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  Introduction: The Dead of Winter


There are, in certain remote corners of our England, places where the march of the seasons proceeds not by the almanac’s tidy arithmetic, but by older reckonings kept only in the hush of village lanes and the mutterings of hearthside gossips. In such places the rising and falling of the year is marked not merely by harvest and thaw, but by nights accorded their own personality, storms remembered as though kin, and certain dreadful intervals which—though unnamed in any printed calendar—are observed with the solemnity of ancient rites. One such place was the village of Brackenford, a modest cluster of homes and hearts set high upon the upland moors, where the wind was known to arrive a half-minute sooner than the sound of it, and where winter, when it came, came thoroughly. 
Among the local reckonings kept by Brackenford’s inhabitants, none was spoken of more reluctantly, nor recalled with a more genuine stirring of the blood, than that mysterious and ill-omened night known only as the Dead of Winter. No parson would care to preach upon it; no schoolmaster would set it down for instruction; no alderman, clerk, or official of any sort would admit to granting it the least importance. And yet, for all their outward indifference, the villagers carried a private dread of the thing, as though it were a guest who, though unseen, nevertheless insisted on calling once each year, and whose visits left a strange chill in the very timbers of their houses.
The tale, as it had been passed down through so many generations that even the oldest shepherds could no longer say where truth ended and embroidery began, maintained that on a night of uncommon cold—cold so bitter that it could split a water-butt clean in two, and crack the very breath from a man’s lips—the boundary between the living and those claimed by winter’s mercy thinned to the width of a hair. On that night alone, the frozen dead, preserved by the pitiless hand of the season, might wander once more along the roads where life had slipped from them: travellers lost in drifts, shepherds perished between gate and sty, children taken in fevers that winter alone could contrive, and soldiers who had staggered too late homewards from distant wars.
Some insisted these wintry spirits were harmless, seeking nothing but the warmth they had been denied. Others whispered darker notions: that they pressed their faces to the windowpanes and breathed a frost that dimmed the lamps within; that they called names not spoken in the village for many years; and that, at times, the snow outside reflected more footprints than the number of living souls within. But of all the rumours, none was so unsettling as the old belief that three names—never spoken aloud, and never shared—were recorded each year in the deepest, dustiest pages of the church ledger, set aside in ink that no vicar had ever confessed to using.
It was into this setting, and upon the threshold of that most dreaded season, that Captain Arthur Lethbridge arrived one December afternoon. A tall, spare gentleman with a coat pulled tightly about him and the look of a man acquainted with harsher winters than most, he stepped down from the London mail-coach onto the frozen lane with the air of one who has known hardship and expects no favours from the weather. The Crimea had left its mark upon him: a stiffness in the chest when the cold set in, and a tendency to regard every sharp wind as a messenger bearing disagreeable tidings. Yet his physician had assured him that country air would work wonders for his constitution, and so he had come, hopeful that the quietude of an upland village might prove curative.
The coach rattled away, leaving the captain alone with his trunk, the creaking signboard of the coaching inn, and the sound of the wind, which—like many winds that inhabit lonely places—took the liberty of addressing itself to newcomers with intimate familiarity. He had scarcely taken twenty steps along the lane when he perceived a curious sight: a row of footprints ahead, singular in their depth and crispness, marching along the otherwise unbroken snow. This would not have been remarkable in itself, had there been the least sign of the person who made them. But the prints ended abruptly halfway down the lane, as though the traveller had taken flight into the very air or been swallowed neatly by the snow.
While he bent to inspect them, finding the impression colder than the surrounding drift—a fact that he chose, sensibly, not to dwell upon—he was addressed by a woman from the doorway of a small cottage. She was of respectable bearing, her features composed, her eyes bright with intelligence and something else—concern, perhaps; or knowledge she had no intention of sharing.
“You must be Captain Lethbridge,” she said. “Your lodgings are ready, sir. But I would not tarry here if I were you. The frost deepens quickly after sunset.”
He straightened, brushing the snow from his gloves. “Miss Pyke, I presume.”
