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For Marna,


who knows me when the rooms are quiet
and the stories are still finding their way.




And for every reader who stepped inside
Serpent’s Manor and stayed a while.





What Readers are Saying




Olivia Wright ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐




“A slow-burn blend of historical fiction and paranormal romance, building to a deeply satisfying and unforgettable twist.”




Literary Times ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐




“A masterful blend of suspense and spectral romance, rich in atmosphere and gothic intrigue.”




Bookish Reviews ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐




“Hauntingly beautiful prose woven with mystery and emotion — captivating from first page to last.”




The Gothic Gazette ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐




“A thrilling and heart-wrenching journey through haunted halls, destined to linger long after the final page.”




Fiction Fanatics ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐




“A triumph of gothic fiction, layered with secrets, sorrow, and unforgettable spectral figures.”














THE HAUNTING CHANT




ONE FOR SORROW, two for fate,
Three’s a secret at the gate.

Four’s a whisper, five’s a cry,
Six will see the spirits nigh.

Seven’s a shadow, eight’s the night,
Nine reveals the ghostly light.

When the clock strikes ten once more,
Daisy waits behind the door.








PROLOGUE




SHE HAD LEARNED, in the long decades since her death, that silence was not the absence of sound. It was the presence of everything that had been swallowed.

Josephine descended the spiral staircase as she always did — unhurried, deliberate, her braided hair unchanged since the morning she had drawn it back for the last time. One hundred years had passed through Serpent’s Manor the way wind passes through a ruin: leaving marks without staying. The wallpaper had bloomed and faded. Servants had come and gone like the tide. Lady after lord, generation after generation, each one convinced they had tamed the house, and each one mistaken.

The manor had never been tamed. It only waited.

On this particular evening — the kind of evening where the mist came in low off Loch Morar and pressed itself against the glass like something that wanted to be let in — Josephine paused on the landing. Below her, the great hallway lay empty. The portraits watched from the walls, as they always did, their painted eyes following nothing and everything at once.

From somewhere deep in the east wing came the sound she had been hearing for weeks now. Not footsteps exactly. More like the memory of footsteps. Small ones. Children, or what had once been children, restless in the rooms above the nursery, rattling at the wallpapered door that no one alive seemed to remember was there.

Josephine knew the door. She knew what lay beyond it.

She had been there the night it happened.

She moved through the hallway without disturbing the dust, past the grandfather clock whose pendulum had long since stilled, past the private library whose door was sealed with something stronger than a lock. The cold that lived in Serpent’s Manor was not the cold of stone and draught. It was the cold of unfinished things — of words unsaid, of wrongs unrighted, of small souls not yet released.

In the nursery corridor, a shadow moved. For a moment, only a moment, Josephine saw her — a girl with dark hair and a stillness about her that had nothing to do with peace. Their eyes met, the way the eyes of the dead sometimes do: with recognition, and with sorrow.

“Not yet,” Josephine murmured. Her voice disturbed nothing. Not the air, not the dust, not the faint scratching that had begun again behind the sealed door.

She turned and glided back towards the staircase, her ember eyes casting no light. Somewhere outside, on the loch, a bird called once and fell silent.

Serpent’s Manor settled around her like a held breath.

It was still waiting.

But the right person was coming. She could feel it — the way the house sometimes shivered before a storm, or the way Shadowmere prowled the upper corridors when change was near. Something was stirring in the old stones, something that had slept long enough.

Soon, the door would be found. The wallpaper would be stripped away. And the children would finally have the chance to be heard.

Josephine reached the foot of the stairs and stood very still, listening to the manor breathe.

She would be ready.








CHAPTER ONE




A CLAMOUR RANG through the hallway as the family scurried about, and it drew Josephine’s full attention. Her figure took shape, and she descended the spiral staircase. Unchanged after a century, her hair was neatly braided. Her eyes, like smouldering embers, reflected her no-nonsense temper as she watched the scene unfold.

Coby darted in and out of the wide doorway, loading suitcases into the old Volvo. “Gracie, Ewan!” he called. “We need to leave, now!”

