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Chapter 1: The Invitation
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Arjun Verma’s life was carefully orchestrated, built on routines that offered him stability and purpose. He wasn’t the type to entertain surprises or stray from the predictable path he had so meticulously crafted. His days began with ritualistic precision: coffee brewed to the exact strength he liked, followed by a quiet moment on the balcony where he could organize his thoughts, prepare his tasks, and set his mental tone for the day.

But that November morning, something disrupted his routine—a letter. Not an email or a mundane piece of mail, but a peculiar envelope, crafted from thick, cream-colored paper. It was so different from anything he was used to that, for a brief moment, he didn’t know how to react.

The envelope bore his name, “Mr. Arjun Verma,” written in an elegant, looping script. It lacked a return address and stamp, but it was sealed with deep burgundy wax, bearing an unfamiliar insignia. Arjun held it in his hands, feeling the weight of the mystery, it promised.

For a man who prided himself on structure, this was a complete enigma. He stood there, feeling his thoughts pull in every direction, already thinking of a dozen scenarios. He considered dismissing it, tossing it aside as some prank. Yet his curiosity gnawed at him, persistent and unyielding.

Finally, he carefully broke the seal, unfolding the thick paper inside, reading each word with cautious intrigue.

{{“Dear Mr. Verma,

You are cordially invited to join a select group of individuals for an unparalleled experience at Hollow Manor. This invitation is extended only to those who meet our most particular criteria. You, Mr. Verma, have been chosen.

The journey will be one of discovery, mystery, and revelations unlike any other. Please arrive at the address provided below by the first of December. The doors of Hollow Manor await your arrival.

Sincerely,

The Hosts of Hollow Manor.”}}

Arjun’s heart raced, his mind working overtime to interpret each phrase. “Unparalleled experience.” “Chosen.” The words lingered, planting seeds of both excitement and apprehension. Why him? Who were these people, and why would they reach out to someone who had no history with anything extraordinary? The entire thing felt surreal, and he didn’t know if he could—or even should—believe it.

He turned the letter over, as if searching for a clue that would make sense of it all. In a way, he felt absurd, standing there with his mind racing, dissecting every possible meaning, every possible consequence. A part of him, the part that valued logic, wanted to ignore it. But another part, a side of him he often silenced, was tempted. He’d long ignored this impulse toward the unknown, pushing it aside for the safety of predictability. But today, that small, adventurous part of him refused to remain silent.

He thought about calling Rohan, his best friend, whose easy-going spirit would undoubtedly embrace this mystery. But then, he hesitated. Was this too trivial to bring to Rohan’s attention? Would his friend laugh it off, tell him he was overthinking the entire thing? He could hear Rohan’s voice in his mind, teasing him for letting a single letter cause so much turmoil.

Indecision gnawed at him. He paced his living room, glancing back at the letter, then at his phone. He found himself checking the envelope again, hoping to find some hidden explanation he might have missed. He could almost feel the walls of his mind closing in, pushing him to make a decision, one way or another.

Finally, he grabbed his phone, dialling Rohan’s number with a sense of resolve—and a hint of embarrassment.

The phone rang, and Arjun almost hoped Rohan wouldn’t pick up, that he could retreat back into his comfort zone without revealing his internal conflict. But, on the fourth ring, a familiar voice answered, warm and upbeat.

“Arjun! What’s up, man? Calling me so early—don’t tell me you’ve had some epiphany about ditching all your routines and becoming a free spirit!”

Arjun managed a laugh, but it sounded hollow to his own ears. “Not exactly. I... got a letter today. A really strange one.”

Rohan’s voice perked up with curiosity. “Oh? Tell me more.”

Arjun hesitated, glancing down at the letter as if it might reveal its secrets just by being held. “It’s an invitation to some place called Hollow Manor. Apparently, I’ve been ‘chosen’ for an experience that’s supposed to be... unparalleled.”

“Unparalleled?” Rohan repeated, clearly intrigued. “Dude, this sounds exactly like those mystery novels you’re always reading. What’s the catch?”

“That’s the thing,” Arjun replied, trying to find the words to capture the odd pull he felt. “There isn’t one. It just... feels legitimate somehow. But I don’t know if it’s a prank or some marketing scheme, or... I don’t know.”

Rohan chuckled. “Arjun, you’re overthinking this, as usual. Why not just go and find out? Worst-case scenario, it’s some gimmick, and we laugh about it later. Best case? Maybe you end up with a story of your own.”

Rohan’s words hung in the air, the suggestion as tempting as it was terrifying. Arjun could feel his mind swinging between extremes, calculating every risk, analyzing every possible outcome. Yet, with each word Rohan said, he felt his grip on the predictable loosening.

“So... you think I should go?” he asked, his voice tinged with hesitation.

“Absolutely!” Rohan replied with certainty. “In fact, I’ll come with you. Who knows? This might be one of those rare things that actually live up to the hype.”

Arjun laughed softly, feeling a sense of reassurance, he hadn’t expected. “You’d really come along?”

“Do you even need to ask?” Rohan’s voice was steady, his loyalty a grounding force. “Besides, if it turns out to be boring, I’ll make it interesting.”

For a moment, Arjun allowed himself to entertain the idea. With Rohan by his side, the notion felt less daunting, almost attainable. His friend’s enthusiasm was infectious, melting some of the icy grip of his anxiety. Yet, even as he nodded along, a new worry crept in—what about Maya?

Maya, the voice of reason in his life, would likely see this as another one of Rohan’s impulsive ideas and question whether Arjun had thought it through. He could almost hear her voice, practical and level-headed, offering a hundred reasons to be cautious. Would she even agree to join them?

The thought spun around in his mind, filling him with a renewed sense of uncertainty. He could tell Rohan, hang up, and leave Maya out of it. But a part of him knew he needed her there, her pragmatism balancing Rohan’s impulsive nature. The three of them together would give him the courage he needed, the assurance that he wasn’t making this decision alone.

But would Maya even understand?

