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Iris read the lawyer's email for the third time in the silence of her office. The words seemed etched into the screen: "... pursuant to the will of your client, Ms. Eliza Vance, the entire property of the Willow Creek Psychiatric Clinic and its contained archives are bequeathed to you."

Willow Creek. The name sparked no echo in her mind. Eliza Vance was a complete stranger. Why? Why this place, why from a stranger? Her journalistic instincts were tingling. This wasn't an ordinary inheritance; it was the first piece of a puzzle.

She began her research immediately. The search for "Willow Creek Psychiatric Clinic" filled her screen with photos of a gloomy, abandoned stone structure. The Wikipedia page returned a "content not found" message. On Google Maps, its location was a grey smudge in the middle of dense woodland on the satellite image. This digital silence felt deliberate for a real physical place. It was a mystery one could search for on Google, and Iris was utterly drawn in.

"Who are you?" she whispered, her finger touching the image of the rusty gates on the monitor. There was no answer. There was only a feeling, a pull from the depths.

A week later, she was on a wet, winding mountain road where her navigation had lost signal. The trees grew denser and darker, and the fog licked at the car windows. Then, a sharp bend... and suddenly, in a clearing in the forest, it was there.

Willow Creek rose like a gothic ghost. The cast-iron gates were sealed with a thick chain and a padlock, but unexpectedly, there was a gap wide enough for a person to pass through. As if someone had been expecting her arrival and had quietly issued an invitation inside.

She stepped out of the car. The cold, damp air clung to her skin. This place wasn't just abandoned; it was forgotten. The windows, some boarded up, others with broken panes, were like blind eyes observing the interior. A feeling she hadn't chased as a journalist for years ignited in her mind: pure, personal curiosity, and with it, a growing, simmering apprehension.

Just as she was about to take out her phone to take a picture, the device vibrated. Her heart jumped into her mouth as she saw a new message from the lawyer. She read the screen: "The deed transfer is complete. Please be careful, Ms. Iris. The past there... might be unexpected and personal."

Personal? That word stripped away all her professional distance in an instant. She looked up at the building again. And that's when she saw it. On the upper floor, near the attic, a window. A shadow. A dark, human-like form. It appeared at the window frame and, as if noticing her, abruptly jerked back inside.

Should she believe her eyes, or was it a trick of the paranoia created by this gloomy atmosphere and the mysterious message? Her heart pounded rapidly in her chest as a single question echoed in her mind: Why did I come here?

The chain was cold and heavy in Iris's gloved hands. The padlock securing it was new, its black finish a stark contrast to the rusted gate. A controlled entry, her journalistic mind noted. Not abandoned. Guarded.

She pushed the gate open. It groaned loudly, and a sudden wind slammed it shut behind her with a definitive clang. Her heart jumped. A warning or a coincidence?

"Hello?" she called out. Her voice echoed in the vast foyer before being swallowed by silence. The air was thick with dust and the faint, sweet smell of decay. Then she saw them: fresh footprints in the dust. Multiple sets. She wasn't alone.

Observe. Document. Breathe, she told herself, clinging to her professional training.

She moved down the right corridor. Doors lined the walls, their tarnished nameplates reading like a roster of ghosts: 'Dr. A. Finch', 'Nurse M. Evans'. History, frozen in time.

A glint on the floor caught her eye—a nameplate, less dusty than the rest. She picked it up. 'Dr. S. Thorne' was etched deep, but beneath it, the ghost of another name was almost scraped away: 'Dr. A. Finch'.

He erased him, she realized, a chill crawling down her spine. Why? What are you hiding, Dr. Thorne?

A floorboard creaked behind her. Too close.

She spun around. The corridor was empty. "Is someone there?" Her voice was a tense whisper now.

Only silence answered.

Clutching the nameplate, she retreated into a nearby office. The room was a disaster—an overturned chair, files strewn everywhere. It felt like a moment frozen in panic.

Then, the footsteps returned. Clear, heavy, and deliberate. They didn't search. They knew where she was. They stopped right outside the door.

A shadow fell across the threshold.

"Can I help you?" a calm, male voice asked. It was polished, yet utterly cold. "This is private property. Unauthorized access is a serious matter."

Iris's grip tightened on the metal in her hand. She was no longer just an intruder; she was a participant.

Iris turned towards the voice. A man in his sixties, dressed in a sharp but faded suit, stood in the doorway. His hair was silver, his gaze sharp and analytical. This had to be Dr. Sebastian Thorne.

"I am Dr. Thorne," he said, his voice calm yet laced with an underlying threat. "I am the custodian of this property. May I ask who you are and what you are doing here?" His eyes flickered to her clenched fist, hiding the nameplate.

"Iris," she replied, forcing confidence into her voice. "Iris Vance. I'm the new owner of this clinic." She revealed the nameplate in her palm. "I thought you might have dropped this, Dr. Thorne. Or should I say... Dr. Finch?"

The professional mask on Thorne's face cracked for a microsecond. A spark of fury flashed in his eyes before it was extinguished.

"Finch," he said, the word poisonous on his tongue. "A man whose failed methodology greatly damaged this institution. Erasing his legacy was my duty." You claim to have inherited it. Do you have proof?"

