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The taxi abandoned Seraphina at the wrought-iron gates of Saint Dymphna's like a reluctant ferryman at the shores of the underworld, unwilling to venture any further into the perpetual mist that shrouded the mountain. She stood for a moment, suitcase handle cutting into her palm, and stared up at the jagged spires that tore at the low-hanging clouds. The school squatted on the mountaintop like a brooding gargoyle, all gray stone and judgmental angles, waiting to swallow her whole.

"Perfect," she muttered, blowing a strand of black hair from her face. "Just fucking perfect."

The autumn wind bit through her uniform blazer—deliberately purchased a size too small—as she dragged her suitcase up the crumbling stone steps. Each step felt like a surrender, an admission that her parents had won this round. Saint Dymphna's School for Girls: where they sent the troublemakers, the embarrassments, the girls who asked too many questions in Catholic school. Also where they send the girls who got caught with their hands up other girls' skirts.

The massive oak doors loomed ahead, iron hinges rusted to the color of dried blood. Above them, a stone angel with weathered features gazed down with empty eyes that had been worn smooth by centuries of mountain rain. Its wings spread wide, not in welcome but in warning.

Sera didn't bother to knock. She shoved one door open with her shoulder, the ancient wood groaning in protest. The entrance hall swallowed sound like a cathedral, her footsteps echoing against marble floors polished to a dull gleam by generations of uniformed knees. The air inside hung heavy with the cloying scent of incense and furniture polish, stale prayers and unspoken sins.

"You are late, Miss Spencer."

The voice sliced through the silence. Sister Agnes materialized from the shadows beneath a stone archway, her black habit making her pale face float like a disembodied mask. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on her thin nose, magnifying eyes that cataloged every flaw in Sera's appearance with clinical precision.

"Traffic was a bitch," Sera replied with a shrug. "Sorry—a challenge. Traffic was a challenge, Sister."

Sister Agnes's mouth tightened into a bloodless line. "Vulgarity will not be tolerated at Saint Dymphna's. Nor will your flagrant disregard for proper uniform standards." Her eyes traveled from Sera's scuffed shoes to her deliberately shortened skirt, lingering with disapproval on the exposed inch of thigh above her knee-high socks. "The skirt length is four inches above regulation."

"Is it?" Sera tugged at the hem with mock innocence. "Must have shrunk in the wash."

"And your blazer?"

"Growth spurt." Sera smiled, all teeth and no warmth.

Sister Agnes stepped closer, close enough for Sera to smell the mothballs and rosary beads, close enough to see the map of fine lines etched around the nun's pinched mouth. "Let me make something abundantly clear, Miss Spencer. Your previous institution may have tolerated your insolence, but Saint Dymphna's has methods of breaking even the most rebellious spirits. You are here because no other school would accept you after your... indiscretions."

Sera's smile faltered, but she forced it back into place. "Guess I'm stuck with you then. And you're stuck with me."

"For now. And you would do quite well to remember that." Sister Agnes's voice carried a promise that made something cold slide down Sera's spine. "Follow me. You've missed the morning prayer and orientation. Your classmates are already attending their first lessons."

The nun turned and glided away, habit whispering against the floor like secrets being exchanged in confessionals. Sera followed, dragging her suitcase with deliberate heaviness against the marble.

The corridors of Saint Dymphna's twisted and turned like the inside of a nautilus shell, each passage narrower and darker than the last. Leaded windows, cloudy with age, allowed only thin blades of gray light to penetrate the gloom. The walls were lined with paintings of martyrs embracing their gruesome fates with ecstatic expressions, their eyes rolled heavenward as arrows pierced their flesh or flames licked at their feet.

"Cheery decor," Sera commented, eyeing a particularly graphic depiction of Saint Sebastian. "Really sets the mood."

Sister Agnes ignored her, leading them deeper into the labyrinth. The distant sound of chanting leaked through the stone walls—young female voices reciting Latin phrases with mechanical precision. Between the paintings, stone gargoyles and grotesques leered from small niches, their features twisted in eternal agony or demonic glee.

"All students attend morning and evening prayers in the chapel," Sister Agnes said, gesturing to a set of dark wooden doors they passed. "Confession is mandatory on Wednesdays and Saturdays, but you are encouraged to use it as often as needed. Curfew is at nine o'clock precisely, after which no student is permitted in the corridors without escort."

