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“Some houses never forget. Some hearts never stop haunting.”
undefined
For those who have loved, lost, and found forgiveness in the quiet after the storm.
undefined

Set in the winter of 1890, When the Snow Fell on Winterbourne Manor is a tale of grief, guilt, and grace—where even amid snow and sorrow, the faint glow of Christmas light endures.
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Chapter One
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The Road to Winterbourne

The sleigh bell gave a hollow chime as the horses slowed their climb up the last rise. Snow fell in thick, deliberate flakes that clung to the carriage windows and blurred the landscape into shifting shades of white and gray. Inside, the air smelled faintly of coal smoke from the foot warmer, and lavender sachets tucked among the furs. Lady Eveline Harcourt leaned toward the glass, brushing away condensation with a gloved fingertip.

“There it is,” she murmured.

Alice Tremayne, seated opposite her, followed her gaze. The storm seemed to bring forth a shape, which was not exactly seen, but rather, its existence was something that could be felt. A vast shadow, all chimneys and stone turrets, crouched at the edge of the woods. The windows of Winterbourne Manor glimmered like dying embers through the snow.

“Good heavens,” Alice breathed. “It looks as though it’s been carved from the weather itself.”

Eveline smiled faintly, though her heart clenched. “It hasn’t changed.”

The words held no comfort.

They had left London before dawn three days prior, determined to reach Yorkshire before Christmas Eve. Eveline had insisted on traveling by carriage rather than train — the proper way, she’d said — though the roads had grown treacherous. Now, as the carriage lurched through drifts and the wind keened across the moors, she wondered if the decision had been a kind of penance.

Outside, the snow deepened to a pale shroud, hiding all signs of life. Inside, the silence stretched, thick and uneasy.

“You need not face him unguarded,” Alice said at last. “You may think me forward, my dear, but if you would only allow me to speak plainly—”

Eveline’s gloved hand lifted, a muted plea. “I know what you will say. That it is folly to return. That he will despise me all the more for intruding upon his solitude. But you forget, Alice — society has already despised me once. I have grown immune.”

Alice studied her eyes softening. “I only wish to spare you pain. You have endured too much of it.”

Pain was too gentle a word for what had hollowed her. Two graves in the churchyard, marked by lambs carved in stone. Two winters of silence. A husband who had stopped looking at her as though she existed at all.

The carriage crested the last hill. Winterbourne spread below them, solemn and gray, its lawns a sheet of snow, its lake frozen in delicate whorls of white. Smoke rose from one chimney — only one — as though the house breathed just enough to remind the world it was still alive.

A figure waited at the great doors. Even from a distance, Eveline recognized the tall, broad silhouette.

Nathaniel.

Her pulse fluttered once, painfully, before steadying into dread.

***
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THEY REACHED THE PORTICO. A groom hurried forward, cloaked and shivering, to open the carriage door. Eveline stepped down first, boots sinking into snow. The cold bit through her veils and fur collar like teeth.

Nathaniel descended the stone steps. He moved with the deliberate precision she remembered — the restraint of a man who measured every word and motion. His coat was black, his hair darker still, the snow melting against it in glistening specks.

“My lady,” he said quietly.

The formality of it struck her like a blow.

“Lord Harcourt.” She curtsied, her voice steady though her stomach trembled. “You are kind to receive us in this weather.”

“I had word from the housekeeper that you were expected. I did not imagine you would brave the northern roads in December.”

“Nor did I.”

Their gazes met only for an instant — long enough for her to see that grief had carved sharper lines into his face, and perhaps for him to see that hers had softened into something ghostlike.

Alice’s voice broke the tension. “How do you do, my lord? I am Mrs. Tremayne. Lady Eveline was kind enough to invite me to share the journey.”

He inclined his head politely, offering the briefest murmur of welcome. “You are both chilled through. I’ll see that Mrs. Penrose has fires prepared in your chambers.”

Eveline hesitated. “Our chambers?”

“Correct. You will be in the west suite,” he said. “Yours as before.” A pause. “Mine adjoins.”

Her throat went dry. “Of course.”

He turned then, calling to the groom, and for a moment she allowed herself to watch him — the set of his shoulders, the way his hand tightened briefly on the stair rail, as though even standing here with her required effort.

Inside, warmth pressed against them like breath. The great hall of Winterbourne was as she remembered — high-ceilinged and vast, with portraits of solemn ancestors glaring from their frames. The Christmas greenery that had once filled every corner was absent; only a single wreath of holly hung above the hearth.

Mrs. Penrose, the housekeeper, appeared from a side door, wiping her hands on her apron. “My lady! We’re that glad to have you home.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Penrose,” Eveline said, managing a smile. The older woman’s eyes glistened with sympathy — or was it apprehension?

“And the young mistress,” Penrose added, meaning Beatrice. “She arrived from Bath yester eve, with Miss Whitby in attendance.”

“Miss Whitby?” Alice repeated.

“The governess,” Eveline murmured, keeping her tone neutral. The name tasted bitter, nonetheless.

