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––––––––
[image: ]


Content Advisory

––––––––
[image: ]


This novel contains mature themes and may not be suitable for all readers.

––––––––
[image: ]


Content includes, but is not limited to:

––––––––
[image: ]



●  Graphic psychological horror

●  Torture and prolonged scenes of physical suffering

●  Graphic violence and gore

●  Body horror

●  Death and repeated depictions of dying

●  Trauma and post-traumatic stress

●  Psychological manipulation and emotional abuse

●  Religious, supernatural, and mythological themes

●  Disturbing imagery involving hospitals, death, and the afterlife

●  Strong language

●  Themes of obsession, madness, despair, and existential horror



––––––––
[image: ]


Reader discretion is advised.

––––––––
[image: ]


Author's Note

––––––––
[image: ]


The events, beliefs, philosophies, supernatural systems, religions, deities, demons, angels, organizations, medical procedures, chemicals, compounds, technologies, and methods depicted within this novel exist solely within the fictional world of this story unless explicitly identified otherwise.

––––––––
[image: ]


Nothing contained in this work should be interpreted as medical advice, psychological advice, legal advice, religious doctrine, scientific fact, or historical assertion.

––––––––
[image: ]


The fictional compounds, torture methods, supernatural entities, rituals, and technologies described throughout this novel were created exclusively for narrative purposes.

––––––––
[image: ]


Mental Health Notice

––––––––
[image: ]


This novel explores themes of trauma, grief, fear, anxiety, psychological deterioration, hallucinations, and hopelessness as part of its fictional narrative.

––––––––
[image: ]


If these subjects are personally distressing or emotionally triggering, readers are encouraged to prioritize their well-being and consider whether this book is appropriate for them at this time.

––––––––
[image: ]


Medical Disclaimer

––––––––
[image: ]


Medical settings, injuries, treatments, medications, procedures, and hospital practices portrayed in this work are dramatized for storytelling purposes and should not be relied upon as accurate medical information.

––––––––
[image: ]


Always seek qualified medical professionals for healthcare advice or treatment.

––––––––
[image: ]


Religious Disclaimer

––––––––
[image: ]


This novel contains fictional portrayals of angels, demons, deities, the underworld, supernatural beings, and concepts inspired by various mythological and religious traditions.

––––––––
[image: ]


These portrayals are entirely fictional and are not intended to represent, reinterpret, criticize, endorse, or accurately depict any religion, denomination, culture, or spiritual belief system.

––––––––
[image: ]


Intellectual Property Notice

––––––––
[image: ]


All characters, creatures, locations, terminology, fictional organizations, supernatural systems, concepts, original species, fictional substances, artwork, and worldbuilding elements appearing within this publication are protected intellectual property of the copyright holder.

––––––––
[image: ]


Unauthorized adaptation, reproduction, commercial use, derivative works, machine training where prohibited by applicable law or license, or redistribution of these original creative elements without written permission is prohibited.

––––––––
[image: ]


Ebook Notice

––––––––
[image: ]


This ebook is licensed for the personal use of the original purchaser only.

––––––––
[image: ]


It may not be resold, redistributed, shared, uploaded to file-sharing websites, or transmitted in any form without prior written permission from the copyright holder or authorized publisher.

––––––––
[image: ]


Purchasing authorized editions directly supports the continued creation of original works.

––––––––
[image: ]


For permissions or licensing inquiries, write to: licensing@blackfogpublishing.com 

––––––––
[image: ]


Edition Information

––––––––
[image: ]


First Ebook Edition

––––––––
[image: ]


Published in 2026

––––––––
[image: ]


Published by Minerva & Werner

––––––––
[image: ]


Thank you for purchasing a legitimate copy of this book and supporting original authors and independent publishing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: A Maiden’s Call
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Clink... clink.
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Celebration. Jubilation. The muffled laughter of an old man rose above the room, following a joke so poorly told that only good company could make it funny. Warm amber light danced across the restaurant, embracing every patron with an inviting glow while casting shadows that seemed far more interested in what was left unsaid than what was spoken. A lone violin drifted softly through the air, its melody weaving effortlessly between clinking glasses, quiet conversations, and fleeting moments that would be forgotten by morning.
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Lovers finally escaping a night without their children. Business partners laughing just a little too hard in hopes of securing tomorrow's deal. Friends celebrating victories that would soon become ordinary memories.
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And tucked away in a dim corner untouched by the chandeliers stood a single wooden door.
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Behind it, a narrow staircase climbed toward the upper floor, where private rooms welcomed those who desired something the bustling restaurant could never offer. No grand lighting. No chorus of voices intruding like lawyers during an interrogation. Just silence reserved for conversations that belonged only to the people having them.
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The hallway stretched farther than most first-time visitors expected. Doors lined both sides, each concealing lives unfolding behind polished wood. One room echoed with the laughter of a family celebrating a birthday. Another held an ambitious intern flattering the executive who possessed the power to end—or elevate—their career with a single decision. Somewhere else, someone nervously searched for the right words to salvage a forgotten anniversary.
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At the very end of the corridor stood a pair of grand doors.
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They remained closed more often than not, becoming less a destination and more a quiet promise. Every ending, after all, is simply another beginning waiting to happen.
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Secured behind an access code known only to a select few lay a rooftop unlike any other.
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The Paradise Locket.
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The floor of dreams, as many had come to call it.
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Beyond the doors rested a carefully curated garden, where countless flowers slumbered beneath the pale moonlight. Above them, a magnificent glass dome embraced the night sky, allowing the stars to watch over every whispered confession and every silent promise made beneath its shelter.
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At the heart of the garden sat a single candle upon a finely dressed table. Its flame flickered gently, sending ribbons of warm light dancing between two lovers seated across from one another. Their fingers remained intertwined across the table as laughter passed between them with effortless familiarity. With every shared smile and every teasing glance, another bite disappeared from their plates until the meal became little more than an excuse to remain together.
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Then, almost unnoticed, soft footsteps approached from somewhere behind them.
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A violinist emerged into the background, the melody becoming warmer, more intimate. Each note rose with the quiet certainty of dawn spilling across a field of blooming sunflowers, wrapping the evening in a tenderness neither of them had asked for, yet both silently welcomed.
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A playful smile found its way onto her lips.
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"Aren't you full of surprises, Mr. Banwick?"
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"Well," Nathan replied with a grin as he gently squeezed her hand, "I do aim to please, Ms. Stevenson."
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"Still below your usual standard of extravagant romantic gestures," she teased, a smugness barely concealed behind her smile. "Don't tell me you've finally run out of imagination."
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"Your lack of confidence in my abilities just cost you your final surprise," he said with a chuckle, waving away her remark.

