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Chapter One: The Road to Harrowfell
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The widow's carriage left the last inhabited road before noon and began its long climb into country that did not encourage visitors. Snow had fallen in the night. It lay pressed flat against the fields and walls in long pale folds, erasing the distinction between path and frozen ground, and the sky above the ridges had the low seamless quality of weather that had made up its mind and intended to stay. Nothing moved in those fields except the occasional crow, lifting from a hedgerow and settling again further off, as though marking the carriage's progress for an audience that had reason to take interest.

Eirlys sat with her gloved hands folded over the leather satchel in her lap. The satchel held the papers of her husband's death, the seals, the letters, the estate notices, the official and necessary remains by which a life was reduced to property and duty. It weighed more than its contents warranted. She had kept her eyes on the window for most of the journey, not because the view offered anything, but because it gave her something plain and distant to look at. A field. A frost-blackened stand of trees. A chapel spire half hidden by drifting mist. Bare things. Winter things. Things that asked nothing of her.

She had not cried at the burial.

The knowledge of that had remained with her since the morning they lowered Leofric Ashbourne into the family ground. She had stood beneath a colourless sky while the priest spoke the proper words and the servants bowed their heads and the last of the black soil fell against the coffin lid, and through all of it she had felt nothing except an immense stillness spreading through her chest, as though a door that had long stood shut within her had finally sealed itself for good. No rush of grief. No trembling at the mouth. Only a strange steady calm, and beneath it something she had not yet allowed herself to fully name because to name it would have required a kind of courage she was not certain she possessed.

Relief. With edges sharp enough to cut.

The driver had grown more silent as the road climbed. Earlier he had answered her occasional questions with the curt courtesy of a man who understood his station, but for the last hour he had said almost nothing. Once, through the wooden panel behind her seat, she heard him murmur to the horses in a low steadying voice. Men did that when they felt a skittishness in animals they were not yet prepared to acknowledge in themselves.

When the carriage stopped at the wayside inn she stepped down into cold that entered the lungs like water from a mountain spring. Her boots sank into old snow. The driver muttered that the horses needed watering before the upper road and avoided her eye with the particular care of someone who has decided that eye contact would constitute an obligation he did not want.

The inn was a squat stone building with smoke creeping from one chimney and frost feathering the window corners from within. Inside, heat gathered near the floor and never reached the beams. Two men in heavy coats sat by the fire and looked up when she entered and then looked away too quickly. Behind the counter stood a broad-shouldered woman with iron-grey hair braided close to her head. She did not smile, but she watched Eirlys with an attention that felt less like curiosity than recognition.

"Something warm, if you please," Eirlys said, removing one glove.

The innkeeper poured dark broth and set it before her with a heel of bread. Only when Eirlys had taken the first spoonful did the woman speak.

"You are bound higher," she said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"To Harrowfell."

Again not a question. One of the men by the fire shifted in his chair. The other kept his eyes on the flames as though he had heard nothing at all.

"I am Lady Ashbourne," Eirlys said.

The title sounded formal and faintly irrelevant in her own mouth. She had worn it for years and still sometimes heard in it the echo of a garment cut for another woman, someone taller and colder and born to ancestral stone.

The innkeeper's gaze moved to her bare left hand. Eirlys had removed the wedding ring that morning and placed it in the inner pocket of her coat, where it now lay like a small unwanted coin.

"You should not reach the estate after dark," the woman said.

"The road is passable."

"That is not what I meant."

The broth had been good until that moment. Now it seemed to have gone cold all at once. Eirlys set the spoon down. "What did you mean."

The woman hesitated. It was not a theatrical pause. It had the quality of an old instinct wrestling briefly with caution and losing. She reached beneath the counter and drew out a thin branch of young rowan stripped of leaves and polished by much handling. A loop of faded red thread had been tied at one end.

"Take this," she said, and when Eirlys extended her hand she laid the little branch across her palm with a gravity more suited to a relic than a twig. "If you hear anything in the trees, do not answer it. If something calls you by name, keep your eyes forward. If you see the wolf, let it pass."

The man nearest the fire made a low sound of disapproval. The innkeeper's eyes moved to him with a sharpness that silenced him at once.

Eirlys closed her fingers around the rowan. It was warm from the woman's hand, smooth from years of touch. "What wolf."

The innkeeper held her gaze. "The one that waits."

No one said anything after that. The broth was finished. The horses were watered. Eirlys returned to the carriage with the rowan branch in her coat pocket and the distinct sensation that the cold had sharpened while she was indoors, as though the pause inside the inn had brought them into a higher and less forgiving reach of the country.