Nathaniel’s voice came from behind them. “You will wish to rest before supper. Beatrice is eager to see you. My mother arrives tomorrow.”

He gave a curt bow and turned away, disappearing down the corridor toward his study — the same one whose door had remained locked to her since the funeral.
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EVELINE’S CHAMBER WAS dim and cold despite the fire crackling in the grate. The scent of beeswax and ash lingered, mingling with the faint perfume of rosewater that clung to the draperies — a remembrance of her former life.

Alice wandered to the window. “It is beautiful,” she said softly. “Lonely, but beautiful.”

“Loneliness is the one constant thing here.” Eveline slipped out of her gloves, flexing stiff fingers. The engagement ring on her hand caught the firelight — a reminder, a wound.

“You expected more warmth from him,” Alice said gently.

“I expected nothing.” Eveline’s lips curved faintly. “And so, I am not disappointed.”

They shared a silence, punctuated by the pop of sap in the fire. Then Alice crossed the room, laying a hand on her friend’s arm. “Forgive me, but you still love him.”

Eveline’s eyes met hers. “Love survives longer than reason, Mrs. Tremayne. It endures like frost upon the fields — long after the harvest is dead.”

A knock came at the door. Mrs. Penrose entered, bearing a tray of tea. Her face was pale. “Beg pardon, my lady, but I thought you might want a warm cup before you change.”

“Thank you,” Eveline said. “Has everything been well kept?”

“As well as might be,” the housekeeper replied, eyes darting toward the hearth. “Though... some of the maids refuse to go up to the nursery wing after dark. Nonsense, of course.”

Alice arched a brow. “Superstition?”

Penrose hesitated. “They say they hear things. Crying, some nights. It’s the wind, surely, but—” She stopped herself, glancing apologetically at Eveline. “Forgive me, my lady. Idle chatter. I’ll see that your trunks are brought up.”

When she had gone, Alice said softly, “Do you wish to go up there?”

“No.” Eveline’s voice was sharp, almost frightened. Then, quieter: “Not yet.”

***
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SUPPER THAT EVENING was a quiet affair. The dining room, once bright with candles and laughter, felt cavernous under the weight of silence. Nathaniel sat at the head of the table, speaking little. Beatrice, all youth and charm, chattered about her trip from Bath, her lessons, and Miss Whitby’s talent at the pianoforte.

Eveline forced a smile, aware of the governess seated farther down — Miss Penelope Whitby, slim and dark-eyed, with the careful poise of a woman who knows she is being observed.

When Penelope rose to pour wine for the diners, her sleeve brushed Nathaniel’s arm. His expression did not change, but the contact burned in Eveline’s sight like a spark in dry straw.

Afterward, she excused herself early. In the corridor, shadows flickered against the paneling from the wall sconces. Somewhere above, a door creaked — faintly, then again, as though opened and shut by a careful hand.

She paused at the foot of the stairs.

“Are you well, my lady?” Alice’s voice came softly behind her.

Eveline forced a breath. “Yes. I am only tired. The journey.” She sighed then turned back to the stairs.

They climbed together. The hall clock struck nine — a low, resonant sound that seemed to linger long after it faded.

In her chamber, Eveline dismissed her maid and undressed by the firelight. Beyond the inner door, the small passage connecting her room to Nathaniel’s remained locked. It had been so for two years. She reached out, her fingers brushing the cold brass knob — and for the briefest instant, she thought she felt a pulse of warmth from the other side.

She drew back, heart pounding.

Perhaps it was only her imagination. Or perhaps Winterbourne itself had sighed awake, even aware that its long-divided lord and lady were under one roof once more.

Outside, the snow thickened, and the house settled into silence — except for a faint sound, half wind, half whisper, that seemed to come from somewhere deep within the west wing.
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Chapter Two
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The Thump in the Night

The thump came just after midnight.

It was a low, hollow sound — the sort that might be dismissed as the shifting of timbers or a shutter caught by the wind — except that it carried the distinct rhythm of intention. One heavy strike, a pause, then another.

Eveline’s eyes flew open.

For a moment she lay motionless, heart pounding in the darkness. The fire had burned down to embers, casting a faint, blood-orange glow across the ceiling. Beyond it, the manor was still. No voices, no footsteps. Only the relentless whisper of snow against the glass.

Then — thump.

This time closer.

She sat up, drawing the bed curtains aside. “Alice?” She whispered, though she knew her companion’s chamber was down the hall and not likely that she would prowl the halls at this hour.

The sound came again, followed by a dragging scrape that set her teeth on edge. It seemed to come from behind the adjoining door — the one that led, through the narrow passage, to Nathaniel’s suite.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the candle on her bedside table. She struggled with lighting the wick as her fingers felt stiff and uncooperative. Once lit, the flame flared, revealing her reflection in the tall mirror opposite — pale face, wide eyes, dark hair tumbling loose about her shoulders. The picture of a woman caught between dreams and something far less merciful.

She crossed the room, the hem of her nightgown whispering across the ornate rug. The brass knob of the connecting door was cold under her palm.

