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      This is my first novel. I say so plainly, without evasion, because I have no name to trade upon, only this text, such as it is.

      It was born of a Christmas night, in London, in a dark alley and yet a frequented one. Snow was falling. For a few moments, I had the strange impression of having stepped into the tale of A Christmas Carol, as though Dickens had left the door open and I had wandered through it by chance.

      I sign this book under the name of Hunwald. That name came to me from an image older still: an abbey lost somewhere in Mercia, around the year 850, where a solitary monk kept the place alive, setting down words, secrets, stories, far from everything, in the darkness of the woods of an age that did not yet know how to name itself except by its shadows. My own name did not carry that tongue, that world. It called for a name that would ring as though it had always been known in Edinburgh or on some northern moor, not a name from the South of Europe. Hunwald is the voice I wished to carry, not my own.

      From this meeting of a place and a name was born a desire to write a cold, a night, an atmosphere. Scotland imposed itself of its own accord. A country I have always loved, its people, its legends, its lochs, its mysteries, its whisky too. It was there that Lilith's voice took shape, before I knew where it was leading. I followed it more than I fashioned it. One question stayed with me throughout the writing, that of a grief one does not see until one has sought to see it. The landscape did the rest, the moor, a castle too vast for those who dwell in it.

      And above all… the silence, that of a house which has kept more secrets than it has ever told. You now enter her home, her nights, and what she chooses to confide in you.

      So believe in Lilith. Follow her to the end.

      
        
        Hunwald.
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        Highlish House, London

        14 October 1862

      

      

      One day, perhaps, I shall have forgotten enough to read this diary again as one reads the confession of a stranger. No one, in this house, can hear what I have to say any longer. It must rest somewhere. The diary will not retreat. I hold it open before me as one holds a wound, as one parts the lips of a wound to look inside. I force my hand. The words no longer belong to me. They never did, I believe. He does not yet know the cold of my hands. He will learn the icy bite of my memories.

      There are dates. There are dates that return us to the beast. Mine, I gathered from the gazette abandoned beside a cold cup. 14 October 1862. Untouched bread, a porcelain cup my lips never wetted, and that line of ink. The only compass this world has left me. I cling to it for want of anything better, as one holds the edge of a table to keep from falling.

      It is late. My hand trembles, not from cold, from something else. A weariness nested deep in my stomach, lower still, where words do not go. I should blow out the candle. Wait for dawn to carry me north. Sleep eludes me. Too many words crowd together, too many silences have broken open today, and I cannot find rest without setting them down somewhere. Setting them down. Pinning them in place. Outside, the storm has fallen silent. Within, the tempest still rages.

      London, beyond the glass, is foreign to me. Almost imagined. The cabs, in the distance, sink into the mire, and I repeat the word mire because it is pleasing, because it sticks, because it does not lie. A breath against the windowpane, and the city vanishes. What remains is a face in the mist. Mine, I suppose. This pale woman seems to have come back from far away, from very far away. Her eyes. A weariness I did not know in myself, that I did not wish to know. These last days already she had appeared at the margins. A flash in a glass of water, a shadow on a vase. I had looked away. Tonight I can no longer. She knows what I do not.

      The fever must be blamed. It crept into me with a slow, patient greed. Day after day it emptied me out. My inner voice fell silent. The walls rippled like troubled water. The shadows on the ceiling became stooping figures. There were times I no longer recognised my own hand upon the sheets. My own hand. Times I stared at a window for hours, convinced I watched whole seasons pass, years perhaps. Days blurred into nights. I woke with the feeling of having lived an entire life within a single delirium. Whole stretches of that year have vanished. Only an abyss remains. Dark. An absence of myself that nothing will ever fill, I know it.

      This illness recalled another, the one that had carried off my grandmother. A brutal, wintry bite. Her livid face, the unmoving sheets, the silence of the room. All of it remains in me, buried, intact. And the fever took from me the one thing that might have illuminated the crack at the centre of my mind. My old diary. Vanished. I searched for hours. Moved furniture, turned out every corner with the obstinacy of one who knows she is missing an essential part of herself.

      Rounding a corridor I passed a chambermaid, a footman. I expected a curtsey, at least a glance. Nothing. They brushed past me without seeing me. I swallowed my indignation. I swallowed it as one swallows something else, a nausea, a cry.

      I understood. My authority had never been my own. It had come from elsewhere, carried by a name, a presence, stern and immense, that had withdrawn without warning. It died with him. I am no longer the Countess one respects. That time is past. I am nothing now but a cumbersome shadow, a spectre astray in her own corridors, waiting for someone to draw the curtain.

      My name came back to me like a dead leaf carried on the wind. Lilith. Or rather, as is proper, the Countess Lilith Highlish. I carry it without knowing how far it will follow me. At times it seems to me it was not given to me, but imposed upon me. One hears in it the echo of some dark creature, rebellious, impure, banished. How did my father dare? What was he trying to say, to foretell, that man I loved so dearly? I prefer to believe he knew nothing of it. My dear father. For him I keep a tenderness nothing has altered. His broad, warm hands. His deep voice. He smelled of mild tobacco, of withered orchid, of something else still I have never managed to name. He always brought me something from his travels. A length of cloth. A shell. A fragment of the world placed in my hands like a confidence. 'Pretty reddish flower that you are, Lilith,' he would say, and in his mouth my name lost its bitterness.