"And what about—"

"There will be no visitors, no telephone calls without permission, and letters are subject to inspection." Sister Agnes cut her off without breaking stride. "Saint Dymphna is the patron saint of mental disorders and emotional distress, Miss Spencer. Many girls find their way to clarity and proper behavior within these walls."

They passed a group of students, three girls with identical chestnut braids and downcast eyes. At the sight of Sister Agnes, they pressed themselves against the wall, hands clasped before them. Their eyes flickered briefly to Sera—taking in her defiant posture, her too-short skirt, her hair a deliberate tangle of black disobedience—before quickly averting their gaze as if she were medusa herself.

"A new arrival, Sister?" one of them whispered.

"Yes, Sister Martha's class, Ruth. Tell her Miss Spencer will join shortly."

The girl nodded and hurried away with her companions, one of them whispering something that made another stifle a giggle behind her hand. Sera caught fragments—" I heard"—"at St. Augustine's"—"with another girl."

The whispers followed them as they progressed through corridors where the air hung thick with dust motes and judgment. More students appeared and disappeared like ghosts, each with the same reaction: curiosity quickly smothered by learned obedience. None met her eyes directly. None offered a welcome. Sera's isolation solidified around her like cooling wax.

"Your dormitory is in the East Wing," Sister Agnes said as they climbed a spiral staircase. "You will share with Miss March. She is one of our more... balanced students. Perhaps her influence will prove beneficial."

"Lucky her," Sera muttered.

They stopped before a heavy wooden door. Sister Agnes turned, her face half in shadow. "One final warning, Miss Spencer. Saint Dymphna's has stood on this mountain for over two centuries. These walls have seen girls far more rebellious than you transformed into models of piety and virtue. Whatever... proclivities led to your removal from St. Augustine's will find no purchase here."

Sera met the nun's gaze with forced bravado. "We'll see about that."

"Indeed we will." Sister Agnes pushed open the door. "Indeed we will."

As Sera stepped over the threshold, the weight of the mountain seemed to press down upon her, and for the first time since her arrival, a flicker of genuine unease crawled up her spine. The statue of the Virgin Mary in the corner of the room appeared to track her movement, its serene smile seemingly holding secrets older than the stone from which it was carved.

The refectory of Saint Dymphna's resembled a medieval torture chamber repurposed for dining. Long wooden tables, polished to a dull sheen by generations of elbows, stretched beneath a vaulted ceiling where shadows gathered like conspirators. Stained glass windows filtered the weak sunlight into puddles of red and blue that spilled across the stone floor, painting the lumpy mashed potatoes and sparse gray meat on Sera's tray with colors that did nothing to improve their appeal. She sat alone at the end of an empty table, her isolation a beacon that warned other students away more effectively than any quarantine sign.

Three hours of classes had taught Sera two things: Saint Dymphna's academic standards were surprisingly rigorous, and its social hierarchy was as rigid as the stone saints glaring down from their niches. Girls moved in tight clusters, their whispers following her like the rustling of dead leaves. When she entered a room, conversations stuttered and died, only to resume once she found a seat—always alone, always at the periphery.

Sera stabbed at her food with vindictive precision, imagining it was Sister Agnes's face. The morning's classes had been a parade of pointed stares and theatrical whispers, each lesson punctuated by Sister Agnes's reminders of Sera's "provisional status." Religion class had been particularly excruciating—an hour-long lecture on the sins of the flesh and the special place in hell reserved for those who corrupted innocence. The message couldn't have been more clear if the nun had stapled it to Sera's forehead.

"Mind if I join you?"

The voice startled Sera from her vengeful food-stabbing. She looked up to find a girl standing across the table, lunch tray balanced on her palms like an offering. In the dimness of the refectory, she seemed to glow—not with saintly luminescence, but with the unmistakable aura of someone who hadn't yet been crushed by this place.

"It's a free country," Sera muttered, then added, "Well, everywhere except Saint Dymphna's."

The girl laughed—a genuine sound that ricocheted off the stone walls, drawing disapproving glances from the nearest table of paint by number students. She slid onto the bench across from Sera, her movements graceful despite the uniform.

"I'm Lily March," she said, extending a hand across the table. Her nails were trimmed short but buffed to a shine, the cuticles impeccable. A good girl's hands with a tiny rebellious gleam. "And you're Seraphina Spencer, the new exchange from St. Augustine's."

Sera took the offered hand with reluctance. "Just Sera. And 'exchange' implies I had a choice."

