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Chapter 1

The messenger came at noon with a wax-sealed packet and the smell of horse-sweat clinging to his cloak. Ilse took it from him on the farmyard step, her hands dusted with flour from the morning bread. She did not offer him water. She did not offer him anything except the copper coin she kept in her apron pocket for exactly this sort of interruption.

He mounted again before she could decide whether to thank him or curse him. The horse tossed its head, impatient, and they were gone down the lane in a cloud of grit. Ilse stood there a moment with the packet in her hand, feeling the weight of it—lighter than she expected, as though whatever lay inside had already been weighed and found insufficient.

Inside the cottage, the light fell in slanted rectangles through the window. Dust moved in it, slow and indifferent. Ilse broke the seal with her thumb. The parchment unrolled with a dry crackle, and she read it standing where she was, boots still tracking mud onto the floorboards.

By order of Lord Kaelen, the estate known as Harrow's End shall pass to Ilse Vane, daughter of Mara Vane, upon the death of Eamon Vane, late custodian of the Pilgrim's Road, all holdings, lands, and appurtenances thereof.

Appurtenances. A word that meant nothing and everything. Ilse folded the paper back up and set it on the table beside the chalk-marked ledger she used for tracking grain and livestock. She stared at it for a long time. Then she laughed—a short, sharp sound that startled the cat off the stool.

The road. A useless strip of cracked stone. Uncle Eamon had left her the road, a liability she'd have to maintain but couldn't sell, along with the field and the cottage and the stubborn patch of earth behind the barn where the wheat refused to grow straight. For seven years she'd lived here, seven years of watching pilgrims disappear past the northern waystone, and now the Baron's clerk had sent her a piece of parchment to confirm she owned the stones too — another tax on land that produced nothing.

She walked to the window and looked out toward the lane. The Pilgrim’s Road stretched north from the farm, a ribbon of cracked limestone disappearing into the hollow beyond the ridge. It had been quiet for seven years. The last traveler—the last anyone—had passed through in the autumn of the great frost, a gaunt figure with a pack and no face, moving north without looking back. Ilse had watched from this same window. She'd wanted to call out. She hadn't.

Now the road belonged to her. Another burden, really — three acres of wind-battered wheat, a goat that wouldn't stop eating the garden, a cottage that leaked when the rain came from the east, and a cracked stone path she couldn't fence off or plow under because some ancient law bound it to her family's name.

Ilse pulled on her coat and went outside.

The afternoon sun was pale and thin, the kind of light that made everything look slightly false, as though the world had been painted over with a layer of ash. She walked down the lane toward the road, her boots finding the familiar grooves in the dirt where the cart wheels had worn their paths over decades. The air smelled of damp soil and something else—something cold and mineral, like stone that had been buried underground for centuries and only now exhaled.

The first waystone rose from the earth ten paces past the farm gate. It was taller than a man, wider than her forearm, and covered in moss that grew only on its northern face, as though the stone itself were afraid of the sun. Ilse pressed her palm against it. Cold. Not the cold of shade or damp, but the deep cold of something that held winter inside it, year-round. She had felt this cold a hundred times since she was a girl, and she had never learned what it meant.

The waystones lined the road at regular intervals—three between the farm and the first hollow, five more past the hollow to the ridge, and then the cluster near the northern boundary where the road began its descent into the lowlands. Uncle Eamon had maintained them. Ilse knew this because she had watched him do it, year after year, scraping lichen from their surfaces, clearing the weeds from their bases, speaking words to them in a voice too low for her to hear. She'd assumed they were prayers. Now she wondered if they were instructions.

Before Ilse could turn back to the cottage, a figure stumbled from the tree line near the first waystone. He was young, his tunic torn, blood matting his hair to his forehead. He looked at her with desperate eyes and croaked, "The way... please. Which way north?" His legs gave out and he collapsed against the stone, his breath coming in wet gasps. Ilse stood over him, the cold of the waystone still on her palm, and felt the silence of seven years shatter like glass.

Ilse stopped at the second marker. Where the moss-covered monolith should have risen from the earth, there was only a shallow, fresh hole, the dirt still loose around its edges. Torvin's boot prints were visible nearby, broad and deep, leading back toward the lane. She knelt and pressed her fingers to the disturbed soil — warm, as though the ground had only just surrendered its stone. Seven years of maintenance and someone had come in the night and taken one clean away.

At the first hollow, the road narrowed. The stones leaned inward, as though leaning over to listen. Ilse stopped and listened herself. Nothing. No voices, no footsteps, no sound at all except the wind moving through the grass and the occasional cry of a hawk circling above the ridge. Seven years of silence. Seven years of a road with nowhere to go. Yet the stones seemed to hold the shape of footsteps that weren't there, a phantom imprint of the thousands who had passed before, pressed into the cold rock like breath on glass.

She crouched and traced the cracks in the limestone with her fingers. Some of them were old—deep fissures that had split the stone during the last hard winter—but others were fresh, spiderweb fractures that radiated from the joints where individual stones met. The road was falling apart. She could see it now, clearly, for the first time. The Baron would hear about this. The Baron always heard about things that belonged to him.

A bird landed on the nearest waystone, a small grey thing with a pale breast. It tilted its head, looked at Ilse, and took off again. She watched it fly north, toward the hollow, toward the ridge, toward wherever birds went when they wanted to disappear.

When she returned to the cottage, the light had shifted. The rectangles on the floor were shorter now, darker at the edges. Ilse lit the lamp and sat at the table with the deed spread before her. She read it again, slowly, searching for clauses or conditions or hidden meanings. There were none. The Baron's clerk had written what needed to be written, and the Baron's seal confirmed it. Harrow's End was hers. The road was hers. The stones were hers.

She thought about burning the deed. It would be easy enough—strike a flint, hold the edge to the flame, watch it curl and blacken and turn to ash. But she didn't. Instead she folded it neatly and placed it back in the envelope, then slid the envelope into the drawer where she kept the needles and the thread and the small brass key that opened the cupboard beneath the stairs.

Outside, the wind picked up. It moved through the wheat in waves, bending it low and then letting it rise again, over and over, as though the field were breathing. Ilse sat in the lamplight and listened to it. She thought about her uncle, dead now for seven years, buried in the patch of ground behind the barn where the wheat grew crookedest. She thought about the way he used to stand at the road's edge every evening, watching the horizon, as though he expected someone to come.

Seven years, and no one had come.

Ilse blew out the lamp and went to bed.

Morning came grey and wet. Rain fell in a steady sheet, drumming on the roof and filling the gutters until water overflowed and ran down the walls in thin brown streams. Ilse woke before dawn, as she always did, and dressed in the dark. She ate bread and cheese standing at the counter, then went out into the yard to check the goat.

The goat was fine. It was always fine. It stood in the corner of the pen, chewing cud with an expression of profound satisfaction, its yellow eyes half-closed against the rain. Ilse filled its trough with hay and watched it eat. She thought about the deed. She thought about the road. She thought about the way the waystones had felt beneath her hand—cold, solid, patient.

After breakfast, she walked to the northern boundary. The rain had stopped by then, leaving the world washed and gleaming, every leaf and blade of grass dripping. The boundary stones were low and flat, half-buried in the earth, marking the edge of her land. Beyond them, the road continued north, descending into the lowlands toward the Baron's territory. Toward the keep.

Ilse stood at the boundary and looked north. The sky was clearing, patches of blue appearing between the clouds like tears in fabric. Somewhere far away, beyond the lowlands and the hills and the places she had never been, the road ended. She had never asked her uncle where. He had only said, in the voice she could remember most clearly, that it went to the sea.

The Northern Shore. A place in stories and in old maps, visible only on the clearest days when the wind blew from the east and the air was still enough to carry the scent of salt across the lowlands. Ilse had never seen it. She had never wanted to. The sea was too far, too uncertain, too much like the things her mother used to hum about in songs that ended on notes that hung in the air like unanswered questions.

She turned back toward the farm. The wheat was flattened where the rain had beaten it down, but it would recover. Wheat always recovered. Ilse had learned that much in seven years of farming land that wanted to kill her. She walked past the goat, past the barn, past the crooked patch where her uncle was buried, and into the cottage.

The parchment lay heavy on the table. Ilse took it, retrieved the iron key from her belt, and descended to the cellar beneath the stairs. She slid the deed into the wooden chest beside the rusted sewing awl and the spool of waxed thread, then barred the door behind her before returning to the table.

She sat there for a long time, staring at nothing. The house was quiet except for the cat, which had jumped onto the stool and was purring softly, a sound like stones tumbling in a stream. Ilse thought about the waystones. She thought about the fractures in the road. She thought about the seven years of silence.

Then she stood up, went to the door, and stepped outside again.

The afternoon was breaking. The clouds had thinned, and sunlight broke through in patches, illuminating the wet fields in gold and green. Ilse walked down the lane toward the road, her boots splashing in the puddles, her hands shoved deep in her pockets. She reached the first waystone and pressed her palm against it again. Cold. Solid. Patient.

She let her hand fall, the gesture heavy with finality, and turned her face toward the northern horizon where the Pilgrim’s Road vanished into the mist.
Chapter 2

The cottage sat where the Pilgrim's Road began its slow descent into the northern hollow, a low stone hut swallowed by bramble and time. Ilse pushed the door open and the smell hit her first—dried herbs hanging from the rafters, the sour tang of old paper, and beneath it all, the damp-earth breath of a building that had not known a fire in months. Dust lay thick on every surface, soft as ground bone where her fingers dragged through it.

She set her basket on the table and surveyed the room. A cot against the far wall, its mattress flattened to a hard ridge. A hook beside the door where a cloak might have hung, now bare except for a rusted nail. Shelves lined one wall, mostly empty, their remaining contents reduced to shards of pottery and glass bottles with corks long since crumbled to powder. The place smelled of abandonment, though she knew her uncle had not left it willingly. He had simply run out of time.

Ilse moved to the shelves. The bottles contained nothing but air. A tin box held moth-eaten cloth scraps. A wooden bowl, cracked down the center, still carried the ghost of whatever paste had once filled it. She reached the bottom shelf and found it half-hidden behind a fallen plank—a leather-bound book, its cover warped from moisture, its spine cracked but holding.

She pulled it free. The cover bore no title, only the faint impression of a thumbprint near the lower corner, as though someone had rested their hand there while reading and left it behind. Ilse wiped the dust from the surface with her sleeve and opened it.

The first page held a date, written in a tight, precise hand: Michaelmas, seventh year of the quiet. Below it, a single line of entries, each one separated by a thin ruled space.

Michaelmas. One traveler. Two coins. Salt and bread given. No rest offered.

Ilse frowned. She turned the page. The handwriting remained steady, the ink dark and confident. More entries followed, each one a record of passage:

Martinmas. No traveler. Fire lit. Road clear.

Harrow’s End. One traveler. A woman, veiled. She asked the way to the high pass. I told her there was no path that would serve her. She paid three coins. I gave her no bread.

Ilse paused. Her uncle had turned her away. She read the next entry.

Samhain. Two travelers. Boys, no older than sixteen. They carried no packs. I sent them back. The road does not owe them shelter.

Lammas. One merchant. Paid for shelter. Did not return by dawn. Gold taken.

The entries continued, month after month, year after year. Some months held nothing but the notation of weather or the simple statement that the road was clear. Others recorded travelers with sparse but telling detail: a merchant from the southern provinces, his cart broken; a widow carrying a child wrapped in burlap; a man in a soldier's coat, his face scarred, who asked only for water and left without speaking again.

Ilse turned another page. And another. The handwriting changed slightly—shakier, the letters larger—as though the writer's hand had begun to fail him. The ink grew lighter, too, the strokes thinner, as though the well had run low or the pen had been squeezed with weakening fingers.

Easter, tenth year. No traveler. The silence is long. I am old.

Pentecost. No traveler. The stones hum at night. I cannot sleep.

Whit Sunday. No traveler. I hear things in the hollow. Not wind. Not animals. Things.*

Ilse felt a cold thread pull at the base of her neck. She turned the page and found the entries had slowed further, the gaps between them wider, the handwriting deteriorating into something almost illegible. The ink was barely a whisper now, pale brown where it had once been black.

Trinity Sunday. No traveler. The shadow comes down the road when the sun goes behind the cloud. I see it moving. It has no shape. It has no sound. It is coming.

Ilse closed her eyes. She opened them again. The last entry was dated in a hand so faint she had to hold the book at arm's length to read it:

All Saints' Day. No traveler. I am the last. The road is mine to keep. Let no one come after me.

Beneath that line, the page was blank.

Ilse sat very still. The cottage was quiet except for the settling of the stone walls and the occasional tick of cooling timber. She traced the edge of the last legible entry with her fingertip. The ink had faded almost completely here, the letters dissolving into the grain of the paper like footprints washed by rain.

She turned back to the earlier pages, scanning faster now, looking for something she could not name. And then she found it—near the middle of the book, where the ink was still dark and the handwriting firm:

Lady Day, ninth year. Three travelers. A family. Father, mother, girl of perhaps eight winters. The girl was sick. She coughed blood on my floor. I gave them bread and salt water. I told them to turn back. The father struck me. He struck me twice. I did not move. I did not speak. I gave them no more. They went north. They did not return.

Ilse's breath caught. She read the line again. And again. Beneath it, the next entry confirmed what she already suspected:

May Day. No traveler. I hear singing in the hollow. It is not human singing. It is beautiful. It makes me want to go.

She flipped forward, searching for more. Another entry, dated weeks later:

Ascension Day. No traveler. The girl's face appears in the window at night. She is eight winters. She is coughing. She is asking for help. I look away.

Ilse shut the book. Her hands were trembling. She pressed them flat against the table and forced herself to breathe. The cottage seemed smaller now, the walls closer, the dust thicker in the air. She could smell the dried herbs more sharply—sage and yarrow and something else, something bitter she did not recognize.

On the hook by the door, the rusted nail caught the dim light. Ilse looked at it and thought of the way her uncle had stood there, day after day, watching the road. She thought of the father who had struck him. She thought of the girl with the coughing blood.

She opened the book one more time and found the very first entry, the one dated Michaelmas of the seventh year. She read it slowly, letting each word settle into place:

One traveler. Two coins. Salt and bread given. No rest offered.

Her uncle had not just maintained the road. He had guarded it. He had turned people away. He had let them die.

Ilse closed the ledger and set it on the table. She stood and walked to the door. Outside, the Pilgrim's Road stretched northward, cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the hollow where the stones hummed with cold air. She placed her palm against the nearest waystone. It was cold. Solid. Patient.

She let her hand drop and went back inside to gather her uncle's books.

The light failed slowly, as it always did in the hollow, bleeding from gold to grey to something that made the stones look like bones. Ilse was mending a tear in her woolen coat by the window when she heard the footsteps. Not the quick, careless tread of a farmer crossing his own field, but the measured, deliberate pace of someone who knew exactly where he was going and had walked it before.

She set the needle down. Listened. The footsteps came closer, steady, unhurried, along the Pilgrim's Road. Seven years since anyone had walked it. Seven years since the stones stopped humming at night.

She opened the door before he reached the yard.

He stood at the edge of the light cast by her doorway, tall and lean, his cloak dark with dust and something darker—dried blood along the jawline, split lip, a bruise already yellowing at his temple. His staff was old oak, scarred at the bottom from years of striking stone. He wore no badge, no crest, no sign of any lord's service. Just a traveler's rough-spun tunic and the quiet exhaustion of someone who had been walking for a very long time.

Good evening," he said. His voice was low, even, without the tremor she expected from someone who had clearly been hurt. "I seek passage north."

Ilse studied him. Her eyes moved over his hands—calloused, clean nails, no ring—and the straightness of his stance, weight resting on his staff, not leaning, not faltering. He was not drunk. He was not desperate in the way that made men lie. He was simply tired, and certain.

"There is no passage north," she said. "The road is closed."

Ilse felt the hair on her arms rise. She had heard the stories—passed down from villagers to her uncle, or perhaps the other way around. The thing that walked the Pilgrim's Road when no one else did. The silence that followed travelers who asked for passage.

A cold wind moved through the yard, carrying the smell of damp earth and the faint metallic tang that always rose from the waystones at dusk. Ilse glanced at the nearest stone beyond the fence line. It stood dark and silent against the fading sky, cold as it always was now, patient as stone has no reason to be for anyone's benefit.

"You've walked far," she said.

"Three days from the southern toll. Two days from the last village that still lights a beacon." He shifted his weight, winced almost imperceptibly. "The road has not known a traveler in seven years."

"No."

"But the stones still stand."

Ilse said nothing. She had touched them herself, that morning, pressing her palm to the cold granite and feeling nothing but the weight of what her uncle had left behind. Dead stone. Worthless land. That was what the deed called it.

Jaren looked past her, toward the cottage, toward the darkened fields. "I need shelter for one night. Then I continue."

"Why?" The word came out sharper than she intended. She softened it. "Why come here? There is nothing north of this road but hollows and silence. No villages. No inns. No one to greet you."

His dark eyes met hers without flinching. "There is something else."

"What sort of something?"

He looked north, into the gathering dark, and for the first time she saw the shape of his face more clearly—the sharp line of his nose, the hollows beneath his cheekbones, the faint scar that ran from ear to jaw. He looked like a man who had seen things he could not name and would not forget.

"A silence," he said. "Not the absence of sound. A presence. It moves along the road the way fog moves along a valley. Slow. Certain. It has been following me since I crossed the old bridge at Merrow's Ford."

"It follows no one," she said. "The road is dead. Nothing walks it."

Jaren's mouth quirked, not quite a smile. "Then you have not been listening closely."

She wanted to slam the door. She wanted to tell him to turn back, to go south, to find an inn and a bed and forget the Pilgrim's Road entirely. But something in his posture—the straight spine, the unwavering gaze, the way he held his staff like a man who trusted it to hold him—told her he would not turn back. Not tonight. Not ever.

"Come in," she said.

The cottage interior smelled of dried herbs and old paper, the same sour tang that clung to her uncle's books. Jaren stepped inside without removing his cloak, his boots leaving faint prints on the packed-earth floor. He set his staff against the wall and stood in the center of the room, his eyes moving slowly over the shelves, the table, the cold hearth.

"Your uncle kept this place," he said. Not a question.

"He left it," Ilse corrected. She poured water from the bucket into a tin cup and handed it to him. He took it with both hands, nodded his thanks, and drank deeply.

When he lowered the cup, he said, "Eamon was a careful man. He turned away many who asked for passage. Not all deserved it."

Ilse froze. "How do you know my uncle?"

"I knew the road." Jaren set the cup on the table. "Before it went silent. Before the last travelers stopped coming." He paused, considering his words carefully. "I was one of them. Eight years ago. I walked from the southern coast, carrying letters for the Baron's steward. I reached the first waystone and turned back."

"Not always." Jaren's voice dropped lower. He reached into his tunic and drew out a small shard of granite, warm despite the chill in the room. He set it on the table between them. "I carried this from the first waystone since Merrow's Ford. Still warm, though I've held it three days and nights. The stones only wake when something is close."

"Because I heard the singing."

Ilse's breath caught. She had heard it too—the humming at night, the low vibration that rose from the stones when the wind died. But she had thought it was the wind. Had thought it was the stones settling, or the earth breathing, or nothing at all.

"The stones sing?" she asked.

"Not always." Jaren's voice dropped lower. "Only when something approaches. Only when the road remembers what it is supposed to guard."

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the shutters. Ilse went to the window and looked out at the Pilgrim's Road, cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the hollow where the stones waited in the dark. She thought of the ledger on her table, the faded ink, the names of travelers who had never returned. She thought of the way the stones had felt beneath her palm—cold, solid, patient.

Patient for what?

She turned back to Jaren. "You want passage north. Why? There is nothing there."

"There is the end of the road." He met her gaze steadily. "And whatever waits at the end."

Ilse felt a chill that had nothing to do with the wind. "You think something is coming."

"I know something is coming." He picked up his staff again, testing its weight. "And I believe it is the road's duty to meet it."

She stared at him. The words sounded absurd, almost ridiculous spoken aloud. Duty. The Pilgrim's Road. A standing-stone path that no one used, guarded by a dead man's ledger and a woman who barely understood what she had inherited. And yet—

"How many years have you been walking?" she asked.

"Since the last beacon went out." He looked at the cold hearth. "I have been walking for seven years."

Ilse said nothing. The silence stretched between them, heavy and cold as the stones outside. She thought of her uncle, turning away travelers, sending boys back to the south, refusing a veiled woman who paid three coins. She had thought him stubborn. Petty. A man who hid in a cottage and counted copper while the world forgot his road.

But now she wondered.

"Were you turning them away on purpose?" she asked softly.

Jaren's expression did not change. "I was keeping them from dying."

The words settled over the cottage like dust. Ilse felt the weight of them in her chest, heavy and cold, and for the first time since she had inherited the deed, she understood that the road was not worthless land. It was a responsibility. A burden. A promise her uncle had kept when no one else remembered it existed.

