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Chapter 1: The Father's Decision
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Doctor John Watson was sitting in his deep leather armchair, yet he could find no peace. The monotonous drumming of rain on the glass only intensified the profound silence of the study. Outside, the twilight slowly swallowed Regent Street, turning the passing cabs into blurred, ghostlike shadows. For several weeks now, this city, which he once loved for its ordered chaos, had seemed hostile, teeming with invisible threats. He felt it as clearly as he would sense the onset of sepsis in a patient—through the subtle signs, the general atmosphere of feverish tension.

On the heavy oak desk before him, next to a stack of medical journals, lay the objects that had deprived him of sleep—three anonymous letters. The paper was cheap, newsprint, the letters crudely cut out from various publications.

The first had arrived a month ago: "Your late wife's activity is not forgotten. She has debts remaining." He burned it in the fireplace, watching the flames devour the ugly letters, and dismissed it all as the ravings of a lunatic. The second came a week later, having been slipped under the door: "Mary Watson's legacy is dangerous. Especially for her daughter." A cold wave of dread pierced his chest. He re-read it dozens of times, trying to find some meaning, some clue. The third letter, received this morning, was a verdict that left no room for doubt: "We know where she walks after school. Girls with eyes like Mary's should not walk alone."

Sometimes he caught himself thinking that alarm was not a scream, but silence. When you worry for yourself, you scream. When you worry for a child, you remain silent. Because any word could be the last she would ever hear.

The eyes. Green, piercing, full of the same indomitable inquisitiveness his late wife possessed. Lizzie. His Lizzie. His heart tightened with a cold jab of distress. This was no longer an abstract threat. It was a direct, precise indication. They were watching her.

He stood up and approached the fireplace, above the mantelpiece of which hung Mary's oil portrait, painted a year before her death.

Death had not departed—it had simply learned to walk without steps. In every look from his daughter, he saw an echo of Mary, and thus he did not know whom he was losing now—his wife or his child.

She had been a brilliant scientist, a chemist whose passion for studying rare plants and their effect on the nervous system bordered on obsession. Watson, a surgeon, a man of precise, material science, respected her work but never quite grasped its specifics. She spoke of "calming troubled minds," of a "new sedative based on plant alkaloids," and to him, it sounded like a noble scientific goal, if a bit vague. He could not imagine the abyss that was hidden behind this facade.

Following her sudden, swift death from "scarlet fever" six years prior, he had been crushed by grief. He accepted the official diagnosis because any other thought would have been unbearable. He locked her small home laboratory, packed her scientific notes into boxes, and sealed that door, leaving everything as it was. He did not want to reopen the wound.

Now he understood: this was his chief mistake. The past had not vanished. It was merely waiting for its hour.

A heavy knock on the door made him start.

"Sir, Professor Blackwood is here to see you."

Watson closed his eyes for a moment. Alistair Blackwood Sr. An old friend, a colleague of Mary's... and the thought inevitably conjured the image of his son, Alistair Jr. Father and son—two poles of the same science: Alistair, a pragmatist to the core for whom the ends always justified the means, and Alistair, the young idealist, constantly insisting on ethics and his father's "ruinous path" of research. However, it was the elder Blackwood he needed now—a respectable Professor of Botany with an impeccable reputation. A man he trusted. Perhaps the only person in London he could discuss this with.

"Send him in, James."

Professor Blackwood entered the study—tall, silver-haired, with a well-groomed beard and eyes that glowed with a keen intellect. He always appeared calm and grounded, like an old oak.

"John, my dear fellow," his voice was soft and concerned. "Forgive the late visit. I received your note. You sounded worried."

Watson silently gestured toward the letters lying on the desk. Blackwood put on his pince-nez and read each one slowly, his face growing progressively more serious. He remained silent for a long time, drumming his fingers on the table.

"Scoundrels," he finally stated, carefully folding the sheets. "These are blackmailers, John. Or something worse. They know about Mary's final, unpublished work and think they can profit from it."

"But what do they want? Her research was legitimate! She was working on a sedative!"

"For you and me, yes. But for the gutter press... Imagine the headlines: 'Wife of Famous Surgeon Created Mind-Altering Drugs.' They will sensationalize the scandal, mixing truth with foul lies. And Lizzie... she will be at its very center. Her name will be dragged through the mud."