“Is someone there?”

No answer.

Eveline pressed her ear to the panel. For a moment, there was only silence. Then — faintly — she heard the distinct sound of sobs.

Children’s sobs.

Her breath caught. She jerked back, the candle wavering. The sound faded as though it was swallowed by the house itself.

She could not help it; she whispered the name she had not spoken aloud in years. “Annabelle...Allistair?”

Their names hung in the air like frost before she remembered — Annabelle was gone. Allistair was gone. Both of them were gone. Buried beneath stone and snow.

And yet she could have sworn she’d heard the small, heart-piercing sound of children crying on the other side of the door.

She stood still until the warm wax dripped onto her hand. Then she retreated to bed, drew the curtains, and did not sleep again.

***
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BY MORNING, THE SNOW had stopped, leaving a thin blue light over the frozen landscape. Alice Tremayne entered bearing a tray of chocolate and toast, humming softly until she saw Eveline’s face.

“My dear, you look as though you’ve been up all night.”

“I was.” Eveline wrapped her dressing gown tighter. “Did you hear anything in the night?”

Alice frowned. “Only the wind. Why, what happened?”

Eveline hesitated. To admit what she thought she’d heard felt foolish, like handing the house its first victory. “It was nothing, perhaps. The timbers settling. This old place has a voice of its own.”

Alice studied her. “Or someone wished to be heard.”

Before Eveline could answer, there came a brisk knock. Mrs. Penrose entered, breathless from the morning’s rounds. “Beg pardon, my lady, but Miss Whitby asks if you might join her in the nursery after breakfast. She’s sorting the toys for Miss Beatrice’s charitable parcels.”

“The nursery?” Eveline’s stomach turned. “She might have chosen any other room.”

Alice caught her glance. “Perhaps you should go,” she said gently. “It will show good faith.”

Eveline sipped her chocolate, though it suddenly tasted bitter. “Good faith,” she murmured. “Yes. Even ghosts require it.”

***
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THE NURSERY DOOR STOOD half-open when she approached later that morning. Sunlight streamed weakly through the frosted windows, casting the dust motes in motion.

Penelope Whitby knelt by the hearth, arranging dolls and wooden animals into neat rows. Her dark hair was pinned simply, her gown plain — yet there was something in the ease of her movements, the unconscious grace, that spoke of confidence not entirely proper for her station.

“My lady,” she said, rising smoothly. “I had hoped you might visit. Miss Beatrice has gone riding, but the servants were reluctant to come up here. Superstition, no doubt.”

Eveline stepped inside, her pulse quickening. The air smelled faintly of lavender and old wood smoke — and beneath it, something sweeter, like decaying flowers.

“Indeed,” she said. “Mrs. Penrose mentioned as much. The staff believe the rooms to be haunted.”

Penelope smiled. “Do you?”

Eveline met her gaze. “I have learned not to speak lightly of what I do not understand.”

A small silence followed. Then Penelope gestured to the mantel. “The children’s things remain as they were. His lordship could not bear to have them removed.”

Eveline looked. Two small rocking horses stood side by side, their paint faded, their eyes dulled. On the shelf above lay a rattle carved from ivory — one she herself had ordered from a London shop years ago.

Without thinking, she reached for it.

Penelope’s voice came soft but edged. “Be careful, my lady. Some things should be left where they rest.”

Eveline turned, studying her. “Is that advice or a warning?”

“Merely concern.” Penelope inclined her head. “This house holds many memories. Not all of them are gentle.”

Their eyes locked in civility. Eveline broke it first, setting down the rattle.

“Thank you for your concern, Miss Whitby. You are most diligent. It appears you have this handled, I will leave you to it.”

When she left the nursery, her hands were trembling and her nerves unraveling.

***
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THE AFTERNOON PASSED in uneasy quiet. Snow melted from the eaves, dripping like the ticking of a clock. Nathaniel remained in his study, the door closed, though once she glimpsed him crossing the hall — head bowed, a letter in hand.

At supper, he seemed weary, distracted. Penelope served the wine with practiced composure, though her glances toward him were too frequent, too knowing.

Eveline felt the air between them all tightening like a drawn cord.

Afterward, she excused herself early again. In her chamber, the fire burned high, but the warmth did little to ease her mind. She undressed slowly, her thoughts circling the sound of the night before, the governess’s poised insolence, the rattle on the mantel.

She sat at her dressing table, brushing her hair. Outside, the wind had risen again. The candlelight flickered.

Then — a whisper.

So faint, she thought at first it was the wind’s song in the chimney. But it came again, unmistakably human: a single, drawn-out breath.

She turned; brush poised in mid-air.

The connecting door — the one she’d found locked the night before — now stood slightly ajar.

Her heart lurched. Slowly, she rose and crossed the room, taking a small oil lamp with her. The gap was only an inch wide, but through it came a draft of cold air and something else — the faintest scent of tobacco and cedarwood. Nathaniel’s scent.

She pushed the door open.

The passage was dark and empty. At the far end, the door to his room was closed.