      The world, however, knew him otherwise. The Viscount, Harold Georgian Ashcombe. A title granted late in life for a colonial fortune. At his death my brother Cecil inherited. Everything. Then Cecil died in the Indies during a voyage. An accident, that is what was said. So I was called back. I was married off. A union was needed, a distinction, an heir. No one asked my opinion. My mother was not one of those who comfort. A woman of lineage, of principle, at times cruel, always smooth. She had no doubt sealed it all in the shadow of correspondence. I held my tongue. As always. I had understood too late that abundance comes fitted with bars of gold, and that the bird, robbed of its wings, can no longer taste the sky.

      Then his shadow slipped into the cracks of my life. Imperceptibly. The Earl Greygory Amn Highlish. That name still turns my stomach. I write it and something in me recoils, seeks a way out, finds none. He wore it as one wears a vault. Older than his years, not from weariness, but from that form of authority which the age did not wear down, but honed. Clothes always dark, impeccably cut, and that waxen skin of men who do not sweat. Built for stillness. I felt cold beside him even in the best heated rooms, and it was no ordinary cold, it was a cold that came from him, that issued from him like an exhalation. He did not smile without reason, and even then, nothing moved about his eyes.

      Our marriage. Neither affection nor hostility. Two parallel existences, a mutual desertion, perfectly ordered. He shut himself away with his coded letters, his narrow circle of loyal men. Nothing filtered through. When he returned to me, it was worse. My body knew before I did. It closed against his approach like a hand contracting in sleep, without my having willed it. He never raised his voice. He had no need to. It came instead with a slap, a backhand, sometimes a heavier blow still. Never a word. He chose his insults with care, delivered them in a measured tone, which made them all the more wounding. Ungrateful. Useless ornament. Dead weight upon his line. I repeated these words to myself under my breath to free myself of them. They remained, caught among my silences, lodged somewhere beneath the breastbone, in one precise place, always the same. Even today, when I think of it, my mouth holds a taste. A metallic taste, the taste of a cold coin beneath the tongue.

      Of his death, I retained almost nothing. The news reached me like a broken echo, bodiless, without proof, slipped between two silences while I had barely emerged from delirium. Condolences were offered me that dissolved into the vastness of my room, without warmth, without a glance. I did not react. I did not weep. I turned my eyes toward the window. I could not say whether I was living or merely surviving. What I can say is that something in me loosened its grip. Very slowly. As though a stone long set upon my chest were being lifted, and I were rediscovering, almost with embarrassment, what it was to breathe down to the depths. No diagnosis. No account given. The longer time passes, the further any clear cause recedes. Drink, perhaps. Cigars. That persistent haze that saturated every room. That slow poison may well have consumed him from within in the end. And perhaps mine too, despite myself. We breathed the same air. It is a thought I push away and which returns.

      I look at my hands. Stained with ink. The same hands which, only a few hours ago, dared to profane the sanctuary of the man who had kept me on a leash for so many years. His study. I had never crossed that threshold save when summoned, to receive instructions or rebukes. Tonight, a few hours after his coffin, sealed, was set down in the drawing room, something drew me toward that door. My hand hesitated upon the handle. I expected the bolts he drew each evening with that near maniacal application. I had checked their soundness only the day before. In his eyes, it was an inviolable room, walled up like a mausoleum. The door opened beneath my palm with a sinister creak. It had not been locked. Left open by design or by haste, I could not say. The air that escaped it did not carry the smell of a place shut up for days. It was the disturbed air of a room only just left. I was not the first to violate that sanctuary since his death.

      I hesitated upon the threshold. Cold tobacco, old leather, assailed me at once. An olfactory ghost more formidable than the lilies in the drawing room. I went in. To enter alone, by night, while his corpse cooled two floors below, had the taste of sacrilege. A taste I did not push away. His mahogany desk. The silver paper knife, slender as a dagger. The crystal inkwell, open. A black stain upon the blotter, the sole trace of an interrupted thought. And the chair. His leather throne, worn at the arms, still held the hollow of his body, the settling of his weight. As though it awaited his return. As though I too awaited him, I cannot say, I looked away.

      An absurd impulse seized me. To sit in it. I let myself fall into the cold leather. From there, the room took on another dimension. The door, a mouth ready to swallow intruders. The bookshelves, a rampart. This was no place of work, it was a fortress. I noticed I was breathing less deeply. That my back did not touch the chair's back. My body still knew, even here, even now that he was no longer there to see.

      Upon the blotter, a brown leather folder awaited me. Sealed with the red wax of the Highlish line, that same wax he affixed to his decisions as one closes a wound with a hot iron. No inscription. Set there with the calculated carelessness of one who knows he will be read. My fingers, still numb from the fever, did not hesitate. One does not ignore the final wishes of an Earl. I opened it.

