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The letter arrived on a rain-slicked morning, its envelope thick, the paper yellowed at the edges as though it had been waiting years to be delivered. Elena Carter stood at her kitchen counter, staring at her name written in looping black ink that was both elegant and unsettling.
“Elena Rose Carter,” it read, the handwriting precise, almost ceremonial.
Her fingers trembled as she broke the wax seal, revealing an ornate crest—two ravens perched on a shield carved with thorny vines. Beneath it, the words: Blackthorn Estate.

The letter was short, almost cold in tone.

Miss Carter,

By right of blood and line, you are the sole heir to Blackthorn Manor and all properties therein. Your presence is requested at once for the reading of your great-uncle’s will. The manor awaits your return.

It was signed by a solicitor she’d never heard of.

Elena had no living family, not that she knew of. Her parents had died in a car crash when she was ten, and she had grown up bouncing between foster homes until she was old enough to leave.

Blackthorn Manor? Great-uncle? None of this makes sense.

Yet as she read the letter again, a strange pull stirred inside her. The name—the manor—felt familiar, like something whispered in dreams she could never quite remember.

That night, sleep evaded her. The storm clawed at her windows, and in her half-waking state, she thought she heard faint voices murmuring her name.

Elena...

Elena... come home...

By morning, she had made her decision. Whatever this Blackthorn Manor was, she had to see it for herself.

The manor rose like a dark crown against the horizon. After hours of winding roads and endless forest, Elena’s taxi finally pulled into a long, overgrown drive. The house was immense—Victorian in style, though its grandeur was smothered by age and neglect. Its tall, spired roof seemed to pierce the gray sky, and its windows glowed faintly with the last light of dusk, though no one had lit them.

The driver refused to wait.

“Places like that aren’t meant for folks like us,” he muttered, before speeding away.

Elena stood alone, suitcase in hand, gravel crunching beneath her boots. A chill swept through the air, sharp as ice, though it was late summer.

This place... it feels like it’s been waiting for me, she thought uneasily.

She hesitated at the wrought-iron gates, their bars twisted into shapes that looked like thorns—or perhaps claws. The crest from the letter was carved into the metal, the ravens watching her with sightless eyes.

As she pushed open the gates, a groan echoed across the grounds. The path stretched long, flanked by dead trees, their skeletal branches reaching toward her. Somewhere in the distance, a crow cawed, and the sound was swallowed by the silence that followed.

When she reached the manor’s entrance, the doors opened before she touched them.

“Miss Carter,” a voice said smoothly.

A man stood in the shadows of the vast foyer, tall and thin, his suit immaculately pressed despite the dust that clung to the air. His face was pale, almost colorless, and his eyes—gray and unblinking—studied her as though she were both guest and prey.

“I am Mr. Ashworth, the solicitor. Welcome to Blackthorn Manor.”

Elena forced a polite nod, though her throat tightened.

“I wasn’t aware I had any relatives.”

Ashworth’s lips twitched in something that might have been a smile.

“The Carters have always been tied to this house. The manor chooses its heir. And now, it has chosen you.”

She swallowed hard, her gaze drifting across the interior. The foyer was cavernous, its ceiling lost in shadows. A grand staircase rose at the center, its banister carved with the same thorny motif. Cobwebs hung like lace, and portraits lined the walls—stern-faced men and women, their painted eyes following her every step.

“This place has been... empty?” she asked quietly.

“Not empty,” Ashworth corrected. “Merely waiting.”

He led her deeper into the house, the floorboards creaking beneath their steps. The air grew colder the farther they went, though no windows were open. Elena pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders, glancing nervously at the portraits.

That one—wasn’t she smiling before?

Some of them, she swore, had changed expression when she passed.

At last, Ashworth stopped before a massive oak door.

“Here,” he said. “The study. Where the will shall be read.”

