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Chapter 1 – Velvet Vow




Rain peeled
off the city like skin.

New Orleans, midnight. Thunder groaned like
something ancient remembering how to scream, and beneath it all,
the crumbling gothic manse at the edge of the French Quarter
exhaled its usual curse: come in if you dare.

Ophelia Nyx didn’t dare. But she didn’t get to
choose.

She stood in stilettos on cracked marble steps,
black umbrella shivering in her grip, and stared up at the manor
with the same tight jaw she wore to funerals and betrayals. Her
lips were the color of spilled wine. Her dress clung like shadow.
If grief were a woman, it’d wear her skin.

“This place is supposed to be sealed,” said a
voice behind her—male, accented, amused in the way men get when
they know you’re in over your head. “Guess they didn’t lock it
tight enough for you, sweetheart.”

She didn’t turn. “Go back to whatever sewer
spat you out.”

A soft laugh. No footsteps. But she felt him.
The kind of presence that makes the air behind you hum.
Electricity. Violence. A storm you could kiss.

“They told me a witch was coming,” he said.
“They didn’t mention she’d be pretty.”

“I’m not a witch,” she said, pulling open the
heavy, rotting front door. “Witches die in this house. I’m just the
next name on the list.”

The moment she crossed the threshold, the rain
cut out. Like the house swallowed it whole. And him,
too.

Inside, the manor was ruinous luxury:
chandelier bones above, velvet decay below. Rotting tapestries
moved when you didn’t look at them, and the mirrors didn’t reflect
you right. The air tasted like secrets—and something sweetly wrong
beneath it. Magic. Hunger.

The moment Ophelia stepped onto the black-tiled
foyer, the lights flared. Dim. Blue. Like moonlight filtered
through a corpse.

“Ophelia Nyx,” said a voice from
nowhere.

Her spine snapped straight.

“Welcome to House
Nocturne. Your blood is on the ledger.
Your vow is pending.”

“Vow?” she echoed.

“You came for entry. Entry requires a
cost.”

She drew a silver coin from her coat pocket and
tossed it into the shallow bowl on the pedestal ahead. It
hissed—then bled.

“Name your offering.”

She paused.

It wasn’t supposed to be tonight. It wasn’t
supposed to start this fast. But the moment her sister vanished,
Ophelia had known she’d be next. And she wasn’t going to watch
another person she loved disappear into this haunted hellhole while
she sat back and lit candles.

“My offering,” she said, “is the truth I’ve
never told.”

The pedestal cracked. The lights dimmed. And
from the mirror behind her, something shifted.

“Not enough,” came the voice again. “You want
to walk this house, you’ll give more than secrets.”

A gust of heat curled around her neck—not air.
A breath. Behind her.

She turned fast—heart slamming. And there he
was.

He wasn’t human. Not exactly.

Tall. Lean. Ink-black coat, shirt unbuttoned to
danger. Pale throat marked with silver scars that glittered in the
dark. Hair like black fire. And those eyes—god. Like storms behind
stained glass.

“Blackwell,” he said, voice low, as if the name
were both introduction and warning. “Your vow got my
attention.”

Ophelia stared. “You’re the House’s welcoming
committee?”

He smiled, and it was not kind.

“I’m the thing you’ll owe if you want to
survive it.”





Chapter 2 – Blood in the Walls




The House had teeth.

Ophelia felt them in the walls, in the flicker
of lights that weren’t just broken—they were breathing. Watching.
Hungering. Even Blackwell’s presence didn’t chase the wrongness
away. If anything, it made it worse. Like the House liked him. Like
it had missed him.

“You said I’d owe you,” she said, keeping her
voice flat. “What’s the price?”

Blackwell tilted his head like a predator
indulging prey. “Ten years.”

“Of what?”

“Your life. Your memories. Your soul. Dealer’s
choice.” He stepped closer, the air warping slightly around him.
“But if I guide you through the House, if I make sure you survive
the trials, I take what you owe. In the end. No
refunds.”

She didn’t flinch. “That’s a scam.”

“It’s survival.” A pause. “And a
mercy.”

She hated how calm he was. How seductive his
stillness felt. A man who moved like the whole world burned slower
for him. It was dangerous. He was dangerous. And she should’ve
walked away.

But then she thought of Genevieve.

Her sister’s scream hadn’t come from her
mouth—it had come from the House’s walls. That voicemail that ended
in static and silence. That final, choked breath.