Iris showed him the lawyer's email on her phone. Thorne's lips tightened as he scanned the screen.

"I see," he said, handing the phone back. "Well, Ms. Vance. Allow me to give you a brief tour then. It seems you've already... begun your exploration." His tone was mocking, as if he knew the fear that had driven her into this office.

She followed him, feeling the weight of his presence behind her as they moved down the corridor. Thorne spoke of "hopeful treatments" and "tragic losses" behind the closed doors, his narrative too polished, too rehearsed. It felt like a sales pitch.

Then, he led her to a set of double wooden doors at the corridor's end.

"And this," Thorne said, inserting a key into the lock, "is the clinic's heart. The archive room. All patient records are here. Perhaps you will even find something about your own past." He pushed the doors open, revealing a dim, airless labyrinth of hundreds of dusty filing cabinets.

"My own past?" Iris repeated, her heart pounding against her ribs.

Thorne gave her a meaningful look. "Of course. Eliza Vance... was she not your aunt? She was once a patient here. I suppose... family tendencies... were at play."

It was a calculated blow. Iris held her breath. Thorne wasn't just trapping her in this physical maze, but a mental one as well. The truth was hidden somewhere in these dusty files, and she had to find it.

The man’s presence filled the doorway, a silent challenge. Iris’s heart hammered against her ribs, but she stood her ground, the cold metal of the nameplate biting into her palm.

“I am Dr. Thorne,” he said, his voice a low, controlled vibration in the dusty silence. “This is private property. You are trespassing.” His gaze, sharp and analytical, dropped to her clenched fist.

“Iris Vance,” she countered, injecting a confidence she didn’t feel into her voice. She opened her hand, revealing the tarnished plaque. “I’m the new owner. I believe you lost this. Or perhaps you were just... removing it.” She let the implication hang in the air. “Dr. Thorne. Or should I say, Dr. Finch’s replacement?”

For a fraction of a second, his composure shattered. A raw, unfiltered hatred flashed in his eyes so intensely that Iris instinctively took a half-step back. Just as quickly, it was gone, replaced by a glacial calm that was somehow more terrifying.

“Finch,” he spat the name like a curse. “His methods were a stain on this institution’s legacy. Erasing his failure was a necessary purification.” He stepped closer, the scent of old books and antiseptic clinging to him. “You speak of ownership. Proof is required before such claims can be entertained.”

Her fingers trembled slightly as she pulled out her phone, pulling up the lawyer’s email and holding the screen toward him. Thorne’s eyes scanned the text, his jaw tightening almost imperceptibly. The silence stretched, thick and heavy.

“I see,” he finally said, his tone flat, conceding no ground. “It seems we are at an impasse. Very well, Ms. Vance. As the... legal owner, you are entitled to a tour.” A cold, mirthless smile touched his lips. “Though it appears you have already taken the initiative to explore on your own.” His words were a deliberate jab, a reminder that he had found her hiding.

He led her down the grim corridor, his polished shoes echoing on the cracked linoleum. He gestured to closed doors like a museum curator, speaking of “pioneering therapies” and “unfortunate relapses.” The narrative was flawless, rehearsed, and utterly soulless. It was a performance designed to bore and deflect.

Finally, he stopped before a set of imposing double doors, dark wood scarred with time. He produced a heavy, old-fashioned key.

“And this,” he announced, the key grating in the lock with a sound of finality, “is the sanctum sanctorum. The archive. Every life that passed through these doors is catalogued here.” The doors swung open to reveal a cavernous room, a labyrinth of endless, towering filing cabinets swallowed by shadows and dust. “Perhaps you will even find a ghost of your own past here, Ms. Vance.”

“My past?” The question left her lips before she could stop it, her voice barely a whisper.

Thorne turned, his gaze piercing through the gloom. “But of course. Eliza Vance... she was your aunt, was she not? Her stay here was... formative.” He paused, letting the silence build. “I suppose one could say that certain... predispositions... run in the family.”

The blow was expertly delivered, striking at the very core of her fears. The air left her lungs. In that moment, the archive transformed from a room of records into a psychological prison, its walls built from Thorne’s insinuations and the weight of a history she didn’t know. The truth was in here, a monster waiting in a maze of paper and dust. And she had no choice but to go in and find it.

The heavy door clicked shut, sealing Iris in a tomb of paper and silence. Dr. Thorne’s words, "family tendencies," echoed in her mind. She shook her head, trying to dislodge them. It was a tactic. He was manipulating her. She had to focus on the facts.

The archive was a maze of grey steel cabinets under a ceiling lost in shadow. The air was thick with the smell of decaying paper. Where did one even begin? The ‘V’ section was the only logical starting point.

She found the drawer labeled Vance, E. Her heart thudded as she pulled it open. The file was disappointingly thin. Flipping through the pages revealed standard admission forms and a few bland progress notes. Then, on the final sheet, a single typed line made her blood run cold. It read, "Subject deemed unresponsive to conventional treatment. Recommended for Project Mnemosyne."

Mnemosyne. The
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