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Dedication
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To those who dare to look beyond the surface,

who feel the weight of whispers in the silence,

and who understand that some eyes are never truly closed—

this story is for you.

May you find courage in the shadows,

and the strength to face the faces that watch back.
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PROLOGUE
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I first saw the portrait on a rain-heavy evening, the kind where the clouds hang low enough to brush the rooftops and the world feels quieter than it should. Ravenwood House had been empty for years—abandoned, whispered about, avoided—yet that night, the front door stood open, swaying gently in the storm’s breath as if inviting me in.

Or warning me away.

The air inside carried the kind of cold that sinks into bone, an ancient stillness untouched by time or human presence. My footsteps echoed through the hallway, each one sounding like an intrusion. The house did not welcome visitors. It tolerated them.

And then I saw it.

The portrait.

It hung at the end of the corridor, illuminated by a single flickering wall lamp that shouldn’t have been functioning at all. A woman stared back at me from the canvas—her dark eyes deep, unsettling, almost alive. The longer I looked, the more I felt the strange certainty that she had been waiting for me.

Her face was painted with such haunting detail that I could almost hear the breath she wasn’t supposed to take. Shadows curled around her figure, as though something inside the painting shifted... ever so slightly... with each blink.

I stepped closer.

The house groaned.

Something warm trickled down the back of my neck—rainwater, I told myself, though I knew better. My pulse hammered as I reached out, fingertips hovering a mere inch from the canvas.

The portrait blinked.

Not slowly. Not subtly. It was as real and deliberate as any living person’s blink.

I stumbled back, choking on air, my heart battering against my ribs. The corridor lights flickered violently, then steadied, casting the portrait back into eerie stillness. Her eyes were wide again—too wide—watching me with a knowing that felt older than the house, older than the storm, older than anything I’d ever believed possible.

And then, a whisper.

Soft. Close.

Right behind me.

“You came back.”

I spun, but no one stood there. Just shadows. Just silence.

I didn’t enter that house seeking trouble. I didn’t come looking for ghosts, curses, or stories told in fearful whispers. But the moment I saw her—the woman in the portrait—I knew with a cold, certain dread...

She knew me.

And I was never meant to walk away.
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Chapter-1
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The House with Too Many Eyes

The train ride to Ravenwood was longer than I remembered, stretching across miles of quiet countryside that felt suspended outside of time. Every window showed the same blurred sweep of trees, the same rolling hills, the same gray smear of an endless sky. As the train rattled along the tracks, I couldn’t shake the gnawing certainty that something was pulling me back here—not nostalgia, not obligation... something else.

Something that had been waiting.

My aunt had always told me to forget Ravenwood House. “Some places,” she’d whisper, “are better left untouched.” Yet the letter I received last week—written in elegant, looping handwriting I didn’t recognize—told me otherwise.

Your presence is requested urgently at Ravenwood House. Matters regarding your inheritance must be settled immediately.

An inheritance I never knew existed.

I stepped off the train with a small suitcase and a heavy dread, the kind that coils low in your stomach and refuses to move. The station was nearly empty, save for a single lamppost flickering weakly and a bored-looking taxi driver leaning against his car.

“You going up to the old Ravenwood place?” he asked the moment I approached.

I froze. “How did you—”

“There’s nowhere else you’d be headed with that face.” He grinned without humor. “Everyone looks the same when they go up there. Like they’re walking willingly into a nightmare.”

I wasn’t in the mood for theatrics. “Can you take me or not?”

He cleared his throat, straightened, and popped the trunk. “Your money, your funeral.”

The ride took fifteen minutes, though every second stretched into something longer. The trees grew taller the farther we went, twisting together overhead and blocking out the sky. The road narrowed, turning from gravel to dirt, until the car finally rolled to a stop in front of a wrought-iron gate that stood slightly ajar.

Ravenwood House loomed beyond it.

I had seen large houses before, but this one felt impossibly old, with towering stone walls streaked by time and windows that resembled dark, watching eyes. Vines crawled up the exterior like fingers desperate to hold the house in place. A weathered balcony sagged under its own weight, and from somewhere inside, I swore I heard the faintest creak—like the house exhaling.

It shouldn’t have made a sound.

No one had lived here in years.

The taxi driver stayed in the car but leaned out the window. “I’ll wait ten minutes. Not a second more.”

I walked toward the front door, the gravel crunching loudly beneath my shoes, each step echoing through the empty space between the gate and the house. The wooden door stood half open, as if expecting me.

I hesitated.

Old air drifted out—cold, stale, tinged with something metallic.

I pushed the door open.

The moment I stepped inside, the temperature dropped at least ten degrees. The entry hall stretched out in shadows and peeling wallpaper. Dust coated everything in a thick, unbroken layer. A chandelier hung crookedly from the ceiling, one bulb flickering weakly like a dying heartbeat.

And that was when I felt it.

Eyes.

Dozens of them.

Watching.

My gaze darted up.

Portraits lined the walls on both sides—men and women, stern-faced and somber, all painted in the same faded style. Their expressions varied, but their eyes... their eyes were wrong. Too lifelike. Too knowing. As if they recognized me. As if they disapproved.

Among them, one portrait stood out—the largest, framed in gilded gold, dominating the end of the hall.

A woman.

Dark hair. Hollow cheeks. Eyes so real they almost gleamed in the dim light.

My breath caught.

It was the same portrait from the night in the prologue. The same woman whose eyes had blinked. Only now... she looked different. Younger. Sadder. As if she had been repainted. As if she’d aged backward.

Something rustled behind me.

I spun around.

Nothing.

Just the distant tick of a grandfather clock that shouldn’t have been running.

I took one step deeper into the hall—then froze as a voice, soft and cold and unmistakably close, whispered behind my left ear:

“Welcome home.”
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The Painting That Waited for Me

I turned sharply, heart hammering, but the hall remained empty—just cracked wallpaper and silent portraits. No human figure. No source of the voice.
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