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  For those who have loved in silence,

grieved in private,

and kept going even when the world did not notice.

For the ones who return to the places that shaped them—

the moor, the sea, the kitchen table, the church pew—

and find that memory still waits there, faithfully.

And for anyone who has ever listened hard enough

to hear the past humming beneath the earth.
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  Foreword



Some stories entertain, and stories comfort.

And then there are the rarer ones — the stories that recognise us.

The kind that feels like a hand finding yours in the dark.

The kind that says, quietly, yes — I know that feeling too.

The tales within this collection do not demand attention with noise. They do not rush to reassure or explain. Instead, they move like mist across familiar landscapes — moorland paths, harbour lanes, still lakes, kitchens lit by one careful lamp — and they invite us to stand in places where the air is thin with memory.

These are stories about haunting.

Not only the traditional kind — the whisper at the threshold, the shape in the fog, the impossible light where it shouldn’t be — but the everyday hauntings that follow us just as faithfully:

A name we still say in our heads.

A chair nobody sits in anymore.

A time of day that feels sharper than the rest.

A tide that turns, indifferent to grief — and yet somehow still carrying it.

In these pages, Elowen Vale writes with tenderness for what lingers. The prose is luminous without being sentimental — unafraid of darkness, but never in love with it. Each story offers something quietly brave: the suggestion that sorrow does not make life smaller, only deeper. That love is not erased when someone is lost. It simply changes shape and learns to live in different rooms.

If you’ve ever found yourself listening to the sea as if it might speak 

or staring out across a moor, feeling watched by history

or pausing in a doorway because the past was suddenly there…

Then you are already the intended reader.

And you may find, by the end, that you have been accompanied.







  Preface



I didn’t set out to write a collection about echoes.

I thought I was writing atmosphere — places with weather in their bones, light that behaves strangely, landscapes that feel like they remember what happened before we arrived. I thought I was writing mystery stories to unsettle, to charm, to chill the skin in the best possible way.

But somewhere along the way, something became clear.

What I was really writing about was the way life stays with us.

Grief is not always loud.

More often, it is practical.

It is making tea and reaching for two cups without thinking.

It is looking for a familiar name in a crowd.

It is hearing laughter in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and turning your head as if hope has become instinct.

And memory… memory is a kind of haunting, too.

That is why these stories return again and again to small rituals and quiet landmarks: the sea at a particular hour, a candle lit at matins, a ledger filled with tide heights, the hush of a lake that looks harmless until you listen properly.

They return to places that behave like witnesses.

Because some landscapes do witness us.

The moor keeps its own counsel.

The harbour listens.

The water holds what it has been given.

And in the human heart, too, there are depths we do not chart — until love forces us to.

These stories are fictional. The people, the names, the places are imagined — and yet the feelings underneath them are not. We all carry versions of the same ghosts: the ones we miss, the ones we became, the ones we almost were. Sometimes the supernatural is simply a mirror held up to something deeply human.

If this collection does one thing, I hope it permits you to feel what you feel — without rushing yourself out of it. To understand that longing is not weakness. That sorrow is not shameful. That being haunted is not always a curse; sometimes it is evidence that you have loved.

So read these stories slowly if you can. Let them linger.

Let them breathe in your hands.

And if, afterwards, you find yourself looking at the sea — or the mist — or the darkening window glass — and feeling something stir…

Then perhaps the book has done what it came to do.

— Elowen Vale







  Acknowledgments
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Thank you to every reader who finds comfort in the shadowed places, and who understands that darkness in fiction is not always despair — sometimes it is simply where the truth hides before it’s ready to be spoken.

Thank you to the people who continue to show up in real life with kindness, tea, patience, and steady hands. You are the lighthouse keepers of the everyday.

And finally, thank you to memory itself — for being both wound and balm; for teaching me that what we lose does not always leave… it changes form.