      His will, first. I no longer read, I listened. The words resounded in my head with the cold timbre of his voice. Each clause, each deprivation, dictated in that perfect diction that suffered no reply. Even in death he went on. The lines slipped away from me. A few words sufficed. The sale of Highlish House, ordered to settle his debts. The paper slid from my hands. I picked it up. It had taken the dampness of my palms. I knew this austere house, hostile at times, but it was mine. Every creak, every shadow, every corner where I had taken refuge to weep. To be driven from it was to be robbed of the last fragment of what remained to me. I understood, suddenly. Having given no son, I had lost all legitimacy. The title had no doubt already passed to some distant cousin. I was becoming Dowager Countess. A frigid title for widows put away in a cupboard. Without inheritance. The word lay there, in the clauses, in every mind, perhaps in his own for a long time. I do not know which of us had failed the other. It no longer matters, since it has been written for me.

      He had not left me with nothing. He had bequeathed me exile. Beneath the will, a deed of property to a name I did not recognise. High Heather Castle. Nestled in Aberdeenshire, at the heart of Scotland's harsh lands. Why this place, so wild, so remote? By what strange accounting had this property escaped ruin? For one absurd second, I wondered whether he had acted out of love. A secret house, saved for his wife. It was almost the stuff of romance. I would have liked to believe in this gesture of a dark knight protecting his lady. I would have liked to, yes, and that is the most shameful part. But as I ran my fingers over the cold paper of the deed, I felt that this protection more closely resembled the kind one grants to a precious object, locked away in a coffer so no one else may touch it.

      As my fingers brushed the outline of the turrets on an architect's plan, a shiver passed through me. Not fear. A strange recognition. Tracing the contour of the great drawing room, an inexplicable warmth overtook me, as though my skin remembered the feel of those stones. Was my still fragile mind embroidering memories upon emptiness? Or did my hand know something before I did, once again.

      On the list of tenant farmers, a name scrawled in the margin of an invoice drew my eye like a magnet. A certain 'MacL', the rest of which had been violently struck through with a line of ink, as though Greygory had meant to annul it in a fury. The ink had pierced the paper. Why did this single deletion seem more alive to me than all the rest of the folder? There was an anger in it that I recognised. Far too well.

      The last document was the cruellest. A simple train ticket. It slid across the wood. Stamped with the mark of Euston station. London for the North, terminus Perth. A handwritten note pinned to it set out the rest. A carriage would await me at dawn to tear me from the last vestiges of civilisation and carry me to the gates of High Heather. Just beneath it, instructions sealed the fate of my belongings. My gowns, my books, my private possessions, all would be sent on directly, without my having any say in the matter. My private possessions. Who had decided this, who might already have sorted through them, I dare not pursue the thought further. A deportation more than a journey.

      Heaven above. He had contrived it all before even his last breath. No one arranges their own absence so carefully without knowing it will be final. Had he foreseen his death? Or worse, had he planned it? In the oppressive silence of that study, I felt that this castle represented far more than a property. I must go, not because I wished it, but because it was written, irrevocable. It was no longer a house awaiting me there. It was my place. The only one left to me.

      Tomorrow, all of London will come to see him into the ground. I dread that arena. Alone amid the funereal masquerade, hemmed in by a crowd whose scent of powder and false compassion I can already imagine. Arrogant dukes, upstarts, envious rivals, corrupt politicians. They will come to feast. I shall have to play the perfect Widow. A statue of black marble, dignified yet destroyed, offering the world the smooth image it demands. And beneath the marble, I, alone, shall hold the one secret still my own.

      The clock ticks. Alone. It keeps me from sinking entirely. And yet I am not alone. Another presence occupies this house. A sinister, fetid breath against the nape of my neck. It rises from the bowels of the house, seeps through the floorboards, comes to chill my bones. I know where it comes from. Just below, in the great drawing room saturated with lilies, he lies. Captive in his prison of precious wood, watched over by shadows he no longer commands, awaiting the dawn that will tear him from his reign.
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        15 October 1862

      

      

      Tonight I struggle to gather my wits. This room I believed mine suffocates me with a new strangeness. The walls have turned against me, the furniture refuses to know me. I shall spend only one more night here. The place is emptying itself of me, expelling me in silence before I have even left. It alone does not recoil.

      I had scarcely slept the night before. My thoughts drifted towards a name. High Heather. It is grotesque, but I had the sensation of recognising a place I had never seen. The mists of Scotland called to me with an unexpected gentleness, the promise of an erasure far from London's eyes. At bottom, was that not what I sought? Not an inheritance. A disappearance. A place to lose myself without trace, where I might at last become no one.

      Today's mourning announced nothing of my liberation. It would erase, in a single gesture, my place among my own, my silhouette within those circles. The extinction of an entire life, a line struck through in a closed book. My body rose without conviction. Everything seemed arranged in advance. No fear, no anger, no clean grief. Only a weight, like rain about to fall.