Arjun paced his apartment, his fingers hovering over Maya’s number on his phone screen. His mind played out every possible scenario. What if she laughed? Or worse, what if she dismissed the whole thing as absurd? A deep-seated voice in his mind warned him not to bring her into this—she’d only remind him of all the risks, the logical reasons not to go.

But he couldn’t ignore how steady she made him feel. Her practicality was a grounding force in his life, and without her insight, he wasn’t sure he could fully commit to this decision. Despite all his doubts, he knew he needed her input. Finally, he took a deep breath and dialled her number, his fingers tense as he waited.

Maya’s voice answered, calm and steady as always. “Hey, Arjun. Everything okay?”

The familiarity of her tone eased him, just enough to get the words out. “Maya, I... got a strange letter today. It’s an invitation to this place called Hollow Manor. Apparently, I’ve been ‘chosen’ to go there for some ‘unparalleled experience.’”

He could almost see her eyebrows raising on the other end. “Hollow Manor? And what exactly is this ‘experience’ they’re offering you?”

“That’s the thing,” Arjun replied, the uncertainty in his voice obvious. “I don’t know. But there’s something about it that feels... compelling. Like it’s meant for me.”

Maya’s silence on the other end made his stomach twist. He could imagine her analyzing the situation, mentally weighing the pros and cons with that measured pragmatism of hers.

“And you’re considering it?” she finally asked, her tone cautious but open.

“Rohan thinks I should go,” he admitted, hoping the mention of their mutual friend would soften her reaction. “In fact, he’s coming with me if I decide to go. But I wanted to know what you thought.”

Maya sighed, her voice carrying the warmth of someone who cared but didn’t always show it outright. “Arjun, you know how I feel about these kinds of things. They’re usually just marketing stunts or social experiments.”

“I thought the same,” he said quickly, feeling a need to justify his hesitation. “But... I don’t know, Maya. It feels different somehow. And, honestly? Part of me is tired of being cautious all the time.”

Maya’s tone softened, a note of empathy entering her voice. “I understand. It’s just... not like you to dive into something without knowing the full story.”

“I know,” he admitted, his voice quieter. “But maybe that’s exactly why I need to do it.”

There was a pause before Maya responded, her voice laced with reluctant acceptance. “Alright. I won’t pretend I don’t have reservations. But if this is something you feel strongly about, I’ll support you. And... I’ll come along, too. Someone has to make sure you two don’t get swept up in something ridiculous.”

Arjun’s heart lifted, the sense of relief almost overwhelming. “Thank you, Maya. I know this isn’t really your thing, but having you there means a lot to me.”

She chuckled softly. “Just promise me you won’t jump into anything without thinking it through. We’ll face this mystery together, with a healthy dose of scepticism.”

As they hung up, Arjun felt a new calm settle over him. With Rohan’s enthusiasm and Maya’s steady support, he felt more ready to step into the unknown. For the first time, he felt a strange sense of balance—a blend of excitement and caution, spontaneity and reason.

Yet, as he looked down at the letter one more time, he felt his overthinking return, a familiar tug of doubt creeping in. Was he really prepared for whatever Hollow Manor had in store?

After ending the call with Maya, Arjun sat down, feeling the weight of the decision settling over him. With both Rohan and Maya willing to join him, the entire situation felt more real, yet more surreal at the same time. The very idea of setting out on this adventure—the word itself felt foreign to him—made his stomach flutter with excitement and unease in equal measure.

He glanced around his apartment, where every item was meticulously placed. His bookshelf, filled with volumes on philosophy and logic, stood as a silent testament to the life he’d crafted so carefully, each book in its designated spot. The familiarity of his surroundings was comforting, a reminder of the structure that had always grounded him.

Yet, with his friends’ support, he felt something shift within him. Rohan’s adventurous spirit had ignited a spark he’d long neglected, and Maya’s cautious encouragement had tempered it, giving him a sense of stability. Together, their influence balanced his vacillating thoughts, pushing him toward a decision that he might not have dared to make alone.

He got up and moved around his apartment, mentally cataloguing the things he’d need for the trip. He packed slowly, pausing over each item, questioning its necessity. His camera, once a constant companion during his college days, now gathered dust on a shelf. He hesitated, wondering if he’d really need it. Then, with a small nod to himself, he placed it in his bag. This trip, he reasoned, might be an opportunity to see life through a different lens, literally and figuratively.

Next, he reached for the leather-bound notebook Rohan had given him as a gift years ago. Its pages were mostly empty, filled only with sporadic thoughts he’d jotted down during moments of introspection. The weight of the notebook in his hand felt almost symbolic, a reminder of the parts of himself he often neglected. He placed it alongside the camera, resolving to use it—to document not just the events, but the emotions and reflections this journey might evoke.

As he packed, memories surfaced—moments shared with Rohan, camping trips that had pushed his comfort zone, hikes that tested his endurance, and long drives where they’d gotten lost but laughed it off as an adventure. Those were memories he cherished, reminders that sometimes, the best experiences happened outside his carefully planned world.

The room felt smaller, more confined, as though it couldn’t contain the thrill building within him. His gaze drifted to the letter on his table, its elegant script calling to him once more. He realized he’d read it so many times that he could almost recite the words by heart. And yet, every time he looked at it, the sense of mystery grew, stoking his curiosity and, strangely, his sense of purpose.

The world outside his apartment was suddenly full of possibilities, each one more enticing and unpredictable than the last. The idea of stepping out of this space, leaving behind his routines and habits, felt almost liberating. With his friends by his side, he knew he’d have the courage to face whatever lay ahead.

He took a deep breath, feeling a mix of apprehension and exhilaration. This was real. They were going to Hollow Manor, to uncover whatever secrets it held. And perhaps, in doing so, he’d uncover a few secrets within himself as well.

As the evening wore on, Arjun felt himself slipping further into contemplation, his thoughts bouncing between excitement and trepidation. This moment of anticipation, with the journey still ahead, felt almost sacred. He wandered his apartment one last time, noting the quiet stability it provided, a silent witness to years of carefully constructed routines.

