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For the women who walked into old houses and made them tremble.

The wolf does not ask permission of the forest.

Old saying, provenance unknown
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​A Note on the World
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Blackthorn Hall stands in a country that remembers its own bones. The names here belong to old soil and older blood. The rites belong to no church. The forest belongs to no man. The covenant at the heart of this story is neither legend nor lie. It is simply what was made, and what must, in time, be remade.

Read by candlelight if you can.
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​Chapter One: The Road to Blackthorn Hall
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The coach left the last village behind before the light had fully decided what it meant to do with the morning, and after that there was nothing beyond the windows but pine and grey sky and the kind of silence that country makes when it has been keeping secrets long enough to grow comfortable with them.

Eilish Avenel sat with her hands folded in her lap and her spine held straight by years of practice and said nothing, because there was no one to say anything to. Her mother had wept at the gate of their house two days ago and then stood very still, the way she always stood when the weeping was finished, as though grief once spent could be folded away with the good linen and stored where it would do least damage. Her father had not come to the gate at all. That was its own kind of answer to questions Eilish had not allowed herself to ask aloud.

The maid her family had sent with her, a small nervous creature named Tibbet who smelled of lavender water and old fear, had fallen into a shallow sleep somewhere past the second change of horses and had not stirred since. Her head knocked lightly against the coach wall at intervals and she did not wake.

Eilish watched the trees.

They had changed in the last hour, she noticed. The birch and ash of the lower country, that comfortable mixed woodland she had known since childhood, had given way to something older and less interested in being reassuring. The pines here were tall enough to suggest they had been growing since before anyone thought to ask their permission. Their roots broke through the roadside bank in long dark coils. The light between their trunks was not quite the right quality of winter light, or perhaps it was exactly the right quality and she had simply never spent enough time in country like this to recognize it. Either way, it sat wrong.

She was travelling to marry a man she had met twice.

The first time had been in a drawing room in the city, three years ago, at a gathering she had attended with her mother and her aunt Cecily, who liked gatherings of that kind and moved through them with the confident navigation of a woman who had spent forty years cataloguing the social weight of rooms. Roderick Wulfric had stood near the window with a glass he did not appear to be drinking from, and Eilish had noticed him because he was watching nothing in particular with the concentrated attention most people reserved for things that genuinely interested them. She had thought him severe. She had thought him unhappy, though not in any way that invited sympathy. He had not spoken to her that evening.

The second time had been last October, when he had come to their house with his steward and sat in the good parlour and discussed with her father what Eilish understood, listening from the hallway, to be the terms of a settlement. She had been called in afterwards. Roderick Wulfric had stood when she entered and had looked at her in the same concentrated, unforthcoming way she remembered, and had said that he hoped she would find Blackthorn Hall comfortable, and she had said that she was certain she would, and that had been the extent of their engagement.

Her father had seemed satisfied. Her mother had wept quietly that evening in a way that felt less like grief and more like relief, which Eilish had found confusing until she considered it longer, at which point she found it troubling.

She had been given three weeks to pack.

She packed carefully. She was good at careful. She had been raised to it.

The coach hit a ridge in the road and rocked hard enough to wake Tibbet, who made a small startled sound and then blinked at the window and said, in the voice of someone who has woken into an environment they had hoped to avoid, that they must be getting close.

Eilish said nothing. She looked at the trees.

A man was standing at the road's edge.

He was old, dressed in layers of dark clothing that made him look like part of the bank, and he held a staff of some kind in his right hand. As the coach passed he turned and looked directly at the window where Eilish sat, and his expression was not threatening and not welcoming either. It was simply the face of a man communicating that he had something to say and had already decided against saying it. Then the coach moved on and he was gone behind the trees.

Tibbet had not seen him. She was rummaging in the bag at her feet, muttering about pins.

Eilish did not know why the old man's face stayed with her. It was the expression, she decided after a while. Not the one he had shown the coach as it passed. The other one, the one she had caught in the fraction of a second before his face arranged itself into silence. That expression had been something close to pity.

The road curved.

The trees on the left side fell back and for a moment she could see across a long slope of snow-covered ground, the white interrupted only by the dark shapes of old stones standing in a rough formation near the crest of the ridge. They were tall enough to be significant and irregular enough to be very old, and though she could see no markings from this distance she felt certain there were some. She had read enough, in her years of reading whatever she could find in her father's library, to know what standing stones of that arrangement usually meant. They meant that the land remembered something the people living on it had worked hard to forget.

Then the trees closed again.

Tibbet had found her pins and was pinning something in her hair and humming a fragment of something shapeless under her breath.

The road descended.

Through a break in the pines Eilish saw Blackthorn Hall for the first time.

It stood at the base of a long wooded slope, beyond iron gates that were standing open as though they had been open for some time, beyond a gravel drive that disappeared under a dusting of new snow. The house was larger than she had expected, which was itself a piece of information, because she had expected it to be large. It was built of dark stone that the years had made darker, with tall narrow windows that held the grey sky in their glass like collected specimens. Two wings extended from the central block, and one of them, the east wing, was darker than the rest, its windows smaller and set higher, giving it the look of something that had decided long ago not to participate in what the rest of the house was doing. There was a gatehouse, stone-roofed and empty-looking. There were bare black trees close against the east wall, yews from their shape, old ones. There was a chapel shape visible beyond the north wing, low-roofed and stone, its small bell tower showing above the roofline without apology.