“Indeed.” She cast a wary glance toward the lane. “If the coach brought you this far without trouble, count yourself fortunate. Few travellers arrive unhindered at this time of year. Fewer still on a night such as this.”
“A night such as… what, precisely?” Lethbridge asked.
She hesitated, as though measuring how much a newcomer might bear. Then, quietly:
“We stand upon the edge of the Dead of Winter, Captain. And Brackenford feels the weight of it already.”
As she spoke, a gust of wind rattled the shutters of the cottage, and the footprints in the lane seemed to darken, as if a shadow had passed over them.
And so, with the faintest prickle of unease settling upon him, the captain followed Miss Pyke toward the warm glow of his lodgings, little suspecting that the night which awaited him—so dreadfully named, so carefully avoided in village talk—would soon prove far more real than the doctor’s tonic, the fire in the grate, or the coat upon his back.






  
  Chapter One

In Which Captain Lethbridge Takes His Lodging, Meets the Villagers, and Hears a Curious Sound Beneath the Snow


There is a particular quality to the cold in upland villages which no Londoner, however seasoned by river-fog or January sleet, can fully comprehend. It is a cold that has made a compact with silence; a cold that creeps along the bones of the world with the slow, deliberate tread of an inspector examining every crack and crevice for signs of wrongdoing. In Brackenford, that cold had already taken up residence for the season, and on the evening of Captain Arthur Lethbridge’s arrival, it was busily laying its invisible fingers upon window-latches, gateposts, doorknobs, and the noses of the unwise. 
Miss Evelyn Pyke led the captain across the narrow lane toward a neat, stone-fronted house positioned between the churchyard wall and the village green. Its windows were misted just enough to suggest a fire burning within, and the smell of peat drifted faintly from the chimney. A reassuring, domestic smell — though its comfort was curiously offset by the breath of wind which seemed to grow sharper with every step.
“You will find the house comfortable enough,” Miss Pyke said, pushing open the green-painted door with a practised air. “Mrs Batley keeps it in good order. She attends the Sunday service, tends the vicar’s flowers, and has been known to bake when the mood takes her, though she claims it is merely to keep her hands warm.”
As if summoned by the remark, an elderly woman of stout proportions and brisk temperament appeared in the hallway, wiping her hands upon her apron.
“Well now, Captain Lethbridge, is it?” she announced, not waiting for an introduction. “Mind your boots, sir, mind your boots. We’ve enough frost in this house without inviting it onto the rug. Miss Pyke, I’m obliged to you. Did the coach bring him safely?”
“It did,” Miss Pyke replied. “Though the road was none too promising. Good evening, Mrs Batley. The captain will require supper shortly.”
“That he will,” said Mrs Batley. “And I’ve mutton stew simmering on the hob. Strong enough to put a spark in a mole, that stew. We shall see what it does for you, sir.”
With that pronouncement, she bustled through to the kitchen, leaving the captain to deposit his coat upon a hook and take stock of his surroundings. The front room was modest but welcoming, with a red-patterned rug on the floor, two deep armchairs positioned before a good fire, and a small writing-desk tucked beneath the window. A clock ticked steadily on the mantelpiece, its pendulum swinging with the confidence of a long-established resident.
“You will find the village quite peaceful in ordinary times,” Miss Pyke said. “But these last few days have been—how shall I put it—more unsettled than we are accustomed to. I hope you will not be unduly disturbed.”
Arthur gave a polite bow of the head. “I have known disturbance of many kinds,” he said. “I doubt Brackenford can produce anything half so troubling as what the Crimea managed.”
Miss Pyke’s expression did not change, but her eyes flickered — just once — toward the frost-silvered window.
“One must never challenge winter so directly, Captain,” she replied quietly. “It has a habit of rising to the provocation.”
Before he could form a response, Mrs Batley returned bearing a steaming bowl of stew and an insistence that he sit and fortify himself before the cold “got up to mischief.” He obeyed gratefully. Miss Pyke made her goodbyes, promising to call upon the vicar the following morning and recommend that he welcome their new visitor.
