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    For those who have ever loved what the world told them was impossible—
For the hearts drawn to mysterious places, forbidden stories, and the shadows hiding beneath beautiful things.
May you always have the courage to look beyond appearances, question the secrets buried in the past, and follow love even when the path leads somewhere dark.
And if you ever find yourself standing alone in an old castle at midnight, hearing someone whisper your name from the darkness—
Have the courage to answer.
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Chapter 1: The Inheritance of Briar Castle
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The letter arrived on a morning when Evelyn Hart had finally convinced herself that her grandmother was dead.

Not dying.

Not ill.

Dead.

The difference mattered.

Dying left room for impossible things. A telephone call. A letter. One final apology spoken in a hospital room.

Death was final.

At least, that was what Evelyn had always believed.

She stared at the cream-colored envelope resting on her kitchen table.

The wax seal bore a symbol she had not seen in sixteen years.

A thorny black rose.

Her grandmother's seal.

Evelyn stood motionless, one hand resting against the back of a chair.

Outside, London was alive with rain and traffic. Water struck the windows. A bus groaned at the corner. Somewhere below, someone shouted at a taxi driver.

The ordinary sounds made the letter seem even stranger.

Her grandmother had been dead for six days.

Evelyn had attended the funeral.

She had watched the coffin disappear beneath the ground.

And still, the letter had arrived.

Her fingers trembled as she opened it.

Inside was a single page.

My dearest Evelyn,

If you are reading this, then I am dead, and Briar Castle belongs to you.

Evelyn stopped breathing.

She continued.

You will be tempted to sell it. Do not.

You will be afraid. You should be.

A cold sensation moved through her chest.

You must live inside the castle for thirty consecutive nights before you can claim your inheritance. You may not leave the grounds during that time. You may not invite anyone inside. And whatever happens, you must never open the door at the end of the west corridor.

Evelyn read the final words twice.

Then once more.

Do not listen if he calls your name.

Her grandmother had signed the letter with an uneven line.

Forgive me.

Grandmother

Evelyn sat down.

She laughed.

It was not a happy sound.

For sixteen years, Eleanor Hart had sent her granddaughter nothing.

No birthday cards.

No Christmas gifts.

No explanations.

And now she had left Evelyn a castle and a list of rules.

"Typical."

The word disappeared into the empty room.

For several minutes, Evelyn did not move.

Then she folded the letter.

She unfolded it.

She read the condition again.

Thirty nights.

She could already imagine the lawyer's careful expression when he explained that her inheritance depended on living alone in a decaying castle.

Perhaps Eleanor had known Evelyn well enough to understand what would happen next.

Evelyn would go.

Not because she wanted Briar Castle.

Not because she wanted answers.

Because she had spent sixteen years wondering why her grandmother had disappeared from her life.

And now that woman had died before answering.

A castle was the closest thing to an explanation Evelyn was going to get.

Briar Castle appeared through the trees just before sunset.

Evelyn stopped the car.

For a moment, she forgot how to breathe.

The castle was larger than she remembered.

Or perhaps she had simply been too young to understand how enormous it was.

Black stone rose against a sky the colour of ash. Ivy covered the eastern walls. Narrow towers cut through the mist. Hundreds of thorny briars surrounded the property, twisting over ancient iron fences.

Beyond them stood the forest.

Evelyn remembered that too.

Her grandmother had called it Briarwood.

As a child, Evelyn had been forbidden to enter it.

The trees don't like strangers, darling.

She had thought Eleanor was joking.

Now, watching the branches move despite the absence of wind, Evelyn was no longer certain.

She drove through the gates.

They closed behind her.

Evelyn jumped.

Her hands tightened around the steering wheel.

"Great start."

The path to the castle seemed longer than she remembered.

By the time she reached the entrance, rain had begun.

She stepped from the car with her suitcase.

The front doors stood open.

Evelyn stared.

She was certain they had been closed when she arrived.

"Hello?"

Her voice echoed through the entrance hall.

Nothing answered.

She stepped inside.

The doors closed.

Evelyn spun.

The sound was final.

Her pulse jumped.

"That's enough."

She pulled the handle.

The doors opened.

Evelyn released a breath.

Old house, she told herself.

Old locks.

Old wood.

Nothing more.

Then the doors slowly closed again.

She picked up her suitcase and entered the castle.

The lawyer arrived an hour later.

Mr. Crowe was a thin man with silver hair and a permanent expression of concern.

Evelyn disliked him immediately.