Josephine’s curious eyes scanned the area, searching for something. “Coming!” Gracie called from the kitchen.

Josephine crossed the hallway, the marble cold beneath her, and entered the kitchen. Gracie was making sandwiches, packing them into a plastic container, her movements quick.

Confusion crossed Josephine’s face as she drifted down the dim corridor and into Ewan’s bedroom. Pippa’s barks filled the room in alarm at the sight of her, and the dog took refuge under the bed, her whimpers fading. The young boy, with his fiery red hair, searched his room in a frenzy, tossing belongings aside.

“Ewan!” Coby’s voice carried from the hallway.

Josephine remembered exactly where the boy had left his catapult. Ewan felt a sudden gust of wind knock over his lamp. Shadows lurched on the walls as she whispered in his ear, guiding the search.

Coby’s voice grew louder, his footsteps pounding closer. Time was running out. Josephine pounded on the door of the old wardrobe in the corner.

Ewan’s eyes widened. He yanked the doors open with a creak, and there, among the moth-eaten clothes, was his treasured catapult. He slung it around his neck.

Josephine vanished. Ewan sprinted to the hallway, joining Gracie and Coby, who waited by the car. “Sorry, dad!” he said, mischief in his eyes, as Coby slammed the tailgate shut.

Although Coby was not yet married to the boy’s mother, he cherished the sound of being called dad. He took it as a nudge — the lad’s way of telling him to think about marrying his mum. He felt a flash of alarm, wondering whether he had packed the engagement ring, then relief as he recalled where he had hidden it.

“We need to reach Serpent’s Manor before sunset,” Coby reminded them, “and that means a long drive.”

Ewan sank into the plush back seat, already lost in his phone. Gracie stood at the driver’s door, her eyes narrowing to a fierce glare, as Coby moved to climb in.

“Oops, my mistake,” Coby admitted, and went round the car to hold her door open.

“That’s better,” Gracie whispered. She wrapped her arms around him, a warm hug and a kiss, before climbing in.

“Look after my house, dog, and yourself,” Coby said to his ex, Elaine, who stood on the wide veranda in the morning sun.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Elaine said, her grip gentle on Pippa’s collar as the dog’s tail wagged.

The engine roared to life and they pulled away from the manor. Coby’s heart pounded as they sped down the steep driveway, his eyes flicking to his watch.

Elaine waved them off, unaware of Josephine standing beside her, blowing kisses. In the rearview mirror, Coby caught Elaine’s face, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

As the setting sun touched the horizon, the family began their journey, anticipation and unease mixed in equal measure. The fog made the road feel like another country, shapes and shadows turning into remnants of the past. Through the rainstorms and swirling mist they pressed on, taking what comfort they could in the brief moments when the sun broke through the dark cloud.

The hum of the engine worked on its passengers like a lullaby. Coby glanced in the mirror and saw Ewan dead asleep, sprawled across the back seat, earphone cables dangling from his ears.

Beside him Gracie slept too, a smile on her face, her hands cradling the swell of her belly beneath her wrapped dress. Coby smiled as the memories moved through him. With Ewan away at boarding school, they had indulged in many “loving moments,” as Gracie called them, and had found a new passion for the forgotten chambers of their grand estate. Gracie would dress in something alluring and draw him in with melodies from the grand piano. Her gaze would steal to him, full of intent, and she would lace her fingers through his and lead him down corridors and into unused rooms, where her dress would slip from her and pool at her feet. The memory of her cries blended now with the hum of the engine.

The barking of dogs shattered the reverie. The world snapped back into focus. A short way ahead, a flock of sheep ambled across the road. Coby slammed the brakes, the tyres screeching, and the stop jolted them all awake. Gracie and Ewan let fly with insults, and he winced.

“Sorry,” Coby muttered.

Sheepdogs worked the flock into an orderly procession to the sharp trill of a herder’s whistle. The herder tipped his hat and threw Gracie a suggestive smile. As the last of the baas faded, Coby accelerated hard, leaving the man’s stream of insults behind, fury coursing through him.

“Is there a hint of jealousy in the air?” Gracie cooed.