She went to the corner and pulled a thin blanket from the shelf, tossing it onto the pallet by the hearth. "Sleep there. I will make porridge in the morning. Then you leave."

Jaren nodded. "Thank you."

She did not answer. She was already thinking about the stones, about the singing, about the silence that followed travelers north. About the thing that waited at the end of the road. And about the terrible, impossible certainty that her uncle had known exactly what was coming—and had stayed to meet it alone.

Ilse blew out the candle. The cottage filled with darkness. Outside, the wind carried the faintest vibration from the hollow, a sound so low it might have been nothing at all.

She stood by the window a long time, listening.
Chapter 3

Ilse built a fire in the hearth with hands that moved without asking permission from her mind. She stacked the dry kindling from the corner pile, laid the split logs at an angle, struck flint against steel, and held the spark until it caught. The cottage, which had not known warmth in months, exhaled as the flames took hold—a long, slow release of trapped damp and old paper. Smoke curled up the chimney with a sound like a sigh.

Jaren sat on the stool by the window and watched her work. He did not thank her for the fire. He did not thank her for the door. He sat very still, as though movement might provoke whatever had brought him here to follow him through the threshold as well. His face was a map of recent violence: dried blood along the jawline, a split lip that had begun to scab, bruising purple at his temple like a storm cloud pressing against skin. His cloak hung from his shoulders in tatters, the wool soaked through with whatever rain had fallen beyond the hollow's edge.

Ilse set a tin cup on the table between them and poured water from the earthenware jug. She placed it within his reach and went to the larder. She took out bread, cheese, and a wedge of salt pork. She did not sit. She stood by the hearth, watching the fire, watching him watch the fire. Seven years of solitude had taught her how to hold a silence without filling it. She could wait. She could always wait.

When he finally moved, it was only to lift the cup. His hands shook—not from cold, she decided, but from something deeper, something that had settled into his bones and refused to leave. He drank. Water ran down his chin and into the collar of his shirt. He set the cup down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

"You should lock the door," he said. His voice was rough, worn flat by days of speaking over wind.

"I locked it when you arrived."

"That wasn't enough."

Ilse considered this. She walked to the door, checked the iron bolt, and drew it shut. Then she returned to the hearth. "It won't matter."

Jaren looked at her then. Really looked. His eyes were dark—so dark that in the firelight they seemed almost empty, like wells with no bottom. He studied her face the way a traveler studies a map, searching for landmarks he recognized.

"You're the keeper," he said. It wasn't a question.

"My uncle was."

"He's dead."

"Yes."

"And now it's you."

She didn't answer. The fire popped, sending up a shower of orange sparks that died before they reached the ceiling beams. Somewhere outside, the wind moved through the hollow, and with it came the faintest vibration—the waystones humming, low and constant, the way they always had since Ilse could remember. But underneath the hum, something else. Something thinner. Sharper. Like the absence of a sound rather than a sound itself.

Jaren noticed it too. His head tilted slightly, the way a dog tilts its head when it hears a whistle no human can hear.

"It's closer tonight," he said quietly.

"What is?"

He didn't answer immediately. After a moment, he pulled his knees up to his chest and rested his arms on them. He looked smaller like that—less the thirty-year-old traveler she'd encountered at dusk and more something younger, something fragile. The bruising on his face seemed louder against the sudden fragility.

"They follow the Pilgrim's Road," he said. His voice dropped, then broke off—as though something had taken the middle of the sentence and left only the beginning. He swallowed. Looked toward the door. Listened. The fire crackled, and for a moment the hollow went utterly still, as though holding its breath. Then the hum returned, fainter than before. He exhaled, slow and shaky. "I've learned not to speak above a whisper. It makes no difference, but—" He stopped. Pressed his palms flat against his knees. "Every night it takes more. First the footsteps. Then the voice. Last the thoughts, I think. Because sometimes I wake and I can't remember what I was going to say."

Ilse crossed her arms. "You're saying a silence is following you."

"I'm saying it has a hunger." He paused. "I've been walking for seven years. I started from Merrow's Ford, where the road crosses the river and the water runs black with silt. I was carrying letters then—letters for the Baron's steward, the same job your uncle gave me. I thought I was doing honest work. Delivering words from one place to another. That's all a letter is, isn't it? Just words on paper."

He unrolled something from inside his cloak. A bundle of papers, tied with twine. The edges were frayed, the ink faded to brown in places. Ilse recognized the Baron's seal on the top sheet, though it had been broken and remade several times since its original dispatch.

"For seven years," Jaren continued, "I carried those letters. Or I tried to. Every week I would walk to the next waystone, wait for the stone to sing—because they do sing, Ilse, they sing when someone approaches, and if you listen closely you can hear the note change depending on who's coming—but every week I would arrive at the next waystone and find that the letters were gone. Not stolen. Not lost. Gone. As though they had never existed at all."

Ilse felt something tighten in her chest. She kept her face neutral. "Letters don't vanish."

"These did." He set the bundle on the table between them. "And then I realized it wasn't just the letters. It was everything. My footsteps behind me would disappear. The sound of my staff on the stones would vanish mid-step. I would speak and my voice would trail off into nothing, as though the air itself was swallowing it. At first I thought I was going mad. Seven years alone on a road nobody walks anymore. What else would you do?"

He laughed, but it was a dry sound, devoid of humor.

"When did it start?" Ilse asked.

"At Merrow's Ford. The first time I crossed it, I heard singing in the hollow—like your uncle heard, I expect—and I thought it was beautiful. Birds, I assumed. Or wind through reeds. But when I turned back, the singing had stopped. And the silence that replaced it had weight. You could feel it pressing against your back like a hand."

He leaned forward. The firelight carved shadows into the hollows of his cheeks.

"I followed the road north because there was nowhere else to go. South was behind me, and the silence was already there, waiting. North was open. Or it had been, until the silence learned to follow."

Ilse walked to the window. She pressed her palm against the cold glass and looked out into the darkness. The Pilgrim's Road stretched away from the cottage, disappearing into the hollow where the stones hummed. She could feel the vibration through the sole of her boot, through the floorboards, through the stone foundation of the cottage itself. It was a steady pulse, ancient and indifferent.

But beneath it—fainter, wrong—was something else. A gap in the rhythm. A space where the hum should have been but wasn't.

"How far behind is it?" she asked.

Jaren was quiet for a long time. When he spoke, his voice had dropped to a whisper.

"Close enough that I can feel it breathing."

Ilse turned from the window. "Your uncle knew about this."

"Yes."

"He wrote about it."

"Yes."

"In his ledger."

Jaren nodded. "I read it. Before I found this place. Before I found you." He hesitated. "He turned people away. The entries show it clearly. Halloween—he turned away a veiled woman who paid three coins. Samhain—he sent back two boys no older than sixteen. He knew they wouldn't make it. He knew the silence would take them."

Ilse's hands curled into fists. She thought of the ledger sitting on the table where she'd left it, its pages filled with her uncle's tight, precise handwriting. She had read those entries and understood them as records of neglect—of a man who had grown old and bitter and stopped caring about the travelers who passed his door. But now, looking at Jaren, seeing the raw damage on his face and the terror he carried in his posture like a second cloak, she wondered if she had misunderstood entirely.

"He didn't turn them away because he was old," Ilse said slowly. "He turned them away because he was protecting them."

"Or because he was protecting the road."

Both possibilities sat in the room between them, heavy and unresolved.

Ilse went to the larder again and returned with a blanket. She threw it over Jaren's shoulders without ceremony. He didn't resist. He wrapped it around himself with the practiced efficiency of someone who had done this a thousand times in a thousand cold places.

"Where are you going tomorrow?" she asked.

"North."

"You can't."

"I have to."

"Why?"

Jaren looked at her with an expression she couldn't read. Not fear. Not defiance. Something steadier than both.

"Because if I stop, it catches me."

"That's absurd."

He gestured toward the window. "Is it? Tell me the stones aren't humming. Tell me you don't feel it—the gap in the sound. Tell me you haven't noticed that the hollow is quieter tonight than it was yesterday, and yesterday quieter than the day before."

Ilse opened her mouth to argue and found nothing to say. He was right. The hollow was changing. She had felt it in her bones, a premonition as old as the soil itself, deepening as the waystones lost their song. The Pilgrim's Road was not what it had been. And something—something vast and hungry and patient—was filling the space they left behind.

"What happens if it catches you?" she asked.

Jaren was silent for a long moment. The fire crackled. Outside, the wind shifted, and the hum of the stones faltered—just for a breath, just for a heartbeat—and then resumed, weaker than before.

"I don't know," he said. "But I know what happened to the others."

"Which others?"

"The ones your uncle turned away. The ones who didn't listen." He met her eyes. "I followed one of them. A woman, same as the one on Halloween. Veiled, desperate, carrying a bundle wrapped in linen. She paid your uncle in silver—three coins, just like the ledger says. He refused her at the door. She walked north anyway. I was behind her, about a mile back, and I heard the singing stop. Not fade. Stop. As though someone had cut a string. And then the silence moved forward, and I ran south."

Ilse felt cold. Not the cold of the stone walls or the winter air, but a cold that started in her stomach and spread outward, reaching for her fingers and toes and the tips of her ears.

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

"Because you're the keeper now. Because the road is yours. Because whatever is coming for us—it's coming for the road too. And the road needs someone standing at the stones. Someone who hasn't forgotten how to listen."

Ilse walked back to the window and pressed her forehead against the glass. Her breath fogged the surface, and she watched the condensation spread and drip. Beyond the fog, the darkness was absolute. No stars. No moon. Just the black void of a hollow that had swallowed every sound it had ever contained.

But she could hear them. The stones. Faint, distant, wavering. Still singing. Still holding.

"How long can they hold?" she whispered.

Jaren came to stand beside her. He didn't touch her. He simply stood close enough that she could feel his presence, warm and solid and real in a room full of absences.

"Not much longer," he said. "The silence eats the stones too, eventually. It starts at the edges. The hum gets thinner. The notes grow uncertain. And then—nothing. Just cold rock and cold air and the thing that waits at the end of the road."

"What waits at the end of the road?"

He looked at her, and in his eyes she saw something that made her throat close. Not fear. Not grief. Recognition.

"I don't know yet," he said. "But I intend to find out."

Ilse turned away from the window. She walked to the table and picked up the bundle of letters. She untied the twine and spread the pages across the wood. Seven years of undelivered words. Seven years of messages that had been consumed by the same hunger that followed Jaren north. She read the top one aloud, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands.

"To the steward at Oakhaven. The Baron requires additional grain stores by the first frost. Transport via the Pilgrim's Road is approved."

She set it down and picked up the next. "To the steward at Merrow's Ford. The river crossings have been damaged. Route diversion required."

And the next. "To the steward at the Northern Way. Supply shipment delayed. Send runners if necessary."

Each letter was a thread connecting one place to another. Each letter was proof that the road had once been alive—pulsing with purpose, carrying the weight of a hundred small necessities. And each letter was now a ghost, floating in a vacuum where meaning used to live.

"They wanted passage," Ilse said. "They just wanted to get somewhere."

Jaren nodded. "That's all anyone ever wants. Passage. A way through."

She looked at him. Really looked. Past the bruises and the tattered cloak and the exhaustion that lived in the lines around his mouth. She saw something else—a resolve so deep it had become part of his skeleton. A man who had walked seven years into a hunger that ate sound and light and hope, and who had not stopped. Who would not stop.

"You should rest," she said.

"I can't sleep."

"Try."

He closed his eyes. His breathing slowed, but Ilse could see the tension in his jaw, the way his fingers dug into the blanket. He was not sleeping. He was waiting. Waiting for whatever was behind him to close the distance. Waiting for the silence to finish its meal.

Ilse blew out the candle. The cottage filled with darkness, broken only by the orange glow of the fire. She sat on the stool opposite Jaren, her back straight, her hands folded in her lap, and she listened.

The stones hummed. The wind moved through the hollow. The hearth glowed.

And underneath it all—the gap. The thinning. The silence, patient and hungry, moving closer one breath at a time.

Ilse Vane counted the beats between the hums. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven.

The gap was getting longer.

She stood. She walked to the door. She drew the iron bolt and opened it. The cold air rushed in, carrying the smell of damp earth and something else—something metallic and old, like the taste of blood on the tongue.

She stepped onto the threshold and placed her palm against the nearest waystone. It was cold and solid and patient beneath her fingers.

But beneath the cold, she felt it—a tremor, faint as a heartbeat, running through the stone from north to south. From the direction Jaren had come. From the direction the silence was moving.

Ilse closed her eyes and listened.

The hum was still there. Barely. Fraying at the edges. But there.

She let her hand drop and went back inside. She closed the door. She drew the bolt. She sat by the fire and waited for morning.

Outside, the hollow held its silence, waiting for the stones to sing again.
Chapter 4

The dawn did not break; it leaked. Grey light seeped over the eastern ridge, pale and thin, failing to push back the heavy mist that clung to the Pilgrim’s Road like wet wool. Ilse was awake before the light, her eyes open to the ceiling beams where the shadows shifted slow and imperceptible. She lay still, listening. The hollow was wrong.

Usually, the hum was the first thing she noticed in the morning—a low, resonant thrum rising from the stones, vibrating up through the floorboards and into the soles of her feet. It was the sound of the road holding itself together. That day, there was nothing. Only the wind moving through the bramble, whistling a thin, hollow note.

She sat up. The blanket fell away. Her feet found the cold floor.

Jaren was gone. The corner where he had slept was empty, the straw mattress undisturbed, the few belongings he’d brought with him—his worn satchel, the wooden staff leaning against the wall—all missing. Ilse walked to the window. The glass was frosted with ice crystals. She wiped a circle clear with her sleeve.

The yard was empty. The gate hung open.

Then she heard it. The scrape of iron on stone.

It came from the north, beyond the fence line, where the road disappeared into the mist. A harsh, grating sound, mechanical and violent, tearing through the silence. Ilse pulled on her boots, ignoring the chill that bit at her ankles, and grabbed her shawl from the hook by the door. She did not bother with the latch. She pushed the door open and stepped out into the damp air.

The cold hit her like a physical blow, stealing the breath from her lungs. She pulled the shawl tighter and started walking north, her boots crunching on the frost-hardened grass.

She found them at the second waystone.

Three men. They wore the livery of the Baron’s Keep—dark tunics of rough-spun wool, leather aprons stained with grease and clay. They moved with the efficient brutality of laborers who had done this work a hundred times before. Two of them held ropes tied around the waist of the standing stone. The third stood back, holding a clipboard of waxed paper, ticking marks with a charcoal stick.

And in the center, Torvin.

He was kneeling in the dirt, his hands covered in a grey paste that smelled of vinegar and crushed lime. He worked the substance into the cracks at the base of the stone with a small iron trowel. His black hair was tied back in a severe knot, his face sharp and unlined, his eyes blue and cold as the winter sky above. He did not look up when Ilse approached. He did not acknowledge her existence.

"Torvin," she said. Her voice sounded small in the vast quiet of the hollow.

He paused. He set the trowel down on a rag beside him and stood up. He was taller than she remembered, broad-shouldered, filling the space with an oppressive stillness. He wiped his hands on his apron, leaving streaks of grey.

"Mrs. Vane," he said. His voice was dry, bureaucratic, devoid of warmth. "You’re up early."

"It’s dawn," she said. "What are you doing?"

Torvin glanced at the stone behind him. It was the second marker on the Pilgrim’s Road, carved with runes that had faded to ghostly whispers over centuries. It was three feet wide at the base, tapering to a rough point at the top. It had stood there since before Ilse was born. Since before her father. Since before her grandfather.

"The Baron requires the foundations for the new west wing," Torvin said. He spoke as if explaining the weather to a child. "These stones are structurally unsound. They’re cracking. The frost gets in, expands, and splits the core. We’re removing them to prevent collapse onto the road."

Ilse looked at the stone. It was solid. Intact. She had touched it yesterday. It was cold, solid, patient. There were no cracks. There was no frost damage.

"There are no cracks," she said.

Torvin sighed. It was a short, irritated sound. He picked up his trowel again and pointed it at the base of the stone. "Look closer, Mrs. Vane. The decay is internal. If we leave it, it could fall on a traveler. The Baron cannot be liable for accidents on his property."

"It’s not his property," Ilse said. "It’s on my land. It’s been on my land for forty years."

Torvin turned to her fully now. His expression was mild, almost polite, but his eyes were hard. "The deed you received—did you read the fine print? Section 14, Clause B. Any structures deemed hazardous to the passage of the Royal Road may be removed by the Baron’s agents at the owner’s expense."

"I didn’t pay for the removal," Ilse said. "I didn’t agree to anything."

"You agreed by accepting the deed," Torvin said. "Absence is consent. Neglect is consent. You’ve let this road go to ruin for seven years, Mrs. Vane. The Baron is merely correcting the record."

He nodded to the men with the ropes. "Pull."

The men tightened the hemp ropes. They dug their heels into the mud. They pulled.

The stone did not move.

Ilse felt the vibration in the ground. It was faint, a tremor running through the earth, but she felt it in her teeth. The hum. It was still there, buried under the cold, trying to rise.

"Stop," she said.

Torvin didn’t look at her. "Again."

The men pulled harder. The ropes creaked. The stone shifted—just an inch, just a fraction—but it shifted. A crack appeared at the base, a hairline fracture splitting the grey rock. Dust puffed out from the seam.

Ilse stepped forward. She put her hand on the stone.

It was warm.

Not hot. Not burning. But warm. A steady, rhythmic heat, like the flank of a sleeping horse. It pulsed against her palm, a slow, desperate heartbeat. She could feel it pushing back against the ropes, against the iron, against the men. It was fighting.

"Don't," she whispered.

Torvin looked at her then. Really looked at her. His gaze dropped to her hand on the stone, then back to her face. He saw the color draining from her cheeks. He saw the fear in her eyes.

He smiled. It was not a nice smile.

"You feel it, don't you?" he said softly. "The instability. The weakness. It’s falling apart, Mrs. Vane. Just like your uncle’s little games. Just like this road."

"My uncle kept this road alive," Ilse said. Her voice was shaking.

"Your uncle kept a graveyard," Torvin said. He turned back to his clipboard and made another mark with the charcoal. "Progress requires sacrifice. The Baron’s hall will house the regional court. It will bring trade. It will bring order. These stones are obstacles. They are dead weight."

"They’re not dead," Ilse said. "They’re waiting."

Torvin laughed. It was a sharp, barking sound. "Waiting for what? For the next fool to wander off into the dark and never come back? For the next traveler to vanish into the mist? There’s nothing out there, Mrs. Vane. Just empty land and bad weather. The songs are lies. The runes are superstition. It’s time to clear the way."

He signaled the men again. "Break it."

One of the men pulled a hammer from his belt. He raised it high.

Ilse moved.

She threw herself between the man and the stone. She didn’t think. She just moved, her body slamming into the worker’s side, knocking him off balance. The hammer flew from his grip, clattering into the mud.

The other two men spun around, surprised. Torvin didn’t move. He just watched, his arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

"Get off my land," Ilse said. She was breathing hard, her heart hammering against her ribs. She stood in front of the stone, her back to it, her arms spread wide. "Get your men off my land. Now."

The worker who had dropped the hammer rubbed his shoulder. He looked at Torvin for instruction.

Torvin raised an eyebrow. "Mrs. Vane, you’re obstructing a lawful operation. If you don’t step aside, I’ll have you arrested for interference. The Baron’s guards are already on their way."

"Let them come," Ilse said.

She didn’t believe them. The Baron’s guards were miles away, in the keep, drinking their morning ale. Torvin was bluffing. He needed her to step aside because he needed the stone removed before the sun was fully up. Before the light revealed what was happening to the rock.

Because the stone was changing.

She stood behind it, the hum grew louder. It wasn’t just a sound anymore. It was a pressure, a weight in the air, pressing against her skin. The air around the waystone shimmered, distorting like heat haze in summer. The grey light of dawn seemed to bend toward the stone, drawn into its mass.

Torvin saw it too. His smile faltered. He took a step back.

"What is that?" he asked. His voice was less confident now.

"That’s the road," Ilse said. She didn’t turn around. She could feel the stone pressing against her back, holding her up, anchoring her. "And you’re not taking it."

She closed her eyes. She reached out with her mind, past the fear, past the anger, down into the cold, solid patience of the rock. She remembered her father’s hands on the stone, smoothing the moss. She remembered her uncle’s voice, reading from the ledger, warning her. They don’t understand, he had said. They think it’s just stone. It’s not. It’s a promise.

I’m here, she thought. I’m keeping the promise.

The ground shook.

It wasn’t a tremble this time. It was a jolt, violent and sudden, throwing the three men off their feet. The ropes snapped, whipping through the air like snakes. The hammer flew out of the mud and struck the fence post with a loud crack.

Torvin hit the ground hard, scraping his knee. He scrambled to his feet, his face pale, his eyes wide.