"Miss Hart," he said, standing beside the fireplace, "I must ask you once more whether you understand the terms of your grandmother's will."

"Perfectly."

"And you intend to remain here?"

"Apparently."

His concern deepened.

Evelyn sighed.

"Mr. Crowe, it's a castle, not a haunted prison."

He stared at her.

Something in his expression made her smile disappear.

"Was that a joke?"

"No."

Evelyn looked toward the darkened corridor.

The castle was too quiet.

"Tell me about the inheritance."

Mr. Crowe opened his briefcase.

"Upon the completion of thirty consecutive nights inside Briar Castle, the property and all remaining assets belonging to your grandmother will become yours."

"And if I leave?"

"The inheritance passes to the Crown."

"Seriously?"

"Your grandmother was very specific."

"She seems to have been very specific about everything."

Mr. Crowe handed her a ring of keys.

"There are keys to the library, archives, private chapel, and east wing."

Evelyn took them.

"And the west wing?"

Mr. Crowe went still.

Her eyes narrowed.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Mr. Crowe."

He sighed.

"Your grandmother did not provide a key to the west wing."

"Why?"

"I don't know."

"That's a lie."

His mouth tightened.

Evelyn stepped closer.

"My grandmother cut me out of her life when I was eight years old. Now she's dead, and I'm standing in her creepy castle with instructions not to open a mysterious door."

She held his gaze.

"I deserve something."

Mr. Crowe looked toward the fire.

"When you were a child, your grandmother believed this castle was dangerous."

Evelyn laughed once.

"That much I noticed."

"She believed there was something here."

The fire cracked.

Evelyn's smile faded.

"What?"

Mr. Crowe looked back at her.

"She never told me."

The answer sounded honest.

"Then why leave me here?"

His expression became sad.

"That, Miss Hart, is the question you must answer."

Evelyn hated him a little more for that.

He left before nightfall.

She watched his car disappear through the gates.

The moment it vanished, the gates closed.

Evelyn stood alone in the entrance hall.

Thirty nights.

She looked around.

"Twenty-nine to go."

The castle answered.

A door slammed somewhere upstairs.

The first whisper came at eleven minutes past midnight.

Evelyn knew the time because she had been staring at the clock.

Sleep had been impossible.

She had locked herself inside her grandmother's old bedroom, surrounded by suitcases she had not unpacked and shadows she refused to look at for too long.

The whisper came from the hallway.

"Evelyn."

She froze.

The voice was male.

Low.

Beautiful.

And close.

Too close.

Evelyn looked at the bedroom door.

Her heart pounded.

She waited.

Nothing.

Then—

"Evelyn."

She stood.

The voice came from the other side of the door.

Her grandmother's final instruction appeared in her mind.

Do not listen if he calls your name.

Evelyn laughed under her breath.

"No."

The handle turned.

She backed away.

"Who's there?"

Silence.

The handle stopped.

Evelyn's fear rose.

"Mr. Crowe, if this is some kind of joke—"

A soft laugh answered her.

It was not Mr. Crowe.

Evelyn stopped breathing.

Then the voice whispered—

"Open the door."

Every instinct in her body screamed.

She did the opposite.

She walked toward it.

Her fingers reached for the lock.

The voice became softer.

"Please."

She stopped.

The sound was different now.

Lonely.

Evelyn frowned.

"Who are you?"

The hallway became silent.

She waited.

Then the man answered.

"Someone who has been waiting for you."

Her blood went cold.

Evelyn stepped backward.

"What do you want?"

The silence stretched.

Then—

"To see you."

She ran to the fireplace and grabbed the iron poker.

The voice laughed.

"That's adorable."

"Who are you?"

The man sighed.

"Open the door."

"No."

A pause.

"Very well."

Evelyn tightened her grip.

The voice moved away.

She heard footsteps.

Slow.

Heavy.

They continued down the corridor.

Evelyn waited until she could no longer hear them.

Then she unlocked the door.

The hallway was empty.

No footsteps.

No man.

Only darkness.

She closed the door.

Locked it.

And did not sleep.

By morning, Evelyn had almost convinced herself she had imagined it.

Almost.

She found nothing unusual outside her bedroom.

No footprints.

No open windows.

No evidence that anyone had been there.

The castle seemed smaller in daylight.

Still enormous.

Still cold.

But less alive.

Evelyn spent the afternoon exploring.

She found the library.

The chapel.

Three locked rooms.

A staircase leading nowhere.