“The Reverend is a kind man, though somewhat cautious,” she observed as she drew on her gloves. “He may speak to you of matters that do not concern outsiders. Should he do so — listen.”
And with that enigmatic counsel, she stepped back into the night, leaving a gust of cold behind her that took several seconds to dissipate.
For some minutes the captain ate in thoughtful silence. The stew, though coarse in its assembly, was hearty, and the warmth of it spread through him with commendable vigour. The fire, too, revealed its better qualities now that he was seated before it. And yet — and yet — he could not shake the curious prickling sensation that had begun at the base of his neck the moment he first stepped onto Brackenford’s lanes.
The footprints.
They had been too clean, too sharply pressed, too abruptly ended. Even in deepest Crimean winter, he had never seen a trail that behaved as though its maker had simply ceased existing between one step and the next.
He set down his spoon and rose to inspect the window more closely. Outside, the snow drifted steadily in fine, glittering flakes, each catching the glow from the streetlamp across the green. The footprints, from this vantage, were no longer visible; the wind had already begun its work of erasing them, smoothing the lane with icy industry.
“Something amiss, Captain?” Mrs Batley called from the kitchen.
“No,” he answered. “Only acquainting myself with the climate.”
“You’ll not find a more honest climate anywhere,” she said. “It tells its mind straight out, whether you wish to hear it or not. Snow’s set in for the night, mark me. And when the snow settles, the village settles. Though,” she added more quietly, “these past nights have been noisy enough.”
“Noisy?” Arthur repeated.
“Aye. But not from folk.” She hesitated, hands on her apron. “Perhaps Miss Pyke has already mentioned the Dead o’ Winter to you.”
“She has, though she offered little detail.”
“Then you’ll hear the rest soon enough,” said Mrs Batley tartly, as though deeply suspicious of the whole idea. “It’s a night best left in the past, if you ask me. Nothing but ill whispers and colder bones. But I’ll say no more.”
And indeed she did not, for she disappeared into the kitchen with such suddenness that the captain wondered whether he had imagined the tremor in her voice.
Left alone once more, he stood before the fire and allowed his gaze to stray again to the window. The snow outside was falling more thickly now, swarming in the lamplight like pale insects. His breath misted faintly in the room, a sign that the outside cold had already begun to gnaw at the edges of the house.
Then — a sound.
Soft. Barely perceptible. But unmistakable.
A tapping.
Not at the window, as one might expect from a tree branch caught in the wind. Not at the door, nor at the eaves. The sound came from beneath the house, beneath the very floorboards on which he stood.
Tap.Tap-tap.
He held his breath.
Tap.
A deliberate sound. Not the expansion of wood in cold, nor the shifting of pipes, nor the settling of foundations.
He stooped slightly, listening with intent.
Tap.
A pause.
Tap-tap.
He straightened slowly, every inch of the soldier in him sharpening to attention. For a moment, he thought of calling to Mrs Batley, but she was in the kitchen, and he could not imagine she would appreciate a disturbance so early in his tenancy.
Instead, he stepped lightly across the rug and knelt, placing one hand upon the floorboards.
They were cold.
Not merely chilled by winter — they were cold as iron left out overnight. The kind of cold that seemed to pulse faintly, as though it were alive.
The tapping stopped as soon as he touched the boards.
A long silence followed, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the wind at the window.
Then, faintly, as if in answer to his breath:
Arthur…
A whisper. A voice he had not heard since the trenches outside Sevastopol. A voice belonging to a man who should never have been able to speak again.
He stumbled back, heart driving against his ribs. The whisper died. The cold beneath the boards seemed to recede, inch by inch, until the house felt its own once more.
Mrs Batley reappeared in the doorway, drying her hands.
“All settled, sir? You’ve gone a touch pale.”
Arthur forced steadiness into his voice. “Only the fatigue of travel. The weather has teeth.”
“Aye,” she said with a knowing look. “But it’s not the weather that bites deepest in December.”