"Stop it!" he shouted. "Stop it now!"

Ilse opened her eyes. The stone was glowing. Faintly, at first—a soft, blue-white light emanating from the cracks, from the runes, from the very core of the rock. It illuminated the mist, pushing it back, creating a sphere of clarity around them. The air smelled of ozone and old rain.

The men were scrambling backward, tripping over each other, dropping their tools. They were afraid. Good. Let them be afraid.

Torvin stood his ground, but he was trembling. He looked at the stone, then at Ilse, then at the sky. The dawn was breaking properly now, the sun cresting the ridge, casting long shadows across the field. But the light from the stone was brighter. Stronger.

"This isn't over," Torvin said. His voice was a whisper. "The Baron won’t stop. He’ll send more men. He’ll bring engineers. He’ll bring fire."

Ilse stepped away from the stone. The glow dimmed, fading back into the grey rock, the hum settling back into its low, constant thrum. But the air remained charged, electric, alive.

"I know," she said. "But today, you don't get it."

Torvin stared at her for a long moment. Then he turned and marched back toward the road, his men stumbling after him, their livery torn, their dignity shattered. He didn’t look back.

Ilse stood alone in the yard. The stone stood behind her, cold and solid and patient once more. But she could feel the crack at its base, the hairline fracture Torvin’s men had made. It was small. Invisible to anyone but her. But it was there.

She placed her hand on the stone again. The warmth was gone. Only the cold remained.

She walked back to the cottage. The door was still open. The fire was still burning. Jaren’s staff leaned against the wall, where she had left it.

She closed the door. She drew the bolt.

Outside, the Pilgrim’s Road stretched northward, cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the hollow. The stones hummed. Low. Constant. Fraying at the edges.

But there.
Chapter 5

The sun climbed higher, burning off the grey mist that clung to the Pilgrim’s Road like wet wool, but the cold did not leave the hollow. It stayed in the stone, in the dirt, in the marrow of Ilse’s bones. She stood before the second waystone, the one Torvin had struck the day before, and watched the air above it ripple. It was a thin distortion, like heat rising from a summer road, but the air was freezing. The stone was gone. Or rather, the top half of it was gone. The base remained, a jagged stump of grey rock splintered by iron wedges and the brute force of a sledgehammer.

Torvin stood ten paces away. He was a large man, broad in the shoulder and narrow in the face, wearing a livery of dark blue that was too fine for field labor and too coarse for court service. He held a heavy iron mallet in one hand, resting the head on the ground. He did not look at Ilse. He looked at the stump. He looked at the broken pieces of stone scattered in the grass like teeth.

"It is done," he said. His voice was flat, bureaucratic. He spoke as if he were reading from a list of chores, checking off a task for the day. "The Baron requires the stone for the new hall. The foundation needs weight."

"You cannot take it," she said.

Torvin sighed. It was a long, suffering sound, the exhale of a man who had to explain simple things to children or idiots. "I have the Baron’s seal, Ilse. I have the steward’s writ. You know this. You saw the messenger yesterday."

"I saw a thief," she said.

Torvin’s eyes flicked to her then. They were blue, pale and watery, like the sky before a storm. "I am not a thief. I am the Baron’s foreman. I collect what is owed. The land is forfeit, Ilse. The debt is due. The stones are collateral."

"The debt is not due for another month," she said. Her voice was steady. She kept her hand on the shard of stone. She could feel the vibration in it, faint but present, a tremor running through the rock like a pulse. "And this stone is not collateral. It is a marker. It marks the road."

“The settlement waits until next month,” she said, her tone holding firm. Her fingers rested against the cold stone, feeling the faint vibration running through the rock like a pulse. She pressed her palm flat against it, as though steadying it — as though the stone itself might falter.

"He did not let it rot," Ilse said. "He protected it."

Torvin laughed. It was a short, sharp sound. "Protected it from whom? From the silence? From the thing in the north? Ilse, you are a farmer. You grow wheat. You tend sheep. You do not understand the forces you are playing with. The Baron understands. He knows why the road must be cleared. He knows why the stones must go."

Ilse stood up. She brushed the dirt from her knees. She looked at the stump, then at the third waystone, further north, standing tall and unbroken in the mist. Then she looked at Torvin.

"No," she said.

Torvin stopped smiling. "No?"

"I will not pay you to remove the rest," she said. "And I will not let you take them."

Torvin stared at her. For a moment, he looked genuinely surprised. Then his face hardened. The bureaucratic mask slipped, revealing the irritation beneath. "You think you can stop me? With what? A pitchfork? A prayer?"

"With the law," Ilse said. She did not believe it. She could not see what law might apply here, in the hollow, on the road that belonged to no one and everyone. But she said it anyway.

"There is no law here but the Baron’s," Torvin said. "And I am his law."

He picked up the mallet again. He tested the weight of it in his hand. "Move aside, Ilse. This is your last chance. I do not wish to harm you. You are… you were your uncle’s girl. He was a reasonable man. He understood the necessity of compromise."

"He understood nothing," Ilse said. "He understood duty."

Torvin shook his head. "Duty does not fill a granary. Duty does not keep the roof from leaking. Come now. Be sensible. Take the coin I offered you. Take the fifty crowns. Go to the city. Buy a shop. Live comfortably. Why die for a pile of rocks?"

Ilse looked at the fifty crowns lying on the stump of the waystone. They glinted in the sunlight, bright and yellow and utterly worthless. Her uncle’s face surfaced in her mind, then the ledger, thick with entries, the dates, the names of travelers who had passed through, and the ones who had not. The silence that followed them north pressed against her thoughts.

She thought of Elara.

The girl was inside the cottage. She was sleeping. She was warm. She was safe. For now. But the safety was an illusion. The stones held the line. The stones kept the silence at bay. If Torvin took them, if he broke them, if he carried them away to build his lord’s hall, then the line would break. And the silence would come.

Ilse stepped in front of the stump. She planted her feet in the dirt. She spread her arms.

"No," she said.

Torvin’s expression darkened. "You are making a mistake."

"I am making a choice," she said.

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he looked at the men behind him. There were three of them. Young men, with spears and shields, wearing the same blue livery. They looked uncomfortable. They looked at their boots. They looked at the ground. They did not look at Ilse.

"Take her," Torvin said.

The men moved forward.

Ilse did not move. She stood her ground. She looked at the nearest man, a boy with a scar on his chin. She looked him in the eye.

"Do you know why you are here?" she asked.

The boy hesitated. He looked at Torvin. Torvin did not blink.

"We are here to clear the road," the boy said. His voice was uncertain.

"The road is not clear," Ilse said. "The road is full of ghosts. And you are walking through them."

The boy took a step back. He looked at his companion. The companion looked away.

"Move," Torvin said. His voice was sharp. Commanding.

The boy raised his spear. He pointed it at Ilse’s chest.

Ilse did not flinch. She looked at the tip of the spear. It was iron. Sharp. Deadly. She looked at the boy’s hand. It was shaking.

"If you strike me," she said, "you strike the road. And the road will strike back."

Torvin stepped forward. He grabbed the boy’s arm and pushed him aside. "Enough talk. She is obstinate. She is foolish. Bind her. Tie her to the post at the farm. Leave her there until she comes to her senses. We will finish the work."

Two men moved toward her. Ilse did not wait. She turned and ran.

She ran toward the cottage. She ran across the yard. She ran up the steps and through the door. She slammed it shut and threw the bolt. She leaned against the wood, breathing hard. Her heart hammered against her ribs. She could hear them outside. She could hear their boots on the gravel. She could hear Torvin’s voice, calling her name.

"Come out, Ilse! There is no use!"

She did not answer. She moved to the window. She looked out. The men were standing in the yard. They were waiting. Torvin was pacing. He looked up at the window. He knew she was watching. He smiled. A cold, thin smile.

Ilse turned away. She walked to the table. She picked up the shard of stone she had taken from the stump. She held it in her hand. It was cold. Solid. Patient.

She went to the door. She opened it. She stepped outside.

The men turned. Torvin stopped pacing.

Ilse walked toward them. She held the shard of stone in front of her, like a shield.

"I am not going back inside," she said.

Torvin frowned. "You are tired. You are hungry. You are afraid."

"I am awake," Ilse said. "For the first time in seven years, I am awake."

She stood in front of the cottage door. She stood between the men and the house. She stood between the road and the farm. She stood between the past and the future.

"Take me," she said. "But you will not pass."

Torvin looked at her. He looked at the shard of stone in her hand. He looked at the third waystone, standing tall in the distance. He looked at the sky. The clouds were gathering. The light was fading.

He signaled to his men. They lowered their spears. They did not move forward.

"Very well," Torvin said. "We will wait. The night is coming. The cold is coming. And so is the silence. Let us see how long you can stand against it."

Ilse did not answer. She stood her ground. She held the stone. She waited.

The wind picked up. It carried the smell of snow. It carried the sound of the hollow. The stones hummed. Low. Constant. Fraying at the edges. But there.

Ilse closed her eyes. The silence pressed against her lids. Her uncle’s voice rose from the dark: the ledger’s heavy pages, the names inked in dry strokes, the cold certainty of a man who turned away the world.

She opened her eyes. She looked at Torvin.

"You can wait," she said. "But the road does not."

Torvin did not respond. He turned his back on her. He walked back to his men. He ordered them to make camp. They built a fire. They cooked their meal. They drank wine. They laughed.

Ilse stayed by the door. She stayed in the cold. She stayed awake.

Night fell. The stars came out. The moon rose, pale and thin, casting long shadows across the yard. The fire crackled. The men slept. Torvin sat by the fire, watching her. He did not sleep.

Ilse did not sleep either. She held the shard of stone. She felt its coldness. She felt its weight. She felt its patience.

Elara’s fever burned hot. The medicine lay empty. The city waited miles away, and the risk hung heavy in the cold air.

She thought of the road. She thought of the stones. She thought of the silence.

She thought of the thing in the north.

She could not tell what it was, nor what it sought, but she knew one thing.

It was coming.

And she was the only one who could stop it.

Or so she hoped.

The wind howled. The stones hummed. The night was long.

Ilse stood. She waited. She watched.

And she prayed.

Not to any god she knew. Not to the saints in the church. But to the road. To the stones. To the memory of her uncle.

Let me be strong. Let me be right. Let me be enough.

The wind died down. The hum grew louder. The stones sang.

Ilse listened. She heard the song. She understood it.

It was a warning. It was a plea. It was a promise.

It held fast, it said. It held fast.

She held fast.

The dawn came. Grey and thin. Failing to push back the heavy mist. Ilse was still standing. Her legs were numb. Her hands were frozen. But she was standing.

Torvin looked at her. He looked tired. He looked uncertain.

"You are mad," he said.

"I am alive," Ilse said.

He shook his head. He signaled to his men. They packed their gear. They mounted their horses. They turned south.

They left her there.

Alone.

With the stones.

With the silence.

With the road.

Ilse watched them go. She watched the dust settle. She watched the mist return.

She turned back to the cottage. She opened the door. She went inside.

Elara was awake. She was sitting on the bed. She was looking at the fire.

"Mama," she said. "Who was that man?"

Ilse walked to the bed. She kissed her daughter’s forehead. She felt the heat. She felt the fear.

"That was a thief," she said. "And he is gone."

"Will he come back?"

"No," Ilse said. "Not today."

"But tomorrow?"

Ilse looked at the window. She looked at the road. She looked at the waystone, standing tall in the mist.

"Maybe," she said. "But I will be ready."

Elara nodded. She believed her. Or she wanted to.

Ilse went to the table. She put the shard of stone on it. She picked up her uncle’s ledger. She opened it. She looked at the entries. She looked at the names.

She began to write.

Today, she wrote. Today, the foreman came. Today, he tried to take the stone. Today, I refused.

She paused. She looked at the door. She looked at the road.

Tomorrow, she wrote. Tomorrow, I will walk the road. Tomorrow, I will find the medicine. Tomorrow, I will save my daughter.

She closed the ledger. She set it down. She stood up.

She was ready.
Chapter 6

The fever came in the night, with the kind of quiet that makes a mother wake before anything changes. Ilse was lying on the pallet beside Elara's bed, wrapped in the thin wool blanket her uncle had woven before the winter took him, when she felt it—the heat radiating from the small body beside her, hotter than any morning fire, hotter than the earth in high summer. She opened her eyes. The cottage was dark. The fire had burned down to coals, glowing faint orange beneath the ashes. Elara's breathing was shallow, rapid, each inhalation a thin whistling sound that didn't belong to a healthy child.

Ilse sat up. She reached out and pressed her palm to Elara's forehead. The skin was dry and burning. The girl's lips were cracked. Her cheeks were flushed a deep, unnatural red. Elara's eyes fluttered open—green, usually bright with questions about sparrows and ditches and whether the sea was really as wide as the world—now glassy and unfocused.

"Mama," she whispered. Her voice was raw, scraped thin by fever. "I'm hot."

"I know, love," Ilse said. She kept her voice level. Calm. The way her mother used to speak to her when she was small and frightened by thunder. "You're burning up. I'm going to get you cool."

She stood. She moved to the washbasin. She dipped a cloth in the cold water from the bucket by the door and wrung it out. She returned to the bed and pressed the cloth to Elara's forehead. The girl flinched, then leaned into it, her eyes closing again.

Ilse stayed kneeling beside the bed, watching her daughter's face. The fever was bad. Worse than the cough Elara had caught in autumn, the one that had kept her in bed for three days and responded to willow bark and honey. This was different. This was deeper. Ilse had seen fevers like this before—in the village, in the winter of the great sickness, when half the children in Merrow's Ford had burned for a week and three of them hadn't come out the other side. She had been seventeen. She had watched her neighbors carry the dead out on their backs. She had not caught it. She had been lucky, or careful, or both.

Elara's breathing grew worse. The whistling deepened into a rattle. Her small hands gripped the blanket, knuckles white. Ilse leaned closer. She could smell it—the sour, metallic tang of high fever, the kind that made the air around a sickbed feel thick and heavy.

She stood up abruptly. She moved to the door. Her hand went to the bolt.

She stopped.

The Pilgrim's Road was not to be walked at night. Not anymore. Not since the silence had started following travelers. Not since Jaren had come bruised and bleeding, speaking of something that moved through the dark like water through a crack in stone. Her uncle had known this. He had turned people away. He had kept the road closed for seven years because the road was supposed to be closed. Because the things that lived in the north did not cross the stones. The stones held the line. Without the stones—or with fewer of them, with the second one shattered into splinters and chips—the line was weakening. Ilse had felt it in the tremor through the rock. She had felt it in the fraying hum.

If she walked the road now, in the dark, with the fever in her blood and fear in her throat, she might not come back. Jaren had walked it once. He had barely survived. He was still inside the cottage, asleep by the hearth, his staff leaning against the wall, his face scarred and drawn. She could wake him. She could ask him to go.

But Jaren was a stranger. He had come seeking passage north, and she had given him shelter, and now he was part of the household in the way that strangers become when the fire is shared and the bread is broken. He was not family. He was not obligated. And he had told her, in the flat, exhausted voice of someone who had walked too far for too long, that the road at night was not safe for anyone who had not been born in the hollow.

Ilse stood by the door with her hand on the bolt and listened to Elara's rattling breath. She listened to the hum of the stones outside, low and fraying, like a thread pulled loose from woven cloth. She listened to the wind moving through the bramble at the edge of the yard.

Then she took her hand off the bolt.

She went to the cupboard. She opened it. Inside were dried herbs—sage, yarrow, mint, chamomile—hung in bundles from the rafters during the autumn when her uncle had been well enough to gather them. She had not lit a fire in this cupboard in months. The herbs were brittle and grey. She pulled down the yarrow and the willow bark, her fingers brushing the rough cloth sacks her uncle had stored them in. She pulled down a jar of honey, sealed with wax, still good. She pulled down the tincture bottle—valerian root, steeped in vinegar, the kind her mother had taught her to make. The liquid was dark brown and smelled sharp and bitter.

She carried everything to the table. She set it down. She looked at Elara. The girl was shivering now, her teeth chattering softly, her body convulsing with the internal war of fever and immune response. Ilse had learned from watching the village healer in Merrow's Ford—the old woman with the crooked thumb and the voice like grinding stones—that fever was the body's way of fighting something. The trick was keeping the patient alive while the fight happened. Cool cloths. Water. Willow bark for the pain. Honey to soothe the throat. Valerian to calm the spirit. And time. Time was the hardest ingredient. Most people didn't have enough of it.

Ilse mixed the tincture with water in a cup. She added honey. She returned to the bed and lifted Elara's head with one arm, pressing the cup to her lips. "Drink," she said softly. "Just a little."

Elara swallowed. She coughed. Some of the liquid ran down her chin. Ilse wiped it away with the back of her hand. She set the cup down. She pressed the cool cloth to Elara's forehead again.

The girl's eyes opened. They were very green. Very clear, despite the fever. She looked at her mother with an honesty that cut through the heat and confusion.

"Mama," she said. "Am I going to die?"

Ilse felt something crack in her chest. She kept her face still. "No," she said. "You're not going to die."

"But the fever is bad."

"Yes."

"Is it the silence?"

Ilse froze. She had not told Elara about the silence. She had not spoken of it in the cottage, not since Jaren arrived, not since the stones began to hum with a sound that was fraying. Children heard things. They heard what adults thought they had kept hidden. They heard the stones. They heard the wind. They heard the things that adults called wind but were not wind.

"How do you know about the silence?" Ilse asked. Her voice was quiet. Careful.

Elara shrugged. It was a small movement, constrained by fever. "I hear it sometimes. When Mama thinks I'm asleep. It's in the road. It's in the stones. It's… waiting."

Ilse looked at her daughter. She looked at the small, fragile face, flushed with fever, eyes too old for eight years. She reached out and touched Elara's cheek. The skin was burning.

"It's not waiting for you," Ilse said. "It's waiting for me."

Elara nodded. As if this made perfect sense. As if she had been thinking the same thing. "Then you have to go to the road," she said. "You have to fix the stones."

"Not tonight," Ilse said. "Tonight you need medicine. Tonight I need to find medicine."

Elara's eyes drifted closed. Her breathing slowed, just slightly. The rattling softened. The fever had not broken—Ilse could feel the heat radiating from the small body—but for a moment, the worst of it passed.

Ilse stood. She moved to the table. She gathered the herbs and the tincture and the cup. She looked at the door. She looked at Jaren's staff by the wall. She looked at the ledger, open on the table, her own handwriting filling the margins.

She made her decision.

She went to Jaren. He was asleep on the pallet by the hearth, wrapped in a blanket, his face turned toward the dying embers. His breathing was deep and even. She shook his shoulder.

He woke instantly. No grogginess. No confusion. Just awareness, sharp and immediate, the kind of alertness that came from living in constant danger. His dark eyes focused on her face.

"She's burning," Ilse said. "I need medicine. The willow bark isn't enough. I need the healer from Merrow's Ford."

Jaren sat up. He rubbed his face with one hand. He looked at the door. He looked at Ilse. "At night?"

"At night."

"The road is worse at night."

"I know."

"You shouldn't go alone."

"I know that too."

Jaren was silent for a long moment. He listened to Elara's breathing through the cottage. He listened to the hum of the stones outside. He listened to the wind.

"There's a healer in Merrow's Ford," he said finally. "An old woman. Crooked thumb. She knows the herbs. She knows the fevers. She'll help you."

"Do you know the way?"

"I walked it seven years ago. Before the silence got bad." He paused. "It's six miles. Maybe seven. Through the hollow. Past the second waystone."

The broken one. The one Torvin had shattered.

Jaren saw her expression. He nodded. "I'll go with you."

"No." Ilse's answer was immediate. "You stay here. With her. If something happens—if the fever takes her—I need you to keep her cool. To keep her drinking. To keep her alive until I come back."

Jaren opened his mouth to argue. Ilse cut him off.

"This is my daughter," Ilse said. Her voice did not rise. It did not need to. She turned toward the door, her hand finding the bolt before she finished speaking. "I walk it."

Jaren looked at her for a long time. Then he nodded. He reached for the blanket and pulled it tighter around his shoulders. "Come back," he said. His voice was flat. Precise. Lacking fear, but not lacking worry. "Come back."

"I will."

Ilse went to the door. She drew the bolt. She opened it.

The night was cold. The air smelled of frost and damp earth and something else—something faint and metallic, like the taste of iron on the tongue. The hollow was dark. The stars were hidden behind thick cloud. The Pilgrim's Road stretched northward, invisible except for the faint outline of stones at the edge of vision. The second waystone was a shapeless lump in the dark. The third was a taller shadow. The fourth—further north, near the crest of the hollow—was barely visible at all.

Ilse stepped outside. The cold hit her like a slap. She pulled her cloak tight. She lit the lantern from the last ember in the hearth, cupping the flame with her hand as she stepped over the threshold. The lantern cast a weak, wavering light, barely enough to illuminate the stones at her feet.

She began to walk.