"Oh, none of us had a choice." Lily's smile didn't waver, but something flickered behind her eyes—a momentary shadow crossing sunlight. "But you're already famous, which makes you the most interesting thing to happen here since Sister Bernadette found a spider in her wimple and ran screaming through morning mass."

Despite herself, Sera's lips twitched. "Famous for what?"

Lily leaned forward, curls tumbling around her face like liquid gold. "Depends who you ask. According to Ruth Harker, you set fire to a chapel. Beatrice Johnson says you were caught drinking communion wine. And Constance Weber—who's absolutely full of shit, by the way—insists you seduced a priest."

"All excellent ideas," Sera said dryly. "I'll have to remember them for next time."

Lily's eyes—a shade of blue that reminded Sera of summer skies, something that seemed impossible in this perpetual mountain gloom—sparkled with mischief. "So what did you actually do?"

Sera studied the girl across from her, searching for the trap. Students at places like Saint Dymphna's didn't approach pariahs without an agenda—they were either collecting gossip or setting up some elaborate form of social torture. But Lily's expression held nothing but genuine curiosity.

"Why do you care?" Sera countered, deflecting.

"Because everyone else is too scared to ask." Lily shrugged, the movement causing her uniform shirt to strain momentarily across her chest. "And because this place is boring as sin—which, according to Sister Agnes, isn't boring at all but actually very exciting and that's the problem."

Sera's gaze dropped involuntarily to where the top button of Lily's white shirt struggled against the pressure of her breasts. Unlike Sera, who had deliberately taken in the sides of her uniform to make it more form-fitting, Lily's curves seemed to defy the standard-issue clothing through sheer force of nature. Her collar gaped slightly when she leaned forward, revealing a hint of shadow between soft mounds.

Heat crawled up Sera's neck, and she jerked her eyes away, focusing instead on Lily's face—which proved no less distracting. Her lips were naturally pink, as if she'd been eating berries, with a perfect Cupid's bow that formed a slight pout even when she wasn't trying. When she spoke, Sera found herself watching the shape of words rather than hearing them.

"—don't have to tell me," Lily was saying. "I get it. We've all got secrets here."

Sera blinked, forcing herself back to the conversation. "It's not exactly a secret. Just not as exciting as a priest seduction." She stabbed a rubbery carrot. "I got caught with another girl. In a situation that the nuns found 'morally compromising.'"

She waited for the recoil, the widened eyes, the hasty excuse to leave. Instead, Lily's expression remained unchanged, save for a slight darkening of her pupils.

"That's all?" Lily asked, voice softer than before. "That's what got you exiled to Catholic girl purgatory?"

"That, and telling Sister Catherine that if God made me this way, it seemed pretty fucking hypocritical of her to have a problem with it."

This time Lily's laugh was quieter but more genuine, a sound that moved like warm honey through Sera's chest and settled somewhere lower.

"I think I'm going to like you, Sera Spencer," Lily said, leaning so close that Sera could smell her—something clean and floral, not the expected cloud of drugstore body spray. "Most girls here are so obsessed with being good that they've forgotten how to be real."

"And you?" Sera found herself asking. "Are you obsessed with being good?"

Something shifted in Lily's expression—a subtle change, like a cloud passing over the sun. "I'm obsessed with figuring out the difference between being good and being what they tell us is good." She bit into an apple, teeth sinking into red skin with a crispness that made Sera swallow hard. "Not that I've had much luck so far."

The refectory had gradually emptied around them, but neither girl had noticed. Their conversation flowed with unexpected ease, Lily recounting the school's byzantine social hierarchy and pointing out which teachers could be manipulated with theatrical piety and which ones could smell fakery like bloodhounds. Sera found herself relaxing incrementally, the knot of tension between her shoulders loosening with each minute in Lily's company.

"Attention!" The sharp voice of Sister Agnes sliced through their bubble of conversation. She stood at the head of the refectory, hands clasped before her like a funeral director. "All students will proceed directly to the chapel for afternoon prayer. There has been a discovery on the grounds that requires special intercession."

The remaining students rose in unison, a choreographed movement born of repetition and fear. Only Sera remained seated, rolling her eyes with deliberate insolence.

"What discovery?" she muttered. "Someone's sense of humor?"

Lily's hand landed on her forearm, fingers warm against Sera's skin. "Don't," she whispered. "Sister Agnes has been looking for an excuse to make an example of you already. Don't give her one on your first day."

The touch sent a current through Sera's body, a jolt that traveled from her arm straight to the pit of her stomach, then lower, igniting a warmth between her thighs that was both familiar and forbidden. Sera jerked away as if burned, but the damage was done. Her body hummed with a sudden awareness that was completely inappropriate for a chapel.

