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    To every heart that has ever looked beyond the villain and searched for the wounded soul beneath—
For those who believe redemption is not something promised, but something earned through courage, sacrifice, and change.
May you never confuse possession with love, and may you always find the strength to walk away from anyone who refuses to value your freedom.
And when someone truly changes for the better, may you have the wisdom to recognize it—not because they refuse to let you go, but because they finally give you every reason to stay.
Here's to the villains who learned to love without conquering, and the hearts strong enough to choose them freely.
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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Ruined His Reputation


[image: ]


The first thing Lena Hartwell learned about Blackthorn Academy was that everyone knew Damien Ashford.

The second was that no one said his name too loudly.

By the time Lena stepped through the enormous iron gates on Monday morning, she had heard his name twelve times.

Once from the driver who brought her from the train station.

Three times from the students gathered near the academy fountain.

And eight times from girls in the hallway who immediately fell silent when she walked past.

“That's the transfer student.”

“She came from St. Augustine.”

“I heard she was expelled.”

“She's pretty.”

“Poor thing.”

Lena tightened her grip on the strap of her bag.

Her first day had not even officially begun.

Wonderful.

Blackthorn Academy was exactly the kind of place where rumors survived longer than people did.

The school sat high above the city, built from black stone and surrounded by tall iron gates. The old buildings looked more like a castle than an academy. Towers rose above the trees. Ivy climbed across the walls. Expensive cars lined the private driveway.

And every student seemed to have been born knowing everyone else's secrets.

Lena had lasted seven minutes.

She found her classroom and stopped outside the door.

A girl with perfectly styled blonde hair stood beside the entrance.

Her eyes moved over Lena's clothes.

“You're Lena.”

Lena blinked.

“That's me.”

The girl smiled.

It wasn't a friendly smile.

“Welcome to Blackthorn.”

“Thank you.”

The girl turned to her friend.

“That must be difficult.”

Lena raised her eyebrows.

“What?”

“Starting over.”

Lena understood immediately.

“So difficult,” she agreed.

The girl looked disappointed.

Lena walked past her.

She had learned a long time ago that the best response to people fishing for gossip was to refuse to become the bait.

The classroom was already half full.

Every seat seemed occupied except one at the back.

Lena headed toward it.

She was almost there when someone spoke.

“New girl.”

She stopped.

A boy sitting near the window smiled at her.

“Were you really expelled?”

The classroom became quiet.

Lena slowly turned.

He had blond hair, a perfect smile, and the expression of someone who had never been punched despite deserving it.

“No.”

The boy blinked.

“Oh.”

“I was framed for murder.”

A girl in the front gasped.

Lena smiled.

The boy went pale.

Then someone laughed.

The sound came from the back corner of the room.

Lena turned.

And for the first time, she saw Damien Ashford.

She knew immediately.

She had seen his photograph in the academy brochure.

Everyone had.

Damien Ashford.

Captain of the fencing team.

Top-ranked student.

Heir to the Ashford family fortune.

And, according to every person Lena had spoken to since arriving at Blackthorn—

a complete nightmare.

The photograph hadn't done him justice.

Unfortunately.

He was beautiful.

There was no other word for it.

Dark hair fell carelessly across his forehead. His jaw was sharp. His uniform was immaculate, except for the black tie hanging slightly loose around his collar.

He sat with one arm resting across the back of his chair.

Everyone around him seemed careful not to get too close.

Damien's eyes were fixed on Lena.

Dark.

Cold.

Amused.

Dangerous.

Lena looked at him.

He looked at her.

Then she turned away.

She heard him laugh again.

Her fingers tightened around her bag.

She did not care how attractive Damien Ashford was.

She had not come to Blackthorn to become another victim of a beautiful rich boy with too much power.

She had survived worse.

By lunchtime, Lena understood the rules.

Rule one:

Do not sit at Damien Ashford's table.

Rule two:

Do not use the back staircase.

Apparently, Damien didn't like people in his way.

Rule three:

If Damien told you to do something, do it.

Rule four:

Never embarrass him.

Lena stared at the last rule written on the small piece of paper the girl beside her had pushed across the cafeteria table.

She looked up.

“Is this a joke?”

Her classmate, Mila, shook her head.

“No.”

Lena read it again.

“Never embarrass him.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Mila stared at her.

“You're serious?”

“Very.”

Across the cafeteria, Damien sat surrounded by several students.

The entire table seemed to belong to him.

A blonde girl laughed at something he said.

A boy leaned forward to speak to him.

Everyone watched Damien.

Everyone.