“I’m in a wee hurry,” Coby retorted, an edge in his voice. But Gracie knew better, and rested a warm hand on his leg.

“Dad,” Ewan said from the back, “I need to take a piss.”

“Ewan!” Gracie snapped, and both men startled. “We say bathroom or loo, remember? It’s not polite to say piss.”

“Sorry mum, dad,” Ewan mumbled, his face going crimson, shoulders slumping.

Hours later, descending a hill on the rugged outskirts of the Scottish Highlands, they saw the distant town of Grimloch rise on the horizon. A silence settled over the car, only the hum of the engine beneath it. The sight of Grimloch took their breath away; it was like stepping into a painting, twilight casting its soft hues over everything.

Set between the mountains and the restless waters of Loch Morar, Grimloch held an air of mystery. Ancient ruins stood as witnesses to a history steeped in folklore, their weathered stones full of old secrets. The cobblestone streets, worn by time, seemed to echo with tales of other eras as the car passed through. Townsfolk in their Sunday best moved towards the towering church, casting long shadows.

Coby stopped at a quaint petrol station with a small shop and public toilets. Ewan leaped out and dashed for the bathrooms while Coby went inside. A round cashier with fiery red hair and a freckled face watched him, her eyes bright with curiosity, like embers.

He bought two cans of Irn-Bru for Ewan and two coffees for himself and Gracie.

“Where you headed?” the cashier asked, her heavy Scots accent and a trace of old Gaelic giving her words a charm of their own.

Coby slid two notes across the counter. “We’re visiting Serpent’s Manor,” he said.

The cashier flinched, her eyes widening, her fingers curling round the notes.

“Better watch yourselves,” she warned, caution and intrigue in her voice. “No one comes out of there alive.” Her gaze darted round for prying eyes, and she leaned in. “There are rumours, you see — about wee children locked away in the cellar.”

Coby chuckled, shrugged, gathered his change, and walked out, the door chiming behind him, the cashier’s words left where they fell.

“Watch out for that hitchhiker!” she called after him.

The citrusy scent of Irn-Bru filled the car as Ewan cracked the cans, the fizz popping, and gulped one down. Gracie and Coby traded a knowing look, excitement and nerves both, as they left Grimloch behind.

The streetlamps faded behind them. Dark clouds rolled in with a relentless downpour, rain drumming on the roof. Wipers at full speed, Coby leaned forward, squinting through the streaming windshield.

Without warning, a young woman in a flowing white gown stood in the road directly ahead. Coby stamped on the brake, the car skidding and teetering at the edge of the steep embankment.

Gracie shrieked. Ewan was thrown forward, his spilled Irn-Bru a sticky mess on the dashboard. “Pay attention!” Gracie scolded. Coby’s eyes darted about, searching for the woman he had almost hit.

“I nearly hit her,” he whispered, stepping out into the downpour.

“Who?” Gracie protested, but he ignored her, scanning the road. No sign of the woman. He glanced under the car, then saw a large truck bearing down at speed. He jumped back in and pulled away, the truck’s horn blaring as it passed, throwing muddy water across the car. Coby drove on slowly, brow furrowed.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Gracie said, her hand on his trembling leg. “What’s the matter?”

Coby drew a breath, trying to steady his heart, and glanced in the mirror. “That woman was thumbing for a lift,” he said over the rain. “All she had on was a thin gown.”

“God help us,” Gracie sighed. “Here we go again.”

“Dad!” Ewan said, sharp and sudden, and Coby’s heart skipped. The boy’s face, lit by his phone, was transfixed, his green eyes fixed on the screen as the rain hammered the car.

“Check this out,” he urged, almost breathless. “I found an article about a young woman. The locals call her the hitchhiking ghost of Grimloch.” Coby met his eyes in the mirror.

“According to this, she got married in the town church on a rainy day. After the wedding they set off on their honeymoon, but tragedy struck right outside the town. The husband survived. She lost her life.”

Coby slowed without thinking, his grip tightening on the wheel. “Is there a name she goes by?” he asked.

