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PROLOGUE




The music stopped first.

For a heartbeat, the great hall of Elm Brook Manor held its breath, as though the house itself sensed what was about to happen.

Candles guttered in their sconces, flames bending toward the door as a draft crept across the marble floor. The scent of spilled wine and expensive perfume hung thick in the air, cloying and artificial.

Jane Baines did not move.

She stood at the edge of the ballroom, chest rising and falling too quickly, one gloved hand pressed against her ribs as if to hold her heart inside. Across the room, Vivienne and Josephine clung to each other, their painted smiles long gone.

The laughter had stopped.

The aristocrats had withdrawn to the shadows, speaking in low voices behind raised glasses. A few watched openly now, their eyes bright with something that was not amusement.

Hunger, perhaps.

Or anticipation.

Jane’s gaze slid toward the tall doors that led outside. They were closed. Bolted. Always bolted once the entertainments began.

She had noticed that detail weeks ago.

“You said we could leave,” Josephine whispered, her voice trembling despite the careful elegance of her posture. “You promised.”

Lord Henderson Sinclair stood near the hearth, one gloved hand resting on the silver head of his cane. The firelight carved his face into sharp planes, leaving his eyes in shadow.

“My dear,” he said mildly, “you misunderstand the arrangement.”

The room seemed to shrink.

Vivienne stepped forward, chin lifted in defiance, though Jane could see the tremor in her shoulders. “We were invited here as performers. Nothing more.”

A murmur of amusement rippled through the gathered men.

Sinclair smiled.

“Yes,” he said. “Performers.”

Behind him, a servant moved silently to close the last remaining door.

The sound of the bolt sliding home echoed like a gunshot.

Jane’s stomach turned to ice.

Somewhere above them, a woman screamed — sharp, brief, cut off as if a hand had been clamped over her mouth.

Josephine gasped. Vivienne grabbed her arm hard enough to leave bruises.

Jane did not look up.

She already knew.

“Please,” Josephine said, the word barely audible.

Sinclair’s smile widened, patient and indulgent, like a man humouring a child.

“My dear ladies,” he said softly, “you will find that Elm Brook Manor is a place from which one does not simply depart.”

The fire popped.

Outside, wind battered the windows, rattling the glass in its leaded frames.

Jane felt the house close around them — stone, timber, history — a vast, indifferent thing that had swallowed countless secrets and would swallow theirs as well.

Vivienne’s hand found hers, fingers cold and desperate.

“What do we do?” she whispered.

Jane forced herself to meet Sinclair’s shadowed gaze.

“We endure,” she said, though she had no idea whether that was courage or surrender.

Across the hall, one of the aristocrats laughed again.

Not kindly.

Not humanly.

The candles dimmed, as though something unseen had passed among them.

And deep within the foundations of Elm Brook Manor, something ancient stirred — patient, hungry, and very much awake.








CHAPTER ONE




Coby McTavish leaned to the side, scanning the line of readers waiting patiently before him. The bookshop buzzed with weekend shoppers, their voices drifting in from the mall beyond the glass doors. Only three people remained.

He let out a quiet breath of relief.

At five-foot-eleven, Coby was neither tall nor small, yet something about him always drew attention. Perhaps it was the streaks of silver in his dark hair, or the Scottish lilt that softened every word he spoke. Whatever the reason, the crowd had come—and now, at last, the signing was nearly done.

He glanced at the empty cardboard boxes stacked beside the table. All sold. A small triumph, though tinged with irritation. Elaine had promised to bring more copies from home. She hadn’t.

Outside, a knot of onlookers pressed against the windows. A few pulled faces and shouted playful insults through the glass, calling him “Scrooge.” Coby ignored them. He had learned long ago that success always attracted noise.

He turned his attention back to the book before him and searched for the right words to write inside the cover. Ideas had been thin lately. Even now, his mind felt oddly blank.

At last, he wrote:

Dear Christie, Happy reading.
M. Jones.

The line dwindled until only one person remained.

A young red-haired woman stepped forward and slammed a book onto the table hard enough to make him flinch.

“Who should I make it out to?” Coby asked.

“Gordon Snape,” she snapped.

The name struck him like cold water.

