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CHAPTER 1: THE UNPACKING
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The sound of the removal van’s doors closing was a full stop. Then, the engine grumbled, tyres crackled on the gravel, and the world receded, taking the last echo of her old life with it. Silence flowed in to fill the space it left behind—not the muted silence of her Manchester flat, but a deep, settling quiet, made of wood grain and stone.

Sylvie Bartlet stood in the hallway of Derwen Lodge, her back pressed against the solid oak door, as if holding the past at bay. Sunlight, thick with dust motes, cut a diagonal path across the bare floorboards, leading her gaze through the empty sitting room to the glass-paned door. To the veranda.

Heart thudding with a volatile mix of triumph and terror, she walked toward it, her footsteps the only sound in the new world. She turned the handle, stepped out, and the breath left her body.

It wasn’t just a view; it was an absorption. The vast, green-swathed fells rose like sleeping giants, and the sky was an endless bowl of pale, clear blue. Here was the dream, made real. And as the immensity of it pressed down upon her, the only thought that formed was a quiet, devastating whisper: Now what?

* * *
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The question hung in the still air for a long moment. Then, because standing paralysed on a veranda wouldn’t unpack a van’s worth of boxes stacked haphazardly in her sitting room, Sylvie turned and went back inside.

The boxes loomed like a rebuke. Forty-three of them, according to the removal men’s cheerful inventory. Her entire Manchester life, collapsed and compressed into cardboard and packing tape. She’d labelled them in those numb, automatic weeks after the funeral: Kitchen. Books. Office. Mum’s Things.

That last one sat near the door, and she stepped carefully around it.

Start small, she told herself. One task. One box. Just enough to make this place liveable for tonight.

The kettle. That was essential. The anchor of civilisation: a hot cup of tea.

She found the box marked Kitchen Essentials wedged between two others and dragged it into the centre of the sitting room. The packing tape shrieked as she pulled it free, and the sound echoed in the empty house. Inside, wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper, were the things she’d deemed critical: the electric kettle, two mugs, a box of PG Tips, the little jar of honey she always kept by the sink.

The kitchen itself was charming—cream-painted cupboards, a butcher’s block worktop, a deep ceramic sink beneath a window that looked out onto the side garden and a large dining table. She unwrapped the kettle, filled it from the tap, and set it to boil. While it rumbled to life, she rinsed one of the mugs and found a spoon in the single drawer that wasn’t empty.

The act of making tea was muscle memory. Teabag in. Boiling water over. A long pour of honey because she’d always had a sweet tooth. The smell rose with the steam—warm, golden, comforting.

She wrapped both hands around the mug and let the heat seep into her palms. For a moment, she just stood there in the unfamiliar kitchen, holding her tea, and felt the tiniest flicker of something that wasn’t quite hope, but wasn’t despair either.

Okay, she thought. I can do this. One cup of tea at a time.

* * *
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Fortified by the tea, she returned to the sitting room and eyed the boxes again. She should unpack the practical things. Bedding. Towels. Clothes. But her gaze kept drifting to the one marked Books.

Her father’s collection.

She knelt beside it and peeled back the flaps. The smell hit her first—old paper, leather bindings, and underneath it all, the faint ghost of his aftershave.

Her vision blurred.

The top layer was his beloved walking guides: Wainwright’s Pictorial Guides to the Lakeland Fells. Seven volumes, their spines creased and faded, stuffed with folded maps and scribbled notes. She pulled out a book.

It fell open in her hands to a dog-eared page. These fells. Of course. His neat, precise handwriting filled the margins:

May 2019. Perfect day. View from Steeple—worth every step. Remind S to bring proper boots next time!

Her chest cracked open.

She could see him so clearly: striding ahead on the path, his old green jacket flapping in the wind, turning back to grin at her as she huffed up the slope in her completely inadequate trainers. Come on, love! The view’s not going to wait! And at the summit, his arm around her shoulders, pointing out the peaks. That’s Great Gable. And there—see? That’s where the real wild country starts.

The memory was so vivid, so close, that for a heartbeat she forgot he was gone. She could almost hear his voice, smell the Kendal Mint Cake he always carried, feel the solid warmth of his presence beside her.