The road was uneven, cracked and overgrown with bramble and thistle. Her boots found purchase on the loose stones, avoiding the deeper cracks where the earth had sunk. She walked slowly, carefully, the lantern held low. The hum of the stones was louder at night. It vibrated in her chest, in her teeth, in the hollow of her skull. It was a sound like wind through a flute, low and mournful and frayed at the edges. The second stone—the broken one—hummed differently. Its sound was jagged, discordant, like a string snapped mid-note.

Ilse walked past it. She did not look back.

The hollow opened around her. The trees on either side of the road were bare, their branches skeletal against the dark sky. The wind moved through them, making a sound like whispering voices. Ilse kept her eyes on the lantern light. She kept her breathing steady. She counted her steps. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

She had walked this road before. Not alone. Not at night. Not with a fever in her blood and terror in her throat. But she had walked it. She had played on it as a child, chasing sheep, kicking stones, laughing while her mother called her back from the edge of the northern slope. She had known it then as a place of ordinary life. Of dirt and wheat and the sound of birds. Now it was a place of thresholds. Of boundaries. Of things that crossed and things that did not.

Merrow's Ford was downstream from the hollow, past the third waystone, past the point where the Pilgrim's Road descended into the valley proper. Ilse had been there once, as a girl, when her mother had taken her to buy salt and thread. She remembered the river—wide and brown, moving slow and heavy. She remembered the bridge, wooden and sagging in the middle. She remembered the village, clustered around a stone church with a crooked steeple. She remembered the healer's cottage, small and low, with a garden of dried herbs growing in neat rows behind it.

She had not been back in seven years.

The walk took her an hour. Maybe more. The darkness was absolute beyond the lantern's reach. She could not see her own hand in front of her face. She could only see the circle of light at her feet, the stones beneath her boots, the occasional flash of moonlight through a break in the clouds. The hum of the stones faded as she moved away from them, replaced by the sound of her own breathing and the rustle of bramble against her cloak.

She passed the third waystone. It hummed, but its sound was stronger than the second's—still frayed, but intact, still holding the line. She pressed her palm to it as she passed, feeling the cold through her glove, feeling the vibration. Solid. Patient. She whispered something she did not name. A prayer. A promise. A plea.

The fourth waystone was further on, near the crest of the hollow. She did not touch it. She did not have time.

The valley opened below her. The lights of Merrow's Ford were visible in the distance—faint, scattered, like stars fallen to earth. She could see the river, a dark ribbon reflecting the moonlight. She could see the bridge. She could see the church steeple, crooked as she remembered.

She walked down the slope. The road narrowed, becoming a track, becoming a path, becoming nothing at all. She navigated by memory and lantern light, stepping over roots and stones and patches of ice. The cold was biting now, seeping through her boots, numbing her toes. Her fingers were stiff around the lantern handle. Her breath plumed in front of her face in white clouds.

Merrow's Ford was closer than she remembered. Or she was slower. The village emerged from the dark—a cluster of low stone houses, a church, a well, a blacksmith's forge, all huddled together against the cold and the night. Most of the windows were dark. A few glowed faintly with lamplight. She could see a dog moving between houses, its silhouette against the dim windows. She could hear a cow lowing in a distant field.

She found the healer's cottage easily. It was the smallest house in the village, nestled against the riverbank, with a garden of dried herbs growing in neat rows behind it, even in winter, even now. The door was painted green, peeling and cracked, but solid. Ilse knocked. Once. Twice. Three times.

Silence.

She knocked again. Harder. "Please," she said. "Please, I need help."

A light appeared in the window. Then footsteps. Then the sound of a latch being drawn. The door opened a crack. An old woman's face appeared in the gap—lined, weathered, eyes dark and sharp in the lamplight. Her thumb was crooked, bent at an angle that suggested a long-ago break that had never set properly.

"What is it?" the woman said. Her voice was like grinding stones.

"My daughter," Ilse said. "She's burning with fever. I need willow bark. I need valerian. I need everything you have."

The woman studied her face. She studied the lantern. She studied the road behind Ilse, the darkness, the hollow. She studied the way Ilse's hands were shaking, not from cold but from fear.

"Come in," the woman said.

Ilse stepped inside. The cottage was warm. It smelled of dried herbs and woodsmoke and something medicinal, sharp and bitter. Shelves lined the walls, filled with jars and bottles and bundles of herbs hung from the rafters. A fire burned in the hearth, bright and steady. The woman closed the door and turned to Ilse.

"Sit," she said. "Tell me everything."

Ilse sat on a wooden stool by the fire. She told her. She told her about Elara, about the fever, about the rattling breath and the glassy eyes and the question about dying. She told her about the road, about the stones, about the silence. She told her about Jaren, about Torvin, about the way the second stone had been shattered and the hum had frayed at the edges.

The old woman listened. She did not interrupt. She did not offer comfort. When Ilse finished, she stood up. She walked to the shelves. She pulled down bundles and jars, laying them on the table in front of Ilse. Willow bark. Valerian root. Yarrow. Chamomile. Honey. A small vial of something dark and thick—laudanum, perhaps, or poppy milk. She wrapped them in cloth and tied them with twine.

"This will buy time," she said. "It will not cure whatever is in her blood. Fever this high, this fast—it's not natural. Something is wrong. Something deeper than a chill."

"Can you come?" Ilse asked. "Can you see her?"

"I will come," she said. "But I will not walk the road at night. I will wait here for you to bring her. Or I will walk with you to the edge of the hollow and no further." She drew the door shut behind Ilse and turned the iron latch. "The dark out there — it does not take everyone."

Ilse nodded. She understood. She tied the bundle to her waist with her belt. She stood up.

"Thank you," she said.

The old woman grunted. It was not quite gratitude. It was acknowledgment. "Go," she said. "Before the night takes you."

Ilse left the cottage. She walked back to the road. She walked back through the dark. The bundle of herbs was heavy against her hip. Her fingers were numb. Her toes were frozen. But she walked. She counted her steps. She listened to the hum of the stones. She felt the cold in her bones and the fever-memory in her blood.

The hollow was darker than she remembered. The wind was louder. The silence was deeper. She could feel it now—not just the hum of the stones, but the absence beneath it, the void that the stones held at bay. It was pressing against her from the north, a weight like water, a pressure like drowning. She quickened her pace.

She reached the third waystone. She touched it. Cold. Solid. Patient. She touched the second—jagged, broken, its hum discordant and strained. She did not stop. She kept walking.

The cottage appeared in the lantern light. The door was open. She could see Jaren's silhouette inside, kneeling by the fire. She could hear Elara's breathing—shallow, rapid, rattling.

Ilse pushed the door open. She stepped inside. She dropped the bundle on the table. She moved to the bed. She pressed the cool cloth to Elara's forehead.

"Mama," Elara whispered. Her eyes were open. They were green. They were clear. "Did you find it?"

"Yes," Ilse said. "I found it."

She began to mix the tincture. She began to lift Elara's head. She began to do everything she knew how to do, with hands that shook and a heart that hammered and a love that was the only thing stronger than fear.

The old woman entered behind her, carrying a small leather bag and a lantern of her own. She set them on the table. She looked at Elara. She looked at Ilse.

"We will see," she said.

The stones held firm, low and constant, though their edges frayed against the dark.
Chapter 7

The healer had gone, taking her bundle of dried sage and the copper coins Ilse pressed into her palm, and left behind a silence that pressed against Ilse's ears like deep water. The cottage smelled now of burnt mugwort and the sour tang of fever-sweat, a scent that clung to the back of Ilse's throat. Elara had settled into a fitful doze, her small body twitching as if she were running through dreams, her blonde hair plastered to her forehead with moisture. Ilse sat by the hearth, staring into the embers, and counted the seconds between each of her daughter's shallow breaths. Seven years of solitude had taught her patience, but patience felt useless against a fever no herb could touch.

Jaren stood by the table, his hands resting on the scarred wood. He had not moved since the healer departed. He looked smaller in the dim light, the bruises on his face casting shadows that made him look younger, less like a hardened traveler and more like a boy who had lost his way. But his eyes were sharp. They tracked Ilse’s movements with a precision that made her skin prickle.

"You cannot cure this with herbs," he said. His voice was low, raspy from disuse.

Ilse kept her eyes on Elara. "The Merrow woman says it is a miasma. Stagnant air. Bad water."

"She lies."

Ilse turned her head slowly, meeting Jaren's gaze with an exhaustion that had replaced her earlier wariness. The knife was still in her apron pocket, but her hand stayed still. "Then tell me what it is."

"She lies."

Ilse’s head snapped up. Her hand went to the knife she kept in her apron pocket, a reflex born of seven years alone. "Watch your tongue."

Jaren did not flinch. He simply leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his face inches from hers. The smell of him hit her—woodsmoke, old leather, and something else. Something metallic and cold, like the air before a storm.

"It is not a sickness of the body, Ilse. It is a sickness of the place."

She stared at him. The fire popped, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. "Explain."

"The Pilgrim’s Road is not just a path. It is a binding." He tapped the table, once, twice. The sound was dull, hollow. "My uncle taught me this, before he died. Before he forgot why he was guarding the stones. The road holds the dark back. It keeps the rot contained. But the road is breaking."

Ilse felt a cold knot tighten in her stomach. She thought of the second waystone, shattered by Torvin’s iron wedges. She thought of the air rippling above the stump, the distortion that looked like heat but felt like ice. "Torvin broke it."

"Torvin broke a link," Jaren corrected. "But the break was already there. The stones have been singing for months. Can’t you hear it? Not the hum. The note underneath. The fraying."

Ilse closed her eyes. She tried to remember. In the nights since Jaren arrived, she had woken to the sound of the stones—a low, resonant thrum that vibrated in her teeth. She had assumed it was the wind. She had assumed it was the earth settling. But now, thinking back, she remembered a discord. A wrongness. Like a violin string tightened until it screamed.

"And the sickness?" she asked. "Elara’s sickness?"

"Drawn to the broken stones," Jaren said. "The thing that waits at the end of the road—it doesn’t hunt flesh. It hunts memory. It hunts connection. When the road breaks, the barrier thins. The dark leaks through. And those who are closest to the break… they absorb it."

Ilse looked at Elara. Her daughter’s chest rose and fell in shallow, rapid gasps. Her lips were cracked and white. Her skin was hot to the touch, burning with a fever that no herb could touch.

"How do I stop it?"

Jaren hesitated. For the first time, Ilse saw fear in his eyes. Not for himself. For her.

"You have to mend the stone."

"That stone is shattered. There is nothing left but rubble."

"Not the stone itself. The song." He reached into his tunic and pulled out a small, folded piece of parchment. He slid it across the table. It was a map, drawn in charcoal on rough vellum. It showed the Pilgrim’s Road, stretching from Harrow’s End to the northern hollow. But along the path, there were marks. Small, jagged lines where the road was cracked. Where the stones were weak.

Jaren pressed his palm flat against the table, fingers splayed, holding it there as if bracing against pressure. "Every morning," he said, voice low. "He'd stand at each stone. Hands on the rock. Voice low. Not singing — not like a bard. Just names. The old names. The road held because he named it."

Ilse felt a surge of anger, hot and bright. "My uncle is dead. And I am no singer."

"No," Jaren agreed. "But your blood is the same." He leaned closer, voice dropping to a rough whisper. "Stand at the break. Place your hands on the stone. Speak what your uncle wrote in the ledger — the names, the dates, the travelers he turned away. Don't think. Just speak. Fill the space before it gets in."

Ilse looked at the map. She traced the jagged lines with her finger. There were seven of them. Seven breaks in the binding. And the largest, the deepest crack, was right here. At Harrow’s End. At the second waystone.

"If I try," she said, "and fail?"

Jaren’s face was grim. "Then the dark takes Elara. And then it takes you. And then it takes everything north of the hollow."

Ilse stood up. Her legs felt weak, but her spine was straight. She walked to the window and looked out at the night. The stars were hidden behind thick clouds. The wind was rising, carrying the scent of rain and rot.

"I need to prepare," she said.

Jaren nodded. "I will watch the road. The dark moves faster when the stones are broken. It will come for you while you are vulnerable."

Ilse turned back to him. "Can you fight it?"

"I can delay it," Jaren said. "But I cannot stop it. That is your burden, Ilse. That is your gift."

She looked at Elara again. Her daughter’s eyes were open now, glassy and unfocused. She was murmuring something, a wordless sound that sounded like crying. Ilse crossed the room and knelt beside the pallet. She took Elara’s hand. It was burning hot, but her fingers were limp.

"I am here," Ilse whispered. "I am here, little bird."

Elara’s eyes focused for a moment. "Mama," she said. "The sea…"

"I know," Ilse said. Her throat was tight. "I know."

"When will we go?"

"Soon," Ilse lied. "When the fever breaks."

Elara smiled, a weak, trembling thing, and then her eyes closed again. Her breathing shallowed.

Ilse stood up. She walked to the door and drew the bolt. She stepped outside into the cold night air. The wind hit her face like a slap. She could feel the hum of the stones, faint and erratic, like a heartbeat skipping.

She walked down the lane toward the second waystone. The mud sucked at her boots. The brambles tore at her skirts. She did not care. She needed to get to the stone. She needed to try.

As she walked, she heard a sound behind her. A whisper. Not from the wind. From the darkness.

She turned. Nothing but shadows. But the shadows were moving. Thickening. Coalescing.

Jaren was right. The dark was leaking through.

Ilse ran.

She reached the waystone as the first drops of rain began to fall. The stone was a jagged stump, splintered and broken. Iron wedges jutted from its sides like broken teeth. The air around it shimmered, a distortion that made her eyes water.

She placed her hands on the cold stone. She closed her eyes. She tried to remember.

She remembered her father, teaching her to plant wheat. "Deep roots, Ilse," he had said. "Deep roots hold through the storm."

She remembered her uncle, sitting by the fire, reading from his ledger. "The road is a promise," he had said. "Keep the promise."

She remembered Elara, laughing in the sun, her blonde hair catching the light. "Promise me you’ll show me the sea," she had said.

Ilse opened her mouth. She tried to speak. But no sound came out. Only a gasp. Only air.

The shadows were closer now. They swirled around her ankles, cold and viscous. They smelled of old graves and stagnant water.

She pushed harder. She poured her will into the stone. Hold, she thought. Hold.

The stone vibrated. A low hum rose from its core, faint but steady. The shimmering air slowed. The shadows recoiled, just slightly.

Ilse opened her eyes. The hum was growing. Louder. Clearer.

But it was not enough. The break was too wide. The dark was too strong.

She needed help.

She turned and ran back to the cottage. Jaren was standing in the doorway, his staff in hand, his face pale.

"It’s coming," he said.

"I know," Ilse said. "I need your help."

Jaren nodded. "Tell me what to do."

Ilse grabbed his arm. "We have to go to the first waystone. The one at the start of the road. If we can sing together… if we can reinforce the beginning… maybe we can stem the flow."

Jaren looked at the darkness closing in behind her. Then he looked at the road, stretching northward into the void.

"Lead the way," he said.

They ran into the rain.
Chapter 8

The rain fell hard and cold, drumming against the packed earth of the lane until the world reduced to sound and shuddering breath. Ilse ran beside Jaren, her boots slipping in the churned mud, her skirt clinging to her knees like a second skin. The road ahead was a black ribbon, its stones barely visible beneath the sheeting water. Behind them, the cottage lights guttered out — or perhaps it was only the rain that drowned the glow.

Jaren moved with a certainty she lacked. He had walked this road seven years ago. He knew where the stones lay. He knew where the ground dipped, where roots clawed up through the paving, where the hollow swallowed the path whole. Ilse trusted him the way one trusts a compass in a storm — reluctantly, desperately.

They reached the first waystone in twelve minutes, or perhaps an hour. Time had lost its shape in the rain.

The stone stood taller than the others — a slab of grey granite, broad as a man's chest, its surface carved with grooves that caught the light when the lightning broke through the cloud cover. Ilse had passed it every day for seven years and never touched it. She had filed it under scenery, the way one files under mountains or weather: present, immovable, irrelevant.

Now it was humming.

Not the low thrum she had grown accustomed to in recent weeks. This was different — urgent, almost frantic, like a trapped bird beating against glass. The sound vibrated through the soles of her boots, up through her shins, into the marrow of her bones.

Jaren stopped three paces from the stone and raised his staff. The iron tip glinted once in the flash of lightning. "Wait," he said. His voice was steady, but Ilse noticed the tremor in his hands.

"What?"

"The song requires intent. Will. Not music." He turned to her, rain lashing his face. "My uncle didn't sing hymns. He didn't chant prayers. He spoke names. Dates. The names of travelers who passed, the dates they arrived, the dates they left. He fed the road with memory. That is what holds it together."

Ilse pressed her palms flat against the stone. It was cold — impossibly cold, as if the cold inside it were pushing outward, trying to escape. The hum grew louder beneath her fingertips.

"Names?" she said. "All this time, my uncle just… named people?"

"He named everything," Jaren said. "The road. The stones. The seasons. The dead. He remembered them all."

Ilse closed her eyes and thought of the ledger. She had found it in the chest at the foot of her bed, wrapped in oilcloth, its pages swollen with damp. She had flipped through it in the lamplight, expecting to find accounts of tolls collected, repairs ordered, goods traded. Instead, she had found names. Hundreds of them. Written in her uncle's tight, precise hand.

Halloween. Veiled woman. Three coins. No name.

Samhain. Two boys, sixteen years. No names.

Easter, tenth year. Old. No traveler came.

May Day. Singing in the hollow.

She had thought it was a record of refusals. A ledger of people turned away. That was what her uncle had been — a gatekeeper, a barker, a man who barred the door to protect his property from unwanted guests. She had inherited his suspicion and his solitude, and she had worn them like armor for seven years.

But Jaren was saying something else entirely.

"She came to the door on Halloween," Ilse said slowly. "The veiled woman. You said Uncle turned her away."

"I did."

"But why?"

Jaren's jaw worked. Rain dripped from his chin. "Because the road was weakening. He could feel it. The hum had dropped an octave. The stones were going quiet. He knew that if someone walked the road in that condition — if someone carried the weight of their own journey onto a failing binding — the dark would follow them. It would ride their footsteps like a shadow on shadow."

"So he sent her back to save her."

"To save everyone." Jaren's voice cracked. "That is what the road does, Ilse. It holds the dark back. But it needs fuel. Memory is the fuel. Every name spoken, every date remembered, every act of attention — that feeds the binding. My uncle understood this. He spent every morning walking the stones, speaking the names, keeping the road alive. He wasn't guarding the road from invaders. He was guarding it from forgetting."

The words landed in Ilse's chest like stones themselves. Heavy. Final.

She had spent seven years believing her uncle was a miser — hoarding the road's secrets, turning away travelers, letting the land go to seed rather than share its bounty. She had believed his silence was stubbornness, his isolation pride. She had called him old and bitter and useless, and in doing so, she had become exactly what he had warned her against: someone who forgot.

The hum beneath her hands shifted. The frantic vibration smoothed into something deeper, something sorrowful. As if the stone itself was mourning.

"How many names?" Ilse asked. "How many did he speak?"

Jaren was quiet for a long moment. Then: "Every one. Every traveler who ever walked the Pilgrim's Road. From the first stone to the last. He carried them all in his head. And when he died…" He trailed off. His hand tightened on his staff.

"When he died, the names stopped."

"Yes."

"And the road began to forget."

Jaren nodded. "That is what the dark is, Ilse. It is not a monster. It is not a beast that prowls the hollows waiting to devour. It is absence. It is the space left behind when memory fades. When a name is no longer spoken, when a date is no longer remembered, when a road is no longer walked — that emptiness fills with something. Something old. Something hungry."

Ilse pulled her hands from the stone. They were numb, tingling with cold. She flexed her fingers, watching rain drip from her fingertips.

"So Elara isn't sick," she said. The words tasted like ash. "She is being consumed."

"Not consumed," Jaren corrected gently. "Erased. Piece by piece. First the recent things — today's breakfast, yesterday's laughter. Then the older things — her mother's face, the taste of honey, the sound of her own name. The dark eats memory because memory is the only thing that pushes back against it."

Ilse thought of Elara's glassy eyes. The wordless sounds. The way she had murmured the sea — a place she had never seen, a promise Ilse had made and broken. Was Elara forgetting her? Was the dark already inside her, eating the parts of herself that made her her?

A wave of nausea rolled through Ilse. She gripped the edge of the waystone to steady herself. The cold bit into her palm.

"How many breaks?" she asked.

"Seven," Jaren said. "Seven places where the binding has failed. The second waystone at Harrow's End was the worst — Torvin finished what the neglect started. But the others… the others are thinning. Every day without the song, every day without a name spoken, they grow weaker."

Ilse looked down the road. In the rain, it was impossible to see beyond the first few stones. The path vanished into a wall of grey, and beyond that — nothing. The northern hollow swallowed everything.

"And if we speak the names now?" she asked. "If I stand here and say them — all of them, every one my uncle ever recorded — will it mend the road?"