“Um,” Ewan said, scanning the screen. “It says her name was… Im… Ima…”

“Imogen?” Gracie offered.

“Yes!” Ewan said. “Imogen Gra… Grant, nee, Cray… Cray…”

“Creighton?” Gracie offered.

“Yes, Imogen Creighton! But what the heck does nee mean?”

“Nee means Grant was her maiden name, before she became Creighton when she married,” Gracie explained.

Coby’s lips curled into a knowing smile, while Ewan’s face went slack with awe, his mind turning the tale over.

Atop the wind-swept cliffs of Grimloch, Serpent’s Manor stood tall and imposing, casting its shadow over the restless sea below. Centuries of storms had scarred its stone facade, ivy clinging to the weathered surface. Salt mist filled the air, mingling with damp earth and decaying leaves.

“Alas,” Coby said over the wind, as his gaze found the weathered roadsign for the manor. Gracie and Ewan fell silent, eyes on the entrance. Two wrought-iron gates loomed ahead, the bars twisted into intricate patterns. Above them a sign carried the manor’s name and a snake’s-head logo, forked tongue poking out. Gracie’s eyes widened, and she rubbed her arms against the chill. The headlights cut through the rain, lighting the twisting driveway.

The guardhouse door swung open with a creak, and a security guard came out under an umbrella, crossing to the driver’s door. Rain spattered Coby’s face as he opened the window and explained their visit.

“Lady Grimloch has been expecting you,” the guard sneered, and retreated to unlock the towering electronic gates.

Coby raised a hand in thanks and followed the twisting driveway, the headlights picking out the lush, overgrown landscape. A chill went through him at the caws of ravens nearby; in the moonlight, he felt their yellow stares.

The headlights found a fountain at the centre of the wide courtyard, water trickling and splashing beneath the distant crash of waves. Two water features shaped like intertwining snakes traded water in graceful arcs. Aware of the sudden silence, Coby glanced between Gracie and Ewan, their eyes wide with shock and wonder both.

The estate was grander than any tale had dared describe. Its grounds were a tangle of overgrown gardens, where statues of serpents and mythical creatures seemed almost alive in the twilight mist. Damp earth and blooming flowers made a sweet, haunting scent that hung in the air.

Before them stood the manor itself, a towering monolith of ancient grandeur. The wind whistled through cracks in the stone. Carvings both majestic and macabre adorned it — a masterpiece of Gothic architecture.

Coby parked below the steep stone staircase, its worn steps leading up to the grand veranda. The rain came down in torrents, drumming on the roof.

From the heavy wooden doors, Lady Grimloch emerged. Her heels clicked against the stone, slower than in years past, a subtle marker of her age. Two imposing companions flanked her, holding an umbrella over her against the downpour.

She stood there, her small frame set against her companions, her eyes deep with decades, darting now to her watch. In a black dress like a funeral gown, a hat shadowing her face, she held her ground, her gaze fixed beyond the threshold. The lines of her face, softened by the dim light, only added to her air of mystery.

Coby ran up the stairs, hand outstretched, but Lady Grimloch held herself aloof, clutching her purse, her fingers heavy with rings as old as she seemed to be.

“Mister McTavish, you’re horribly late,” she said, her lips curling, disdain in her voice — a tone honed by years of commanding rooms with nothing but her presence.

Coby, shivering in the chill, checked his watch and saw they were only five minutes late. “I sincerely apologise for any inconvenience, my lady,” he said. “The weather has been less than—”

“Whatever!” she cut in, waving a hand. “By the time winter begins, I will have already returned.” Her voice was firm, betraying no frailty, though her movements were measured, conserving energy the way someone does who has weathered many seasons. As she listed the arrangements — the kitchen staff off, the caretaker — Coby’s gaze wandered to Ewan, hauling the suitcases up the stairs, the strain plain on his face.

“Cameron, the groundskeeper, has cut enough wood to last you a while,” she went on. “If you need him, he’s in his cottage.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Coby said, his eyes roaming the estate, its scale dwarfing him. The towering manor and its gothic spires sent a current through him — excitement and dread at the stories hidden in its walls.

