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1

SEREN RHYS IS FREEZiNG
A clock ticks, frost is white.
Stars travel through the night.

T

he railway station was deserted. The only thing
that moved in its silent shadows was the big hand

on the clock as it crept toward the hour of eight.
Seren stared up at it, hypnotized and weary. How
could it go so slowly? Had she really only been waiting
half an hour? It seemed like forever.
She was bundled in a heavy coat, a woolen hat,
scarves, and a shawl, but she had never been colder in
all her life. Even with thick gloves thrust deep in her
pockets, she couldn’t feel her fingers. Her toes were
numb. In fact, if she didn’t move right now, she would
probably freeze on the spot, so she jumped to her feet
and began to stamp up and down the bare platform, the

thump of her clumsy boots ringing in the bitter night.
She stamped fourteen steps to the wall.
Fourteen steps back.
To the wall.
And back.
Over everything—the benches and the roof and the
railway posters—a thin layer of frost shimmered like
crushed diamonds in the light from the lamp. The night
was so silent it scared her. She breathed out a cloud and
then turned quickly as the stationmaster’s door opened.
A big man in uniform came out and stared at her.
“Are you on your own, miss?”
It was a ridiculous question and it annoyed her. There
were a lot of cross answers she could have snapped out,
but she swallowed them and just said, “Yes.”
“Waiting for the eight forty, are you?”
“Is there any other train?”
“Well, no. Not this time of night.”
He was a red-faced man, and he wore a peaked cap
that looked as if it had been sat on more than once. He
stared down at her, as if she puzzled him. Finally he
said, “It’s an unusually cold night. You could go in the
waiting room, but it’s First Class. Are you First Class?”
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She knew she wasn’t. No one ever spent that sort of
money on her, but she pulled out her ticket and looked
at it. THIRD it said, in large letters. She put it back in
her pocket before he could see it, drew herself up, and
said, “Yes. That’s right. First Class. Show me the waiting room, please.”
For a moment, she thought he didn’t believe her.
Maybe he didn’t, but he smiled, picked up her suitcase,
and set off along the platform. The case looked tiny in
his hand, even though she had found it so heavy. She
hurried after him to a door with FIRST
ROOM