      I must begin with the room. I was sitting on the edge of the bed, and I no longer knew whether I was trying to rise or whether I had never truly woken. The light stroked the curtains with an indifferent gentleness. Lord Highlish is dead. I no longer knew what I was meant to protect here. The oppression was fading, and yet it remained printed into my flesh. The grief remained, expressionless, petrified beneath the surface.

      No one came to help me dress. A Countess is never left alone, least of all in the hours following a bereavement. My chambermaid had fled, my companions had evaporated the moment the death was announced. All of them. Their desertion troubled me more than their presence had ever weighed on me. I had the strange sensation of having been struck from the world's registers. I was discovering what the isolation of a widow truly meant. Not solitude chosen. Abandonment, calculated.

      The corset waited for me, abandoned on the chair. So I forced it. Turned it, pressed it against my belly, pulled the laces while holding my breath until I felt my ribs give. Then slid it to my waist. To impose armour upon a body that no longer wishes to fight. There was nothing graceful in it. It held. That was all that was asked of me. I very nearly collapsed... not from sorrow, from something else, a kind of stupor. This black dress, of an inky ebony, clung to my curves without animating them. I was nothing more than a shell kept upright by the world's demands. The black gloves concealed everything. Nothing showed through. Nothing betrayed me. I set the hat in place, the veil dropped to my lashes, dimming the world without erasing it. Would he have approved? No. No. That thought is not mine. I am losing myself. How strong he remains, even lying down.

      My black leather reticule lay beside me. I knew, before opening it, what it held. A pale daguerreotype within an oval of faded velvet. Two captive figures. He, upright, rigid as a pillar, his mouth pinched, his eyes in shadow, severity worn like an eternal garment. I, to his right, younger, almost erased, my head tilted. A trace of weariness beneath my eyelids. Not a smile, not a gesture. Only that thin wall between our two faces. I had the curious notion that he was capable of watching me from within that image. He lived in the interstices of my memory. It had to come from me. No one else could burn it in my place. I went to the hearth, where the fire was dying. And I threw it in. Without restraint. The oval frame resisted at first. The glass strained beneath the heat, then, with a dull crack, a fissure opened at its centre. A clean, sharp line, between him and me. Our faces vanished into the ashes. There. There is what I am capable of. There is what remains of it.

      A murmur rose from the courtyard. I drew back the curtain. Below, in the rain, four stooped figures in mourning livery were bearing the long, varnished oak coffin. They hoisted it into the belly of the hearse. The rear panel slammed shut. The carriage lurched forward to lead the procession. He went ahead as a scout, as he had always lived. It was my turn to go down.

      The hall below greeted me with an unfamiliar bareness. Armchairs, chests, trunks, all draped in white, stood like ghosts of furniture. Someone had prepared all this long before I came down. No one. Not a footstep. Not a whisper. The house was empty, empty as I had never known it.

      Outside, the rain fell with a mournful persistence. The cab was waiting for me. The driver stood by the door, a stiff figure beneath his oilskin, his hat hiding his face. A thin trail of smoke betrayed a hidden cigarette. He did not look at me.

      I climbed in without a word. The leather exhaled an odour of cold. The driver did not close the door. He remained turned towards the steps, though he knew full well that no soul would come out but mine. This breach of protocol intrigued me. I might have believed it an oversight, but his bearing roused the impression that I would not be the only passenger. How grotesque!

      That was when I began to doubt myself for the first time that day. The cab tilted slightly beneath a new weight. The air grew dense. The seat facing me sank, imperceptibly. An unexpected coolness slid along my arms. Something had just settled there. Invisible, yet of a troubling acuity against my skin. I closed my eyes, told myself it is the fever, these are the fever's residues. I opened them again. The leather still held a slight depression. A barely visible imprint. The cab drew away. Mayfair became the silent backdrop of what we had once been. I could not tear my eyes from that seat, which seemed occupied. I had imagined it. I must have imagined it. Even knowing it was false.

      At the church, they were all there, of course. They came to see one another more than to mourn a man they feared more than they loved. I already knew their feigned expressions. Some would feign concern, others would marvel at my composure. None would dare ask the one honest question. Who had he been to me. The wretches...

      The bells of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields tolled soberly. Huddled in the shadow of the cab, I made out the late Earl's followers. Their bright eyes beneath the black umbrellas gave them the look of crows perched on a dead tree. I felt the weight of their expectations. They wanted to see the heiress, almost disappointed that I did not collapse. They had not come to honour the departed. They had come to judge my ordeal.

      I stepped down without haste, sculpted in silence. The front ranks parted at my approach. And then something happened that I could not name straightaway.

      Their eyes did not settle upon me. They passed through me. There was, in that restraint, the impression that they still saw him, invisible yet present at my side. I was merely a passage. A vessel in which his absence printed itself so strongly that it became visible. I offered no greeting. My measured steps cut through the muffled rustle of umbrellas. The steps were damp, slippery. I climbed them with a steady tread. The air grew denser, charged with a sinister peace.