Then the silence of the lodge rushed back in, and she was alone.

The book slipped from her hands onto the floor. She pressed her palms to her eyes, willing herself not to break. Not yet. Not now. She’d promised herself she could cry tonight, in the dark, when the unpacking was done and she was too tired to fight it. But not in the daylight. Not in the first hour.

She took a shuddering breath, picked up the book, and placed it carefully on the empty mantelpiece above the fireplace. A marker. A promise. I’m here, Dad. I made it.

* * *
[image: ]


The inglenook fireplace dominated the sitting room—a cavernous, soot-darkened arch of stone with a grate large enough to roast a sheep. Sylvie had fallen in love with it the moment she’d seen the listing photos. It was the kind of fireplace that belonged in a fairy tale, the kind you could imagine ancient stories being told beside.

The estate agent had warned her it probably wouldn’t draw well. These old chimneys can be tricky, he’d said. Might need a sweep. Might need lining. Could smoke you out on the first try.

But it was July, warm and bright, and she hadn’t planned to light it. Still, now, with the memory of her father’s book sitting on the mantelpiece and her hands feeling cold despite the tea, she wanted the fire. Needed it. Needed something alive in this too-quiet house.

She found the box marked Fireplace and extracted the kindling and logs the helpful farmhouse shop had sold her yesterday. There were matches, too—long ones, the old-fashioned kind.

She’d watched her dad light fires a hundred times. Kindling first, arranged in a loose pyramid. Crumpled newspaper underneath. Logs on top, not too tightly packed. Air was the secret, he’d always said. Fire needs to breathe, love.

She struck the match. The flame caught the newspaper with a hungry whisper. The kindling began to crackle. And then—

The fire leapt.

Not slowly, not tentatively. It surged up the chimney with a clean, roaring draw, as if the house itself had been holding its breath and was now exhaling in relief. The flames danced, bright and gold, and the smoke spiralled up and away without a single wisp curling back into the room.

Sylvie sat back on her heels, staring.

That wasn’t normal. She’d seen enough temperamental fireplaces in old cottages to know that a first fire in an unused chimney should sputter, should test the draw, should send at least some smoke back into the room.

But this fire was... eager. As if it had been waiting for her.

A shiver ran down her spine—not fear, but something stranger. Recognition, perhaps. Or welcome.

The heat began to radiate into the room, chasing away the faint chill that had lingered in the corners. She stayed there, kneeling on the hearthstones, watching the flames, feeling oddly as though the house had just introduced itself.

You’re being fanciful, she told herself. It’s just a good chimney.

But she didn’t quite believe it.

* * *
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The afternoon bled into evening while she worked. She unpacked the essentials: sheets for the bed, towels for the bathroom, enough clothes to get through the week. The physical labour was a relief. It kept her hands busy and her mind just quiet enough.

But as the light began to change—softening, turning gold—she found herself drawn back to the veranda.

The fells had transformed. The harsh midday clarity was gone, replaced by something gentler, richer. The sun was sinking toward the western ridge, and it painted the valley in shades of apricot and rose. Shadows pooled in the hollows. The bracken glowed. Every leaf, every blade of grass, was edged in light.

It was heartbreakingly beautiful.

Sylvie sank down onto the top step of the veranda, pulling her knees to her chest. The wood was still warm from the sun. From here, she felt the vastness of the view even more acutely.

In her old life, sunset had been something glimpsed between buildings, a brief flush of colour above the rooftops before the streetlights took over. Here, it was an event. The sky deepened from blue to violet, streaked with coral and gold. A lone bird—a buzzard, maybe, or a kite—wheeled overhead, its cry sharp and wild.

The beauty clashed with the ache in her chest.

They should be seeing this, she thought. Her mum, who would have been planning which armchair should go by the window. Her dad, who would have been identifying the peaks, telling her their names and histories. They’d dreamed of this, too—the three of them, a quiet retirement near the Lakes, Sunday roasts and long walks and evenings just like this.

But they’d never made it. The car accident had seen to that. One rainy night on the M6, some idiot lorry driver on his phone, and the dream had died with them.

