
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Heart That Returned
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Chapter One — The Storm at Blackcliff Manor
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The wind tore across the cliffs, carrying salt and the promise of a coming storm. Rowan’s coat flapped violently as he ascended the narrow, winding path leading to Blackcliff Manor. The ancient estate loomed above him, dark stone walls slick with rain, windows glowing faintly like watchful eyes.

He shivered, partly from the chill, partly from the uneasy thrill that had taken root the moment he saw the manor on the horizon. Histories, legends, and half-forgotten tales of its former inhabitants had drawn him here—and now he wondered if some stories were better left buried.

Rowan’s boots clattered against the cobblestones as he reached the grand oak doors. They opened before he could knock, revealing a shadowed figure framed by the stormlight. Tall, impossibly poised, eyes glinting like molten gold even in the dim hall, the man regarded him with an intensity that made Rowan’s pulse spike.

“You must be Rowan,” the figure said, voice smooth, low, and commanding. “I’ve been expecting you.”

“I... yes,” Rowan stammered, his scholarly confidence faltering in the face of the vampire before him. “I received your letter regarding the manuscripts.”

The man’s lips curved into a faint, dangerous smile. “Then you know the rules,” he said, stepping aside. “No touching anything until the... arrangement is understood. And do not be foolish enough to wander the manor alone.”

Rowan stepped in, heart hammering, aware that every instinct screamed caution. The air was thick, charged, as though the manor itself were aware of the newcomer—and the centuries-old presence that waited inside.

“You’ll find the manuscripts in the east wing,” the man continued, voice a whisper yet carrying weight like thunder. “And Rowan... be careful where your curiosity takes you. Some hearts do not return once lost.”

The words sent a chill through Rowan’s spine. He looked up, and in the shadows of the grand hall, the golden eyes followed him. Watching. Waiting.

For the first time in his life, Rowan wondered if the legends were not just stories.

And if the heart he might find in this storm-lashed manor could survive the return.
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Chapter Two — Whispers in the Halls
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The east wing was colder than Rowan had expected, as if the manor itself exhaled a warning with every step he took. Dust motes floated in the air, catching the dim light of stormy afternoon windows. The manuscripts lay on a massive oak table, bound in cracked leather, their edges yellowed with age.

Rowan approached cautiously, fingers itching to touch the ancient pages, but something—a pull he couldn’t name—made him pause. A chill brushed the back of his neck, and when he turned, the hall was empty... or so he thought.
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