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    Echoes of the Guilt Within is dedicated to the ghosts of guilt that have haunted me since I was a child. It was finally time to let go of my own guilt and anguish. 

And to everyone reading? It's time for you to face your guilt and let go of it, too. 
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Arrival at Blackthorn Manor
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The carriage groaned under the weight of mist, its wheels carving silent furrows into the muddy lane that led to Blackthorn Manor. Adrian West sat rigidly within, his long, slender fingers tracing the frost laced windowpane as though seeking some unseen comfort beyond the thick curtain of fog. The driver, a grim faced local, had scarcely spoken since fetching him from the train station, and now the sound of hooves was muffled, as if even the land itself wished to keep its secrets. 

When the house at last emerged from the gray shroud, it was as though Adrian had entered the domain of a waking dream—or a nightmare long dormant. Blackthorn Manor loomed, black against the pale sky, its many spires clawing upward as supplicant hands. The ivy was thick and lifeless, hugging the cracked stone walls as though to choke what breath remained within them. 

The carriage halted abruptly, and Adrian disembarked, the mud sucking at his boots as a grave unwilling to let him go. The driver, without a word, handed him a heavy iron key—cold as the dead—and turned the carriage round, vanishing back into the mist without so much as a backward glance. 

Alone now, Adrian approached the towering oak doors, their iron studs mottled with rust. As the key ground into the ancient lock, a sound like a distant sigh seemed to rise from the depths of the house. The door swung open on its own accord, revealing a yawning darkness that seemed to breathe, cold and expectant. 

The air inside was thick—not just with the damp scent of rot and dust, but with something else, intangible yet oppressive, as though the house itself were watching, waiting. Adrian’s heart beat an uneasy rhythm, a cadence of guilt and remembrance. The grand chandelier overhead swayed gently, though there was no breeze, and the cracked marble floor gleamed dully, as a faded memory of grandeur. 

As he crossed the threshold, the door whispered shut behind him, and in that moment, Adrian felt it—a faint, cold breath against his neck. A whisper, barely more than the wind, but unmistakable. 

“Adrian. . .” 

He froze. The voice was soft, distant, yet intimate—a voice he had not heard in twenty years. 

Eleanor. 

Shaking his head, Adrian told himself it was exhaustion, a trick of the mind born of mere guilt and simple shadows. Yet as he ascended the creaking staircase, each step seemed heavier than the last, as though the house knew him, as though it remembered. 

And deep within its walls, something stirred. 

Adrian awoke to darkness, though he could not remember falling asleep. The cold, damp air of Blackthorn Manor seemed to press against his chest, thick as velvet, suffocating in its intimacy. The fire in the library had long since died, leaving only the bitter perfume of cold ash. 

The silence was unnatural, a void rather than a comfort. Yet, beneath its surface, there was a sound—faint, rhythmic, just as the distant beating of a heart. 

He sat up slowly, the antique leather armchair groaning beneath his weight, though the sound was oddly muffled, as though the house itself wished not to wake. The moonlight, dim and spectral, cast long, angular shadows across the library, transforming familiar objects into lurking phantoms. 

A cold draft snaked around his ankles. 

He glanced toward the library door, which stood ajar. He was certain he had closed it. 

Rising with deliberate slowness, Adrian moved toward the door, each footstep a reluctant confession upon the creaking wooden floor. As he reached the threshold, the draft grew colder, as though he stood at the mouth of some ancient crypt.

The corridor beyond was impossibly dark. The gas lamps, though he remembered lighting them, had been extinguished. Only the faint silver thread of moonlight from a distant window cut through the blackness, illuminating the dust motes that hung as silver specters in the air. 

He hesitated, that primal instinct whispering to him—Do not go. Turn back. 

But there was a sound. 

Not the imagined, indistinct echoes that had haunted him since his arrival, but a distinct noise — the slow, deliberate creak of a floorboard above him. 

Someone was walking in the west wing. 

The west wing had been locked since the day he arrived. 

His breath shortened, the rational mind struggling to assert itself. Old houses groaned. The cold could cause wood to shift. The foundation was ancient. There were explanations. There had to be. 

But the footsteps continued, slow, steady, as though someone were pacing, waiting. 

He ascended the grand staircase, the mahogany banister cold beneath his palm, slick with dampness as though touched by unseen hands. Shadows swayed against the walls, cast by nothing he could discern. 

At the top of the stairs, the corridor stretched out before him, impossibly long, as though the house had grown larger in the night. 

The west wing door stood open. 

He froze. His mind rebelled—he had tried the door the day before. Rusted shut. He was certain. 

A faint light flickered beyond the threshold, a sickly amber glow, as the dying embers of a long forgotten fire. 

“Hello?” His voice emerged cracked and hoarse, devoured almost instantly by the thick silence. 

The footsteps stopped. 

But something was there. 

He could feel it — a presence, ancient and expectant, watching him from just beyond the thin veil of light and shadow. 

Adrian took a step forward, then another, each movement driven more by compulsion than choice, as though the house had woven itself into his veins. 

The nursery. 

The door, cracked open, revealed a room untouched by time — a child’s room. The wallpaper, though faded and peeling, bore a delicate pattern of roses and vines. A rocking horse stood in the corner, motionless, yet casting a shadow that seemed to sway gently, though there was no wind. 

In the center of the room was a crib. 