Jaren hesitated. "It might. The song is strongest at the source — at the first stone, where the road begins. If you pour your will into it, if you speak with genuine intent, you can reinforce the binding. It won't fix all seven breaks. But it will buy time. Enough time to reach the others."

"Buy time for what?"

"For Elara to recover. For us to walk the road and mend each break, one by one. For the binding to hold long enough for the dark to recede." He paused. "But there is a cost."

Ilse met his eyes. "What cost?"

Jaren's gaze dropped to the stone, to the grooves carved into its surface. "The song demands attention. Total attention. You cannot speak the names and think of anything else. You cannot half-remember. You must hold every name, every date, every detail in your mind with perfect clarity. If your focus slips — if even one name escapes you — the binding weakens at that point. And the dark will find the gap."

Ilse swallowed. Her throat was raw from shouting, from running, from the cold air tearing at her lungs.

"I don't know all the names," she said.

"You have the ledger."

"I have the ledger." She repeated the words like a prayer. Then, quietly: "But I haven't read them all. Not properly. Not with… attention."

Jaren reached into his tunic and pulled out the oilcloth bundle. He handed it to her. It was heavier than she expected — dense with seven years of accumulated names, seven years of attention given and abandoned.

"Read them now," he said. "In the rain. In the dark. Hold them in your mind as you speak. Your uncle did it every morning for forty years. You can do it for one night."

Ilse unwrapped the oilcloth. The pages were swollen with damp, the ink running in thin blue rivers down the edges. She squinted at the first entry. The handwriting was cramped, precise, each letter formed with the care of someone who believed that form mattered.

All Hallows' Eve. A woman came, hooded, cloak dark as peat. Paid three copper coins. Asked for passage to the northern pass. I told her the road was closed. She did not argue. She turned and walked south. I watched her go. I did not sleep that night.

Ilse traced the words with her finger. The paper was soft as cloth beneath her touch. She could almost hear her uncle's voice — low, steady, reading these words aloud to no one. To the stones. To the road. To the dark.

Two boys, Samhain. No older than sixteen. Laughing, bold, carrying a fiddle. Said they were heading to a feast in the eastern valley. I told them the road was closed. One of them spat at my feet. I did not react. When they were gone, I sat at the first stone for three hours. The hum had dropped again.

Easter, tenth year. An old man came. Sat on the bench outside my door. Did not ask for passage. Did not ask for food. Simply sat. We drank tea. He spoke of his wife, dead twenty years. He said he was walking the road because she had wanted to see the Northern Shore before she died. I told him the road was closed. He nodded. He left without another word. I have not forgotten his face.

Ilse's vision blurred. Not from the rain. From something else. Something that pooled behind her eyes and threatened to spill over.

"My uncle," she said, her voice cracking. "He wasn't turning them away because he was afraid. He was turning them away because he loved them."

Jaren did not answer. He stood beside her, his shoulder nearly touching hers, his face turned toward the road. Toward the dark.

Ilse looked down the path again. The pressure dropped. The air stiffened. Somewhere in the hollow, something moved — not a sound, but an absence of sound. A silence that swallowed the rain, the wind, the hum of the stone.

She opened the ledger to the middle. Flipped past the entries she had skimmed in lamplight, past the names she had dismissed as accountants' arithmetic. She found the ones she had never read. The ones her uncle had written late at night, when the fire was low and the stones were singing their last notes of the day.

May Day. Heard singing in the hollow. Could not place the tune. Went to the third stone. Spoke the names until the singing stopped. Spoke them until dawn.

Midsummer. A child came alone. Seven years old. Blonde hair. Asked for her mother. I gave her bread. I told her the road was closed. She cried. I did not comfort her. Comfort would have been cruelty.

Ilse's breath caught.

Blonde hair. Seven years old.

Elara.

Had Elara walked the road once? Had she come here, lost and crying, and her uncle had given her bread and sent her away? Had he done it to save her?

Or had he done it because he couldn't bear to let her pass?

Ilse folded the ledger shut and pressed it to her chest. The cold from the stone seeped through her clothes, through her skin, into her bones. She placed her hands back on the granite.

"I am ready," she said.

Jaren nodded. He raised his staff and struck the ground once. The sound rang sharp and clean against the rain.

"Begin," he said.

Ilse opened her mouth. The first name on her tongue was not from the ledger. It was her uncle's.

"Eamon," she said.

The stone answered.

The hum deepened, steadied, grew. The rain seemed to slow, to hesitate, as if the world itself were listening.

"Ilse," she continued. "Your daughter. Your sister. Your father. Four generations of Vane farmers. Harrow's End. The Pilgrim's Road. The northern hollow. The stones. The dark."

She spoke faster now, pulling names from the ledger, from memory, from the deep well of seven years of neglected attention. Names of women and men, boys and girls, old and young. Dates of arrival and departure. Details of clothing and conversation and the weather on the day they came. She poured them into the stone like water into a drought-cracked field.

The hum grew louder. The stone warmed beneath her palms — not with heat, but with the gentle radiance of something waking from a long sleep. The air around them shimmered, a distortion that looked like heat haze but felt like presence.

Behind her, in the direction of the cottage, the silence receded. Just slightly. Just enough.

Ilse did not stop. She could not stop. Each name was a stitch, each date a thread, and she was sewing the road back together with the only material she had — memory.

Her voice grew hoarse. Her fingers went numb. Her knees shook. But she did not stop.

The ledger had hundreds of names. She had only one night.

The dark lingered at the edge of the rain, patient and hungry, learning the shape of her voice.
Chapter 9

The warning came on the wind, though Ilse could not say how she knew it was a warning until the birds had gone silent and the wheat stood perfectly still, as though holding its breath. She was in the yard, gathering eggs from the nesting boxes, her fingers sticky with straw and warm shell, when the stillness reached her. It was not the ordinary quiet of a farm at midday—the chickens would still cluck, the goat would bleat for grain, the wind would comb through the wheat with its familiar restless fingers. This was different. This was the hollow holding its tongue.

Ilse straightened slowly, one egg cradled against her chest like a small, absurd heart. She looked north, toward the road. The air above the broken waystone shimmered, a thin heat-haze in the cold, and beyond that, a line of dust rose from the flat land where the Pilgrim's Road met the Baron's track. Horses. Many horses.

She dropped the egg. It did not break—rolled once, twice, into the straw—and she did not pick it up. She turned and ran for the cottage, her boots slipping on the wet grass, her hands already forming the words she would need to speak to the villagers.

Jaren was inside, sharpening his staff against a whetstone, the rhythmic scrape of rock on wood filling the small space. He looked up when she burst through the door, his expression shifting from concentration to something sharper, something that recognized danger before she had spoken it.

"How many?" he asked.

Ilse did not answer immediately. She went to the window, pressed her face to the glass, and counted. Six. Maybe eight. The dust cloud told her more than her eyes could resolve. Soldiers, not riders. The Baron's men, come to finish what Torvin had started.

"More than Torvin brought," she said. "Maybe a dozen."

Jaren set the whetstone down. He did not look afraid. He looked tired, the way a man looks when he has been carrying something heavy for a long time and knows it is about to get heavier. "They will want the stones," he said.

"They will want whatever the Baron tells them to want. That is not the problem." Ilse turned from the window. Her voice was flat, practical, the way she spoke when she was deciding between two bad options. "The problem is what happens when they take the stones. What happens when the road opens completely."

Jaren was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "The dark will pour through."

"I know what will happen, Jaren. I need you to listen to me." She crossed the room in three strides and gripped his arm, hard enough that he looked at her properly. "I am going to gather the villagers. All of them. Those who can walk, those who can carry a pitchfork or a torch or a stone. We will stand on the road. We will stand where the waystones are. And we will tell them that no one takes a stone from Harrow's End without walking over our bodies first."

Jaren studied her face. His eyes were dark, unreadable, but she felt the weight of his assessment—the way he measured her resolve the way a smith measures metal before the hammer falls. "They will have swords," he said.

"So will we," Ilse said. "Not swords. Pitchforks. Scythes. Stones. But we will have something they do not."

"And what is that?"

Ilse pressed her palm flat against the wall between them, right where the stone met timber, and Jaren felt it—the faint vibration, the low hum that ran through everything, through the earth and the stones and the bones of the house. The road sang through the ground itself. He felt it. His eyes widened. He understood.

Jaren nodded slowly. "Then go. I will stay here with Elara."

"No." The word came out sharper than she intended. "She stays in the cellar. With the jars. If things go badly—if they come for the cottage—she hides among the preserves and she does not come out until I call her. You go with me."

Jaren opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. He understood, finally, that this was not a negotiation. Ilse Vane did not negotiate when the road was at stake. She acted.

She left him with that, grabbed her cloak from the peg by the door, and stepped outside into the terrible stillness.

The village of Harrow's End was not much of a village at all—twelve houses huddled along the lower slope of the hill, clustered around a single well and a church whose roof had collapsed during the last storm and whose priest had not been replaced since Uncle Eamon died. The people who lived here were farmers, mostly. Smallholders. People who had inherited land from parents who had inherited it from their parents, just as Ilse had inherited this farm. They were the sort of people who mended each other's roofs and shared seed potatoes and did not ask questions about why a woman lived alone at the top of the hill with a dead husband and a sick child and a road nobody walked anymore.

She had bought their wheat when her own fields failed. She had helped Old Man Hester haul hay when his back gave out. She had buried three children from this village in the small plot behind the ruined church. They knew her, too. They knew she did not suffer fools. They knew she kept her word. They could not have guessed the truth she carried alone: that she was the keeper of a road that held back something worse than winter, worse than war, worse than the Baron's taxes and his foremen and his greed.

She started at the well, because everyone passed the well. A few women were there with their buckets, chatting in low voices about the weather and the price of salt. They fell silent as she approached, not because they feared her—though some of them did—but because they recognized the set of her shoulders, the tightness of her jaw, the way her eyes scanned the horizon like a hawk scanning a field for mice.

"Listen to me," Ilse said. Her voice carried easily in the still air. "The Baron's men are coming. They have soldiers. They mean to take the waystones."

A woman named Marna, young and wide-eyed, dropped her bucket. It landed with a hollow clang. "Take the stones? Why?"

Ilse’s tone was flat, factual, the way she explained why the roof needed repairing or why the goat had to be slaughtered before winter. “Because the Baron wants them for his hall. Because Torvin told him they are valuable. Because he does not know what they are.” She understood the danger, and she would not let them take them.

Another woman, older, squinted at her. "What happens if they take them anyway?"

Ilse looked at her. She considered lying. She considered saying something simple and clean, something that would make the fear manageable. But the villagers of Harrow's End deserved the truth, even if it terrified them.

silence. The kind of silence that falls when a room full of people realizes they are smaller than they thought they were.

Silence. The kind of silence that falls when a room full of people realizes they are smaller than they thought they were.

Marna was crying silently, her mouth pressed into a thin white line. Bess stared at Ilse with an expression that was not quite belief, not quite disbelief, but something in between—the way a man looks at a ghost he is not sure he wants to believe in.

"You're serious," Bess said finally.

Ilse said nothing. She reached out, took Bess's wrist in both hands, and squeezed until the older woman winced—not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to feel the iron in her grip. Then she turned toward the road and began walking.

Bess nodded slowly. Then she turned and walked toward her house. She came back with a scythe, the blade gleaming dully in the grey light, and she held it at her side like a weapon. "I'll stand with you," she said.

That was all it took. One woman with a scythe became three women with pitchforks. Two men who had been mending a fence nearby dropped their tools and picked up wooden stakes. An old man named Corwin, whose hands shook too much for farming but whose eyes were still sharp, dragged a rusted musket from the shed behind his house and pointed it uncertainly at the ground.

Ilse watched them assemble, her heart doing something complicated and fierce and terrified all at once. These were not soldiers. They were farmers. People who could not fight a real battle. People who would break under the weight of steel and discipline and the roar of men who had killed before.

But they were hers. And they were standing on the right side of the road.

"How many can we get?" she asked Bess.

Bess was already moving from house to house, calling out, urging, shouting. "Thirty," she said after a moment. "Maybe thirty. Some of the families have fled north already, since the sickness started. The rest are hiding in their homes, hoping the soldiers will pass them by."

"Hope will not stop them."

"No. But a pitchfork might."

Ilse almost smiled. Almost. Instead she turned north and began walking toward the road, the thirty villagers trailing behind her like a ragged army, armed with garden tools and desperation and the stubborn, irrational courage of people who have nothing left to lose except the ground beneath their feet.

The Pilgrim's Road stretched ahead, cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the mist that clung to the hollow like a living thing. The first waystone stood at the edge of the field, tall and dark and humming with a frequency so low it was felt rather than heard. Ilse placed her hand against it. Cold. Solid. Patient.

Behind her, the villagers gathered. They did not speak. They did not need to. The stones were humming louder now, responding to the presence of so many people, responding to the fear and the anger and the fierce, desperate love that held them together.

Ilse looked north again. The dust cloud had grown. The horses were closer. She could see the flash of armor, the glint of spear tips, the dark shape of the Baron's banner snapping in the wind.

They were here.

She turned to face them, her hand still on the stone, her heart still beating, and she waited.

The first soldier appeared over the rise, a dark figure against the grey sky, his horse picking its way carefully through the wet grass. Behind him, more soldiers. Behind them, Torvin, sitting on a chestnut mare, his face a mask of bored impatience, his hand resting casually on the pommel of his sword.

He spotted Ilse standing on the road, surrounded by her ragged collection of farmers, and he smiled. It was not a kind smile. It was the smile of a man who has already won and is merely enjoying the view.

"Mrs. Vane," he called, his voice carrying easily across the field. "What is this? A harvest festival?"

Ilse did not smile back. She kept her hand on the waystone. She kept her voice level. "You are on private land, Torvin. Turn back."

Torvin laughed. It was a short, sharp sound, like a whip cracking. "Private land? Mrs. Vane, the Baron owns this land. The Baron owns the road. The Baron owns the stones. You are a tenant farmer with a debt of fifty crowns and a very vivid imagination."

"I owe the Baron nothing," Ilse said. "And I will not let you take the stones."

Torvin's smile faded. His jaw tightened. For a moment, she saw something underneath the boredom—something cold and hard and utterly without mercy. It was the face of a man who had spent his life taking what others wanted him to take, who had never been told no and did not know what to do with the word.

"Then we will take them from your body," he said softly.

Ilse felt the villagers behind her shift, felt the sudden intake of breath, felt the fear ripple through them like a wave. But she did not move. She did not blink. She kept her hand on the stone and she kept her voice steady.

"Try it," she said.

The vibration faded, leaving the air heavy with the scent of ozone and wet stone.
Chapter 10

Torvin's smile did not waver, but something shifted behind his eyes, a flicker of irritation quickly masked by boredom. He raised a hand, and the soldiers behind him fanned out, their boots squelching in the wet grass as they moved into position. Spears lowered. Shields locked. The disciplined movement of men who had done this before.

Ilse did not flinch. She kept her hand on the waystone, feeling the cold seep through her palm, feeling the hum vibrate up her arm and into her shoulder, a frequency so low it was more sensation than sound. Behind her, the villagers shifted uneasily — some thirty farmers with pitchforks and scythes and a rusted musket. They were brave, she knew that. But bravery did not stop steel.

"Mrs. Vane," Torvin called again, his voice carrying across the field. "Step away from the stone. I am not interested in hurting you. I am interested in the stones. Nothing more."

"You took one already," Ilse said. Her voice was flat, factual. "The second one. You struck it with iron wedges and a sledgehammer. You left a jagged stump."

Torvin shrugged. "A rock is a rock. The Baron needs building stone. Your uncle's sentimentality is not my concern."

"My uncle is dead," Ilse said. "And these stones are not rocks. They are the only thing keeping the dark from consuming this valley. If you remove them, you are not building a hall. You are opening a wound."

"My uncle is dead," Ilse said. She pressed her palm flat against the stone, feeling the cold bite through her skin. "Take them and you take the road. Take the road and you take everything past it."

Torvin's expression hardened. He had heard this speech before, or something like it. He had dismissed it before. He would dismiss it again. "Your uncle's stories won't fill my barns. There is nothing on this road but weeds and cold stone."

Torvin considered this. She saw the calculation behind his eyes, the way he weighed the risk against the reward. He was a bureaucrat, not a warrior. He preferred leverage to violence, paperwork to bloodshed. But he was also impatient, and the Baron's orders were clear. The stones needed to come down.

"No," he said finally. "I will not waste men on your fantasy. Move aside, Mrs. Vane. This is your last warning."

Ilse did not move. Behind her, Bess adjusted her grip on the scythe, her knuckles white. The old man with the musket pointed it uncertainly at the ground, his hands shaking. Ilse felt the fear rippling through them, a wave of panic threatening to break the fragile line they had formed. She needed to hold them together. She needed to hold the road.

"Jaren," she said, without turning around. "Tell them."

Jaren stepped forward from behind the group. He had been quiet since they assembled, his face pale, his body swaying slightly with exhaustion. He had walked the road since dawn, past the broken waystones, past the places where the dark had already touched the earth. He looked like a man who had seen the end of the world and was still walking toward it.

"There is nothing between us and the northern shore," Jaren said. His voice was quiet, but it carried. It was the voice of a man who had nothing left to lose and everything to say. "The third waystone is gone. Not broken. Not struck. Gone. As if it had never been there. And behind it, the dark... it moves. It does not hunt flesh. It hunts memory. It eats connection. It leaves shells. Empty shells walking around in the world, forgetting who they are, forgetting who they loved, forgetting why they breathe."

No one answered. The soldiers looked at each other. Some of them frowned, confusion creasing their faces. One of them, a young man with a scar across his cheek, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. He looked lost.

"You're lying," Torvin said, but his voice lacked conviction. He looked at his soldiers, at their uneasy faces, at the way they shifted their weight from foot to foot. He saw the doubt spreading among them, the same doubt that had taken root in his own chest.

Jaren said, “Query your men. Tell them to remember when birds last sang upon the road. Tell them to recall when warmth ever touched the hollow. Tell them to remember why they stand here today.”

Silence. The soldiers looked at each other. Some of them frowned, confusion creasing their faces. One of them, a young man with a scar across his cheek, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. He looked lost.

Torvin's jaw tightened. He was losing control. He could feel it, the way a man feels water rising around his ankles when he has been standing in a flooded room too long. He needed to act. He needed to break this moment before it broke him.

"Seize her," he said.

The soldiers moved.

Ilse felt the villagers behind her surge forward, pitchforks raised, scythes swinging, the rusted musket barking a single shot that went wild and ricocheted off stone. Chaos erupted. Shouts. Curses. The clash of wood on shield. The cry of a horse startled by the noise.

Ilse did not join the fray. She kept her hand on the waystone. She closed her eyes. And she sang.

Not a song she knew. Not a melody or a rhyme. Something older. Something deeper. A sound that rose from the bottom of her chest and traveled up through her throat and into the stone, a vibration that matched the hum of the waystone and amplified it, doubling it, tripling it, until the air itself seemed to tremble.

The villagers stopped fighting. The soldiers stopped advancing. Even Torvin froze, his hand halfway drawn from his sword, his eyes wide with something that was not quite fear but close to it.

The hum grew louder. The waystone beneath Ilse's hand vibrated violently, the cold intensifying until it burned her palm. The air above the stone shimmered, a distortion like heat rising from summer pavement, but the air was freezing. Frost crept across the cobbles, spreading outward from the stone in delicate, crystalline patterns.

And then, from the north, came a sound.

It was not a roar. Not a scream. Not the thunder of approaching storm. It was silence. Absolute, crushing silence, moving toward them like a tide, swallowing sound as it went. The birds stopped singing. The wind stopped blowing. The villagers stopped breathing. Even the horses went still, their heads lowered, their ears pinned back, their bodies trembling.

The dark was here.

Ilse opened her eyes. She could not see it, not really. It had no shape, no form, no colour. It was simply the absence of everything, a void moving through the world, erasing as it went. Where it touched the grass, the grass turned grey and brittle. Where it touched the air, the air went cold and still.

She sang louder.

The hum answered. The waystone vibrated beneath her hand, the cold intensifying, the frost spreading faster. Behind her, she felt the villagers gathering, their fear transforming into something else, something fierce and desperate and utterly determined. Bess stepped up beside her, her scythe lowered, her hands pressing against the stone. Then another villager. Then another. Thirty hands on the waystone, thirty voices joining hers in a sound that was not quite a song but close to it, a collective hum that rose from the earth and met the dark head-on.

The dark hesitated.

It was not a retreat. It was a pause. A moment of uncertainty, as if the void itself was unsure whether to push forward or pull back. The silence wavered. The cold intensified. The frost spread across the road, covering the cracked stones in a layer of ice that glittered dully in the grey light.