Rohan and Maya represented two polar forces in his life, each pushing him in opposite directions but somehow maintaining his equilibrium. Rohan was the person who reminded him to live a little, to laugh at the unpredictability of life and embrace it. It was Rohan who had coaxed him out of his shell back in college, dragging him to impromptu road trips, late-night gatherings, and moments of reckless spontaneity. He’d often felt exasperated by Rohan’s carefree attitude, yet he also recognized how much those experiences had shaped him.

And then there was Maya. She was practical, meticulous, and fiercely intelligent. Maya understood his need for order, his constant pursuit of purpose and logic. If Rohan was the spark that urged him toward adventure, Maya was the grounding force that reminded him of reality. She was the voice that kept him from straying too far into the unknown, her pragmatism balancing Rohan’s daring spirit. In many ways, she mirrored his own cautious nature, yet she was willing to step into this with him, her scepticism tempered by trust.

Arjun found himself imagining how the three of them would navigate Hollow Manor. He pictured Rohan’s wide-eyed enthusiasm as they explored its hidden corridors, Maya’s raised eyebrow as she noted every peculiarity with a healthy dose of scepticism, and himself, somewhere in between, absorbing it all with a quiet curiosity. Together, they formed an odd yet harmonious trio—a mix of curiosity, caution, and camaraderie.

He checked his bag once more, his movements deliberate. The essentials were all there: a flashlight, an old compass Rohan had insisted he bring, a first-aid kit, and a small thermos he’d filled with his favourite tea blend. The more he looked at the items, the more the journey felt tangible, a reality he couldn’t escape even if he wanted to.

In a final moment of preparation, he placed the letter on top of his belongings, the words etched in his mind as a constant reminder of why he was doing this. “An unparalleled experience.” He repeated the phrase under his breath, letting its weight settle over him. He couldn’t predict what lay ahead, but he felt something—something inexplicable—drawing him to this unknown.

With his bag packed and his mind as prepared as it would ever be, he sat by the window, looking out at the city lights. The streets below were busy, cars moving in streams, people rushing to destinations with purpose. It struck him that they were all living lives just as structured and carefully planned as his had been. The idea felt both comforting and confining, a reminder of the world he was about to leave behind, even if only temporarily.

As he sat there, a sense of calm washed over him. His mind quieted, the usual cacophony of thoughts and second-guessing fading into a steady resolve. This journey wasn’t just about Hollow Manor; it was a chance to embrace the uncertainty he’d always avoided, to trust in the unknown and let it guide him.

He took a deep breath, feeling the stillness settle within him. Tomorrow, he would be stepping into a new chapter, accompanied by the two people who knew him best. And for once, he was ready to let life surprise him.

The morning of departure arrived quietly, the world outside blanketed in a soft fog that seemed to blur the edges of the familiar. Arjun took one last look around his apartment, feeling a strange blend of anticipation and nostalgia. His life here had been a sanctuary, a place of control and routine, but today, it felt more like a cocoon, something he was finally ready to break free from.

Rohan arrived first, his arrival marked by a burst of energy that filled the room. His grin was wide, his eyes bright with excitement, as though he had been waiting his whole life for this moment.

“Arjun!” he called, striding in with a sense of purpose that bordered on theatrical. “Today’s the day, my friend. Ready to venture into the unknown?”

Arjun couldn’t help but laugh, Rohan’s enthusiasm infectious. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Thanks for coming along—I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit nervous.”

Rohan clapped him on the back, his expression softening. “Hey, what are friends for? Besides, I’d never let you do something this intriguing without me. Who knows what kind of mystery awaits us?”

Before Arjun could respond, Maya arrived, her entrance as calm and steady as Rohan’s was lively. She looked between the two of them, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“Are we all set?” she asked, her voice carrying a note of both curiosity and caution.

Arjun nodded, feeling a sense of reassurance in her presence. “We are. I know this isn’t exactly your idea of a good time, Maya, but... thanks for being here.”

She met his gaze; her eyes filled with understanding. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else, Arjun. Besides, someone has to keep you two in check.”

The three of them shared a moment of quiet understanding, each aware of the unspoken bond that had drawn them together for this journey. They were an odd trio—Rohan with his boundless enthusiasm, Maya with her careful pragmatism, and Arjun, caught somewhere in the middle, still uncertain but ready to let his friends’ influence guide him.

As they stepped outside, the morning air felt crisp, carrying with it a hint of the unknown that lay ahead. The car was parked by the curb, waiting to take them to their destination. Rohan took the driver’s seat with a grin, Maya settled into the back, and Arjun took a deep breath as he climbed in, feeling the weight of his decision settle over him one last time.

With the three of them together, the journey felt both real and surreal, an adventure that had only existed in his thoughts until now. As they pulled away, leaving behind the predictable world he had always known, Arjun realized he was ready—ready to embrace whatever Hollow Manor held in store, ready to step into the mysteries of both the world and himself.

And as the city faded into the distance, he felt a strange sense of peace, knowing that he wasn’t alone on this path. They were in this together, bound by friendship, curiosity, and the shared promise of discovery.
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​Chapter 2: The Journey to Hollow Manor
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As they set off, the world outside the car seemed to shift, the familiar streets fading into the distance as they ventured onto quieter roads. Rohan hummed to himself, one hand on the steering wheel, his gaze fixed on the road ahead with an eagerness that radiated through the car.

Maya, seated in the back, leaned forward to peer out the window, her expression a mixture of curiosity and scepticism. Arjun settled into the passenger seat, feeling the gentle vibrations of the road beneath them, the subtle hum of the engine grounding him in the reality of this moment.

They passed through the outer edges of the city, the buildings giving way to open stretches of countryside. The landscape gradually shifted, the flat urban sprawl transforming into rolling fields, dotted with patches of trees whose leaves had turned rich shades of amber and crimson. A sense of calmness settled over Arjun as he took in the scenery, allowing himself to appreciate the simple beauty of it.

