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Introduction
It was nearly dusk when Cecelia Hawthorne first glimpsed Verdant Hall after so many
years—its grand but crumbling façade looming behind a shroud of mist, the last rays
of sunlight catching on moss-laden arches and shattered upper windows. The drive
from London had been long and quiet, punctuated by the rhythm of rain tapping
against the windshield and the slow, methodical ticking of her old wristwatch, an
heirloom itself. The manor’s silhouette, once a place of childhood adventure and later
of family discord, now seemed a relic belonging less to her memory and more to the
land itself: secretive, brooding, unreachable.

Returning was not something Cecelia had planned. The death of her grandmother,
Evelyn Hawthorne, had called her back to the countryside and to the weight of
obligations she’d never wanted. As she stepped through the iron gates and felt the
gravel crunch beneath her boots, Cecelia was struck by how little had changed—and
how much she had. The home that once hosted candlelit banquets, laughter echoing
along its marbled halls, now bore signs of rot and neglect. Ivy clung to every stone,
and the scent of wet earth filled the air. Part of her recoiled at the sight, yet something
else—deep, unspoken—tethered her there.

Cecelia’s relationship with Verdant Hall was fraught with contradiction and pain. In her
youth, its labyrinthine corridors and grand salons offered escape from the storms
between her parents, from whispered secrets and closed doors. But as years passed,
the manor had grown oppressive—a prison of expectation and tragedy. Now, with her
career carved out far from these walls, she saw only an opportunity to sever those
ties: sell the house, settle affairs, and leave the past behind. Or so she had convinced
herself.

Yet as dusk thickened into night, a strange unease gnawed at Cecelia’s resolve. The
staff—few as they were—spoke in hushed voices, casting superstitious glances at
corners where the candlelight failed to reach. Her grandmother’s old room remained
locked, the keys missing; generations-old portraits seemed to watch her every
movement. Rumors swirled of Verdant Hall being cursed, stories the villagers traded
at the pub for a pint and a shiver. Cecelia told herself such tales were nonsense. And
yet, as she wandered through the overgrown gardens and silent chambers—her arrival
marked only by the caw of distant rooks—she felt the weight of unfinished business,
the shadows of secrets waiting to stir.

Family, Cecelia realized, could wound as deeply as it could nurture. The distances
between herself and her brother, the long silences from her mother, the coolness of
Evelyn’s last letter—all tangled threads that no amount of professionalism or
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detachment could easily unravel. Within these walls, generations of Hawthornes had
loved, lied, and lost. Some had fled; others had vanished entirely, leaving only
fragments behind. Now, Cecelia sensed she was not merely stepping into a crumbling
house, but into the echo chamber of her own history—a place where the past lingered,
patient and unresolved, demanding to be known.

As she stood at the threshold that first evening, Cecelia could not know the full price of
coming home. She could not yet hear the whispers swirling between the stones or see
the cryptic messages waiting in the dust. She could only begin to understand that
some houses, and some families, never willingly let go—and that at Verdant Hall, the
echoes of betrayal and longing would soon rise again.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Arrival at Verdant Hall
The scent of damp stone and something vaguely botanical—a memory of forgotten
potpourri mixed with mildew—greeted Cecelia as she pushed open the grand oak front
door. It groaned in protest, a sound that seemed to reverberate through the very
foundations of Verdant Hall. Dust motes danced in the slivers of light piercing the
stained-glass transom, illuminating the neglect that had taken root since her last visit.
Evelyn had been an imposing woman, but even her fierce will couldn’t stave off the
creeping decay of a house so vast and so old.

Her sensible leather boots clicked on the cold flagstones of the entrance hall. To her
left, the sweeping staircase, once polished to a gleam, now wore a film of grime. To
her right, a vast drawing-room, its heavy velvet curtains drawn, hinted at the grandeur
that had long since faded. Cecelia shivered, though not from the chill in the air. It was
the chill of a past she had deliberately walled off, now seeping through the cracks.

Mrs. Gable, the long-suffering housekeeper who had seen Cecelia from a mischievous
child to an estranged adult, emerged from the shadowy depths of the hall. Her grey
hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and her lips, usually set in a disapproving line,
seemed to soften just a fraction. “Miss Cecelia. Welcome back.” Her voice was thin,
reedy, like a forgotten instrument.

“Hello, Mrs. Gable,” Cecelia replied, forcing a smile that felt brittle. “Thank you for
staying on.” She knew ‘staying on’ was an understatement. Mrs. Gable had practically
become a fixture, a silent sentinel watching over Evelyn and the slow demise of
Verdant Hall.