“And remember,” she added, a challenge in her grey eyes, “the private library is strictly off-bounds to guests. I expect you to respect that without exception.” Her words hung in the air like frost over the promise of untold secrets.

She turned and descended the stairs, her posture unyielding, her companions a silent shadow. A chauffeur handed her into a black Rolls Royce, which vanished into the distance.

“Turtle lips,” Ewan quipped beside Coby, his laughter a sudden warmth in the cold air.

“What was that?”

“That lady’s frown,” Ewan chuckled. “Reminds me of turtle lips.” His eyes sparkled.

“Ewan!” Gracie chided, though her own laughter soon joined theirs, soft against the grandeur of the manor. Their mirth stood in stark contrast to the looming house, which seemed to watch over them, waiting.








CHAPTER TWO




AS DUSK BLANKETED the grand house in twilight, Coby was invited inside. Before stepping in, he looked once more at the manor. The gothic spires pierced the sky, throwing long shadows. Gargoyles with twisted faces leered from the rooftop, their stone forms seemingly alive, as if guarding the secrets within.

Through the turret windows high in the tower, he could see the ember eyes glaring down. A chill went through him, and he rubbed his hands against the cold sea breeze. The heavy door groaned open at his touch, as if the manor were inviting him in, and a gust of cold air hissed against his face and made him gasp.

Intricate artwork of ancient noblemen and women ran wall to ceiling along the vast hallway. The dim space carried the howling wind, which whistled outside in an eerie symphony of distant sobs. A chilling draft wound through the corridors. The chime of a clock sounded somewhere far off, faint but distinct.

The door slammed shut behind them and they jumped. Gracie shrieked, hands flying to her mouth.

“Step into my humble abode,” Coby quipped, his voice carrying through the marble hallway as he led Gracie and Ewan towards the residential wing. Their footsteps and the wheels of their suitcases echoed off the high walls. They walked the dim corridor, steps muffled by plush carpet. The walls ahead were alive with shadows thrown by flickering flames in a nearby room.

Passing the vast living room, Coby’s eye was drawn to the warm, crackling fireplace. Beside it, an antique rocking chair creaked with each sway, as if an invisible hand beckoned them closer. His eyes darted about, half-expecting one of the manor’s rumoured phantoms. Instead, only shadows and silence. He glanced at Gracie and Ewan and saw the tension in them, a shared apprehension. He shook his head against the creeping dread. “This place has a way of getting under your skin,” he muttered, more to himself than to them.

A spiral wooden staircase drew them upward, creaking with every footfall. As they climbed, the wind rose, its whistling becoming a chorus of despair. Gracie rubbed her arms. Awe had silenced Ewan’s usual chatter; Coby glanced back at the boy, reassured by the wonder in his eyes.

“This is your room, son,” Coby said, pointing to the first bedroom on the left of the long corridor.

“Braw!” Ewan said, eyes fixed on the opulent room with its king-sized bed. He dragged his suitcase in and shut the door.

“That’s settled then,” Gracie said, and kissed Coby on the lips.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Coby teased, taking her hand and leading her down the corridor. Gracie’s eyes widened with delight as he showed her into their bedroom, and she let out a playful shriek, clapping her hands.

The guest bedroom was a luxurious sanctuary, silky drapes billowing in the draught, plush carpet underfoot, the room bathed in golden light from a crystal chandelier. Gracie and Coby sank into the king-sized four-poster, surrendering to the calm of it.

Moonlight crept through the tall, narrow windows, casting patterns across the dust-draped furniture. Portraits of the manor’s long-gone inhabitants gazed down with sombre, watchful eyes, their faces frozen in silent screams or grim warning.

Coby went to the rain-spattered windows, the crash of the ocean against the cliffs below filling the silence between them. Gazing out at the dark, restless sea under the full moon, he felt small against such vast, untamed nature — and against the task ahead. The weight of Lady Grimloch’s hope settled on his shoulders, her words returning to him: “It is on dreary, rainy nights like these that she appears, her form a silhouette of sorrow and longing.”

