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Fog curled along the wrought-iron tracks as the midnight train hissed to a halt at Valefour Station, its brakes shrieking like lost spirits in the cold. A scent of rust and old ash clung to the air, curling into Seraphine’s nose like a forgotten spellbook opened too long. Seraphine Dovewick stood alone on the platform, her ink-stained gloves gripping a weather-worn suitcase, the weight of ten winters pressing on her small shoulders. Her light strawberry blonde hair, tied back in a ribbon, faded to ghost-gray, fluttered as the train exhaled steam like a tired beast.

The conductor didn’t look at her. He simply nodded and vanished into shadow, the lantern at his hip dimming with distance. She was already a memory to him, a name in a file no one dared to open. The realization settled in her gut like cold ash, familiar and sharp. To be forgotten so thoroughly after once being feared was its own kind of curse.

“You always did return when it was too late,” Seraphine said.

She adjusted the silver locket around her throat, cracked, a relic once gifted by her mentor just days before everything fell apart. It was more than metal now. It was a burden of unanswered questions and a tether to the night she lost her name, her future, and three lives she could never forget, but ticking now, faintly. The mystery of that night still clung to her like a shadow, refusing to be dispelled.

The gates of Valefour University rose in the distance. Tall. Twisting. Alive.

The fog moved around them, but not through. The wrought-iron bars shimmered faintly with an enchantment older than any living student. As Seraphine approached, the white Ivy that clung to the arch twisted toward her like reaching fingers. One coil of vine slid down and brushed her wrist. Where it touched, blood bloomed.

“Still remembers me,” Seraphine said.

The gate creaked open of its own accord, releasing a soft sigh of rusted hinges and arcane resistance. A chill brushed past Seraphine’s ankles, like the exhale of something old waking from slumber.

Candles burned along the courtyard path. Their flickering light painted wavering halos on the wet stones, echoing the uncertainty winding through Seraphine’s chest. Each flame seemed to bow slightly as she passed, as if acknowledging her return with quiet judgment. Once a place of learning, the university now felt like a silent witness to a dark secret. A hundred wax-glow eyes stared down at the prodigal. Valefour’s stones hummed under her feet, low and uncertain. The Garden of Salted Ivy was still to the left. The bell tower still leaned slightly east as though in quiet grief.

She was home.

And then he was there.

“Seraphine Dovewick,” Kallen Vireh said, his voice carrying the weight of their shared history.

He stood at the edge of the quad beneath the high window of the Council Chambers. Tall, sharper now than memory allowed, with his long black hair tied back and his formal robes untouched by weather. His voice did not rise. It landed.

“You’re trespassing,” Kallen said.

“You would know the terms. You wrote them,” Seraphine said.

The silence between them was bone-white. It stretched, a taut rope of unspoken words and unresolved tension.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Kallen said.

“Someone left my name in blood beside a corpse. If I weren’t here, you should have done your job.”

His jaw flexed.

“The campus is not safe.”

“It never was.”

She stepped past him. The Ivy shivered. The ground remembered her boots.

Kallen turned, following. Unspoken orders trailed his heel.

“You plan to investigate on your own?”

“Why not? I’m already guilty, aren’t I?”

She crossed the Cauldron Court, the heart of the university, where decisions were made and fates were sealed.

Then came the scream.

A student’s voice split the air, a sudden jolt of urgency in the quiet night. Pain. Then silence.

Seraphine ran.

The Garden of Salted Ivy, a place of beauty and danger, twisted open to her right, petals parting like flesh. The air shifted, cool and damp, with the scent of crushed rosemary and salt lichen. A low moan rose from the vines as if the Garden exhaled through thorned lungs, reacting not as landscape but as witness. At the center: a body.

Eyes burned out. Hands curled into sigils.

“Seraphine Dovewick,” the student had written. With their last breath. In blood. A cryptic message, a puzzle in crimson.

The Ivy trembled.

She knelt beside the corpse, her gloved fingers hovering above the glyph carved into the dirt, the lantern sigil.

“You’re late,” Seraphine said, her voice low and frayed, not with anger, but with something deeper, like grief. The words weighed more than accusation; they carried a decade of silence, of what could have been prevented, of what still might be.

The night whispered. The locket ticked once.

The Tower pulsed in the distance.

The murders had begun again.