      And then the coffin, at the centre of the nave. That burden of oak watched over by four flames. I found, in that architecture of death, the exact image of the man he had been. Impenetrable, without lustre. My hands crossed, my eyes beneath the veil followed the line of the flagstones. I did not slow my pace until I drew near. With the smallest tilt of my chin, I offered the remains what he had demanded his whole life. Obedience. A bow to the passing of a powerful man. Nothing trembled in me, nothing bent. I could sense, behind the silence, attempts to pierce through to what I would not surrender. They were searching for what still stood upright after him.

      The priest stepped forward. He recited the customary words on dust and resurrection. And it was precisely as he prepared to speak his name that everything wavered. The world withdrew. The air hesitated to carry that name to me. I could see the priest's lips moving, I sensed a faint shiver run through the assembly, but no sound reached my awareness. I struggled to hold on to my dignity, a prisoner of a void that nearly swallowed me whole. It did not last. The world resumed its place. The prayers returned, distant at first, then clearer, like a breath filtering through a half-open door. The name had been spoken without my having witnessed it. I have no explanation. The thing happened to me exactly as I have set it down.

      I turned to face the assembly. The petrified crowd, their eyes turned towards me without truly seeing me. Their gazes slid through me. And I understood, at last. Their eyes were not looking at me. They settled just above my shoulder, upon a presence I could not see. They were still waiting for him, even in death. As for me, I no longer existed. That indifference finished me. It set me free, too.

      Why continue this charade? Why follow his coffin into the ground if no one would notice my absence? He had had my youth, my silences, my submission. He would not have my last tears. I walked forward into the central aisle. No one turned. I crossed the nave as one travels up a river that has no current. The pressure of their indifference followed me, mingled with dead prayers and the smell of candles. The doors closed softly upon that hypocrisy. London had fallen silent. A stillness too deep, the kind that makes one want to scream.

      I went home. The driver did not get down. I pushed the door open myself and climbed the steps in the rain. The hall deserted, the furniture veiled like frozen ghosts. I went up slowly, closed the door of my room with a relief mixed with dread. There was nothing left to perform.

      I should like to stop for tonight. I should, truly. But there is one more thing. The strangest of all. Only the diary can receive it.

      Exhaustion called for a bath. I drew the water myself, no servant would come to assist me any longer. I slipped into it slowly. The water wrapped me in a ghostly embrace, scented with lavender and black soap. For the first time in days, my thoughts ceased their turning. I was nothing but a body in the water, a breath at the heart of the steam. I sank into sleep. Cradled. A shaft of light crossed the frosted windowpanes. The moon cast a pale reflection on the surface of the bath. A milky clarity wove the illusion of a summer pond. But the moonlight did not illuminate. It revealed. Everything overturned.

      The water turned icy, hostile. My skin shivered. The warmth abandoned me, replaced by a dull bite. And my whole body pitched over. The bath became a lake. The water no longer wrapped around me. It swallowed me. I opened my eyes onto a dense darkness, bottomless. I had no footing, no wall, nothing to cling to. Only black water, of a mortuary cold. My head struck violently against a smooth, hard mass. A thick layer sealed off the top of the world.

      Ice.

      Ice. My hands threw themselves against it, my nails scraped, helpless. Nothing gave way. The air was already failing. My fists hammered the surface without echo, without crack. My mouth opened and the liquid poured into it, cruel. I still fought, clawing at the frozen wall. But it had already pronounced its judgement. My strength was thinning, my movements slowing. The cold emptied me of thought, down to my very name. Was I to join Greygory in the depths of his hell?

      Then everything gave way. The crust above me burst with a dull crash. Transparent shards swirled around my submerged face. A figure stood out above, a dark mass against the brightness. A fist broke through the remaining layer. An arm plunged through the breach, cleaving the dark water. His fingers closed around my wrist with a force that crushed the bone. He hauled me upward in a furious surge. He tore me from that liquid prison.

      My body shot upright. Gasping. Throwing up heavy sheets of water. My breath struck the air in a cry held too long. And I opened my eyes again. Everything seemed intact. But my wrist still bore the mark of an iron vice. I could still feel, printed into my flesh, the brutal pressure of those unknown fingers. This was not a ghost's hand. A living grip. On my pale skin I searched for the trace of that life-saving violence.

      And here is what must be said. The thing I did not admit to myself straightaway. I held the absurd, visceral certainty of having already known that grip. Of having already felt that strength close around me to keep me from falling. An impossible recognition. The echo of a memory I do not possess.

      I raised my eyes, my heart reeling, searching for a figure in the mist. There was no one. Of course, no one. The water had simply grown cold. No ice, no darkness, no lake. My faltering reason reclaimed its rights with bitterness. My mind, sick with solitude and fever, had invented this presence rather than admit that I had faced my own demons alone. That is what I told myself. That is what I keep telling myself. And yet my throat still burned. My breathing remained ragged. My whole body still bore the seal of an absolute cold.

      I readied myself for the night with that disordered haste of hunted beasts.

      It is late now. I do not know how much time I have spent on these pages. Tomorrow, half past two, Euston station. I must reach Perth, at the very north of Scotland. Twelve hours of travel, perhaps more. Scotland sleeps within those folded papers. I saw myself high upon the moors, my eyes dazzled by the beauty, my hands warmed by a peat fire. A house of stone in the silence. The reassuring absence of familiar faces. Tomorrow. Everything will begin tomorrow.

