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Blackthorn
  Manor was never silent.




  
Even
  in its quietest hours — when fog pressed against the windows and
  the wind dragged its fingers across the stone — the house
  breathed.
  It shifted. It listened.




  
Eleanor
  Blackthorn had known this since she was a child.




  
The
  floors did not creak randomly. Doors did not open without reason.
  The
  chandeliers trembled before storms that had not yet arrived. And
  sometimes, when she stood alone in the west corridor, she felt
  something more unsettling than fear.




  
Expectation.




  
The
  manor did not haunt its daughters.




  
It
  waited for them.




  
The
  night her youngest sister turned eighteen, the waiting
  ended.




  
But
  Eleanor did not yet know that.






  
The
  morning had begun like every other — pale and gray, with a sky
  stretched thin over the moors. Fog clung to the hills as if the
  earth
  itself were reluctant to wake.




  
Inside,
  the house stirred early.




  
Servants
  moved in careful silence. Curtains were drawn back. Silver
  polished.
  Candles trimmed. A long oak table in the dining hall was prepared
  for
  celebration, though celebration was never a word that sat
  comfortably
  inside Blackthorn Manor.




  
There
  were seven sisters once.




  
Now
  there were four.




  
No
  one in the village asked questions anymore. Grief had become an
  understood ritual, like tea at four or prayer at dusk.




  
Eleanor
  stood at her bedroom window, watching the mist roll across the
  fields. She was twenty-six, the eldest living daughter. Too old,
  the
  villagers whispered. Too unmarried.




  
Too
  aware.




  
Behind
  her, the door opened softly.



“

  
You’re
  brooding again,” came a voice, warm but edged with nervous
  energy.




  
Clara.




  
The
  youngest.




  
Eighteen
  today.




  
Eleanor
  turned. Clara stood in the doorway wrapped in a white dressing
  robe,
  her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She looked luminous —
  not
  because she was naïve, but because she had not yet learned how
  heavy
  inheritance could feel.



“

  
Birthdays
  require brooding,” Eleanor replied gently. “It’s
  tradition.”




  
Clara
  smiled. “You’re impossible.”




  
Eleanor
  crossed the room and took her sister’s hands. They were
  cold.



“

  
You
  didn’t sleep.”



“

  
I
  never sleep before something changes.”




  
Eleanor
  did not ask what Clara believed was about to change. In
  Blackthorn
  Manor, change rarely arrived with permission.






  
The
  house had rules.




  
Unwritten,
  but known.




  
No
  sister left the grounds alone after sunset.
  


   No doors were to be
  opened in the east wing.
  


   No engagement was to be announced
  without the blessing of their father.




  
And
  most important:




  
Love
  carefully.




  
Love
  had consequences.




  
Three
  sisters had loved.




  
Three
  sisters were buried beneath the willow trees at the edge of the
  estate.




  
The
  villagers called it tragedy.




  
Their
  father called it unfortunate coincidence.




  
Eleanor
  called it something else.




  
Pattern.






  
The
  dining hall shimmered that evening with candlelight. Gold cutlery
  glinted like small weapons. Crystal glasses caught the flame and
  fractured it into trembling reflections across the walls.




  
The
  portraits watched from their heavy frames.




  
Blackthorn
  women, generation after generation.




  
None
  smiling.




  
Clara
  wore pale blue. The color of fragile skies before storms. She sat
  at
  the far end of the table, beside their father, who looked carved
  from
  stone even in celebration.



“

  
To
  Clara,” he announced, raising his glass. “May she bring honor to
  this house.”




  
The
  word honor echoed strangely in the room.




  
The
  sisters raised their glasses. Eleanor’s fingers tightened around
  the stem.




  
Honor
  had never protected a Blackthorn woman.




  
Clara
  smiled dutifully, but Eleanor saw it — the flicker beneath her
  composure. The awareness. Clara had inherited more than beauty.
  She
  had inherited suspicion.




  
Halfway
  through dessert, the wind shifted.