She gestured toward the fire, urging him to take the chair again.
“You rest yourself, Captain. You’ll want all your strength. There’s talk the Dead o’ Winter may come early this year.”
And for the first time since he arrived, Arthur noticed the tremor beneath her words. A tremor that spoke not of superstition, but of experience.
Outside, the snow thickened.Inside, the cold gathered in the corners like a secret.And beneath the floorboards, the silence held its breath.






  
  Chapter Two

Containing an Unexpected Visitor, a Sceptical Young Doctor, and the First Unmistakable Sign of Something Amiss


If Captain Lethbridge slept that night, it was only in brief, uneasy intervals, as though the cold beneath the floorboards possessed a mind intent on interrupting even the smallest measure of rest. More than once, he awoke with the sensation that the room had grown darker, not by the extinguishing of light but by the gathering of some presence that did not belong to the common category of shadows. And though he was a man accustomed to the particular sort of discomfort that stalks a soldier’s repose, he found himself glancing more than once toward the rug upon which he had knelt the evening before, half-expecting the tapping to recommence. 
It did not.
Morning announced itself not with cheerful birdsong or a rosy dawn, but with a solemn grey light, diffused through curtains stiffened by frost. The air in the room held the peculiar quality of being cold even within a warmed space — as though the frost had crept in overnight, intent on examining the furniture while its inhabitants slept.
He dressed, shaved, donned his coat, and ventured downstairs, where Mrs Batley was already bustling with an energy that defied both age and season.
“Well now, Captain Lethbridge, up and about early, I see,” she observed, sliding a plate of bread and dripping before him. “The cold didn’t trouble you, I trust?”
“It troubled the window-glass, certainly,” Arthur replied, attempting a lightness he did not feel. “And the floorboards took an unusual interest in my company.”
Mrs Batley snorted, which in her case conveyed both amusement and significant concern.
“Aye, well, you’ll find this house speaks in its own fashion. Old timbers all over Brackenford have much to say during winter. Don’t heed every complaint. They’ve long memories, some of them.”
Arthur sipped his tea, the warmth of it reaching down his throat with grateful haste.
“I intend to call upon the vicar this morning,” he said. “Miss Pyke mentioned he might offer insight into village matters.”
Mrs Batley pursed her lips as she wiped a cup. “Reverend Thorne is a solemn man. Nervous in the winter months, truth be told. Keeps odd records in the church drawers. Don’t know why half of them haven’t been burned. But he means no harm. You’ll get on with him well enough.”
He thanked her, donned his gloves, and stepped outside. The snow had not merely fallen: it had settled with the finality of a landlord whose rent will not be questioned. The lane lay buried beneath white drifts piled high as a man’s calf; rooftops bore the weight like elderly shoulders bracing against an unwanted embrace; and the edges of the church roof glittered with icicles as straight and sharp as bayonets.
He had taken scarcely a dozen steps when a figure emerged from the direction of the inn — a young man, well-dressed, bespectacled, and wearing a coat that looked as though it had been purchased for appearances rather than insulation.
“Ah! Captain Lethbridge?” the young man called out, waving cheerfully despite the cold’s nipping at his fingers. “Terribly sorry, are you the new lodger at Mrs Batley’s?”
Arthur inclined his head. “I am. And you are—?”
“Doctor Lionel Jute,” he said briskly, extending a gloved hand. “Recently arrived from London to take up the village practice here. A temporary post, though I hope to make something more of it if these provincial winters don’t freeze me stiff.”
Arthur’s gaze lingered on the thinness of the man’s coat. “You may wish to revise your decision as soon as possible.”
“Already have,” Jute laughed. “Fantastic place, but half the residents are convinced I ought to know the difference between a ‘weather-twitch’ and a ‘frost-omen’, whatever that signifies. And everyone seems determined to warn me of some annual catastrophe called the Dead of Winter. Superstition, of course. Local fancy. I’ve no patience for such things.”
“No patience?” Arthur repeated, raising a brow.