The hall sat in its winter landscape the way old things sit when they have been somewhere long enough to stop performing permanence and simply be it.

She did not feel afraid.

She felt, more accurately, as though she had walked into a room she had been told about by someone who had left out something important.

The coach passed through the gates.

Gravel shifted under the wheels, loud after the soft compacted snow of the road. She could see the front steps now, wide stone steps, and the great door which was shut, and the two windows on either side of it which were lit from within, warm amber behind frosted glass, which was the house's one gesture toward welcome.

Then Tibbet said, with a strange quality in her voice, oh.

Eilish turned.

At the tree line to the left of the drive, where the yews met the older woodland, a wolf stood in the snow.

It was very large. Its fur was dark, the colour the forest was, and it was entirely still, watching the coach pass with eyes that caught even the thin winter light and threw something back from it. Not a reflection. Something else. Something that sat closer to intent than to reflex.

Eilish did not look away.

The wolf did not look away either.

For the span of four or five heartbeats they regarded each other through the coach window, and she felt during those heartbeats something she could not have named accurately if asked: not fear, not recognition exactly, but something in the territory between them, a quality of attention that moved in both directions at once and left a mark.

Then the coach stopped before the steps.

Tibbet was saying something about the wolf, saying they ought to tell someone, saying there were wolves, as though Eilish had somehow not seen it.

Eilish picked up her bag from the seat beside her and waited for the door to open.

She looked back once at the tree line.

The wolf was gone. Only its tracks remained, dark impressions in the new snow, leading nowhere she could follow.

The door opened. Cold air entered the coach like a fact.

Eilish Avenel stepped down into the gravel and looked up at the door of Blackthorn Hall and felt the house look back at her.

She did not flinch.

She walked up the steps.
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​Chapter Two: The Bride Enters the House
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The housekeeper opened the door before Eilish reached the top step.

She was a tall woman, perhaps sixty, dressed in grey that was neither fashionable nor careless but simply correct, as though she had arrived at an opinion about clothing many years ago and seen no evidence since to revise it. Her hair was white and pinned with such precision that it looked architectural. Her face was long, composed, and contained within itself a very particular quality of stillness, the stillness of someone who has listened to many things without being moved by most of them and has learned to hold their listening like a tool.

She looked at Eilish with grey eyes that were both measuring and, beneath the measure, something less legible. Not unwelcoming. Not warm. Something more complicated than either.

She said, welcome to Blackthorn Hall, in a voice that suggested the house had been consulted and had agreed.

Eilish said thank you and crossed the threshold.

The entrance hall was exactly what the outside of the house had promised and rather more than she had braced for. It was high-ceilinged and cold in the way only old stone can be cold, with a coldness that seems less like temperature and more like the room has retained something of every winter it has ever lived through. The floor was dark stone worn smooth at the centre of the passage by generations of feet. There were candles burning in iron holders on both sides, and their light moved against the walls and the faces of the portraits hanging there, twelve or fifteen of them in heavy frames, dark oil on dark ground, mostly men, mostly grave, one woman near the far end whose face Eilish caught only at an angle as she passed and whose expression she could not read.

A staircase rose at the back of the hall, wide at the base and narrowing toward the upper landing, with a carved balustrade that had been polished so many times the wood had taken on a quality close to glass. The upper landing was in shadow. From somewhere above came the distant sound of a fire and nothing else.

The housekeeper said, I am Ivy Merewyn. I have managed this house for nineteen years.

She said this neither with pride nor apology. She said it the way one states a condition of the landscape.

Eilish said she was glad to meet her.

Ivy Merewyn looked at her for a moment in a way that could not be called scrutiny because it was too quiet for that. Then she said she would show Eilish to her rooms, and that Mr Wulfric would receive her before dinner in the long gallery.

Receive. Not meet, not greet, not join. Receive.

Eilish filed this away and said of course and followed her up the stairs.

They passed through a corridor that smelled of beeswax and old wood and something else beneath both, something cold and mineral that she associated briefly with stone churches, and then through a short passage and into a set of rooms in the east wing that were larger than she had anticipated and already warm from fires lit in both the sitting room and the bedchamber.

The sitting room had velvet curtains in deep green, almost black, and a writing desk beside the window that looked out over the chapel and the north woodland beyond it. The bedchamber was hung in the same green, with a bed whose carved headboard bore a motif she would look at more carefully later: something that might have been a tree branch and might have been something with more angles than a tree possessed.

The windows were tall and narrow and held the frost at their edges exactly as the outside of the house had suggested they would. Through them the winter light came in grey and clean and without warmth.

Eilish stood at the sitting room window and looked at the chapel.

It was older than the house, she thought. Older in the way its stones sat, lower to the ground, built with a different intention, as though it had been there before anyone decided to build a hall and had simply been incorporated into the estate's story without fully consenting to the role. The bell tower was small. The door, visible from this angle, was iron-banded oak, and it was shut.

She became aware that Ivy Merewyn was still in the room.

She turned.

The housekeeper was standing near the
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