Leaving only her.

‘I’m here,’ she whispered to the sky, to the fells, to the ghosts that clung to her. ‘I’m here, but you’re not, and I don’t know if that’s enough.’

The sun dipped below the ridge. The gold light faded to blue twilight. And Sylvie sat alone on her dream veranda, feeling the weight of the beauty and the loneliness in equal measure, and wondered—not for the first time—if she’d made a terrible mistake.

* * *
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She stayed on the veranda until the chill drove her inside.

The lodge at night was a different creature. The friendly firelight didn’t quite reach the corners. The floorboards creaked under her feet, settling into themselves. And beyond the windows, the valley was alive with sound.

Sylvie stood at the kitchen sink, washing her mug, and listened.

A stream, somewhere close, rushing over stones. The wind moving through the oaks, a low, constant susurrus. Rustlings in the undergrowth—small creatures going about their nocturnal business. An owl called, close enough to make her start, and was answered by another, farther off.

In Manchester, night had meant traffic hum, distant sirens, the muffled bass of a neighbour’s music. Noise you could ignore, fold into the background.

This was different. This was... presence. The valley had a voice, and it was speaking.

She locked the front door—more out of habit than fear—and checked the windows. They were old, with iron latches that clunked satisfyingly into place. The fire had died down to embers, and she let it. Tomorrow she’d figure out the heating. Tonight, she just wanted to sleep.

She made her way upstairs, the wooden steps groaning under her weight. Her bedroom was at the front of the house, its window a perfect square framing the dark mass of the fells under the starry sky. It felt less like a bedroom and more like a crow’s nest. She’d managed to wrestle the mattress onto the old iron bedframe earlier—it had come with the house, serviceable enough for now until she had the energy to think about furniture—and now she made the bed with the soft, worn sheets that still smelled faintly of the lavender sachets her mum had always tucked into her linen cupboard.

Another memory. Another small, sharp blade between the ribs.

She changed into pyjamas, brushed her teeth in the bathroom with its claw-foot tub and cracked porcelain sink, and climbed into bed.

The mattress was firm, unfamiliar. The pillows smelled wrong. And the sounds—God, the sounds. The house itself seemed to be breathing around her, wood expanding and contracting, the roof tiles shifting in the night breeze. Beyond that, the valley’s symphony continued: water, wind, the distant cry of something hunting or being hunted.

She lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, and felt utterly, devastatingly alone.

No parents to call and tell about her first night. No old friends nearby to pop round for a cup of tea. No familiar streets or shops or routines. Nothing but her, this old house, and the wild country pressing close on all sides.

The weight of it—the enormity of what she’d done, selling everything, cutting all ties, throwing herself into this unknown—settled over her like a heavy quilt.

For a moment, it felt like drowning.

But then, she thought of the veranda. The view. The fells in their sunset glory. The fire that had leapt to life as if welcoming her home. The solid oak door. The way the house, for all its creaks and groans, felt sheltering.

She had made a choice. A terrifying, irrevocable choice. And she was here now, in the heart of it, with nowhere to retreat to and no way back.

Ground zero, she thought. This is my ground zero.

And perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing. Perhaps you had to burn everything down to the foundation before you could build something new.

The thought didn’t chase away the loneliness. But it made it bearable. Just.

Sylvie closed her eyes, listening to the unfamiliar heart of her new world beat in the dark, and decided, for tonight, that it was enough.
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CHAPTER 2: THE UNSEEN GUIDE
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Sylvie woke to birdsong and sunlight streaming through the crow’s nest window. For three blissful seconds, she floated in the space between sleep and waking, warm and weightless. Then memory crashed in—the empty house, the grief, the enormity of what she’d done—and her chest tightened.

No.

She threw back the covers before the spiral could begin. Movement. That was the trick. Keep moving, and the thoughts couldn’t catch you.

She dressed quickly in walking gear that still smelled faintly of storage: sturdy trousers, a base layer, her old fleece. Downstairs, she made toast and tea standing at the kitchen counter, eating mechanically while staring out at the sun-dappled garden. The day was achingly beautiful—the kind of clear, bright July morning that made staying indoors feel like a sin.