“None whatsoever,” Jute said with conviction. “Fear and imagination make unfortunate bedfellows. With proper drainage and good sanitation, most ghostly complaints would vanish entirely.”
Arthur was not so certain.
“Do they mention footprints?” he asked casually.
Jute blinked. “Footprints? No. Should they?”
Arthur considered the matter. It was too soon to reveal the events of the previous evening. He was still uncertain whether he had truly heard a whisper or merely the echoes of an exhausted mind.
“Nothing of consequence,” he said. “But perhaps you will discover the village’s peculiarities in time.”
“Oh, I have no doubt,” said the doctor, stamping his feet against the cold. “Though I suspect I shall attribute them to the weather. Or boredom. Or both.”
With that, he bid Arthur good morning and hurried along the lane, slipping twice before disappearing inside the inn.
Arthur turned toward the churchyard.
The gate sagged under the weight of snow, and as he pushed it open, a thin shower of ice broke loose from the ironwork and clattered to the ground. The church tower loomed above, its bell silent and rimed with frost, looking for all the world like a weary sentinel contemplating the necessity of sounding an alarm.
Reverend Thorne met him inside the porch, wearing a scarf wound about his neck thrice over and an expression of mild surprise.
“Captain Lethbridge,” he said. “Miss Pyke sent word of your arrival. Do come in. The cold here is thorough in its attentions.”
The church interior was dim and echoing, the stained-glass windows glazed over by thin sheets of frost that distorted the coloured saints into pale wraiths. Arthur followed the vicar to a pew near the front, where a small stove radiated a modest but welcome heat.
“I believe Miss Pyke suggested that you wished to discuss… village matters,” the vicar said cautiously.
“Yes,” Arthur replied. “She hinted that this season holds some particular significance.”
Reverend Thorne folded his hands, looked toward the altar as though contemplating a sermon that refused to write itself, and said:
“I suppose it was inevitable. Visitors always arrive on such years.”
“On what years, precisely?”
The vicar drew a long breath.
“On years when the Dead of Winter approaches.”
Arthur waited.
The vicar continued quietly:
“There is a belief here — not mine, I assure you, but one shared by many — that winter sometimes carries more than snow on its back. That those who die in its shadow do not always rest easily. Old tales, you understand. Stories meant to keep travellers cautious and children obedient.”
“And the footprints?” Arthur asked.
He regretted the question as soon as he asked it, but the vicar’s eyes sharpened.
“You have seen something.”
“A trail,” Arthur said. “Ending abruptly.”
The vicar closed his eyes.
“It begins early,” he murmured. “God preserve us.”
Before Arthur could request clarification, a sudden commotion arose in the porch — hurried footsteps, a sharp intake of breath, and the doctor’s voice, high with agitation.
“Reverend! Captain! Come quickly!”
Both men hurried to the doorway where Doctor Jute stood pointing toward the lane with the expression of a man whose scepticism had suffered a decisive blow.
“What happened?” Arthur demanded.
Jute swallowed. “I was returning to the inn when I saw… well, it sounds absurd, but… a figure.”
“What sort of figure?”
“A tall one,” Jute muttered. “Dressed in white. It moved across the lane without disturbing the snow. And when I called out — it turned its face toward me.”
“And?” the vicar pressed.
“It had no eyes,” whispered the doctor.
Arthur’s pulse quickened.
“Where did it go?”
Jute pointed a trembling finger toward the far end of the green. “There. Toward the old coaching road.”
Arthur followed the direction with his gaze.
There, faint but unmistakable against the untouched snow of the green, was a line of footprints.
Deep. Clean-cut.
And, most disturbingly, moving toward the village.
“Reverend Thorne,” Arthur said quietly, “does your ledger include the names of travellers?”
The vicar’s face paled.
“It includes all who died in winter,” he whispered. “No matter where they fell.”
The wind rose suddenly, carrying with it a long, low moan that might have been the sound of cold air passing through the church tower.
Or something else.
Something walking.
Something returning.
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