“It’s my duty, Miss. And your grandmother, bless her soul, insisted on a certain…
continuity.” Mrs. Gable’s eyes, dark and knowing, flickered towards the closed door of
what had been Evelyn’s private study, a room Cecelia had rarely been allowed to
enter.

“Right. Well, I appreciate it.” Cecelia gestled her duffel bag onto the floor, the thud
echoing in the cavernous space. “I’ll be here for a few weeks, sorting things out. Then,
I imagine, we’ll be putting the house on the market.”

Mrs. Gable’s thin lips pressed together. “Indeed. A great shame, if you ask me. This
house has history. Roots.” She said the last word with a peculiar emphasis, as if the
roots were not just metaphorical but literal, intertwined with the very souls of those
who lived and died here.
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“History that I’m hoping to untangle as quickly as possible,” Cecelia said, a touch of
weariness in her voice. “My grandmother’s will was… complicated.”

“Evelyn was a complicated woman, Miss.” Mrs. Gable turned, beckoning Cecelia to
follow. “I’ve prepared the blue room for you. It’s been aired out. The master suite,
your grandmother’s room, remains locked. Per her instructions. And the east wing, of
course, has been closed off for years.”

Cecelia nodded. She remembered the east wing. A section of the house she had been
forbidden to enter as a child, a place that sparked endless speculation and whispered
dares among her and her brother. “Of course.”

As she followed Mrs. Gable up the grand staircase, Cecelia’s gaze drifted over the
portraits lining the walls. Generations of Hawthornes stared back, their expressions
ranging from stern to vaguely melancholic. One particular portrait, a young woman
with startlingly familiar eyes, seemed to follow her with its gaze. Cecelia tried to
remember her name, a distant relative, perhaps. Verdant Hall was a repository of
forgotten faces and unwritten stories.

The blue room was indeed aired, though the air still held the faint, unshakeable scent
of disuse. A four-poster bed, draped in heavy, faded brocade, dominated the room.
The window overlooked the overgrown gardens, now shrouded in the deepening
twilight. Cecelia walked to the window, pressing her hand against the cold pane. The
grounds stretched out, a wild expanse of neglected beauty, punctuated by the skeletal
silhouettes of ancient trees.

“Dinner will be at seven, Miss,” Mrs. Gable announced from the doorway, breaking the
silence. “Just a light supper. And there’s tea and biscuits in the drawing-room if you
wish.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Gable.” Cecelia turned from the window. “Just one question, if you
don’t mind. About the east wing… why exactly was it closed off?”

Mrs. Gable’s lips tightened again. She smoothed her apron, her gaze drifting over
Cecelia’s shoulder, as if addressing a phantom. “Your grandmother was particular
about privacy, Miss. And certain… incidents occurred there, many years ago. It’s best
left undisturbed.” With that cryptic remark, Mrs. Gable slipped away, leaving Cecelia
alone in the fading light.

Cecelia unpacked a few essentials from her duffel bag, her mind churning. Incidents?
Evelyn had always been tight-lipped about the family’s past, especially anything that
hinted at scandal or tragedy. As a child, Cecelia had learned early on that asking too
many questions at Verdant Hall often led to stony silences or sharp reprimands.
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After a quick, cold shower, Cecelia ventured downstairs, drawn by a restless curiosity.
She bypassed the drawing-room and instead found herself in the vast library, a room
she had always loved. The air here was thick with the scent of old paper and leather.
Shelves upon shelves of books, many unbound and well-loved, stretched to the ceiling.

She ran her fingers over the spines of forgotten tomes, pausing at a section filled with
local history and folklore. Evelyn had been an amateur historian, collecting snippets of
the past like rare jewels. As Cecelia pulled out a heavy, leather-bound book titled
“Chronicles of the Verdant Valley,” a folded, yellowed piece of paper slipped from
between its pages.

It was a faded drawing, rendered in a delicate hand. The image was of a peculiar
symbol: an entwined knot, resembling a serpent devouring its own tail, with a stylized
eye at its center. It looked ancient, almost arcane. Below the drawing, scrawled in a
shaky, unfamiliar hand, were three words: Beware the Echoes.

A prickle of unease ran down Cecelia’s spine. This was no ordinary drawing. It felt
significant, a misplaced key. She tucked it into her pocket, her fingers brushing
against the rough paper. As she did, she heard a faint, almost imperceptible whisper
from the shadows at the far end of the library, a sound like a breath exhaled long ago.
She spun around, but saw nothing but the tall, silent shelves. The house was settling,
she told herself. Just the old house, adjusting to a new presence. But the whisper
lingered, an unsettling hum in the quiet air.
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