Rohan broke the silence, glancing over at Arjun with a grin. “So, Mr. Overthinker, what’s going through that analytical mind of yours?”

Arjun chuckled, a bit self-conscious. “Honestly? I’m just trying to wrap my head around the fact that we’re actually doing this. It feels surreal... like I’m stepping out of my own life for a while.”

Maya leaned forward, her voice calm but with an edge of caution. “And are you ready for that, Arjun? Leaving behind everything familiar isn’t something you usually do.”

He considered her question, letting it sink in. “I think I am. This whole experience... it feels like something I need, even if I can’t explain why.”

Rohan nodded approvingly. “That’s the spirit! Besides, who knows? Maybe this will be the first of many adventures.”

The conversation drifted as they drove further, moving into territory none of them had travelled before. The road narrowed, flanked by dense clusters of trees whose branches arched overhead, creating a natural canopy that filtered the sunlight into fragmented patches on the pavement. It felt as though they were entering a different world, a place removed from the routines and structures they had always known.

At one point, Rohan spotted a gas station up ahead. “We should fuel up,” he said, pulling over and cutting the engine. “No telling what kind of roads lie ahead.”

They climbed out of the car, stretching their legs as the soft chill of the morning air brushed against their skin. The gas station itself was small and weathered, with peeling paint and an old-fashioned pump that looked like it hadn’t been upgraded in decades. It added to the feeling of stepping back in time, as though they’d stumbled into a place untouched by the hurried pace of the modern world.

As Rohan filled up the tank, Arjun wandered over to a bulletin board outside the station, his curiosity piqued by the faded posters and notices pinned haphazardly across it. One of the flyers caught his eye—a small, handwritten note with the words “Seeking answers? Hollow Manor beckons” scrawled across it.

He felt a shiver run through him. It was a simple message, but seeing it here, in the middle of nowhere, struck him as oddly significant, as if it had been placed there just for him.

Maya joined him, her gaze following his to the flyer. “Strange,” she murmured, her brow furrowing. “It almost feels like... a sign.”

Arjun met her gaze, his mind racing. He hadn’t told her about the letter’s phrasing, hadn’t mentioned that sense of being “chosen.” But now, standing here with that message staring back at him, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was more than just coincidence.

Rohan finished filling up the tank and called over to them. “Alright, folks! Adventure awaits!”

They climbed back into the car; the excitement tempered with a hint of unease. The flyer had stirred something in each of them, a quiet acknowledgment that this journey was not as ordinary as it seemed. As they pulled back onto the road, the sense of anticipation grew, mingling with the lingering questions that hung between them.

As they drove away from the gas station, a comfortable silence settled over the car. Outside, the landscape continued to change, the trees growing denser, their leaves casting intricate shadows that danced across the windshield. The narrow road wound through the countryside, twisting and turning, as if leading them further into a world separated from the one, they knew.

Maya broke the silence, her voice thoughtful. “You know, I’ve been reading about places like Hollow Manor. Old estates with rich histories, often linked to unsolved mysteries or unusual occurrences. It’s fascinating how these places become part of the cultural landscape.”

Rohan chuckled. “Fascinating? I’d say eerie. Think about it—who decides to live in places like that? I bet they’re crawling with secrets. Maybe that’s why they invited Arjun here.”

Arjun smirked, feeling a bit more at ease with Rohan’s light-hearted take. “Yeah, well, let’s just hope the secrets aren’t too... unsettling.”

The three of them laughed, but the words lingered, a subtle reminder of the unknown that awaited them. Each turn of the road felt like another step closer to whatever mystery Hollow Manor held.

As they passed through a small village, the car slowed. The village seemed almost deserted, with only a handful of houses and an old church whose steeple rose against the sky like a solemn guardian. A few villagers stood by the roadside, watching their car pass with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. Arjun couldn’t shake the feeling that the village was somehow linked to the manor, like a gateway that separated the ordinary world from the one they were entering.

Rohan glanced at him, a mischievous glint in his eye. “You’re not backing out, are you, Arjun? You look like you’re about to turn the car around.”

Arjun shook his head, managing a smile. “No way. I think I’d regret it if I didn’t go through with this.”

Maya gave him an approving nod. “Besides, even if it’s unsettling, it’s worth exploring. You never know what you’ll find unless you look.”

The road continued, the trees growing thicker and more twisted, their branches forming intricate patterns that seemed to reach toward them. The deeper they went, the more the atmosphere changed, becoming charged with a tension that none of them could quite explain. The sounds of the city had faded long ago, replaced by the quiet rustling of leaves and the occasional call of a distant bird.

Rohan put on some music, a mellow tune that filled the silence without breaking the spell of the journey. Arjun found himself relaxing, the rhythm of the music blending with the gentle sway of the car as they drove. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting himself be carried by the moment, a rare surrender to the flow of something beyond his control.

After a while, they reached a clearing, where the road split into two directions. There were no signs, no markers, just the looming presence of the forest surrounding them. Rohan slowed the car, glancing at Arjun and Maya.

“Which way, navigator?” he asked with a grin, nudging Arjun.

Arjun scanned the two paths, a sense of uncertainty creeping in. Both roads looked identical, winding through the trees with no discernible difference. He glanced down at the map on his phone, but it was useless—the signal had dropped, leaving them with only their instincts to guide them.

“Let’s go left,” Maya suggested, her voice steady. “I have a feeling it’s the right way.”

Rohan shrugged and took the left road, the car easing into the turn. As they drove deeper, the trees seemed to close in around them, their branches stretching overhead like a canopy. The sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows that shifted and danced, lending an almost dreamlike quality to the scene.

Arjun felt himself getting lost in the moment, a sense of calm washing over him despite the mystery ahead. The anticipation that had plagued him earlier was replaced by a quiet acceptance, a willingness to embrace whatever lay ahead, even if it defied logic or reason.

As the road narrowed further, Maya leaned forward, her gaze focused on something up ahead. “Look,” she murmured, her voice laced with intrigue.