      Tonight, the last at Highlish House, I choose to let go. To let myself be covered by the soft darkness, hoping for a dreamless sleep. One where this black day might be kept at bay. The funeral that erased me. The icy water that sought to bury me. And that hand, brutal, breaking through the ice to save me. I can still feel the burning imprint upon my flesh, as though those fingers had already saved me in some forgotten life.

      Everything is said. Everything I have been able to set down. And the question remains. Is this journey to Scotland an escape, or a passage towards something I do not yet understand? Far off, beyond the mists of sleep, the sinister song of High Heather reaches me still. Its invisible chains already draw me towards its stones and its murmurs.

      The diary will follow me. Wherever I go, if I get there.
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        16 October 1862

      

      

      The train rushes through the English night. The words come jolted, trembling to the rhythm of wheels on rails. The other travellers, behind their doors, sleep. I cannot. This journey is not a departure. It is a return towards something I do not yet understand. That sentence, I shall come back to it.

      At dawn, I left Highlish House with regret. I laid my hand upon the doorframe, feeling the roughness of the wood, as though to gather one last vibration from this place that had sheltered me so long. I watched the first light of day hesitate upon the white dust-sheets of the furniture, those cotton spectres that seemed to guard the secret of my tears. It was not hatred that tightened my throat. A fragile tenderness for these walls which, in spite of Greygory, had been my only world. I did not weep for a husband. I wept for walls. I did not wish to linger. I preferred the cold, anonymous wait beneath the station's nave, taking refuge there for hours before time consented to move forward.

      Two o'clock. The great clock's bells tolled in a grave note. A fine rain hammered the glass roof. Steam, distant shouts, the regular disorder that only stations know how to summon. I greeted no one. I wore my mourning as an ordinary traveller wears hers. The driver left me on the platform without a word. Grotesque! Grotesque!

      Everything proceeded with a suspicious fluidity. This train, I had not so much boarded it as been absorbed into it already. I travelled light. Everything had been arranged without me, with that obscure precision peculiar to things decided elsewhere. No glance, no inspection. I simply followed the directions I remembered. This invisibility wrapped me in a strange comfort.

      My compartment. Luxurious, certainly. Faded plum-coloured velvet, armrests trimmed with worn braiding, a carpet that swallowed footsteps. The air carried that saturation of old leather, of faded cologne. I sat facing the window.

      The whistle screamed, shrill. The train lurched forward. Outside, London dissolved into the fog. The platforms, the warehouses, the factory chimneys, the deserted backyards. The real world passed by, ordinary, melancholic. And in that crossing I felt London slip through my fingers. Little by little the rooftops thinned, the factories gave way to uncertain meadows, then the last buildings vanished. The landscape diluted itself into nothing. Only a dense black remained, revealed now and then by distant flashes of lightning. The train pressed on through that void with the stubborn regularity of a mechanical heart.

      A conductor passed by. A black, mute figure. He opened the door a crack, let his gaze brush the seat facing me, as though searching for someone more substantial than this mourning shadow curled against the window. He closed it again without a word. I was travelling now in the category of the half-erased. Already. Before Scotland, even.

      Then tea was brought to me. A young footman in livery, of whom I made out only the pale gloves. He set down a silver tray. He did not place it before me. He placed it opposite me. As though serving a ghost. White porcelain rimmed with cobalt blue, steaming tea, a few biscuits. I had asked for nothing. He had not looked at me. Everything in his manner suggested he was obeying some old expectation, forgotten yet still in place. Strange...

      As we pressed on towards the north, the fog parted here and there. Between two jolts, the shape of a small valley, the shadow of a solitary tree standing like a forgotten watchman. Past eleven by my silver watch. A novel slipped from my numbed hands. I understood that the true journey was only just beginning. A cold older than that of the compartment lay hidden within me. A cold without season, intimate, insidious. I studied my reflection. Shadowed eyes, lips too pale. I did not recognise the passenger facing me. Poor woman.

      Then Scotland began to unveil itself. Timidly. Like a cautious land weighing its guest before offering itself. And I sensed, in that hesitation, something carnivorous. I was not entering this land as a stranger. That certainty troubled me more than I dared admit. Its impenetrable forests, its sharp ridges, woke echoes in me that my conscious memory could not grasp. Some instinct murmured names never learned, traced paths never walked. My body had already wandered here. It spoke to me, low, in a forgotten tongue. It was not the places I dreaded, nor the isolation. It was what I found there of myself. This was not a departure, but a return. I do not understand its meaning. I announced it earlier. I return to it now.

      But no. The reality was that I was a widow. A woman in black whom loss had rendered mute. I remained there, hands upon my knees, my eyes lost in the paling dark. The train seemed to have withdrawn from the world. My neck bent. My eyelids closed. I sank. I do not know whether it was a dream. I do not know what it was. Something, perhaps, would tear me from that despair.

