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For my children and grandchildren—
may your imaginations always find light in the dark.
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To my family, whose love has always been my safe harbor, even when the stories I write wander into shadows. To my children, who remind me that courage is often found in the smallest hearts, and to my grandchildren, who carry forward the light of imagination. This book is also for every reader who has ever stepped into an old, creaking house and wondered about the lives once lived within its walls. May you find both chills and meaning in these pages, and may you never forget that every house holds a memory, waiting to be told.





  
    Chapter 1 – The Dare (Part 1)

Halloween in Blackwood was never quiet. The little market town came alive every 31st of October, with its narrow cobbled streets glowing in orange lantern light and smoke from bonfires drifting above the rooftops. Children laughed and shouted as they dashed between houses, plastic buckets thumping against their knees, while parents huddled at the end of driveways with mugs of cider or tea. The air carried the sticky-sweet smell of toffee apples, the tang of wet leaves, and the faintest trace of woodsmoke from chimneys that hadn’t been lit since last winter.
For most people, Halloween in Blackwood was tradition. For Liam Carter, it was opportunity.
“Tonight’s the night,” Liam said, his voice pitched with excitement as he marched ahead of his friends. His breath clouded in the chilly air and swirled around his hoodie. “We’re doing it. No excuses. No turning back.”
Emma Reed sighed loudly enough that he couldn’t ignore it. She walked just behind him, one hand clutching the strap of her backpack, the other buried in the pocket of her coat. “You sound like you’re leading an army,” she muttered. “It’s a house, Liam. A moldy, broken house.”
“That house,” Liam corrected, pointing toward the horizon.
There, at the crest of the hill, a shadow stretched upward, blotting out the silver glow of the moon. Blackwood Mansion. Its crooked roof and jagged chimneys clawed at the sky, its dozens of windows dark and unblinking. The sight of it sent a ripple through the group, though no one wanted to admit it.
“Don’t roll your eyes at me, Emma,” Liam added. “That place is history. People vanish in there. My brother’s mate swears he saw lanterns in the windows last Halloween.”
“Your brother’s mate also swears he kissed Dua Lipa,” Emma shot back. “I’m not sure either story holds water.”
Behind them, Dylan Harper snorted with laughter and gave the nearest lamppost a playful kick. “Come on, Emma, don’t kill the vibe. You’re supposed to be the brave one.” He grinned at her, his teeth white in the dark. “Or are you… scared?”
Emma stopped in her tracks, turned to him, and narrowed her eyes until his grin faltered. Then she smirked. “Of you? Always. Of that?”—she nodded toward the mansion—“not a chance.”
“Then prove it,” Liam challenged. His tone was electric, the same one that had gotten them suspended in Year Eight for breaking into the leisure centre after hours.
Sophie Walker, hovering a step behind the group, flinched at his words. “Easy for you,” she whispered. She pushed a strand of pale hair beneath her wool hat, her hands trembling in the sleeves of her coat. “My gran says the Blackwoods cursed the house. People go in and… don’t come out.”
“Your gran also says Wi-Fi melts your brain,” Dylan replied. He flicked her hat with one finger, and she ducked away.
“Don’t, Dylan,” Sophie mumbled, but her voice was so soft the others barely heard it.
Maya Patel, the newest member of their little circle, slowed her pace. She’d only moved to Blackwood last year, but she already knew the stories. Whispers carried fast in a town this small. “So what’s the deal with it?” she asked, her dark eyes flicking toward Liam. “Every haunted house has a reason.”
Liam brightened at the invitation. He thrived on an audience. “Eleanor Blackwood,” he began, lowering his voice theatrically. “Last mistress of the house. She was obsessed with séances, spirit boards, all that ghost-talking stuff. One Halloween, she held this massive séance in the parlor. Brought in half the village. None of them came out again. Some say the house swallowed them. Others say they’re still inside.”
“Convenient,” Emma said, but she didn’t look away from the looming outline on the hill.
Sophie shivered audibly.
Maya folded her arms. “So let me guess. We’re going in there tonight to… what? Say hi to the ghosts?”
“Not hi,” Liam said. “Just… hello enough for Instagram.”
Dylan laughed, already rehearsing the captions in his head.
The road narrowed as they reached the end of the lane. The last streetlight buzzed overhead, its glow pale and sickly, and beyond it, the iron gates of Blackwood Mansion rose from the weeds. They were taller than any of them, their once-elegant scrollwork eaten by rust. Weeds curled through the bars like skeletal fingers. A battered sign, long unreadable, hung from one hinge, clattering faintly in the wind.
Beyond the gates stretched the path. Stone once polished smooth by carriage wheels now cracked and broken, lined by statues so eroded they barely resembled human forms. Their faces were eaten away, their features blurred into blankness, but their stances suggested they had once been guardians. Now, they leaned at odd angles, as if weary of watching the house for so long.
And at the end of the path, the mansion waited.
It was vast, larger up close than it seemed from the village. Its roof sagged under the weight of years, tiles missing like gaps in a smile. Ivy crept across its walls in thick ropes, and its many windows were as dark as blind eyes. The moonlight made them gleam faintly, but gave back no reflection.
Emma’s chest tightened. For a second, she thought she saw light flicker in one of the upper windows—a lantern glow, faint but undeniable. She blinked hard, and it was gone.
“Still think it’s just a house?” Liam asked, grinning at her side.
Emma forced her shoulders back. “Still think you’re full of it.”
Dylan grabbed the gate. It resisted at first, then groaned like a wounded animal as he shoved. The sound scraped along their bones, too loud, too heavy. It echoed into the night, and with it, the sounds of the village—the laughter, the music, the voices—seemed to vanish.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Dylan said, bowing with mock ceremony, “welcome to the Blackwood Mansion.”
“Don’t,” Sophie whispered, her voice shaking.
But one by one, they stepped through the gate.
The moment their shoes touched the broken stones of the path, the air changed. It was colder here, sharper, as though they had stepped into the breath of something ancient. The silence was absolute, pressing against their ears. Even the trees around the property seemed frozen, their branches still as if holding their breath.
Emma gripped her backpack strap tighter. Maya glanced up at the house, her face unreadable. Liam pressed on ahead, his posture stiff with bravado. Dylan swaggered behind him, humming tunelessly to cover the silence. Sophie clung close to Emma, her eyes darting to the statues.
The mansion loomed larger with every step.
And then, faint—so faint Emma thought she imagined it—came a sound.
A sigh.
Low, long, heavy.
As if the house itself had just woken up.
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    Chapter 1 – The Dare (Part 2)

