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Chapter One: Arrival
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Dr. Eleanor Harper clutched the strap of her leather satchel as she approached the gates of Ashwood Asylum, her shoes scraping against the cracked pavement. The damp air clung to her skin like a second layer, heavy with the promise of rain that never quite arrived. She had stepped off the bus nearly half a mile back, the driver giving her a strange look as he let her off without a word—just a quick, uneasy glance in the rearview mirror before speeding away, tires kicking up mist from the wet asphalt.

The walk had taken longer than she expected. The road twisted through bare trees and tangled underbrush, branches reaching toward the sky like they wanted to snatch passing travelers. There was no one else on the road—no signs of life except for the occasional crow watching from a distant branch, its black eyes gleaming like tiny shards of obsidian. The sound of her own breathing felt too loud, swallowed whole by the mist that rolled lazily across the path in front of her. Somewhere far off, she thought she could hear  dripping—a slow, deliberate plink like the ticking of an unseen clock. 

By the time she reached the gates, her heart was beating faster than it should. Her satchel felt heavier now, weighed down not just by files and personal belongings, but by the quiet dread creeping into her chest. She had no reason to be afraid—this was just a building, just an assignment—the feeling wormed its way inside her regardless, cold and unwelcome.

The building loomed ahead, shrouded in mist. Time and weather had worn down the limestone walls, bleeding streaks of black into the cracks like veins in aging skin. Along the roofline, gargoyles crouched like ancient sentinels, their stone faces smoothed by decades of rain, though their sneers and grimaces had somehow survived intact. One of them had a mouth twisted open, lips stretched back into what could have been either a grin or a scream. Rain collected in shallow pools beneath their claws, dripping slowly, as if the statues themselves were weeping.

The gate stood before her, tall and wrought iron, tangled with brittle vines and coated in rust that flaked like dried blood. The bars stretched upward into sharp points, forming an impassable barrier to anyone who didn’t belong. A placard hung crookedly from one post, its letters faded almost to nothing, Eleanor could still make out the name etched there in cracked metal: Ashwood Asylum—just barely legible, as though the place itself had been trying to erase its own identity.

She hesitated, her breath misting the air, fingers tightening on the strap of her satchel. It was too quiet here, the kind of quiet that hummed with the weight of something unseen but very much alive. She could feel the building watching her, waiting for her to take the final step inside, as if it had been expecting her all along.

The iron gate gave a low groan as it swung inward, metal scraping against stone with a sound like a dying breath. Beyond the gate, the courtyard stretched out in uneven cobblestones, littered with dead leaves and slick puddles of rain. A fountain sat at the center, cracked and empty, its stone bowl holding nothing but shadows. The remnants of a statue jutted from the center, the legs and feet of what might have once been a figure—a saint or a guardian—but the upper half had long since been shattered, leaving only jagged fragments behind.

She stepped through the gate, her heels clicking against the cobblestones. The sound echoed once, twice, and then disappeared into the thick silence, as if the very air had swallowed it whole.

Eleanor’s fingers trembled against the leather strap of her satchel. She flexed them at her sides, forcing her hands to obey, though the feeling in her fingertips had already begun to numb. She told herself it was just the cold—just the drizzle that had seeped into her skin during the long walk.

The asylum loomed before her, its tall oak doors warped and swollen from years of neglect. The brass handles were tarnished with green patina, and the wood groaned as she ran her hand across it, almost as if it didn’t want to open—as if the building itself wanted to keep its secrets locked inside.

It’s just another job. Nothing more.

She knew that wasn’t true. This wasn’t just another job. Ashwood was the place where failed psychiatrists and broken doctors were sent to disappear. It wasn’t a career move; it was exile.

A small voice whispered in the back of her mind: You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t have come back.

Eleanor pushed the thought away. The pills she’d taken this morning—low dose, controlled, perfectly safe—were supposed to keep those voices quiet. 

The lobby of Ashwood was an uncanny hybrid of eras. The main desk had been replaced with something modern—sleek chrome and polished granite—but the wallpaper behind it peeled like scabbed skin, revealing layers of older patterns beneath. A nurse bustled behind the desk, her white shoes squeaking on the vinyl floor. The smell of antiseptic and mildew clung to the walls, a sour odor that dug deep into Eleanor’s nose.

"Name?" the nurse asked without looking up, clicking away at a computer that hummed like a dying animal.