      I was walking through an immaculate clearing, bathed in a milky light. The snowflakes did not fall, they rose from the ground, like ash in reverse. The trees bowed in a mournful silence. Beneath my steps the snow dissolved, revealing a varnished floor the dream had not yet dared to disclose. The clearing faded away. The forest bent. Walls rose up. A ballroom. Blood-red hangings between white columns. Chandeliers of black crystal swaying above unyielding faces.

      They were all there. The wretches. The figures of London's high society. Familiar and unrecognisable at once. Their ceremonial dress bore the mark of an interrupted ball. Their faces were withered by the years. Some sketched shapeless smiles, others fixed me with lightless eyes. They did not speak. They surrounded me, gliding without sound across the floor.

      Then the murmurs. Muffled, measured, impeccably polite. Women's voices first, soft as poisoned velvet. 'She does her rank honour this evening. Always so elegant, Lady Highlish. Certainly. But look how absent she seems. Almost elsewhere.' A crystalline laugh rose, brief, lethal. Men's voices joined in, deeper, wrapped in that paternalistic kindness that fools no one. 'Highlish keeps a firm hand on her, it seems. A husband who knows what he owns. He always did have a sense for property, our dear Earl.' I felt the glances slide over me like invisible hands, weighing me, assessing me. 'She was livelier at her first ball, you will recall. Marriage changes a woman. Some wives keep their light. Others...' The sentence trailed off, delicately unfinished, as befits well-bred people. Nothing violent. Nothing direct. Only that worldly remark, too respectful to be an insult, too precise not to wound. They knew. They had always known. And no one had ever intervened.

      I lowered my eyes. The dress was no longer the one for travelling, nor the one for mourning, but a ball gown, of ivory white set off with silver embroidery, the rigid bodice pressing upon my chest. I recognised every pearl, every seam. I had worn it once before, during a cruel winter when one danced to conceal the ice in one's heart. Around me, figures frozen mid-waltz. All turned towards me, watching for a signal I had not yet given.

      Then came the touch. A hand sprung from nothingness settled upon my bare shoulder. Heavy, icy, perfectly placed. The pressure was precise and familiar. My body recognised that hand before my mind understood it. It was a hand that knew authority, possession, the habit of closing without ever being pushed away. I turned my head slowly. And there, in the half-light, he stood. Greygory had returned from among the dead. Upright, massive, motionless. The black coat with obsidian buttons, the suffocating knot of his cravat, his hair drawn back. His gaze passed through me like a winter wind.

      He was there.

      His hand left my shoulder to encircle my waist. The other, gloved in black, reached out, waiting for mine. I hesitated a second, my fingers found his, my body obeying a memory buried deeper than fear. And we danced. The orchestra was only a ghostly murmur, a forgotten music vibrating in the air without instruments. It was like the early years, when I still did not know the price of his gaze. Around us the guests remained held within the scene. A circle of dead eyes. His arm held me firmly, too firmly. His fixed stare seemed to probe me beyond my flesh. He was not dancing for me. He was dancing so that all would see. So that none would mistake what his gestures proclaimed. The Countess Highlish belonged to him, in death as in life.

      And now and then, in the immense mirrors lining the hall, I caught our reflection. Mine, yes, white dress swirling like a flag of surrender. But where his shoulders should have appeared, his face, his massive body against mine, there was nothing. A shadow without outline. A dense absence. A void that held me and made me waltz. I was dancing with what no longer was. The mirrors did not lie. It was I who refused to believe them.

      Then, with a sovereign motion, he bent me backward. My back arched into the empty air, my neck tipped back, my hair brushed the floor. His arm held me, barred across my lower back with the precision of a vice. His free hand settled upon my stomach. Through the fabric I felt the cold of his fingers like an inverted burn. It climbed slowly, sliding over the embroidered cloth, following the line of my ribs, crossing the edge of the bodice. Where silk gave way to skin, his fingers found my bare flesh. The contact ran through the whole of me, not as a caress but as a break-in. Every inch of skin he touched recoiled beneath that impossible cold. I did not move. Held in that backward arc as though in an open coffin.

      His fingers reached my throat. They closed around the pearl necklace, the one he had given me on the evening of our engagement. For an instant his grip held still. Then, with a sharp motion, he tore the strand away. The pearls burst into the silence. They did not fall as pearls should have fallen. They scattered into the darkness, each one carrying off a sliver of light, rolling across the floor with a sound like small bones breaking. Swallowed by the dark, one by one, to the very last. My throat remained bare, marked by the burning groove of the broken thread.

      He set me upright again without a word. The waltz resumed, more violent. It was no longer a dance but a stranglehold. My screams, which I tried to cast out of me, flowed back instead, sinking into my flesh like swallowed blades. As we spun, the floor gave way beneath us. The arabesques of the parquet faded. Wherever he set his foot, a creeping mould devoured the wood. The walls decayed. The gilding withered. The mirrors cracked without a sound. The hall collapsed. The floor turned to abyss. Nothing remained. Nothing but him, and his gaze nailed to mine.