The crunch of gravel beneath their trainers was the only sound as the group advanced along the path. The statues loomed on either side, their eroded faces turned toward the house, some leaning so far forward they seemed to be peering at the intruders. Sophie tried not to look, but every time she dropped her gaze, she felt their stone eyes following.
“This place smells,” Dylan muttered, wrinkling his nose. The air carried the damp, earthy stench of rotting leaves, mingled with something sharper—an acrid, metallic tang that clung to the back of the throat.
“It smells old,” Emma corrected, though her own stomach turned at the scent. She didn’t admit that it reminded her of a hospital ward, the air sterile and soured by years of chemicals.
“It smells wrong,” Sophie whispered.
Liam, leading the way, stopped abruptly. “Look.”
The garden stretched wide on either side of the path, though “garden” was a generous word. What remained of hedges had grown wild, curling into twisted shapes. Weeds choked flowerbeds where only thorny stems and brittle stalks remained. A broken fountain slumped in the center of a circular clearing, its basin filled with stagnant water so dark it reflected nothing.
“Creepy,” Dylan said, though he tried to sound amused. He picked up a stone and tossed it into the fountain. The splash was louder than expected, echoing unnaturally in the still air.
Sophie jumped.
“Relax,” Dylan laughed. “It’s just water.”
But when the ripples spread, Emma thought she saw something beneath the surface. A pale shape. A face, maybe, eyes wide and staring up at her. Her chest tightened—then a gust of wind rippled the water, breaking the image. She said nothing.
Maya crouched beside the fountain and brushed a finger over its cracked stone rim. Her expression was unreadable, but her voice was steady. “Places like this… they remember. That’s why people call them haunted.”
Emma frowned. “Remember what?”
Maya stood, brushing her hands on her jeans. “Everything.”
The group pressed on. The path split into two, curling around the fountain before rejoining on the other side. Liam marched confidently, but his shoulders were stiff. Dylan stuck close behind, kicking at weeds. Emma and Sophie lagged, the silence between them filled only by Sophie’s shallow breaths. Maya walked in the middle, eyes roaming the mansion as though trying to read it.
A crow cawed overhead, breaking the silence. Its wings beat the air as it took off from a dead tree near the house. The sound made Sophie flinch again.
Emma nudged her gently. “Hey, you okay?”
Sophie nodded too quickly. “Just cold.”
But Emma noticed her friend’s hands shaking.
At last, the path delivered them to the foot of the front steps. A wide stone staircase stretched upward, its once-smooth surface cracked and split. Moss grew between the stones, slick underfoot. A pair of columns flanked the porch, their surfaces carved with curling ivy patterns now half-devoured by time.
The door loomed above them. Massive. Oak, darkened with age, its surface carved with swirling designs that spiraled into one another like tangled roots. A heavy brass knocker, green with patina, hung at its center in the shape of a lion’s head. Its eyes were hollow, its mouth open in a silent roar.
The house seemed to lean forward over the porch, its gables jutting out like shoulders hunched against the night. The windows nearest the door were clouded with grime, but behind the filth Emma thought she saw faint shapes shifting, like curtains stirred by an unseen hand.
No one spoke.
Even Dylan, who never knew when to keep his mouth shut, was silent.
Finally, Liam broke the tension. “Well… this is it.” He turned, grinning too wide. “Still time to back out if anyone’s scared.”
No one moved.
Emma crossed her arms. “You dragged us all the way here. If you think I’m standing outside while you play ghost-hunter, you’re dreaming.”
Maya stepped up beside her, her expression calm but her eyes sharp. “I came to see it, so I’ll see it through.”
Dylan forced a laugh. “Guess that leaves Sophie. What do you say? One step inside for bragging rights?”
Sophie’s lips parted, but no sound came. Her eyes fixed on the lion’s head knocker, wide and unblinking.
Emma frowned. “Sophie?”
Sophie swallowed hard. “It… it moved.”
They all stared at the door. The brass knocker hung motionless.
“Seriously?” Dylan asked, though his voice cracked.
“It moved,” Sophie repeated. “It lifted and—”
Before she could finish, the knocker slammed down against the door with a resounding boom.
Everyone jumped back.
The echo rolled through the porch, rattling the glass panes of the nearby windows. Birds scattered from the trees with a flurry of wings. The sound seemed to reverberate inside Emma’s chest, shaking her ribs.
The door creaked. Slowly. Painfully.
And then it opened, just a crack.