The upper road wound between steep banks where snow had drifted against rock and root in dense sculpted layers. Pines pressed close. Their trunks rose black and straight as pillars and their branches, weighted with white, shut out what remained of the sky so that the world beyond the carriage windows became a dim procession of bark and shadow and cold breath mist. Now and then the trees broke and a view opened over a valley falling away into immense grey distance, but the relief of open space never lasted. The road always bent inward again.

As the miles passed, Eirlys found herself thinking not of Leofric's death but of her arrival at Harrowfell years ago. It had been autumn then. Rain had darkened the stone and set the drive glistening. She had been twenty-one and still young enough to believe that unease could be transformed by patience into belonging. The house had risen from the trees with all the solemn weight of lineage, and she had taken its silence for dignity. It was only later, much later, that she had learned how many kinds of emptiness could inhabit a fine room.

Leofric had met her on the front steps in a dark riding coat. Handsome in the severe ash-fair way of his family, his expression unreadable as he bent to kiss her hand. There had been kindness in him once, or at least the suggestion of it. She had spent too many years trying to decide which. He had not been cruel in the ways that invited easy condemnation. He had not shouted or struck or carried anyone openly into her sight. His failures had been colder and more intimate. Withdrawal. Avoidance. The persistent impression that some inward chamber of his being remained locked against her no matter how gently or faithfully she waited.

In the final year of his life that locked chamber had seemed to consume the rest of him. He grew watchful and thin and restless at night. Sometimes she woke to find his side of the bed empty and saw from the window a lantern moving far out on the grounds toward the chapel copse or the lower fields. When she asked where he had been he would touch her wrist and say something indistinct about estate matters. Always some practical thing. Always too practical.

The carriage wheels hit frozen stone. The change in sound told her they were crossing the ridge path through the black rock. The road narrowed. Snow lay thinner here, scoured by wind. Dark outcrops rose on either side. The sky above the pines had opened to a strip of bruised silver. Evening was arriving in earnest.

Then the horses slowed.

Not abruptly. With the specific dragging caution of animals scenting something they could not name and had no wish to approach. The driver called softly to the team. One horse tossed its head. The carriage rolled another yard and stopped.

Eirlys pushed the window latch. Cold poured in carrying pine resin and snow and something else beneath both, something warm and animal and very close.

"What is it," she called.

"Please stay inside, my lady."

But she was already looking.

At the edge of the road where the ridge fell away toward the dark mass of trees stood a wolf.

Her mind refused the scale of it for one suspended second. She had seen wolves before at distance, lean grey things that moved like smoke between rocks. This creature was larger by far, its coat so dark it was nearly black where the light did not find it, its shoulders dense beneath the fur, its head held perfectly level and still. Snow silvered the rough edges of its back and muzzle. Its breath made no visible cloud in the cold. It stood with the unnatural composure that belongs only to creatures that know themselves to be under no threat.

Then she saw the eyes.

Not yellow, not amber, not any colour that belonged properly to beast or jewel or flame. In the failing light they carried a muted gold, old and dulled as if by distance, and they looked into the carriage not with the startled ferocity of a wild animal surprised by proximity to men, but with a patience so complete it seemed intentional.

The wolf was watching her. Not the horses. Not the driver. Her.

The rowan branch in her pocket had become suddenly warm against her coat lining. Without knowing why she did it, Eirlys opened the carriage door and stepped down.

"My lady." The driver's voice was sharp.

She ignored him. The air at once felt different outside the carriage, simultaneously vast and intimate. She could hear the horses stamping behind her, could feel the driver's alarm like a hand pressed between her shoulder blades, yet all of it seemed to come from very far away. The wolf did not move. A thread of wind came down from the heights and stirred the fur along its neck.

Eirlys understood clearly that she should have been afraid. There were teeth in that still head and muscle in those heavy limbs and no safe distance between them. But fear was not what entered her.

What entered was something stranger. Recognition, or the shape of recognition, rising too quickly from some depth she had no memory of touching before. Not knowledge. Not certainty. Only the sensation that this meeting had not begun here on the ridge in snow and failing light, but somewhere much older and much harder to reach, buried under years and marriage and the ordinary surfaces of her life.

The wolf lowered its head a fraction.

Then, with no haste at all, it turned from the road and moved down the slope toward the pines. It did not run. It slipped between the first trunks with the noiselessness of water entering shadow, and in another moment it was gone. Only its tracks remained, a shallow disturbance on the snow darkened where stone showed through.

Eirlys stood without speaking.

The driver came down from his box and stood close enough that she could hear the fear in his breathing. "You should not have done that," he said. "God save us, you should not have come out."