The door swung open, revealing a room dimly lit by a fire that crackled though no one had lit it. Bookshelves lined the walls, crammed with leather-bound tomes. A massive desk sat in the center, papers neatly arranged though thick layers of dust coated everything else.

Ashworth gestured for her to sit.

“Elena Rose Carter,” he began formally, “you are the last living descendant of the Blackthorn line. The estate, with all its lands and history, now belongs to you. But with inheritance comes responsibility. The manor is not merely stone and wood—it is bound by blood, by memory, by secrets long kept. To remain here is to claim your place in its legacy.”

The fire flickered violently, casting the shadows into wild shapes.

For a moment, Elena thought she saw something move in the corner of the room—a figure, pale and watching. When she blinked, it was gone.

Her pulse quickened.

“And if I don’t stay?”

Ashworth’s eyes gleamed, and his voice dropped to a whisper.

“Then the house will follow you. It always does.”

The flames snapped loudly, and somewhere behind her, a door she hadn’t noticed creaked open just an inch. The air shifted—older, colder, and somehow expectant.

Elena didn’t turn around.

“What is this place, really?” she whispered.

Ashworth folded his hands behind his back.

“Home.”

The word echoed in her mind long after it left his lips.

And for the first time in years, Elena felt the weight of something greater than herself settling on her shoulders—an inheritance not of wealth, but of purpose. Of blood. Of secrets still breathing in the walls.

And outside, beneath the dying trees, the ravens stirred.
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The study door closed with a soft thud that seemed far too final. Elena sat stiffly in the leather chair, her hands gripping the armrests as though the wood itself might anchor her in this strange, suffocating place.

Ashworth had departed as suddenly as he had appeared, leaving her alone with the fire. She hadn't heard his footsteps retreat down the hall, nor had the front door opened. One moment, he had been in the room, his gray eyes fixed on her, and the next—nothing.

The silence pressed down, broken only by the steady pop of burning wood.

I should leave, she thought, rising slowly, her shoes tapping against the worn rug as she moved. Get out while I still can. Just walk away. Take a train. A bus. Anything.

She wandered to the nearest bookshelf. Hundreds of spines stared back at her; most titles faded with age, some missing entirely. She ran her fingers over them, pausing at one with its name still legible: Memoirs of the Blackthorn Line. Dust clung to her skin as she pulled it free. The book was heavier than she expected, its cover carved with the same thorn-and-raven crest from the letter.

She flipped it open carefully. The handwriting inside was cramped, nearly illegible. Pages described births, deaths, and tragedies that spanned centuries. Entire branches of the family tree had been blotted out with thick, black ink, as though the writer had wanted to erase them from history itself.

One phrase recurred often, chilling her with its repetition: The house remembers.

A sudden draft whispered through the study, extinguishing the fire in a hiss of smoke. The room plunged into shadow. Elena gasped, snapping the book shut, heart hammering in her chest.

It’s just the wind. Old chimney. Nothing more.

The silence deepened unnaturally. Then, faintly, she heard it—a soft creak, like a footstep on the floorboards above her.

No, she thought. No one else is here. I’m alone. Ashworth’s gone. I’m alone.

She forced herself to breathe. Old house. Wood expands, wood settles. That’s all.

But the sound came again, unmistakable now. Closer. Directly above her head.

She shoved the book back onto the shelf and hurried into the hall. The grand staircase loomed, each step swallowed in shadow. She hesitated, gripping the polished banister, then slowly began to climb.

Halfway up, she froze. A portrait at the landing seemed different from before. It was of a woman in a black gown, her pale face framed by dark hair, eyes like shards of obsidian. Earlier, Elena could have sworn her expression had been neutral, even stern. Now, her lips curved in the faintest, most chilling of smiles.

No. No, I must be remembering it wrong. It’s just a trick of the light.

Elena tore her gaze away and forced herself upward.

The second floor was darker still. Moonlight barely filtered through tall, narrow windows, spilling thin beams across the dust-choked hall. Doors lined the corridor
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