Torvin stared at it. He was a man of facts and figures, of ledgers and contracts and property deeds. He did not believe in fairy tales. He did not believe in dark that ate memory. But he was standing on the edge of something he could not comprehend, something that defied every rational explanation he had ever encountered, and his mind offered no counsel.

"Retreat," he said. His voice was quiet, almost swallowed by the silence. "Fall back."

His soldiers did not need to be told twice. They turned and ran, their boots slipping on the ice, their shields clattering against their backs, their spears abandoned in the wet grass. Torvin mounted his horse and spurred it into a gallop, disappearing over the rise, his banner snapping behind him like a wound.

The villagers watched him go. They did not cheer. They did not celebrate. They stood in silence, their hands still on the stone, their breath coming in shallow gasps, their bodies trembling with adrenaline and fear and something that might have been awe.

Ilse stopped singing. The hum faded slowly, reluctantly, the way a sound fades when it is not being fed. The frost on the road began to melt, dripping from the stones in slow, icy tears. The grey grass slowly regained its colour, though it remained brittle and lifeless. The birds did not return to singing. The wind did not return to blowing.

But the dark receded. Slowly. Reluctantly. Pulling back into the north, into the hollow, into the places where the waystones had fallen and the road was broken.

Ilse let her hand drop from the stone. Her palm was numb, her fingers stiff with cold. She looked at the villagers. They looked at her. Thirty farmers. Thirty people who had just witnessed something they could not explain and would never fully understand.

"We cannot hold it forever," she said. Her voice was hoarse, scraped raw from the singing. "The stones are failing. Torvin will come back. The Baron will send more men. And the dark... the dark will not stop. It will keep coming. Until we either seal the road or we sing it back."

Bess wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her face was pale, her eyes wide. "How many stones are left?"

Ilse counted. She had felt them. She had sung to them. She knew which ones were still standing and which ones were gone. "Five," she said. "Maybe six. If the fourth is still intact."

"Where is the fourth?"

"Past the northern hollow. Near the old bridge." Ilse looked north, toward the mist, toward the places where the dark had already touched the earth. "Jaren went there this morning. He has not returned."

A silence fell over the square. It was not the peaceful silence of a winter evening. It was the heavy, suffocating silence of a held breath.

"Then we wait," Bess said finally. "And we prepare. Whatever comes next, we prepare."

Ilse nodded. She turned and walked back toward the cottage, her boots crunching on the melting ice, her body aching with exhaustion, her mind racing with possibilities and consequences and the terrible weight of the choice she would have to make.

Inside, Elara lay on the pallet, her small body twitching as if she were running through dreams. Her breathing was shallow and rapid, each inhalation a struggle, each exhalation a whistle that sounded like air escaping a broken vessel. Jaren sat beside her, his hand resting lightly on her forehead, his expression unreadable.

"She's burning up," he said quietly. "The fever is worse."

Ilse knelt beside the pallet. She pressed her palm to her daughter's forehead. The heat was intense, almost unbearable. She looked at Jaren. She looked at Elara. She looked at the door.

"I need to go to Merrow's Ford," she said. "The healer. Six or seven miles. I need medicine."

Jaren shook his head. "You're not going anywhere. Not like this. Not after what just happened."

"I have to. She'll die if I don't."

"Then I'll go."

Ilse looked at him. He was exhausted. Bruised. Shaking. He had walked the road since dawn, past the broken waystones, past the places where the shadows were beginning to lengthen across the cracked stones. He was no good to anyone if he collapsed on the road.

"You're no use to me dead," she said.

"I'm no use to her either if you die trying to reach Merrow's Ford alone." Jaren's voice was firm. Resolute. The voice of a man who had made his decision and would not be dissuaded. "I know the road. I know the way. I'll go."

Ilse hesitated. She wanted to argue. She wanted to insist. But she was tired. She was cold. She was terrified. And she was running out of options.

"Take the ledger," she said finally. "Take the dried herbs. Take the copper coins. And if you see the dark... don't fight it. Run."

He dipped his chin in assent, then rose, his frame unsteady as he snatched his cloak from the hook near the door. At the threshold, he lingered, turning his gaze back to her.

"Come back," he said. "Both of us."

Ilse did not answer. She watched him go. She watched him walk toward the road, his figure disappearing into the mist, his footsteps fading into the silence.

She turned back to Elara. She pressed her daughter's hand to her chest, feeling the frantic beat of her heart, feeling the fragile warmth of her small body, feeling the love that was the only thing stronger than fear.

Outside, the wind carried the faintest vibration from the hollow, a sound so low it might have been nothing at all. But Ilse heard it. She heard the hum of the stones. She heard the silence between them. And she heard, beneath it all, the sound of something moving. Slow. Deliberate. Inexorable.

She closed her eyes, letting the draft pass through, waiting for the wind to break.
Chapter 11

The fourth waystone rose from the earth like a broken tooth, its surface pitted and scarred from centuries of wind. Ilse pressed her palms flat against it, seeking the cold that had always been the stone's first greeting, and found it — but her attention kept drifting westward, to the empty place where the third stone should have stood. No mound, no scattered fragments. Just a circle of trampled grass and the faintest suggestion of a depression in the earth, as though the ground itself had exhaled and forgotten to inhale.

The cold was the first thing. The stone was always cold, but today the cold had teeth. It bit through her sleeves, through her skin, into the bones of her wrists, and she did not pull away. She stood with her hands on the stone and she did not move. Behind her, the villagers cowered in the lee of a broken wall, thirty souls pressed together like sheep, their breath pluming in the grey air. Jaren stood at Ilse's shoulder, his staff planted in the cracked earth, his face turned toward the south where the darkness had been driven back—but was not gone.

It was only receding. There was a difference.

"Go," Ilse said, without looking back. Her voice was steady. It surprised her. "All of you. Take the road south. Do not stop. Do not look behind you."

A woman sobbed. Ilse couldn't tell whose voice it was. The sound was thin and reedy, almost swallowed by the wind.

The sob came first — thin, reedy, almost lost beneath the wind. Ilse turned from the stone and saw a woman doubled against the broken wall, her face buried in a shawl that had once been blue. Thirty souls pressed together in the lee of the ruin, their breath pluming, their eyes fixed on the road behind Ilse where the grey sky pressed down like a lid. Ilse wiped her palms on her skirts, left damp smears on the rough wool, and spoke without looking back. "South. The road south. Don't stop. Don't look behind you."

"Take her," Jaren said. He stepped back from Ilse's shoulder, turning toward the villagers. "She'll be safer with the group. Ilse can't hold this alone."

Ilse felt something tighten in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She was not thinking of Elara right now. She was thinking of the hum. Or the lack of it. The third waystone had been struck and shattered by Torvin's iron wedges, and the moment it broke, the hum had changed. It hadn't stopped—it had fractured. Like a bell cracked down the side, the sound had split into harmonics that clashed and cancelled each other, and through those gaps the darkness had poured in.

She could still feel the echo of it in her hands. The stone was vibrating, faintly, a tremor running through it like a pulse. But the pulse was wrong. It was arrhythmic, faltering, as though the stone itself were trying to remember how to sing and failing.

"Go," Ilse said again, harder this time.

The woman's voice cracked through the sobbing. "My daughter—" Jaren's hand closed over her elbow, firm but not ungentle, and he turned toward the huddle of villagers. "She'll be safer with the group," he said, his voice carrying the flat authority of someone who had spent seven years learning which battles were worth fighting. "Ilse can't hold this alone." Ilse felt something tighten in her throat, but she swallowed it down.

She was alone.

The wind picked up, carrying the smell of wet earth and something else—something like the air after lightning strikes, sharp and metallic and wrong. The grey sky pressed down on the hollow like a lid, and the grass at the edge of the road had already begun to turn, blades stiffening and greying, brittle as old parchment.

Ilse closed her eyes. She thought of her uncle. She thought of the ledger, of the entries that faded as the years passed, of the names of travelers who never returned, of the nights he spent sitting by the fire, listening to the stones hum. He protected the road, she had thought in that moment, standing before the ruined second waystone. But she had been wrong. He hadn't just protected it. He had sung to it. Every night, every evening, he had placed his hands on the stones and he had sung, and the song had been the thing that kept the darkness at bay.

Not music. Intent. Will. The Song required neither melody nor instrument, only the absolute, unyielding certainty that the road mattered. That the people who walked it mattered. That memory itself was worth defending.

Her uncle had held the road for forty years with nothing but his hands and his stubbornness. And when he died, the hum had weakened. And when the Baron's men came and Torvin drove his wedges into the second stone, the fracture had begun. And now the third stone was gone, and Ilse stood at the last one, and she had to decide whether she was strong enough to be the song.

She opened her eyes. The darkness was coming.

It didn't move like a storm or a flood. It moved like forgetting. It crept along the road in waves of greyness, consuming color and warmth and sound as it advanced, and where it passed, the world went flat and silent, as though someone had drawn a charcoal sketch over the living landscape and erased everything that wasn't necessary.

Ilse placed both hands on the stone and pushed her will into it.

It was like pushing against a river. The resistance was immense, ancient, and indifferent. The stone did not care about her daughter's fever. It did not care about the farm, the wheat, the debt, the fifty crowns that haunted her like a shadow. It did not care about anything except its own persistence, its own slow, geological patience. She had to make it care. She had to pour herself into the rock until the rock became an extension of her body, until the hum rose from the stone and through her and into the air and out along the road like a bridge of sound.

She pushed harder.

"No," Ilse said. The word cut through the wind, flat and final. "No."

Something gave. A crack, deep inside the rock, like ice splitting on a frozen lake. The hum rose—a sound so low it was less a vibration than a pressure in the chest, a weight behind the sternum that made her ribs ache. It wasn't loud. It was barely audible over the wind. But it was there. Solid. Persistent. Unyielding.

The greyness stopped.

It didn't retreat. It simply halted, like a wave breaking against a cliff face, and for one suspended moment, the darkness hung motionless at the edge of the road, and the stone hummed, and Ilse stood with her hands on the rock and tears ran hot and fast down her face because she was exhausted and terrified and she had never felt anything so alive.

Then the darkness pushed back.

It came on harder, a wall of cold and silence and forgetting, and the hum faltered. The stone shuddered beneath her palms. A hairline fracture appeared at the top, running from one side to the other, and she felt it through her hands—a sickening lurch, as though the stone were about to split clean in two.

"No," Ilse said. She didn't raise her voice. She didn't need to. The word went into the stone like a nail. "No."

She pressed harder. Blood ran from her palms where the stone had cut her, warm and bright against the grey surface, and she didn't care. She poured everything into the rock—her fear, her love, the memory of her uncle's hands on these same stones, the sound of Elara's laughter in the yard, the smell of damp earth and woodsmoke, the taste of bread baked in the morning, the weight of the ledger in her hands, the names of the dead, the faces of the villagers huddled behind her, Jaren's voice telling her to go, the woman's sob, the cart wheel catching on stone—she poured it all into the stone and the stone drank it and the hum grew louder and the darkness pushed and the stone held.

The crack widened.

Ilse felt it through her fingertips, a widening gap, a separation, and she screamed—not a word, just a sound, raw and animal and desperate—and she threw herself forward, pressing her forehead against the cold rock, her body weight adding to the pressure, her whole self becoming a lever against the fracture.

The stone groaned. A deep, tectonic sound, the sound of earth shifting under mountains, and the crack stopped widening. It held. Barely. A hairline split, no wider than a knife blade, running across the face of the stone, and the hum continued, ragged and strained but unbroken.

The darkness receded.

Not far. Not all the way back. But enough. It pulled away to the edge of the road, to the boundary where the hum reached, and there it stopped, pressing against the invisible barrier like water against glass, and Ilse stood with her forehead on the stone and her hands bleeding and her breath coming in ragged gasps and she knew, with a certainty that settled into her bones like cold iron, that this was what her uncle had done every night for forty years. That this was the duty she had inherited. That the road did not need a hero. It needed a keeper. And she was here.

Behind her, the wind carried the faintest sound—a child crying, soft and intermittent, the clatter of a cart wheel rolling south, the murmur of voices huddled together against the cold. Life, moving away from the dark. Life, continuing.

Ilse lifted her head. Her face was streaked with tears and blood and dirt, and her arms trembled so violently she could barely keep them raised. But she kept her hands on the stone. She kept her feet planted in the cracked earth. She kept her will locked against the fracture like a brace against a collapsing wall.

The darkness pressed. The hum held.

Ilse, keeper of the road, stood alone at the last stone and refused to move.
Chapter 12

The darkness did not attack. It did not crash against the invisible barrier like a wave against a cliff, nor did it claw at the air with phantom hands. It simply waited. It pressed forward with the slow, grinding inevitability of a glacier, a wall of absolute nullity that erased the sky, the trees, the road, and the memory of both. It was not evil. Evil implies intent, a malice that could be bargained with or fought. This was merely absence. It was the cold void of a room where the fire had died and the bodies had frozen. It was the silence that follows the last word spoken.

Ilse felt it on her skin. It was a pressure, deep and heavy, pushing against her chest, squeezing the air from her lungs until every breath was a conscious act of defiance. Her arms, raised high and locked against the stone, trembled with a violence that threatened to shake her bones loose from their sockets. The muscle fibers burned with lactic acid, a hot, screaming pain that traveled down her shoulders and into her neck. She wanted to drop them. She wanted to let her arms fall to her sides, to wrap herself in the warmth of her own coat, to turn around and run back to the cottage, to curl up beside Elara’s bed and pretend that the world outside was just wind and weather.

But the stone was cold. And the cold was real.

Behind her, the villagers huddled together, a tangled mass of wool and fear. She could hear their breathing—ragged, shallow gasps that sounded like the cries of wounded animals. She could hear the wet sniffle of a child trying not to cry. She could hear Torvin, standing apart from the soldiers, his voice calm and reasonable even as the world ended around him.

"It is over, Ilse," he said. His tone was not triumphant. It was pitying. "You are holding back the tide with your bare hands. Look at you. You are shaking. You are dying. Let us go. There is no glory in this. There is only the end."

Ilse did not look at him. She kept her eyes fixed on the fracture in the stone, the hairline crack that ran across the face like a spiderweb. It was widening. She could see it. A tiny, almost invisible shift in the alignment of the rock, a millimeter of movement that spoke of immense, tectonic force. The hum was changing pitch. It had dropped from a low thrum to a jagged, strained whine, like a bow drawn too hard across a cello string. It was ragged. It was fraying.

"No," she said. The word was small, barely audible over the wind, but it was clear.

Torvin sighed. It was a long, suffering sound. He raised a hand, and the soldiers behind him shifted their weight, their spears lowering slightly. They were afraid. She could see it in the white of their knuckles, in the way they glanced at the darkness behind her. They were good men, conscripted farmers and merchants’ sons, and they were looking at the abyss and seeing their own faces reflected in it.

"If you do not move," Torvin said softly, "we will move you. And the road will break either way."

Ilse closed her eyes, the weight of the ledger pressing against her mind. For forty years, Uncle Eamon had stood alone against the creeping silence, guarding not the land from thieves, but the path from oblivion. He had kept the memory of the road alive so that those who needed to walk it could find their way, and now that he was gone, the duty fell to her. She felt the exhaustion settle deep in her bones, heavier than the stone beneath her feet, as she took up the watch he had left behind.

A sob broke from somewhere deep in her chest, raw and ugly. She swallowed it down. She did not have time for grief. Not now.

Then, a hand touched her shoulder.

It was not Torvin. It was not a soldier. It was Jaren.

He was leaning heavily on his staff, his face pale and drawn, the dried blood along his jawline cracking as he spoke. He was swaying, exhausted, his body pushed beyond the limit of human endurance. But his eyes were clear. Dark. Steady.

"Ilse," he said. His voice was rough, scraped raw from shouting, from singing. "Listen to me."

She did not turn. She could not. "Go back, Jaren. Go back to the cottage. Take Elara and go."

"There is nowhere to go," he said. "The road is broken. The third stone is gone. The darkness has no edge to hold back. It is everywhere."

"Then we die," she whispered.

"No," Jaren said. "We remember."

He stepped closer. His hand moved from her shoulder to her arm, gripping her bicep firmly, anchoring her. "You think the song is in the stone," he said. "You think the hum is what holds it back. It isn’t. The stone is just the instrument. The song is us. It is the memory of those who walked it. It is the intent. Your uncle knew that. That is why he stayed. That is why he sang."

Ilse felt a tear track through the dirt on her cheek, hot and stinging. "I don’t know how to sing," she said. "I never learned."

"You don’t need to learn," Jaren said. "You just need to mean it. You need to remember. Remember the road. Remember the faces. Remember the names."

He stepped back. He raised his staff, not as a weapon, but as a conductor’s baton. He looked at the villagers. He looked at the soldiers. He looked at Torvin.

"Sing," he said.

It was not a request. It was an order.

And then, from somewhere in the back of the crowd, a voice rose. It was shaky, uncertain, a woman’s voice, cracking on the first note. But it was there. A sound. A human sound. Against the silence.

Ilse felt it before she heard it. A vibration in her chest, faint as a heartbeat, but growing. It started in the stone beneath her palms, a cold, solid resonance that traveled up her arms and into her heart. It was not the hum of the stone anymore. It was the hum of the people.

She opened her mouth. She could not find the words. She could not find the melody. But she knew the road. She knew the feel of the cracked stones under her boots. She knew the smell of the damp earth and the woodsmoke. She knew the weight of the ledger in her hands. She knew the taste of the bread she had baked that morning. She knew the sound of Elara’s laughter.

She sang.

It was not beautiful. It was a harsh, broken sound, torn from her throat like a scream. But it was hers. And as she sang, she felt the stone respond. The fracture slowed. The jagged whine of the hum deepened, smoothing out, finding a lower, steadier pitch. The darkness hesitated.

It was a small thing. A microscopic shift in the balance of power. But it was enough.

Behind her, the voices grew. More of them joined. The woman’s voice found its strength. A man’s voice, deep and resonant, joined next. Then another. And another. Thirty voices. Forty. Fifty. A chorus of the afraid, the angry, the tired, the dying. They sang without knowing the song. They sang without knowing the words. But they knew the road. And they knew that if they stopped singing, the silence would take them.

Jaren stood at the front, his staff raised, his eyes closed, his face tilted toward the void. He was singing too. His voice was clear, precise, carrying the melody that Ilse could not find. He was the conductor. He was the bridge.

Torvin watched them. His face was unreadable. He did not raise his hand to signal the attack. He did not order the soldiers forward. He simply stood, his spear grounded, his eyes fixed on Ilse. For a moment, she thought she saw something in his expression. Not pity. Not boredom. Recognition. As if he, too, remembered the road. As if he, too, had heard the song.

The darkness pressed harder. The pressure on Ilse’s chest increased, threatening to crush her ribs. Her vision blurred. The edges of the world turned grey. She could feel her consciousness fraying, slipping away like sand through a sieve. She wanted to let go. She wanted to sleep.

But the voices were loud. And the stone was cold. And the song was strong.

She sang until her throat bled. She sang until her knees buckled and Jaren caught her, holding her upright, his arm around her waist, his breath hot against her ear. She sang until the sun went down and the stars came out, cold and distant and indifferent. She sang until the darkness receded.

It did not vanish. It did not flee. It simply… stepped back. Like a tide going out, leaving the shore exposed and empty. The wall of nullity pulled away from the road, retreating into the hollow, into the shadows, into the spaces between the trees. It left behind a silence that was not empty, but full. Full of the echoes of the song. Full of the memory of the voices.

Ilse slumped forward. Her hands slipped from the stone. She collapsed onto the cracked earth, her face pressed against the cold dirt, her body shaking with the aftershocks of the effort. She could not breathe. She could not think. She could only listen.

The villagers were silent. They stood in a circle around her, their faces pale, their eyes wide. They looked at each other. They looked at the road. They looked at the darkness, which was now just a shadow, a trick of the light, a memory of fear.

Torvin walked forward. He stopped at the edge of the circle. He looked at Ilse, lying on the ground, broken and bleeding. He looked at Jaren, standing over her, his staff still raised.

"It held," he said. His voice was quiet. Almost reverent.

Jaren did not answer. He knelt beside Ilse, checking her pulse, his fingers gentle on her wrist. "She’s alive," he said. "Barely."

Torvin nodded. He turned to his soldiers. "Stand down," he said. "We are leaving."

There was no argument. No protest. The soldiers looked at the darkness, at the stone, at the people who had sung it back. They lowered their spears. They turned their backs on the road. They walked away, their boots crunching on the gravel, their shadows stretching long in the moonlight.

Torvin was the last to depart. He lingered at the circle’s rim, casting one final glance at Ilse.

"You won this time," he said. "But the road is broken, Ilse. You cannot hold it forever. Not alone."

Then he turned and walked away, disappearing into the trees, leaving her alone with the stone, the silence, and the memory of the song.

Ilse lay on the ground. The cold seeped into her bones. The pain in her arms was a dull, throbbing ache. But she was alive. And the road was intact.

