sleeve.

"Let's go."

No chance.

Not now.

Because she suddenly recognized that expression.

She'd seen it before.

People with money.

People with privilege.

People who looked at everyone else as though they were beneath them.

Her entire life had been filled with people exactly like him.

And she was tired of it.

She folded her arms.

"You know, most people would simply accept an apology."

A few students gasped.

Lucas's eyes narrowed slightly.

"Most people don't throw drinks at strangers."

"It was water."

He shrugged.

"Congratulations."

Her jaw tightened.

"Are you always this pleasant?"

His friends suddenly looked very interested in the conversation.

One of them actually stepped backward.

As though he didn't want to be caught in the explosion that was clearly approaching.

Lucas folded his arms.

"Are you always this clumsy?"

Her eyes widened.

"Excuse me?"

His gaze drifted toward the scholarship identification badge clipped to her uniform.

Then he smiled.

It wasn't a friendly smile.

Not even close.

It was the kind of smile that immediately put people on the
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