Eveline hesitated. Then she whispered, “Nathaniel?”

No answer.

Having set the lamp down, she reached for the small lamp on the table in the corridor and lifted it. Its warm glow revealed nothing but dust and shadow to a shut door. Her pulse refused to slow.

Giving up, she turned back to her chamber and saw something gleaming on her pillow.

It was the ivory rattle from the nursery.

***
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FOR A LONG MOMENT, she could not move. The lamp quivered in her hand. The fire crackled, indifferent.

Finally, she set the lamp down, crossed to the bed, and picked up the toy. It was smooth and cool, faintly scented with lavender — exactly as it had been that morning.

But there was no mistaking it: she had left it on the mantel in the nursery.

Her fingers tightened around it. “Enough,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Enough.”

A knock startled her. She nearly dropped the rattle.

Alice entered, wrapped in her shawl. “Eveline, are you awake? I thought I heard—” She stopped short. “What is that?”

Eveline held it out with trembling hands. “You see it?”

Alice nodded slowly. “Yes. Where did you—”

“I didn’t,” Eveline said. “It found me.”

The two women stared at each other, the firelight painting their faces in gold and shadow.

Then, faintly, from somewhere deep within the house, came a sound like the closing of a distant door.

Eveline shivered. “It has begun.”

Looking perplexed, Alice quickly responds, “What has begun?”

Without batting an eyelash, Eveline shivers again and whispers, “The haunting.”

***
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PERSUADED TO RETURN to her bed, Eveline sank into the cool sheets as Alice drew the coverlet higher around Eveline’s shoulders. “You’re trembling still. Lie back just for a moment. I’ll sit here until the fire dies.”

“I shall not sleep either way,” Eveline said. “The air in this house feels... watchful.”

Alice glanced toward the closed corridor door. “You think someone truly moved through there?”

“I heard it,” Eveline said. “Not the wind, nor the rafters settling. A sound made with purpose.”

Her companion hesitated, then straightened, gathering her shawl about her. “I could fetch Mr. Whitby—or Lord Harcourt.”

“No.” The word came sharp, surprising them both. “No, not yet. If there is mischief, I would rather not appear fearful. I have given this place enough of my fear.”

Alice’s expression softened. “Then at least let me stay here tonight. You needn’t—”

Eveline reached out, catching her hand. "You have given me courage countless times; however, these hallways are cold, and Mrs. Penrose would certainly scold us if she saw us maintaining this anxious vigil, resembling nervous schoolgirls."

“You promise me you’ll call if you hear anything more?”

“I promise.”

Alice lingered a heartbeat longer, searching her friend’s face. Then she nodded and slipped out, closing the door with a careful click.

The room fell still, the silence deep enough to hear the faint hiss of snow against the windowpanes.

Eveline let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

That was when the next sound came — a single, deliberate thud from the passage.

She froze, heart hammering. For a moment, there was only the sound of her own breath. Then, the faint scrape of wood against stone, a measured step closer.

The handle turned.

She set the ivory rattle down on the table and took up her lamp. The flame quivered. “Who’s there?” she whispered.

The door opened a few inches, and Nathaniel stood there — the fire’s glow catching the edge of his face, his dark hair damp, eyes shadowed and unguarded.

Eveline turned, the ivory rattle still clutched in her hand. “Yes?”

The door from the little connecting corridor opened, and Nathaniel stepped through.

He was in white shirtsleeves and a dark waistcoat, his cravat removed, as though she had caught him in some unguarded hour. Candlelight from her room threw gold along the planes of his face, it softened nothing but revealed everything. He looked tired — but also alert, eyes sharp, as if the house’s restlessness had reached him too.

“I heard voices,” he said quietly. “Yours, Mrs. Tremayne’s. Is something amiss?”

Eveline swallowed. “You came... through the passage.”

“It was unlatched.” His gaze flicked to the door, to her, to the bed — then stilled on the object in her hand. His expression changed. “What is that?”

She held it up between them like an accusation. “You recognize it.”

“How could I not?” His voice dropped. “I had it brought from London myself. You ordered it.”

“It was in the nursery this morning,” she said, forcing steadiness. “I left it on the mantel. Just now, I found it on my pillow.”

He stared at the rattle. A muscle worked in his jaw. “Who brought it to you?”

“That is precisely the difficulty,” she said, a tremor in her throat. “No one ought to have. And yet.”

The silence stretched. The fire crackled. Outside, wind pushed snow against the windows.

At length he said, very low, “You heard it too, then.”

Her breath caught. “Heard... what?”

“The house,” he said. “The sounds at night. The... crying.” He looked away as though ashamed to admit it. “I have heard it since the first winter. I once blamed the servants, then the wind. There comes a point when a man who has buried two children would rather believe in ghosts than in his own mind turning on him.”

The admission stole her strength. She sank onto the edge of the bed, fingers still gripping the rattle. Her heart felt desolate yet ravaged.

“You should have told me,” she whispered.

“You were not here to be told.”

