
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The House of Ash

        

        
        
          Grotesqueries

        

        
        
          Hayden Thorne

        

        
          Published by Hayden Thorne, 2023.

        

    


THE HOUSE OF ASH

*

Copyright © 2023 Hayden Thorne

Cover art © Hayden Thorne

*

Written by Hayden Thorne

*

This story within is a work of fiction. All events, institutions, themes, persons, characters, and plots are completely fictional inventions of the author. Any resemblance to people living or deceased, actual places, or events is purely coincidental and entirely unintentional.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the author.



  	
	    
	      Also by Hayden Thorne

	    

      
	    
          
	      Arcana Europa

          
        
          
	          Guardian Angel

          
        
          
	          The Flowers of St. Aloysius

          
        
          
	          Hell-Knights

          
        
          
	          Children of Hyacinth

          
        
          
	          The Amaranth Maze

          
        
          
	          A Murder of Crows

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Curiosities

          
        
          
	          Dollhouse

          
        
          
	          Automata

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dolores

          
        
          
	          Ambrose

          
        
          
	          Echoes in the Glass

          
        
          
	          A Dirge for St. Monica

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghosts and Tea

          
        
          
	          The Ghosts of St. Grimald Priory

          
        
          
	          Agnes of Haywood Hall

          
        
          
	          A Most Unearthly Rival

          
        
          
	          The Haunted Inkwell

          
        
          
	          The House of Creeping Dolls

          
        
          
	          The Heart of Ameinias

          
        
          
	          Ada and the Singing Skull

          
        
          
	          The Dubious Commode

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Grotesqueries

          
        
          
	          A Castle for Rowena

          
        
          
	          The Rusted Lily

          
        
          
	          Primavera

          
        
          
	          The House of Ash

          
        
          
	          Nightshade's Emporium

          
        
          
	          Voices in the Briars

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Rochester

          
        
          
	          Compline

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Masks

          
        
          
	          Masks: The Original Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Curse of Arachnaman

          
        
          
	          Mimi Attacks!

          
        
          
	          Dr. Morbid's Castle of Blood

          
        
          
	          The Porcelain Carnival

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Renfred's Masquerade

          
        
          
	          Rose and Spindle

          
        
          
	          Gold in the Clouds

          
        
          
	          Helleville

          
        
          
	          Icarus in Flight

          
        
          
	          Arabesque

          
        
          
	          Banshee

          
        
          
	          Wollstone

          
        
          
	          The Glass Minstrel

          
        
          
	          Henning

          
        
          
	          The Twilight Gods

          
        
          
	          The Book of Lost Princes

          
        
          
	          The Winter Garden and Other Stories

          
        
          
	          Desmond and Garrick

          
        
          
	          The Cecilian Blue-Collar Chronicles

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Hayden Thorne’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Helena held her candle lamp aloft as she peered inside her grandson’s bedroom. Ah, good. Young Crispin was still sound asleep and wasn’t at all troubled by either dreams or the raging storm outside—and within doors. In the barely pierced wall of darkness, his golden head seemed to shimmer, lit from some unknown source within. 

Like an angel, Helena thought with a wry little smile. He’d always been an absolute angel even without his unusually pale colors, his heart always open and pure, his nature so untouched by the darkness that had constantly gnawed away at his heels. Not that he’d known all that time because Helena had ensured nothing so wicked would touch a hair on his golden head—so light a gold as to be nearly white, some would say. 

And now, by the grace of God, nothing would ever threaten him again. 

Helena had taken great care to wait for the worst of the storm to carry through with her plan, of course. That was the only way for her to suppress the noise of wild thrashing and gurgling screams as the poison ate its way through its victims’ insides, burning and shredding tissue and organs and anything that gave the monstrous pair she called her son and granddaughter such terrible life.

“Good night, my sweet boy,” she whispered into the dark. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She shut the door silently and withdrew back into the gloomy hallway. The rain battered the great house’s roof and walls, pounding the old glass of every window as the furious wind sought entry in every crack and gap. Helena Ash had long grown so used to the noise made by the wild weather in such a remote place—even raised a tiny family amid the capricious turns of Nature. 

Nature and Fortune—most especially Fortune.

And Fortune was, indeed, capricious. All Helena had to do was look at her own bloodline, grief and rage having long beaten terror at the terrible discovery of her son’s—her only child’s—hellish appetites and the inevitably spiraling madness.

She sighed as she made her way through darkness, her progress smooth and quick because movement to her in such weather was always muscle memory and nothing more. But all the same, she took to listening for those sounds from the other bedrooms. At length she stood in the shadows, head bowed, ears straining to hear despite the wind, the rain, and the occasional thunder.