CLASS WAITING

written on the frosted glass; he opened it and

said, “Here we go. This’ll be a bit cozier. You’ll be like
toast in here till the train comes.”
She pushed past him into a warmth that was so
wonderful, she wanted to shout with sheer relief.
The room was small; there was a bench against each
wall, a big table with an oil lamp on it, and best of all,
a fire in the grate, a pile of coals glowing scarlet under
a coat of ashes.
She went straight across and huddled over it.
“You’re nearly frozen.” The stationmaster stepped
back and looked at her curiously. “I haven’t seen you
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around here before. Traveled a long way, have you?”
“I used to live in India.”
“Blimey! I expect it was hotter there?”
Despite herself, she allowed a tiny smile. “A bit.”
“Couldn’t stand that myself. All them flies and mosquitoes and tigers. Now, you sit down and make yourself comfortable. No one to disturb you. You’ll hear the
train easy enough.”
He went out, letting in a shiver of icy air. Seren
pulled off her gloves and found her fingers were blue
and numb. She dragged the heavy bench closer to the
coals and sat on it, tucking her feet up and pulling her
coat and shawl tighter around her.
This was so much better! Warmth began to thaw out
her nose and ears and fingers; it was painful, but worth
it. She yawned, wishing she could go to sleep, but she
had to be careful not to miss the train.
The fire crackled and she watched it. Of course
what she had told the stationmaster about India was
true—she had lived there once, but only as a tiny baby.
She couldn’t remember anything about it at all, really,
except a sort of vagueness of heat and the fierce blue
glare of the sky.
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And someone leaning over her, and kissing her.
She shrugged it away. Her parents had both died
out there, and she had been brought home on the
ship and had lived for twelve years at the orphanage
of St. Mary’s. Even now, she couldn’t believe she was
out of that place. Her great-aunt Grace had found her
and taken her away, but only for six months, because
now Aunt Grace was dead, too. The old woman had
been bedridden, living in lonely splendor at the top of
a dull old house near London, and Seren had hardly
seen her. She had stayed in the kitchen mostly, with
Martha the maid and the white cat, Samuel. She was
already missing them; maybe there would be a cat at
Plas-y-Fran.
In her pocket the letter crackled; she took it out and
moved nearer to the lamp to read it again.
Dear Seren,
Here is your railway ticket. As I told you at your
aunt’s funeral, your father’s oldest friend, Captain
Arthur Jones, has offered to take you in. Captain
Jones is your godfather. It seems strange you have
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never met him. He has a wife—Lady Mair—and
one son, called Tomos, and his house is in Wales. It’s
a grand old place, called Plas-y-Fran. The train will
take you to Trefil, the nearest station, where I’m sure
someone will come to meet you.
I hope you will be happy living there.
Yours, most sincerely,
G. R. Freeman
Solicitor at Law
Staple Inn
London
Seren crumpled it up thoughtfully. A grand house!
She hugged her knees and dreamed. There would certainly be a hot bath and a huge bedroom with curtains
around the bed. There would be maids and footmen
and glittering chandeliers and delicious cakes. New
clothes for sure. And Captain Jones would be a tall,
handsome man with a mustache, and Lady Mair would
be pretty, and they would be waiting anxiously on the
doorstep to meet her. And there was a boy in the house!
Master Tomos. She imagined him with dark hair and a
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clever, cheerful face, holding out his hand and saying,
“Hello, Seren, it’s so great you’re here!”
It seemed too good to be true.
But maybe it was. Maybe this Tomos was some spoiled
little brat who would resent her coming and they would
argue and he would pull her hair. Well, let him try!
