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Fog clung low across the grounds of Sallowmere as though the land itself exhaled in its sleep, an endless shroud that seemed to seep from the soil itself. Silas paused at the broken edge of the iron gates, their bars strangled by ivy and rust, their hinges sagging like rotting jaws unhinged after a final scream. The path beyond, once graveled and manicured, was drowned in weeds, briars, and lichen so thick it swallowed the stones whole. The air carried that peculiar stillness where the world seemed to have forgotten to keep time, a silence so deep it pressed on the skull like weight. Even the trees leaned with a listless droop, bark split open in wounds that oozed sap like old sores. Branches dangled like limbs too tired to rise, some swaying faintly though no wind stirred. A crow croaked somewhere in the fog, then fell silent mid-call, leaving behind only the echo of absence.

The manor waited at the end of the path. From afar, it might have seemed stately, windows tall, walls standing proud against the fog. But the longer Silas let his gaze rest on it, the more it unsettled him. The house was almost right, but not quite. A portrait tilted half a degree too far, a smile that lingered half a beat too long. Its lines wavered like flesh stretched too thin across bone, and the roof sagged in a way that made the entire structure look as though it were breathing shallowly. A slow nausea pressed against his stomach, as if his body noticed a sickness his eyes could not name. At one window, a curtain twitched, though no draft moved; a pale hand seemed to brush against the glass, then melted back into shadow.

Silas’s boots crunched on the stones, though the sound felt muted, absorbed by the air itself. A slug squirmed across the path, its body leaving a glistening smear that seemed to pulse faintly in the gloom, and beside it a beetle lay on its back, legs twitching uselessly as if poisoned by the air. He told himself it was obligation that drew him here, the invisible tether of family—a leash knotted in blood, tugging even when he pulled away. He despised the Sallowmere name, despised the shadows it cast over him, yet he had come when called. Hatred was only half the truth. The other half, he knew, was more shameful: a fractured hope that perhaps the old house still hid some piece of the love he had craved from his grandfather. A love given freely to others, never to him. Even now he could recall childhood gatherings where his cousins were pulled onto Alistair’s knee, given the warmth of approval, while he stood unacknowledged at the edge of the room, trying to make himself smaller.

That hunger soured into resentment, and resentment folded neatly into curiosity. What might he inherit here? What secrets were hoarded within? He despised himself for the thought, but it was there nonetheless—an echo of the same greed that had twisted generations of his blood before him. He had long denied being a Sallowmere, yet the denial rang hollow. The world saw him their kin, and beneath his hatred, part of him knew it was true. A mirror could not lie: his reflection carried the same dark hair, the same angular cheekbones, the same faint cruelty etched in the shape of the mouth.

The fog pressed thicker as he approached the steps. Moss crawled over the stone like a living skin, its tendrils clinging wetly to his boots as if reluctant to release him. The balustrade rose crookedly, its carved finials softened into grotesque shapes by mildew, their once-noble forms twisted into something closer to bone knobs. He paused at the threshold, breath clouding, heart caught in a rhythm between dread and anticipation. The silence here was suffocating, so complete it seemed to smother his own pulse. He could almost hear the stillness itself breathing, long and patient, as though waiting for him to move. His hand brushed the banister, slick with damp. The wood seemed to quiver faintly beneath his fingers, and when he pulled back, a thread of black mold clung to his skin like spit. Somewhere above, a floorboard creaked—slow, deliberate, like the step of something aware of his arrival.

He stepped inside.

The air within was faintly metallic, sharp against his tongue like a coin pressed too long in the mouth. The scent layered itself: old polish, mildew, and beneath both, a faint copper tang that made his teeth ache. Shadows stretched across the foyer, pooling too deeply in the corners, as though the light refused to claim them. The tiled floor bore hairline cracks, as though veins had formed in the stone itself, branching outward in diseased patterns. His boot pressed on one of them and the sound it gave was not stone shifting, but something softer, almost like cartilage bending. On the far wall, the largest portrait loomed—a likeness of his grandfather, painted in pristine oils. The man’s gaze was fixed outward, stern and certain, every hair in place.

Yet the eyes were wrong. Darker than memory recalled. Too dark, as though something deeper stared back through them. In that oil-black gaze he thought he saw a flicker of motion, the tiniest ripple like a pupil dilating, as if the painted man were savoring his return.

The nausea sharpened. The imbalance could no longer be dismissed. With that first step into the house, the descent had begun.








  
  2

  
  
  Ledger & Legacy

  
  




The study waited the way a mouth waits, closed enough to suggest refusal, parted just enough to promise a swallow. The fire throbbed low, a modest red buried in ash. The smell of old varnish and iron pressed against his tongue. Silas stood in the doorway, feeling the house count his breaths, and stepped inside because stepping back would have felt like confessing something weak.

