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INTRODUCTION
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The oppressive heat of July 1982 bore down on the small town of Brisby, Iowa, where two young friends were about to tempt fate in the most horrifying way. For years, the dilapidated Blackwood Manor sat decrepit on the outskirts, a looming presence that parents warned their children never to approach. Tales were whispered of three kids who ventured inside over six decades ago, never to be seen again. Their disappearances had calcified into local lore, fueling the sinister reputation of the crumbling edifice. 

––––––––
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Fourteen-year-old best friends Marvin Lott and the narrator should have heeded the ominous stories, but the thrill of defying such taboos on the last day of summer freedom proved too tantalizing. As dusk fell, they made their way through the overgrown grounds, the manor's shadow engulfing them like a vile mist. Every rotting timber and shattered window seemed to dare them onward into the beckoning darkness within.

––––––––
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The boys' first hesitant steps across the threshold unleashed a malevolent force that had lain dormant for generations. An invisible malice slithered forth, eager to ensnare new victims in its gruesome web. As they ascended the grand staircase, floorboards groaned in protest, as if giving voice to the anguished souls who had fallen prey to the manor's terrifying secrets. Marvin's nervous laughter echoed hollowly, drowned out by the thunderous pounding of their hearts.

––––––––
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In the master bedroom, the air hung stale and thick with dread. A tattered doll, strands of matted hair still clinging to its skull, seemed to watch them with vacant eyes. The narrator's blood turned to ice in his veins as the realization dawned - this was where the unspeakable horrors had occurred all those years ago. Marvin's curiosity proved his undoing as he pried open a decrepit armoire...and vanished without a sound into the reeking depths.  
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[image: image]


The narrator's anguished screams reverberated through the cavernous manor as he clawed frantically at the armoire's unyielding panels. But the only response was a low, rumbling laughter that curdled his blood and froze him in his tracks. From the shadows, a hunched, twisted figure emerged, its mouth a rictus grin of serrated fangs. In that endless moment of heart-stopping terror, the narrator finally understood the truth behind the chilling tales.
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Blackwood Manor was no mere derelict ruin, but a timeless vessel for an ancient, ravenous evil. A soulless abomination that fed on the lives of the young, trapping their spirits for eternity in an endless cycle of torment. As the grotesque entity advanced, the narrator saw the anguished faces of the manor's countless victims contorting within its viscous form, their pleas for mercy silenced by the void.
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With a primordial roar, the abomination reared up, its gaping maw unhinged and ready to consume the narrator's very essence. In that final, panicked heartbeat, the narrator turned to flee, only to find the way barred by a legion of shambling forms - the reanimated husks of the manor's victims, their empty eyes burning with hatred for the living.
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THE STORY TOLD
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Dust swirled around us as we raced our bikes down the old town's cracked pavement, laughter trailing in our wake like a kite on a string. I was always the one out front; not because I was faster, but because my friends said I had an unshakable sense of direction, like a homing pigeon. That day though, it wasn't about where we were going—it was about being together, just me, Alex, and Jace. 
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"Last one to the elm is a rotten egg!" I shouted over my shoulder.

––––––––
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Jace huffed behind me, pedaling furiously. "No fair, Chris! You got a head start!"

––––––––
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The great elm tree loomed ahead, its ancient branches casting long shadows that stretched across the road like dark fingers. It was our landmark for victory, the finish line in countless races. We skidded to a halt beneath its canopy, tires crunching on gravel. I threw my hands up in triumph, panting.

––––––––
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"Chris wins again," Alex grinned, arriving a moment later. His glasses were askew, his curly hair a wild tangle from the wind. Jace rolled up beside him, trying to look annoyed, but the twinkle in his eye gave him away.

––––––––

[image: image]


"Man, you guys are too easy," I teased, bumping fists with both of them. Our friendship was the kind you read about in books or saw in movies—the bond that felt more like brothers than friends. We shared everything: secrets, dreams, and even the occasional squabble over who had the best comic book collection (it was me, obviously).

––––––––
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"Hey, did you guys hear about Blackwood Manor?" Alex blurted out, pushing his glasses back up his nose. The sudden shift in topic caught me off guard.

––––––––
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"Blackwood Manor? That old place at the edge of town?" I asked, intrigued. Legends of the manor ran rampant in our small town, stories woven into the very fabric of local lore.

