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  Chapter 1


Morgan Blackwood stared at the stack of past-due notices spread across the kitchen table. The apartment’s overhead light highlighted the red “FINAL NOTICE” stamps. Three months without steady work had drained the last of the emergency fund. 
The rejection letter from Westlake University lay open beside an empty coffee mug: 
“While your academic qualifications are impressive, we have selected a candidate whose research experience more closely aligns with our department’s current focus . . .”
Morgan crumpled the letter and tossed it toward the overflowing trash can. It bounced off the rim and joined several others on the linoleum floor.
“Perfect metaphor,” Morgan said, running fingers through disheveled hair.
The phone rang. Morgan considered letting it go to voicemail—probably another collection agency—but reached for it on the third ring.
“Hello?”
“Is this Morgan Blackwood?” The voice was formal, unfamiliar.
“Speaking.”
“My name is Jonathan Pierce with Pierce & Associates Law Firm. I’m calling regarding the estate of Judith Blackwood. Are you familiar with this individual?”
Morgan frowned. “I think she was my great-grandmother? I never met her.”
“Nevertheless, it appears you are her closest living relative. Ms. Blackwood passed away three weeks ago, and according to her will, you are the sole beneficiary of her estate, including the property known as Blackwood Manor.”
Morgan’s laugh held no humor. “This is a joke, right? Did Professor Winters put you up to this?”
The lawyer cleared his throat. “I assure you, this is not a joke, Ms. Blackwood. The estate includes a substantial property in Ravenwood County. The house itself is quite significant—a Victorian mansion built in 1887.”
Morgan sank into a kitchen chair. “A house? She left me a house?”
“A house, its contents, and approximately twelve acres of land,” Mr. Pierce confirmed. “There are, of course, papers to sign. If you could come to our offices—“
“When?” Morgan interrupted. A house. Property. Something to sell.
“At your earliest convenience. Perhaps tomorrow morning? Ten o’clock?”
“I’ll be there.”
After hanging up, Morgan stood motionless in the kitchen, staring at the bills without seeing them. A distant relative no one had mentioned in years had left Morgan an entire estate. It was the kind of thing that happened in novels, not real life, and certainly not to chronically unlucky adjunct professors with mounting debt.
There has to be a catch, Morgan thought. Nobody gets this lucky.

      [image: image-placeholder]The lawyer’s office smelled of lemon polish. Jonathan Pierce was exactly as Morgan had imagined from his voice: gray-suited, gray-haired, with reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. 
“The terms are quite straightforward,” Pierce said, sliding a document across his desk. “Ms. Blackwood left explicit instructions. The house and all its contents pass to you as her nearest blood relative.”
Morgan scanned the document, flipping through pages of legal terminology. “No conditions? No requirements to maintain the property for a certain period?”
“None whatsoever. The property is yours to do with as you wish.” Pierce removed his glasses. “I should mention that the house has been continuously occupied by your family since its construction. Ms. Blackwood was quite adamant about keeping it in Blackwood hands, but legally, there are no restrictions.”
Morgan nodded absently, still processing the implications. “What about taxes? Maintenance costs?”
“Ms. Blackwood established a trust that covers property taxes for the next five years. As for maintenance, there is a caretaker—Lillian Reed—who has been with the estate for decades. Her modest salary is also covered by the trust.” Pierce replaced his glasses and shuffled some papers. “I believe that concludes our business, unless you have further questions?”
Morgan hesitated, then asked, “Did you know her? Judith?”
“Only professionally. She was . . . a private person.”
“And the house? Have you been there?”
“Once, to execute some paperwork.” Pierce’s tone was carefully neutral. “It’s an impressive property. Historic.”
Morgan signed the last document, officially becoming the owner of Blackwood Manor.
As they stood to leave, Pierce offered a final comment: “The house has been in your family for generations, Ms. Blackwood. Family legacies are worth preserving.”
She smiled. “I haven’t decided what I’ll do with it yet.”
Pierce nodded. “The caretaker is expecting you. Ms. Reed will provide the keys and show you around.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The drive to Ravenwood County took nearly three hours, the last forty minutes on winding country roads that narrowed as they climbed into densely wooded hills. Morgan’s aging sedan struggled with the steeper inclines, the check engine light flashed on the dashboard. 
According to the GPS, Blackwood Manor was just ahead, though all Morgan could see were trees pressing close to the road on both sides. Then the forest abruptly gave way to a tall wrought-iron gate, its metalwork forming an intricate pattern of intertwined vines and what might have been faces peering from between leaves.
The gate stood open, as though expecting visitors. Morgan drove through slowly, following a gravel drive that curved through overgrown but once-formal gardens. And then the house came into view.
Morgan’s breath caught. Mansion was the right word—three stories of stone and dark wood, with twin turrets flanking a central facade punctuated by tall windows. A wraparound porch with ornate railings encircled the ground floor. The place looked like something from a gothic novel, imposing and somehow watchful, despite its empty windows.
I could never afford to maintain this, was Morgan’s first thought, followed immediately by, But it must be worth a fortune.
As Morgan parked in the circular drive before the main entrance, a peculiar sensation crept in—recognition. The angle of the roof against the sky, the pattern of windows, the way shadows fell across the stone steps—all felt eerily familiar, as though Morgan had seen this exact view before.
Impossible, Morgan thought, stepping out of the car. I’d remember a place like this.