She yawned again. The fire crackled, so quiet and
warm that she closed her eyes. For a moment, everything was peaceful.
Then somebody coughed.
It was a soft sound, the very smallest sound. But
it made her snap her eyes open in alarm. She stared
across the table and sat bolt upright in shock.
There was a man in the room!
He was leaning back in the shadowy corner of the
bench opposite her, all the way back in the dark, so
she could barely see him. A very tall, thin man with
clothes as black as midnight. He wore a hat that hid
his eyes, though she knew he was looking at her. On
his lap was a large parcel, wrapped in newspaper and
tied with string. He held it tight with both hands; his
fingers were long and spindly, and on one was a ring,
its stone a green glimmer of emerald.
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Seren sat frozen in complete shock. Where on earth
had he come from?
He couldn’t have been here the whole time. The room
had been empty. The door had never opened. And even
if she’d fallen asleep, it could only have been for a second.
“Hello,” the man said quietly.
“Hello,” she said, to be polite. She looked down and
saw her fingers were twisted together. She uncurled
her legs and sat up straight. What was there to be
scared of? It was a waiting room. Anyone could come
in and wait. But still, she didn’t like it.
A coal slid in the fire.
The man’s voice was not much more than a whisper.
“Are you waiting for a train?”
“Yes.”
He sat upright. He seemed very restless. “So am I.
Maybe it’s the same one. But it’s late—I’m sure it’s late.”
He didn’t seem very frightening after all. She had
never seen anyone so thin or so anxious.
“It’s not due yet,” she said.
He glanced over quickly at the door, and she saw his
eyes, dark and wary, lit by a slant of lamplight from
outside. “Did you hear that?”
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She stared at him. “Hear what?”
“That . . . Listen!”
She listened. She heard the wind. The tick of the
clock. And maybe a distant drift of sound, like a faroff cry.
The effect on the man was astonishing. He jumped
up in panic. “It’s Them! I’m sure it’s Them. Do you
think we can lock the door?” He hurried over to it. But
there was no key, so he opened it a slit and peered out.
“I can’t see anything. It’s so dark!”
He came back. Too agitated to sit, he paced up and
down.
Such a tall man. Seren watched him, fascinated. His
hands, clutching the parcel, were long and fine, like
the hands of a prince in one of her books. Whatever
he had in there must be precious; he held it so tight
against himself, the newspaper crackled.
No one came in. Only the wind whispered at the
door. Seren wished the big red-faced stationmaster
would come back, but there was no sign of him.
Then, quite clearly, she heard it again. Nearer now.
A strange cry, cold and sharp and angry. As if some
arctic bird circled high in the frosty night.
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The stranger gave a murmur of terror and stood still.
He put his face right up against the window and
looked out, but there was only blackness. Seren could
see the reflection of his face, white and weary-looking
under the tilted hat. Then he pulled down the blind
and turned, so fast it made her jump.
“You heard that!”
“Yes,” she said. “Is it a gull?”
His laugh was hollow. “No, it’s not a gull. I wish it
was . . . Look . . .” He glanced down at the parcel, then
at her, sharply. “I have to go out there. I have to see if
it’s Them. Can I trust you?”
She shrugged. “Well, yes, but I don’t—”
“Are you an honest girl? You look as if you are.”
With a sudden, decisive movement, he held the parcel
out. “I need you to look after this. Just for a moment.”
“But my train!”
“I won’t be long. Don’t you understand? I don’t dare
take it out there in case. They’ll see it! A few moments,
that’s all. Please.”
Reluctantly, she took it. He seemed hugely relieved.
“Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” He was already at the
door, but before he ran out, he turned, his long fingers
10

