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Chapter One: The Bell Tolls Once
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The bell rang at midnight.

Not the church bell, nor the clock tower’s chime, but the ancient iron bell buried beneath the roots of the Thorne estate—forgotten by maps, remembered only in nightmares.

Elowen Thorne didn’t hear it. Not at first. She was too busy cataloging the dead.

The attic was a mausoleum of paper. Letters yellowed with time, portraits whose eyes followed her like accusations, and a diary bound in human skin—or so the legend claimed. She didn’t believe in legends. She believed in ink, in dates, in verifiable truths. But Evermere had a way of making skeptics dream.

The diary opened itself. She swore it did.


“I have lived three lives. Each ended with fire. Each began with the bell.”



She laughed. Nervously. The handwriting was elegant, looping, unmistakably 17th century. But the ink was fresh. Too fresh.

Outside, the wind howled like a grieving widow. The estate groaned. And somewhere beneath her feet, the bell tolled again.

This time, she heard it.

She froze, pen in hand, the diary resting on her lap like a sleeping beast. The sound was deep, resonant, and impossibly old. It didn’t echo—it lingered, as if the air itself refused to let it go.

Elowen stood, her boots crunching on broken glass. The attic window had shattered sometime in the past hour, though she hadn’t noticed. A gust of wind blew in, carrying the scent of wet earth and something else—something metallic.

She descended the stairs slowly, each creak of the wood sounding like a warning. The manor was silent, save for the occasional groan of its bones. She reached the main hall and paused. The portraits here were grander, more arrogant. Her ancestors, she supposed. Men with powdered wigs and women with eyes like daggers.

The bell tolled again.

This time, it came from beneath the floor.

She followed the sound to the library, a cavernous room lined with books that hadn’t been touched in decades. The fireplace was cold, the hearth empty. But the rug in the center was slightly askew.

She pulled it back.

A trapdoor.

Of course.

She hesitated. Every instinct screamed to leave it alone. But curiosity was a cruel master. She opened the door and descended into darkness.

The cellar was damp, the air thick with mildew and memory. Her flashlight flickered, then steadied. The walls were lined with shelves of forgotten wine, most bottles shattered. At the far end stood the bell.

It was massive, wrought iron, covered in runes she didn’t recognize. It hung from a wooden frame that looked ready to collapse. Beneath it, a stone pedestal. And on the pedestal, a second diary.

She approached slowly, her breath visible in the cold. The diary was identical to the one upstairs—same binding, same texture, same impossible freshness.

She opened it.


“You are the seventh. The final. The one who must choose.”



She recoiled. The pages flipped on their own, revealing names, dates, places. Lives. Each entry ended with a death. Fire. Drowning. Hanging. Poison. Gunshot. Silence.

She closed the book and turned to leave.
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