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The Groaning of the Land

When Eleanor Ashford arrives at Hollowfield Manor as its new bride, she expects cold formality from her husband’s wealthy Sussex family — not the quiet hostility of the forest that borders their land.

The old Forest is avoided by the villagers. They say it listens.

Soon after her arrival, Eleanor begins to uncover traces of the first Mrs. Hollowfield — a bride who supposedly drowned three years earlier. A locked room. A ruined wedding dress, water-stained. Journal pages hidden beneath floorboards. And beneath it all, whispers of a smuggling ring operating through tunnels under the trees.

Her husband insists Clara was fragile. Unstable. Prone to melancholy.

But Eleanor finds bruises in memory. Gaps in the story. Evidence that does not align with grief.

And at the edge of the forest, something pale stands between the trees — silent, watchful, waiting.

As Eleanor pieces together the truth through fragments and secrets, the manor begins to close in. Lanterns shatter. Roots shift beneath the earth. The past does not beg for justice.

It demands it.

In this slow-burning gothic mystery of betrayal and vengeance, the forest remembers what men tried to bury — and the dead bride will not rest until the truth surfaces.
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​Chapter One 

The Bride Arrives at Hollowfield Manor

The carriage rattled along the last mile of chalk road before Hollowfield Manor, its wheels slipping in and out of ruts carved by years of use. Eleanor pressed her gloved hand to the window, watching the landscape darken as the sun dipped behind the ridge of the Old Forest. The trees grew denser the farther they travelled, their trunks crowding together like conspirators. Even from a distance, the forest seemed to lean toward the road, as though listening.

Her husband—her new husband—sat opposite her, eyes closed, chin resting on his hand. Charles Devereux had been charming enough in Brighton: attentive, well-spoken, and eager to marry quickly. Too quickly, her aunt had whispered. But Eleanor had been tired of boarding houses and borrowed rooms, tired of being a burden. A wealthy widower with a manor in Sussex had seemed a blessing. 

They said Clara, Charles Devereux’s first wife, had been claimed by the sea. A ship, caught in a sudden storm, was driven against the rocks, and all aboard were lost. No body was ever recovered. Her name survives only on a small brass plaque affixed to the wall of the village church at Fairlight — a quiet memorial to a tragedy no one witnessed.

Now, as the carriage turned through the iron gates, Eleanore wondered whether blessings always felt so cold.

Hollowfield Manor rose from the earth like a stone cliff, its windows narrow and dark, its roofline jagged against the sky. Moss clung to the walls in long green streaks. A single lantern burned above the door, its flame flickering in the wind.

Charles stirred. “Home,” he said, as though the word should comfort her.

The carriage stopped. A footman hurried forward, opening the door and offering Eleanor his hand. The air outside was sharp with the scent of pine and damp leaves. Somewhere in the distance, a bird shrieked—a thin, keening cry that made her spine stiffen.

“The Old Forest,” Charles said, following her gaze. “It borders the estate. Best not wander there alone. The ground is uneven, and the roots can trip you.”

His tone was light, but something in his eyes suggested the warning was not merely practical.

Inside, the manor was warmer but no less imposing. The entrance hall stretched upward into shadow, its beams blackened with age. Portraits lined the walls: stern-faced Devereux’s, staring down with disapproval, as though she had arrived uninvited.

A housekeeper appeared, her grey hair pulled tight beneath her cap. “Mrs. Devereux,” she said with a stiff curtsey. “Your room is prepared.”

Eleanor smiled politely. “Thank you. And please—call me Eleanor.”

The woman blinked, as if the request were unusual. “Yes, madam.”

Charles excused himself to speak with the steward, leaving Eleanor to follow the housekeeper up the sweeping staircase. The air grew cooler as they climbed. A faint smell of damp drifted through the corridor—unexpected.

“Do you smell that?” Eleanor asked.

The housekeeper hesitated. “Old stone holds strange scents, madam. The manor has its moods.”

They reached the bridal chamber: a large room overlooking the forest. Heavy curtains framed the window, and a fire crackled in the grate. Eleanor thanked the housekeeper and closed the door behind her.

For a moment, she simply stood there, letting the quiet settle. The journey had been long, and her nerves were frayed. She crossed to the window.

The old Forest loomed at the edge of the lawn, its trees packed so tightly that the interior was nothing but darkness. The last light of dusk clung to the canopy, turning it silver.

Then she saw it.

A figure stood between the trees—pale, motionless, half-hidden by the shadows. A woman, perhaps. Or the shape of one. Eleanor leaned closer, breath fogging the glass.

The figure did not move.

A gust of wind swept across the lawn, bending the grass. The branches shuddered. But the figure remained perfectly still, as though untouched by the world around it.

Eleanor stepped back, heart thudding. She blinked, and the figure was gone.

A knock at the door made her jump. Charles entered, smiling. “Settling in?”

“There was someone outside,” she said. “In the forest. A woman, I think.”