I need to walk, she thought. Not just around the lodge, but properly. Into the valley. To claim it, somehow, the way her dad always said you had to claim a landscape—with your feet, your sweat, your attention.

She found her small rucksack in one of the still-unpacked boxes and filled it with essentials: a bottle of water, a slightly bruised banana, her phone (though she doubted there’d be signal). And then, almost as an afterthought, she retrieved her dad’s old map and compass from the box of his walking gear.

The map was for the Eastern Fells, not quite right for here, and the compass was more sentimental talisman than navigational tool—she barely knew how to use it. But holding them made her feel less alone. As if a part of him could come with her.

She tucked both into the rucksack’s outer pocket, shouldered it, and locked the door behind her.

The day was warm already, the air thick with the green smell of high summer. She followed the narrow lane away from the lodge, her boots crunching on the gravel, until she found the footpath sign she’d noticed yesterday: River Derwen circular walk. 8 miles.

A well-marked route. Safe. Manageable.

She took a breath, adjusted the rucksack straps, and stepped onto the path.

* * *
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The path was a ribbon of packed earth winding between ancient oaks and rowan trees. Overhead, the canopy filtered the sunlight into shifting coins of gold and green. The sound of the River Derwen—a constant, muscular rush—was her companion to the left, hidden by bracken and alder scrub but always present.

Sylvie fell into the rhythm of walking. Boots, breath, boots, breath. The rucksack settled comfortably against her spine. Her legs, stiff from yesterday’s unpacking, began to loosen. This was good. This was right.

After twenty minutes, she came to the fork her map didn’t show. The right branch looked more trodden, but something—a faint, cool breath of air, or perhaps just a whim—made her glance left. Down that path, a shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy, illuminating a patch of foxgloves standing tall and vibrant. Her mum had loved foxgloves. ‘Fairies’ gloves,’ she’d call them. Without fully deciding, Sylvie found her feet carrying her down the left-hand path, toward the light.

The canopy thickened. The light grew greener, cooler. The river’s voice faded to a whisper. Her boots pressed into soft loam scattered with last year’s oak leaves, and the silence around her deepened into something almost church-like.

She’d been walking a short while when she heard it.

A sharp crack—a twig snapping under weight—somewhere to her left, deeper in the trees.

Sylvie froze.

She scanned the shadows between the trunks. Nothing moved. No flash of brown fur, no rustle of leaves. Just stillness.

Deer, she told herself. Or a badger. Something harmless.

She started walking again, but her senses were awake now, prickling. Every sound seemed louder: the brush of her sleeve against her side, the faint creak of her rucksack, her own breathing.

A few minutes later, another sound. Deeper. A purposeful rustle, as if something large had shifted position among the bracken. It came from the same direction—to her left, parallel to the path—and it was too heavy, too deliberate to be a bird.

Her pulse quickened.

But then, strangely, so did a feeling she couldn’t name. Not fear, exactly. More like... attention. As if the forest had turned its head to look at her, and its gaze wasn’t hostile.

Just a deer, she thought again. You’re fine.

She kept walking.

* * *
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The path climbed gently, winding between moss-covered boulders and stands of silver birch. Sylvie’s rational mind was still cataloguing explanations—wildlife, wind, her own paranoia—but her body was telling a different story.

She was aware, now, of something moving with her.

Not behind. Not ahead. But to her left, in the dense undergrowth, maintaining a careful, constant distance. She couldn’t see it. Couldn’t hear it clearly. But she could feel it. A presence. Solid. Watchful. Matching her pace.

It should have terrified her.

It didn’t.

Instead, the tight knot of anxiety she’d been carrying since waking began, inexplicably, to loosen. Her breathing, which had been shallow and quick, deepened. Her shoulders dropped. The forest, which had felt alien and enormous, now felt... contained. Navigable. As if invisible boundaries had been drawn, marking her path as safe.

This is insane, she thought. You’re imagining things. Grief does this—makes you see patterns, hear voices, invent companions.