In the distance, through the trees, they could just make out the silhouette of a building, its towers and gables rising against the sky like a vision from another era. Even from afar, it had an imposing presence, a sense of grandeur tempered by age and mystery. Hollow Manor.

The sight of Hollow Manor in the distance cast a spell over the group. The manor’s silhouette grew sharper as they approached, each detail adding to its aura of mystery. The once-distant towers now loomed large, rising above the treetops, their stone facades worn yet dignified. The building seemed to belong to another time, as though it had stood there long before anyone could remember.

Rohan let out a low whistle. “Now that’s what I call a manor. Look at those towers—it’s like something straight out of a ghost story.”

Maya leaned forward from the back seat; her eyes fixed on the manor with a mix of awe and scepticism. “It definitely has presence. But why would anyone build something like this out here, so far removed from everything?”

“Maybe it was meant to be hidden,” Arjun murmured, almost to himself. “A place where secrets are kept.”

The car rolled down the narrow, gravel path leading toward the manor’s entrance. As they drew closer, the surrounding forest seemed to thin, giving way to a wide expanse of land encircling the building. The grounds were sprawling but eerily quiet, devoid of any signs of life or movement. A few statues lined the path, their faces weathered and expressionless, gazing into the distance as if guarding the secrets of the manor.

Arjun felt his heartbeat quicken. This was it. The point of no return. Every instinct told him that this place held more than just the walls and rooms of an ordinary building. It felt as though the manor itself were alive, waiting for them to uncover whatever lay within.

Rohan pulled the car up to the entrance, cutting the engine. They sat in silence for a moment, each of them taking in the sight before them. The entrance was framed by two massive doors, carved with intricate designs that hinted at the manor’s history—symbols and patterns that seemed both familiar and foreign, like a language he could almost understand.

Maya broke the silence, her voice steady. “We’re here. Are we ready?”

Arjun nodded, feeling a wave of calm settle over him. “Yeah. Let’s go see what this place has to offer.”

They climbed out of the car, the gravel crunching beneath their feet as they approached the entrance. The air was cooler here, carrying a faint hint of damp earth and moss, a reminder of the centuries this place had witnessed. Arjun ran his fingers along the stone wall, feeling the rough texture beneath his fingertips, grounding himself in the reality of the moment.

As they reached the doors, Rohan gave Arjun a nudge. “Well, Mr. Verma, lead the way. After all, this whole adventure started with you.”

Arjun took a deep breath, placing his hand on the heavy, weathered wood of the door. He gave it a push, and with a deep, resonant creak, the door slowly opened, revealing the dim interior of Hollow Manor. The faint smell of aged wood and something more intangible, something almost electric, wafted out to meet them.

They stepped inside, their footsteps echoing in the vast, shadowed entryway. The interior was even grander than he had expected. Tall ceilings rose above them, supported by columns carved with intricate patterns, each one different from the next. A grand staircase wound its way upward, the polished wood gleaming in the low light.

Maya’s gaze swept over the space, her eyes lingering on the artwork that lined the walls—portraits of people from eras long past, their eyes seeming to follow them as they moved. “It’s like we’ve stepped into another world,” she whispered.

Rohan chuckled, though his tone held a hint of unease. “Or maybe it’s a world that never left. Places like this tend to keep their own time.”

Arjun felt the weight of the moment settle over him. This was more than he’d imagined, more than he could have ever anticipated. He felt a strange connection to the manor, as if it had been waiting for him, calling to him. And as they stood there, the doors closing quietly behind them, he knew that whatever mysteries Hollow Manor held, they were now a part of them.

Stepping further into Hollow Manor, Arjun felt a strange energy in the air, an almost magnetic pull that seemed to guide them deeper into the dimly lit hall. The grand entryway opened into a sprawling corridor lined with doors on either side, each one slightly different in design and worn by time. It was as if the manor held countless secrets, each room a chapter in a story yet to be told.

Rohan, ever the optimist, took in the sights with wide-eyed wonder. “This place is incredible! Imagine all the things we’re about to discover.” His voice echoed, filling the otherwise silent hall with a touch of warmth.

Maya, however, was more reserved. She observed their surroundings with a mixture of awe and caution, her gaze darting from the faded tapestries to the chandeliers that loomed above them, casting eerie shadows across the walls. “It’s beautiful,” she admitted, though her voice held a note of scepticism. “But there’s something... strange about it. Like it hasn’t seen visitors in a long time, yet it’s waiting for us.”

Arjun nodded, feeling the same inexplicable sensation. There was an almost sentient quality to the manor, as though it were aware of their presence, subtly guiding them down the corridor. The quiet was thick, punctuated only by the soft rustle of their footsteps on the worn carpet. The faint scent of aged wood and dust filled the air, mingling with something else—something he couldn’t quite identify, almost like the faint trace of lavender lingering from a bygone era.

They paused by a large, intricately carved door with symbols that seemed to shimmer in the low light. Rohan reached out, his fingers brushing the handle, but Maya’s voice stopped him.

“Maybe we should be cautious,” she said, her voice gentle but firm. “We don’t know what’s behind these doors. Let’s not rush into anything.”

Rohan dropped his hand, nodding in agreement. Arjun could feel the anticipation building between them, a shared thrill tempered by the realization that they were in unfamiliar territory. This wasn’t just a sightseeing trip; the manor seemed to demand something of them, a level of respect for whatever mysteries it held.

They continued down the hall, the shadows shifting as they moved, until they reached the heart of the manor—a vast, open room that appeared to serve as a gathering area. A large, stone fireplace dominated one wall, its hearth empty but bearing the remnants of charred wood, as though it had once been a place of warmth and gathering. The room was furnished with worn, leather armchairs and heavy wooden tables, each piece crafted with an artistry that hinted at the manor’s former grandeur.

Maya wandered over to one of the tables, her fingers tracing the ornate carvings along its edge. “There’s something timeless about this place,” she murmured. “It’s like it’s frozen in another era, yet it feels... alive, somehow.”