The words were not cruel, only true — and yet they cut. She lifted her gaze to him. “I was not here because grief strangled me in this place. Because everywhere I turned I saw what we had lost. Because you would not look at me.”

His eyes flashed, pained. “And how was I to look at you, Eveline? Every time I did, I saw—”

“Our failures,” she finished for him, voice shaking. “Our children. My weakness.”

“No.” His answer was immediate, fierce. He took a step toward her. “Not weakness. I never called it that.”

“No, you only blamed me.” The words tumbled out now, all the quiet wounds of the past two years. “You buried yourself in this mausoleum of a house and let London gossip paint me as a frivolous wife who preferred the season to sorrow. And when word reached me you had—” she faltered, the next words burning, “—taken comfort with someone else, what was I to think?”

His face hardened — not in anger at her, but in shame. “You were not meant to hear of that.”

“Yet I did,” she said. “All of London did.”

He exhaled, a harsh, weary sound, and dragged a hand through his hair. For a moment, the controlled lord of Winterbourne was gone, and in his place stood a man riven straight down the middle.

“It was... folly,” he said at last. “Weakness, if you must name it. I thought to silence what I felt. I thought to punish you. Myself, both.” His gaze dropped to her mouth, then darted away. “It did not work.”

“No,” she said softly. “Because you cast her aside.” Her lower lip trembles.

His eyes met hers, troubled. “You heard that as well.”

“Rumors are persistent things.” She tilted her head. “Was it guilt, then? Or boredom?”

His jaw clenched. “Guilt.” A beat. “And because she is not you.”

The air changed at once. The house seemed to lean in, listening.

Eveline’s fingers loosened on the rattle. “You have a strange way of showing it.”

“I have had a strange two years,” he said hoarsely. “I lost my children. I lost my wife, though she yet lived. The halls echoed. The staff whispered. My mother prayed. And I—” He broke off, shaking his head. “You do not know what it is, Eveline, to walk past the nursery every night and hear the silence ringing. A man grows... desperate... to hear any sound in its place.”

Her throat tightened. She thought of the sob she’d heard through the door. Of the toy on her pillow. Of the housekeeper’s nervous eyes.

“So, you permitted a ghost to haunt me tonight,” she said, half-bitter, half-aching. “That was not the house, Nathaniel.”

“No,” he said slowly. “I do not believe it was.”

Their eyes met, both thinking the same name.

Penelope.

He did not speak it. Neither did she. But treachery hung between them like the scent of smoke after a fire.

“I will have the servants questioned in the morning,” he said. “No one should be in the nursery without my leave.”

“She was,” Eveline murmured. “This morning. Sorting parcels and unused toys. Wearing complacency like perfume. I don’t know why I allowed such a thing. I couldn’t bear the sight of the lifelessness of the room.”

His eyes darkened. “She should not have gone up alone.”

“You gave her once the impression she might go where she pleased.” She says while she remembers the emptiness of it all. 

He flinched. Only a little, but she saw it — and in that moment, for the first time since her arrival, she saw that he bled too.

“Eveline,” he said, and there was so much in the way he said her name — regret, longing, disbelief that she stood before him again. “You think I meant to replace you.”

“What was I to think?” Her voice rose, then caught. “I had failed you twice. Society whispered that you deserved an heir, and your steward’s daughter is young, healthy, here. I imagined... I imagined you were waiting only for me to free you.”

He stared at her as if she had struck him. “Free me?” he echoed. “You believe I wanted that?”

“I did not know,” she said, voice small now. “I knew nothing anymore.”

Silence settled — a deep, aching one. The kind that could tilt either toward ruin or toward something else.

Then he crossed the room.

Not in anger, not even in haste — but with the surety of a man done with distance. He stopped only when he stood before her, so close that the heat of him banished every draft. The scent of him — tobacco, cedar, winter air — wrapped around her like a hug.

“Listen to me,” he said low, each word carved. “I have been angry. I have been unjust. I have been a coward. But I did not plot for your demise. I did not wish you gone from this earth. All I wished was...” His hand flexed at his side, as if resisting the urge to touch her. “I wished not to hurt every time I looked at you.”

Her eyes stung. “I hurt too.”

“I know.” His voice dropped further. “God help me, I know.”

For a suspended moment, they only looked at one another. The firelight danced across his cheekbones; her hair glowed like dark copper against her white nightgown. This was not the marble-hearted lord and the distant lady society gossiped about it. This was the raw, human ache beneath.

His hand lifted — slowly, as though approaching a wounded animal. “May I?”

She should have refused. The house was not asleep; jealous eyes might yet be watching. They were not reconciled. They had not settled the matter of the governess, of the accidents, of the nursery.

But she had been cold for so long.

She nodded.

His fingers touched her cheek.

Heat. Home. Memory.

“You were always too pale in winter,” he murmured, thumb brushing the curve of her jaw. “That first Christmas here — do you remember? You said Yorkshire would kill a London bride.”

“It nearly did,” she said, with the ghost of a smile trembling. “But you kept me warm.”

Something flared in his eyes — desire, yes, but laced with tenderness and something like grief for what they’d lost.