  
    Chapter 1 – The Dare (Part 3)

The heavy door groaned open just wide enough for a person to slip through. Beyond the threshold, only blackness waited—thick and unbroken, as though light itself refused to enter.
“Holy crap,” Dylan whispered, his earlier bravado drained. “Did anyone touch that?”
“No one touched it,” Sophie said quickly, clutching her arms around herself. Her voice trembled. “It just… it just moved.”
Liam’s grin faltered for a moment, but he recovered, his eyes glittering with stubborn excitement. “Okay. So maybe it’s the wind.”
Emma arched an eyebrow. “The wind picked up a ten-ton door and knocked with a brass lion?”
“Well…” Liam hesitated. “…maybe?”
No one laughed.
The silence pressed down heavier now, as if the house itself was listening. The air on the porch was colder than it had been on the path, sharp enough that Emma’s breath came out in short puffs. She rubbed her arms, though the chill seemed to seep from within the walls rather than from the autumn night.
Dylan shifted from foot to foot. “So… do we still go in?”
Liam squared his shoulders. “Obviously. This is what we came for.” He stepped closer to the door.
“Wait!” Sophie’s hand shot out, catching his sleeve. “Don’t—”
But he shook her off gently. “Sophie, come on. If we back out now, it’ll be the lamest Halloween ever. We’ll be legends if we make it through.”
“Or dead,” Sophie muttered.
Maya’s gaze lingered on the crack of darkness beyond the door. She didn’t move, but her expression was unreadable, caught between curiosity and caution. “If we’re doing this,” she said, “we do it together. No wandering off.”
Liam nodded quickly. “Yeah. Together.”
Emma wasn’t sure she believed him. She’d seen that gleam in his eyes before, the one that meant he was already planning how to push everyone further than they wanted to go. Still, she stepped up beside him. The sooner they got this over with, the sooner they could leave.
The five of them stood shoulder to shoulder at the threshold. The open crack yawned before them, a breath of stale air escaping like an exhale from a sleeping mouth. It smelled of dust, mildew, and something darker—something metallic, like old blood.
“Smells like my nan’s attic,” Dylan whispered, trying for humor but failing. His laugh died before it reached his throat.
“Shut up,” Emma said softly.
They waited. Nothing moved. No further sound came from within.
Finally, Liam pushed his palm against the door. It resisted at first, then gave way with a groan that made the porch boards shudder. The gap widened until the blackness stretched open, swallowing the sliver of moonlight that spilled across the threshold.
The house waited.
Emma’s pulse thundered in her ears. Every instinct screamed to turn back, but she clenched her jaw. If she bolted, Liam would never let her live it down.
Liam grinned at them all, though the corners of his mouth twitched. “Ladies first?”
Emma shoved his shoulder. “You dragged us here. You go.”
He laughed nervously, then stepped forward. One foot crossed the threshold. The sound of his shoe hitting the wooden floor echoed strangely, stretching too long, like a sound in a cavern. He disappeared into the dark, swallowed whole.
The others hesitated.
Maya followed next, calm and deliberate, her face set like stone. Then Dylan, muttering curses under his breath, shoved his hands deep into his jacket pockets and strode in after her.
Emma squeezed Sophie’s hand. “We’ll stick together, okay?”
Sophie nodded, her eyes wide. She was trembling so hard Emma could feel it through her fingers. Together, they stepped forward.
The darkness folded around them like a curtain.

