
	Introduction

	

	The morning sun barely filtered through the cracks in the curtains of Eliza Monroe’s cluttered office, casting jagged beams of light across piles of notebooks and clippings. The scent of old paper and stale coffee hung in the air, but she barely noticed it anymore. At 30, Eliza had carved out a reputation as a relentless journalist—one who could unearth secrets buried under layers of small-town silence. Her dark hair, often tied back in a messy bun, hinted at the long hours she spent chasing stories. Sharp green eyes, always keenly observant, were framed by glasses she kept slipping on and off as she read.

	

	Today, she skimmed over the morning’s mail, her mind half-focused on the latest feature she was finalizing for the Ashbourne Herald. It was another piece on the mundane struggles of the town, an exposé on a zoning dispute. Hardly the work that kept her up at night with excitement. Eliza craved stories that made her pulse race, the kind that whispered dark secrets before bursting into the light. And though she would never say it aloud, she missed the thrill of stories that left her haunted for weeks.

	

	A soft chime interrupted her thoughts. The screen of her phone lit up, showing a message with no sender ID. Curious, she picked it up, tapping to open the message.

	

	“If you want a story that’ll change everything, come to Blackthorn Manor. Midnight tonight. Alone.”

	

	Her fingers tightened around the phone, heart pounding. Blackthorn Manor. The name alone carried a shiver. The townspeople spoke of it in hushed voices, a place cursed by time and misfortune. Perched on the edge of Ashbourne’s thick forest, it had been abandoned for more than a century. Most people avoided even looking at it when they drove past.

	

	Eliza sat back in her chair, staring at the message as if it might shift and change under her scrutiny. Was this a prank? Or had someone finally decided to break the silence surrounding that place? The idea of exploring the manor called to her, stirring an old, familiar excitement. Whatever this tip was, it could be her ticket to more than just a good story. It could redefine her career.

	

	She leaned forward and pulled out a worn notebook, its pages already scrawled with notes about past stories that had never come to fruition. Blackthorn Manor had its own section, filled with faded ink and newspaper clippings detailing the mansion’s chilling past.

	

	

	

	Blackthorn Manor had belonged to Lord Damian Blackthorn, a wealthy and enigmatic man who arrived in Ashbourne from Europe with a fortune built on secrets. People said his family dabbled in the occult, that the mansion itself was steeped in rituals that no one dared name aloud. Damian had lived there alone, except for a small retinue of staff who disappeared after his own mysterious vanishing. That was over a century ago. Since then, rumors had grown: voices heard echoing at night, silhouettes passing by cracked windows, and those who went inside never quite returning the same—if they returned at all.

	

	Eliza glanced at the clock. Almost noon. She had twelve hours to decide if she was brave enough, or perhaps reckless enough, to take that step into history and myth.

	

	

	The hours ticked by as Eliza spent the day researching every scrap of information she could find on the manor. In the dim light of the library’s archives, she found herself lost in sepia-toned photographs and handwritten letters from residents who claimed to have seen figures on the grounds. The town’s history was built on folklore that mingled with real events. One letter stood out, written by a young maid who had worked at the manor the year before Damian’s disappearance:

	

	"I hear whispers in the night, a voice that isn’t quite Lord Blackthorn’s but close enough to make my skin crawl. He speaks to something in the shadows, something that answers back with silence more dreadful than any words."

	

	Eliza shuddered, drawing herself back to the present. The street outside the library was darkening as twilight set in, and her decision was made. She would go.

	

	Midnight arrived, cold and windless. The town of Ashbourne, nestled in the shadow of the hills, was quiet, save for the rustle of leaves and the occasional bark of a stray dog. Eliza’s car rumbled to a stop just beyond the wrought-iron gate of Blackthorn Manor, which loomed over her like a guardian of secrets. The gate creaked as she pushed it open, and the path ahead seemed to swallow sound.

	

	The mansion was grand but weathered, its facade cracked and covered in ivy that reached up as if trying to strangle the house. Moonlight turned the broken windows into gleaming eyes, and a chill ran down her spine as she approached the heavy double doors.

	

	Her journalist’s instincts were on high alert, a blend of excitement and dread tightening in her chest. With her flashlight clutched tight and her notebook stowed in her jacket, Eliza stepped inside. The air was colder than the night outside, heavy with the scent of damp wood and decay.

	

	The silence was almost suffocating until, from somewhere deep in the hall, a soft footstep echoed back at her.

	

	“Hello?” Eliza called out, her voice firmer than she felt.

	

	A whisper, too low to catch, responded from the shadows. 

	

	And just like that, Eliza Monroe knew she had entered not just a haunted house, but a story that would test the limits of her courage—and perhaps, her heart.

