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Chapter 1 – The Manor of Silent Hands

[image: ]


The rain began before sunset and showed no signs of stopping.

Nico pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders as the muddy road wound deeper into the forest. Cold water dripped from the brim of his hat and slid down his neck. The damp chill had settled into his bones hours ago, but turning back was no longer an option.

Besides, he hadn't come this far to retreat because of a storm.

The village of Black Hollow had vanished behind him nearly an hour earlier, swallowed by darkness and mist.

The villagers had been eager enough to point him toward the old manor.

Almost too eager.

The memory made him smile.

"Stay away from that place."

"The lord of the manor is cursed."

"Nobody leaves unchanged."

The warnings had become increasingly dramatic with every mug of ale consumed by the storytellers.

One old woman had even crossed herself when speaking of the estate.

According to local legend, the master of the manor never touched another living soul.

Not his servants.

Not travelers.

Not even animals.

As if his skin carried death itself.

Nico had spent years studying supernatural folklore.

Most legends contained a grain of truth wrapped in layers of fear and exaggeration.

He suspected this story would prove no different.

Still, he couldn't deny a flicker of curiosity.

Theodore Ashcroft.

The mysterious recluse who supposedly possessed one of the largest collections of occult manuscripts in the region.

Including, if rumor proved accurate, a lost grimoire known as The Book of Binding Shadows.

That book alone would justify weeks of travel.

Lightning flashed overhead.

The forest illuminated in ghostly silver.

For a brief moment, Nico saw the manor.

His breath caught.

The estate rose from the hillside like a monument built for mourning.

Black stone towers pierced the storm clouds.

Countless narrow windows glimmered faintly in the darkness.

Ancient gargoyles crouched along the roofline.

The structure seemed less like a home and more like a forgotten cathedral dedicated to some abandoned god.

The sight was beautiful.

And unsettling.

Another roll of thunder shook the earth.

Nico urged his horse forward.

By the time he reached the manor gates, the rain had become nearly blinding.

The iron entrance stood partially open.

No guards.

No servants.

Only silence.

The horse snorted nervously.

"I know," Nico murmured.

The place felt strange.

Not dangerous exactly.

Watchful.

As though unseen eyes followed his every movement.

He dismounted and led the horse through the gate.

The path curved toward the massive front entrance.

Tall doors carved with elaborate symbols stood beneath an arched stone entryway.

Nico tied the horse beneath a covered section of wall and climbed the steps.

The storm howled around him.

He lifted his hand and knocked.

Nothing happened.

For several moments, only rain answered him.

Then came the sound of locks turning.

One after another.

The heavy door creaked open.

Warm light spilled into the darkness.

And a man stood in the doorway.

Nico forgot what he intended to say.

Theodore Ashcroft was not what he had expected.

The villagers had described a monster.

A cursed noble.

A haunted specter.

Instead, the man before him looked devastatingly human.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dark hair brushed his collar.

Sharp cheekbones framed a face both elegant and severe.

His eyes were the most striking feature.

Gray.

Almost silver.

Like moonlight trapped beneath ice.

Theodore wore black from throat to boots.

Simple.

Refined.

And despite standing inside his own home, he wore gloves.

Black leather.

Perfectly fitted.

The detail immediately caught Nico's attention.

Theodore's expression remained guarded.

"You are far from the village."

His voice was low and unexpectedly warm.

Nico recovered enough to offer a polite smile.

"Nico Valeri."

A flash of recognition appeared.

"The scholar."

"Word travels quickly."

"In Black Hollow, there is little else to do."

Theodore's gaze shifted toward the storm.

The rain hammered against the stone walls.

"You'll freeze if you remain outside."

Nico raised an eyebrow.

"Does that mean I'm invited in?"

A faint hesitation crossed Theodore's features.

As though hospitality required an internal battle.

Finally, he stepped aside.

"One night."

"One night is all I ask."

Theodore nodded.

"Come inside."

The entrance hall exceeded every expectation.

Towering ceilings vanished into darkness.

Massive chandeliers glowed overhead.

Portraits lined the walls.

Generations of stern-faced nobles watched from gilded frames.

The scent of old books and fireplace smoke filled the air.

Nico removed his soaked cloak.

Before he could hang it himself, it suddenly lifted from his hands.

He froze.

The cloak drifted through the air.

Crossed the room.

And neatly settled itself onto a nearby hook.

Silence followed.

Nico slowly turned toward Theodore.

Theodore looked almost embarrassed.

"House enchantments."

Nico blinked.

"Your coat racks are magical?"

"They dislike wet floors."

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Nico laughed.

To his surprise, Theodore's mouth twitched.

Not quite a smile.

But close.

The tension eased.

Slightly.

"Interesting place you have here."

"It has its moments."

Theodore led him deeper into the manor.

Corridors stretched endlessly.

Candles ignited as they passed.

Doors opened before Theodore reached them.

The entire house seemed alive.

Responsive.

Aware.

Nico found himself increasingly fascinated.

And increasingly aware of Theodore's presence.

The man moved with restrained grace.

Every motion appeared deliberate.

Controlled.

Even the distance he maintained seemed carefully measured.

Always several feet away.

Never closer.

As though proximity itself carried risk.

Eventually they entered a large sitting room dominated by a roaring fireplace.

The warmth felt heavenly.

Theodore stopped near the opposite side of the room.

Again maintaining distance.

A servant appeared carrying tea.

The young woman set everything down without once meeting Theodore's eyes.

More notably, Theodore never touched the tray.

The servant poured his tea.

Adjusted the cup.

Then departed.

Only after she had gone did Theodore sit.

Nico noticed the pattern immediately.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"You've noticed."

