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No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author.
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For dreamers who still believe in love, mystery, and magic hidden in forgotten places.
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Prologue – The House on Blackwood Hill

The storm raged across the sky as though the heavens themselves wanted to tear the earth apart. Thunder cracked, lightning illuminated the tall Victorian house on the edge of Blackwood Hill, and rain battered the windows like impatient fists demanding entry.

Inside, a young man gasped for breath. His shirt was stained with blood, his trembling hand pressed against a wound that should have killed him hours ago. But it wasn’t the wound keeping him there. It was something else. Something darker.

You won’t escape me, a shadowy voice hissed from the staircase.

The man staggered backward, eyes wide with terror. He wasn’t afraid of dying. No his fear was that his soul would never leave this house. That he would remain, bound by hatred, trapped by betrayal, cursed to watch centuries pass without ever touching the world again.

The final flash of lightning illuminated his face handsome, tormented, eyes burning with despair.

Then came the silence.

The house swallowed him whole.
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Chapter 1 – The Inheritance
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Emily Carter never believed in ghosts. She believed in deadlines, in heartbreak, and in the cruel timing of life. What she didn’t believe in was the idea that something could exist beyond death.

And yet, as she stood in front of the old Victorian house that had just become hers, she felt the air shift.

The mansion loomed against the gray autumn sky, its pointed gables and stained-glass windows whispering secrets she didn’t want to hear. The iron gate creaked as she pushed it open, and the path leading to the door was overgrown with weeds, as if the house itself had tried to keep the world out.

Her aunt Margaret had left it to her in her will. Emily had expected nothing more than a stack of books and maybe some antique jewelry. Instead, she was given this enormous house a mansion locals called The Blackwood Place.

Emily wrapped her arms around herself. Perfect. Just what I need after being dumped two weeks before my wedding: a creepy mansion in the middle of nowhere.

Still, she couldn’t deny the strange pull. Something in her chest stirred as if she belonged here.

She unlocked the heavy front door. The hinges groaned in protest as she pushed it open, revealing the grand hall inside. Dust floated in the shafts of light breaking through cracked curtains. The chandelier hung like a frozen waterfall above her, its crystals dulled with age.

And yet, despite the dust, despite the silence, she could swear the house was... breathing.

Emily shook her head. “Get it together. It’s just a house.”

But as she stepped inside, the door slammed shut behind her.

The Whisper

That night, Emily lay in the guest bedroom, unable to sleep. The storm outside had passed, but the silence inside the house was worse than thunder. It pressed against her ears, heavy and suffocating.

She turned on her side, closing her eyes. That was when she heard it.

A whisper.

Faint. Almost like the sound of wind slipping through cracks in the walls. But it wasn’t the wind. She knew it.

The whisper formed words.

You shouldn’t be here.

Emily sat up sharply, her heart slamming in her chest. Who’s there?

Silence.

Her phone was on the nightstand. She grabbed it, turning on the flashlight, sweeping the beam across the room. The wallpaper was faded, the furniture covered with sheets, but nothing out of place.

And yet... the whisper lingered.

She pulled the blanket tighter around herself and tried to laugh it off. It’s just nerves. Just the house settling.

But deep down, she knew. Something was here.

The Portrait

The next morning, Emily explored the house. She found rooms filled with antique furniture, locked doors, and shelves of books older than her grandmother’s grandmother.

But it was in the upstairs hallway that she found it.

A portrait.

It was larger than life, hanging in a gold frame tarnished with age. The painting depicted a man tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in 19th-century clothing. His eyes were a piercing shade of gray-blue, and they seemed to follow her wherever she moved.

Emily froze.

She didn’t know why, but the moment she saw him, something deep inside her stirred. Attraction. Sadness. Recognition.

She whispered before she could stop herself: Who were you?

For a split second, she thought of the man in the portrait... smiled.

Her phone buzzed suddenly, making her jump. It was her best friend Claire, texting: How’s the creepy mansion? Met any ghosts yet?

Emily smirked and typed back: Only handsome ones in paintings.

But as she slid her phone away, a chill brushed her neck like cold fingers trailing across her skin.
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That night, Emily dreamed.

She dreamed she was standing in the grand hall, the chandelier glowing bright as if it were brand new. Music drifted through the air soft, haunting piano notes.

She turned, and there he was.

The man from the portrait.

He stood at the bottom of the staircase, dressed in black, his eyes fixed on her. There was no mistaking it was him. But this was no painting. He was alive. Breathing. Beautiful.

Who are you? Emily asked in the dream, her voice trembling.

He stepped closer, his gaze burning into hers. Adrian. Adrian Blackwood.

Emily’s chest tightened. She should have been afraid. This was impossible. But instead, she felt drawn to him, her heart racing not in fear but in longing.

His hand brushed hers warm, strong.

And then she woke up.

Her room was dark. Silent.

But her hand still tingled where he had touched her.

And from the corner of the room, she swore she saw a shadow watching her.
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Chapter 2 – The Man in the Shadows
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Emily woke the next morning with a knot of unease in her stomach. The dream had felt too real. His touch, his voice every detail clung to her like dew on skin.

She tried to laugh at herself while sipping instant coffee in the dusty kitchen. You’re lonely, Em. That’s all. You’re projecting your ex onto some long-dead aristocrat from a painting.

But when she walked back upstairs, she stopped in front of the portrait again.

Adrian’s gray-blue eyes stared back at her.

Her throat tightened. “I saw you,” she whispered before she could stop herself. “Last night. In my dream.”

The silence pressed in. She turned away, embarrassed at talking to a painting.

And that’s when she heard it.

A footstep.

Behind her.

She spun around, heart hammering. The hallway was empty, but the air... the air was colder, sharp enough to sting her lungs.

Hello? she called, her voice echoing against the high ceiling.

No answer.

Yet she felt it the weight of someone standing just out of sight. Watching.
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Later that day, Emily explored further. She found a door that had been jammed shut, and after a struggle, it creaked open into a music room.

The grand piano sat in the center, its surface dull with dust, its ivory keys yellowed with age.

Emily stepped closer, brushing her fingers across the keys. The air seemed to shift again, and suddenly

The piano played.

One single note, soft and haunting.

Emily gasped, stumbling backward. The keys had moved. She had felt them press beneath her skin.

Her pulse raced. No. Nope. Not doing this. Houses don’t play by themselves.

But as she backed toward the door, a whisper followed her.

Stay.

The word wasn’t menacing, it was pleading.

Emily froze.

She should have run. Every survival instinct screamed at her to leave. But something deep inside held her there. Something she couldn’t explain.
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That night, sleep didn’t come easily. The house groaned and creaked, but Emily had learned to distinguish normal noises from... the other kind.

At around 2 a.m., the air grew icy.

Her breath fogged in the darkness.

And then she saw him.

He stood near the window, half-shrouded in moonlight. Adrian. The man from her dream.

Emily’s chest clenched. Her rational brain screamed impossible, but her body reacted differently heart pounding, blood rushing, a strange pull anchoring her to him.

She pushed herself up on her elbows. Who... what are you?

His gaze locked on hers. You already know.

His voice was low, smooth, carrying an accent from another time.

You’re not real, Emily whispered, her throat dry.

He stepped closer. Not walking, gliding. Shadows clung to him like a second skin, but his eyes were painfully alive.

I am real enough, he said. At least... here.

Emily’s hands trembled. She should have screamed, should have fled the room, but she couldn’t. Why me? Why now?

His jaw tightened, as though he
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