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PROLOGUE 


[image: ]


Rain hammered the slate roof of Hartley Manor in relentless, staccato bursts, each strike echoing through the empty corridors like a warning that no one could hear. Inside, the house seemed to breathe with the storm, its ancient timbers sighing and the long-forgotten hearth coughing up a thin plume of ash. Dust lay thick on every surface, catching the occasional flash of lightning and turning the air into a slow-moving veil of gold.

Evelyn Hart pulled the coat tighter around her shoulders as she stepped through the great oak doors, the hinges groaning in protest. She had driven for hours along winding country lanes, the landscape growing wilder with each mile, until the cliffs rose up like jagged teeth against the dark sea. The letter from the solicitor had been brief—“Your Aunt Selene has passed. All is yours.”—yet it carried a weight that pressed against her ribs, a mixture of grief for a relative she barely remembered and a restless curiosity that had haunted her ever since the last manuscript she tried to finish fell silent.

The foyer was a cavern of shadows, illuminated only by the occasional flash of lightning that painted the walls in stark, white strokes. A grand staircase curled upward, its banister worn smooth by generations of hands that had once traced its railings in celebration and sorrow alike. At the foot of the stairs stood a massive oak chest, its lid sealed with a tarnished brass lock that seemed to pulse faintly in the dim light, as if waiting for a hand that knew the exact pressure to apply.

Evelyn knelt, feeling the cold stone beneath her knees, and lifted the heavy lid. Inside lay three things: a leather-bound diary whose cover bore a faded sigil of a quill coiled around a serpent; a small vial of dark liquid that smelled of earth after rain; and a folded scrap of paper written in a hurried hand: “Write only what you must not see.” The ink on the note was already beginning to feather at the edges, as if the words themselves were trembling.

She turned the diary over, feeling the weight of centuries settle into her palms. The first page was blank, the parchment crisp and untouched, until a droplet of the dark liquid seeped from the vial and stained the margin a deep, bruised crimson. As the rain intensified outside, a faint rustle seemed to rise from within the book, like the soft turning of a page in an empty room.

Evelyn’s breath caught. The ink, still wet, began to form letters of its own accord:

“At the stroke of midnight, flames will lick the attic’s rafters.”

A cold draft slipped through the hallway, carrying with it the faint scent of ozone and something metallic—blood, perhaps, or the iron of old machinery long since rusted away. The candle on the mantel sputtered, its flame wavering as if frightened.

She glanced at the grandfather clock perched against the far wall. Its hands were already inching toward twelve, each tick resonating like a heartbeat in the silence. Evelyn’s mind raced, the rational part of her scoffing at superstition, while another, quieter voice whispered that some things were meant to be left unread.

Without thinking, she bolted up the stairs, the wooden steps creaking under her hurried steps. The attic door loomed ahead, swollen with age, its hinges rusted and stuck. She pushed it open, the hinges protesting with a long, mournful squeal. Inside, a single candle flickered weakly, its light dancing over a mound of old newspapers, a cracked oil lamp, and a tattered tapestry that depicted a sea storm—an omen, perhaps, of the night’s impending chaos.

Just as the clock struck midnight, a spark leapt from the lamp, landing on the dry paper. Flames licked the edges, licking the tapestry, licking the very air. Evelyn lunged, grabbing a heavy blanket from a nearby trunk, smothering the blaze before it could devour the attic entirely. The fire hissed out, leaving only a faint smell of burnt wood and a lingering chill that seemed to settle into her bones.

She staggered back to the foyer, the diary clutched tightly against her chest. The ink on the page had darkened, the letters now a metallic crimson that seemed to glisten in the candlelight. A thin line of condensation traced the edge of the page, as if the book itself were breathing.

Evelyn sank onto the cold stone floor, the rain pounding the roof above like a drumbeat of some ancient rite. The diary lay open on her lap, its pages still warm from the recent writing. She could feel the weight of the words, the promise of something far older than any story she had ever imagined.

In that moment, a whisper rose from the shadows, barely audible over the storm: “Soon...” It was not a voice she recognized, nor a sound of any creature she knew. It was the sound of a promise, of a pact sealed in ink and blood, waiting patiently for someone to read it.

She closed her eyes, the rain’s rhythm matching the quickening of her own pulse. Somewhere deep within the manor, something stirred, awakened by the act of being written. And as the night stretched on, the diary waited, its empty pages hungry for the next line, for the next fear, for the next soul brave—or foolish—enough to let it write.