Inside, the air was heavier. Stale. Their footsteps stirred dust that had been sleeping for decades. The faint moonlight from the open door stretched only a few feet inside, spilling across cracked floorboards and faded rugs. The rest of the hallway was a tunnel of shadow.
Emma’s eyes adjusted slowly. Shapes emerged: tall grandfather clocks cloaked in cobwebs, portraits along the walls with faces smeared by time, and a staircase that curled upward like a spine disappearing into the dark.
The door groaned behind them.
They turned in unison, hearts hammering.
The massive oak slab swung shut, slow and deliberate, until it latched with a deep, echoing thud. The sound reverberated through the floor and up into their bones.
Sophie let out a small cry and gripped Emma’s arm. Dylan cursed.
“Relax,” Liam said quickly, though his voice was thin. “Old houses do that. Drafts, warped wood…”
Emma met his eyes. “Really? Drafts that close doors after everyone’s inside?”
Liam didn’t answer.
The silence thickened again.
And then, from deeper in the house, faint but unmistakable, came the sound of footsteps.



  
    Chapter 1 – The Dare (Part 4 – Conclusion)

The footsteps were faint at first, like the shuffle of slippers on wood. They came from somewhere deeper in the house—slow, deliberate, steady.
One step.
Pause.
Another step.
The sound echoed unnaturally, bouncing against the high ceilings, making it impossible to tell from which direction it came.
“Tell me that’s one of you,” Dylan whispered.
No one moved.
Sophie’s hand tightened painfully around Emma’s arm. “We shouldn’t be here,” she whispered, voice so thin it was almost a sob.
Liam forced a laugh, but it was brittle. “It’s… it’s probably pipes. Old houses creak.”
“That’s not pipes,” Maya said quietly. Her eyes were sharp, fixed on the dark stretch of hallway ahead. “That’s someone walking.”
A cold draft whispered down the staircase, carrying the faint scent of smoke and something sour—like meat left too long in the sun. The portraits on the walls seemed to lean closer, their blurred eyes watching.
The footsteps stopped.
The silence that followed was worse. Heavy. Expectant.
Dylan swallowed audibly. “Okay, joke’s over. Whoever’s messing with us—come out.”
The house answered with a sound that froze them all.
A whisper.
It was faint, stretched thin with age, but it carried through the hallway with chilling clarity. A woman’s voice.
“Welcome home…”
Emma’s heart lurched. She spun, searching for the source, but the hallway was empty. Only shadows stretched along the floor, flickering faintly as if a candle had been lit somewhere far inside.
Sophie let out a strangled whimper.
Liam, pale now despite his bravado, forced himself forward a step. “Hello?” he called. His voice cracked. “Who’s there?”
No answer.
Only the house breathing around them.
Behind them, the door rattled suddenly, shaking on its hinges as though something enormous had thrown its weight against it from the outside. The sound boomed through the hall, dust sifting down from the ceiling. Sophie screamed. Dylan staggered back into a table, sending a vase crashing to the floor.
The noise echoed, then faded. The door stilled.
The silence returned.
Emma’s pulse thundered in her ears. She tried to steady her voice, but it came out low and sharp. “We’re not alone.”
The group huddled together, their eyes darting to every shadow, every corner of the dim hall. The house seemed to draw closer, its walls tightening around them.
Maya spoke, her voice calm but heavy. “It knows we’re here.”
The footsteps started again. Louder now. Coming closer.
The five of them froze.
And as the sound reached the edge of the darkness, just out of sight, the last sliver of moonlight from the door behind them winked out—snuffed as if by an unseen hand.
The house swallowed them whole.