"Fine," she said, her voice rougher than intended. "Let's go pray or whatever."

As they rose to join the procession of girls moving toward the chapel, Sera caught Lily watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read—curiosity mixed with something darker, more complicated. The warmth between her legs persisted, a silent rebellion against everything Saint Dymphna's stood for, a reminder of exactly why she'd been sent here in the first place.

And as they filed into the chapel's cold embrace, Sera realized with a sinking feeling that Lily March might make surviving this place both easier and infinitely more difficult.

The chapel service ended abruptly when Sister Magdalene, the school's headmistress, swept in like a storm front and whispered something urgent to Sister Agnes. A ripple of excitement passed through the rows of uniformed girls, their boredom instantly replaced by the uncommon thrill of disrupted routine. Outside, the sound of men's voices—rare as unicorns at Saint Dymphna's—filtered through the stained glass windows, punctuated by the metallic clang of tools and the rumble of machinery.

"What's going on?" Sera whispered to Lily as they filed out behind the other students, the prayer service forgotten in the wake of this unexpected development.

Lily stood on tiptoe, trying to see over the sea of identical navy blazers. "They started excavating for the new prayer garden last week. Must have found something."

They spilled out into the weak afternoon sunlight, a rare break in the mountain mist that perpetually shrouded the school. The construction site occupied what had once been an unused courtyard between the chapel and the eastern dormitory wing. Yellow caution tape formed a perimeter around churned earth and construction equipment, but it did little to deter the crowd of students and nuns gathering at its edge.

"Probably just old bones," Sera said, shouldering her way forward. "This place looks like it was built on an ancient burial ground."

Lily followed in her wake, keeping close enough that Sera could feel her warmth. "They found a body in the bell tower when they did renovations in the 90s. A girl who went missing in the 1940s. They say she still rings the bells at midnight sometimes."

"Cheery," Sera muttered, but something in Lily's tone made her skin prickle. She could see something like that happening here.

They weaved through to the front of the crowd just as a cluster of workmen in hard hats backed away from an excavation at the center of the site. Their faces wore identical expressions of unease, their work-roughened hands making furtive signs of the cross. One of them, older than the rest with silver threading through his beard, spoke in low tones to Sister Magdalene, whose austere face had gone the color of old parchment.

"Holy Mother," someone whispered nearby. "What is that?"

The excavator had carved a deep trench in the rust-colored mountain soil, and emerging from the earth like a drowning victim breaking the surface of a lake was what appeared to be a massive stone wing. Its feathers were rendered with such precision that they seemed almost soft despite being carved from marble. The wing curved upward in a graceful arc, straining toward the sky as if in supplication or perhaps desperation.

"Keep digging," Sister Magdalene commanded, her voice brittle. "Carefully."

The workmen exchanged glances but obeyed, setting aside power tools in favor of hand trowels and brushes. As they scraped away the earth with increasing care, more of the statue revealed itself. A second wing emerged, this one partially broken at the tip, the fracture edge sharp and recent compared to the weathered smoothness of the rest.

"It's an angel," Lily breathed, her shoulder pressing against Sera's as she leaned forward.

But even as the word left her lips, the workers uncovered the statue's face, and a collective gasp rippled through the gathered crowd. The face was beautiful beyond human artistry—high cheekbones, full lips parted as if in the midst of speaking or sighing, a delicate nose, and eyes closed as if in dreaming. Yet despite its beauty, something about the expression sent ice crawling down Sera's spine. The angel's features were contorted in what could have been divine ecstasy or unbearable agony—perhaps both simultaneously. The sculptor had somehow captured the precise moment where pleasure transforms into pain, where rapture becomes torment.

The excavation continued with increasing reverence, revealing a torso of perfect proportions draped in stone robes that clung to the form beneath with impossible fluidity. The statue's arms extended outward and slightly upward, palms turned to the sky in a gesture that could be interpreted as either beseeching or offering. The rust-colored soil clung to the white marble in patches and streaks, giving the unsettling impression of dried blood, as if the stone figure had torn its way from the earth through sheer will.

"That's enough for today," Sister Magdalene announced suddenly, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. "Cover it and secure the site. No one is to touch it until Father Donovan arrives to bless it."

As the workers began laying tarps over their discovery, Sera noticed Sister Agnes standing apart from the other nuns. Her wire-rimmed glasses caught the sunlight as she crossed herself with trembling fingers.