With all my gratitude,

Elowen Vale








  
  
  The Echoes Beneath Vareth Moor

  
  




Where silence listens back 




The moor sprawled for miles, a vast expanse woven with heather and shadow, radiating a silent vigilance. As the sun vanished below the horizon, Rowan’s heart raced with mounting dread; every deepening shadow seemed to press on his senses. The light seeped into the earth as if the moor itself were hungry for the day’s last warmth, amplifying his fear with every inch of darkness. Legends haunted the air, whispering of the moor as a patient predator, and Rowan felt the weight of his own vulnerability among its silent memories. It was here, on this chilling threshold, that his chest thudded painfully with the loneliness of a soul exposed. Dread twisted sharply in his stomach as he stepped onto the moor, keenly aware of the cautionary tales. No one lingered after nightfall unless braving the moor’s unblinking gaze—or risking being swallowed whole.

Yet here Rowan stood, tension pulling his shoulders tight, his resolve hardening even as fear made his breath shallow. With dusk pressing in, every step became a battle between desperate hope and crackling apprehension.

He’d been walking since morning. He followed a trail of blackened stones that marked the boundary between the old realm and the new. The wind carried the smell of peat and rain. It was sharp enough to sting. In his pocket was a folded scrap of parchment—the last message his sister had sent before she vanished. As he walked, a childhood memory came unbidden. He and Lysa huddled under the eaves of their grandmother’s old cottage during a storm. The scent of her cloak, damp and earth-scented from their hurried escape, lingered in his mind. It mingled with the rain’s patter and her laughter. Both of them breathless, full of secret joy.

Meet me where the ground hums. Don’t be afraid of the light.

He wasn’t sure which part frightened him more—the humming or the light. Dread prickled along his skin; his heart hammered as anxiety threatened to spill over and paralyse him.

Twilight revealed the first sign of her: a circle of flattened grass in the heather, as if something had lingered there. In the centre was a single silver button—her cloak’s, the one she wore the night she left.

He crouched to pick it up. That was when he heard it. A faint, steady sound—almost beneath hearing—like the low vibration of a string plucked somewhere deep below. It came from the earth itself. The ground was humming. As he listened, an acrid metallic taste tinged the back of his throat. A tingling sensation spread across his teeth, as if tiny static sparks were dancing along their edges.

He whispered her name into the dusk. “Lysa?”

No reply. Only the endless wind, dragging its ghost-fingers through the grass.

Rowan straightened, searching the moor. Mist thickened, curling low over the ground. Ahead, he glimpsed movement — a flash of pale light among the stones.

“Lysa!” he called, and began to run.

By the time Rowan reached the hollow, night had settled in full. The light he had seen came from a lantern hanging from an old wooden post, which swayed gently even though the air was still. Beneath it stood a slight, broken arch of stone, half-buried in the earth. It looked ancient, older than the moor, perhaps even older than language itself. The markings along the arch, though faint, were clearly deliberate, carved in a script Rowan had only ever seen in the oldest of his grandmother’s books. Among the etchings, one word shimmered in the lantern’s glow: ‘remember.’ The stone gave off an aura suggesting both promise and warning, hinting that a price might be exacted. Rowan sensed a bond connecting past and present as he stood at the threshold. After a brief hesitation, he stepped carefully through the arch, feeling the air resist his movement—as if the moor recognised his passage into a different realm.

The air inside the hollow felt different — heavier, as if each breath was something borrowed. The ground thrummed faintly underfoot, in rhythm with his heartbeat.

“Who’s there?” he called, his voice low but sharp.

The echo returned, distorted.

Who’s… there… there… there…

Rowan froze, panic snaring him tight. That echo hadn’t been his; the inflexion no longer belonged to his memories, and something about its too-alive curiosity made bile rise in his throat. The hairs along his arms lifted with cold certainty, and his mouth dried up completely as terror clawed at him.

“Lysa?” he tried again.

A pause — and then, from behind him, a whisper:

“Rowan?”

He spun round. The mist behind him thickened, then slowly shifted and gathered shape. A figure gradually emerged just beyond the reach of the lantern’s light, its outline slender and unmoving, its face concealed in shadow.