      He slowed. His hands released me. I remained before him in that absolute void. My body folded without my giving the order. My knees bent, my neck inclined. My gloved hands took up the folds of the ivory gown and spread them wide, like a fall of snow, vast and solemn, forming a perfect circle. I curtsied. A perfect curtsy, learned in drawing rooms, rehearsed a thousand times before the manor's mirrors. The gesture of a Countess before an Earl. The gesture of a woman before her master. I had not chosen to make it. My body had decided for me, inhabited by a memory older than my will. That is what terrifies me most. Not his hand, not his gaze. This gesture I made entirely on my own. This obedience lodged inside me.

      He bent down. His deep black gaze fixed itself upon mine. His lips did not move. And yet his voice forced its way into me without passing through the world. It rumbled, cavernous, wrenched from the throat of a dragon buried beneath the centuries.

      'Are you afraid? Is it death that still flays you? I see you, and yet you refuse to see me as I am, and as you are in my eyes...'

      That sentence had not been spoken. It had been imprinted, carved into my mind. My blood froze. Neither cry nor start. Everything in me contracted, not from fear but from an intimate recognition of that voice, which needed no hearing to become flesh. Some part of me already knew there would be no escape. His icy lips fell upon mine. It was not a kiss, it was a seal. A mark imposed, a black fire without heat carried to my mouth. I did not move. My breath vanished. When he straightened, no word was necessary. I was his. Again.

      I forget myself in writing, like some novelist, of a work that shall never see the light of day. Who would wish to read me? Who would wish to poison their mind with the sorry tale of Lady Highlish. Grotesque, again.

      I was still asleep when the train stopped. Abruptly, like a slap dealt to the night. A violent jolt, the metallic screech of the brakes. I woke with a start, gasping. The nightmare had faded. The burn remained, lodged in the hollow of my lips.

      Outside, dawn was thickening into a milky fog. The train had stopped in the middle of nowhere. No station, no light, no human shape. Nothing but a stretch of moorland drowned in a silvery mist. The train fell still with a muffled gasp. Outside the world.

      But what follows is more disturbing still. It was not the outside that troubled me. It was in peering into the night that I came at last to see myself. My reflection imposed itself. Behind my pale face, tense with alarm, the glass returned a complete image of the compartment. And the seat opposite mine was turned towards me. I was certain it had not faced me before. No sound had betrayed a presence. And yet there it was, tilted, as though someone had settled into it to watch me. Good Lord.

      Another detail, more disturbing still. On the small table between the two seats, an object. I had not placed it there. No memory bound me to it. A cut-glass receptacle, with a half-consumed cigar, crushed with a coarse, almost cruel gesture, still bearing the mark of teeth I did not wish to imagine. The ash formed a ring, dark, intact. An acrid, almost sweet smell rose from the relic. The smell of tobacco soaking into every fibre of the compartment.

      It was neither the sight of the ashtray nor the strangeness of the moment, but the ring within the ash that froze my blood. I had once caught him doing precisely this, on a winter evening, in his study. He would turn the cigar slowly, trace small, precise circles, then crush the ember with a sharp gesture, as one crushes an insect. It was a habit he never let go of. A silent signature. I would have recognised it among a thousand.

      At first I refused to believe it. But this trace, this scent, everything bore his mark. I closed my eyes, breathed in to dispel the image. When I opened them again, nothing had moved. The seat waited. The fog beyond the glass remained fixed. It was I who broke the spell. With a start I rose, seized the seat to drag it back to its original position, then, without daring to look at the ashtray again, took it up with a firm hand and threw it into the iron bin beside the door. A gesture to break the charm, or to finish it off. I opened the window. The air rushed in, cold, raw, but welcome. It carried off, little by little, the cloying smell of tobacco. I breathed deeply to reclaim possession of the space.

      I still feel the shiver of it as I set it down. My hand trembles. The words no longer come as easily, I must stop soon. One certainty remains. That night carried the inexplicable within it. I shall have to tame these accursed nights, welcome them as one welcomes a fever. They will return, I can feel it already.
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        High Heather Castle, Scotland

        17 October 1862

      

      

      There are hours when paper no longer suffices to contain the soul, when silence demands to be shared. I write from an unfamiliar room where everything still frightens me. The candle struggles to light the marked surface of the dressing table. In the mirror, my pale face flickers with the flame, my features hollowed by shadow and weariness, while behind me the room loses itself in darkness. Through the window, the estate stretches into the darkness of a wild country where the wind howls without respite. Good Lord, what a place. I feel a prisoner between these walls that cut me off from the entire world. A tale of misfortune from which even the ghosts would long since have fled. The Cairngorms swallowed me whole, to spit me out again, alive but changed. I no longer know whether this road was a path towards freedom, or towards another kind of prison.

      I opened my eyes again at six in the morning, on the train. Perth was drawing near. The whistle split the silence, sharp, clear. The sun pierced through the mist banks to brush warmly against my face. I lingered in it longer than I would have wished, as though that fragile warmth were the only thing still offered to me.

      Before stepping down, I could not stop myself looking at the seat that had so mysteriously moved. And yet something lingered here. A suspended echo. An absent presence.

      On the platform, in the fog
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