  
Not
  outside.




  
Inside.




  
A
  draft moved down the corridor beyond the dining hall, though no
  doors
  had opened. The candles trembled. One extinguished.




  
Their
  father paused mid-sentence.



“

  
Close
  the west windows,” he ordered sharply.



“

  
They
  are closed, sir,” replied a servant from the shadows.




  
Silence
  returned, but it felt strained — as if stretched thin over
  something cracking beneath it.




  
Eleanor
  felt it then.




  
The
  watching.




  
Stronger
  than ever.






  
Later
  that night, Clara came to Eleanor’s room again.




  
But
  she was not smiling.



“

  
There’s
  something in the east wing,” Clara whispered.




  
Eleanor
  froze.



“

  
No
  one goes there.”



“

  
I
  didn’t mean to,” Clara said quickly. “I was walking past the
  corridor and I heard… something.”



“

  
What?”



“

  
Not
  footsteps.” Clara swallowed. “Breathing.”




  
Eleanor
  wanted to dismiss it. To laugh softly and blame
  imagination.




  
But
  she had heard it too, years ago.




  
On
  the night their sister Margaret announced her engagement.




  
On
  the night before Margaret was found at the bottom of the grand
  staircase.



“

  
The
  east wing has been sealed since Mother died,” Eleanor said
  carefully.



“

  
Then
  why do I feel like it’s waiting for me?”




  
The
  question hung between them.




  
Eleanor
  crossed the room and lit another candle. Its glow felt
  small.



“

  
Stay
  here tonight,” she said.




  
Clara
  hesitated. “Father won’t approve.”



“

  
Father
  does not need to approve everything.”




  
Clara
  studied her sister. Something shifted in her gaze — something
  resolute.



“

  
You’ve
  always known, haven’t you?”



“

  
Known
  what?”



“

  
That
  this house is not cursed.”




  
Eleanor’s
  heart beat louder than the wind outside.



“

  
It’s
  controlled.”




  
The
  word landed heavily.




  
The
  house did not trap them.




  
Someone
  did.






  
Near
  midnight, the scream came.




  
It
  was not long.




  
Not
  theatrical.




  
It
  was sharp and abruptly silenced.




  
Eleanor
  was already running before her mind allowed comprehension. Clara
  followed.




  
They
  reached the grand staircase together.




  
Their
  father stood at the bottom, motionless.




  
And
  there — crumpled unnaturally against the marble — was their
  sister Beatrice.




  
Her
  dark hair spilled like ink across the white steps.




  
Blood
  traced a thin line downward.




  
No
  one spoke.




  
The
  servants stood frozen. The air felt dense, unmoving.



“

  
She
  slipped,” their father said evenly.




  
But
  Eleanor saw it.




  
Beatrice’s
  hand.




  
Clenched
  tightly around something.




  
A
  piece of fabric.




  
Not
  her own.




  
Clara
  inhaled sharply.




  
The
  house was not silent now.




  
It
  hummed.




  
Low.




  
Satisfied.






  
That
  was the night Eleanor understood something irreversible.




  
The
  curse was not mystical.




  
It
  was maintained.




  
And
  Blackthorn Manor did not watch its daughters because it was
  alive.




  
It
  watched because it was designed to.




  
Designed
  to hold them.




  
To
  shape them.




  
To
  break them before they could leave.




  
As
  servants carried Beatrice away and their father issued quiet
  commands, Eleanor felt Clara’s fingers wrap around her
  own.



“

  
They
  won’t bury me here,” Clara whispered.




  
Eleanor
  looked at her youngest sister — still eighteen, still trembling —
  and felt something ignite inside her chest that was stronger than
  fear.




  
Resolve.



“

  
No,”
  Eleanor said quietly.



“

  
They
  won’t.”




  
But
  the manor, listening from its darkened corridors, had already
  chosen
  its next move.




  
And
  somewhere beyond the sealed east wing door…




  
A
  key turned.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






