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Something is not quite right about Merleton Court. Beneath the veneer of warm welcome from the society ladies and the flattering attentions of the charming young gentlemen, beneath the uneasy whispers of the servants and the gossiping tongues of the villagers, something dark lurks about the forbidding ancestral home of the Deverneys and prowls its lonely grounds and passageways.

What shameful secrets lie hidden in the Deverneys’ past and the beautiful, mysterious chamber in the West Wing which still exerts such an irresistible allure?

Poor lovely, feted Lady Seraphine, the lost heiress of the Deverneys, found at last and returned home to Merleton Court. But perhaps it had always been too late to escape her fate...
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To the teachers who introduced me to literature, history and Greek mythology—thank you.
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By the pricking of my thumbs,

Something wicked this way comes.

—Macbeth (Act 4, Scene 1), William Shakespeare
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I saw the avenue of alders through the carriage window. Merleton Court, the driver told me. The park and grounds, I saw as the landscape rolled past the carriage window, were extensive and had about them a wintry verdure, spangled with the frail outlines of shivering, emaciated trees, and beyond this spectral boundary spread an endless expanse of ashen blue.

The carriage juddered to a stop before a mansion of heavy grey stone and menacing gloom, towering above the trees like a medieval warrior prince. Its spirit was ancient and forbidding and scornful of anyone who dared to come near.

I sat in the carriage, caught in a dread of indecision. Mr Newberry, of the estate’s solicitors, had said that I need not have concerned myself with this remote country seat, that I could have easily settled in the furnished townhouse or chosen any of the other fine properties as my principal residence, but curiosity had drawn me to this baleful place. I looked out of the carriage window again at the ancestral home of the Deverneys, at the unmovable lichen-covered stone, the great carved gargoyles glowering from the battlements, and the high windows which were dark and cold and lifeless. Merleton Court stood silent and watchful, returning my gaze. I noticed then that from the moment the carriage had passed beneath the main gate crowned with stone urns, I had not heard a single bird sing.

Surely it was not too late to tap on the window and ask the driver to turn the carriage around and leave?

But the carriage door opened and a housekeeper stepped forward and bade me welcome to Merleton Court and enquired after the comfort of my journey. Mrs Fane was a martinet, tall and severe and overbearingly aloof, in command of a row of servants who were lined up by the steps to the house, expectantly awaiting my arrival. She commanded me, or at least it felt as such, for my feet carried me out from the carriage and, despite my heart remaining hesitant, I returned her greeting with civility. She swept me along towards the house, giving rapid instructions to the staff.

I looked back, once, at the trees which stood stark white in the distance and the forecourt and the carriage and the footman unstrapping my pitifully light luggage, and I saw my chance of changing my mind retreating and ebbing away as surely as I was led up the steps and over the threshold into the ancient house. The tap of my shoes echoed with every step I took across the cold flagstones and each echoing footstep was answered with a bow or curtsy of subdued deference from the household staff. 

I was given a brief tour of the open reception rooms and the main wings and quarters of the house. I followed behind the housekeeper at a brisk trot, taking in impressions of vast tapestries and grand marble floors and polished ancient armour, the grand chambers of the North Wing which had once belonged to the master and mistress, and the elegant reception rooms in the South Wing, the sounds of our steps echoing hollowly in the vastness. The vaulted interior of Merleton Court carried as much haughty grandeur as its gargoyled facade. The rooms were generous in proportion and comfortably if starkly furnished, pervaded with a sombre breath, perhaps of the ancestors who had not found their happiness here. Each wall, each stone of Merleton Court sighed with its joyless display of brute power and magnificence, unchanged without and within, drawn in harsh sturdy lines as if it had been designed as a fortress rather than a residence. What, I wondered, had it been built to protect, and had it failed in its purpose that its spirit should have soured into such repining mournfulness?

The housekeeper finally brought the tour to an end when we returned to one of the reception rooms in the South Wing.

A parlour maid brought tea and refreshments to the solar and stoked the hearth as the housekeeper explained the household arrangements to me.

A tour of the remainder of the house and grounds had been arranged for a later date so that I could rest after the long journey. The land-agent would call in due course to go through the estate affairs and accompany me in visiting the attached properties and tenant farms. The neighbours and local families were expected to drop in over the following weeks to call upon and welcome the new mistress of Merleton Court.

The rest of the day, however, was my own.

The housekeeper rose to take me to my private chambers.

‘Where does that passage lead?’ I asked Mrs Fane as she led me up the great stone staircase.

‘To the West Wing, my lady. The wing is no longer in use,’ the housekeeper replied, leading me in the opposite direction away from that dark corridor.

I was shown to a chamber in the East Wing furnished in pale blue linens and drapes and furniture inlaid with songbirds of tortoiseshell, mother-of-pearl, brass and pewter. The walls of the chamber were of a darker shade of blue, painted as delicately as bone-china in the imitation of a grove with swallows and nightingales. It was a chamber unlike any I had seen in this stern, unwelcoming house, an unforeseen and unexpected spot of beauty, as if someone had once cared and been happy.

‘The East Wing has been set aside as your private apartment, my lady,’ said Mrs Fane. ‘Dinner will be served at seven in the Great Hall. Please ring if you wish for anything.’

A freshly brushed silk gown was laid out on the four-poster bed on the dais, the head of a heated hip bath poked out from behind a lacquered screen, and a lady’s maid stood close at hand to attend to my toilette. She stared at me with wide, curious eyes for a long moment until a glare from the housekeeper
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