“It’s me,” he choked, hope and terror tangling in his voice, tears stinging and blurring his vision, his whole body straining forward in desperate yearning. “Lysa… is it really—”

But the figure tilted its head, moving at an odd angle that seemed unnatural. When it stepped forward, the lantern’s light dimmed—not flickered, but steadily faded—as if the air itself recoiled from the figure’s presence.

Rowan stumbled backwards. “Stay back!”

The figure advanced regardless, closing the distance until its outline wavered and blurred, its edges flickering like rising smoke. Rowan saw its eyes—pale silver, not his sister’s brown. For a single heartbeat, its face changed and became her likeness, but vacant and drawn, more an impression of Lysa than the actual person.

“Did you follow the hum?” it asked. The voice was hers, but not quite the same. Dread, guilt, and wonder surged in Rowan’s mind—memories and the unearthly song bound him to this moment.

“What are you?” he managed to whisper.

It smiled faintly. “What’s left.”

Then the lantern went out. And he collapsed to the ground.

When he woke, the mist had thinned, leaving the lantern still hanging from the post, but the glass was now cracked through the middle. The broken arch remained, yet its appearance was changed—newly glowing blue carvings pulsed like veins beneath the stone.

Rowan’s head pounded—a raw knot of grief and confusion pressing behind his eyes. His sister’s button dug into his palm as a fragile anchor. When a ripple of her laughter drifted across the moor, hope stabbed sharp and sudden, almost painful, tearing a gasp from him as he stumbled toward the sound.

It pulled him into a narrow valley, where mist pooled like water. The air warmed as he descended, tinged with a metallic tang. Underfoot, the soil turned to mud, then to something finer — ash.

At the valley’s heart stood a ruin, once perhaps a temple, now collapsed, its pillars leaning like sentinels. At the centre, a pool of light shimmered—neither fire nor water, but something between. It pulsed in sync with the humming, rising and falling like breath.

As Rowan neared, the air thickened. He felt it tug — softly, insistently — as if the light itself noticed him.

A shape formed within the glow. A face. Lysa’s.

“Rowan,” she said, her voice thin as wind through reeds. “You came.”

He stared, unable to trust what he saw. “You’re alive?”

“I am… near enough.” Her smile wavered. “I found the song under the moor. It isn’t a place. It’s a remembering.”

He frowned. “What does that mean?”

“The world forgets,” she said softly. “We all fade. But the moor doesn’t forget. It holds everything that’s ever touched it. Voices. Faces. Light. We only needed to listen.”

He shook his head. “You’re not making sense.”

“You will,” she murmured. “When it hums through you.”

Before he could move, she lifted her hand and pressed it to the surface of the light. It rippled outward like disturbed water. The humming deepened. The ground trembled.

“Lysa, stop!” he shouted, but the words barely reached her.

She looked at him once more, eyes glinting like mirrors. “It doesn’t stop, Rowan. It never stops.”

And then she was gone — drawn back into the light as if swallowed whole.

The next few moments dissolved into chaos. The glow surged upward, spilling through the ruins like fire. It was uncontainable. The humming grew louder—a droning crescendo that wasn’t just sound but a visceral sensation, running through his veins. It crawled under his skin, more intense with every second. Rowan stumbled backwards, trying to cover his ears, but it was useless. The vibration was inside him now. Then, without warning, silence. The pool went still. The air turned heavy with the absence of sound.

Then, silence. The light dimmed. The pool went still.

Rowan lowered his hands. His heart still hammered in his chest, but a hollow emptiness pressed at him, relief warring with a cold fear of what he’d just witnessed.

He stepped closer. The pool was gone — only bare earth remained. A few blackened stones, a scattering of silver ash. No sign of his sister.

He might have left then — should have left — but something made him pause. A flicker at the edge of sight. When he turned, he saw movement between the ruined pillars—shadows where there shouldn’t have been any.

“Who’s there?” he called again.

This time, there was laughter in the dark.

He stepped back, pulse racing, unease crawling under his skin. The shadows gathered, shifting shapes like smoke. They neither approached nor retreated, only watched, bound by a silent edict of the moor. Legends called these shadows guardians—echoes of forgotten lives, vigilant in the moor’s memory. Dread settled in his gut.