He bent just slightly — breath mingling with hers. She felt the roughness of his jaw, the warmth of him, the old, fierce pull that no amount of anger had ever fully severed.

Then he stopped.

Every muscle in him went taut.

Not because he did not want her. She could feel that he did — his restraint was a living thing, coiled and shaking.

But because he heard it too.

A faint scuff in the corridor beyond the outer door. A listener withdrawing.

His gaze flashed to the door. Cold came back into his face like a mask.

“She should not have come up here tonight,” he said, voice like iron. “This ends.”

“You heard her?” Eveline whispered.

“I heard something.” His jaw clenched. “Tomorrow, I will see to it.”

He looked back at her — at the loosened hair, the nightgown, the rattle still on the coverlet. For one wild instant, desire surged again, nearly breaking through his control.

But Nathaniel Harcourt had spent two years consuming himself rather than surrendering to feeling. He stepped back.

“You will lock the passage tonight,” he said, voice rough. “From your side. Do not open it to anyone but me.”

Her heart stuttered. “Will you come?”

His eyes met hers — dark, tormented, hungry. “If I do,” he said, “I will not leave before morning.”

Heat flooded her. The breath-suspended feeling she longed once again to have — she had it now.

“Then perhaps,” she whispered, “you should come.”

His throat worked. He tore his gaze away.

“Sleep, Eveline,” he said, more harshly than he intended. “Tomorrow my mother arrives, and with her, half the rules of England.”

He turned toward the passage.

“Nathaniel,” she said.

He paused.

“Thank you... for coming when you heard.”

He looked back, and this time there was no aloof lord, no winter stone — only the man who had once adored her.

“I would always come,” he said quietly. “Whatever you believe of me. I would always come.”

Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.

Eveline sat still, the ivory rattle in her lap, the fire dwindling. Somewhere in the house, a jealous heart seethed; somewhere else, an old sorrow stirred. Outside, snow fell again, silent and relentless, wrapping Winterbourne Manor in white — as if the night intended to hide all sins until morning.

And morning would bring the dowager.

And with her: scrutiny, propriety, and the first cracks in Miss Penelope Whitby’s scheme.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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The Dowager Arrives

The first light of morning crept into the room like a trespasser, pale and cold. Snow still mantled the fields beyond the windows, but the storm had passed, leaving the air so still that the frost on the glass seemed carved into lace.

Eveline had not slept. The fire had burned to gray ash, and the ivory rattle lay on the table where she had set it, a quiet sentinel of the night before.

When the clock struck seven, she rose and went to the window. Winterbourne was silent under the white cover, all trees outlined with frost. Down in the courtyard, grooms moved about with muffled steps, clearing paths and preparing for the day’s arrival. The Dowager Harcourt would be here by noon.

Eveline pressed a hand against the cold glass. “Let it begin,” she whispered.

***
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MRS. PENROSE AND TWO maids helped her dress. Layers of silk and wool, a high collar, a mourning-blue gown trimmed in jet. Eveline had once adored fashion — the delicate rustle of fine fabric, the ritual of being dressed — but now each fastening felt like armor being buckled into place.

When they were done, she regarded her reflection. Pale, yes, but steady. The face of a woman who would not be frightened from her own home.

In the hall outside, she heard voices: Beatrice’s laughter, light and girlish, and another — deeper, quieter, unmistakable.

Nathaniel.

Eveline’s pulse quickened before she could stop it. She hesitated only a moment before opening her door.

***
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HE WAS STANDING AT the foot of the staircase, speaking to his sister. Morning light spilled through the tall windows, catching on the dark wool of his coat and the sheen of his hair, which curled slightly at the nape — less polished than fashion dictated, and all the more alluring for it.

He looked every inch the brooding master of Winterbourne: broad-shouldered, lean, the kind of presence that filled a room without effort. His eyes, gray as the snow outside, had that unsettling stillness of a man who saw everything and revealed nothing. Yet beneath the austerity, Eveline could sense something that had not been there before — a crack in the veneer.

He turned as she descended the last step. For a heartbeat, their gazes locked, and she felt that same breathless pull from the night before.

“Good morning, my lady,” he said, voice even.

“My lord.” She inclined her head. “You are early abroad.”

“There is much to prepare before my mother arrives.” His tone was polite, distant, but his eyes lingered longer than courtesy allowed. “Did you rest?”

“Poorly.”

He hesitated, as though meaning to ask more, then merely nodded. “You will find breakfast laid in the east parlor. I asked Mrs. Penrose to have a fire lit there.”

“Thank you.”

Beatrice, watching them both with bright curiosity, smiled. “It is so good to have you home again, Eveline. Everything feels warmer already.”

Eveline managed a smile. “You are kind to say so.”

“Miss Whitby will join us shortly,” Beatrice added, unaware of how that name sliced through the air.

Nathaniel’s expression did not change, but Eveline felt the shift in him — a faint tightening of the jaw, a shadow that crossed his eyes.