The story, therefore, begins not with a scream, but with a pen poised over a page, and a heart that dares to listen.
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Chapter 1 – Rain-Soaked Arrival
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The engine of Evelyn’s rental car coughed one last time before surrendering to the steep, winding road that led up the cliffs. The sky was a bruised violet, the clouds heavy with the promise of a storm that had already begun to lash the coastline below. She could see the sea in intermittent flashes of gray, waves crashing against jagged rocks as if the ocean itself were trying to warn her away. Yet the letter from the solicitor lay folded on the passenger seat, its crisp paper a stark contrast to the dampness seeping through the car windows. Your Aunt Selene has passed. All is yours. The words were simple, but the weight they carried felt like a stone pressed against her chest.

Evelyn had spent the last decade chasing deadlines, battling the blank page, and watching manuscript after manuscript stall at the final chapter. The loss of her brother two years earlier had left a hollow that no plot twist could fill. Now, with the promise of an inheritance—however vague—she felt a flicker of something she hadn’t felt in years: possibility. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, the leather cold beneath her fingertips, and allowed the car to climb higher, the road narrowing until the world narrowed with it.

Hartley Manor emerged from the mist like a relic from another era. Its stone façade was mottled with ivy, the windows dark and shuttered, as if the house itself were holding its breath. A wrought-iron gate, rusted but still functional, stood before a gravel drive that wound its way to the front entrance. The rain intensified, each drop striking the roof in a staccato rhythm that seemed to echo the thudding of her heart.

She pulled up to the massive oak doors, their panels carved with faded motifs of vines and birds. The brass knob was cold to the touch, and when she turned it, the doors swung inward with a sigh that sounded almost human. Inside, the foyer was a cavern of shadows, illuminated only by the occasional flash of lightning that painted the walls in stark, white strokes. Dust hung in the air, catching the light and turning the space into a slow-moving veil of gold. A grand staircase curled upward, its banister worn smooth by generations of hands that had once traced its railings in celebration and sorrow alike.

At the foot of the stairs stood a massive oak chest, its lid sealed with a tarnished brass lock that seemed to pulse faintly in the dim light, as if waiting for a hand that knew the exact pressure to apply. Evelyn approached it cautiously, feeling the cold stone beneath her knees as she knelt. The lock resisted at first, but a gentle twist—guided by a memory of her father’s habit of turning locks clockwise—released the mechanism with a soft click. The lid creaked open, releasing a faint scent of aged paper and something metallic, like the tang of old blood.

Inside lay three objects, each placed with a deliberateness that suggested they had been waiting for her. The first was a leather-bound diary, its cover embossed with a faded sigil—a quill coiled around a serpent—its edges frayed, the leather softened by time. Beside it rested a small vial of dark liquid, the color of fresh soil after rain, and a folded scrap of paper written in a hurried hand: Write only what you must not see. The ink on the note was already beginning to feather at the edges, as if the words themselves were trembling.

Evelyn lifted the diary, feeling the weight of centuries settle into her palms. The first page was blank, the parchment crisp and untouched, until a droplet of the dark liquid seeped from the vial and stained the margin a deep, bruised crimson. As the rain intensified outside, a faint rustle seemed to rise from within the book, like the soft turning of a page in an empty room. She held her breath, the silence of the manor pressing against her ears.

The ink, still wet, began to form letters of its own accord, the strokes deliberate and elegant:

At the stroke of midnight, flames will lick the attic’s rafters.

A cold draft slipped through the hallway, carrying with it the faint scent of ozone and something metallic—blood, perhaps, or the iron of old machinery long since rusted away. The candle on the mantel sputtered, its flame wavering as if frightened. Evelyn glanced at the grandfather clock perched against the far wall. Its hands were already inching toward twelve, each tick resonating like a heartbeat in the silence. The rational part of her mind tried to dismiss the phenomenon as a trick of light and imagination, but another, quieter voice whispered that some things were meant to be left unread.

Without thinking, she bolted up the stairs, the wooden steps creaking under her hurried steps. The attic door loomed ahead, swollen with age, its hinges rusted and stuck. She pushed it open, the hinges protesting with a long, mournful squeal. Inside, a single candle flickered weakly, its light dancing over a mound of old newspapers, a cracked oil lamp, and a tattered tapestry that depicted a sea storm—an omen, perhaps, of the night’s impending chaos.