She looked at the trees. Already the forest had resumed its innocent appearance, the appearance of places that know men cannot force confession from them. "It did nothing," she said.

The driver crossed himself. "That is what troubles me."

They did not speak again for the last mile.

Harrowfell announced itself first by wall. A long stretch of dark stone rose between the pines, half hidden by climbing ivy turned black in the cold. Then came the gate pillars, broad and old and capped with weather-eaten carvings now softened past recognition. The drive bent and opened, and there, set against the descending winter sky, stood the house.

Even after all these years it retained the power to stop the breath.

Built of dark stone veined with paler streaks, Harrowfell rose from a broad terrace above sloping lawns in a mass of gables and chimneys and mullioned windows, the roofs steep and grey, the snow sliding from them in slow heavy sheets. One wing extended farther than the other as though the house had grown over generations by will rather than plan. Tall pines stood close on the northern side. The western face caught the last of the day in its upper windows so that a few panes gleamed faintly while all below had already gone to shadow.

Home, she thought, and immediately rejected the word.

A lantern moved near the front steps. The main door opened. A woman descended wrapped in a dark shawl, her figure made familiar by years before Eirlys fully recognised the face.

Branna.

Older now, broader through the shoulder, her hair gone white at the temples and hidden mostly beneath a linen cap. Yet the steadiness in her remained unchanged, the same practical gravity with which she had once managed the household through winter shortages and burst pipes and all the hundred indignities by which old houses demanded service.

When Eirlys stepped from the carriage, Branna bowed, though her eyes did not at once rise. "My lady," she said. There was no welcome in the word, but there was relief, and behind the relief something close to dread.

"Branna."

For a moment they looked at one another in the cold. Then Branna moved forward to take Eirlys's bag before the driver could reach it. "You must come in," she said. "It will freeze hard after dark."

As they mounted the steps, Eirlys turned once and looked back across the drive toward the edge of the trees.

Nothing stood there.

Only the long dark line of the forest, waiting.
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Chapter Two: The House Without Warmth
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The first breath of Harrowfell's interior brought memory back with a force more immediate than sight.

Stone chilled by old weather. Beeswax. Damp wool drying somewhere out of view. Smoke from wood not wholly seasoned. And beneath all of it a smell of disuse, the particular scent of rooms too large to stay fully inhabited, where corners kept their own colder air and curtains held the dust of years no sunlight had reached.

Eirlys stood just inside the entrance hall while Branna gave instructions to the footman who had appeared from somewhere deeper within. There were fewer servants than there should have been. She knew that at once. Even in its leaner seasons Harrowfell had always carried some sense of hidden circulation, a clink of china behind a closed door, the murmur of distant voices, the sound of coal scuttles being carried in the passages above. Now the house listened to itself.

A fire had been lit in the hall hearth, but the flames were low and oddly defeated beneath the broad chimney. Their warmth reached no farther than the rug laid before them. The ancestral portraits above watched from their gilt frames with expressions mellowed less by kindness than by age.

Branna unfastened Eirlys's coat and handed it away. "I have had your old rooms prepared," she said.

"My old rooms." The rooms at the east end. The rooms she had occupied since the second winter of her marriage, when Leofric had begun retiring to his study after supper and the habit of separation had quietly installed itself as fact.

"It seemed best."

Best. The word carried the weight of everything not said. Eirlys set it down without examination. "Yes," she said. "That is sensible."

Branna's work-marked hands smoothed once over the front of her apron. "Supper can be sent up if you prefer."

"I would rather see the house first."

A hesitation. "It is growing dark."

"I am aware of that."

Branna lowered her gaze for the space of a breath and then lifted it again. "As you wish."

They crossed the hall together. The flags beneath Eirlys's boots had worn shallow in the middle from generations of passing. At the foot of the staircase stood the long oak chest where gloves and riding crops had once been left in careless clusters during more active years. It stood bare now except for a single brass candlestick and a bowl of dried winter berries shrivelled to dark drops. The windows along the stair had been latched tight against the cold, yet fine fingers of frost had traced the inner edges of the panes from corner to corner.

"How many are left," Eirlys asked.

Branna knew at once what she meant. "In service. Myself. Hobb in the kitchens. Ned in the stables. Elsie for the upper rooms. Two boys for wood and errands. Gerran for the grounds when weather permits."

"Only that."

"Only that."

"And the others."

"Gone."

"Why."

Branna's gaze moved past her toward the darkening hall below. "They gave reasons. Family illness. Work elsewhere. A mother who needed seeing to. Men and women can always find a reason when they do not wish to speak the true one."