Rowan’s hand went to the amulet at his throat — a minor ward carved with the sigil of flame. It should have burned bright against the dark, but it didn’t. Its warmth had gone.

“Lysa?” he tried one last time.

From somewhere deep within the moor, a whisper rose — his sister’s voice, faint but unmistakable:

Listen, Rowan. It’s still singing.

He looked down.

The ground beneath his feet was pulsing with light.

He ran.

He didn’t know which direction to run, only that panic clawed at his chest, and he needed to escape from that impossible glow and the voices rising from the soil itself. The heather snagged at his boots, and the mist clawed at his face, yet still he ran until his lungs burned. When he finally fell, he hit hard ground, the black stone trail he’d followed in, as if the path remembered him, cradling him back into its fold. Exhaustion and a shaky relief collided within him. 
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She stands at the window and looks out at the sea.

It is very early, the hour when the town hasn’t quite decided whether to belong to night or morning. The harbour lamps still stitch a line across the water; the gulls are only thinking about noise. The tide is creeping in with a purposeful hush, the way a nurse closes a door. From here, in the small room above the shop, Mara can see the curve of the quay, the breakwater like a folded elbow, the lighthouse winking slow and patient. She presses her knuckles to the sill to keep from reaching for what isn’t there.

On the table behind her lies the Tide Ledger, open to today. The ledger isn’t old in the way family Bibles are old, but it feels older. It began as a school exercise book the year after her mother died—columns hand-ruled with a blunt pencil, dates and heights and weather scribbled down like spells. It had been her father’s idea. “Write it all,” he’d said, letterpress thumbs blackened with ink, “and that way the day can’t deny it happened.” He meant grief, and he meant tides, because in this town the two arrive the same way: inevitable, sometimes late.

She writes: Tuesday. High water 05:17. Light southerly. Cloud like milk skin. First ferry delayed; swans pretending to be boats. She adds a small drawing of a swan that looks more like a question mark than a bird. The pencil does the work her throat won’t.

Downstairs, the old coffee machine coughs into life; she can hear Robin in the shop coaxing it as if it were a nervous cat. The sweet smell of warm pastry floats up the stairwell—croissants she swore she wouldn’t bother with midweek, but people have expectations and the habit of kindness is a form of prayer. She closes the ledger, lays her palm on the cover for a second as if to settle it, then pulls on her cardigan and goes down.

“Morning,” Robin says without looking up, which is how you say I’ve already accepted the day; come on then without frightening it. He’s been with her six months, a nephew of a friend of a friend, the sort of boy the town is full of when you notice—done with uni, done with big ideas, happy to learn how to make the milk shine.

“Morning,” she says back. “How’s the machine?”

“She wants to be seen,” he says, flicking a lever. “She’s a little diva.”

“We’ve all got our ways.”

He grins at that, and she can see the boy he was before the moustache made him earnest. He gestures through the window with his chin. “Sea’s behaving itself.”

“For now.” She sweeps, checks the till, ties an apron with that aggressive competence all shops require. When she unlocks, the bell above the door has the grace to sound glad rather than needy. First in is Mrs Trevelyan with her dog, then the postman who needs something hot in a take-away cup and two bacon rolls because breakfast is a strategy not a meal.

Word travels faster than weather in a town like this, and by nine people are telling her what the harbour is doing as if she couldn’t see it. By ten she has said “oh, is it?” enough times to make language look like furniture. Then, at ten-thirty, the door opens and admits the purpose of the day.

He stands on the threshold and takes the shop in as if it might change its mind the second he looks away. He is older than the last time she saw him, which is a sentence that always both surprises and annoys her. He is not yet thirty-five; he carries his exhaustion with a competence she didn’t teach him. The last time, he was twenty and wearing a grin that couldn’t keep its feet still. A decade can go in all directions at once. He looks like both versions and neither.

“Hello, Tom,” she says, and the syllables knock something in her chest off a shelf.