The body was still warm when the faculty arrived, though the sigils around it were already fading.

“Do not touch it,” Kallen said.

“I’m not.”

“You’re close enough to be counted as responsible,” Kallen said.

Seraphine stood. Slowly. She looked over her shoulder at him.

“You think this is about me?” Seraphine said, her voice a blade in the night. “Everything here is about you, “Kallen retorted, his words a shield against her accusation.

“Everything here is about you.”

“Then you’re not looking closely enough.” Seraphine’s voice dropped, not in volume but in edge, and she tilted her chin up with a sudden stillness. Her eyes didn’t just accuse. They dared. Kallen blinked once, the slight recoil barely visible but enough to fracture the facade between them.

One of the faculty, a woman Seraphine did not recognize, crouched beside the body with trembling hands. “There are fragments of mnemonic tethering,” she said. “As if the student was reliving something. Over and over.”

Seraphine took a step back. Her boots found a sigil beneath the Ivy.

“The glyph is new,” Seraphine said. “But the blood remembers.”

“What does that mean?” Kallen asked.

Seraphine didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

The glyph was the same one that burned into her dorm wall the night she was expelled. The memory came unbidden: smoke stinging her eyes, the sound of students screaming behind sealed doors, and her own voice chanting words she barely remembered learning. The glyph had pulsed with her blood then, wild and wrong. Her hands had trembled, not from fear, but from the terrible certainty that something ancient had answered her call.

Only now, it had grown teeth.

Later, in the Hollow Library, the candles flickered like they were breathing. The air was thick with a quiet charge, like the hum before a storm. Each flame stretched slightly as Seraphine passed, leaning toward her presence as if responding to an unseen gravity.

Seraphine sat cross-legged at a table long enough to seat ghosts. Dust fluttered like memory through the amber light as she flipped through an old Seventh Lantern grimoire, one of the few they hadn’t burned.

Kallen leaned against the shelf nearby, arms crossed. Watching.

“You kept it,” Seraphine said.

“Not everything gets erased just because it’s dangerous,” Kallen said.

“Funny. I thought that was your favorite spell.”

“I didn’t vote to expel you.”

“No,” Seraphine said. “You just didn’t stop them.”

The silence returned. Heavy as stone.

She turned another page. Her glove smeared a sigil.

“There,” Seraphine said. “That glyph. It’s not just mnemonic. It’s a vessel. It holds something.”

Kallen stepped forward. He examined the page, then reached for a book in his coat.

“I’ve seen it before,” Kallen said. “It matches an arcane dream recording I confiscated from a second-year last term.”

“A dream?”

“Or a memory. Maybe both.”

He placed a thin obsidian slab on the table. The surface shimmered. A figure flickered into view, the dead student. Screaming. Clawing at the air.

Behind them, a door opened where no door should exist.

The Forbidden Tower.

“They were pulled in,” Seraphine said.

“The Tower hasn’t opened in ten years.”

“Then it just did.”

The slab cooled in the center of the table. The image was gone, but the echo of the scream lingered.

Seraphine stood, brushing dust from her coat. Her gloved fingers tapped once against the obsidian.

“Do you think they entered willingly?” Seraphine said.

“No one enters that place willingly,” Kallen said.

“Then why did the glyph show the Tower open? Unless it’s not just a place. Unless it’s hungry.”

Kallen walked to the far shelf and pulled down a tome bound in tarnished silver.

“The Tower predates the university,” Kallen said. “Some believe it was here before the land was ever mapped.”

“And we thought we could teach inside it.”

“We were arrogant.”

“We were children,” Seraphine said.

She paused. Her eyes locked onto an illustration etched in the margins of the grimoire, a lantern with three flames flickering in reverse.

“That’s not just a glyph,” Seraphine said. “It’s a countdown.”

Kallen froze. His shoulders tightened, and his breath caught, barely audible. One hand hovered near the book on the table, fingers curled as if remembering something they’d once sealed away. He didn’t speak, but his eyes flicked toward Seraphine with the startled recognition of a man who’d seen a ghost wake up.

Kallen froze. “How many flames are left?”

“One.”

The locket ticked louder now, not just in rhythm but in resonance, as if echoing through the chambers of her memory. It pulsed once at her throat, triggering a flicker of warmth behind her eyes, like a buried spell trying to surface. Was it a warning to her? Or remembering, too?