To her left was Maximillian’s door, and to her right, Marianne’s.

And coming from each was a cacophony of garbled screams and cries, of the wet sounds of blood or foam bursting out of slack mouths. Irregular thumps and something porcelain crashing against the floor mixed it up with the gradually fading, nightmarish sounds of two people dying of poison. 

Helena Ash stood there, patient as ever, waiting and waiting until nothing else could be heard from the two bedrooms. When all was still within doors, she took a calming breath and raised her head, straightening her shoulders and taking on a somewhat vague approximation of her former self—the proud, stoic, and fierce matriarch of a dying family. 

Even though she’d just murdered her own son and granddaughter to protect her grandson from their base turns.

“An hour,” she said in a low voice, her words somewhat muffled by the weight of death and shadows pressing down on her from everywhere. “An hour should be sufficient.”

An hour would be enough time to be assured of the deaths of two people who’d upended her life and driven her down such an unthinkable road. Her servant, the loyal old Luther Dabney, would help her bury the bodies outside the property. No church would take the two. Murder aside, the repulsive sins of the father and daughter would have been enough to ensure the rejection.

Helena made her way to the small family chapel on the ground floor, and there she prayed for strength and forgiveness. Above all, however, she prayed for Crispin’s protection and a long, happy, fruitful life. 

“Dear God, you made the boy blind for a reason, and perhaps it was because you wished him not to see the blackness of his father’s soul,” she murmured. She knelt before an old cross, the prie dieu prayer desk and its gothic design details feeling quite hard and dead under her. Her clasped hands tightened against each other, but her face betrayed none of the shock of her dreadful actions. 

“They will return soon enough, and they will seek him out even in death. I will be here to meet them one last time, but I ask for strength in my vigilance as well as poor Mr. Dabney’s. He’s willing to go all the way, help me see through the final act, if you will, of our time on earth.” She paused and sighed heavily, the weight of grief on Crispin’s behalf now feeling nearly unbearable as her thoughts flew back to him and the close call he’d just had.

“Dear God, please bless my poor grandson. Guide his steps and keep his heart as pure as it had always been. Give him the chance to find love and to give it back. To find happiness and to give it back. Please let it all be in equal measure, for I do think the boy isn’t capable of anything less than a hundred percent of every effort he’d make.”

She carried on for a few more minutes, every word pouring out of her lips a plea on Crispin’s behalf. The chapel was icy cold, the candle lamp barely adding to the feeble light of the two votive candles flanking the ancient likeness of a serenely suffering Jesus. She’d need to replace those candles soon enough because heaven only knew how many more times she’d be needing the familiar sanctuary of that small holy space again.

Lightning and thunder punctuated her final prayer. She calmly crossed herself and genuflected as she stood, leaving the votive candles to burn themselves out. She’d have to replace them in the morning, she thought, but for now, she needed to go to the drawing-room and wait for the time. It was already close to midnight, and she was dreadfully exhausted from that day’s stresses.

No, she corrected herself as she entered the drawing-room and its welcome fire—the only source of light in addition to warmth in the room. Perhaps even the entire house for the time being. 

That day’s stresses had been the culmination of what felt like an endless patchwork of time from God only knew when. What day, what year did she first notice odd behavior from her son and granddaughter? Marianne had—no, Maximillian had just returned from one of his many travels in the continent, Helena recalled. Travels he never spoke about and merely dismissed as business-related and so on, but she suspected they were black pilgrimages he’d been compelled to go to—just like his accursed predecessors. 

Helena should have known the wheels had begun to turn long ago, yet she’d held off in stupid denial, and she only had herself to blame for the terrible results. She stared in grim silence at the fire, intent on searing her eyeballs with the unforgiving brightness, but eventually surrendered and turned away, blinking. She needed her sight more so now than ever. The reminder of a helpless Crispin sleeping upstairs and completely oblivious to everything that had happened that night urged her back from reckless actions.

A soft knock on the door startled Helena out of her morose thoughts, and she straightened up in her chair, again a distant and impervious queen in her tiny, cursed kingdom.

“Come in,” she called out. Old Luther Dabney appeared, mirroring her in carriage and manner. “Ah, Mr. Dabney—is everything all right?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s over,” he replied in a voice that also matched hers in dignified solemnity. “I’ve just been upstairs.”

“Did you enter the rooms?”

“Yes, ma’am. Both are gone. I checked their pulses.”