Arjun felt a pang of agreement, the same thought lingering in his mind. It was as if the manor had absorbed the memories of all who had once walked its halls, preserving their presence in its very walls. He had the eerie sense that if he closed his eyes and listened, he might hear the echoes of conversations from a time long past.

Rohan, meanwhile, examined an old, gilded mirror hanging above the fireplace. He leaned in, his reflection distorted by the age-fogged glass. “I’ve read about places like this,” he said, a grin tugging at his lips. “They say old houses can hold onto the energy of people who lived there, that the walls themselves remember. Sounds spooky, right?”

Arjun chuckled, though his laughter was tinged with unease. “Well, I suppose we’re about to find out.”

Their voices faded into silence as they continued to explore, moving slowly, almost reverently, through the space. The room felt heavy with history, a place where stories lingered just beyond reach. Arjun couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched—not by anything sinister, but by the manor itself, as if it were assessing their presence, determining if they were worthy of the secrets it held.

The trio continued deeper into the main hall, their footsteps echoing softly as they moved. Shadows clung to the corners, cast by the dim light filtering through tall, narrow windows. The room felt larger than it appeared from the outside, the ceilings stretching high above them, supported by thick beams of dark wood. Every detail seemed to invite them to look closer, as if each inch of the manor held a story waiting to be uncovered.

Rohan wandered toward a large, wooden side table near the wall, his fingers brushing against an open notebook lying on its surface. Its leather cover was cracked with age, and the pages were filled with meticulous handwriting, delicate loops and strokes that hinted at a refined, almost aristocratic hand.

“Look at this,” he murmured, beckoning Arjun and Maya over. “It’s like someone was writing in it recently... but it’s old, like the ink has faded.”

Maya leaned in, squinting at the script. The words were barely legible, the sentences fragmenting into smudges, but certain phrases stood out: “welcome... new beginnings... chosen paths.” She frowned, her analytical mind already at work. “It almost feels as if someone knew we’d be here.”

Arjun felt a chill run through him, his mind racing to process this new layer of mystery. His gaze drifted to the walls, lined with portraits of individuals from various time periods, each face bearing a serious, almost knowing expression. It was as if they were watching, waiting for something. The entire manor felt like it was holding its breath, as if it had anticipated their arrival long before they stepped inside.

In the centre of the hall stood an ornately carved table, set with an array of objects that seemed deliberately placed. A brass candlestick, an antique key, a stack of parchment tied with a faded red ribbon. Arjun picked up the key, feeling its cold weight in his hand. It looked as though it belonged to another era, its metal tarnished and worn smooth by years of use. He glanced at his friends, who appeared equally intrigued.

“It’s as if everything here has a purpose,” Maya observed, her voice thoughtful. “Like each item is waiting to be used, to fulfil some role we haven’t discovered yet.”

Rohan grinned, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “Maybe we’re the ones who are supposed to figure it out. It’s like an elaborate puzzle, and we’re the players.”

They shared a glance, a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. Arjun could feel the anticipation thickening, each step drawing them further into the manor’s enigmatic grip. The air seemed to pulse with a silent invitation, as if the walls themselves were urging them to delve deeper, to uncover the secrets woven into the very fabric of the manor.

Maya noticed a large, faded map pinned to the wall beside the staircase. She examined it closely, tracing her fingers along the intricate details. “This map... it looks like a floor plan of the manor. But there are rooms marked here that don’t appear in any of the visible hallways.”

Rohan’s eyebrows shot up. “Hidden rooms? Now we’re talking.”

Arjun leaned over her shoulder, studying the map with a growing sense of intrigue. “Why would the hosts leave this out in the open? It feels like they want us to find these rooms.”

“It’s almost like...” Maya hesitated, her voice dropping to a murmur. “Like they know we’re exploring. Like everything has been prepared just for us.”

The realization settled over them like a heavy weight, the pieces of the puzzle beginning to fit together in ways that made their presence feel less accidental and more deliberate. Arjun felt a strange sense of validation, as if the invitation had been a call that only he could answer—but one that had accounted for every step, every companion he would bring.

They stood there, the map before them, the manor stretching out into the shadows. Whatever lay hidden within these walls, they were no longer just visitors. They were participants in a story that had been waiting to unfold, a journey designed with them in mind.
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​Chapter 3: The Unseen Inhabitants
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The dim corridors of Hollow Manor stretched out before them, shadowed and silent, as if waiting for them to make the first move. The trio moved slowly, each one captivated by the manor’s enigmatic presence, feeling as though every step drew them deeper into its web of secrets.

Arjun took the lead, his gaze scanning the hallway with a mix of fascination and caution. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t alone, that the manor’s air held something more than the echoes of its past inhabitants. As they explored, he became increasingly aware of small details—the faint rustling of fabric, a floorboard creaking somewhere out of sight. He glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to see someone, but the hall remained empty.

Rohan’s voice broke the silence; a whisper tinged with excitement. “You guys feel that? Like... like we’re being watched?”

Maya nodded, her eyes darting around the shadows. “Yes. It’s almost as if... we’re not the only ones exploring.”

They exchanged wary glances, their curiosity piqued by the thought that others might be wandering the manor. The idea of encountering strangers here felt both thrilling and unsettling, adding a new layer to the mystery.

Moving further down the corridor, they approached a wide staircase that spiralled up to the second floor. Arjun hesitated, listening intently, certain he heard faint voices drifting down from above. He motioned for Rohan and Maya to follow, his heart racing as they climbed the staircase, each step amplifying the muffled sounds.

At the top of the stairs, they entered a spacious room adorned with faded tapestries and an enormous chandelier that loomed overhead, its crystals dull with age. And there, standing near a towering bookshelf, were two figures—strangers whose presence took them by surprise.

The strangers turned as they entered, their expressions shifting from curiosity to mild surprise. One was a tall man with tousled hair and a worn, academic look, his hands still lingering on the spine of an old book. The other, a woman with sharp, observant eyes, looked between the group with an air of suspicion.