grasping the wooden panel. His voice was an anguish
of worry. “If They get me, whatever happens, don’t leave
it here alone. Promise me?”
Astonished, she nodded.
Then he was gone.
Seren looked down at the parcel in her hands. It was
heavy, and as big as a loaf of bread. For a moment she
thought something inside it croaked. It startled her so
much, she dropped it quickly onto the table and sat
down, but her peace was shattered and she felt scared
and edgy.
The clock ticked time away. One minute.
Two.
Five.
Ten.
He didn’t come back.
She stood up and hurried to the door, opening it
and peering out. “Hello?” she said. “Are you there?”
But the station was silent and icy.
By 8:40, he still hadn’t returned. Seren stood by the
table, staring at the paper parcel. What if her train came?
At once, as if she had summoned it, a shrill whistle
split the night.
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What should she do? Leave the parcel here where
anyone might steal it? Call the stationmaster? Yes! That
would be best!
She grabbed her suitcase and hauled it toward the
door.
The train was already rumbling in from the darkness
and settling to a long, hissing stop, its cars and engine
clicking and sparking with heat. Brakes screeched.
Steam erupted in billowy clouds. The air was sharp
with the stink of oil and coal.
Doors swung open. Passengers climbed down.
All at once, the station was full of people chattering,
calling out, unloading bags; she looked hurriedly for
the stationmaster, but he was far down at the end with
his back to her, supervising great milk churns being
loaded on.
“Excuse me!” Seren yelled. “Hey! Hello!”
He couldn’t hear her. She looked around. The thin
stranger was still nowhere to be seen. But it wasn’t her
business, was it, any of this? She just had to get on
the train, so she tugged one of the car doors open and
climbed up, dragging her heavy suitcase inside and
dumping it with relief on the faded red seat.
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Then she leaned out of the door, hanging on tight.
Across the platform, the waiting room was softly
lamplit. She could see the newspaper parcel, lying
abandoned and unprotected on the table.
She waved wildly. “Hey! Can you hear me?”
Far off, the stationmaster blew his whistle. He waved
back and raised a green flag.
Whatever happens, don’t leave it here alone the stranger
had said. More than said. Begged. As if whatever was
in there was precious.
She had to do something.
In an instant, she jumped down, raced across the
platform, dived into the waiting room, snatched the
parcel, and ran out with it. The train was already moving; she ran alongside it and grabbed the rail.
Somebody shouted in alarm. For a terrifying moment,
she knew she was being whisked off her feet, then she
scrambled up the steps and flung herself inside, the
heavy door slamming. The whistle gave a great screech
as she fell on the dirty floor with the parcel under her.
Sparks flew past the window.
The station was already half a mile behind.
The train roared away into the night.
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THE NEWSPAPER PARCEL
Hidden in my paper stars,
Carry me to where you are.