She was still in here. Somewhere.

And Ophelia didn’t have time to play
brave.

“Fine,” she said. “I accept.”

The walls sighed.

A new voice echoed from above, female this
time. Older. Regal. Poisonous.

“Vow sealed. Trial One begins.”

The floor beneath her shifted. She
stumbled.

Blackwell caught her, hands like steel at her
waist. The contact ignited something—heat that wasn’t fire. Memory.
Regret. A flash of something not hers—a
woman screaming in a burning ballroom,
blood pouring from her eyes.

Then it was gone.

He let go like she’d burned him.

“The House likes you,” he muttered. “Too
much.”

“Don’t flatter me,” she said, but her voice was
quieter now. “Where are we going?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he motioned toward a
hallway that hadn’t been there moments before—black stone archway
veiled in velvet, leading down into shadow.

Trial One.

 
🕯️ Trial One: The Mirror Room




The hallway stretched too long. Like the walls
breathed and exhaled inches. When they reached the end, they
stepped into a room full of mirrors.

Dozens. Maybe hundreds. Floor to ceiling. All
of them tall, gold-framed, and smeared with something like ash or
soot—or maybe something darker.

Ophelia caught her reflection in one. Then
blinked.

It was smiling.

She wasn’t.

“The House will try to break you,” Blackwell
said softly. “Especially in this room. Don’t look too long. Don’t
believe what you see. And whatever you do—don’t speak to your
reflection.”

As if on cue, her image pressed its hand to the
glass, eyes wide with something hollow. It mouthed:
Help me.

“Ignore it,” Blackwell growled.

But then the reflection whispered—her voice,
warped and cracked.

“You let her die. Just like you let him
die.”

Ophelia’s breath caught.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it was right.

Genevieve. And before her… someone else.
Someone whose name she hadn’t said aloud in years. The reflection
pressed closer, lips bleeding now. “Say his name.”

She reached out.

Blackwell slammed his hand against the mirror
between them, and the glass shattered—but not outward.
Inward. Like it was
sucking something in.

The air went still. And the mirrors
vanished.

Trial One complete.

They were back in the hallway again,
breathless. Ophelia leaned against the wall, heart
hammering.

“You weren’t supposed to touch it,” she
said.

He shrugged, brushing dust from his coat. “You
weren’t supposed to reach for it.”

“What happens if I do?”

Blackwell turned to her, eyes dark. “You lose a
piece of yourself. Every time.”

She swallowed.

“How many pieces have you lost?”

His silence was all the answer she
needed.

Behind them, the House moaned. A door creaked
open to the left—velvet-covered, embossed with a sigil she didn’t
recognize. A new trial. A deeper hallway. And somewhere, further
in, the sound of a girl screaming.

Genevieve.

She pushed off the wall, spine steel again.
“Which trial is that?”

Blackwell smiled with no joy. “The one where
they stop testing your fear… and start testing your
desire.”





Chapter 3 – The Room of Red Keys




The door pulsed like a heartbeat.

Velvet-black, carved with thorns, it opened
without a push—swinging inward to reveal a room drenched in
crimson. Every surface bled red: the velvet on the walls, the long
silk curtains that hung like arteries, even the floors shimmered
faintly, as if they’d been washed in something warm and
wet.

And at the center of it all, a
pedestal.

Upon it lay a single silver tray.

Ten identical red
keys sat in a perfect circle, each
glowing faintly with a flickering inner light—like trapped
fireflies dying slow deaths. Every one of them whispered. Softly.
Seductively. The voices bled into each other, promising escape,
relief, pleasure, love.

He’s waiting for you.

You’ve already lost her.

Open the door. Taste what’s behind it.

You deserve it.

“What the hell is this?” Ophelia
murmured.

Blackwell didn’t smile this time. His voice was
cold.

“Trial Two. Choose the key that leads you
deeper. Only one is true. The others…” He trailed off. “They
lie.”

“They kill?”

“Eventually. But not right away. That’s the fun
part.”

Ophelia stepped toward the tray. The moment her
fingers hovered above the keys, every one of them flared—red to
gold, gold to black. The whispers intensified, curling around her
thoughts like smoke.

You’re not strong enough.

She’s already gone.

Say his name, and I’ll bring him back.

You want to see him again, don’t you?

A name rose like bile in
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