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AN UNEXPECTED INHERITANCE
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Chapter One
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I learned about my father’s death on the same day I first learned that he had ever existed.

Until that moment, my life had been simple and closed in on itself: school, my grandfather’s house, his stern instructions, the silence of evenings, and the few books that replaced friends. My mother died when I was still too young to remember her face. My father was a shadow—an absence, a name no one ever spoke.

I was informed about the inheritance by letter.

An ordinary envelope. Thick paper. A neat, unfamiliar handwriting. I opened it in my grandfather’s kitchen, standing up, because he had taken the only chair that was more or less intact and placed it by the window. The letter was short, polite—and completely impossible.

I had a father.
He had died.
And he had left me a house.
I read the text several times, but the words did not change. They did not become clearer, and they did not disappear, as I had foolishly hoped they might. Father. House. Heir. My name, printed with too much confidence, as if the person who wrote it knew me better than I knew myself.

I looked at my grandfather. He was reading the newspaper, squinting slightly, and looked as though the world was still firmly in place.

“Grandpa,” I said. “Apparently, I had a father.”

He raised his eyes slowly.

“Everyone had one.” he said after a pause.

“Did you know him?”

“Your mother did.”

“And... what am I supposed to do with all this?” I asked, confused, handing him the letter.

He scanned it quickly and handed it back to me.

“You’re seventeen,” he said indifferently, returning to his newspaper. “Do whatever you want.”

My thoughts and emotions shifted rapidly—from excitement to fear, from curiosity to suspicion. Since childhood, I had dreamed of having a large house of my own. A house where I could wander along heavy wooden staircases, through different floors and corridors. Wander without constantly running into poverty and gloom. Without badly made furniture and my grandfather’s perpetually dissatisfied gaze.

I needed that house.

“There’s an address here,” I said, rereading the letter. “I’m going to go...”

“Go,” my grandfather replied reluctantly, without looking up.

We never returned to the subject.

I called the phone number listed in the letter.
A polite, very formal female voice answered.
She informed me that the main details of my inheritance would be discussed with me the following day, but that I was free to view the house whenever it suited me.

I chose not to wait until tomorrow.

Driven by carelessness and impatience, I went there immediately—bringing along a suitcase with my things, as if I already knew I would not be coming back.

The house stood on the edge of the city, where the asphalt began to crack and the streetlights appeared less often, as though they were reluctant to reach that far. The taxi stopped in front of tall iron gates. The driver checked the address, then looked at the house, then back at me.

“You sure this is it?” he asked.

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure myself.

The house was too large.
Not beautiful—just large.
Heavy. Dark, even in daylight. It stood slightly away from the road, as if it did not want to be approached without reason.

I paid, stepped out, and the taxi drove off at once, without lingering.

I felt cold, though it was only the beginning of autumn.

The gates opened on their own—slowly, without a sound—as if they knew I was supposed to enter. I walked up the path, feeling each step echo inside me with a strange tension.

Of course, I told myself, that could have been nothing more than nerves.

The door opened before I had a chance to knock.

A woman stood in the doorway.

She was beautiful. Tall. Around thirty. Strict-looking, with dark hair neatly swept up. The structure of her hairstyle was broken only by a single, precisely measured strand at the side.

Her gray dress was long and elegant—just as strict as the expression on her face. Even so, it failed to conceal the beauty of her figure.

That unsettled me.

So did the fact that she seemed to feel no particular joy at my arrival.

“Welcome,” she said evenly.

I nodded and awkwardly held out the letter.

She took it without reading.

“You’ve arrived,” she said again. It was not a question.

“Yes,” I replied—and immediately regretted not adding anything else.
A name. A reason. Anything that might have sounded adult.
She stepped aside silently, letting me pass.

“My name is Miss Grimness,” she said as the door closed behind me. “I manage this house.”

A telling surname, I thought, but said nothing.
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Inside, it was cool and quiet. Too quiet for such a large space. The floors gleamed, the furniture stood exactly where it should have been, like in an old photograph. The house was alive—but not for me.

“You are... the heir,” she continued after a brief pause.

“Formally,” I added awkwardly, for some reason.

The word hung in the air.

“Formally,” she agreed, without emotion.

“I...” I began, but didn’t know how to continue.

And what could I have said?
That I didn’t know what I was doing here? That I hadn’t asked for this? That, contrary to expectations, I didn’t feel like the owner for even a second?
And why should I?

My usual impatience had played a cruel trick on me once again.

What kind of owner was I?
I was nothing more than a stranger in a stranger’s place.
Miss Grimness looked at me calmly. There was no surprise in her gaze, no respect either. More like patience. The patience of someone who knows that everything will go exactly as it always has.

“The staff has been informed,” she said. “Your rooms are prepared. The house will continue to function as usual.”

“As usual?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded. “As it did under your father.”

I flinched. The word father sounded too natural here, as though he were still part of these walls.

But I didn’t dare ask about him.

“And if I want to change something?” I asked instead, surprising even myself.

She tilted her head slightly.

“Change?”

“Well... yes. For example—”

“Then you will inform me,” she said, cutting off my uncertain suggestions. “And we will discuss whether it is possible.”

Whether it is possible.

That was answer enough.

I understood that she wasn’t lying—but she wasn’t planning to do anything either.

We stood in the hall, where the ceiling was too high and I was too small. Where the house accepted me, but did not acknowledge me. Where I was the owner—and yet felt like a guest.

A heavy thought crept in from somewhere nearby: this long-awaited house had not become mine.

I had simply ended up inside its cold interior for reasons I didn’t yet understand.

The last traces of curiosity left me.

The cold returned.

And then another unpleasant thought flashed through my mind: what if my inheritance was not limited to walls and rooms? What if it included something else—something dark. A secret. One that began here, with this woman who called herself the manager, yet behaved like the true mistress of the house.

A mistress not to be argued with.

But the worst part wasn’t even that.

The worst part was the feeling that, despite the cold reception, this house... had been waiting for me.
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