The dark retreated, leaving only the hum of the stone and the silence of the road.
Chapter 13

The silence that followed was worse than the noise.

For three days, the hollow held its breath. The wind did not blow. The wheat did not sway. Even the insects seemed to have retreated beneath the soil, leaving the air unnervingly still, as though the world itself were waiting for a verdict. Ilse did not sleep. She sat on the floorboards of the cottage, her back against the cold stone wall, her legs drawn up beneath her, watching the door. Every creak of the timber, every shift of the settling foundation, made her head snap up, her hand drifting instinctively toward the knife she kept in her belt. Nothing came. Only the silence, and the distant, ghostly hum of the fourth waystone, vibrating through the earth like a dying pulse.

On the fourth morning, the silence broke.

It did not break with a roar, or a shout, or the clash of iron. It broke with the sound of hooves—heavy, rhythmic, deliberate—the tramp of warhorses on hard-packed earth.

They came from the south. From the direction of the Baron’s Keep. A column of twenty riders, clad in the grey wool and iron plates of the Baron’s guard. At their head rode Torvin. He wore no helmet. His black hair was tied back in a severe knot, his face unreadable, his posture rigid in the saddle. He did not look at the cottage. He did not look at the fields. He looked only at the road, his eyes scanning the cracked stones with the detached interest of a man inspecting a ledger entry.

Ilse opened the door.

She did not run to meet them, nor did she hide. She walked out onto the farmyard, her boots crunching on the gravel, her hands hanging loose at her sides. She looked tired, hollowed out, yet she stood straight with her chin lifted, her grey eyes fixed on Torvin as he reined in his horse ten paces from the gate.

The riders fanned out, forming a loose semicircle behind him. Their spears were grounded, but their hands rested on the hilts of their swords. The smell of horse-sweat and oiled leather drifted across the yard, mixing with the scent of damp earth and woodsmoke.

Torvin dismounted. He did not offer a greeting. He did not ask after her health. He simply walked to the gate, his boots heavy on the stones, and stopped. He looked at Ilse. He looked at the cottage. He looked at the road.

"You held the line," he said. His voice was flat, devoid of triumph or contempt. It was the voice of a man stating a fact that had already been recorded.

"I held what was mine," Ilse said.

Torvin nodded slowly. He reached into his tunic and withdrew a scroll. It was sealed with wax—the Baron’s seal, a black raven on a field of crimson. He did not hand it to her. He held it out, dangling it from two fingers, as if it were something dirty.

"The Baron acknowledges your service," Torvin said. "The road is secure. The travelers are denied. The territory is pacified."

Ilse said nothing. She watched the scroll swing gently in the still air.

Ilse felt the words hit her like physical blows. One by one. Heavy. Inescapable. The debt. The money she had borrowed to buy seed. The money she had borrowed to fix the roof. The money she had borrowed because the harvest had failed, and the wheat had turned grey and brittle before it could ripen. Fifty crowns. A sum that might as well have been a mountain.

He unrolled the scroll an inch. The wax cracked. "Fifty crowns," he said, as though the number were something unpleasant he had to swallow. "Still unpaid." He rolled it back up, slow, deliberate. "Interest has been counting. Land's the collateral."

"It is the Baron’s land," Torvin corrected. "Your uncle held it by grace. You hold it by default. The grace has expired."

He stepped closer. He was taller than she remembered. Or perhaps she was smaller. She could smell the iron on his armor, the sharp tang of sweat, the metallic scent of blood that wasn’t his.

"You have until sundown to vacate the premises," Torvin said. "The men will remain here. They will oversee the transfer of possession. Any resistance will be treated as treason."

Ilse watched the men behind him. They were young. Too young. Boys, really, with beards painted on their faces, with eyes that darted nervously to the woods, to the road, to the stones. Fear clung to them like cold sweat. Not of her. Of something else. Of the silence. Of the hum.

"And the road?" Ilse asked.

Torvin smiled. It was a thin, cruel thing. "The road is the Baron’s responsibility now. We will ensure it remains… contained."

He turned and walked back to his horse. He mounted with practiced ease. He did not look back.

"Move," he said to the men. "Clear the cottage."

The riders dismounted. They moved toward the cottage with the clumsy aggression of men who had been told they were allowed to break things. One of them kicked over a bucket of water. Another smashed a clay pot against the wall. The shards flew outward, glittering in the weak sunlight.

Ilse did not move. She stood in the yard, watching them breach her home. Watching them violate the space where her daughter had slept, where her uncle had died, where she had survived. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run at them, to throw herself against their armor, to bite and claw and tear. But she was exhausted. She was broken. And she knew, with a cold, sinking certainty, that it would not matter.

Inside, the cottage was a wreck. Drawers were pulled out, their contents scattered across the floor. Books were torn from the shelves. The hearth was overturned, the ashes spilled across the stones. And in the corner, where Elara’s pallet had been, there was only empty space.

Ilse walked inside. The men followed her, their boots loud on the floorboards, their laughter harsh and jarring.

"Where is she?" Ilse asked. Her voice was quiet. Too quiet.

The leader of the men—a boy with a scar across his cheek—shrugged. "Gone. We searched. Nothing here but an old woman and a lot of dust."

Old woman. The words stung. She was twenty-six. She was the keeper of the road. She was the one who had held back the dark.

"Where did she go?" Ilse asked.

"No idea," the boy said. He kicked a chair over. "Maybe she ran. Maybe she hid. Doesn’t matter. The Baron’s orders are clear. Empty the house."

Ilse looked at him. She looked at his eyes. They were wide. Terrified. He was looking past her. At the window. At the road. At the stones.

"What is it?" she whispered.

The boy didn’t answer. He just shook his head. "Just get out," he said. "Please. Just get out."

Ilse turned and walked to the door. She stepped outside. The sun was beginning to dip below the ridge, casting long shadows across the yard. The wheat stood still. The air was cold. The hum of the stones was faint, a vibration so low it was almost imperceptible, a thrumming in the bones rather than the ears.

Torvin was watching her from his saddle. He did not speak. He simply waited.

Ilse looked at the cottage. At the broken windows. At the scattered books. At the overturned hearth. She looked at the road. At the fourth waystone, standing tall and cold in the distance, its surface cracked, its hum fraying. She looked at the hills beyond. At the north.

Elara was gone.

The realization did not come as a shock. It came as a relief. A terrible, crushing relief. Elara was safe. Somewhere. Out there. In the world beyond the road. Alive. Breathing. Unharmed.

Ilse closed her eyes. She let the tears come. They were hot and fast, tracking through the dirt on her face, dripping off her chin. She did not wipe them away. She let them fall. She let the grief wash over her, cold and clean, scouring her hollowed-out bones.

When she opened her eyes, the sun was gone. The shadows had lengthened, swallowing the yard, the fields, the road. The stones were dark shapes against the twilight, indistinguishable from the rocks and the trees. Only the hum remained, a faint, persistent vibration in the earth, a reminder that something still held.

Torvin turned his horse. He looked at Ilse one last time. His expression was unreadable. Not cruel. Not kind. Just empty.

"Goodbye, Ilse," he said.

And then he turned and rode away. The column of riders followed him, their hooves drumming on the road, their armor clinking, their voices fading into the distance. The dust they kicked up hung in the air, swirling in the twilight, obscuring the road, obscuring the stones, obscuring the path north.

Ilse stood alone in the yard. The cottage was dark behind her. The wind began to blow, cold and biting, carrying the scent of snow. She wrapped her arms around herself. She shivered. She stood still.

The road was broken. The farm was lost. The daughter was gone.

But the stones still hummed.

The stone’s hum settled into a lower, steadier pitch, a vibration that traveled up through the cracked earth and into her bones, grounding her against the encroaching dark that held its breath at the edge of the road.
Chapter 14

The cottage had never been large, but in the silence, it felt smaller, as though the walls were contracting to conserve heat that wasn’t there. Ilse moved through the rooms with the mechanical efficiency of a woman who had performed these motions a thousand times before, but whose mind was somewhere else, suspended in the grey light of the yard, watching the Baron’s riders kick up the dust that hung in the air like a shroud.

She started with the kitchen.

It was the easiest room to strip because it held the fewest things of value. The iron pot, blackened by decades of smoke, went into the wicker basket. The wooden spoons, smooth as river stones from handling, went in beside it. The tin plates, dented and uneven, followed. She did not look at the hearth. She knew what she would find there: a bed of cold ash, the skeletal remains of the last fire Jaren had helped her build, and the small, charred stick she had used to stir the pot when the soup was too thin. She left it. Some things were too heavy to carry.

The smell of the kitchen had always been the strongest—damp wool, sour bread, the metallic tang of the well water. Now, with the windows open to the cold, the scent was fading, replaced by the sharp, clean odor of the approaching snow. Ilse paused at the door, her hand on the frame. She remembered the winter before last, when the snow had piled so high against the shutters that she had had to dig her way out with a shovel that had felt heavier than an axe. She remembered the nights when the wind howled like a wounded animal, and she had sat by the fire, listening to Elara breathe, counting the seconds between each inhalation to make sure they were even.

Elara.

The name was a stone in her throat. She swallowed it down. There was no room for grief in the basket. Grief was bulky. Grief took up space that needed to be reserved for survival.

She moved to the bedroom.

The pallet was bare. She had stripped the sheets in the yard, shaking them out until the last of the dust drifted away on the wind, then folded them neatly and left them on the bench by the door. The Baron’s men could have the linen. They could have the wool blankets, the furs, the heavy quilt her mother had stitched before she died. They could have the house itself. But they would not have the mattress. It was stuffed with straw, hard and lumpy, but it was hers. She rolled it tight, tied it with twine from the spool on the table, and hoisted it onto her shoulder. It was heavier than she expected. Or perhaps she was simply weaker than she had been that morning. Her arms trembled, a fine vibration that traveled up from her palms, but she did not stop. She walked to the door, stepped out into the yard, and laid the bundle down beside the horse.

The horse, a bay mare with a white star on her forehead, stood patiently, her breath pluming in the air. She had been Uncle Eamon’s horse, and then she had been Ilse’s, and now, according to the deed Torvin had thrust into her hands, she belonged to the Baron. Ilse had not tried to ride her away. There was no point. The Baron’s men were everywhere, their red cloaks bright as blood against the grey landscape, their spears glinting in the weak sunlight. To resist was to invite violence, and Ilse had no appetite for violence today. She had spent her quota of fighting on the road, standing before the fourth waystone with her hands pressed against the cold stone, her will locked against the fracture like a brace against a collapsing wall. She had held. She had won. And the price had been everything she owned.

She went back inside.

The parlor was the hardest room to leave. It was where Uncle Eamon had kept his books, where Jaren had sat by the fire and spoken of the silence, where Elara had learned to read by tracing the letters in the ledger with her small, dirty finger. The shelves were bare. Ilse had taken the books the night before, stacking them against the wall, but she had forgotten one. It was a small volume, bound in cracked leather, tucked behind the larger ledgers. She pulled it out. It was a prayer book, or perhaps a collection of psalms, the pages yellowed and brittle. She opened it. The handwriting in the margins was her uncle’s, precise and angular. The road is long, he had written. But the stone remembers.

She closed the book. She put it in her satchel.

Outside, the wind had picked up, swirling the dust into tight, dancing spirals that caught the light and scattered it like diamonds. Ilse picked up the satchel and the iron pot. She walked to the gate, her boots crunching on the frozen mud. She did not look back at the cottage. The low stone walls stood firm, the thatched roof sagging under the weight of the snow, the door hanging open like a mouth screaming in silence. The urge to turn around clawed at her legs. To run back inside, bolt the door, and hide until the world ended.

But the world had not ended. It had merely changed hands.

The road stretched before her, cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the hollow where the stones hummed with cold air. She had walked this road a thousand times, in all seasons, in all weathers. She knew every stone, every dip, every rise. She knew where the water pooled in the spring, where the brambles tore at her skirts in the autumn, where the shadows lengthened in the late afternoon, turning the path into a tunnel of grey and gold. She had thought she knew it because she had walked it. But she was wrong. She only knew the surface. She did not know the depth.

Jaren had told her that. He had told her that the road was not just stone and dirt, but memory and will, a living thing that fed on attention and starved in neglect. She had not believed him. Not fully. Not until the darkness had come, not until the silence had swallowed the birds and the wind and the very sound of her own heartbeat.

Now, she walked.

The mare followed, her hooves clicking softly on the stones. Ilse kept her head down, focusing on the path ahead, on the next step, and the next. She did not think about the Baron’s Keep, looming on the hill like a black tooth against the sky. She did not think about Torvin, standing in the yard with his ledger and his cold, blue eyes, telling her that the debt was paid, that the claim was valid, that there was nothing left for her here. She did not think about Elara, safe in the hands of the village women, far to the south, where the road was broken and the darkness could not reach.

She thought only of the stones.

They were still humming. She could feel it in her teeth, a low, persistent vibration that ran through the soles of her boots and up into her bones. It was the only thing that was hers. The farm was gone. The horse was gone. The cottage was gone. But the stones remained. And as long as they hummed, the road existed. And as long as the road existed, she existed.

The hollow opened up before her, a vast, empty expanse of grey grass and black earth. The wind blew through it, carrying the scent of snow and something else—something old and cold and ancient, like the breath of a buried thing. Ilse shivered. She pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders and quickened her pace.

The first waystone was still there, standing at the start of the road, solid and patient. She passed it without touching it. She did not need to. She knew it was there. She could feel its presence, a anchor in the shifting landscape. She kept walking.

The second waystone was gone. Only a jagged stump remained, splintered by iron wedges, looking like a broken bone jutting from the earth. Ilse looked at it for a moment. She remembered the day Torvin had struck it, the sound of the hammer echoing through the hollow, the shock that had rippled through her like a physical blow. She had stood there, helpless, watching the stone crumble, knowing that she was losing something irreplaceable, something that had held the world together for centuries.

She had not cried then. She would not cry now.

The third waystone was also gone, erased from the earth as though it had never been. Only a scar of disturbed soil marked its place, a dark patch in the grey grass that looked like a wound. Ilse felt a pang of loss, sharp and sudden, like a knife twisting in her gut. But she pushed it down. There was no room for loss. Only for survival.

The fourth waystone was ahead, gleaming in the distance like a shard of ice. It was the last one. The final barrier. The end of the road. Ilse felt a surge of fear, cold and sharp, tightening her chest. She had stood before it three days ago, her hands pressed against its surface, her will locked against the fracture, holding back the darkness while the world burned around her. She had won. But at what cost?

She reached the stone. It was colder than she remembered. The hum was louder here, a jagged, strained whine that made her teeth ache. She placed her hand on it. The cold bit through her glove, seeping into her skin, into her bones, into her blood. She closed her eyes. She listened.

The hum was changing. It was dropping in pitch, smoothing out, becoming steadier. It was no longer the frantic vibration of a thing fighting for survival. It was the calm, resonant tone of a thing at rest. The fracture was still there, a hairline crack running across the face, no wider than a knife blade, but it was no longer spreading. It had stabilized. The road was broken, but it was intact. It would hold.

Ilse opened her eyes. The sky was darkening, the clouds gathering overhead, heavy and low. The snow was coming. She turned away from the stone, picked up her satchel, and led the mare north.

The road stretched ahead, empty and desolate, disappearing into the twilight. There were no footprints in the dust. No tracks in the mud. No sign of life. Just the stone, the wind, and the silence. Ilse walked into it, her steps steady, her head high, her heart a closed fist.

She did not look back.

Behind her, the cottage sat in the yard, a low stone hut swallowed by bramble and time, filled with dust and the smell of dried herbs and old paper. The door was open. The fire was out. The ledger lay on the table, its pages blank, waiting for a hand that would never return. The wind blew through the doorway, stirring the dust, scattering the ashes, erasing the traces of the life that had been lived there.

The snow began to fall, soft and silent, covering the yard, the road, the stones, erasing the world in white.

Ilse Vane walked north, into the cold, into the dark, into the silence.

And the stones hummed.

Low. Steady. Unbroken.

But there.

Always there.

Even when no one was left to hear it.

Even when the memory of the keeper had faded into the dust.

Even when the road was forgotten.

The stones remembered.

And that was enough.

For now.

For tonight.

For the long, cold night that was coming.

Ilse did not slow her pace. She did not falter. She kept walking, her boots crunching on the frozen stones, her breath pluming in the air, her eyes fixed on the horizon where the sky met the earth in a line of grey and gold. The mare followed, patient and silent, her hooves clicking softly on the path.

Ahead, the hills rose up, dark and imposing, blocking the way, hiding the destination. Ilse could not see what lay beyond them. She wondered if there was a village, a road, a home. She feared Elara was not safe, that Jaren had not reached the north, that the darkness had followed them south. She only knew that she had to keep moving. To stop was to die. To stop was to let the cold in. To stop was to remember.

And she could not remember. Not yet.

So she walked.

And the road carried her.

And the stones hummed.

And the snow fell.

And the night came.

And Ilse Vane, keeper of the road, walked into it, alone, but not lost.

Because she knew the way.

She had walked it for twenty-six years.

She had walked it for her uncle.

She had walked it for her daughter.

She would walk it for the stones.

Until the end.

Or until the beginning.

It was hard to tell the difference anymore.

The wind howled, a lonely, haunting sound that echoed through the hollow, bouncing off the stones, rising up into the sky, disappearing into the clouds. Ilse did not flinch. She had heard worse. She had heard the silence. She had heard the darkness. She had heard the song.

This was just wind.

Just cold.

Just snow.

Just the road.

She pulled her cloak tighter. She quickened her step. She walked into the dark.

And the stones hummed.

Low.

Steady.

Unbroken.

There.

Always.

There.
Chapter 15

The turn was the hardest part. Not because of the direction—south meant Elara, and Elara was worth any compass reading—but because turning her back on the road felt like a betrayal, a slow sliding of the bolt across a door she had spent her life keeping shut against the world. She stood at the fork where the Pilgrim's Road split from the farmer's track that led toward Merrow's Ford, and she let the mare stand with her, both of them breathing slow in the cold air, waiting for a decision that had already been made.

The moon hung like a sliver of bone above the ridge, pale and sharp, casting long shadows that stretched across the frozen grass like fingers reaching for something they could never hold. Ilse turned her back on the cottage and faced the road. The path lay empty. No footprints marred the dust. No horse tracks broke the crust of frost. The four waystones stood in a line receding into the hollow, each one catching the moonlight and throwing it back in cold, fractured shards. The first was solid. The second was a stump. The third was nothing but a scar in the earth. The fourth gleamed like ice, its hairline crack visible even from this distance, a thin white line across the dark stone.

She had left it intact. That was something.

The mare shifted beside her, hooves scraping on stone, and Ilse turned away. She pulled the reins and walked south.

The farmer's track was narrower than the Pilgrim's Road, less maintained, more honest. It did not pretend to be anything grander than a dirt path worn smooth by generations of carts and boots, and that was why Ilse liked it. It did not hum. It did not remember. It simply existed, a line of packed earth and crushed gravel cutting through the fields that had gone fallow the winter before last, when the wheat had been too thin to harvest and the goats too weak to graze. She had walked it a hundred times carrying baskets of eggs to the market at Merrow's Ford, her arms aching, her skirt muddy, her mind full of arithmetic—how many eggs for a loaf of bread, how many loaves for salt, how many salts for the rent that never stopped coming.

Now she walked it with nothing but a satchel and an iron pot and a horse that belonged to a man she would never see again.

The cold was different here. On the road, the cold had been alive—it had teeth and hunger and a will of its own, pressing against her skin like a hand trying to push her through. Here, in the fields, the cold was passive. It was the cold of empty space, of wind moving through nothing, of earth that had given up its warmth months ago and had no intention of getting it back. Ilse welcomed it. Passive cold was manageable. She knew how to survive passive cold. She had survived it for twenty-six years.

She pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders and focused on her breathing. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Slow. Steady. The mare's hooves clicked on the frozen ground, a rhythmic sound that almost masked the wind. Almost. The wind was always there, whispering through the dry stalks of last year's wheat, hissing through the cracks in the track, moaning in the hollows between the hills. It sounded like voices. Not words. Just sounds. The kind of sounds that made a person look over their shoulder and wonder if they were alone.

Ilse did not look over her shoulder. She had looked enough.

Merrow's Ford was six or seven miles south, past the bend in the river, past the old oak that had been struck by lightning three winters ago, past the bridge where the planks had rotted through and needed replacing. She had walked it in a day, normally. Today, with the horse and the bundles and the weight of everything she had left, it would take longer. She estimated three hours, if the wind did not worsen and if the ground did not soften beneath the frost. She did not trust her estimates anymore. Estimates were a form of hope, and hope was dangerous when the road was breaking and the darkness was hunting and the Baron's men were everywhere.

She focused on the next step. Then the next. Then the next.