"And the true one."

Branna did not answer.

The east corridor was colder than the hall. Branna opened Eirlys's chamber and a draft moved around their ankles, carrying lavender from the linen press and the freshness of aired sheets. Fire had been laid in the grate and lit recently, though it had not yet taken hold. A lamp stood ready beside the bed. Her trunk had already been brought up.

The room struck her with that divided recognition particular to places once intimately known and then long avoided. The carved bedposts, the blue-black rug from the western marches, the narrow escritoire near the window, the basin on its stand. And beneath the physical recognition a quieter one, the return of a former self once enclosed here. The woman who had sat in that chair by winter light. The woman who had listened in this bed for footsteps that did not come. The woman who had stood at that very window watching a lantern move over the grounds long after midnight, knowing it was her husband and knowing equally that he would not tell her what drew him out.

Branna set down the lamp and went to stir the fire. "I had the sheets changed this morning."

"Thank you."

"You may want a hot brick for the bed."

"Later, perhaps."

The old woman straightened. In the firelight her face looked more worn than Eirlys remembered, not merely by age but by vigilance, as though these months had kept her too often from full sleep.

"Where did he die," Eirlys asked.

Branna's expression altered in small painful ways. "In his own rooms."

"Was he alone."

"No. The doctor was there. Father Soren for part of it. I was there toward the end."

Eirlys looked at the flames. "Did he ask for me."

The silence before Branna answered was not long, yet it had a shape.

"He asked for many things," she said carefully.

That was answer enough.

Eirlys removed her gloves and laid them on the escritoire. "I will dine below after all. In an hour."

Branna bowed and left. When the door closed, the room settled around Eirlys with the unsettling rapidity by which silence, once alone, becomes almost physical. She crossed to the window and parted the curtain.

The grounds were already losing detail. Snow gathered the remaining light and gave it back weakly, turning the lawns into pale shapes edged by dark hedges and long bars of shadow. The chapel copse stood black against the hill, the bare branches interlaced so densely that even now nothing could be seen between them.

She was about to let the curtain fall when she noticed the marks in the snow below.

For a second she mistook them for shadows cast by the low branches of the espaliered pear trees. Then the shape resolved. Tracks. Four-footed. Large.

They began at the outer edge of the lawn, crossed open ground in a direct line, and ended beneath her window.

Eirlys stood very still.

The tracks were fresh. The edges had not yet been softened by wind. Whatever had come had approached alone, stood directly beneath her room, and then departed by nearly the same line.

The sill was two storeys above the ground.

She stared at the marks until the last light drained away and the snow itself became indistinct. Then she let the curtain fall and stood in the dimness with the peculiar sensation that the room, though empty, was no longer entirely private.

She rang for more wood, changed into a darker gown, and went down to dine alone.

That night she lay in the schoolroom she had moved herself to at the last moment, not the east room after all, some instinct redirecting her at the stair landing, and she listened to the house settle around her. The familiar grammar of it. A shift in the hearthstone. The complaint of timber strained by cold. The whisper of ash settling in the grate.

Sleep arrived slowly and in pieces.

Near dawn she dreamed of a bell ringing beneath the earth, its note so low and sustained that she felt it in the bones of her chest before she heard it in her ears. In the dream she did not move toward it. She simply lay in the dark and listened, understanding for the first time that the bell had been ringing for a very long time.
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Chapter Three: The Birch Line
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Morning at Harrowfell had always possessed a brittle winter beauty, and the years had not softened it. Light entered late and reluctantly, filtering through frosted panes in a thin white wash that flattened colour and sharpened edges. The eastern lawns, viewed from Eirlys's chamber window, lay like folded linen under a paling sky. Every branch on the old pear trees had been outlined in silver. The pines beyond stood dense and black, their silence absolute.

Below her window the tracks remained.

She had not dreamed them. They crossed the lawn with unmistakable weight and direction, deep as if made by a creature both larger and heavier than any ordinary wolf ought to have been. Eirlys stood looking down at them while Branna fastened the last hooks of her gown.

"There was something below the window last night," she said.

Branna's hands paused for the smallest instant. Then she smoothed the dark fabric over Eirlys's shoulder. "Did you hear it."

"I saw the tracks this morning."

The old woman's face altered only in the mouth, which drew tight and pale. "Did it threaten you."

"No."

That seemed to trouble Branna more than any other answer might have done.

After breakfast Eirlys walked the grounds. She told Branna she would keep to the lower paths. She did not tell her she intended to follow the tracks.