S

eren picked herself up and collapsed on the seat.
She was breathless and sore. Not only that, but her

coat—her only coat!—was all spattered with smudges
of soot. Probably her face was, too. Furious, she threw
the newspaper parcel down, pulled out a handkerchief,
and tried to clean herself, but it was hopeless. The dirt
just smeared and got worse.
And she’d wanted to arrive looking so sharp!
She scrunched the handkerchief up and stared in
dismay at the parcel. What on earth was she going to
do with this? As the train rattled, the whole car swayed
and the package slid slightly on the seat.

She’d just have to give it to someone at Trefil station. Hand it in as lost property. Then she’d be rid of it
and the owner could come and get it.
Once she’d decided on a plan, she felt a lot better.
She leaned back in her seat and looked at the window, but she could only see herself reflected, small and
scruffy, and the compartment with its two pictures of
donkeys at the shore in the flickering gaslight.
She sighed. How far was it to Trefil? Probably ages.
And she was so hungry!
Looking at the parcel, she noticed that one corner
of the newspaper had been torn in her struggle to get
on board. Something small and shiny was glinting
inside there. Something as brilliant as a jewel.
Seren tapped her fingers on the table. She shouldn’t
really be nosy. It wasn’t hers, after all. But then curiosity became too much, and, because there was no
harm in just looking, she leaned forward and began,
very carefully, to untie the string that held the whole
thing together.
The knots were tight. In the end, she had to take
her gloves off and pick at them with her nails, but
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finally she managed to pry the last one loose, and the
string fell away.
She pulled the newspaper apart.
The parcel was open, and its contents were baffling.
Cogs and wheels, pins and screws. A pile of small
springs. Something that looked like a beak, hinged
with leather. A great mass of black feathers. Two sharp
talons and a higgledy-piggledy heap of what might be
pieces of wing.
She examined it all carefully with her cold fingers.
Right at the bottom, looking up at her sideways,
was the shiny jewel. She saw now that it was blue,
shaped like an eye, cut from purest crystal. There
was another, too; it rolled along the table as the train
lurched, and she grabbed at it. As she picked it up, it
must have caught some gleam of light from outside,
because for a moment, it sparkled and winked at her
like a tiny star.
“What are you?” she whispered.
The train rattled. She put the jewel down and saw,
folded inside the parcel, a piece of white paper. She
opened it and a key fell out. She read the words on
the paper.
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THE CLOCKWORK CROW
Danger!
DO NOT ASSEMBLE
For the journey is long and the road leads
into darkness.
So it was some sort of toy. A puzzle? What good
was it if you couldn’t assemble it? She felt oddly disappointed. That man in the dark coat had been really
scared and desperate to keep this safe, but why was a
toy so important? Was it a present for his little boy?
That might be it, because soon it would be Christmas.
She put the paper down and leaned back, closing
her eyes and thinking about how Christmas would
be at Plas-y-Fran. There was bound to be a huge tree
full of shining candles, and a goose to eat, plum pudding, and maybe oranges. And a present all wrapped in
shiny gold paper that Lady Mair would hold out to her.
“This is for you, Seren, with our love.” Inside there would
be the sweetest silver chain, with a tiny crescent moon
sparkling on the end of it.
At the orphanage, Christmas had been very dull.
Every year, she’d had only a small packet of handkerchiefs
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embroidered with a curly letter S for a present. The
only real Christmas trees she had ever seen had been
in the windows of a big London shop—Martha had
taken her down there one evening, and how the trees
had glittered and shone, hung with striped canes of
gingerbread!
Half-asleep, she let herself fall into a lovely dream
of dresses and toys, until with a small plip, as if the gas
had run out, the lamp above her went off and she was
in complete darkness.
Now she could see outside. There was a moon,
a thin fingernail over the hills, and it shone on a
strange, mountainous country. She had never seen
such great hills, such deep wooded valleys. The silver
light flickered on a waterfall, crashing through dark
branches.
So this was Wales.
It looked wild, she thought. A little scary.
Brakes hissed. The train began to slow. Hurriedly,
Seren gathered all the pieces of the black toy and
swept them into the parcel, fumbling with the knots,
but she had no time to tie them together properly
before the train had rumbled to a halt. There outside
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the window, in white letters on a black iron sign, was
the word TREFIL.
She grabbed her suitcase and flung open the door.
It was bitterly cold. Jumping down, she tugged
the suitcase out and, with the parcel under her arm,
turned to find the stationmaster.
The train huffed and blew a great snort of steam.