And an entire corridor she did not remember from the night before.

At the end stood a door.

Evelyn stopped.

The west corridor.

She knew it immediately.

The air was colder here.

The walls were covered with portraits.

Evelyn walked past them slowly.

Old women.

Stern men.

Children who looked unhappy to be dead.

Then she saw him.

The portrait hung at the end of the corridor.

Evelyn stopped.

Her heart stopped with her.

He stood beside a window.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dressed in black.

Dark hair fell carelessly across his forehead. His face was too beautiful for the severe expression he wore.

His eyes were blue.

Not soft blue.

Not bright.

Deep.

Cold.

And strangely familiar.

Evelyn stepped closer.

The brass plaque beneath the portrait read:

LORD LUCIEN BRIAR

1847–1876

She stared at the name.

Briar.

The original owner.

She moved closer.

Something was wrong with the painting.

She knew his face.

Not from family stories.

Not from the castle.

From her dreams.

For three nights before her grandmother's funeral, Evelyn had dreamed of a man standing at the edge of a forest.

He never spoke.

He only watched her.

But last night—

Last night, she had heard his voice.

Evelyn stepped backward.

"No."

The portrait changed.

Just slightly.

Lucien's eyes were no longer looking toward the window.

They were looking at her.

Evelyn dropped the keys.

They hit the floor.

"That's impossible."

The painted man's mouth curved.

Evelyn ran.

She did not stop until she reached the entrance hall.

Her heart was pounding so violently she thought she might faint.

She looked back.

The corridor was empty.

"Old house."

She swallowed.

"Old paintings."

The front doors stood ahead of her.

Evelyn walked toward them.

Her hand closed around the handle.

Thirty nights.

She could leave.

The inheritance was not worth this.

She pulled.

The doors did not move.

Evelyn pulled harder.

Nothing.

She looked at the lock.

It had closed.

She grabbed another handle.

Nothing.

"No."

She ran to a window.

The latch would not move.

Another.

Nothing.

Evelyn's breathing became uneven.

"No."

She reached the third window.

The glass was black.

Not dark.

Black.

As if the world outside no longer existed.

Evelyn stumbled backward.

The clock began to strike.

One.

Two.

Three.

She stopped.

Twelve.

Twelve bells.

Midnight.

A cold breath touched the back of her neck.

"Evelyn."

She turned.

Lucien Briar stood at the end of the hall.

Not a portrait.

Not a dream.

A man.

He wore black.

His dark hair touched his forehead.

His blue eyes were fixed on her.

Evelyn couldn't move.

He looked exactly as he had in the painting.

Except paintings did not breathe.

He did.

"Hello, Evelyn."

She stared at him.

Her grandmother's final words filled her mind.

Do not listen if he calls your name.

Too late.

The man smiled.

And in the locked silence of Briar Castle, Evelyn Hart finally understood why her grandmother had left her thirty nights.

The inheritance had never been the test.

The castle had never been her inheritance.

It was her prison.

And Lucien Briar had been waiting for her to come home.
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Chapter 2: The Man Behind the Mirror
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Evelyn Hart did not scream.

She wanted to.

Every part of her body demanded it.

The man standing at the end of the hall was impossible.

Lord Lucien Briar had died in 1876.

The brass plaque beneath his portrait had confirmed it.

And yet he stood beneath the great staircase, dressed in black, his dark hair falling across his forehead, his blue eyes fixed on Evelyn as though he had been waiting for her all night.

Perhaps he had.

"Hello, Evelyn."

Her fingers tightened around the fireplace poker.

Lucien looked at it.

Then back at her.

"I assure you," he said, "that will not help."

Evelyn lifted it.

"How comforting."

The corner of his mouth moved.

She noticed something strange.

He looked solid.

Too solid.

The moonlight from the windows touched his face. His coat shifted when he moved. His breath clouded faintly in the cold air.

But his feet made no sound against the stone.

Evelyn's heart hammered.

"Who are you?"

He raised an eyebrow.

"Surely you know."

"I asked a question."

"And I am trying to decide whether to answer it."

"You're not in a position to be mysterious."

Lucien glanced around the locked castle.

"No?"

Evelyn pointed the poker at him.

"One step closer, and I will—"

"What?"

She stared.

Lucien smiled.

The expression made him look even more dangerous.

"I am very curious."

Evelyn lowered the poker slightly.

"You're dead."

His smile disappeared.

The silence that followed felt heavier than the darkness around them.

"That," he said
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