––––––––
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"Yeah," Jace chimed in, eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and fear. "My brother said there've been noises coming from there at night—like someone's walking around."

––––––––
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"Probably just raccoons," I scoffed, though the thought sent a chill down my spine. Blackwood Manor was the kind of place that stirred the imagination, its dilapidated walls and overgrown gardens the perfect setting for ghost stories.

––––––––
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"Or ghosts!" Alex added with a mock-spooky voice, wiggling his fingers for effect. "They say the manor's haunted by the old owner, Mr. Blackwood himself."

––––––––
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"Come on, ghosts aren't real," I said, but I couldn't deny the flicker of curiosity that sparked within me. Blackwood Manor was an enigma, a shadow on the outskirts of town that beckoned to the brave—or the foolish.

––––––––
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"Maybe we should check it out," Jace suggested tentatively. "You know, see if there's any truth to the rumors."

––––––––
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I looked at both of their faces, lit up with the thrill of the unknown. Despite my skepticism, I knew that this was the beginning of something—an adventure waiting to happen. After all, wasn't that what we lived for? The three of us, exploring the world side by side, ready to uncover whatever mysteries lay hidden just beyond our reach.

––––––––
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Marvin Lott fumbled with the strap of his backpack, his knuckles white as he clutched it. I couldn't help but notice how the afternoon sun seemed to avoid him, casting a shadow that matched his nervous disposition.

––––––––
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"Hey, Marvin," I called out, waving him over. Jace and Alex paused their heated debate about the best way to sneak into an old house, turning their attention to the newcomer.

––––––––
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"Hi, guys," Marvin squeaked, adjusting his glasses with a trembling hand. He always had this wide-eyed look about him, like the world was too big and too much, but you could see the flicker of excitement dancing behind his fear.

––––––––
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"Marvin, you ever hear about Blackwood Manor?" Jace cut straight to the chase, leaning in with a conspiratorial grin.

––––––––

[image: image]


"Uh, yeah, a little." Marvin shifted from foot to foot. "My sister says it's cursed or something. Why?"

––––––––
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Alex shot me a knowing look before answering. “Because we're thinking of going there. To see if any of these stories are true.”

––––––––
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"Really?" Marvin's voice was a mix of disbelief and intrigue. He glanced down at his sneakers as if considering their ability to carry him through such a daring expedition.
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"Yeah," I confirmed, stepping closer to bridge the gap between us. "We want to scope it out. You know, just a little adventure."

––––––––
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"Isn't it dangerous?" His question was valid; Blackwood Manor wasn't exactly the local playground.

––––––––
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"Maybe," I admitted, "but that's what makes it exciting, doesn't it? Besides, we're not going to do anything stupid. Just looking around."

––––––––
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I could see the gears turning in Marvin's head, weighing the risk against the allure of the unknown. It was clear he wanted to be brave, to step out of the shadows that always seemed to cling to him.

––––––––
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"Okay," he said finally, his voice small but steady. "I'll come. But only if we're careful."

––––––––
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"Deal," Alex chimed in, slapping Marvin on the back a little too hard. Marvin stumbled forward but regained his balance, the ghost of a smile tugging at his lips.

––––––––
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"Let's do it then," Jace added with that impulsive enthusiasm of his. "Tonight, under the cover of darkness. We'll meet up after dinner."

––––––––
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The plan was set, and as we watched Marvin walk away, his usual timid gait now mixed with tentative anticipation, I felt the thrill of our impending exploration churn inside me. Whatever secrets Blackwood Manor held, we were determined to uncover them—together.

––––––––
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I unfolded the creased map across my desk, tracing the route from our neighborhood to the outskirts where Blackwood Manor loomed like a question mark against the skyline. Jace leaned over my shoulder, his finger eagerly pointing to a thicket of trees.
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"Shortcut through here," he said, his voice bubbling with the kind of excitement that was as infectious as it was reckless.

––––––––
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Alex nodded in agreement, eyes darting between the map and the window as if he could already see the path laid out before us. "It's settled then. We stick to the shadows and avoid the main roads."

––––––––
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"Guys," Marvin's voice cracked, more a whisper than a protest. He sat on the edge of my bed, wringing his hands. "Are we sure about this?"

––––––––
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"Marv, we've been over this," I reassured him, keeping my tone light. "We're just taking a look around; nobody's ever been hurt just looking, right?"
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