	

	 


The Legend of Blackthorn Manor

	

	Eliza sat hunched over the heavy oak table at Ashbourne’s dimly lit library, surrounded by a sea of books, faded newspapers, and handwritten letters. The scent of aging paper and dust filled the room, mingling with the quiet rustle of turning pages. A few determined beams of light from the late afternoon sun slipped through the grime-streaked windows, casting elongated shadows that seemed to move with a life of their own. As she reached for the next newspaper clipping, Eliza felt a shiver travel down her spine, though the room was warm.

	

	The Origins of Blackthorn Manor

	

	Blackthorn Manor had been constructed in the late 1800s, a grand estate that stood apart from the modest cottages and small farms dotting Ashbourne’s landscape. Its architecture was unlike anything else in the town, a fusion of Victorian elegance and gothic austerity. Stories suggested that the building itself was inspired by the family’s European roots, which were steeped in both wealth and secrecy.

	

	Lord Damian Blackthorn, the last known owner, was said to have been a man of striking appearance—tall, dark-haired, and possessing an intense, almost unnerving gaze. He arrived in Ashbourne when he was in his early thirties, bringing with him a retinue of servants, imported furniture, and exotic relics that made even the wealthiest families of England envious. But it wasn’t just his opulence that caught people’s attention; it was the whispers of his interests, of the strange symbols that adorned the mansion’s halls, and the peculiar practices that were said to occur within its walls at night.

	

	Eliza found an old sketch of Damian in one of the historical journals. His eyes, even in a mere rendering, seemed to stare directly at her, challenging her to look away. She didn’t. Instead, she traced the outline of his strong jaw and sharp cheekbones with her eyes, imagining the man who had once commanded so much attention and fear.

	

	---

	

	Dark Rumors and Occult Associations

	

	The deeper Eliza dug, the more she uncovered the unsettling rumors surrounding Damian Blackthorn. He was said to have been obsessed with the supernatural, collecting grimoires and artifacts from travels to the far reaches of Europe and the Middle East. Whispers among the townsfolk hinted at midnight gatherings and rituals held in the mansion’s sprawling library—a room said to be filled with ancient texts and strange, unidentifiable objects. People claimed to hear chants carried on the wind when the manor’s candles were lit, their glow flickering like restless spirits behind the mansion’s arched windows.

	

	But beyond the tales of rituals were the more frightening, tangible reports: those of the missing. Several servants who worked at the manor during Damian’s time had disappeared without a trace. A footman named James Lister, whose mother wept through every Sunday service after his sudden absence, and Margaret Hale, a maid known for her nervous disposition, were only two of the many who had vanished. Eliza read an old newspaper headline: “Mystery Deepens as Another Servant Disappears from Blackthorn Manor.” The date on the paper was August 13, 1893—mere months before Damian himself would vanish.

	

	---

	The Night Damian Disappeared

	

	Eliza’s fingers brushed over a diary entry tucked between old ledger pages. It belonged to Thomas Hargrove, a local constable who had investigated the initial reports of disappearances at the manor. His handwritten notes were shaky, as if the act of writing them had frightened him:

	

	"I was called to Blackthorn Manor on a night when the moon seemed blood-red against the sky. The air crackled as if a storm were upon us, yet no rain fell. Lord Damian greeted me at the entrance, his eyes wild and feverish. He said little, only that the rumors were nothing more than townsfolk gossip and that I should leave before I trespassed where I was not wanted. I obliged, but not without noticing the faint whispers that echoed behind the closed doors, the shadows that seemed to shift unnaturally as I turned away."

	

	The most chilling part of Hargrove’s notes was the last entry:

	

	"That was the last time anyone laid eyes on Lord Damian. Three days later, the staff abandoned the manor, and by the time we returned, the house stood silent, its doors gaping as if in silent invitation—or warning."

	

	Eliza leaned back in her chair, a slow realization dawning on her. The timeline matched with stories she’d heard growing up, ones that spoke of Damian’s midnight walks through the nearby woods and the howling winds that swept through the town during his disappearances.

	

	---

	

	Whispers of the Supernatural

	

	Over time, Blackthorn Manor became synonymous with fear and mystery. It stood as a monument to unanswered questions, the gargoyles perched on its edges appearing to mock the town’s attempts to forget. Supernatural phenomena became the norm for those who dared approach it. Children spoke of seeing a tall, shadowy figure standing at the second-floor window at dusk, eyes gleaming with unnatural light. Adults, typically practical in their reasoning, admitted that strange things happened near the grounds—animals that refused to cross its boundary, temperatures that dropped inexplicably as one neared the gate.

	

	Eliza’s research led her to interviews conducted in the 1930s. One account, from Eleanor Finch, who as a young girl had snuck into the manor with friends on a dare, caught Eliza’s attention:

	

	"The air inside felt like a weight pressing down on my chest. We didn’t see Lord Damian, but we heard something—a voice, deep and melodic, whispering our names as if from the other side of a locked door. We ran until our legs gave out, and none of us spoke of it again. But every year, on the night we went, I still hear that voice, calling me back."

	

	Eliza’s skin prickled with goosebumps as she imagined that voice, so tangible and impossible all at once.