He nods. He hasn’t quite worked out where to put his hands. He doesn’t remove his rucksack even though the straps are biting. “Mum.”

They arranged this without arranging it: one message, two words—coming down—and then silence, because you don’t argue with arrivals when they are rare. He steps forward into the coffee-and-bread heat and becomes part of it. His eyes flit to the wall where the photographs hang—boats in storms, a wedding party laughing under umbrellas, Mara and her father standing on the quay the day before the shop opened, both pretending that money is a minor inconvenience. He stops at the newest one: his sister Tilly in her choir robe, mouth open on a note she loved, the tiny cross at her throat catching the light like a small, agreeable star.

“Tea?” Mara asks, because all complicated moments start with the kettle.

“Please,” he says. His voice has widened since London. He puts down the rucksack and the sound it makes upon meeting the floor is heavier than physics. She hears inside it all the rooms he has slept in this year with curtains that don’t close properly, all the weeks he has let whoever keeps the spare key in his block think they are doing him a favour.

Robin hovers politely at the edge of family. He is good at hovering. “I’ll fetch muffins from the back,” he announces, and disappears into the storeroom with the self-importance of one who has invented bread.

They sit in the small bay by the window. The sea shows itself like a child that wants the joke to land. People pass, some pretending not to recognise Mara’s son, some tapping the glass as if it were a fish tank. He does not quite manage a smile for every one of them. He puts his hand on the table and she is both pleased and annoyed at the way her own hand rises to meet it of its own accord.

“How is London?” she says, because pretending you care about the city someone lives in is often a good decoy.

“Loud.” He pauses. “Big. Tired. I don’t know. It’s London.”

“And how are you?”

He lifts a shoulder. “Nothing’s on fire. Except money. And occasionally bins.”

She laughs. It’s a duty laugh and a real one. “The bins are ambitious there.”

“They are.”

They drink. They look. They pick up and set down sentences like seashells. He asks after Robin, after Mrs Trevelyan, after the postman as if these people are characters in a long-running radio play. She asks about work. He does something with sound for a production company, turning sighs into wind and footsteps into judgement. She tells him about the new ferry driver, a young woman with forearms you could trust to hold a boat steady in a crosswind. They are fine. They are not fine. They are good at both.

When Robin returns with muffins, he places them down with the solemnity of a sacrament. “Blueberry,” he says. “The blueberries come from a tub but they feel more noble if I say it out loud.”

“Bless you,” Tom says. “I need noble fruit.”

They eat in the way of people who have forgotten breakfast. Mara looks at him and sees not the child he was but the man he has been busy despite himself becoming. His hair is too long. There is paint on his cuff. The backs of his hands carry tiny scars that map other people’s flats. His eyes keep catching the window and then returning to her with the guilty quickness of a person checking a clock in a room where clocks aren’t done. She wants to take his face in her hands and say, “You don’t have to apologise for whatever it is; you are here,” and she wants to say, “If you do not apologise I may go mad,” and she does neither because motherhood is an unending series of decisions against clarity.

“I saw Dad last week,” he says, as if it has just occurred to him, as if it has taken an entire muffin to find the courage for the sentence.

If her heart could grimace, it would. “How was he?”

“Smaller.” He mashes a crumb with his thumb. “He was wearing that cardigan with the elbow patches you hate.”

“I don’t hate it,” she lies. “It is unfortunate.”

“He said the tide would be high Monday.”

“It was.” She inhales. “He has good days. He has… other days.” She puts her hand on the Tide Ledger as if it could hear. “He still knows the numbers of the world. He doesn’t always know the names.”

Tom nods, relief and sorrow shaking hands. “He thought I was his brother. Then he thought I was you. He kept calling me ‘Marigold.’”

“He’s called me worse.”

“He asked after Tilly.” Tom’s voice is too even. “I didn’t know what to say.”

“You told the truth,” she says, and this is a guess but also the only road they have.

“I told him she was singing,” Tom says, and then he laughs with his mouth but not his eyes. “Which, in my defence, is true, depending on how you define singing.”