“Indeed,” he said curtly. “Let us not keep the tea waiting.”

***
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THE EAST PARLOR WAS bathed in watery light and smelled faintly of cinnamon and coal smoke. Eveline took her seat near the hearth, her hands clasped too tightly in her lap.

Penelope entered a few minutes later, carrying a tray of preserves. She curtsied, the very picture of composure. “My lord. My lady. Miss Beatrice.”

“Miss Whitby,” Nathaniel said, his voice unreadable.

“Good morning, Miss Whitby,” Eveline returned, just as evenly.

Their eyes met over the teacups — one polite smile masking calculation, the other steady and cool.

“Lady Agatha’s entourage sent word,” Penelope said as she poured. “Her rider reported the carriage was at the crossroads just after sunrise. She should arrive well before noon.”

“Thank you,” Nathaniel said dryly.

Penelope inclined her head, but her gaze flickered toward Eveline’s hand — where the faintest smudge of soot from the night before still marred her wrist. Her mouth curved almost imperceptibly.

Eveline felt it as a challenge.

The fire popped sharply.

She reached for her cup — and the handle snapped clean away.

Hot tea splashed across the tablecloth, narrowly missing her hand. Beatrice cried out; Penelope gasped, hand to her throat.

“Oh, my lady!”

Eveline rose, more startled than hurt. “It’s nothing.”

But Nathaniel was already there, his hand closing around hers before she could withdraw it. “You’re burned?”

“No,” she said quickly, though her voice trembled. “I’m fine.”

He turned the broken cup in his fingers, inspecting it. The porcelain had sheared in two as if under pressure. “Strange,” he murmured. “These are new.”

“Cold rooms and hot tea will do that,” Penelope said lightly, recovering her poise. “The east parlor is dreadfully drafty. I have mentioned it before.”

Nathaniel looked at her — a brief, unreadable glance — then set the cup down. “Mrs. Penrose will see it replaced.”

Eveline felt the warmth of his hand linger even after he stepped back.
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LADY AGATHA HARCOURT’S arrival late morning brought life and noise to the house. Servants hurried to and fro, trunks were carried up the stairs, and the Dowager herself swept into the entry hall wrapped in fur and indignation.

“Good heavens, Nathaniel,” she declared before even removing her gloves. “Have you let the house freeze solid? My breath turns to ice in front of me.”

“You always arrive with such cheer, Mother,” he said dryly, kissing her cheek.

“And I always find you in need of managing,” she replied. Her sharp gaze shifted past him — and landed on Eveline. “Well. The prodigal returns.”

Eveline inclined her head. “It is good to see you again, Lady Agatha.”

“I daresay it is,” the Dowager said, arching a brow. “You have been missed — though not by the gossips. London seems half the poorer without your name to occupy their idle tongues.”

Eveline smiled faintly. “Then I am glad to have provided them amusement.”

Lady Agatha’s eyes narrowed — not unkindly, but in appraisal. “You have grown thinner.”

“So has the patience of your household,” Nathaniel murmured. “Come, Mother. The fire is laid in the green drawing room.”

The Dowager turned away, but not before a knowing glint sparked in her eyes. “Indeed. And I suspect more than the fire will need tending.”

As she swept down the corridor, Penelope appeared again to take her cloak. The Dowager regarded her coolly. “Ah, Miss Whitby. Still with us. Ever efficient.”

“Always, my lady,” Penelope said, eyes downcast.

“I imagine that depends on what is required of you,” the older woman replied, tone silky with meaning.

Penelope’s cheeks flushed, though her smile did not falter.

Eveline caught Nathaniel’s eye. A spark of wry amusement — or perhaps warning — passed between them.

For the first time since her return, she felt something other than dread.

She felt a faint thrill of battle.

***
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THE REST OF THE MORNING unfolded under the Dowager’s rule — inquiries about servants, complaints about drafts, and sharp observations that saw far more than they should. Eveline bore it all with quiet grace, though her mind returned again and again to the broken teacup, the faint feeling of doom that had clung to the porcelain, and the certainty that someone — or something — in Winterbourne Manor wished to see her gone.

As the bells chimed noon, she glanced toward Nathaniel. He stood near the window, sunlight glancing off the dark sheen of his hair, his expression thoughtful. When he looked back at her, something in his eyes softened — a moment’s truce, fragile as spun glass.

Then the Dowager’s voice cut through the stillness: “Eveline, my dear, do join me in the drawing room. We have much to discuss — about appearances, if nothing else.”

Eveline drew a steadying breath. “Of course.”

She rose, smoothing her skirts, and followed the Dowager out — her chin lifted, her heart steady, and the invisible eyes of Winterbourne upon her.
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Chapter Four
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Shadows in Candlelight

The green drawing room smelled faintly of bergamot and old fires. A threadbare warmth lingered there, as though the house still remembered livelier winters but had forgotten how to kindle them. Lady Agatha Harcourt occupied the wing-backed chair nearest the hearth, her furs thrown over one arm, a teacup balanced with military precision in her gloved hand.