It began to move off, slowly at first, then faster and
faster until for a moment, she was completely lost in
the smoke, as if a cloud had come down and enveloped
her or a huge invisible dragon had breathed fire all
around her.
Then it cleared, the deafening noise died away, and
the train was gone.
She was alone.
There was no station. Just a bare platform under
some overhanging trees. Stars shone overhead with
frosty brilliance.
There was no stationmaster, no waiting room, not
even a building.
So what could she do with the parcel?
Heaving up her suitcase, she hobbled to the fence
and through a tiny gate. In the darkness, something
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whickered; she sensed rather than saw a horse and,
behind it, the dark shadow of a carriage. Someone
said, “The little girl for the Plas, is it?”
“Yes.” She peered into the dark. “Who’s there, please?”
He got down and came toward her, and she stepped
back a little in surprise, because he was the smallest
man she had ever seen. The whip in his hand was
nearly as tall as he was. Eye to eye, he looked at her.
“I’m Denzil,” he said.
She glanced around.
The night was a silvery silence, though the bare
trees made a soft swish in the breeze. There were no
lights and no sign of anyone else in this dark lane.
The small man didn’t wait for a reply. He picked up
her suitcase and lugged it to the carriage. “This is far
too heavy,” he said. “What’s in it?”
Seren was immediately annoyed. What business was
it of his? “My books,” she said haughtily.
He laughed, a short bark of scorn. “Books! There’s
plenty of books at the Plas, and no one to read them,
either.” Opening the door, he thrust the case in, then
beckoned her with an impatient hand. “Come on, girl!
Or it’ll be past midnight before we get to our beds.”
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She took a step toward the carriage. The parcel! But
there was no one to leave it with, and besides, she was
too cold and tired now to think, so she gave up and
climbed the step into the dark interior. Denzil fastened
the door on her at once.
She heard him clamber up, flick the reins, and say
“Whup!” and the carriage began to jolt.
It was very black in here. She put her hand out and
felt the seat; it was soft and well padded. And then her
hand touched wool and found a folded blanket. She
opened it gratefully and tugged it around her shoulders.
It helped. But the carriage smelled of damp and
mold, as if it was never used, and that was surprising. And the roads must be awful, because the jolting
swung her from side to side until she had to hang on
to the leather strap by the window.
She kept the parcel on her lap. After all, she was
responsible for it now. It was a real nuisance, and she
was starting to hate it. She wished she’d never even
picked up the thing, but there was nothing she could
do about that except try not to think about the thin
man in the dark hat, searching desperately for his lost
clockwork toy.
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The carriage rumbled uphill and downhill. Branches
brushed against it, brittle twigs snapping against
the roof. The jolting made her feel sick. She gritted
her teeth and told herself firmly that it was all right,
because very soon now, there would be the big house
with its blaze of windows, and Captain Arthur Jones
and Lady Mair waiting on the doorstep for her, maybe
with Tomos, though Tomos should be already tucked
in bed. They would take her into a glorious parlor
hung with blue satin and hug her and say, “Welcome,
Seren. This is your home now.”
It was a dream she had dreamed many times in the
orphanage, curled up in bed when the room was quiet.
Only the moon, peering in through the window, had
shared her dream. Now it was really coming true. But
her eyes were heavy, and she couldn’t stop yawning.
The coach slowed. The shadow of a great gate swung
past her; for a moment, she saw a pillar, crowned with
the silhouette of a stone eagle against the stars. At last!
They were here.
She pushed back the flimsy curtain, tugged down
the window, and stared out.
Under the moonlight she saw a great crag, and
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beside it a lake, shining like a silver mirror. On the
lakeside rose the turrets and gables of an ancient house.
Seren stared, amazed. It was so much bigger than
she’d imagined. It looked like a castle, or maybe an
asylum. As the carriage rattled toward it, she saw that
ivy covered the roof, and a few dark birds flitted high
above the battlements.
But the building was in complete darkness. There
were no lights at the windows. It had an empty, ghostly
look about it that made her uneasy.
The carriage rattled under another archway and
into a cobbled yard where the wheels made such a
racket, it should have woken everyone. But when the
carriage stopped, there was a frozen silence, until the
door was yanked open and the tiny man stood there
looking up at her.
“We’re here. Get down, then.”
Seren climbed down. He tugged her suitcase after
her. “Watch your step. Bit mucky here.”
In the stone wall of the house was a door; he opened
it, and a shaft of moonlight showed her a corridor,
stone-flagged and shadowy.
The small man marched along it and Seren followed,
23