But her instincts weren’t listening to her rational mind. Some deep, cellular part of her—ancient and animal—had relaxed completely. She felt watched over, not stalked. Flanked, like a companion walking a protective line between her and the vast, unknown deep of the wood.

She stopped at a small clearing where sunlight pooled on a fallen log. She sat, uncapped her water bottle, and drank. The presence, whatever it was, stopped too. She could feel it in the stillness—patient, undemanding.

“Hello?” she said aloud, her voice startling in the quiet.

Nothing answered. But the silence felt... warm. Alive.

She finished her water, shouldered her rucksack, and walked on. The presence resumed its invisible escort without hesitation.

Sylvie found herself smiling, just a little. I’ve lost my mind, she thought. But maybe that’s all right.

* * *
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The path began to climb, the trees thinning slightly. She caught glimpses of the sky through the branches—still blue, but with a hard, white haze building over the fells to the west. She’d lived in the North long enough to know that look. The weather was about to change.

She picked up her pace. The rustling presence kept pace with her, a constant, unseen shadow in the periphery. Then the first cold tendril of mist slipped between the trees, followed by another. Within minutes, the world dissolved into a featureless, damp grey. The path vanished. The trees became ghostly outlines. Panic, real and sharp, lanced through her.

She stopped, turning in a useless circle. That’s when she smelled it...

A scent.

It hit her like a presence made physical: musky, rich, and impossibly vivid against the damp, cold air. Oakmoss and petrichor—the smell of deep, dark earth under a sun-warmed stone, old and clean and fiercely alive.

It came from a specific direction. Off the path, slightly to her right.

Sylvie’s rational mind screamed that following a scent in the mist was madness. But the alternative was standing here, freezing and directionless, until the mist lifted or night fell or she made a fatal mistake.

She took a step toward it.

It strengthened, as if in encouragement.

Another step. The grey parted just enough to show her a gap between two ancient oaks. She pushed through. The scent was a thread now, pulling her forward, winding her through the trees with absolute certainty.

Trust it, something wordless inside her whispered. Just trust it.

She did.

She walked through the mist as if guided by an invisible hand. Right here. Between these two boulders. Over this root. The scent never wavered, never weakened. And though she couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead, her steps felt sure, protected.

After what felt like an eternity but was probably only ten minutes, the mist began to thin. Light seeped through. And then, suddenly, she was standing on familiar ground—a sturdy, well-trodden path. Just ahead, she could see a wooden stile she recognised from her walk yesterday. Beyond it, the roof of Derwen Lodge.

She was home.

The scent faded like smoke on the wind. The presence—that warm, watchful companionship—lifted, leaving only clear air and the ordinary sounds of the valley.

Sylvie stood there, damp and shaking, her heart hammering against her ribs. She was safe. She was home. And something—someone—had guided her back.

* * *
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Inside the lodge, she stripped off her damp fleece and made herself another cup of tea with shaking hands. The mist had burned off outside as quickly as it had come. Through the kitchen window, the valley glittered in renewed sunlight, innocent and beautiful.

But she wasn’t innocent anymore. Something had shifted.

She carried her tea to the veranda and sank down onto the top step, wrapping her hands around the warm mug. The fear was gone, replaced by a thrilling, unshakeable certainty that hummed in her bones like a struck bell.

She had not been alone in the woods.

Something—someone—had walked with her, paced her, and when she’d needed it most, had guided her home. She had no evidence. No footprints, no broken branches, no rational explanation. But the memory of that scent was tattooed in her mind. Oakmoss and petrichor. The smell of safety itself.

The logical part of her brain tried to argue: Coincidence. Panic. Your imagination.

But her body knew better. Her instincts knew better.

The valley wasn’t just a landscape. It was alive. Sentient. And it had acknowledged her.

Sylvie sat on the warm wooden step, looking back at the now-sunny woods, and felt something she hadn’t felt since before her parents died: not just peace, but belonging. As if the valley, in its wild and ancient way, had recognised her. Had claimed her as its own.

“Thank you,” she whispered to the trees, to the fells, to whatever invisible presence had flanked her through the mist. She didn’t know who or what she was thanking. She didn’t need to know.

She just meant it with
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