  
    Chapter 2 – The First Hall

The darkness was absolute.
When the last thread of moonlight vanished, Emma’s breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she could not even see the shapes of her friends beside her. Her ears strained, catching only the scrape of footsteps that weren’t theirs—slow, dragging, measured.
Then came Liam’s voice, hushed but trembling: “Phones. Get your phones out.”
A flurry of movement followed. Screens lit one by one, small squares of white-blue light breaking the black. Emma’s thumb shook as she unlocked hers, the glow painting Sophie’s terrified face in pale relief. Dylan’s jaw was tight, though he tried to look casual. Maya’s dark eyes reflected the light without blinking.
The weak beams stretched into the hall, revealing dust-shrouded furniture pressed against the walls. A long carpet, threadbare and eaten by moths, stretched beneath their feet. On either side, portraits loomed in gilt frames, the paint faded and flaking. The eyes of the painted figures seemed smeared, yet they followed when Emma moved.
“See?” Liam whispered, forcing bravado into his voice. “Nothing. Just… an old house.”
But his voice didn’t carry far. It felt swallowed by the space.
The footsteps had stopped again.
Dylan shone his phone toward the ceiling. “Bloody hell,” he muttered. The chandelier above them, once grand, was sagging beneath decades of dust. Its crystals, blackened with soot, twinkled faintly in their glow. A few swayed gently, though no draft touched them.
Emma’s gut twisted. “We shouldn’t split up. We stay here, figure out how to get the door open.”
Liam turned to her, his grin too wide, his voice pitched too loud. “What, and miss the adventure? Come on, Em, this is the fun part.”
“This isn’t fun,” Sophie snapped, surprising them all. Her voice cracked. “Something’s in here with us.”
Silence followed. None of them argued.
At the end of the hall, the shadows thickened where the corridor branched left and right. The darkness seemed alive, as if it shifted when no one looked directly at it.
Maya spoke softly, her voice calm as ever. “It wants us to move. Standing still won’t change anything.”
Emma shivered at the certainty in her tone. She hated that it made sense.
Liam started forward, his screen held high. The others followed reluctantly. The floor groaned beneath their weight, boards flexing like old bones. Each step stirred the air, releasing faint whiffs of rot and mildew, like a cellar left to fester.
Halfway down the corridor, Dylan stopped. His light had caught on something.
A door. Slightly ajar.
Its wood was cracked, its brass handle dulled, but the gap was wide enough to reveal a sliver of room beyond.
“Bet it’s the parlor,” Dylan whispered. He reached for the handle.
Sophie grabbed his wrist. “Don’t.”
But it was too late.
The door swung open at his touch, groaning on its hinges. Dust rolled out in a cloud, catching in their throats.
Their lights pierced the gloom inside.
The parlor stretched wide, its walls lined with bookshelves sagging under the weight of forgotten volumes. In the center sat a round table, draped in a torn velvet cloth. Burned-down candles clustered at its heart, melted wax hardened into grotesque stalactites. The faint outline of a circle had been scrawled across the tabletop in chalk, smeared but unmistakable.
Sophie’s breath hitched. “A séance table.”
Emma’s chest tightened. She thought of Liam’s story—Eleanor Blackwood, her guests, the séance that never ended.
Liam stepped closer, his grin faltering at last. “This is it. This is where it happened.”
As his hand brushed the table’s surface, the candles rattled in their holders.
And in the far corner of the room, something whispered.