Mara watches the flash of hurt travel across his face and settle where it always settles, under his jaw, in that muscle that never unclenches. Two years. Two years since a car and a line of railings and a split-second that did not amount to negligence because the legal language for accident is surgical. Two years since this town stood on the quay with paper lanterns and ugly tears. Two years since the choir sang Abide with me in rain that felt deserved. Two years since Tom, who had left for London with a backpack and the certainty that he would not be needed, stood at the front pew with his hand flat on the wood and his expression like someone trying to read a page the printer has run out of letters to finish. Two years of him not coming back.

She reaches, takes his hand again. “You’re here now,” she says, because the sentence is both insufficient and glorious. “Do you want to walk?”

They go at half-eleven, when the regulars have had their second cups and the tourist families are only beginning to negotiate with suncream. Robin waves them out with the reassurance of one who knows how to do the till and the kindness of one who will text if anything becomes on fire.

They take the long way round, because some memories lurk behind short cuts. Past the church where the charity shop window is dressed in royal blue in case a monarch happens by. Past the bakery that shouldn’t be given a star rating because some excellences should be allowed to remain rumours. Down the steps that make knees into conversations. Along the quay where the fishing boats talk to each other in ropes.

The sea is very nearly beautiful. It is the colour it pretends to be in postcards, the colour it always is underneath all weather. The wind is a list of names it is trying out. People nod at Mara because she is the sort of person who runs a shop that smells right. They look at Tom the way people look at people who have been gone long enough to make a reunion look like a plot twist.

“Do you ever think about leaving?” he asks at last, not looking at her in case she looks back.

“Every week,” she says, and surprises them both. “Sometimes every day. I think about somewhere that isn’t shaped like a story I already know.” She breathes. “And you?”

“Every day,” he says. “Sometimes every hour. I think about somewhere that isn’t busy with me.”

They walk. They come to the bench with the brass plaque dedicated to a man who “loved nonsense.” They sit because that is what the bench was put there for, and because the view at this height makes you feel like a page being smoothed.

“Do you remember the lighthouse game?” she asks.

He smiles with the right bit of his mouth. “You’d say ‘if you can see the light, you can go out after tea,’ and then it would wink at me as if it were in on it.”

“Cruellest parenting I ever did,” she says. “Making your freedom depend on the rotation of a mechanism.”

“It worked.”

“You were good at wanting.”

He is quiet a moment, then says, “I thought wanting would get easier. Or smaller.”

“It does neither,” she says. “It changes costumes.”

He looks at his hands again, as if they have misbehaved. “I messed things up with Eva,” he says, and there it is, the other reason for the rucksack’s weight. “We were— I don’t know what we were. But I hurt it. I said the wrong thing when the right thing arrived late. I left a pan on. All the usual miracles.”

“Do you want?” she asks, because advice is a poor substitute for better nouns.

He leans his head back. The gulls are lazy commas above them. “I want a life that isn’t a string of apologies.” He laughs once. “Also a cat. But I’m allergic.”

“That’s rough.”

“It is,” he says, and for a beat he is ten again and discovering the tax on joy. “I didn’t come so you’d fix me, Mum.”

“Good,” she says. “I can’t.”

He looks at her sidelong. “You usually try.”

“I am trying a new thing called not trying. It is very trying.”

He snorts, and she loves him for doing it in the exact way his father does when he encounters a pun against his will. She wants to ask what he thought he was saving himself from by staying away. She wants to confess that she has been angrier than the sea ever got. She wants to tell him that grief is a sink that keeps asking for coins. She wants to put his head on her shoulder and make everything that has happened turn a corner and forget them on the pavement. She says: “There’s a thing at church tonight.”

He groans theatrically. She ignores it.

“All Souls,” she says. “We read the names and light candles. You know the drill. It’s silly and it’s a cliché and it helps.”

He has the decency to consider. “Do they say the names out loud?”

“They do.”

“Will you say hers?”

“I will.”

“Will you say Dad’s?” His voice is a sideways thing. “He isn’t dead, but we could
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