Lena hated that immediately.

“He's not a king,” she said.

Mila lowered her voice.

“You'll want to pretend he is.”

“Why?”

“Because Damien Ashford always wins.”

Lena smiled.

“I hate people who think like that.”

Mila stared at her.

“Oh, you're going to die here.”

Lena laughed.

Then Damien looked up.

The laughter stopped.

Not because she was afraid.

Because he was staring directly at her.

Lena met his eyes.

The entire cafeteria seemed to disappear.

Mila whispered, “Don't.”

Lena raised her eyebrows.

“Don't what?”

“Look at him.”

Lena continued staring.

Damien's expression didn't change.

But something shifted in his eyes.

Interest.

That was somehow worse.

Lena looked away first.

Not because she was frightened.

Because she was hungry.

She returned to her lunch.

Mila stared at her.

“What?”

“You looked at him.”

“Yes.”

“For eight seconds.”

“Was I supposed to set a timer?”

Mila covered her face.

The confrontation happened during afternoon assembly.

Lena had hoped to avoid trouble.

That was the funny thing about trouble.

Sometimes it didn't wait for an invitation.

The entire academy gathered inside the grand auditorium.

Students filled rows of dark wooden seats beneath a ceiling painted with faded gold stars.

Headmistress Hawthorne stood onstage.

“Blackthorn Academy has a tradition of excellence.”

Lena tried not to fall asleep.

Beside her, Mila yawned.

“We also have a tradition of silence.”

That caught Lena's attention.

Mila glanced toward the stage.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning certain people are allowed to do certain things.”

Lena followed her gaze.

Damien stood near the side of the stage.

He wasn't listening to the headmistress.

He was watching something else.

A first-year student stood near the aisle.

A boy smaller than most of the others.

Nervous.

Damien's friend leaned close to him.

Lena couldn't hear what was said.

But she saw the first-year's face turn red.

The boy shook his head.

Damien's friend smiled.

Then Damien took a step forward.

The entire row in front of Lena shifted.

As if everyone suddenly wanted to move away.

Damien approached the first-year.

The boy looked terrified.

Lena frowned.

“What's happening?”

Mila whispered, “Nothing.”

“That isn't nothing.”

“Lena.”

Damien stopped in front of the younger student.

He held something in his hand.

The boy's phone.

Damien looked at it.

Then at him.

The first-year reached for it.

Damien lifted the phone higher.

A few people laughed.

Lena felt anger rise.

She stood.

Mila grabbed her sleeve.

“No.”

Lena looked down.

“What?”

“Sit down.”

“Why?”

Mila stared at her.

“Because Damien Ashford is about to ruin your life.”

Lena looked back at him.

Damien pressed the screen of the phone.

A photograph appeared.

Even from a distance, Lena could see it was embarrassing.

The boy's face went white.

“Please,” he whispered.

Damien smiled.

Lena stepped into the aisle.

Mila whispered something that sounded like a prayer.

“Give him his phone.”

The auditorium went silent.

Damien looked up.

So did everyone else.

Lena realized what she had just done.

Wonderful.

Her first day.

Her new record.

Approximately six hours before destroying her life.

Damien's expression remained calm.

“Excuse me?”

Lena walked closer.

“I said give him his phone.”

The first-year stared at her.

Someone behind her whispered, “Oh my God.”

Damien looked at the phone.

Then at Lena.

“You're the new student.”

“Congratulations.”

His eyes narrowed.

“You know who I am?”

“Yes.”

“Then you should know when to keep quiet.”

Lena folded her arms.

“And you should know when to stop acting like a child.”

Silence.

Damien's friend slowly stood.

“Watch your mouth.”

Lena looked at him.

“No.”

Damien smiled.

Not because he was amused.

Because he was angry.

Lena could tell.

She looked back at him.

“Give him the phone.”

Damien tilted his head.

“And if I don't?”

Lena glanced toward the stage.

Headmistress Hawthorne had stopped speaking.

Every teacher was watching.

Every student.

Damien looked completely unbothered.

That was his mistake.

Lena pointed toward the headmistress.

“Then maybe we should ask her why the academy's top student is publicly stealing from a fourteen-year-old.”

The auditorium erupted.

Not loudly.

Not at first.

Whispers.

Gasps.

Laughter.

Damien's smile disappeared.

Lena knew she should stop.

She didn't.

“And since we're discussing rules,” she continued, “maybe someone should explain why everyone here is too terrified to tell you that you're behaving like an arrogant—”

Damien stepped closer.

“Finish that sentence.”