"Eleanor Harper. Dr. Harper. I’m the new psychiatric doctor."

The nurse gave a tight smile and flipped through a clipboard, as though computers were only a formality. “You’ll want Dr. Thorne. He’s head of psychiatry.” She paused, as if weighing whether to say more. “He’s been waiting for you.”

"Waiting?" Eleanor echoed.

The nurse didn't answer, her attention shifting as she handed Eleanor a laminated visitor’s badge with a barcode. The plastic was sticky, as if it had recently been scrubbed clean of someone else’s name.

"Down the hall," the nurse said. "Through the double doors. You’ll find Dr. Thorne in the East Wing."

Eleanor clipped the badge to her coat and forced herself not to ask what had happened to the previous person who wore it.

The hallway stretched ahead, pale and sickly in the flickering glow of fluorescent lights. Somewhere in the distance, a clock ticked, but its rhythm faltered, like a heartbeat stuttering out of sync. Eleanor walked briskly, heels clicking against the tiles, but each step seemed to echo louder than the last.

The East Wing smelled older—musty, like a room kept shut too long. Eleanor’s footsteps slowed as she passed door after door, each one identical, each one closed. Some of the small windows set into the doors had been covered over with paper or fabric from the inside, a way for the patients to have an illusion of privacy.

Finally, she reached a heavy door with a brass plaque: Dr. Malcolm Thorne, Head of Psychiatry. Eleanor knocked once, then pushed the door open.

Dr. Thorne sat behind an antique desk, cluttered with open files and a heavy black rotary phone that looked like it hadn’t rung in years. He was older than she’d expected—late fifties, perhaps, with thin silver hair slicked back from a high, narrow forehead. His face was lined but expressionless, his pale blue eyes devoid of any warmth. He looked up slowly, as though registering her presence took effort.

“So,” he said. “You’ve arrived.”

His voice was flat, his words deliberate, as if every sentence was an act of control. He didn’t offer his hand.

“Yes, Doctor Harper,” Eleanor said in a way of introducing herself, shifting on her feet under his steady gaze. “I took the bus, the walk was further than I expected.”

“That makes sense,” Thorne’s smile was thin and dry, as though amusement had long since withered away in him. “Dr. Harper.”

The way he said her name made her pulse stutter, a strange flutter just beneath her ribs. It wasn’t exactly threatening, but it was... too familiar, like someone who had read a little too deeply into her personal file.

She shifted her weight, her gaze flicking to the clutter on his desk. An antique syringe, housed neatly under a glass dome, the needle tarnished and sinister. A wooden crucifix, cracked down the center, as though pulled apart by old hands and, nestled among a stack of papers, a small bird figurine—its wings pinned tightly against its body, its surface scarred with intricate carvings. Something about it set her on edge, though she couldn’t explain why.

“Everything in this place has a story, Dr. Harper.” Thorne’s voice was soft, but there was weight behind it, like a whisper threaded with stone. “Even the things that shouldn’t.”

Her eyes flicked back to his face. He was watching her closely, too closely—his gaze unwavering, as if he expected her to recognize something she couldn’t quite grasp.

She crossed her arms. “What part do I play in it?”

He gave the slightest shrug, though the motion felt rehearsed. “That’s the question, isn’t it?” There was something in his eyes—something just on the edge of a smirk, as if he found amusement in her confusion. Though it wasn’t unkind, exactly, it was worse than that: indulgent. Like a cat watching a bird trapped inside a glass jar.

Eleanor shifted again, uneasy. “I don’t like games, Dr. Thorne.”

His lips twitched, the ghost of a smile. “Games?” he repeated softly, almost like a private joke. “There’s nothing playful about this place, Dr. Harper. Believe me.”

She hated how her name sounded in his mouth—too smooth, too practiced, like it had been there for a long time, waiting to be said aloud.

He tilted his head just slightly, his gaze never leaving hers. “Tell me something,” he murmured. “What brought you here? Really?”

The question landed strangely—like a wrong note played on a familiar song. She opened her mouth to answer, but nothing came. Not because she didn’t know, but because the answer felt too tangled, too slippery. Why did it feel like a trick question?

“I needed a fresh start,” she said, a little too quickly.

Thorne’s smile deepened, just barely. “Yes.” His voice was soft, but there was something unpleasant beneath it—something that made her
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