Blackwood walked over to Watson and placed a hand on his shoulder. His touch was friendly, yet heavy.

"John, I have thought a great deal since you mentioned the first letter. There is only one proper course of action in this situation. The girl must be shielded for a time. Sent somewhere no one will find her. A place with an impeccable reputation, completely secluded and secure."

"But where?" Watson asked hopelessly. "Every school in London is exposed. Anyone can find out where she is studying."

"I know of such a place," Blackwood said, his voice sounding utterly sincere and convincing. "St. Agatha's Boarding School. It is entirely unconnected to Mary's and my old research; it is a completely separate institution. It is financed by one of the oldest aristocratic trusts; it has iron discipline and the highest recommendations. I personally vouch for it, John. It is headed by a Miss Green, a woman of the old school, with an unblemished reputation. No one will touch her there. It will be her fortress while you and I deal with these bastards here in London."

Watson nodded, but something inside him rebelled. The doctor in him understood that pain cannot be treated with isolation. But the father in him had already surrendered. To Watson, worn out by fears and sleeplessness, it sounded like salvation. The thought that his daughter would be safe, under the protection of a man he knew and respected, was the only light in this tunnel. He did not know that St. Agatha's was merely a "reception point," a branch of the very Scottish project that had ruined his wife. He did not know that his old friend was leading him straight into a trap.

"Very well," Watson said, his voice trembling with relief and pain simultaneously. "I agree. I will talk to Lizzie tomorrow."

Driven by love and the greatest of anxieties, he himself had surrendered his daughter into the hands of those he had tried to shield her from. When Blackwood had left, Watson stood by the window for a long time, looking out at the wet, glistening streets. The rain had stopped, but the fog had grown even denser. And in that haze, he imagined shadows. The shadows of the past, which would now relentlessly haunt his daughter.
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Chapter 2: The Conversation and the Farewell
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The morning after Professor Blackwood’s visit, breakfast at the Watsons’ house passed in a numb, echoing silence. Lizzie, with her heightened perceptiveness, immediately felt the change. Her father was not merely thoughtful—he was detached, as if standing behind an invisible, soundproof wall. He mechanically spread butter on his toast, but his gaze was fixed on nothing. He wasn't even reading the newspaper, which, for him, was tantamount to a fever.

Sometimes silence between loved ones cuts deeper than any scandal. Lizzie did not know that this silence was an adult’s way of pleading for forgiveness, without having the strength to confess, "I am lost."

"Father, is something the matter?" Lizzie asked, setting down her book. "You haven't touched your tea. It's cold."

Doctor Watson slowly put down his knife. He raised his eyes to his daughter, and in them was such a blend of pain, love, and guilt that Lizzie’s breath caught for a moment.

"We need to talk, Lizzie," he said, his voice unusually deep, as if it originated not from his throat but from the earth. "Please, come into my study."

They moved to his study. The scent of leather, old books, and antiseptic felt suffocating today. Her father sat in his armchair, and he settled her opposite him.

"Lizzie, I have made a decision," he began, choosing his words meticulously. "You must leave London for a time. I have found a very good, very safe boarding school for you. St. Agatha's."

The words "good" and "safe" sounded so artificial on his lips that Lizzie immediately sensed their false weight.

"Leave?" she asked, feeling a coldness spread through her veins. "But why? Did I... did I do something wrong?"

"No, my dear girl, of course not!" he nearly cried out. "You are not to blame for anything. The matter... the matter concerns me. Certain affairs from the past."

"What affairs?" Lizzie was not about to surrender. She watched him nervously twirl his watch chain. "What is happening, Papa?"

"London will become an unsafe place for a while, and I cannot risk you."

"Is it connected to Mother?" she asked quietly, a question that made him visibly start.

"Partially," he replied evasively, looking away. "It's complicated, Lizzie. Please, just trust me. It is temporary."

"Trust you?" Indignation rose in her voice. "Papa, I am fourteen years old! You want to banish me from home without any explanation! I have the right to know! Is someone threatening us?"

"Lizzie, enough," his voice grew sterner. "My decision is final. You will go to St. Agatha's. Professor Blackwood assures me it is the best place."