Helena nodded and sighed, momentarily distracting herself with an idle brushing of her skirts. The magnitude of what she’d done—of what she’d also made a loyal servant do though Mr. Dabney had been more than willing to see things through, having witnessed too many horrors under her roof to stay silent and passive—was now bearing down on her. Threatening what little control she kept on herself.

Think of Crispin. Think of managing to save him in time. The boy’s alive and safe, thanks to you.

“Yes,” she whispered, pinching her eyes and massaging her temples with cold fingers. “Crispin. Think of him.”

“Ma’am? Should we both check?”

“Yes. Of course. Thank you, Mr. Dabney.”

Helena rose without trouble, and they both left the drawing-room for a final inspection of their dark handiwork. Helena would need to take out the old leather bags of “midnight tools”, as she’d always called the bag’s contents and repair quickly to the nearest church with several little bottles to fill. Perhaps she’d be just as successful as all her female predecessors though she was certainly far older than they were when they found themselves in the position of reluctant champions. 

The house of Ash was a cursed house. Evil ran through every vein but manifested itself only in random members, and such incidents were blessedly far between but as such caught the family unawares and unprepared. Or nearly unprepared, thanks in large part for the old journal Helena had learned to keep close. 

At least there was comfort in that, she thought dourly, though it had also guaranteed an extinct bloodline now that only Crispin—seventeen and blind—was left. Helena herself didn’t expect to survive this unhappy task, and sooner or later, the end of this unholy curse would involve her sealing the hellish door with her own blood. 

They arrived first at Marianne’s bedroom and entered. The state of the chamber was as Helena imagined: things thrown to the floor, the bedclothes tangled, the young woman’s body lying in a horrible, contorted pose. Hair spread and wild, eyes wide, mouth agape and a bloodied, foamy mess. Bloodstains and drool liberally dotted her night dress and pillows, and her bent arms were twisted, her fingers curled like exaggerations of a monster’s claws. 

Helena nodded. “Very good,” she murmured before pulling out a small crucifix and placing it on the dead girl’s chest. She sighed and turned to Mr. Dabney. “Let’s check my son’s body, Mr. Dabney. Then please boil some water. I daresay I can’t go to bed now, and I’d rather get started with cleaning the rooms while my head’s still clear and I still have the courage to see this through.”
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“Well, this is a right mess,” Mr. Wyndham said with a heavy sigh as he peered out the window for the dozenth or so time. “We’ll never make it in time.”

Tadzio snickered and turned his attention back to his journal. “My father can’t blame us, anyway,” he replied in his heavily accented English. “It was his idea for us to do the tour in a country half-drowned in rain, not Italy or France. He should know better than to complain if we failed to get on the right coach out.”

“With any luck, this rain will be over before the sun rises.”

“That’s a fool’s hope, Mr. Wyndham.”

The older tutor snorted and moved reluctantly away from the window and picked up his books from Tadzio’s bed. Glancing around the small bedroom, he sighed again. “And you’re far too young to be so cynical, sir. Whatever happened to being so open and glib and eager to rule the world at twenty-one?”

“Education, Mr. Wyndham.” 

“Bollocks. I suppose I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. Michalak. Don’t stay up too late, writing or drawing or doing heaven knows what in that journal of yours.”

“Good night, Mr. Wyndham. And remember never to open your windows to midnight visitors.”

“Bollocks!” 

And with that, the stately Mr. Wyndham withdrew, casting another doubtful and restless eye about the room while cradling his beloved books against his chest. Tadzio watched him with a poorly suppressed grin. Once he was alone in his room, he heaved a relieved breath and settled back down in his chair, allowing the downpour to soothe his spirits though he understood too well his tutor’s grumpiness. 

His father had, indeed, sent him out to more unexpected places for his Grand Tour, even providing him with his old itinerary and indicating, with a proud air, what he did and where, leaving Tadzio marveling at his widowed parent’s more rebellious turns when it came to such a relic of a rite of passage. Tadzio himself never really understood the value of a Grand Tour, deciding early on it was nothing more than an expensive waste of time meant to further spoil worthless and dissipated scions of ancient families. 

“Ah, but Tadzio—we have our own path to carve, you see? Classical studies and learning French customs and Italian this-and-that are all well and good, but what about the rest of Europe? Don’t you think we stand to gain much by exposing ourselves to less popular places and forgotten corners for our Grand Tours? You can always visit Paris or Rome whenever you feel like it, and God knows, we’ve plenty enough books from those places for you to read and learn from. But England? Holland?” His voice fell to a softer but no less insistent volume as he stared at Tadzio above his small, round spectacles. “The Balkan Peninsula, especially?”