Theodore's words interrupted his thoughts.

Nico smiled.

"You don't touch people."

A shadow crossed Theodore's face.

"No."

"Never?"

"No."

The answer arrived too quickly.

Too firmly.

Nico leaned back in his chair.

"That seems difficult."

"It is necessary."

Silence settled between them.

The fire crackled softly.

Rain battered distant windows.

Theodore stared into the flames.

Nico studied him openly.

There was sadness there.

Not ordinary loneliness.

Something deeper.

Older.

The kind of grief that becomes part of a person.

Whatever burden Theodore carried, it had clearly shaped his entire existence.

"You came seeking books."

Theodore changed the subject abruptly.

Nico accepted the invitation.

"For several years I've researched binding magic and supernatural contracts."

Theodore became very still.

"Binding magic?"

"Among other subjects."

Nico smiled.

"Your collection is somewhat famous."

"I prefer infamous."

"That too."

Another near-smile.

Gone almost immediately.

The conversation continued cautiously.

Hours seemed to pass.

They discussed history.

Magic.

Folklore.

Ancient kingdoms.

To Nico's surprise, Theodore possessed an exceptional intellect.

Beneath the reserve existed genuine passion.

Especially regarding arcane knowledge.

The more Theodore spoke, the harder Nico found it to look away.

And apparently the feeling was mutual.

Several times he caught Theodore watching him.

Only for the other man to quickly avert his gaze.

Outside, the storm intensified.

Thunder rattled the windows.

Lightning illuminated the room.

For a brief instant, the portraits seemed almost alive.

Watching.

Waiting.

Nico shivered.

Theodore noticed immediately.

"Your room has been prepared."

Nico glanced toward the windows.

"Wise decision."

Theodore stood.

"I'll show you."

Once again they moved through winding corridors.

The manor seemed impossibly vast.

Eventually they reached a guest chamber.

The room overlooked the storm-covered forest.

A fire already burned in the hearth.

Everything had been prepared with surprising care.

"You anticipated visitors?"

"No."

Theodore's expression softened.

"But the house did."

Nico laughed.

"The house likes me."

"It appears so."

For the first time, a genuine smile touched Theodore's lips.

The sight transformed him.

The severe beauty softened.

Warmth emerged beneath the shadows.

Something unexpectedly vulnerable.

For a moment neither looked away.

The atmosphere shifted.

Subtle.

Dangerous.

A strange awareness settling between them.

Then Theodore stepped back.

Distance once again.

The walls returned.

"Sleep well, Mr. Valeri."

"Nico."

Theodore hesitated.

"Nico."

The sound of his name in that deep voice sent an inexplicable thrill through him.

"Good night, Theodore."

A long pause followed.

Then Theodore inclined his head.

"Good night."

The door closed softly behind him.

Nico stood motionless.

Listening.

The silence of the manor wrapped around him.

Strange place.

Strange man.

And yet neither felt threatening.

Only mysterious.

He changed into dry clothes and prepared for bed.

Hours later, unable to sleep, he wandered briefly into the corridor.

The manor remained quiet.

Moonlight filtered through tall windows.

As he passed an open doorway, movement caught his eye.

Nico stopped.

Inside was a private sitting room.

Theodore sat alone beside a dying fire.

A book rested on his lap.

His gloves lay abandoned on a nearby table.

For the first time, Nico saw his bare hands.

Long fingers.

Pale skin.

Perfectly ordinary.

Nothing monstrous.

Nothing cursed.

Yet Theodore stared at those hands with unmistakable sorrow.

As if they belonged to someone else.

As if he feared them.

Nico watched silently from the doorway.

Then Theodore slowly reached for the gloves.

And pulled them back on.

Only after every inch of skin was covered did some of the tension leave his face.

The sight sent an unexpected chill through Nico.

The villagers had spoken of a curse.

For the first time, he began to wonder if the stories might contain more truth than he had assumed.

Inside the quiet manor, hidden beneath centuries of secrets, something waited.

And somehow, Nico already knew his life would never be the same.
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Chapter 2 – The Curse Beneath Skin
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Nico woke to silence.

For a few moments, he remained beneath the heavy blankets, staring at the canopy above his bed.

The storm had vanished.

Sunlight filtered through tall windows, painting pale gold patterns across the room.

Everything felt strangely peaceful.

Almost normal.

Then he remembered where he was.

The manor.

Theodore.

The gloves.

The sorrow in those silver eyes.

Nico sat upright.

His curiosity, never particularly patient, immediately returned.

After dressing, he followed the scent of coffee through the vast corridors.

The house seemed entirely different in daylight.

Less threatening.

More beautiful.

Ancient stained-glass windows cast colorful reflections across polished stone floors.

Dust danced through shafts of morning sunlight.

Portraits watched from the walls with eternal expressions of pride and melancholy.

When Nico entered the dining room, Theodore was already seated.

A book rested beside his untouched breakfast.

As always, black gloves covered his hands.

Theodore glanced up.

"Good morning."

Nico smiled.

"Good morning."

A brief silence followed.

Neither seemed entirely certain what to do with it.

The previous evening's awkward familiarity lingered between them.

Something unspoken.

Something increasingly difficult to ignore.

Theodore gestured toward the opposite chair.

"Please."

Nico sat.

A servant quietly filled his cup before departing.

Again, Theodore never touched the serving tray.

Never touched the utensils.

Never touched anything another person had handled.

The pattern was becoming impossible to overlook.

Nico stirred sugar into his coffee.

"You sleep surprisingly little."

Theodore raised an eyebrow.

"And how would you know that?"

Nico grinned.

"I may have
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