Just as the clock struck midnight, a spark leapt from the lamp, landing on the dry paper. Flames licked the edges, licking the tapestry, licking the very air. Evelyn lunged, grabbing a heavy blanket from a nearby trunk, smothering the blaze before it could devour the attic entirely. The fire hissed out, leaving only a faint smell of burnt wood and a lingering chill that seemed to settle into her bones.

She staggered back to the foyer, the diary clutched tightly against her chest. The ink on the page had darkened, the letters now a metallic crimson that seemed to glisten in the candlelight. A thin line of condensation traced the edge of the page, as if the book itself were breathing. Evelyn sank onto the cold stone floor, the rain pounding the roof above like a drumbeat of some ancient rite. The diary lay open on her lap, its pages still warm from the recent writing. She could feel the weight of the words, the promise of something far older than any story she had ever imagined.

A whisper rose from the shadows, barely audible over the storm: Soon... It was not a voice she recognized, nor a sound of any creature she knew. It was the sound of a promise, of a pact sealed in ink and blood, waiting patiently for someone to read it.

She closed her eyes, the rain’s rhythm matching the quickening of her own pulse. Somewhere deep within the manor, something stirred, awakened by the act of being written. And as the night stretched on, the diary waited, its empty pages hungry for the next line, for the next fear, for the next soul brave—or foolish—enough to let it write.

Evelyn opened her eyes to the dim glow of the chandelier, its crystals catching the rain-splashed light and scattering it across the marble floor. She knew, with a certainty that bordered on terror, that her arrival at Hartley Manor was no accident. The house had chosen her, and the diary had chosen her to be its scribe. The question that now pulsed in her mind was not what the diary would write, but who would be willing to read what it chose to reveal.
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Chapter 2 – The Historian’s Tale
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The storm finally began to lose its fury, the rain tapering to a steady drizzle that drummed softly against the slate roof. Dawn crept over the cliffs, painting the sky in muted shades of pewter and pale gold. Exhaustion weighed heavily on Evelyn’s limbs, but the diary’s crimson script still glowed faintly on the page she had clutched through the night. She slipped the heavy leather volume into her satchel, tucked the vial of dark liquid back into its little glass bottle, and rose from the cold stone floor, determined to find answers before the manor’s secrets swallowed her whole.

The first light of morning revealed a garden overrun with wild rosemary and tangled vines that seemed to claw at the stone walls. In the distance, a thin plume of smoke rose from the chimney of the village’s lone inn, a reminder that life continued beyond the manor’s oppressive silence. Evelyn pulled the iron gate open, the hinges protesting with a long, mournful creak, and walked the gravel drive toward the nearest settlement: the fishing village of Greyhaven.

Greyhaven lay nestled in a shallow cove, its crooked houses clustered around a modest harbor where weather-beaten boats bobbed gently in the harbor’s calm. The salty air carried the scent of seaweed and brine, a sharp contrast to the stale, musty atmosphere of Hartley Manor. Evelyn’s boots splashed through puddles as she made her way down the main lane, eyes scanning the storefronts for any sign of a place where she could learn more about the diary’s origins.

At the far end of the lane, a modest stone building bore a faded sign that read “Whitfield & Co. – Antiquities, Maps, & Curiosities.” The window display was cluttered with brass compasses, weathered atlases, and a collection of oddities that seemed to belong to a different century. Evelyn pushed the door open, the bell above it tinkling a soft, welcoming chime.

Inside, the shop was dimly lit by a single oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. Shelves lined the walls, crowded with leather-bound volumes, parchment scrolls, and jars of dried herbs that gave off a faint, earthy aroma. Behind the counter stood a woman in her late fifties, hair pulled back into a practical bun, eyes sharp and inquisitive. She wore a simple wool coat, its sleeves rolled up to reveal ink-stained hands.

“You’re not from around here,” the woman said, her voice warm but edged with caution. “What brings you to Greyhaven on a day like this?”

Evelyn hesitated only a moment before answering. “My name is Evelyn Hart. I’ve just inherited Hartley Manor from my aunt. There’s... a diary there. It writes on its own, and it warned me of a fire last night.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose, and she set aside a brass magnifying glass she had been examining. “A self-writing diary, you say? That sounds like something out of the old folklore. Come, let’s sit. I’m Mara Whitfield. I specialize in the more... esoteric artifacts that pass through my hands.”