“What’s so special about those places, anyway? You said so yourself—hardly anyone goes there for their Grand Tour. What can I gain from visiting them?” Other than a predictable mix of good and bad cuisine, of course.

His father chuckled softly and sat back, his gaze never leaving Tadzio. “A good deal about what’s unknown. How does that play put it? Ah—there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, that are dreamt of in your philosophy. Confound and then challenge your limitations, son. Go beyond. Reach out to what’s unknown, and make it yours. You won’t find it in the overly visited museums and salons of Paris or the amphitheaters of antiquity. Seek out the arcane in Bulgaria. England. Moldova. Let your desire to unearth what others choose to abandon or ignore out of superstitious fear guide your steps.”

Tadzio grimaced as he pondered his father’s parting words. “I’m in England, in the middle of nowhere, caught in the rain, my brain packed tightly with information on local customs, legends, superstitions, hauntings—the arcane and the occult, Father. Just like you wished me to learn. And I’ve no idea what to do with what I know because they’re all hogwash.”

His family had long been dabblers and scholars of the unknown. Idle and more superficial fascination in the arcane and the occult, that is, which made for lively conversation at the dinner-table, and the family library was quite packed with volumes on such subjects. While peculiar, at least it beat mindless gossip. 

He’d sooner be in Siena right now, in fact, following in the footsteps of other scholars before him. He’d rather be enjoying the sun and warmth of the Italian countryside, not the bleak and dreary grayness of its English counterpart. It was his turn to sigh heavily, his earlier carelessness and forced wit gone. He needed that façade in place in Mr. Wyndham’s company, after all, because it simply wouldn’t do if he were mirror his English tutor’s dismay and irritation. Feeding Mr. Wyndham’s negativity wouldn’t help his cause, which was to travel as extensively and prudently as he could while he could because upon returning home, he’d be forced into the domestic scene. And that involved finding a suitable wife. 

He could always sow his oats while traveling, which was something very much on par with all other fellow Grand Tour adventurers, but his idea of sowing oats didn’t involve the tight, wet hole between a lady’s thighs. He preferred what was coyly hidden between a gentleman’s firm, round buttocks, having enjoyed a few while in university and in the company of willing, breathless, and beautiful young men. 

“Huh. Bollocks, indeed.” 

He and Mr. Wyndham would have to leave the very moment the rain let up though there was no real guarantee of it abating in the morning. He’d already experienced ridiculous English weather for a month. He and his tutor were en route to the continent, specifically Limburg, which he didn’t expect to be much of an improvement in weather. But at least it would be a much-needed change in scenery and culture after a stretch of time roaming about a dreary island nation. 

A soft and tentative knock pulled him away from his thoughts, and a glance at the small clock alerted him to a late hour: nearly midnight.

Had Tadzio been lost in musings for a good two hours, really? Mr. Wyndham retired at precisely nine-thirty, which was the older gentleman’s overly disciplined time for sleep, and Tadzio never really left his chair since. When he stirred, the soreness of unused muscles made him suck in a breath as sharp pain here and there roused him fully. He realized then that his journal lay face-down on the floor by his feet, his pen also on the floor but at a distance. He’d fallen asleep without realizing it, then, perhaps waking up now and then because whatever sleep he’d had was pitifully restless and superficial. 

The knocks came again. Tadzio rose to his feet with a low, pained groan as he gingerly stretched and rubbed aching muscles. 

“I’m coming,” he called out in as quiet a voice as he could. 

The inn was utterly silent, the guests and owners having long gone to bed. And when Tadzio opened his bedroom door, nothing but darkness of the hallway beyond greeted him.

Well, darkness and the figure of a young man—really a boy his late adolescence—holding up a candle lamp and looking up at him with large, expressive eyes and a shy smile. Tadzio had to smile back. He stepped aside to let his midnight guest in, locking the door once they were both safely hidden from the world. 

Then they were kissing, his young guest—Edward Nottingham, he reminded himself, a youth of eighteen (recently eighteen, he appended)—the innkeeper’s son, still eager and clumsy in his recently deflowered state, offering himself with poignant innocence. Tadzio had to wrest control back and calm his lover down with slow, gentle strokes of Edward’s neck and face and softer, gentler kisses that felt more like light brushes of lips than anything else. He broke the frenzied kisses and shushed the lad. He pressed their foreheads together and waited with weathered patience for Edward to understand the beauty of holding off, torturing his partner with an enforced wait. 

He could feel their erections straining against their trousers and rubbing against each other as they moved. 

“Will you take me again?” Edward whispered, plaintive and devastatingly beautiful in the simplicity with which he asked to be fucked into the mattress. 

