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Chapter 1 – The Inheritance of Ashes
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The letter arrived on a Thursday morning.

Theo Whitmore almost threw it away.

It rested among advertisements, utility bills, and a catalog from a bookstore he had forgotten he subscribed to. The envelope itself looked decades old, its thick cream-colored paper yellowed by age. A black wax seal held the flap closed.

Theo frowned.

Nobody sent letters anymore.

Especially not letters sealed with wax.

Balancing a mug of coffee in one hand, he examined the elegant handwriting.

Mr. Theodore Whitmore

No return address.

No stamp.

Nothing to indicate how it had arrived.

A chill brushed the back of his neck.

The sensation vanished as quickly as it appeared.

"You're being ridiculous," he muttered to himself.

His apartment was silent except for the distant hum of traffic outside.

Theo set his coffee down and broke the seal.

Inside was a single folded document.

The paper crackled softly as he unfolded it.

His eyes moved across the lines.

By the second paragraph, his heartbeat had doubled.

By the final sentence, he forgot entirely about his coffee.

"What?"

The word escaped his lips before he could stop it.

He read the letter again.

Then a third time.

The contents did not change.

According to the legal document, Theo had inherited an estate called Blackthorn Hall from a distant relative named Alaric Whitmore.

A relative he had never heard of.

An estate he had never seen.

And apparently a fortune substantial enough to make him question whether the entire thing was some elaborate scam.

Theo sank into the nearest chair.

The apartment suddenly felt smaller.

For years his life had followed a predictable rhythm.

Work.

Books.

Sleep.

Repeat.

As senior curator of rare manuscripts at a university archive, he spent most days surrounded by ancient texts and fragile histories.

His world was quiet.

Ordered.

Safe.

Blackthorn Hall sounded like the exact opposite.

The attached legal documents listed an address along a remote coastline several hours north.

A photograph accompanied the paperwork.

Theo studied it carefully.

Dark stone walls rose from jagged cliffs overlooking a violent sea.

The mansion appeared less like a home and more like a fortress.

Countless windows stared outward like empty eyes.

A tower stretched toward storm clouds gathering overhead.

The image alone felt unsettling.

Yet Theo could not look away.

Something about the place tugged at him.

A strange sense of familiarity.

As though he had seen it before.

In a dream.

Or a nightmare.

His phone rang.

The sudden sound nearly made him jump.

Unknown number.

After a brief hesitation, he answered.

"Theodore Whitmore speaking."

A calm voice greeted him.

"Mr. Whitmore. My name is Evelyn Grant. I represent the estate of Alaric Whitmore."

Theo sat straighter.

"So this is real?"

A brief pause followed.

"As real as inheritance law can be."

Theo rubbed his forehead.

"I've never heard of this man."

"That is understandable. Your family records appear... complicated."

Complicated.

That sounded suspiciously vague.

"Why leave everything to me?"

"I'm afraid I cannot answer that."

"Convenient."

"Mr. Whitmore, Blackthorn Hall now belongs to you. The transfer is legally complete."

Theo stared at the photograph.

The mansion seemed darker than before.

Almost watching him.

"When do I need to decide?"

"There is no decision."

"What?"

"The estate has already been transferred into your name."

Theo blinked.

"Without my permission?"

"Your relative arranged matters very carefully."

That was somehow even more alarming.

After several more minutes discussing paperwork, the call ended.

Theo remained seated long afterward.

The photograph rested in front of him.

Waiting.

Watching.

Calling.

Three days later, he found himself driving toward Blackthorn Hall.

The weather worsened with every mile.

Rain battered the windshield.

Gray clouds swallowed the sky.

The road narrowed until it barely seemed capable of supporting a vehicle.

Civilization gradually disappeared.

Towns became villages.

Villages became isolated cottages.

Then even those vanished.

Only wilderness remained.

Dark forests stretched endlessly on either side.

Theo's GPS lost signal.

Naturally.

By late afternoon, the sea appeared.

Waves crashed violently against black rocks below.

The coastline looked wild and ancient.

Untouched by modern life.

A rusted iron gate emerged from the rain.

The words BLACKTHORN HALL were carved into stone pillars.

The gate stood open.

Theo slowed the car.

A strange feeling settled over him.

As though crossing the threshold would change something.

As though he would not be the same man afterward.

Thunder growled overhead.

The sensation lingered.

Then he drove through.

The driveway wound through acres of neglected land.

Dead gardens stretched outward.

Twisted trees bent toward the road.

Statues stood among overgrown hedges.

Their faces had eroded beyond recognition.

The deeper he traveled, the colder the air became.

Finally, Blackthorn Hall appeared.

The photograph had not done it justice.

The mansion dominated the cliffside.

Massive.

Ancient.

Beautiful in a terrifying sort of way.

Countless towers rose into the storm-dark sky.

Dark stone walls seemed carved from the cliffs themselves.

Rain streamed down narrow gothic windows.

For a moment Theo simply sat inside the car.

Staring.

The place felt alive.

Not literally.

At least he hoped not.

But the estate possessed a presence unlike anything he had ever experienced.

A weight.

An awareness.

A heartbeat hidden beneath stone.

"You've officially lost your mind."

The words sounded weak.

Even to him.

Gathering his luggage, he climbed the front steps.

The massive oak doors stood slightly open.