"Professor Blackwood? Mother's colleague? Since when does he decide what is best for me? You are hiding something from me!" She jumped out of her chair.

At her age, it seems adults always know what they are doing. But now, for the first time, she saw that an adult could be just as lost, only expending all effort to conceal it.

"Elizabeth, sit down!" he snapped. And then instantly softened: "I apologize. Listen... This concerns your mother's research. There have been threats. I myself don't fully understand everything, but I know this: the threats are real, and they are directed at you. Sending you to a secluded boarding school is the only way to ensure your safety."

She looked at her father and saw a frightened man trying to hide her, instead of fighting together.

"And you? You will stay here, in 'unsafe London'?"

"I must. I have to find everything out."

"And I should sit in a cage, like a canary, and wait?" Her voice trembled with hurt. "I thought we were a team."

"We are a team! That is exactly why you must help me and do as I ask," he stood up and approached her, placing his hands on her shoulders. "Please, Lizzie. For my sake. For Mother's memory."

The last words broke her resistance. She lowered her head, hiding her tears. She obeyed. Not because she believed him. But because she understood—arguing with his fear was useless. He had made his decision.

A burdensome numbness hung in the study. Lizzie sat, clenching her fists, feeling a bitter mix of resentment and powerlessness. She had lost. Lost not a debate, but a clash with his unyielding paternal authority. He hadn't heard her arguments; he had only heard his own anxiety. And that anxiety erected a wall of misunderstanding between them. For the first time in her life, she felt truly alone, misunderstood by the person closest to her.

"Very well," she finally whispered, without lifting her eyes. "I will go."

She stood up and left the study without looking back. Each step along the familiar corridor echoed with pain in her heart. This was not merely a retreat to her room. It was a descent into a deep, internal exile.

The packing was slow and focused. She retrieved her trunk and began mechanically folding her belongings into it. Every dress, every book seemed a part of the past life that was being taken from her. Here was the volume of Keats they had read together on cold evenings. She placed it in the trunk. And here was the collection of Edgar Allan Poe's tales... She put it aside. Too painful. She felt betrayed.

Her father entered her room. He silently watched her pack, and in his silence was more doomed despair than in any words. He handed her a small velvet box.

"This... your mother left this for you."

Lizzie opened the box. Inside, resting on a pillow of faded silk, lay a silver locket. This gesture, this attempt at reconciliation after their quarrel, melted the ice but did not remove the ache in her heart. She silently fastened the chain around her neck. It was not merely a gift. It was a forced truce.

She suddenly understood: memory is not what is stored in objects. Memory is what remains, even when you want to forget.

She stayed awake all night, lying in the darkness and listening to the creak of the house’s old beams. Every memory, every scent now seemed painfully sharp. This was a farewell not to a house, but to her former, naive life. But the despair was gone, replaced by a cold, firm clarity of intent.

The rain that morning seemed too steady, almost conciliatory, for a farewell. The dank London gloom enveloped the streets. The carriage waited outside the house. The goodbye on the doorstep was hurried and poignant. Watson held his daughter tight.

"Be a good girl, Lizzie," he whispered into her hair. "Obey your governesses. And... write to me. Every week."

"I will, Papa," she replied, holding back her tears.

She got into the carriage, and the coachman closed the door behind her. The last thing she saw was her father's figure on the porch. He did not wave goodbye. He simply watched the carriage dissolve into the grey, wet haze, carrying the only thing dear to him to a place he believed was salvation, not knowing he was sending her into the very heart of the darkness.
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Chapter 3: The Walls of St. Agatha’s

[image: ]


The carriage turned off Bloomsbury Street, and the haze seemed to grow denser, transforming into a viscous, milky miasma that muffled sounds and blurred the outlines of buildings. Lizzie pressed her forehead against the cold, damp glass, peering into the dull void. Her father had said the boarding school was in a respectable area, but these streets looked abandoned, desolate. Suddenly, from the shroud, like the ghostly hull of a ship, colossal iron gates emerged. Behind them, in the leaden gloom, stood St. Agatha's Boarding School.

The enormous building, with its spires and ivy-clad walls, resembled not a school, but a derelict gothic cathedral. It oppressed not with its size, but with its atmosphere—cold, cloistered, as if the place itself rejected guests and guarded a heavy, centuries-old secret within. Lizzie shivered involuntarily, though the carriage was warm.