The unknown loomed over him. He worked out a quick plan to keep Gracie and Ewan occupied while he got to know the house. In this remote corner, where summers were brief, the air seemed to press on him, urging him to seize the fleeting warmth.

Gracie’s voice cut through. “Should I get pizza?”

Coby met her eyes and his heart skipped; her presence pulled him into visions of their future — their wedding day, Gracie in a radiant gown, her laughter as they swayed through a first dance under the stars.

Her giggle brought him back. “What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

“You’re a vision,” he said, the tenderness surprising even him. “And soon, I hope to make that vision real.”

Ewan’s shout from down the corridor broke the moment. “Mum!”

“I’d better order that pizza,” Gracie said, stepping away and leaving him to his plans. Now was the time, he thought. But first he needed the ring polished and gleaming for the perfect moment.




GRACIE CRADLED A glass of golden Drambuie, its sweet aroma in the air. Coby savoured his neat whisky, the warmth of it in his throat. Ewan slurped his Irn-Bru. They gathered round the massive oak dining table over slices of pizza, watched by hunting trophies on every wall — among them a fierce warthog, its gaze fixed and untamed.

Coby half-believed he could hear the alarmed barks of kudu echoing through the bush, the snap of twigs underfoot, as hunters tracked them. On the far wall, a large photograph of the bushveld carried them off to sprawling plains and untamed beauty.

Ewan pointed at a trophy with horns curving out and then in. Coby met the creature’s expressive eyes. “That, my young lad,” he said with some pride, “is a Blue Wildebeest, also known as a Brindled Gnu. A feisty creature, and a much sought-after trophy.”

“That’s crackin’!” Ewan said through a mouthful of pizza. Gracie caught Coby’s eye, and they shared an unspoken understanding. The plan was falling into place. Soon enough, the pizza would drag Ewan into drowsiness, and they would turn romantic over a fine Scotch.

Coby pictured it: the three of them warm by the crackling fire, Ewan’s yawns signalling his retreat to bed, leaving Gracie and Coby to each other. Their eyes would stay on the dance of the flames, a silent longing between them. Then Gracie would break the spell with a smile, and they would tiptoe up the creaking stairs, careful not to wake Ewan. She would close the door, shed her clothes, and draw him to the bed, and they would make love. As the night wore on it would lull her into sleep, leaving Coby free to write, or to venture into the unknown.

Gracie’s voice broke in, her head resting in her hand. “What’s on your mind?” Coby winked, and her cheeks flushed pink.

“Oh, come on!” Ewan chimed in. “Find a room, you two!”

True to Coby’s prediction, the evening played out exactly as he’d foreseen. Gracie gave in to sleep, her body still humming from their lovemaking.

Laptop under his arm, Coby set off to explore the mansion in search of a quiet place to write. At the heart of the manor, a spiral staircase beckoned, each worn step groaning a tale of old secrets. In the moonlight the highest tower loomed, throwing a long shadow over neglected gardens that hid decaying statues and a graveyard full of forgotten stories.

His footsteps echoed through the halls, as if the manor were eager to share its hidden tales. From the stern portraits of ancestors to the opulent chambers untouched for decades, every corner of Serpent’s Manor held a piece of its puzzle.

A faint clicking and crackling, like the footsteps of someone unseen, caught his attention. At the far end of a dim corridor, a flickering light spilled from a room, drawing him on. With each step, murmurs swirled behind him. The portraits seemed to drill into him, urging him to hurry.

The murmurs turned to mocking whispers, and he sped towards the light. He looked up and locked eyes with a stern elderly ancestor frozen in her portrait, her stare seeming to wink. Sinister laughter sounded through the air, and as his heart pounded he glanced behind him — and collided with a suit of armour, its cold metal jolting him back to himself.

Shadows shifted along the walls. The crackling grew, now like the whisper of forgotten secrets. Gooseflesh prickled his skin, as if unseen hands brushed against him.

He stumbled back from the armour, the clang of metal ringing down the corridor. His breathing quickened to match his heart. The portraits seemed to wake, their gazes tracking him, painted lips curling into mocking smiles. The dim light deepened every wrinkle and line in their faces. Hisses of unseen voices carried a warning.