That immediately bothered him.

Nobody should have been here.

Yet someone clearly was.

Theo pushed the door wider.

It opened with a low groan.

The entrance hall stretched beyond.

Dusty chandeliers hung from soaring ceilings.

Portraits lined the walls.

Ancient faces watched from gilded frames.

The air smelled of old wood and forgotten years.

Silence filled every corner.

Not peaceful silence.

Expectant silence.

Theo stepped inside.

The door slammed shut behind him.

He spun around.

Nothing.

No one.

Only darkness.

His pulse accelerated.

Wind.

Probably.

Though he hadn't felt any draft.

"Hello?" he called.

No answer.

His voice vanished into the enormous hall.

Then something strange happened.

A grandfather clock somewhere deep within the mansion began to chime.

One.

Two.

Three.

The sound echoed through the estate.

Slow.

Heavy.

Almost mournful.

Theo listened.

The final note faded.

And for the briefest moment—

He thought he heard a whisper.

A man's voice.

Soft.

Ancient.

Welcoming.

"At last."

Theo froze.

The silence returned immediately.

His rational mind insisted he had imagined it.

Stress.

Exhaustion.

A long drive.

Nothing more.

Yet the hairs on his arms stood upright.

The mansion felt different now.

Aware that he had arrived.

Waiting for something.

Or someone.

Trying to ignore the sensation, Theo picked up his suitcase and began exploring.

Hours passed.

Most of the manor remained abandoned.

Dust coated furniture.

Sheets covered forgotten rooms.

Entire hallways appeared untouched for decades.

Yet not everything was neglected.

Certain areas seemed strangely maintained.

The library was one of them.

Theo stopped in the doorway.

His breath caught.

Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling.

Thousands upon thousands of books.

Ancient volumes.

Rare manuscripts.

Histories.

Occult texts.

Works he had spent years studying in archives.

Some of these books should have been in museums.

Others should not have existed at all.

The sight overwhelmed him.

For the first time since arriving, excitement replaced unease.

Theo stepped inside.

A fire crackled gently within a stone hearth.

That made no sense.

He was alone.

Wasn't he?

His gaze moved around the room.

The library appeared pristine.

Unlike the rest of the estate.

Someone had cared for this place.

Recently.

Then he noticed the desk.

A single object rested upon its polished surface.

A large black book.

Bound in cracked leather.

Secured with tarnished silver clasps.

The moment Theo saw it, something stirred inside him.

Recognition.

Impossible recognition.

As though he already knew the book.

The sensation made no sense.

Yet it remained.

He approached slowly.

The air felt colder near the desk.

The fire behind him seemed distant.

Muted.

His fingers brushed the leather cover.

Ice-cold.

A symbol was engraved into the surface.

A circle surrounded by twisted thorns.

At its center stood a single eye.

Theo swallowed.

Every instinct warned him to leave it alone.

Naturally, curiosity won.

He examined the silver clasps.

Both had already begun to corrode with age.

One touch was enough.

The first clasp snapped open.

A loud metallic crack echoed through the library.

Theo jumped.

Then laughed nervously.

"Great."

The second clasp released moments later.

The sound seemed louder.

Sharper.

Almost angry.

Thunder exploded outside.

The windows rattled.

For one brief second, the fire extinguished itself.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Theo's heart lurched.

Then the flames returned.

Stronger than before.

The black book rested open on the desk.

He was absolutely certain he had not opened it.

Yet there it was.

Waiting.

Its yellowed pages fluttered despite the still air.

Somewhere deep within Blackthorn Hall, a door slammed.

Then another.

And another.

Echoes rolled through the estate.

Like something awakening after a very long sleep.

Theo stared at the ancient text.

The ink upon its first page appeared fresh.

As though written moments ago.

One sentence stood alone in elegant black script.

The pact has been reopened.

The room suddenly became very cold.

And far below the manor, hidden within depths untouched by sunlight for centuries, something opened its eyes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – The Gentleman Appears
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Theo barely slept.

Every time exhaustion dragged him toward unconsciousness, another sound echoed through Blackthorn Hall.

A distant footstep.

A door creaking somewhere deep inside the estate.

The faint whisper of voices beyond his bedroom walls.

At one point he could have sworn someone was standing outside his door.

Waiting.

Listening.

He had stared at the shadow beneath the doorway for nearly ten minutes before finally convincing himself he was imagining things.

Now morning had arrived.

Or what passed for morning beneath the endless storm clouds surrounding the manor.

Gray light filtered through the tall windows.

Theo sat at the edge of the bed, rubbing tired eyes.

The events of the previous evening felt unreal.

The inheritance.

The mysterious library.

The strange book.

The sentence written upon its opening page.

The pact has been reopened.

He had returned to the library twice during the night.

The book remained exactly where he had left it.

But the writing had vanished.

The page was now completely blank.

That fact disturbed him more than if the message had remained.

It made him question his own memory.

Had the words truly been there?

Or had fatigue created them?

Theo sighed.

He needed coffee.

Strong coffee.

Preferably enough to silence the growing feeling that Blackthorn Hall was quietly losing its mind—and taking him with it.

Or perhaps the manor was perfectly sane.

Perhaps he was the problem.

The thought wasn't comforting.

He dressed quickly and left the bedroom.

The hallway stretched before him.

Long.
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