The blanket within it was stained, a dark, rusty brown. 

The smell of old iron, faint but unmistakable, hung in the air. 

He did not remember crossing the threshold, but now he stood beside the crib, looking down into its empty depths. 

A cold breath brushed the back of his neck. 

“Adrian. . .” 

The whisper was soft, but near, as though someone stood just behind him. 

He spun, but the room was empty. 

Yet the door — the door that had been ajar moments ago — was closed. 

His pulse pounded, loud as a drumbeat in his skull. The air in the nursery seemed thicker now, as though the walls were leaning inward, closer, watching. 

He reached for the door, but the brass knob was ice cold, and it did not turn. 

Locked. 

A faint scratching sound began, soft, rhythmic, from the other side of the door—nails against wood. 

Then, unmistakably, the doorknob began to turn. 

But not from his side. 

His heart seized. 

A child’s soft laughter, distant, ethereal, filled the nursery, rising and falling with a hollow, mournful echo. 

“Eleanor?” Adrian whispered, though his voice was foreign to him now—a stranger’s voice, hollow with dread. 

The laughter stopped. 

And for a long, terrible moment, there was only silence. 

Then the door unlocked itself with a soft click. 

Adrian did not open it. 

The door swung open on its own, revealing only the dark corridor beyond—and a single, small footprint on the dusty floor. 

A child’s footprint. 

He staggered backward, the weight of memory and fear threatening to crush him. 

The house was awake now. And it knew his name. 

And somewhere, deep within its black heart, it was waiting. 
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The House’s First Games
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Adrian did not sleep again that night. How could he? The memory of the child’s footprint on the dusty floor of the west wing haunted him, as though it had burned itself into his mind’s eye. He sat upright in the cold parlor, the dying embers of the hearth casting skeletal shadows that seemed to pulse with life. 

The house was awake now. It knew he was there. 

By the time a sickly dawn bled through the tall windows, pale and listless, Adrian told himself—not for the first time—that what he had experienced was a trick of exhaustion. Long journeys, cold houses, and grief were poor companions for reason. He would walk the manor by daylight, confirm its emptiness, and reclaim his sanity. 

He rose, stretching his stiff limbs, and crossed the marble floor toward the grand staircase, his footsteps echoing as the toll of a distant bell. Yet, despite the light filtering through the stained glass, the house remained dim, as though reluctant to let go of its shadows. 

The west wing door was closed once more. No footprint disturbed the dust. As he placed his hand on the doorknob, cold as a tombstone, a whisper brushed past him, faint and lilting. 

“Adrian. . .” 

His breath caught, but when he turned, the corridor was empty, long and silent. 

He pushed the door open. 

The west wing was wrong in the daylight—or what little daylight the house allowed. The walls, lined with cracked damask wallpaper, seemed damp, as though the very stones had been weeping. The air was thick with a smell Adrian could not place, faintly sweet, faintly rotten. 

He stepped forward. The boards beneath his feet groaned softly, though with a sound more as protest than age. 

The nursery door, the room where he had stood the night before, was closed now—locked again. But that was impossible, wasn’t it? The house was playing with him. 

He tried the knob. It did not budge. 

A childish laugh, faint as wind through dead leaves, seemed to float through the corridor, distant but unmistakable. 

Adrian froze, heart pounding, and for a moment, the rational part of him insisted he must be hearing the wind, or perhaps a bird. But the sound had a shape, a texture, something. . . human. 

“Hello?” Adrian called, his voice thin and weak. 

Only silence answered. 

He backed away, his skin prickling, and turned toward the library—a safe place, with its fire and its weight of reason. But as he descended the staircase, something shifted. 

The house was not the same. 

The air was colder, and the walls seemed closer, the dark wood paneling as the ribs of some enormous beast. The familiar path to the library seemed. . . longer. Wrong. 

He hesitated. 

The house is shifting, he thought, and the absurdity of that thought made him shudder more than the cold. 

Still, he pressed on, counting the doors, seeking the familiar brass handle—and then, without warning, he was not at the library. 

He was standing before a door he had not seen before. 

It was not the same as the others. Taller, narrower, made of dark, weathered oak, with no handle—only a black iron keyhole. 

The wood was cold beneath his fingers. 

“Where did you come from?” Adrian whispered, though he expected no answer. 

The door seemed to hum faintly under his touch, a vibration as a distant heartbeat. 

He knelt, peering through the keyhole. 

Beyond was darkness—not the empty black of a shuttered room, but a dense, living darkness, thick as smoke. Yet, deep within it, something moved. 

A pale shape. 

He drew back, his heart hammering. 

The sound of a soft knock came, not from the door, but from behind him. 

He turned sharply. 

The corridor was empty. 

He turned back to the strange door—but it was gone. 

In its place was the familiar wall of cracked mahogany paneling, as though the door had never existed. 

A wave of nausea rolled through him. The house had changed again. Or was it him? 

“No,” he whispered aloud, shaking his head, trying to anchor himself in reality. 

But reality was shifting, sand slipping through his fingers. 

He returned to the library, though he could not have said how, and collapsed into the armchair by the cold hearth. 

The house was playing with him, showing him things that could not be. 

Or could they? 

As he sat there, head in his hands, he felt something beneath his fingertips—something cold, metallic. 

He looked down. 

In his palm was a small, iron key. 
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