Eveline entered quietly, the train of her dark blue gown whispering across the rug.

“Close the door, my dear,” the Dowager said. “I detest draughts and eavesdroppers in equal measure.”

Eveline obeyed. The latch clicked shut, sealing them together in the muted glow.

Lady Agatha regarded her for a long moment before speaking. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”

Eveline allowed a thin smile. “At Winterbourne, one could hardly avoid them.”

“Hmph. If the place is haunted, it is by neglect, not spirits. Nathaniel lets the halls grow colder every year. And now that you are home, it falls to you to correct it.”

Eveline folded her hands. “I have been here scarcely two days.”

“Then begin at once.” The Dowager set down her cup with a decisive click. “This house needs a mistress again, not a ghost of one. Bring back the greenery, the carols, the smell of oranges and cloves. For pity’s sake, hang a garland that doesn’t look as if it’s in mourning.”

“I doubt the staff would welcome such sudden cheer.”

“They will do as they are told,” Lady Agatha replied crisply. “And your husband will take his cue from you. You must remind Nathaniel that Winterbourne still breathes. If he will not rouse himself, then you must breathe life into it for him.”

Eveline hesitated. “He may not wish me to interfere.”

The Dowager’s sharp eyes softened—barely. “My dear girl, men rarely know what they wish until a woman tells them. The moment you step aside, another will step in. And I assure you; some already have their toes across the threshold.”

Eveline caught the pointed glance. “You speak of Miss Whitby.”

“I speak of anyone who profits by this gloom,” the older woman said. “A widowed heart invites opportunists, and Nathaniel is too proud to see it. You must make this house yours again before another does.”

Eveline stared into the fire, where the coals pulsed like slow heartbeats. “I will try.”

“Do more than try.” The Dowager rose, the fur at her collar brushing against Eveline’s sleeve in a brief, surprising gesture of affection. “This family has lost enough. It does not need to lose its hearth as well.”
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THAT EVENING, WINTERBOURNE Manor glowed with candlelight, though the light felt brittle—as if the flames themselves were uncertain of permission to shine. The dining table stretched long and gleaming, its surface reflecting rows of crystal and silver. At the far end, a single arrangement of holly stood in a narrow vase—the same meagre token that had offended the Dowager that afternoon.

Nathaniel entered last, immaculate in a black evening coat and white tie. The flicker of candlelight caught in his hair and drew a warm gleam from his skin. Every servant in the room seemed to shrink a little in his presence; even the Dowager inclined her head, acknowledging the quiet authority that made him lord of this place.

Yet when Eveline’s gaze found him, what struck her was not power but weariness—the kind carved deep, behind the eyes. And still, when he looked at her, she felt the current that had sparked between them the night before.

“Lady Eveline,” he said, offering his arm as custom demanded.

She placed her gloved hand upon it. Heat, steady and undeniable, passed through the thin silk. For an instant, neither moved.

Then the Dowager cleared her throat. “Shall we?”

***
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DINNER BEGAN IN A HUSH broken only by the clink of silverware and Beatrice’s cheerful chatter. Penelope stood discreetly behind Nathaniel’s chair, attending to the wine. The Dowager, regal and razor-tongued, surveyed the table like a general at inspection.

“Tomorrow,” she announced, “the household will begin decorating properly for Christmas. Garlands, evergreens, the lot.”

Nathaniel raised a brow. “You intend to marshal the servants personally, Mother?”

“Certainly not. Your wife will do so.” The Dowager turned to Eveline. “You remember how it was done, my dear—the music, the greenery, the warmth. You gave this house its heart once. I expect you to do so again.”

Penelope’s hand froze on the wine decanter. A single drop of claret trembled at the lip.

Eveline felt the eyes upon her—Nathaniel’s unreadable, Penelope’s burning—and inclined her head with calm poise. “Of course, Lady Agatha. It would please me to see the hall alive again.”

“Excellent,” the Dowager said. “Perhaps then it will cease feeling like a mausoleum.”

Nathaniel’s mouth tightened, but he said nothing. Only his thumb brushed once along the rim of his glass, a telltale sign of agitation Eveline remembered well.

Penelope poured the next measure of wine, her face serene. But as she leaned forward, her bracelet caught on the edge of a candleholder. The taper wobbled, spilling wax and nearly toppling into the Dowager’s sleeve.

A maid gasped. Nathaniel caught the holder in one swift motion.

“Careful,” he said, voice low but dangerous. “This house has seen enough flame.”

Penelope’s color rose. “Forgive me, my lord. I—I slipped.”

Eveline could almost feel the pulse of the house then—the flickering candles, the air drawing tighter as if listening. The chandelier above gave a faint metallic tremor. The shadows along the walls rippled like water.

Beatrice laughed nervously. “It’s the draft,” she said, though no window was open.

Eveline looked up. Every flame in the room bent sideways, as though a single breath passed through them all.

The Dowager noticed it too. “What in heaven—?”

The flames righted themselves. The chandelier stilled.

Nathaniel’s voice cut through the quiet. “Enough. We dine in peace, or
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