Gravel crunched underfoot as Morgan approached the front steps. The strange sense of familiarity intensified with each step.
Before Morgan could knock, the massive oak door swung inward. A thin, elderly woman stood in the doorway, her silver hair pulled back in a bun.
“You must be Morgan,” she said, her voice stronger than her frail appearance suggested. “I’m Lillian Reed. I’ve been caretaker of Blackwood Manor for longer than I care to admit.” She stepped aside. “Please, come in.”
The foyer opened to a grand staircase, its mahogany banister gleaming in the dim light filtering through stained glass windows above the door.
“You have the Blackwood look about you,” Lillian said, studying Morgan’s face. “Something in the eyes. Judith would have been pleased.”
“I never met her,” Morgan said, turning slowly to take in the flowery crown molding, the antique furniture. “Never even knew this place existed until yesterday.”
Lillian’s mouth tightened momentarily. “Yes, well. Judith was a private person. This way, please.”
She led Morgan through a formal dining room with a table long enough to seat twenty, into a parlor where portraits lined the walls. Lillian gestured toward them. “Your family. Seven generations of Blackwoods.”
Morgan approached the nearest portrait—a stern-faced man with a thick beard and piercing eyes. A small brass plaque read “Thomas Blackwood, 1856-1901.”
“Are we related?” Morgan asked.
“Oh yes,” Lillian replied. “He would be your great-great-great grandfather, I believe. The first Blackwood to live in this house.” She paused. “He’s the one who built it.”
Morgan moved to the next portrait—a woman in Victorian dress, her expression unsmiling but her eyes somehow both sad and defiant.
“And this is Judith,” Lillian said quietly. “The last of the direct line, until you.”
Morgan studied the old woman’s face, searching for any family resemblance, any connection to this stranger who had inexplicably left her an estate. “Why me? We never met. There must have been people closer to her.”
Lillian’s expression remained carefully neutral. “The Blackwoods have always been particular about keeping the estate in the family. Blood matters in this house.”
Morgan frowned at the odd phrasing. “It sounds like you knew her well.”
“I served Judith for over forty years,” Lillian said. “Come, I’ll show you to your room. You must be tired after your journey.”
She led Morgan up the grand staircase, their footsteps echoing on the hardwood. The second floor hallway stretched in both directions, doors lining either side.
“The master suite is this way,” Lillian said, gesturing to the right. “Though perhaps you’d prefer one of the guest rooms? They’re smaller, but—“
“The master suite is fine,” Morgan interrupted. “I’d like to see where she lived.”
Lillian nodded, though Morgan caught a hint of something—disapproval? Concern?—cross her face.
The master bedroom was larger than Morgan’s entire apartment, dominated by a four-poster bed with an intricately carved headboard. Heavy curtains framed tall windows that looked out over the grounds to the forest beyond. A door to one side led to a private bathroom that had been modernized at some point, though the claw-foot tub remained.
“I’ve changed the linens,” Lillian said, “but left everything else as it was. Judith’s personal items are in those drawers if you wish to go through them.”
Morgan nodded, suddenly overwhelmed by the reality of the situation. This room, this entire house, now belonged to a near-stranger who had inherited not just property but an entire family history.
“I’ll leave you to settle in,” Lillian said, moving toward the door. “Perhaps you’d join me for tea in the parlor in an hour? I can answer any questions you might have about the house.”
“Thank you. That would be helpful.”
After Lillian left, Morgan moved to the windows, looking out at the vast grounds. The manor sat on a hill, providing a commanding view of the surrounding countryside. In the distance, the trees of the forest swayed in the afternoon breeze.
The strangest feeling persisted—that Morgan had stood in this exact spot before, looking out these same windows. It was more than déjà vu; it was a bone-deep certainty that defied logic.
I’ve never been here, Morgan thought firmly. Never even knew it existed until yesterday.
But the feeling wouldn’t dissipate. With a frustrated sigh, Morgan turned away from the windows and began exploring the room more thoroughly.
Morgan sat across from Lillian in the parlor, the porcelain teacup warm between cold fingers. Outside, the afternoon sun disappeared behind gathering clouds, dimming the room further.
“You’ve worked here a long time,” Morgan said.
Lillian sipped her tea. “I’ve been here since I was a girl. My mother worked for the Blackwoods before me.”
“So you know the history of this place? The family?”
Lillian looked toward the window, where the first raindrops tapped against the glass. “Some of it. Enough.”
“Enough for what?”
The old woman set down her cup with deliberate care. “Enough to know the importance of respecting the house’s history.”
Morgan couldn’t suppress a small smile. “Are you saying the house is haunted?”
Lillian didn’t return the smile. “I’m saying this house has . . . expectations. Traditions. The Blackwoods have always understood that.”
“Well, I’m afraid I don’t know anything about Blackwood traditions,” Morgan said, setting down the teacup. “But I do know about Victorian architecture, and this place must be worth a small fortune.”
Lillian’s posture stiffened. “You intend to sell?”
“I haven’t decided anything yet. But I need to be practical. I can’t exactly afford to maintain a mansion on an adjunct professor’s salary. Especially when I don’t even have that anymore.”
“Perhaps you should take some time before making any decisions,” Lillian said, her voice carefully neutral again. “Get to know the house. Your heritage.”
Morgan nodded, more to end the conversation than in agreement. “I’ll need a few days to go through everything anyway.”
“The east wing is kept locked,” Lillian said abruptly. “Judith
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