In full morning light they appeared larger than they had from above. Each paw print spread wide in the snow, placed with quiet exactness. The creature had come straight to her wall. At the base of it the snow showed the compressed impressions of something that had stood there for some time. Then it had turned away toward the lower grounds, not hurrying, not wandering, following a line that led directly toward the birch stand at the edge of the formal gardens.

Eirlys followed.

The slope down from the terrace was gentler than she remembered, though perhaps she only moved more carefully now. Frost lay under the snow in places, making the surface brittle. She passed the neglected rose walk where the canes stood black and thorny against the white. She remembered, with an odd vividness, the early spring of her second year at Harrowfell when she had tried to restore the garden with plans and hired men. Leofric had watched with a vague distracted approval. Nothing had flourished. Late frosts cut the buds. Blight took the lower beds. The gardeners muttered of poor ground and awkward weather, but Eirlys had sensed something else, some resistance in the place itself to the simple hopeful industry she offered it.

She reached the lower path.

Here the grounds narrowed between a stand of alder and a mossy retaining wall, then opened toward the birches. The trees grew in a loose bright cluster, their trunks pale even in winter, their fine upper branches etched dark against the whitening sky. She had always thought them the gentlest part of the estate. Less severe than the pines, less burdened by age than the oaks. Yet now, standing before them with the tracks leading straight into their sparse shadows, she felt the unmistakable sensation of a threshold.

She went in.

The birch grove held a different cold than the open grounds. Snow lay softer here, sifted with fallen catkins and scraps of bark curled like old parchment. The trunks rose in quiet ranks, white skin marked with black. Between them the forest beyond thickened almost immediately into pine and shadow.

Eirlys went no farther than the last white trunk.

There she stopped because a man stood not twenty paces ahead, half turned toward the deeper wood as if he had been listening to something within it and had only just become aware of her presence.

He wore no livery, nothing of a gamekeeper's rough practicality. His coat was dark brown, nearly black with wear, falling to the knee and belted at the waist, the collar turned high against the cold. Snow clung to the tops of his boots. One gloved hand rested lightly on a walking staff cut from hazel. He was perhaps thirty, perhaps a little more. At that distance what struck her first was not his appearance but the sense that he belonged to the place with a familiarity bordering on claim. He stood among the trees not as a visitor stands in a landscape, but as one note within a larger chord.

He looked at her.

No surprise showed in his face. No hurried deference. His gaze moved over her with a calm attention that never became insolent, yet never bowed from itself either. His hair, darker than the birch shadows around him, had been pushed back carelessly. His features were strongly cut, the cheekbones pronounced, the mouth grave, the nose slightly crooked as though once broken long ago and healed without vanity. There was pallor in him, but not weakness. The set of his shoulders and the quiet balance of his stance suggested contained force, the kind that did not need display.

When he spoke, his voice carried easily across the distance between them.

"You should not be here alone."

The words might have sounded presumptuous. In his mouth they sounded simply true.

Eirlys drew herself up within her cloak. "I might say the same to you."

A faint shift touched his mouth, not a smile fully formed but the idea of one passing briefly across a face long unused to the easier expressions.

"You might."

"Who are you."

He regarded her a moment before answering. "A man who knows these woods."

"That is not a name."

"No."

Eirlys became conscious of the silence around them. No birds moved in the birches. No branch cracked under hidden weight. Even the wind seemed to have withdrawn. She became conscious of her own breath and of the small steady ache in her fingers despite the gloves.

"You know the estate," she said. "I can hear it in the way you speak."

"I know what lies around it."

"Are you from the village."

"Not exactly."

He had the most inconvenient manner she had ever encountered. Reserved but not evasive in the ordinary way, as though each answer were chosen not to conceal but to limit. It stirred irritation in her almost at once, though the irritation was threaded with a stronger and far less welcome current of interest.

"Then perhaps you know also that this land belongs to Harrowfell," she said.

His gaze did not leave her face. "Land belongs to itself before it belongs to any house."

The answer, impossible and almost rude, should have offended her. Instead it stirred the strange sensation that he had voiced something the place itself had always known.

"You speak boldly to a stranger."

"You are not a stranger here."

The remark landed with unsettling force. "You know who I am."

"Yes."

"My name, then. If you know it."

He answered without pause. "Eirlys Fenwick."

The sound of her maiden name in his mouth startled her more deeply than her married name would have done. Few here used it now. Fewer still knew it well enough to speak it with such matter-of-fact certainty.

"How."

"Because names stay in places longer than people think."

The birch bark behind him caught the white of the cold light and threw it back around his face, lending his skin a pallor almost luminous against the dark of his coat and hair. He looked, absurdly, as though he had stepped from some older weather than the one she stood
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