And far above them, in the Forbidden Tower, something turned its face toward memory and began to wake.

“The Tower,” Merrit said. “It gave it to me.”

They met again in a lower corridor where the walls wept condensation, and the torches whispered half-heard voices. Seraphine had slipped her gloves back on, the page locked tight between folds of conjured wax paper.

Kallen leaned against a statue of the founder, eyes narrowed.

“Why didn’t you bring it to me?” Kallen said.

“Because you didn’t ask,” Seraphine said.

“That’s not how investigation works.”

“Neither does burying evidence,” Seraphine said.

She unwrapped the page slowly and turned it toward the light. Faint writing glimmered in red ink, not blood. It was something older, something alchemical.

“This ink is a scribe-binding. Used only in the Ritual of Severance,” Kallen said.

Seraphine touched one of the symbols.

“This is part of the original spellwork,” Seraphine said. “The one from ten years ago. The glyph... it wasn’t finished.”

“You remember it?”

“No,” Seraphine said. “But my hands do.”

They walked in silence back toward the Garden, their shadows long and bent on the cracked stone.

The Ivy had retracted.

The corpse was gone.

In its place, a sigil was scorched into the earth. Three concentric rings, each filled with a different script: mnemonic, dream state, invocation.

“This is no longer a single murder,” Seraphine said.

“No,” Kallen said. “It’s a ritual cycle.”

Merrit stepped from the shadows again. He held a book this time, one Seraphine recognized instantly.

“That’s mine,” Seraphine said.

“It was in the archives under a false name,” Merrit said. “Marked as destroyed.”

She took it. Her journal. Burned at the edges. Every page warped with damp and memory magic.

The locket ticked louder.

She opened to the final page.

There, written in her own handwriting, a note she had no memory of writing:

Seraphine read the line aloud. “Three must burn. One must bleed. One must forget,” Seraphine said.

Seraphine’s fingers curled instinctively around the edge of the page, her breath catching as if she’d inhaled cold ash. A pressure formed behind her eyes, familiar and sharp. For a heartbeat, an image flared in her mind: candlelight flickering in a sealed circle, voices chanting her name backward, and blood, not hers, staining the tips of her gloves. Her knees weakened, but she held the journal firm, refusing to let it fall.

She looked up.

“The curse never ended,” Seraphine said. “It simply went dormant.”

The Tower’s bell rang, its note reverberating through the stones like a warning tremor from the bones of the world. The sound hung in the air longer than it should have, bending slightly at the edges, rippling across the sky as if the very fabric of memory had shivered.

Once.

Low.

Like a warning or a welcome.

Kallen stared at the sky.

The stars had rearranged themselves.

And high above them, in a place no map dared mark, the Tower opened its single eye, a glowing aperture not of light but of memory. The air shimmered around it, heavy with intent. It did not see as mortals did; it remembered. And now, it watched not to observe but to reclaim what had been hidden too long.
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The stars above Valefour had twisted into unfamiliar constellations, shimmering like glass shards caught in a trembling breath, fractals of forgotten names and dead languages. Beneath them, the university stirred in its bones. Walls that had not echoed in a decade whispered again. Doors that should never open clicked loose in their frames.

Seraphine stood beneath the broken arch of the Mirrorhall, her journal pressed tightly against her chest. She had not returned here since the night of the Severance. Ten years of silence had not stilled the magic in the stones. Her boots crunched over the shattered Glass, and the scent of scorched sage lingered faintly in the air, residual from old wards or a long-quenched fire. A chill seeped through the soles of her boots, not entirely physical, as if the shattered mirrors still whispered fragments of the memories they once held. Remnants of enchanted mirrors long since shattered to halt the spread of mnemonic fire.

The air shimmered faintly, heavy with unrecalled memories. She reached forward, brushing her gloved fingers against the nearest wall. A vision flared, a child running through these halls, her laughter echoing back from a dozen fractured reflections. Then blood. Then flame.

She recoiled.

“I hated this place,” she whispered.

“It hated us first,” came a voice from the shadows.

Rowan Merrit stepped into the flickering torchlight, and something inside Seraphine twisted, not in fear but in the sharp, breath-catching ache of memory. Seeing him here, amid ruin and echo, was like watching
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