Mara led Evelyn to a small wooden table near the back of the shop, where a battered armchair waited. The rain had ceased, leaving a clean, silvery sheen on the cobblestones outside. As they settled, Mara produced a thin, leather-bound notebook from beneath the counter, its cover identical to the one Evelyn described, complete with the same quill-and-serpent sigil.

“This is a copy of the original,” Mara explained, flipping the notebook open to reveal pages filled with delicate, looping script. “It was made by a local alchemist in the seventeenth century—Sebastian Voss. He claimed to have discovered a way to bind the future onto paper. The ink he used was derived from a plant that reacts to the writer’s emotional state. When fear is present, the ink turns a deep crimson, and the words seem to write themselves.”

Evelyn leaned forward, the familiar weight of the diary in her satchel suddenly feeling lighter. “Why would anyone want to bind the future? And why does it need fear?”

Mara’s eyes flickered with a mixture of fascination and wariness. “Voss believed that by recording inevitabilities, he could control outcomes. But the process required a catalyst—human emotion. Fear, in particular, amplifies the ink’s properties, allowing the diary to ‘see’ the events before they happen. The downside, of course, is that each entry feeds a... entity. We call it the Shadow. It feeds on the fear generated by the diary’s predictions, growing stronger with each line written.”

A sudden gust of wind rattled the shop’s shutters, and a thin wisp of cold air brushed Evelyn’s cheek. The candle on the table flickered, casting elongated shadows that danced across the walls. For a moment, she thought she saw a faint silhouette of a man in alchemical robes standing just beyond the edge of the light, only to have it dissolve as the flame steadied.

Mara noticed the change in Evelyn’s expression. “You felt it, didn’t you? The Shadow is not merely metaphorical. Those who have kept such diaries report sensations—cold drafts, whispers, a metallic taste in the mouth. It’s as if the very air becomes charged with its presence.”

Evelyn swallowed, the memory of the whisper in the manor resurfacing: Soon... She opened the diary in her satchel, the pages still tinged with the night’s crimson ink. The fresh entry she had witnessed—At the stroke of midnight, flames will lick the attic’s rafters—was now accompanied by a faint, almost illegible line beneath it: “The Shadow tastes fear.” The ink seemed to pulse, as if the words themselves were breathing.

Mara reached across the table, placing a cool palm on Evelyn’s hand. “There is a way to mitigate the Shadow’s influence,” she said quietly. “The plant that produces the ink—Noxium nocturnum—grows only in the valleys that receive no sunlight during the waning moon. Its sap, when diluted correctly, can be used to create a protective tincture. When applied to the diary’s pages, it slows the ink’s reaction to fear, buying you time.”

Evelyn nodded, absorbing the information. “And the blood? I’ve heard rumors that the diary requires the writer’s blood to seal it.”

Mara’s expression hardened. “That is the darkest part of Voss’s notes. He wrote that the final sealing required a sacrifice—blood from the scribe whose hand first opened the diary. The blood binds the Shadow, trapping it within the pages. But the cost is... irreversible. Many who have attempted it never returned, their souls said to be consumed by the very thing they tried to imprison.”

The conversation was interrupted by a soft knock on the shop’s door. A tall man in his early forties entered, his coat damp from the rain. He carried a leather satchel slung over his shoulder, and his eyes, a clear shade of steel blue, scanned the room before settling on Evelyn.

“Evelyn Hart?” he asked, his voice measured. “I’m Jonas Reed, the local historian. I received a call from the council about the manor’s condition. I thought I might be of assistance.”

Evelyn exchanged a glance with Mara, then extended her hand. “Jonas, thank you for coming. I could use all the help I can get.”

Jonas shook her hand firmly, his grip warm despite the chill in the air. “I’ve spent most of my career cataloguing the histories of the coastal estates. Hartley Manor has a reputation—stories of disappearances, strange lights, and an alchemist who vanished without a trace. If there’s anything I can do, I’ll gladly help.”

Mara gestured toward a small table in the corner where a stack of yellowed maps lay. “Jonas, perhaps you can shed some light on the alchemist’s background. Evelyn here has a diary that appears to be linked to Voss’s experiments. Any insight you have could prove vital.”

Jonas spread a large, hand-drawn map of the region across the table, tracing a finger along a line that led from Greyhaven to the cliffs where Hartley Manor perched. “Sebastian Voss arrived in these parts around 1662, claiming to have discovered a method to ‘record destiny.’ He set up a laboratory in the manor’s lower wing, working with a group of apprentices. Records indicate that after a series of accidents—fires, unexplained illnesses—the project was abruptly halted. Voss disappeared, and the diary was sealed away, rumored to be locked in a chest that later became part of the manor’s furnishings.”