A gust swept the corridor, carrying a distant echo of laughter. The temperature dropped, and Coby felt fear creep up his spine. The room at the end of the corridor seemed to pulse with a strange energy, drawing him in like a moth.

The clicking grew louder, now like long, bony fingers tapping at an ancient typewriter. The flickering light threw shapes that shifted with a life of their own. Coby’s grip on his laptop tightened, its weight the one solid thing in all of it.

At the doorway, anticipation and dread washed over him together. The light inside seemed to come from somewhere other than this world, a warm golden glow on the room’s contents. Shadows danced, revealing glimpses of forgotten artifacts and dusty tomes along the walls. The room seemed to whisper of ancient knowledge.

He drew a breath and stepped over the threshold. The clicking and crackling stopped, replaced by a silence that wrapped him like a heavy cloak. The air was thick with the faint whisper of history. Dust motes drifted in beams of light from the stained glass, painting the room in colour.

The ancient library called to him. Inside lay a vast chamber, rows upon rows of tomes and manuscripts reaching to the ceiling. At its centre a grand fireplace crackled, its glow lighting the leather-bound spines. His gaze fell on a weathered bureau — a writing desk with a gracefully rolling top. With a grin, he set his laptop on it. The Wi-Fi was feeble, but it held.

He fixed his gaze on the blank document, leaned back, and tapped his pen against the desk, a steady rhythm in the quiet. In the distance, the soft chant of a young girl caught his attention. He sat up, straining to listen, but the sound dissolved into silence. Then, lost in the work, he missed the first connection forming.

Realisation lit his face. He leaned in and typed a title across the top of the document: The Serpent’s Lair. He looked at the words on the screen, satisfied.

He delved into the events leading up to this point in his tale. Words came easily, his fingers moving fast, elation in every keystroke.

Then, as suddenly as it had come, the inspiration ceased. He leaned back and resumed tapping his pen. And the distant chant of the girl returned, jolting him from the trance. He stopped tapping, and the chant faded.

“What in the world?” Coby said aloud. He wandered into the dim corridor, tapping his pen against the hollow wall as he went, the sound carrying through the empty space.

Straining, he could just make out the girl’s chant, a delicate melody on the air. He quickened his pace towards the source. With every step the ornate carpet seemed to pulse beneath his feet, its patterns like serpents in motion. Coby gasped, his eyes caught on the whirls, the patterns seeming to coil and twist like braids reaching towards his ankles with skeletal fingers.

Drawn on by the chant, he faced a spine-chilling choice. The spectral fingers crept nearer to his feet, and his heart hammered. Eyes shut, the wall cold against his back, he moved carefully towards the girl’s voice.

His pen kept time against the chant, the sound carrying down the corridor. Her voice had a strange quality, like the songs of sirens that lured sailors to wreck. He paused, pulled towards the voice, now almost within reach.

It was there, in the dim hallway, that he first heard it clearly, its melody threaded through the whisper of the wind. “One, two, three, four, Daisy is at the door,” she sang, a childlike cadence both innocent and foreboding.

Coby pressed his ear to the cool, aged wall, his breath catching. The melody went on, its melancholy sending a chill through him like a ghostly hand. The simple tune, laden with warning, seemed to run through the very fabric of the manor, as if it held the key to everything.

Unable to resist, he tapped his pen against the wall, a nervous rhythm matching the song. And as if in answer from the unseen, the melody repeated, its refrain echoing down the hallway.

Coby’s gaze darted about for a door, an entrance, anything that would bring him closer to the truth. But the whole wall was covered in vibrant wallpaper, hiding any passage.

Driven on, he rapped his knuckles against the wall — and there, among the muffled thuds, came a hollow sound, as if a chamber lay hidden beneath the ornate paper. Excitement and unease coursed through him as he stood before the hidden entrance, a cool breeze on his face.

Fear and fascination both, Coby hurried back down the corridor, the flickering light throwing shadows on the walls. The scent of old books met him as he entered the library. He sat at the laptop, the gentle hum of it a comfort, and below his story typed the word Daisy, the question mark hanging there as the keys clacked in the silence.

