
	Prologue  

	

	The morning light filtered through the thin curtains of Sarah’s modest bedroom, casting a pale golden hue on the worn furniture. She stood in front of the antique mirror, her fingers brushing over the lace of her wedding dress. The reflection staring back at her was both familiar and foreign—a young woman with carefully pinned chestnut hair, her eyes wide with a mix of apprehension and resignation. This was not the vision she’d once had of herself as a bride.  

	

	For years, Sarah had dreamed of marrying for love, of standing at the altar with a man who adored her, whose touch made her heart race. But life had a cruel way of dismantling dreams. After the sudden deaths of her parents, she was left with nothing but debts and the fading memories of a happier time. Her family home, sold to pay creditors, was now occupied by strangers. The career she had once hoped to build in art restoration was indefinitely on hold as she worked long hours at a local diner, barely making ends meet.  

	

	Then William came into her life like a beacon of stability. Handsome, with his sharp jawline and piercing blue eyes, he carried himself with an air of confidence that spoke of wealth and privilege. Their courtship had been brief and unusual. It wasn’t love that brought them together, but practicality. William needed a wife for reasons he hadn’t fully disclosed, and Sarah needed an escape from her financial turmoil. The proposal wasn’t romantic; it was transactional. "I can give you security," he had said one evening over dinner, his tone calm and measured. "A comfortable life, free from worry. All I ask is that you play your role as my wife."  

	

	Sarah had hesitated, unsure of what to make of such an offer. But as the weeks passed and her desperation grew, she found herself agreeing. The alternative—poverty, isolation, and the slow erosion of hope—was too bleak to endure.  

	

	---

	

	The ceremony was held in the gardens of a grand estate belonging to one of William’s business associates. Sarah wore a dress borrowed from a friend, and the only family present was her elderly aunt, who offered a weak smile as the vows were exchanged. William was charming, speaking his lines with practiced ease, but there was a distance in his gaze that unsettled her.  

	

	Afterward, they stood together as guests congratulated them, their smiles a thin veneer over the hollowness that lay beneath. "You’ll get used to it," William whispered, sensing her unease. "This is all for show. We’ll have our own space soon enough."  

	

	That evening, they traveled to their new home—a sprawling Victorian mansion on the outskirts of town. As the car approached the wrought-iron gates, Sarah felt a chill run down her spine. The mansion loomed against the darkening sky, its silhouette jagged and imposing. Ivy crawled up its stone facade, and the windows seemed to glint with a life of their own.  

	

	"You didn’t mention we’d be living in… this," Sarah said, her voice tinged with nervous laughter.  

	

	William glanced at her, his expression unreadable. "It’s been in my family for generations. It has its quirks, but you’ll grow to love it."  

	

	The interior of the mansion was as grand as it was eerie. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceilings, their light casting shadows that danced on the walls. The furniture was ornate but aged, and the air carried the faint scent of dust and decay. Sarah noticed an old grandfather clock in the foyer, its pendulum swinging in slow, deliberate arcs.  

	

	As the housekeeper showed her to their bedroom, Sarah felt an inexplicable sense of unease. The long corridors seemed to stretch endlessly, and the sound of her footsteps echoed unnaturally. When she finally reached the room, she was struck by its size and opulence—a four-poster bed draped in crimson velvet, an antique vanity adorned with gilded mirrors, and a massive fireplace that looked like it hadn’t been used in years.  

	

	William joined her a few moments later, his demeanor unusually subdued. "It’s been a long day," he said, loosening his tie. "We should get some rest."  

	

	Sarah nodded, though rest seemed impossible. As they lay side by side in the vast bed, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t alone. The house was too quiet, save for the faint creaking of the floorboards and the occasional gust of wind rattling the windows.  

	

	Sometime after midnight, Sarah awoke to the sound of whispers. At first, she thought it was a dream, but the voices grew louder, a low, murmuring chant that seemed to emanate from the walls. She sat up, her heart pounding. "William," she whispered, shaking his shoulder.  

	

	He stirred but didn’t open his eyes. "It’s nothing," he mumbled. "Go back to sleep."  

	

	"Did you hear that?"  

	

	"It’s an old house," he said, his tone dismissive. "The wind, probably."  

	

	But Sarah wasn’t convinced. The whispers had been too deliberate, too human. She lay awake for hours, her mind racing with questions. Why had William chosen her? What secrets was he hiding? And what was it about this house that felt so deeply wrong?  

	

	As dawn broke, Sarah resolved to push her doubts aside. This was her life now, for better or worse. But deep down, she couldn’t ignore the nagging feeling that her marriage—and the mansion—were harboring dark truths that she was only beginning to uncover.  



	



	Chapter 1: The Uneasy Beginning  

	

	The crisp morning air bit at Sarah’s cheeks as the carriage approached the mansion once more, its black silhouette cutting sharply into the dull gray of the sky. This was no ordinary home. It was more a relic than a residence—an ancient Victorian sprawl, draped in ivy and cloaked in foreboding silence. Even in daylight, the mansion exuded a strange chill, as though it held within its walls stories long forgotten, secrets that refused to die.  

	

	Sarah stepped out of the car and clutched her coat tighter around her shoulders. The house loomed over her, its towering spires stabbing toward the heavens. She glanced at William, whose face was unreadable as he retrieved their luggage.  

	

	“Home sweet home,” he said lightly, flashing a quick smile. His tone was casual, but his words felt hollow.  

	

	Sarah forced a smile in return and followed him up the creaking steps to the grand oak doors. They opened with a low groan, revealing the cavernous entryway beyond.  

	

	Inside, the mansion was even more intimidating. The floors were polished to a mirror-like sheen, but they reflected little warmth. The high ceilings were adorned with ornate plasterwork, and heavy curtains hung over tall windows, filtering what little sunlight managed to break through the overcast sky. Shadows lingered in the corners, as if reluctant to disperse even in the daytime.  

	

	“This is… overwhelming,” Sarah admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.  

	

	William chuckled. “You’ll get used to it. It’s just old. A house with history, as they say.”  

	

	Sarah’s fingers grazed the edge of a dusty banister. “History isn’t the word I’d use,” she murmured.  

	

	---  

	

	The first few days passed in a blur of adjustments and unease. The housekeeper, Mrs. Hargrave, a stern woman in her sixties, showed Sarah around the sprawling mansion. Each room seemed larger and colder than the last. There were parlors and studies, a music room with a piano that hadn’t been played in decades, and countless guest bedrooms that hadn’t been occupied in just as long.  

	

	The master bedroom, which she now shared with William, was equally grand and equally unwelcoming. The four-poster bed loomed like a monument in the center of the room, and the heavy velvet drapes seemed to absorb all light and sound.  

	

	Sarah tried to settle into a routine, unpacking her belongings and attempting to make the house feel like home. But it was no use. The mansion resisted her efforts, as though it had a will of its own. The cold drafts that swept through the halls seemed to come from nowhere, and she often felt as though she was being watched.  

	

	The unease wasn’t helped by William’s behavior. In the mornings, he was attentive and affectionate, kissing her forehead and asking about her plans for the day. But as the hours wore on, he grew distant, retreating into his study or leaving the house entirely. When Sarah asked where he went, he simply replied, “Business matters,” offering no further explanation.  

	

	One evening, as she wandered the halls alone, Sarah came across a door she hadn’t noticed before. It was at the far end of the west wing, tucked away behind a narrow corridor. The door was made of dark wood, its surface intricately carved with symbols she didn’t recognize. A brass keyhole gleamed in the dim light.  