He paused, his brow furrowing. “There’s also mention of a pact with a... entity. The documents are vague, but the term used is Umbra, Latin for shadow. Some scholars believe it was a metaphor for the dangers of meddling with fate; others think it was a literal spirit bound to the ink.”

Evelyn felt a chill travel down her spine. “So the Shadow is not just a metaphor. It’s tied to the diary itself.”

Jonas nodded. “Exactly. And if the diary continues to write, the Umbra gains strength. The only way to stop it, according to the surviving notes, is either to destroy the diary—risking an uncontrolled release of whatever is bound within—or to perform a sealing ritual that requires the writer’s blood.”

Mara interjected, “The tincture I mentioned can delay the ink’s reaction, buying us time to prepare the ritual. But we’ll need the plant, the correct incantation, and a willing participant.”

Evelyn looked down at the diary in her satchel, its pages still warm from the night’s events. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on her shoulders. She had come to Hartley Manor seeking a fresh start for her writing career, and now she found herself at the center of a centuries-old struggle between a man’s hubris and a malevolent force that fed on fear.

She took a deep breath, feeling the rain-slicked air of the shop fill her lungs. “Then we have work to do.” She opened the diary once more, the crimson ink shimmering faintly. “If we’re going to stop this, we need to understand exactly how the Shadow operates. Jonas, can you help me locate the lower wing where Voss’s laboratory was? Mara, I’ll need the plant’s sap as soon as possible. And... I’ll have to decide whether I’m willing to give my blood.”

Jonas smiled, a thin line of determination crossing his face. “I’ll draw up a plan. There are old service tunnels beneath the manor that lead to the cellar. We can use them to reach the lower wing without alerting any... lingering presences.”

Mara placed a small, sealed vial on the table. “I have a few drops of Noxium nocturnum already extracted. It’s enough for a preliminary coating of the diary. We’ll need more, but this will buy us a few hours at least.”

Evelyn slipped the diary from her satchel onto the table, the pages fluttering slightly as if eager to be touched. She felt the faint hum of the Shadow’s presence, a low vibration that resonated through the wood of the table. She placed her hand over the diary, feeling the coolness of the leather and the faint warmth of the ink.

“The first step,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt, “is to secure the manor and protect the diary while we gather what we need. Then we’ll decide how far we’re willing to go.”

Jonas stood, gathering his satchel of notes and maps. “I’ll meet you at the manor by dusk. We’ll head down the service tunnel together.”

Mara rose as well, tucking the vial into her own bag. “I’ll return to the woods at first light. The plant only yields its sap during the waning moon, but I can coax a small amount tonight. We’ll have to work quickly.”

Evelyn watched them leave, the bell above the door chiming once more as they stepped back into the drizzle-kissed streets of Greyhaven. She turned her attention back to the diary, its crimson script now a silent promise of what was to come. The ink seemed to pulse in time with her heartbeat, each beat echoing the distant rumble of thunder that hinted at the storm still gathering beyond the horizon.

She closed the diary, slipped it back into her satchel, and stepped out into the rain-slicked cobblestones. The air was crisp, the scent of sea salt mingling with the earthy aroma of wet stone. As she walked back toward Hartley Manor, the clouds overhead swirled, forming shapes that resembled the quill-and-serpent sigil on the diary’s cover. It felt as if the very sky was watching, waiting for her next move.

The manor loomed ahead, its windows dark but for the faint glow of a single candle flickering in the great hall. Evelyn paused at the threshold, feeling the weight of the diary, the knowledge Mara had shared, and the resolve of Jonas’s promise. She inhaled deeply, the cold air filling her lungs, and stepped inside, ready to confront the shadows that had waited centuries to be seen.

The door shut behind her with a resonant thud, sealing her inside the ancient stone walls. The diary’s pages rustled softly, as if turning a new leaf, and the faint whisper that had haunted her the night before returned, barely audible: Soon...

Evelyn tightened her grip on the satchel, feeling the pulse of the crimson ink against her side. The story that had begun with a fire in the attic was now a story of blood, ink, and a darkness that fed on fear. She knew, with a certainty that bordered on terror, that the next chapter of her life would be written not with a pen, but with choices that could either bind the Shadow forever or unleash it upon the world.
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