For an instant the cheerful shop vanished. He was somewhere else—standing in a dark hallway that smelled of damp wood and old secrets. Laughter echoed faintly. Then the vision broke.

“Mister Jones!”

He blinked. The girl was glaring at him.

“Of course,” he muttered, reaching for his pen. His hand trembled as he wrote.

Dear Gordon,
I hope you find comfort in these pages.
My deepest sympathy,
M. Jones.

She snatched the book from him without another word and walked out.

Coby watched her go, unsettled by the weight of the name she had carried with her.

* * *




Later that evening, a thick fog rolled across the Scottish moors as Coby trudged back to his cottage. Inside, the fire burned low, and Elaine waited for him.

At least, he thought she would.

Instead, he found her standing near the doorway in a straw boater hat and white opera gloves, a large suitcase at her side.

“You forgot your dog,” he said weakly.

“It’s not a dog,” Elaine replied, lifting the case. “And I’m leaving.”

The door closed behind her. A car engine started. Then silence.

Upstairs, a chilly wind rattled through a cracked window. A small rock lay on the floor among shards of glass. He tossed it outside and stuffed the hole with an old woollen jersey.

On his desk sat a white envelope addressed only to C.

He poured himself a double Scotch before opening it.

The letter was brief. Brutal. Written in Elaine’s neat, familiar hand.

He read it once, then again, then crumpled it and threw it into the fire.

The flames devoured it in seconds.

“Just you and me now,” he muttered to Misty, who lay by the hearth watching him with what looked suspiciously like amusement.

He turned to his keyboard, hoping for distraction—but his thoughts kept returning to the red-haired girl and the name she had spoken.

Then an email subject line caught his eye:

RE: ELM BROOK MANOR – PROPOSAL FOR SALE

Coby sat up straighter.

He read the message twice, hardly daring to believe it. Then he typed a reply with an offer large enough to make any seller gasp and hit send.

The soft whoosh of the outgoing email filled him with a sudden, reckless sense of freedom.

“Who’s laughing now?” he said to the dog.

* * *


Two days later he loaded his few belongings into the back of his Volvo P1800 ES and set off north through relentless sheets of rain.

Hours passed. Sheep blocked narrow roads. Wind battered the car. The old paper map lay unfolded across his lap.

At last, a weathered sign appeared:

SERENITY FALLS →

Coby followed the arrow.

And there, rising from the mist like something out of a forgotten dream, stood Elm Brook Manor.








CHAPTER TWO




Coby stood before the grand entrance of Elm Brook Manor, a faint thrill spreading through him.

Two stone lion heads flanked the tall wooden doors, their carved faces weathered by decades of Highland rain. He ran a hand over the rusted knocker and felt the weight of years beneath his fingers.

This was really happening.

He pressed against the freshly painted doors. The hinges groaned in protest, and the sound echoed down the long, empty hallway beyond.

Inside, the manor felt vast and expectant. Chandeliers hung like sleeping ghosts from the ceilings. A grand staircase swept upward on either side of the entrance hall, elegant and slightly forlorn. Every step he took made the floorboards complain, as though unused to visitors.

The place felt alive.

Coby moved slowly through the house, drawn deeper by equal parts excitement and unease. He imagined the lives that had passed through these rooms—the laughter, the arguments, the secrets.

And something else.

More than once he caught himself glancing over his shoulder, certain he was being watched. Shadows slipped at the edge of his vision. A door creaked where no wind should have reached it. He told himself it was only the age of the house, but the prickling at the back of his neck refused to fade.

In a dusty library he paused, running his fingers along rows of neglected books. The smell of old paper and leather settled around him like a familiar coat. Stories waited here. He could feel them.

After hours of wandering he chose a room in the west wing to serve as his office—an airy space with tall windows overlooking the grounds. Sunlight poured in, revealing motes of dust dancing in the air.

Outside, the manor buzzed with activity. Vans lined the driveway, workmen shouted to one another, and the constant rhythm of hammers filled the house. Renovations were still well underway.

Coby didn’t mind. Noise meant progress.

He made a mental note to send flowers to the estate agent who had found him this place. Despite the disruption, he already felt at home.

Yet even as he unpacked his things, one irritation clung to him.

The scent of Elaine’s perfume.