The fields opened up on either side of the track, vast and empty, the stubble of the wheat field glittering with frost like scattered glass. In the distance, the river was a dark ribbon, invisible save for the wind bending sharply over its current and the cold thickening near its surface. She could smell it—damp and mineral, the smell of water moving over stone, of fish sleeping beneath the ice, of the frogs that would not wake until spring. Spring. The word felt foreign, like a language she had not spoken in years. Spring was a promise. Promises required faith. Ilse had run out of faith somewhere between the second waystone and the third, somewhere between the hammer strikes and the silence that followed.

She did not think about faith. She thought about bread. She thought about dry sage and copper coins and the old woman with the crooked thumb who had treated Elara's fever three nights ago. The woman had said, We will see, and Ilse had wanted to scream at her for the vagueness of it, for the cowardice of a healer who would not commit to a prognosis. But she had said nothing. She had handed over the coins and thanked her and watched her leave with her leather bag and her lantern and her quiet, useless certainty.

Now Ilse was walking back toward her. Toward the cottage on the edge of Merrow's Ford, where the healer lived with her cats and her dried herbs and her stubborn refusal to believe that the world was ending. Toward the village, where thirty families had gathered at the waystone and sung, however badly, whatever they could remember. Toward the women who had taken Elara into their arms and carried her away while Ilse stood alone on the road, her hands on the stone, her will against the fracture, her heart a closed fist.

The track curved. The wind shifted. The moon dropped lower.

Ilse felt the mare's ears flatten against her skull, felt the sudden tension in the reins, and she knew—knew without seeing—that something had changed. Not in the landscape. Not in the weather. In the air itself. The hum. It was faint, so faint that she might have imagined it, a vibration so low it registered more in her chest than in her ears, but it was there. The road was still humming. Behind her, empty and intact under the moon, the stones were still singing their low, fraying song.

She should have felt relief. The road held. The fracture had not spread. The darkness had not followed her south. By all rights, she should have felt relief. A hollow ache filled her stomach instead, a void where pride used to live. She had held the road. She had done what her uncle had done, what Jaren had done, what every keeper before her had done. She had stood. She had refused. And the price had been everything she owned.

The mare snorted, a sharp sound in the cold air, and Ilse tightened her grip on the reins. Ahead, the hills began to rise, dark and gradual, their slopes covered in the same frost-glittered stubble that surrounded them now. Beyond the hills, Merrow's Ford would be visible—a cluster of low roofs, a church tower, the smoke of hearth fires. Twelve houses, maybe fewer. The church roof had collapsed during the last storm, and half the families had fled north, sick of the silence and the cold and the way the stones hummed at night like something alive and unhappy.

Ilse did not blame them. She understood. Silence was worse than noise. Noise you could fight. Silence you could only endure.

She thought about Torvin. She thought about his red cloak, his blue eyes, his ledger. She thought about the way he had smiled when he told her the debt was paid, the way he had turned his horse and ridden away without looking back, his boots kicking up dust that hung in the air like a shroud. He had won. He had the farm. He had the horse. He had the deed. He would take the stones to his lord's new hall, and the Baron would stand in his magnificent, meaningless room and marvel at the cold rock and never know what it had held back.

Ilse felt anger rise in her chest, hot and sharp, and she pushed it down. Anger was useless. Anger was another form of hope—hope that the universe would respond to her fury, that justice existed, that the stones would have chosen wisely. They had not. They had chosen her. And she had chosen them. And now she was walking south, empty-handed, toward a daughter who might not remember her name, toward a village that had abandoned the road, toward a future she could not picture.

The track straightened. The wind dropped. The moon slipped behind a cloud, and the world went grey.

Ilse slowed the mare. She reached into her satchel and pulled out Uncle Eamon's prayer book, the one with the cracked leather binding and the marginal notes in his precise, angular hand. She did not open it. She did not need to. She knew what was inside. The road is long. But the stone remembers. She had read it a dozen times since she put it in the satchel, and each time it had felt less like wisdom and more like a curse. The stone remembers. Yes. And what good is memory to a woman who has lost everything?

She closed her eyes. She let the words sit in her mind like a stone in her throat. She did not swallow them. She did not spit them out. She carried them.

When she opened her eyes, the cloud had passed. The moon was back, brighter now, casting silver across the fields, turning the frost into a million tiny mirrors. The track ahead was clear. The hills were closer. She could see the outline of the river, dark and slow, cutting through the landscape like a scar.

She quickened her pace.

The mare responded immediately, falling into a steady trot, her hooves striking the frozen ground with a sharper, faster rhythm. Ilse leaned forward in the saddle, her face turned into the wind, her eyes fixed on the distant cluster of roofs that marked Merrow's Ford. She thought about Elara. She thought about the small body on the pallet, the heat radiating from her skin, the shallow, rattling breath, the glassy eyes that had not focused on her face for three days. She thought about the way Elara had whispered, Sea, before she had fallen back into the fever, and Ilse had not known what to say. There was no sea near Harrow's End. The closest coast was two days' ride, and the road to it was broken, and the darkness was hunting, and the world was ending.

But Elara wanted to see it. Elara wanted to see the ocean. And Ilse would take her. Even if she had to walk. Even if she had to carry her daughter on her back through the snow and the dark and the silence, she would take her to the sea. She would carry her to the edge of the world if that is what it took.

The village appeared on the horizon, small and huddled, its chimneys smoking, its lights glowing yellow in the moonlight. It looked peaceful. It looked untouched. It looked like a place where the road did not matter, where the stones did not hum, where the darkness had not come.

Ilse did not believe in untouched places. She had learned that from her uncle, from Jaren, from the way the grass had turned grey and brittle where the darkness had touched it. Every place was touched. Every place was connected. The road bound them all together, north and south, stone and soil, memory and forgetting.

She rode into the village as the first flakes of snow began to fall, soft and silent, settling on the rooftops and the cobblestones and the mare's dark coat. The villagers did not notice her. They were inside, by their fires, eating their suppers, speaking in low voices about the cold and the wheat and the children. They did not look up. They did not see the woman on the horse, her face hard and her eyes bright, her satchel heavy with books and her iron pot empty.

She had become the keeper of the road.

She knew she had held back the darkness.

She did not know if the road was still humming, empty and intact under the moon, carrying the memory of those who had walked it, those who had sung, those who had stood.

Ilse rode past the tavern, past the well, past the church with its collapsed roof, and turned toward the cottage on the edge of the village, where the healer lived with her cats and her herbs and her stubborn refusal to believe that the world was ending.

She dismounted in the yard, her boots hitting the frozen earth with a sound like a hammer strike. The mare stamped, shook her head, and began to nibble at the frost-covered grass. Ilse untied the satchel from the saddle, lifted it down, and set it on the ground beside her. She stood for a moment, looking at the cottage, at the smoke curling from the chimney, at the lantern glowing in the window.

Then she walked to the door and knocked.

Three sharp raps. No more. No less.

The door opened. The old woman stood there, her face lined and her eyes dark, her crooked thumb resting on the doorframe. She looked at Ilse. She looked at the satchel. She looked at the snow falling around them.

"You came back," she said.

Ilse nodded. "Where is she?"

The woman stepped aside. Ilse crossed the threshold. The cottage was warm. It smelled of dried sage and woodsmoke and the sour tang of simmering broth. Elara lay on the pallet in the corner, wrapped in blankets, her breathing shallow but even, her face pale but no longer flushed. She was sleeping. She was alive.

Ilse stood over her. She reached out and touched her daughter's forehead. Cool. Not burning. Not freezing. Just cool.

She did not cry. She had saved her. That was enough.

Behind her, the door closed. The wind howled. The snow fell. And far to the north, beyond the hills and the river and the broken track, the Pilgrim's Road stretched empty and intact under the moon, the stones humming low and steady, carrying the memory of a woman who had walked away, who had turned her back, who had chosen her daughter over the stone.

The road did not judge her. The road did not forgive her. The road simply remembered.

And that was all it ever did.
Chapter 16

The road had not been walked in seven years.

That was what the villagers at Merrow's Ford said, anyway. They said it with the casual certainty of people who measure time by seasons and harvests, not by the hum of stones. They said it over ale at the tavern, over mended nets at the quay, over the collapsed roof of the church that no one bothered to repair. The Pilgrim's Road was dead. The stones were broken. The darkness had taken what it wanted, or moved on, or simply faded like mist at noon. Nobody knew. Nobody cared enough to find out.

So when the traveler arrived, the villagers barely noticed.

He came at dusk, riding a lean bay horse that moved with the careful economy of an animal that knows its rider cannot afford to waste its strength. He wore a travel-cloak the colour of wet earth, patched at the elbows and hem, the fabric stiff with dust and dried rain. His face was not bruised—the bruises had healed weeks ago, leaving only faint scars along his jawline—but his eyes carried the same hollow exhaustion, the same look of a man who had walked through something he could not name and emerged on the other side changed.

He asked for lodging at the tavern. The innkeeper gave him a room above the common hall and a bowl of thin stew. The traveler ate in silence, his hands steady, his appetite measured. He did not speak to the other patrons. He did not listen to their stories. He listened to the wind outside, to the way it moved through the valley, to the absence of something underneath the sound.

Something that had once hummed.

After supper, he climbed the narrow stairs to his room and unlaced his boots. He sat on the edge of the bed and removed his gloves. His hands were rough, the knuckles scarred, the fingernails split and dirty. He flexed them slowly, feeling the stiffness in the joints, the ache that lived deep in the bones and never fully left. Then he reached into his satchel and pulled out a folded piece of parchment, creased and yellowed, the edges frayed from being handled too many times.

It was a deed.

The traveler had found it tucked inside a leather-bound book in the ruins of a cottage on the edge of Harrow's End—ruins that no longer existed, having been torn down by Torvin's men and the stone carted away for some new hall that nobody from Merrow's Ford had ever visited. The deed was written in a hand that was precise and angular, the ink faded to brown, the seals cracked and flaking. It transferred ownership of a parcel of land—formerly Harrow's End Farm—to one Torvin, foreman to the Baron, in settlement of a debt of fifty crowns.

But the land described in the deed was not a farm. It was a road.

The traveler had read it three times. Each time, the words meant the same thing: Ilse Vane, keeper of the Pilgrim's Road, had signed away the road itself. She had believed, or pretended to believe, that the land attached to the deed was worthless—rocky, wind-blown, incapable of sustaining wheat or goats or anything else worth growing. She had signed without reading closely, or perhaps she had read it and not understood what she was signing, or perhaps she had understood perfectly and signed anyway, because some debts cannot be paid with ink and seal.

The traveler folded the parchment and returned it to his satchel. He blew out the candle. He lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling until sleep took him.

In the morning, he woke before dawn and dressed in the dark. He left a coin on the table for the stew and the room and walked out into the street. The village was quiet. Chimneys smoked. Dogs slept in doorways. A woman drew water from the well, her bucket clinking against the rope, her breath visible in the cold air. The traveler nodded to her. She did not nod back.

He walked past the church with its collapsed roof, past the tavern, past the well, until the village ended and the land opened up. The ground rose gradually, rising from the flat valley floor into the first slope of the hills, and here, embedded in the frost-hardened earth, he saw it.

A waystone.

It was not the waystone from the stories. The stories spoke of tall, dark stones that hummed with a sound you felt in your chest, stones that marked the Pilgrim's Road and kept the darkness at bay. This stone was smaller, shorter, its top worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain and hands. It stood alone in a field of frost-glittered grass, unmarked by any road, unconnected to anything anyone could see. But the traveler knew what it was. He knew because he had been told, and because the deed in his satchel proved it, and because the hum—faint, almost imperceptible—vibrated through the soles of his boots.

He approached it slowly.

The stone was solid. Unbroken. It rose from the earth like a finger pointing at the sky, its surface rough and pitted, its base embedded in soil that had been undisturbed for decades. The traveler reached out and placed his palm against it.

Cold. That was the first thing. Cold and hard and real. Stone was always cold, even in summer, even in sunlight. But beneath the cold, something else. Something that was not temperature. Something that pressed against his palm like a hand pressing back, faint and distant, the ghost of warmth that had been absorbed into the rock and never fully released.

Ilse's hand.

He did not know her name when he first touched the stone. He could not imagine what a woman had endured here, years ago, her arms trembling, her throat bleeding, her will locked against fracture, holding back something that hunted memory and connection rather than flesh. He could not guess that she had sung—not a song with melody or words, but a song made of intent and will, the kind of song that required no musical training, only the courage to refuse letting go. He could not fathom what she had lost, or where she had walked afterward, toward a daughter who might not remember her, toward a village that had abandoned the road, toward a future she could not picture.

He knew none of this. But the stone remembered.

The traveler kept his hand on the stone for a long time. He closed his eyes. He let the cold seep into his palm, let the faint warmth underneath it rise to meet him, let the hum fill his chest like a second heartbeat. When he opened his eyes, the sun had crested the ridge, painting the sky in shades of grey and gold, and the field was no longer empty.

He could see the others now.

Not stones. Not exactly. But traces. Where a waystone had once stood, the earth was scarred and disturbed, the soil darker and looser than the surrounding ground. Three such scars stretched northward along the route of the old road, each one marking the absence of a stone that had been torn from the earth by force. Iron wedges had been driven into the rock. Hammers had shattered what wedges could not pry loose. The second waystone had been reduced to a jagged stump, its splintered top catching the light like broken teeth. The third had been erased entirely, leaving only a depression in the soil where the roots of the stone had once gripped the earth.

The fourth, the traveler had seen the day before, standing at the edge of the northern hollow, its hairline crack visible as a thin white line across the dark face, gleaming like ice in the moonlight. It had held. It had held while the darkness pressed against it, while the hum dropped from a low thrum to a jagged whine and then smoothed to something lower, steadier, more desperate. It had held while a woman stood before it with her hands pressed against cold stone, her will locked against fracture, her heart a closed fist.

The traveler turned south and began to walk.

He walked the old route of the Pilgrim's Road, following the line of scars and stumps, counting the gaps in the binding the way a doctor counts pulses. Seven breaks. He had been told there were seven. He counted them now and found six. The seventh was where he stood, at the first intact waystone, the only one that had not been touched by iron or hammer or the hands of men who saw only timber and stone and nothing more.

Torvin. The name came to the traveler unbidden, the way names surface from dreams. Torvin, foreman to Baron Kaelen, a man of facts and figures, of ledgers and contracts and property deeds. Torvin, who had arrived with red cloaks bright as blood against a grey landscape, who had smiled when he told Ilse Vane that her debt was paid, who had turned his horse and ridden away without looking back. Torvin, who had taken the stones to his lord's new hall, who had never known what they had held back, who had stood in a magnificent, meaningless room and marvelled at cold rock.

The traveler did not hate him. Hate required investment. Torvin was simply a man who had done what men like him always did: he had measured the world in crowns and acreage and had found the Pilgrim's Road wanting. He had seen a road that did not produce grain, that did not carry trade, that did not bring profit. He had seen standing stones that served no purpose a ledger could quantify. And he had removed them.

That was all.

The traveler continued walking. The road was cracked and overgrown, disappearing into the hollow ahead, its surface broken by frost heave and the roots of weeds that had grown unchecked for seven years. But the earth remembered the road. The grass grew straighter along its line. The wind moved differently over it. And the stones—what remained of them—still hummed.

He reached the hollow. He stood at the edge and looked down.

The fourth waystone stood in the centre of the hollow, dark against the grey sky, its crack still visible, still unbroken. The darkness had not come here. Not in seven years. Not since the woman had stood before it and refused to let go. The grass around it was green, not grey and brittle. The air was still. The hum was louder here, a jagged, strained whine that vibrated through the traveler's ribs, that made his teeth ache, that sounded like something holding on by a thread.

He approached the stone. He placed both hands against it.

The warmth was stronger here. Closer. As if Ilse had been standing at this exact spot, pressing her palms against the stone, pouring everything she had into the refusal, and the stone had absorbed it, held it, kept it, waiting for someone to come back and feel it.

The traveler closed his eyes. He thought about the ledger he had found in the cottage. Uncle Eamon's ledger. The pages were brittle, the ink faded, the handwriting precise and angular, the entries sparse. Dates. Names. Notes. The traveler had read them by candlelight, his fingers careful not to tear the paper, his breath shallow.

The road is long. But the stone remembers.

That was the first entry. Not a date. Not a name. A statement. A directive. A prayer.

Below it, a list. Dates stretching back decades, perhaps centuries. Travelers who had passed this way. Some with names. Some with descriptions—a man with a limp, a woman with a red shawl, three boys riding one horse. Next to each name, a notation. Passed north. Well. Or: Passed south. Well. Or, occasionally, a single word: Lost.

The traveler had counted the lost ones. Forty-seven names. Forty-seven travelers who had asked the way and never returned. Forty-seven dates recorded in a ledger kept by a dead man who had not just maintained the road but actively turned away those who sought to stop the travelers' progress, who had fed them, who had sent them north with warnings and blessings and the knowledge that the stones would protect them—as long as the stones stood, as long as the road was kept, as long as someone remembered.

Forty-seven names. Forty-seven ghosts walking the road still, the traveler thought. Forty-seven memories the darkness had hunted and consumed.

He opened his eyes. The hollow was empty. The stone was cold beneath his hands. The hum was steady.

He thought about Jaren. He had met Jaren once, in a tavern three towns south, six months after the road had gone silent. Jaren had been older then, older than the stories made him, his face lined and his hair grey at the temples, his hands scarred from years of walking and fighting and holding. He had sat across from the traveler at a wooden table, his cup of ale untouched, his eyes fixed on something the traveler could not see.

"The road is not a road," Jaren had said. "It is a binding. It holds the dark back and keeps the rot contained. When the stones fall, the binding breaks. When the binding breaks—"

He had not finished the sentence. He had not needed to. The traveler understood.

"What happens?" he had asked.

Jaren had looked at him for a long time. Then he had said, "The dark comes. It hunts memory and connection rather than flesh. It eats what people love and forgets what they were. And when it is done, there is nothing left but silence."

The traveler had asked him why nobody had tried to fix it. Why nobody had reinforced the stones, replaced the ones that fell, sung the songs that held the binding together.

Jaren had laughed. It was a dry, hollow sound. "Because nobody knew. Because the keepers died. Because the road was forgotten. Because the Baron's men removed the stones and told everyone it was just rock and superstition and waste." He had paused. "Because one woman stood at the last stone and held it for three days and bled from her throat and saved us all, and then she had to walk away because the Baron took her farm and her horse and everything else she owned, and she chose her daughter over the stone."

The traveler had not known what to say.

Jaren had finished his ale. He had stood. He had said, "The road continues. Empty but intact. Carrying the memory of those who walked it. That is all it ever does. That is all it ever will."

And then he had left. The traveler had never seen him again.

Now, standing at the fourth waystone with both hands pressed against cold stone, the traveler understood what Jaren had meant. The road was empty. No footprints marred the dust. No horse tracks broke the crust of frost. No villagers walked its cracked surface, no merchants carried goods along its line, no pilgrims sought passage north or south. It was empty.

But it was intact.

The first waystone stood solid. The second was a stump. The third was a scar. The fourth gleamed like ice, its crack visible but unbroken. The binding held. The darkness had not come. The hum was strained but unbroken, a ragged song that had been singing for seven years without rest, without pause, without the help of a keeper.

The traveler removed his hands from the stone. He stepped back. He looked at it one last time.

He did not know Ilse Vane’s name. He could not guess the weight of her years—twenty-six, seventeen, the memory of a daughter named Elara who wanted to see the sea—nor could he see the violence she had absorbed: arms trembling violently, muscles burning, throat bleeding, knees buckled, yet she had not moved.

He did not know these things.

But the stone knew. The road knew. The earth knew.

The traveler turned and walked away. He walked south, back toward Merrow's Ford, back toward the village with its twelve houses and its collapsed church and its people who measured time by seasons and harvests and had no idea that the road behind them was still humming, still holding, still carrying the memory of a woman who had walked away and a daughter who had survived and a traveler who had bled from his throat and a dead man who had kept a ledger and a foreman who had taken stones for a hall and a darkness that had come and gone and forty-seven names that the stones still remembered.

He walked until the hollow was behind him and the first waystone was in sight. He stopped. He turned back. He looked at the line of stones receding into the distance—the solid one, the stump, the scar, the cracked stone at the edge of the hollow—and he felt the hum in his chest, low and steady and fraying at the edges, a song that had been singing for centuries and would continue to sing after he was gone, after the village forgot, after the road was overgrown and the stones fell and the earth swallowed them whole.

The road continues, empty but intact, carrying the memory of those who walked it.

That was all it ever did.

That was all it ever would.

The traveler walked away. The wind moved through the field. The stones hummed. And far to the north, beyond the hollow and the scar and the stump, the Pilgrim’s Road vanished into the grey, its cracked surface swallowed by weeds, unwalked and unmourned, holding the dark at bay with nothing but stone and memory and the faint, stubborn warmth of a hand that had refused to let go.

The road did not judge her. The road did not forgive her. The road simply remembered.

And that was all it ever did.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Title Page

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16





OEBPS/cover.jpg