––––––––
[image: ]


"You say that as if I'm willing to let you keep what's rightfully mine."
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Nathan laughed wholeheartedly, more than he had in the last few weeks.
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For a fleeting second, the endless possibilities of the world seemed to narrow into one perfect reality.
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The violin softened.
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Their eyes met.
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Then drifted apart.
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Seven years together, and somehow the nervousness had never disappeared.
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Perhaps that was love's quietest miracle.

––––––––
[image: ]


"Don't you think this would be the perfect time to ask for my hand so we can dance the night away?" she asked, her voice carrying a confidence that was only just convincing enough to hide the hope beneath it.
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Nathan stole a quick glance at her before his eyes darted away almost immediately.
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"I... I think..." He swallowed. "I mean, could we take a walk instead? No... that's not what I..." His fingers twisted nervously around one another, searching for words they refused to find. "What I'm trying to say is—"
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Before he could untangle himself any further, Grace laughed softly.
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"Slow down, Nathan. Deep breath. In... and out."
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She raised both hands like a crossing guard directing traffic, exaggerating each breath until he instinctively mirrored her. The corners of her mouth curled upward.
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"Who would've thought the day would ever come that I'd see you stuttering over your own words?"
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A quiet chuckle escaped her.
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Nathan closed his eyes for a brief moment, inhaling exactly as she'd instructed before letting the tension slowly leave his shoulders. By the time he opened them again, he looked more like the composed man who had walked through the restaurant doors earlier that evening.
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Their eyes met.
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This time neither of them looked away immediately.
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A vulnerable smile found its way onto his face.
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"Would you do me the honour of accompanying me on a walk on this fine evening?"
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Grace giggled.
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"See? That wasn't so hard." She tilted her head, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. "Wait... that's what had your panties in a twist?"
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"You have no idea how difficult it is asking you..." Nathan sighed dramatically before adding, "...especially while wearing your thong."
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Grace's eyes widened.
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"Oh no!"
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Her hand flew over her mouth.

––––––––
[image: ]


"Please tell me you didn't."

––––––––
[image: ]


"I know they say you should walk a mile in your partner's shoes, but I figured—"
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She raised a hand before he could finish.
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"Please... keep both your thoughts and my underwear to yourself."
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For a heartbeat they stared at one another.
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Then they burst into laughter. A new uncomfortable—both literal and figurative—inside joke and tear-jerking laughter; what other way would be a perfect ending to a date night?
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Hand in hand, they stepped out into the night.
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Snow drifted lazily from the heavens, each flake surrendering to gravity as though the world itself had slowed down for them.
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They wandered along Rosebank Avenue, past the city's elegant storefronts where warm lights spilled across polished pavements. Their conversation wandered without purpose, interrupted only by spontaneous jokes, exaggerated gestures, and the occasional playful dance step that transformed curious strangers into an accidental audience.
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Tonight, embarrassment didn't exist.

––––––––
[image: ]


Every passing moment felt like another first.
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And perhaps, if life were kind enough...
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A forever.
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The nearby park welcomed them with a comforting silence the city could never quite imitate.
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Nathan stood behind Grace, gently pushing the swing as she drifted back and forth beneath the winter sky. Her laughter floated through the cold air with effortless ease.
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Behind her, his smile remained, but everything else about him was a mess.
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His heartbeat pounded against his ribs so violently it almost hurt. His palms had grown damp despite the cold, and every gentle push against the chains reminded him how badly his hands were trembling.
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He felt as though the Grim Reaper himself stood behind him with a blade resting lightly between his shoulder blades, his breath slowly grazing his skin as he waited.
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Grace never noticed.
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She simply closed her eyes, smiling as the swing carried her through the crisp evening air. Her laughter and quiet humming
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