“Of course, sweetheart,” Tadzio whispered back, delighting in the subtle shivering of the body caught in his firm hold. Edward had particularly loved Tadzio’s accent, sometimes begging him to whisper filthy words to him in Polish while Tadzio first ate his hole, preparing for its breaching with his tongue and oiled finger. 

When satisfied of Edward’s calm, Tadzio took over the seduction and kissed him with equal parts hunger and passion. He loved forcing Edward’s mouth open, snaking his tongue inside and the gathering saliva wetting their mouths and chins with slippery, erotic messiness. He enjoyed the small sounds gurgling out of Edward’s throat, the awkward fingers blindly feeling for buttons and loops.

Then they were fully naked with Edward face down on the bed, his face pressed against the pillows while Tadzio spent an idle stretch of time destroying the pink pucker between Edward’s cheeks with his mouth and tongue. Edward came once from that effort alone. And he came again when Tadzio decided to play with his lover’s hole some more with an oiled glass phallus, which he’d acquired from a very discreet lady entrepreneur in Yorkshire. 

It was also an exercise in restraint on Tadzio’s part as he penetrated Edward with the phallus and left it there for a moment, sitting back to admire his handiwork while Edward moaned into the pillow, buttocks trembling as he fought valiantly against the desire to come—to no avail. Tadzio watched the flushed, sweaty body squirm and hump, his eyes glazing over in lust as he stretched the torturous pleasure longer and longer. Then poor Edward couldn’t deny himself anymore, and he drenched the bedsheets with more semen even as he nearly wept his relief into the wet pillow.

Tadzio was on top of him soon enough, his own oil-slicked erection pressing inside Edward after taking the phallus out and nearly throwing it against the wall in his hurry to mount his lover. Perhaps, he thought dizzily as he rocked furiously against the body under him—perhaps he’d get Edward used to having more than one thing in his hole. The phallus and a couple of fingers? The glass phallus and Tadzio’s warm cock? The very idea was too much for Tadzio’s already strained mind and control, and after pounding a few more times, he pushed as far as he could go and came in a wild, glorious rush.  
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Helena Ash was nothing if not strong. Although soaked through and impossibly cold, she’d managed to help Mr. Dabney bury the bodies outside the ragged oaks ringing her property—in the family cemetery, which didn’t mean much because none of the graves were marked for a reason. It was really a small clearing elsewhere in the wood that had been used for burial and purification more than once through the years.

Only those who weren’t marked by the bloodline’s curse were buried in hallowed ground, left to their eternal rest and rewarded for being fortunate enough not to be soiled by sheer accident of birth. It was unfair, Helena had always thought, but such was the way with how the universe worked, wasn’t it? 

By the time she expended the last ounce of energy into shoveling mud back into the grave, Helena felt the results of her endless night, which began at tea, really, and didn’t end until now. She leaned heavily on the shovel, breathing hard and blearily watching her breaths come out in white puffs. The rains had eased a little, but the chill of the hour went straight to the bone, and she couldn’t feel her fingers. 

Mr. Dabney did the same just a few feet away. The exhausted pair of them rested a little, rending the silence of the one o’clock hour with their ragged breathing and occasional groan of pain. 

“Ma’am, you really should have left this to me,” the dear old servant said after a time. “I’d have been able to do it myself even if it would’ve taken me twice as long.”

Helena glanced up and blinked against the raindrops, managing a tired smile. “Ah, and there’s the problem, sir. This requires a much shorter time, believe me, and I won’t have you out here, alone, exposed to the rain and cold and exerting yourself unnecessarily while I laze before a comfortable fire.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Besides, I need to see all this through—ready myself for what comes next.”

Test her strength, she appended, and especially her will.

Mr. Dabney merely inclined his head in answer. Before long the weary pair were trudging through mud and miserable weather back to the great house. No more words were exchanged between them given the horrors of what they’d just done, and Helena knew what was now foremost in their minds was the more terrible aftermath. An inevitable aftermath, one she’d have dealt with sooner had she not been so content with wealth, comfort, and even luxury. Such things always came with a price, after all, and no matter how long she chose to ignore it, it would never go away. 

Besides, she had another expected visit from the doctor later today for one more examination—not that she needed further confirmation of her slow decline. Cancer had been a catalyst—along with the knowledge of the dangers faced by her grandson—for her sudden surge of activity, and it was a realization that had shamed her. She shouldn’t have waited, shouldn’t have avoided or ignored. Complacence had been her ultimate sin, but she’d atone for it soon enough. 
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