He laughed softly. “You’ve had a long day. The forest plays tricks at dusk. Shadows, branches, the mind filling in shapes.”

“I know what I saw.”

He crossed the room and took her hands. “Eleanor, this house is old. The forest older still. People in the village tell stories—nonsense, mostly. Best not let them take root.”

She wanted to believe him. Wanted to think it had been nothing more than a trick of the fading light. But the image lingered: the stillness, the pale outline, the sense of being watched.

Charles kissed her forehead. “Come downstairs. Supper is ready.”

Eleanor allowed herself to be led away, though she glanced once more at the window. The forest stood silent, its shadows deepening. The figure did not return.

But the feeling of being observed followed her down the stairs, settling over her shoulders like a veil.

Chapter Two

The Forest’s Warning

The first night brought no dreams.

It brought sound.

Eleanor woke before dawn to the faintest creak above her — a measured groan, as though timber adjusted under weight. She lay still, listening. The manor did not feel restless. It felt deliberate.

She rose and crossed to the hearth. The embers had long cooled.

A drop of water struck the wooden floor behind her.

She turned.

Another drop fell — from the ceiling.

The plaster above her bed darkened slowly as moisture gathered and released in steady rhythm.

Drip.

Drip.

She stepped beneath it and lifted her fingers to the damp. The water was cool — colder than the room’s air.

Her throat tightened.

When she mentioned it at breakfast, Charles did not look up from his correspondence.

“The roof leaks in prolonged damp,” he said. “You are not accustomed to the climate.”

“It has not rained.”

“It will.”

His tone suggested the matter closed.

The day unfolded in strained quiet. Servants moved through corridors with careful efficiency. No one lingered. No one met her gaze for long.

By afternoon, a wind threaded through the grounds. It did not howl; it threaded — winding itself through branches and along the manor’s outer walls.

From her position at the western window, Eleanor could hear the forest distinctly.

It did not sound like ordinary wind.

It sounded like breath passing through narrow teeth.

She stepped outside before she could reconsider.

The lawn sloped gently toward the first rank of trees. Up close, their bark appeared darker than she had expected, nearly charcoal. The branches were armed with long thorns, curved and pale at their tips.

The air cooled as she approached.

Behind her, the manor’s windows reflected nothing.

A sound reached her — faint, almost indistinguishable from wind.

Sobbing.

It rose, then fell, as though carried through soil rather than air.

Eleanor stilled.

“Hello?” she called, her voice restrained but steady.

The sobbing ceased immediately.

The silence that followed was not empty. It was listening.

A branch shifted overhead without visible cause. Another creaked in answer. No leaves fell. No birds scattered.

She felt it then — not fear, but pressure. As though the space between trunks had narrowed.

She turned back toward the manor.

As she did, she caught sight of something deeper within the trees.

Pale.

Vertical.

Unmoving.

It stood half-concealed behind a trunk, its outline indistinct but undeniably human in height.

Eleanor did not step forward.

She did not retreat.

She held the shape in her gaze, waiting for it to resolve into cloth or bark or illusion.

It did not.

It remained.

Watching.

A gust of wind passed between them, stirring her skirts but leaving the branches nearly still. When she blinked against the sudden sting in her eyes, the shape was gone.

Not dissolved.

Not fled.

Gone, as though it had never occupied space at all.

She returned to the house with measured steps.

Inside, the corridors seemed narrower than before.

That evening, as she undressed, she noticed something at the edge of the hearth.

A small, darkened fragment.

She knelt and lifted it.

It was fabric — silk, once ivory — stiffened and faintly stained.

Her pulse quickened.

She held the fragment beneath candlelight.

Along one edge, delicate embroidery remained intact — a pattern of intertwined leaves, sewn in pale thread.

A wedding gown’s trim.

Eleanor closed her fingers around the cloth.

The house was not merely old.

It was layered.

And something within it had not been properly laid to rest.

Chapter Three

The Vision 

That night, sleep did not come gently.

It descended.

Eleanor found herself standing at the edge of the old Forest, though she did not remember walking there. The trees rose taller than they ever had in waking life, their trunks drawn thin and impossibly high, vanishing into a canopy that allowed no moonlight through. The air was thick, metallic, as though a storm had passed but left no rain behind.

She stepped forward.

The ground beneath her feet felt sponge-soft, yielding slightly with each movement, as if the forest floor concealed something breathing below it. No wind stirred the branches. No night creatures called. The silence pressed inward, dense and expectant.

A narrow path revealed itself between the trees — not cleared, but implied, marked only by the absence of thorns. Eleanor followed it without hesitation, though she did not know why she trusted it.

The forest deepened.

Roots arched from the earth like ribs, curving toward one another overhead. The air cooled sharply, and with it came the faint scent of stagnant water.

She heard it before she saw it.

Not the sound of flowing current — but the subtle shift of something vast and still adjusting against itself.

The trees opened into a hollow.

At its centre lay a pool.

It was darker than shadow, darker than ink. Its surface reflected nothing
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