Lena looked at him.

He was taller than she had expected.

Up close, his anger was terrifying.

His eyes had gone completely dark.

Her heart beat faster.

Not because she wanted to be afraid.

Because her body was smart enough to recognize danger.

Lena swallowed.

Then smiled.

“Coward.”

The silence became absolute.

Damien stared at her.

Lena pointed at the terrified first-year.

“You're using your name, your friends, and your father's money to scare people who can't fight back.”

She held his gaze.

“That makes you a coward.”

Someone laughed.

Lena turned.

It was Damien's friend.

He looked shocked by his own reaction.

The smile disappeared from his face.

Too late.

Everyone had heard it.

Lena slowly looked back at Damien.

His face had become unreadable.

Then the first-year reached toward the phone.

Damien's fingers loosened.

The phone fell.

Lena caught it.

The entire auditorium gasped.

Lena handed it to the younger student.

“Here.”

The boy took it.

“Thank you.”

She smiled.

“Go.”

He ran.

Damien watched him leave.

Then he looked at Lena.

“You think you're brave.”

“No.”

His eyes narrowed.

Lena smiled.

“I think you're predictable.”

That did it.

Damien took one step forward.

Lena refused to move.

The headmistress finally found her voice.

“Mr. Ashford.”

Damien ignored her.

“Do you know what happens to people who embarrass me?”

Lena looked around the auditorium.

At the teachers.

At the students.

At everyone waiting.

Then she looked back at him.

“No.”

She smiled.

“But I'm about to find out.”

The corner of Damien's mouth moved.

Not quite a smile.

Something worse.

“That's exactly what you are.”

Lena frowned.

“What?”

“A problem.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“That sounded almost romantic.”

The auditorium exploded with laughter.

Someone dropped a book.

Damien stared at her.

Lena could feel every pair of eyes in the room.

She had just done the impossible.

She had humiliated Damien Ashford.

Publicly.

And survived.

For now.

The headmistress stepped forward.

“Enough!”

Everyone went silent.

Damien didn't look away from Lena.

Neither did she.

“Both of you will report to my office after assembly.”

Lena sighed.

Damien's expression didn't change.

But something in his eyes had.

He had expected her to break.

To apologize.

To run.

Instead, she stood there.

And Lena suddenly understood why everyone feared him.

It wasn't because Damien Ashford was powerful.

It was because he had convinced everyone else that they were powerless.

But Lena had already lost too much to fear another bully.

She had transferred to Blackthorn to disappear.

To survive.

To make it through one final year.

That plan had lasted exactly six hours.

And as she stood in the centre of the academy, facing the most dangerous boy in the school, Lena knew one thing with absolute certainty.

Damien Ashford would not forgive her.

He would make her regret embarrassing him.

He would use every weapon his name, power, and reputation could give him.

But Lena had made a mistake of her own.

She had assumed Damien wanted revenge.

She didn't yet understand that revenge was too simple.

Damien had spent his entire life being obeyed.

Feared.

Admired.

No one challenged him.

No one made him laugh.

No one stood in front of him with anger in her eyes and called him a coward while the entire academy watched.

Lena Hartwell was supposed to be a problem.

Instead, she became an obsession.

And Damien Ashford had never been very good at letting go of the things he wanted.

He looked at Lena one last time before returning to his seat.

His expression was calm.

Almost bored.

But when he passed her, his voice dropped.

“You just ruined your first day.”

Lena looked at him.

“I was getting bored.”

For the first time, Damien truly smiled.

Lena watched him walk away.

And a terrible feeling settled inside her.

Mila rushed toward her.

“You're insane.”

“That's rude.”

“Lena.”

“I know.”

“No.”

Mila grabbed both her shoulders.

“You don't understand.”

Lena looked at Damien across the auditorium.

He was already seated.

His eyes were fixed on her.

Even from across the room, she could feel it.

The attention.

The promise.

The danger.

Mila followed her gaze.

Her face went pale.

“Oh no.”

Lena looked at her.

“What?”

Mila whispered.

“He likes you.”

Lena laughed.

“No.”

Mila stared at Damien.

Then back at Lena.

“I didn't say that was a good thing.”

The bell rang.

The assembly ended.

Students stood.

And Damien Ashford remained exactly where he was.

Watching her.

Lena stared back.

She didn't know why her heart was beating so fast.

She didn't know why a part of her refused to look away.

But she knew this much.

She had ruined Damien Ashford's reputation in front of the entire academy.

And he was going to make sure she paid for it.

The problem was—

Lena Hartwell had spent
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