The cursor blinked behind the word. In the background, the grandfather clock chimed the hour, its deep dongs resonating through the halls — three strikes. But Coby’s eyes stayed fixed on the name, as if under a spell, turning its meaning over and over.








CHAPTER THREE


COBY WOKE WITH a jolt, eyes flickering open. He stared at the ceiling, his heart pounding. The darkness wrapped him like a thick black cloak, and a chill went through him. Whispers and hisses sounded around him, raising gooseflesh on his skin. Unseen ravens taunted him with their caws. The walls carried the rhythmic tick of a grandfather clock, and beneath it the faint melody of a children’s lullaby. Straining, he made out the words of the old song, “Coulter’s Candy” by Robert Coltart.

“Ally Bally, Ally Bally Bee, sittin’ on yer mammy’s knee, greetin’ for a wee bawbee,” the children chanted through the dark. Coby sprang up and groped towards the sound.

The hisses and whispers of the spectres followed close behind, urging him on. Panic gripped him as he realised he was trapped, his attempts to find a way through ending in him bouncing off the walls. The ravens’ caws and the taunting hisses grew louder, drowning out his racing heart.

The lullaby faded, leaving an eerie silence. In the stillness, his heartbeat thumped in his ears. Then the children’s voices united into a chorus of his name, “Coby,” filling the air. He reached out into the dark, his fingertips brushing cold emptiness. He could feel the gentle pat of their hands on his back as they chanted.

“Coby!” The plea came again, piercing his ears. He woke abruptly, the world swimming back into focus. The blinking cursor showed the name Daisy on the screen. The air carried fresh coffee and the scent of Gracie’s perfume. Coby breathed it in, his face lighting as he remembered his quest to unravel the girl’s chant about Daisy.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, taking Gracie’s hand. “I must have fallen asleep.”

Gracie chuckled. “Coby McTavish, you’re the only one who would doze off in the library,” she said. “When you’re ready, join us upstairs for breakfast.”

Relief washed over him, easing the fear that had gripped his heart. As he rose, his legs trembled, the residue of fear still in him, and he steadied himself with a hand on the table. The children’s lullaby still echoed somewhere in his mind.

He glanced at the screen, at the name Daisy. The word seemed to dance before him, a reminder of the mystery that had taken hold of him. His curiosity pressed on him, urging him on.

He breathed in the familiar scent of the library, the musty old books a comfort against the unease.

Then he pushed away from the table and made for the staircase. Each step felt more solid than the last, as if climbing were itself a way up out of his own depths. The thought of breakfast with Gracie filled him with new energy.

At the top of the stairs he glanced back at the room below, the dream already fading. The darkness that had surrounded him now seemed distant, replaced by morning sunlight through the windows. He took a final deep breath and stepped into the light.

To escape the hunting trophies, they took refuge in the staff kitchen. Large windows bathed the cosy space in golden light. Outside, birdsong filled the air. Gracie had prepared a feast: the sizzle of fried Lorne sausage, the comfort of fresh coffee, toast and baked beans, a glass pot on the counter sending up its rich aroma.

“Where’s Ewan at?” Coby said, noticing the boy’s absence. Gracie answered with a wry smile, her gaze questioning his obliviousness. “Oh, he is about.”

Just then Ewan came in through the back door. “Morning dad, mum!” In his hands he held two limp pheasants by the legs. He set them on the scullery slab and began plucking.

“Morning,” Gracie and Coby said together. As Ewan went on with his grim task, a silence settled, broken only by clinking cutlery, the slurp of coffee, and chewing.

Gracie tried to break it. “What were you up to last night?” she asked, hoping to start a conversation.

Coby leaned in, ready to share his discovery. “During my exploration, I unexpectedly encountered spirits,” he said, as if it were routine. The words hung there. Gracie watched him, her eyes full of questions, knowing the unsettling truths behind his work.

“I’m going into town for groceries,” Gracie said. “Do you need anything?”

Coby wiped his mouth and patted his contented belly. “Sure, please,” he said. “If you can, check whether there’s a library
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