It seemed to follow him everywhere—sweet and floral, heavy with memories he would rather forget. The same perfume she wore when she went out with her lover.

He leaned against the desk and closed his eyes.

Niall Preston.

The name arrived uninvited, sharp and unwelcome. He could still picture the man’s grin, still remember shaking his hand in the bar, oblivious to the truth.

“You sneaky little bugger,” Coby muttered.

The memory tightened around him like cold fog, and for a moment the manor felt less like a sanctuary and more like a place to hide.

Shaking off the thought, he powered up his laptop and connected to the newly installed wireless network. At least that much was working.

An idea struck him.

He opened his email and began drafting a simple questionnaire—an excuse to talk to the locals, to gather stories, to learn the town the way a writer should.

By late afternoon he decided he’d earned a break.

* * *




The Stag’s Head Inn sat at the heart of Serenity Falls, a squat stone building with glowing windows and the warm promise of whisky.

Inside, a fiddler played in the corner while locals crowded around scarred wooden tables. The smell of peat smoke and hearty food wrapped around him as he took a seat at the bar.

Coby ordered a pint and a plate of bangers and mash and let the noise of the place wash over him.

It didn’t take long for the talk to drift to Elm Brook Manor.

To his amusement, rumours were already spreading. According to one man, the new owner was a reclusive American rock star. According to another, the manor had been bought as a secret love nest.

Coby kept his smile to himself.

He asked a few careful questions and listened more than he spoke. Pubs, he knew, were better than any newspaper for uncovering the truth of a town.

By the time he left that night, well-fed and pleasantly warm, he felt something he hadn’t in months.

Optimistic.

As he stepped back into the cool Highland air, Coby glanced up at the dark shape of Elm Brook Manor in the distance.

A new life waited for him there.

And whatever else might be waiting as well.








CHAPTER THREE


The next morning arrived with an army of maintenance workers.

Their vans filled the driveway, their voices echoed through the halls, and the manor woke to the steady music of hammers and saws. For the first time in days, Elm Brook Manor felt less like a haunted relic and more like a place being brought back to life.

Coby used the activity as an excuse to escape.

He drove into Serenity Falls and began what he jokingly called his “survival shopping spree.” Groceries first, then a quick visit to the barber, followed by the liquor store. He stocked up on the basics—bread, milk, coffee, and enough whisky to keep the chill at bay.

At the small bakery on the main street, he ordered a chocolate birthday cake on a whim. Turning forty alone felt easier to face with frosting.

By midday he was back at the manor, unloading bags into the oversized kitchen. The place still lacked a refrigerator, but at least the kettle worked. That, he decided, was enough for now.

He carried his laptop to the office and sat down to write.

On a blank page he typed:

The Early Days at Serenity Falls

The cursor blinked at him, patient and expectant.

But instead of words, his thoughts drifted again to Elaine. To the perfume that seemed to follow him everywhere. To Niall Preston and the unwelcome memories tangled around his name.

Coby forced himself to focus.

A questionnaire—that was what he needed. A simple list of questions to ask around town. Something to break the ice with the locals and, more importantly, to gather stories.

If he was going to live here, he needed to understand the place.

By late afternoon the noise of the workers had driven him to distraction, and he decided to return to the Stag’s Head Inn.

* * *


This time the pub felt a little less welcoming.

A few conversations dipped as he entered. A handful of curious eyes followed him to the bar. Nothing hostile—just the quiet appraisal reserved for newcomers in small towns.

Coby pretended not to notice.

He ordered shepherd’s pie and a pint and took a seat near the dartboard. The familiar smell of beer and wood smoke settled around him, and he relaxed.

It wasn’t long before talk turned, once again, to Elm Brook Manor.

Over the course of the evening he learned more than he expected.

The locals spoke of Giles Drummond, the former Factor of the estate—a respected man, once a union leader at the nearby silica sand mine. When the mine had closed, a Japanese bottling company had financed its reopening, and Giles had remained the workers’ voice.

Then Alistair Sinclair had arrived.

Sinclair had bought controlling shares in the mine, outsourced much of the labour, and left a trail of bitterness behind him. A strike had followed, organised by Giles Drummond himself.

Not long after, Giles had died under circumstances many in Serenity Falls still whispered about.

“An
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