There was a moment of silence, each group sizing the other up, until the man broke the ice with a polite nod. “Ah, more guests. I wasn’t expecting company.”

Rohan grinned, breaking into the conversation with his usual ease. “Neither were we. I’m Rohan, and these are my friends, Arjun and Maya. Seems like Hollow Manor’s playing host to more than we thought.”

The man smiled, his eyes lighting up with intrigue. “I’m Dr. Sam Roy. Historian, researcher... and, well, lover of all things mysterious. And this,” he gestured to the woman beside him, “is Neha Bhatia. She’s a journalist, here on... I suppose you could call it an investigation.”

Neha nodded in acknowledgment, though her eyes remained cautious, studying them with a level of scrutiny that suggested she wasn’t easily won over by pleasantries. “Nice to meet you all. And if you don’t mind me asking, what brings you here? I thought this invitation was... exclusive.”

Arjun felt a flicker of surprise at her words, realizing that their shared presence raised questions of its own. “Actually, we thought the same. I received an invitation, but it didn’t mention anyone else.”

Dr. Roy looked intrigued, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “Fascinating. That means each of us received a personal invitation, yet we’re all here together. Clearly, there’s a purpose to this gathering.”

The weight of his words settled over them, the realization that they had all been brought here for reasons they didn’t yet understand. The air thickened with unspoken questions—why had the manor chosen them, and what did it intend for them to discover?

They exchanged stories about their invitations, each letter bearing similar promises of an “unparalleled experience” and subtle hints of something larger at play. With every word, their curiosity grew, binding them together with a shared sense of purpose. Hollow Manor, it seemed, had brought them here not by chance but by design.

Rohan, ever the optimist, clapped his hands together. “Well, looks like we’re all in this together. What do you say we join forces and see what secrets this place is hiding?”

Maya and Neha exchanged a glance, their mutual scepticism giving way to a grudging sense of camaraderie. Dr. Roy’s face lit up, clearly eager for the adventure. “An excellent idea, my friend. After all, five minds are better than one.”

Arjun felt a growing sense of anticipation, the mystery deepening with every new discovery. Together, they would explore the manor’s secrets, each step bringing them closer to the truth. But as he looked around at his newfound allies, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the manor held answers they hadn’t yet asked for—answers that would challenge everything they believed.

And somewhere in the shadows, unseen eyes watched their every move, waiting for the moment to reveal themselves.

With the introductions behind them, the five of them turned their attention back to the room. The towering bookshelf and worn furniture filled the space with an air of aged knowledge, as though each item had a story to tell if they were willing to listen.

Dr. Roy seemed entirely at home among the old volumes, his fingers tracing the spines of the books. He stopped at one with a faded, gilded title in an unfamiliar language, pulling it off the shelf with a reverent care. “This collection... it’s like stepping into a library from centuries past. Some of these texts could be priceless.”

Neha’s sceptical gaze softened as curiosity took over. “Anything in there that might explain what this place is all about? I didn’t come here to admire dusty books.”

Dr. Roy flipped open the book, squinting as he deciphered the archaic script. “Perhaps,” he murmured, scanning the text with keen interest. “I’ll need some time to go through these, but certain words stand out. It’s almost like... a chronicle of events, a record of this manor’s purpose.”

Arjun felt a shiver run through him, his curiosity pulling him deeper. “What kind of purpose?”

“Guardianship,” Dr. Roy replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “Protection... balance. It seems there was a specific role this place was meant to play.”

Rohan leaned against the side of the bookshelf, his easy smile belying the intrigue in his eyes. “Well, that sounds mysterious. Guess we were all brought here to unravel it.”

As they continued to explore the room, Maya’s attention was caught by a map pinned to the wall near the door. The map was detailed, showing each wing and floor of the manor, but certain areas were marked in red ink, with notes scrawled beside them in faded handwriting. She gestured for the others to come over, her voice thoughtful. “Take a look at this. It’s like the map is guiding us somewhere specific.”

Neha inspected the notes with a frown. “Strange. It’s as if someone marked these rooms as... significant. But why?”

Rohan shrugged, ever the optimist. “Only one way to find out—let’s check them out.”

They agreed to follow the map’s markings, forming a makeshift team with an unspoken commitment to the mystery. Each of them brought something unique to the table—Dr. Roy’s knowledge, Neha’s sharp observations, Maya’s logical insights, Rohan’s courage, and Arjun’s quiet resolve. Together, they ventured down a winding corridor that branched off from the library, their footsteps echoing in the stillness.

The air grew cooler as they walked, the light dimming as they ventured deeper into the manor’s depths. The walls were lined with portraits of people from various time periods, each face staring out with an intensity that made Arjun feel as if they were being watched. There was a weight to each gaze, as though the paintings bore witness to countless secrets.

Dr. Roy stopped in front of one portrait, his brow furrowing. “These faces... they seem almost familiar. Perhaps these were former inhabitants, people who served the manor’s purpose.”

“Or maybe they’re like us,” Arjun said quietly, the thought unsettling him. “People who were invited here... and never left.”

The suggestion hung in the air, uncomfortably plausible, as they continued onward. The corridor led them to a door that seemed different from the others, larger and more elaborately carved. The markings around it matched those on the map, suggesting that this was one of the rooms meant for them to find.

Maya reached for the door handle, glancing back at the others. “Ready?”

They nodded, and she pushed the door open, revealing a chamber bathed in a soft, amber light. The walls were covered in tapestries depicting ancient symbols and scenes of what looked like rituals or ceremonies. A table in the centre of the room held an assortment of objects—an old dagger, a small chalice, a bundle of herbs bound together with twine.

Neha moved toward the table, her fingers hovering over the items. “It’s like a ritual room... but for what purpose?”

Dr. Roy examined the objects with interest, his fingers skimming the blade of the dagger. “These items... they’re symbolic, perhaps part of some ceremony meant to maintain a balance within the manor.”

