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Rain struck the windows of the taxi hard enough to sound like gravel.

Celeste Laurent stared through the blurred glass as iron gates slowly opened ahead of them. Beyond the trees stood Ashford Manor, a sprawling estate perched high on a hill like something forgotten by the rest of the world. Ivy crawled along the dark stone walls, and only a few dim lights glowed through the massive windows.

The driver glanced nervously at the house. “You sure this is the place?”

Celeste tightened her grip on the folded letter in her lap.

Your father worked for the Ashford family before his disappearance. If you want answers, come alone.

She had read the sentence so many times over the past week that the paper had begun to soften at the folds.

“Yes,” she said quietly. 

The taxi rolled up the winding driveway. Thunder cracked overhead, illuminating the mansion for a split second.

The driver stopped at the front steps. “You want me to wait?” he asked.

Celeste looked at the enormous house again, every instinct telling her to leave, but her father had vanished eight months ago without explanation. No goodbye. No body. No answers. This was the first real lead she had.

“No,” she said finally.

The driver practically sped away the moment she shut the door.

Cold rain soaked through Celeste’s jacket as she climbed the steps. Before she could knock, the front door creaked open.

An older woman stood in the doorway wearing a long black dress. Her silver hair was pinned tightly back, and her expression revealed nothing.

“You must be Miss Laurent,” the woman said.

Celeste nodded and the woman stepped aside.

“Welcome to Ashford Manor.”

The words sounded less like a greeting and more like a warning.

Inside, the mansion was silent. The ceilings stretched impossibly high overhead, crystal chandeliers glowing faintly above polished floors. Portraits lined the walls—generations of the Ashford family staring down with cold expressions. 

“I’m Mrs. Aldridge,” the woman said. “I oversee the estate.”

“Did you send the letter?” Celeste asked.

Mrs. Aldridge ignored the question.

“Your room has been prepared.”

Celeste frowned. “I didn’t come here to stay overnight.”

“Storms tend to trap visitors here.”

Almost on cue, thunder rattled the windows and Mrs. Aldridge turned and walked down the hall while Celeste followed reluctantly.

As they moved deeper into the mansion, she noticed strange things. Several doors required keycard access, security cameras followed nearly every hallway, and despite the size of the estate, she had not seen a single member of the Ashford family. Only servants—quiet servants who avoided eye contact.

One maid nearly dropped a tray when she saw Celeste.

“She’s here already?” the girl whispered. Mrs. Aldridge shot her a sharp look which made Celeste’s unease deepen.

“Who exactly lives here?” she asked.

Mrs. Aldridge paused outside a bedroom door. “The Ashfords,” she replied simply.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

The old woman hesitated, then she opened the door. “You should get some rest, Miss Laurent.”

The room was beautiful in a cold sort of way. Dark wooden furniture. Tall windows overlooking the forest. A fireplace crackling softly in the corner, but Celeste barely noticed any of it.

“What happened to my father?” she demanded.

Mrs. Aldridge’s expression shifted slightly. “Your father was a good man,” she said carefully.

Was.

Celeste’s stomach tightened. Before she could ask another question, the woman spoke again. 

“There are parts of the estate that are restricted. Do not wander after dark.” Then she left and the door locked behind her.

Celeste stared at it in disbelief. “Seriously?” she muttered.

The storm raged outside as night settled over Ashford Manor.
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She lasted exactly two days before curiosity won. Pulling on her jacket, Celeste slipped into the hallway.

The mansion felt even stranger at night. Shadows stretched across the walls. The silence felt too heavy.

As she walked, she noticed faint music drifting through the halls. A piano. Slow. Melancholy. 

She followed the sound down a staircase and through a long corridor until she reached a partially open door. 

Inside sat a boy around her age at a grand piano. His dark hair fell messily over his forehead, and his sleeves were rolled up carelessly. Scars lined his hands and disappeared beneath his shirt sleeves. 

The music stopped the moment he noticed her and his expression hardened instantly. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Celeste froze. Something about him felt dangerous—not because of the scars or the sharpness in his voice, but because of the anger simmering beneath the surface.

“You’re Rowan Ashford,” she said.

He stood slowly. “You need to leave.”

“You know who I am?”

“Everyone in this house knows who you are.” His jaw tightened. “Now go back upstairs.”

Celeste crossed her arms. “I came here for answers about my father.”

At the mention of him, something flickered in Rowan’s expression. Guilt. Then it vanished.

“You won’t find them here.”

Before she could respond, footsteps echoed down the hallway and Rowan’s face changed immediately. Fear. Real fear.

“Go,” he snapped. 

The door slammed shut in her face.
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The next morning, Celeste learned the house had rules. Breakfast was served at exactly eight, certain hallways were off-limits, and no one spoke about Rowan. Whenever Celeste mentioned him, servants grew tense. One gardener crossed himself nervously. 

Another muttered, “some call him the Beast.”

Mrs. Aldridge immediately silenced him, but the phrase lingered in Celeste’s mind. The Beast. It sounded ridiculous. Yet there had been something unsettling about Rowan’s eyes the night before. Not cruelty. More like someone constantly trying to hold himself together. 
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Later that afternoon, Celeste wandered into the estate library. Rows of books towered toward the ceiling, but one section had been cleared entirely. Research files filled the shelves instead. Medical reports, behavioral studies, psychological evaluations. 

Her pulse quickened. 

One folder sat partially open on the desk. SUBJECT R.A. 

Celeste opened it
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