hurrying to keep up. Why had no one been waiting for
her? But of course, it was a freezing night! They’d all be
inside by some warm fireplace, listening anxiously for
the coach. The thought made her feel better, but still,
there was something wrong about the place. Small oil
lamps lit the walls, throwing a mass of shadows; the
corridor turned right and left, past closed doors. It
smelled musty, and the only sound was the shuffling of
her feet and Denzil’s mutterings and puffings. Finally,
the small man came to a green-painted door; he turned
the handle and led her in. “This is it.”
Seren stood still in dismay.
It was a kitchen, but it was nothing like the cozy
space she had imagined.
It was huge and bare. A vast sooty chimney opened
in the wall, and the fire that smoldered below was
almost out. In a chair next to it, a woman in a dark
dress was sewing, but as soon as she saw Seren, she
tossed the embroidery aside and stood up. She was
very tall. Her face was hard and stern.
“So,” she said. “You’re here at last! Have you any
idea how late you are?”
Seren bobbed a curtsy because that was what they
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taught you at the orphanage. But she was really worried now. Surely this couldn’t be Lady Mair?
“The train was late,” she muttered.
The woman frowned in distaste. She walked right
around Seren, looking at her closely. The hem of her
dress swished the dust on the floor. She didn’t bend
down or even smile. Her gloved hands were clasped
together, and her face was narrow, her lips tight, her
eyes gray and disapproving. “You will please address
me as Ma’am. Is that suitcase your luggage? It seems a
lot for a small girl.”
“My books are in there. Ma’am.”
“Really? I had no idea you were allowed such things.
There are plenty of books here.”
“So I’m told,” Seren growled.
“She’ll be hungry,” Denzil said.
“I’m sure she will. Children always are.” The tall
woman frowned. “My name is Mrs. Villiers. I am the
housekeeper here.”
Seren looked around. “I suppose Captain Jones and
his family are all in bed?”
The housekeeper gave Denzil a quick glance. He
shrugged and left the room.
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“We’ll discuss that tomorrow,” Mrs. Villiers said
quickly. “Now, eat your supper.”
She pointed to the table. On one end was a plate of
sandwiches. They had been waiting so long that their
corners were dry and curled up, and they were only
canned meat, but Seren sat and ate them fast because she
was too hungry to be fussy. She was still hungry when
she’d finished, but it was clear there would be no more.
Mrs. Villiers poured tea, hot and strong, from a
big brown pot. Seren gulped it down, even though it
scorched her mouth.
She wanted to ask a lot more questions, but even
before she had finished the tea, Mrs. Villiers had
whisked the plate and cup away and was standing over
her with a lighted candle. “Come on now, quickly. No
dawdling! Stay close to me. This is an old house and it’s
easy to get lost.”
Seren looked around. Denzil must have taken her
suitcase, but the newspaper parcel lay on a chair.
She picked it up.
“What is that?” Mrs. Villiers demanded.
Seren shrugged. Suddenly she didn’t want to say.
“Something private.”
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The housekeeper shook her head. “Let me see.” She
snatched it away, pulled the paper open, and looked
inside. “What on earth . . . ?”
“It’s a toy.” Seren had a sudden idea. “My great-aunt
gave it to me.” She cast her eyes down sadly. “It’s all I
have to remind me of her.”
It worked. Mrs. Villiers snorted, thrust the parcel
back at her, and pushed her to the door.
Stumbling, as weary as if she were walking through
a dream, Seren followed. The house was enormous.
She sleepwalked along dark corridors, up vast flights of
stairs, through curtained alcoves, Mrs. Villiers stalking
ahead with the candle held high. She had a dim sense
of many rooms, of dark portraits on the walls, of cabinets glimmering with glass and china. The air was so
musty, it was hard to breathe.
Finally, Mrs. Villiers came to a white-painted corridor and threw open a door.
“This is your room. There’s water for washing in the
jug. Breakfast is at eight. Please don’t be late.”
Then she turned and walked away, taking the light
with her.
“Good night,” Seren said.
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Mrs. Villiers turned, a little surprised. But she said,
“Good night.”
Seren went in and looked around. The room was
dim and shadowy, with dark masses of furniture. She
dumped the parcel on a table. The bed was very high
and it had curtains all around it. She opened them
and crawled inside. Instantly, without washing, or even
taking her coat off, she fell asleep.
She almost woke once, deep in the night, thinking she
heard the high, sweet note of a bell, silvery and sharp.
But it might have been a dream.
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3