"The return," Sister Agnes whispered to a younger nun beside her. "After all these years."

The younger nun's face drained of color. "But surely not... I thought it was just a story to frighten novices."

"Nothing in Saint Dymphna's history is 'just a story,' Sister Claire." 

Sera nudged Lily, nodding toward the exchange. "What are they talking about?"

But Lily didn't respond. Her eyes remained fixed on the partially covered statue, her breathing shallow and quick. Her lips had parted slightly, pink and moist as if she'd just licked them, and a flush had spread across her cheeks like watercolor on wet paper. She seemed transfixed, her body rigid with an attention so intense it bordered on trance.

"Lily?" Sera touched her arm lightly. "You okay?"

Lily blinked rapidly, as if waking from a daydream. "What? Oh, yes. It's just... beautiful, isn't it? I've never seen anything like it."

"Beautiful isn't the word I'd use," Sera said, eyeing the tarp-covered form with suspicion. "Creepy, maybe. Those eyes—"

"They were closed," Lily interrupted, her voice oddly defensive.

"Still creepy."

Around them, the crowd of students buzzed with speculative whispers. Some crossed themselves nervously, while others leaned forward with undisguised fascination, smartphones appearing surreptitiously from blazer pockets despite the school's strict no-technology policy.

"I heard one of the workers say it must be really old," a nearby girl whispered. "Pre-colonial, maybe."

"It can't be," another replied. "The angel looks so... modern."

"Sister Magdalene looks like she's seen a ghost."

"Maybe she has. My roommate says this whole mountain is haunted."

Sera tuned out the gossip, focusing instead on Lily's strange reaction. The other girl still stared at the covered statue, her body tense as a bowstring. When Sera leaned forward to get a better view of the workers securing the site, her hand accidentally brushed against Lily's. Their fingers touched, skin sliding against skin with electric intimacy, and Sera felt a jolt travel from the point of contact straight to her core—static from the dry mountain air, perhaps, but it thrummed through her body with alarming intensity.

Lily jerked her hand away as if burned, but not before Sera caught the slight tremor in her fingers. When their eyes met, something passed between them—a recognition, an acknowledgment of shared sensation. Lily's cheeks darkened further, the blush spreading down her neck to disappear beneath her collar, but she smiled—a quick, secret curl of lips that held both embarrassment and pleasure.

"We should go," Sera said, her voice unexpectedly hoarse. "Before Sister Agnes decides we're showing too much interest in pagan idolatry."

Lily nodded, but as they turned to leave, Sera felt compelled to look back one last time at the shrouded statue. A corner of the tarp had come loose in the mountain breeze, revealing a portion of the angel's face—one eye, to be precise. Unlike earlier, the eye was now open, carved with such skill that the pupil seemed to have depth, to contain shadows where none should exist in solid marble.

And as Sera stared, paralyzed by a sudden, inexplicable dread, she could have sworn the eye moved, tracking her retreat with cold, ancient hunger. She blinked hard, and when she looked again, the tarp had settled back into place, covering the statue completely.

"Did you see that?" she asked, grabbing Lily's elbow.

"See what?"

"The eye—it was open. It moved."

Lily frowned, glancing back at the covered form. "It's stone, Sera. Stone doesn't move."

"I know what I saw," Sera insisted, but even as the words left her mouth, doubt crept in. The mountain played tricks with light and shadow; everyone knew that. The perpetual mist, the unusual atmospheric conditions at this altitude—they created illusions.

Yet as they walked back toward the main building, folded into the crowd of chattering students, Sera couldn't shake the sensation of being watched. The weight of unseen eyes pressed between her shoulder blades, and when she glanced back one final time, she could have sworn she saw the tarp ripple, as if whatever lay beneath had drawn a breath.

Sister Agnes's voice cut through her thoughts. "Miss Spencer! Miss March! Stop dawdling and return to your dormitory immediately. All students are to remain indoors until further notice."

"Yes, Sister," Lily responded automatically, tugging Sera along.

As they climbed the stone steps to the east wing, Sera felt the mountain itself shifting beneath them, settling into new configurations around the unearthed statue. Saint Dymphna's had harbored its secrets for centuries, but now something ancient had awakened from the rust-colored soil—something horribly and unnaturally...beautiful.

She shivered, pressing closer to Lily's warmth as they entered the shadowed hallway, the heavy oak door closing behind them with the finality of a tomb being sealed.
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