Sometimes a house is frightening not because it is quiet, but because it holds too much silence. In that kind of silence, someone is always listening.

The rain, which had only been drizzling before, now poured down with renewed force. The coachman, wrapped in a waterproof cloak, opened the door.

"We have arrived, Miss."

The hem of Lizzie’s dress was instantly soaked, and her hair stuck to her temples. As she stepped out, the screech of the gates cut through the air like a knife blade—sharp, unoiled, hostile. This sound was the school’s first "greeting." Suddenly, the girl felt that someone was watching her. She looked up. Dozens of narrow, tall windows resembled squinted, observing eyes, tracking her every move. It was an irrational, childish feeling, but it was so strong that Lizzie wanted to hide back in the carriage.

Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she walked along the drive toward the main entrance. The neat, perfectly trimmed bushes lining the path seemed deliberately pretentious, as if nature here, too, was subjected to a rigid, lifeless discipline. Stone gargoyles on the façade smirked maliciously, their twisted faces seeming to whisper: "Welcome to the cage." And Lizzie thought: this place has teeth.

Inside, it smelled of furniture polish, ingrained dampness, and old paper. The vestibule was steeped in gloom; heavy velvet curtains on the windows contained the already weak, ashen daylight. An elderly maid with an utterly impassive, stone-like face met Lizzie and, without uttering a word, led her up the wide staircase to the second floor. Her steps were almost silent on the thick carpet. Lizzie could only hear the loud, uneven pounding of her own heart.

There, in a study with a high ceiling lost in the darkness, sat Miss Evelina Green behind a massive oak desk. A tall woman with an icy gaze and the posture worthy of a general, she scrutinized Lizzie intently, as if deciding whether this new "material" was amenable to processing.

"Miss Watson," she pronounced in an even, muted voice devoid of warmth. "Welcome to St. Agatha's Boarding School. I trust you are prepared to become a worthy pupil of this establishment."

At the mention of the surname, her tone barely shifted, and a spark flashed in her steel eyes—not of malice, but of sharp, personal interest. As if this name were not just a sound to her, but an old, unsettled score.

Lizzie did not know what was heavier—Miss Green's severe eyes or the fact that there was no hatred in them. Only cold, calculated interest. People who lack hatred, possessing only interest, are the most dangerous.

"The rules here are simple," she continued, clasping her thin fingers together. "Reveille at six in the morning. Prayer. Breakfast. English Literature, French, Mathematics, History, Etiquette. After lunch—Music, Needlework, Drawing. Evening—general prayer. Lights out at nine. Infractions are not tolerated and are severely punished. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Ma'am," Lizzie replied quietly, feeling a tight, cold knot clench in her stomach.

The maid escorted her to the bedroom—a tiny room with two narrow beds and a worn carpet. In one of them, sitting cross-legged, was a girl—pale, with large, anxious eyes and long dark braids.

"I am Annabel Lee," she whispered. Her voice was thin and trembled like a spiderweb in the wind.

When she raised her hand to shake Lizzie's, a fresh, purple bruise flashed beneath the sleeve of her dress, which she hastily covered.

"Welcome," Annabel added, almost guiltily.

When someone whispers "welcome" with a tremor, it is not a greeting. It is a warning.

In her gaze, Lizzie saw not just anxiety, but a silent, agonizing, desperate plea for complicity.

Later, alone, unpacking her few belongings, Lizzie took out a photograph of her father and hid it under her pillow. Her heart ached. Now she understood: he had sent her here not for etiquette lessons. He was trying to hide her. But it seemed he had sent her straight into the wolf's mouth.

Night covered St. Agatha’s like a heavy, damp blanket. Footsteps echoed in the corridor. A distant door creaked. The wind howled outside the windows, and in that wail, there was something more than just bad weather. Clenching the locket that had so interested Miss Green, Lizzie whispered into the darkness:

"I will be strong, Mother. I will find everything out. I promise."

She did not yet know that strength is neither stubbornness nor courage. It is the ability to move forward when even hope has turned its back on you.

And beyond the walls of her new abode, beyond the strict prayers and rules, lurked foreign, hungry secrets. St. Agatha’s Boarding School waited—not like a home, but like a labyrinth from which there might be no escape.
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