The desk was the room’s altar: black oak, scored and dented by a life of decisions. At its center sat an ornate box, not dusty, not neglected, but attending. The lid displayed the Sallowmere crest in miniature relief, a stag whose antlers fanned like a crown. Around it, the carver had worked a secondary liturgy: narrow figures bowed in a circle, their arms extended as if in benediction, their hands positioned wrong. Between crest and congregation, a ring of tiny sigils threaded the wood, too thin to be merely decorative. The box felt less discovered than delivered.

He touched it. The oak was warm. Not from the fire, from being held.

Silas lifted the lid and the hinges exhaled. Inside lay the ledger.

It was not a book, though it had the shape of one. It was a body persuaded into a rectangle. The cover was stitched from skins of different shades, the seams puckered, hair‑fine stitches tugged tight as if to restrain what the binding still wanted to do. The pages along the fore edge bore little whorls and freckles, not ink, not ornament, but remnants of someone once alive. Each sheet had been sewn to the next with strands of hair, black and brown and silver, plaited and pulled through like thread. When he lifted it by the spine, he felt the weight of bone beneath. He turned the ledger and saw the truth of its vertebrae: fused discs, polished by handling, lacquered into obedience. The spine did not flex. It remembered standing upright.

A cousin, he thought, and hated himself for the thought. Or a great‑aunt. Or the boy they sent away to school who never came home. Inheritance made literal, devotion embalmed as furniture. A family album compiled by knife.

He did not want to open it. His hands opened it.

The first page came down like a lid. The handwriting was elegant and exact, the barbed script he recognized from letters whose praise always carried a clause, the careful strokes of Alistair Sallowmere. The tone carried a sermon’s cadence. The words shone with a polish that felt less like cleanliness than like a scalpel held to light.

Our blood was chosen before candles learned to envy the sun. We are the tether and the table. We are the goat and the priest. To preserve is to feed. To feed is to preserve.

Dates marched down the margins with military posture. Names followed like medals nailed through cloth. The early entries were precise, almost soothing in their certainty. A ritual here, a season there. The language of power pressed into grammar: the flesh is the feast, the soul is the wine. Weight was given to phrases with repeated use, not for beauty, but for result.

Between one paragraph and the next, the paper thinned. The ink grew heavy. Lines doubled back, a sentence rephrased with an urgency that suggested the first version had lacked the muscle to hold. The script kept its elegance for a time, but the words under it strained. Not yet frantic, not yet lost, but chewed.

Silas read the list of the faithful and the failures, and every third name made his stomach clench with a private memory. Judah, who laughed too loud at dinners and then simply stopped attending them. Annora, righteous and soft‑voiced, whose perfume ghosted the halls for a winter after she slipped. Victor, who taught Silas to tie a fishing knot and never met his eye again. Beside each name, a notation that felt like a physician’s chart: suitable, ripened, reclaimed.

A pop from the fire startled him into looking up. The room had drawn closer. Shadows printed themselves in longer shapes, stretched until their edges blurred into soft black. The portraits along the opposite wall held the light wrong, their varnish refusing to reflect the color of flame. The air tasted red, as if he had bitten the inside of his cheek.

He went back to the ledger because there was nowhere else to look.

A page later, the diction changed. The pen dug deeper. The lines shortened. Commands became pleas dressed as doctrine:

The line thins. The rot must be seeded as devotion rather than habit. We prepare, we prepare, we prepare.

The repetition made his teeth hum. It did not feel like ornament. It felt like a man tapping the same vein after the first two tries failed to fill the vial.

A memory unfolded without his permission: Grandfather’s eyes at a holiday meal, cold and bright as the rim of a clean coin. The silence that followed any laugh that wasn’t Alistair’s. Compliments that arrived like drafts, signed but insufficient, a promise of a larger sum later if he learned to be good. Good meant obedient. Obedient meant quiet. Quiet meant capable of being hollowed.

He turned another page. The handwriting slid. Words lost their joints and came together crooked. The sentences leaned to one side. Ink feathered where the pen had lingered too long.

We feed not for favor but for function, to keep the gate breathing, to keep the womb warm. Flesh to feast, soul to wine, blood to oil. The line will open. The vessel will carry.

A marginal note slashed through an earlier line as if the page had offended the writer:

Not vessel. Prepared one.

Prepared. The word looked ordinary. It felt like a verdict.

Silas blinked hard. The letters on the page did not settle. They gathered themselves into a shape not strictly alphabetical. Curves and stems reached toward one another until the white spaces formed a name. His name.

Silas.

He flinched backward, chair legs squealing against wood that did not sound like wood anymore. The floor underfoot had softened, a damp give like a sponge left on the sill too long. The fire burned lower yet glowed redder, smoke lifting in slow threads that coiled in the air like veins reaching for a pulse. The shelves along the wall tilted, a fraction at first, then more, until their lines could not be trusted.
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