THE SiLENCE OF THE HOUSE
Down the stairs, in the rooms,
Shadows whisper of their dreams.

I

n the morning the breakfast bell woke her.
Seren lay warm under the sheets. At some point

in the night, she had pulled her coat off, but her dress
was a mess and her hair a wild tangle. For a moment
she stayed there, curled up, remembering the train
and the thin man, the bitter cold, and the carriage ride
through the hills. Then she slid down from the bed and
ran to the window, throwing the dusty curtains wide.
She saw an expanse of frosted lawns. Beyond, the
bare branches of a wood rose against a leaden sky.
The wood surrounded the house, and the winter
trees were stark in the gray morning. Everything was
still, but then some swans flew over the house with a

whistling of wings, and she remembered that there
was a lake down there among the trees.
It all looked bitterly cold.
Still, it was time for breakfast, and she was starving!
She unpacked her other dress, the blue one, and
stepped into it. She dragged a comb through her hair.
She had to look sharp to meet the captain and Lady
Mair. And Tomos.
The small clock by her bed said five minutes past
eight, so she was already late.
She opened the door and peered out. The corridor
was empty. Seren ran along it and down some twisty
stairs; last night she had been too tired to take much
notice, but now she was alert and interested in every
detail of the house.
At the bottom was a wider corridor, lined with cabinets of china and glass, some of the plates and jugs
so large they reflected her face in warped and delicate
glances. The floorboards creaked loudly, but there was
no other sound. Just like last night, the air of the house
seemed muffled, as if no one breathed it. Everywhere
was cold. The windows were shuttered. She was starting to think she might wander here forever when she
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came to a large hall, its furniture covered with white
sheets. Where was everyone? It wasn’t right, all this
silence. Puzzled, she ran past mirrors, a dusty dining
table, cobwebbed chairs, through a blue room, a red
room, and a room with yellow silk hangings, until
finally she found the corridor that led to the kitchen.
At last she heard the sound of people—a clatter of
dishes, a murmur of voices. The smell of toasted bread
and warm milk drifted out, so she walked quickly down
there and peeked around the door.
There was a cat! A white cat!
He had already turned his head and was staring at
her, and his eyes were green. He got up, stretched, and
stalked over, arching his back as she smoothed his soft,
warm fur.
Mrs. Villiers was standing at the fireside. She said,
“Didn’t you hear the bell?”
“I got lost. It’s such a huge house.” Seren laughed as
the cat rolled over elegantly on the flagstones. “What’s
his name?”
“I did tell you to please address me as Ma’am.”
“His name’s Sam.” It was Denzil who answered.
He was sitting at the big wooden table with a pile of
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potatoes in front of him, peeling them with a sharp
knife. Seren came over and stood beside him.
“Sit here.” Mrs. Villiers pointed to a chair. She
pulled a pot from the fire and scooped porridge into a
bowl. She put it on the table with a wooden spoon and
a cup for tea.
Seren came and sat. The chair was a child’s chair, a
bit small for her. She ate quickly, looking around.
The kitchen wasn’t quite as bare as she’d first
thought. Hanging on hooks high up under the rafters
was a great row of copper pots and pans, starting with
tiny little jugs and getting bigger until the last one
was so huge and heavy, she could easily have climbed
inside it.
The porridge was sweet and gloopy, but better than
at St. Mary’s. Gulping it down, she said, “So where is
everyone? The family and the servants? I really want to
say hello to Tomos.”
There was a tight silence.
Mrs. Villiers sat opposite her. She looked as if she
had been waiting for the question. She folded her fingers together on the tabletop and said firmly, “We are
the only people in the house at the moment.”
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“Just us?”
“And the cook, Alys, who comes in from the village
at lunchtime.”
“No one else?”
“Gwyn,” Denzil muttered.
Mrs. Villiers glared at him. “Gwyn is a gardener’s
boy. He’s not house staff.”
Denzil shrugged.
Astonished, Seren licked the spoon and dumped it
in the dish. “But . . . I thought Captain Jones . . .”
“Captain Jones is away. In London, I believe.”
“And Lady Mair?”
“Lady Mair is in London, too.”
It was hugely disappointing. “Will they come home
for Christmas?”
This silence was even worse. She knew at once
that she had said something dreadful. Denzil’s knife
stopped scraping, just for a second, then resumed with
a fierce intensity.
Mrs. Villiers stood, turned her back, and speared a
piece of bread on a fork. “No. They won’t. I’m afraid,
Seren, that life in Plas-y-Fran might not be quite what
you were expecting. The family is not here, and where
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they are and what they do is none of your business.
It will be rather lonely for you, because obviously you
will not be able to mix with the village children . . .”
“Why not? What’s wrong with them?” Seren asked.
Denzil snorted a laugh. Mrs. Villiers gave him an
irritated stare. “Nothing . . . But you are part of this
household now and . . .”
Seren was suddenly annoyed, too. It was all so different from what she’d dreamed of. “But there is no
household. No one to talk to and no one to play with.”
Mrs. Villiers drew herself up. “Please don’t talk to
me in that impudent fashion. I don’t know how you
behaved at the orphanage, but . . .”
“Well, at least there were other people there. And
lessons.” Seren looked up with a sudden fear. “I mean,
I will have lessons, won’t I? A tutor, or a school?”
“You like lessons?” Denzil sounded amazed.
“Yes, of course.”
“That’s not like a child.”
“Rubbish,” she snapped.
Mrs. Villiers stared. “What
at did you say?”
“Well, I’m sorry—Ma’am—but it is. Why shouldn’t
children like learning? Besides, I’m going to be a great
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writer one day, so I need to learn everything I can.”
Denzil blinked and sliced another potato. “If you
say so.”
There was silence for a moment. Seren scratched
her nose. Then she asked, “Where can I go?”
Mrs. Villiers looked even more astonished. “Go?”
“To explore. Can I go anywhere on the grounds?
In the house?” Then, because she was so irritated she
couldn’t help it, she got up and paced around. “I’m
sorry, but it’s all so strange here! Such a big house and
no one in it, and I was really hoping . . .” She stopped,
because all at once her dreams seemed silly. She should
have known no one would care about her.
“You won’t be bored, if that’s what’s worrying you.”
Denzil stabbed the knife into the table as if he was
angry, and it stood upright. “There’s an enormous
library upstairs, crammed with books, and there’s a
nursery full of . . .”
He stopped. Mrs. Villiers had put her white fingers
on his wrist. In a quiet voice, not meant for Seren to
hear, she whispered, “Hush.”
Then she turned to Seren. “Sit down.”
Seren folded her arms. But she sat.
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