Arjun felt a strange resonance with the room, as if he were meant to be here, to touch these objects and unlock whatever knowledge they held. He reached for the chalice, feeling its weight, cool and solid in his hands. The moment he touched it, a subtle tingling sensation travelled up his arm, filling him with a sense of familiarity he couldn’t explain.

The others looked at him curiously, sensing the change in his expression. Rohan raised an eyebrow. “You okay, Arjun?”

Arjun nodded, though he wasn’t sure himself that he had felt. “Yeah... I just... it felt like this was waiting for us.”

Neha gave him a sceptical look, but there was no denying the atmosphere of anticipation that hung over them. Whatever purpose the manor held, it was slowly revealing itself, each room drawing them deeper into the mystery. And as they stood there, examining the artifacts and wondering at the manor’s secrets, they sensed that something—or someone—was watching, waiting for them to understand.

The quiet tension in the room grew as they continued examining each item on the ritual table. The artifacts seemed to pulse with an ancient energy, as though holding memories of past ceremonies performed for reasons they had yet to understand. Arjun set down the chalice, still feeling the lingering tingle in his fingers, a sensation that felt both grounding and otherworldly.

Dr. Roy was engrossed, his eyes darting between the symbols on the tapestries and the objects on the table. “These symbols,” he muttered, his voice a blend of excitement and awe, “they’re like a language, a code. If we can decipher them, we might understand what these rituals were meant to achieve.”

Maya looked at him with a thoughtful expression. “Maybe they were part of some kind of prophecy? Something that was left unfinished... waiting for us.”

Neha, standing near the door, gave a small, sceptical laugh. “A prophecy? Seems a bit dramatic, doesn’t it?”

But even as she spoke, Neha’s gaze lingered on the dagger, her fingers brushing over the intricate carvings along its hilt. She seemed almost drawn to it, her usual scepticism softened by the room’s strange ambiance. Each of them felt an unspoken bond to the artifacts, as though these items had been chosen with their arrival in mind.

Rohan spoke up, breaking the silence. “Well, whether it’s a prophecy or not, we’re here now. The only way we’ll figure this out is by going all in.”

He picked up the bundle of herbs, lifting it to his nose. The earthy, faintly sweet scent was almost hypnotic, grounding him in the moment. “These were used in some ritual; I’d bet on it. Maybe to open a doorway or... or summon something?”

The suggestion hung in the air, heavier than his usual banter. They exchanged a glance, each of them feeling a quiet thrill at the possibilities. The manor was no ordinary house—it was a place steeped in rituals, where each room seemed crafted to tell part of a larger story.

Just as they were about to leave the chamber, a low creak sounded from the hallway, as if someone—or something—was moving outside. The group froze, exchanging wary glances. The idea of encountering another presence in the manor felt unsettling, yet it was exactly what they had come here for.

Maya spoke in a low voice; her eyes fixed on the door. “Do you think... someone else is here?”

They stepped cautiously into the hallway, finding it empty but feeling a subtle shift in the air. The walls seemed closer, the light dimmer, as if the manor itself were breathing, adjusting to their presence. The faintest hint of laughter drifted down the corridor, too soft to pinpoint but unmistakably there—a light, almost playful sound.

Arjun shivered, the laughter resonating with a strange familiarity, as though he’d heard it in a dream. He couldn’t shake the sense that they were being guided, that each step brought them closer to an inevitable discovery.

“Whoever—or whatever—is here,” Dr. Roy whispered, “I think it wants us to continue. This place has a purpose, and so do we.”

As they pressed on, following the hallway to another marked door, Arjun felt a strange pull, a sense of recognition he couldn’t explain. He exchanged a glance with Rohan and Maya, feeling a newfound confidence in their shared journey. Whatever they were about to uncover, they were ready for it—together.

The group moved cautiously through the manor, their senses heightened by the strange atmosphere that seemed to thicken with every step. They reached another marked door on the map, identical to the last but with different carvings along the frame—symbols that Dr. Roy eagerly traced with his fingers, his eyes bright with anticipation.

“These carvings,” he murmured, “they seem to echo the themes we’ve seen in the other rooms. Symbols of protection, balance, unity... it’s almost like a warning and an invitation all in one.”

Arjun felt a shiver run through him as he glanced at the symbols. “Do you think they’re meant for us? That... whoever built this place wanted us to find it?”

Dr. Roy nodded, his expression serious. “There’s a reason we’re here, Arjun. These symbols—they don’t just happen. They’re a part of something much larger, something woven into the fabric of this place.”

Neha crossed her arms, her scepticism still present but visibly shaken by the atmosphere. “All this talk of purpose and prophecy is great, but what exactly are we supposed to be doing here? What’s the end goal?”

Maya stepped forward, studying the door as if hoping it would answer. “Maybe that’s something we need to discover step by step. We won’t find the answer by standing here.”

With a nod of agreement, Rohan pushed the door open, and they stepped inside. The room was different from the others—more ornate, with walls covered in rich, dark wood and a massive table at the canter, carved with intricate designs that seemed to swirl and shift in the dim light. The atmosphere was thick, almost stifling, as though they had stepped into the very heart of the manor.

On the table lay a series of objects: a set of metal rings, each engraved with a unique symbol, and an ancient scroll partially unrolled, the parchment yellowed with age. They approached it slowly, reverently, their eyes drawn to the words scrawled in faded ink.

Dr. Roy leaned over, his voice filled with wonder as he read aloud. “‘When the five unite under the shadowed moon, the path will be revealed. By their own choosing, they shall restore what was lost or remain forgotten.’”

The words sent a chill through them, each phrase heavy with implication. The idea of unity and choice—of a decision that would lead to either revelation or oblivion—hung over them, casting an eerie shadow over the moment.

Rohan’s eyes widened, his usual humour replaced by an intensity they rarely saw in him. “So... we’re supposed to choose something? Decide on something that could change everything?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE PROPYECY OF

Harshit Garg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





